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Pulling Strings

 

By Andrew Grey

 

A high-stakes case of industrial espionage ties them together, but before they can pursue their attraction, they must find out who’s pulling the strings.

Devon Donaldson doesn’t know how a folio of stolen corporate secrets found its way into his bag, and certainly can’t think of anyone who’d want to frame him. The trouble is, he has to convince Powers McPherson.

Devon’s firm hired Powers to investigate the theft of a new banking system, and so far Devon is his only lead. While Powers’s gut tells him Devon is innocent, he has no intention of letting Devon out of his sight… for more than one reason. Working together to get Devon’s life back leads to feelings far beyond cooperation. But before they can act on them, they need to find the group of thieves intent on ruining Devon’s reputation.




To Brenda, Lynn, Tricia, and Dominic for making this book possible. I couldn’t have done it without any of you.




Chapter 1

 

 

DEVON DONALDSON stood outside the Four Seasons in downtown Philadelphia, glancing up at the imposing edifice.

“What are you waiting for?” Karen asked as she got out of the taxi, straightening the hem of her ankle-length royal blue gown. “Come on. We’re supposed to be here.” She took Devon’s arm and led him inside. “You look very nice in your tuxedo.”

“It’s a rental,” he blurted out, then instantly wished he hadn’t. No one needed to know that. He should learn to keep his mouth shut.

“I won’t tell anyone.” She patted his arm, and they continued their way inside, crossing the imposing lobby, with its large crystal chandeliers and polished marble floors, following the discreet signage to the ballroom, where music wafted out into the hall. Devon fished his invitation out of his pocket and handed it to the attendant. Karen did the same.

“Have a good time,” said the tall man, who probably also served as security, motioning them inside.

The ballroom was already filling with people, all dressed to the nines. Devon still wasn’t able to figure out how he had ended up with an invitation. Coopers, Littman, and Mauer sponsored the event to benefit the National Multiple Sclerosis Society each year, and tickets were expensive. Devon certainly didn’t have that kind of money lying around.

“There’s the rest of the team.” Karen waved and let go of Devon’s arm to walk over to the others.

Devon followed her and took a place at the table in the center of the room. At least he knew his fellow team members: Mark Calvinson, Susan Malton, and Lee Kwan. He greeted each of them with a handshake, while Karen hugged them, and then they both sat down.

“You aren’t going to end up dancing on a table like last year, are you, Mark?” Karen asked.

“I did not,” he replied indignantly. “I merely ended up sitting on the edge of one.”

“You nearly toppled the entire thing over,” Susan clarified, and everyone chuckled. “Maybe that’s why we have these drink tickets instead of the open bar like last year.” She shot Mark a glare that didn’t last very long.

Devon settled in his seat, reached for a glass, and filled it from the crystal pitcher of water on the table, wondering how long he could just sit here without having to say anything. Not too long, apparently.

“Guys, this is Devon’s first foray into the world of rubber chicken and schmoozing for dollars.” Karen grinned at him.

“Just wait until the auction.” Lee leaned over. “That’s when the big boys all pull out their wallets and fight over who can buy the biggest… equipment.” He winked, and everyone else groaned.

The recorded music up until then had been largely background. As a small live orchestra began playing, a few couples shifted out of their seats to dance, while at the same time a line formed at the bar. Devon turned slightly so he could watch the musicians and listen to the music while the others talked. It was mostly gossip about who was doing whom, and Devon wasn’t really interested.

“Yeah, apparently the designs were copies and…”

Devon turned, suddenly tuned in to what Susan was saying.

“…they are still tracing how it could have happened.”

“I hear she’s interested in you,” Lee told Mark, who stood right away and sauntered over to Gloria from marketing, the subject of their interest, only to be shot down faster than he could say “supply chain integration.” Mark returned to the table, smacked Lee on the back of the head, and vowed to get even with him.

“Do any of you dance?” Karen asked. The other guys all shook their heads, but Devon nodded slowly. Karen got to her feet, grabbing his arm once again. “Then why don’t you show me the floor?”

Devon stood and properly took her arm to lead her through the tables to the floor. “I haven’t danced in a while.”

“I’m sure you remember how,” Karen said with amusement.

Devon cocked his lips slightly, whirled her into his arms, and spun her into a waltz in elegant style. “Of course. Four years of lessons with my mother, because Dad refused to go and she was determined.” He glided Karen through the steps, making her smile, until the number ended.

She stepped away, clapping politely along with the others. “Who is that?” she whispered, and Devon followed her gaze to a stunning, darkly intense man who half frowned as he watched the dance floor, his arms crossed over his chest. “Man… he’s got the whole ‘tall, dark, and broody’ thing going on.”

“If you like that sort of thing,” Devon said, swallowing hard, because while he wasn’t into the brooding thing, he wouldn’t kick him out of bed if he got the chance. His tuxedo was cut beautifully—that was no rental. Even in the jacket, his wide shoulders and trim waist were evident. That was a man who knew how to take care of himself, even if he seemed about two seconds from shouting orders at everyone in the room.

“Oh, me likey,” she whispered.

The music started again, and Devon pulled his attention away from the sight against the wall. The tempo changed, and Devon broke into the fox-trot, taking Karen right along with him.

“Damn, son, you weren’t kidding. Your mother must be so proud.”

“She was, yes.” That was all the acknowledgment he gave, but Karen missed a step. Devon picked it up, guiding her through until the number ended. Then he applauded and escorted her properly from the floor. “I think I’m going to have a drink. Would you like anything?” he asked.

“No thanks. I’ll see you back at the table.” She glided off across the room.

Devon made his way through the increasing crowd to the bar. He got in line and slowly moved forward, glancing at where Tall, Dark, and Broody seemed to be watching him in return. Devon turned away and paid attention to what was in front of him.

As he neared the bar, the hair on the back of his neck stood up, and he knew Tall, Dark, and Broody was right behind him. He didn’t dare look around even as sweat broke out under his shirt collar. Granted, he had no reason to be nervous—he hadn’t done anything wrong—but the man’s presence sent his pulse racing.

“Can I help you?” the bartender in a white shirt and black vest asked.

“Whiskey and soda,” Devon ordered, handing over the ticket. A few moments later, he took the drink, thanked the bartender, and purposefully walked back to the table. Only once he sat down did he chance to look back. Tall, Dark, and Broody was nowhere to be seen, and Devon silently chastised himself for being so stupid.

“You looked great, Devon,” Susan said. “Maybe we could dance later.”

“Did you grow a right foot?” Mark chirped, and turned to Devon. “Last year she wheedled me onto the dance floor, and I ended up with two broken toes and enough bruises that it hurt to walk for a week. Don’t do it, my friend. It’s not worth the agony.” He dashed away as Susan lunged for him.

“Are you all having a good time?” the supervisor, Judy Spalding, asked from next to Mark. “No table dancing this year.” She looked right down at Mark. “Remember, everyone is here, including all of the partners. This is definitely a time to impress. Don’t just sit here and talk to each other. Get up, mingle, meet people. This is the one night of the year that most of the hierarchy barriers are down. So it’s a chance to make an impression.”

“Thanks, Judy,” Devon said, then finished his drink for courage and pushed back his chair. Before he’d left the house, he had determined that he needed to meet and talk with at least ten people he didn’t know tonight. Devon was usually quiet—his dad said he was shy. He knew it was something he needed to work on if he was to get noticed and have the chance to go anywhere in the company.

Girding himself, he walked up to a group of people he had never met before, all standing in a circle, and took the only empty place, next to a woman in a cream-colored gown that glittered with sequins. “Your dress is stunning,” he told her as the others talked.

She turned to him, a smile lighting her face. “Thank you, young man.”

“You’re very welcome. It really is beautiful, and you are gorgeous in it.”

She smiled again.

“I’m Devon Donaldson.” He extended his hand, and she took it, shaking it gently.

“Marie Mauer. It’s very nice to meet you. Is this your first one of these?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m new at the firm, just six months ago, and I’m sort of learning my way. It’s a wonderful evening.”

“I saw you on the dance floor. Was that your wife you were dancing with?”

“No. She’s a coworker.” Now Devon thought maybe he should have gotten another drink, but no. The last thing he wanted to do was dull his wits, even as his belly roiled in fear.

“Lionel,” Marie said. “I’d like to introduce you to Devon Donaldson.” And just like that, Devon shook hands with her husband, one of the three founders of the firm.

“It’s good to meet you, sir,” Devon said, meeting the man’s steely gaze. His dad always told him to meet strength with strength.

“Likewise.” Lionel released Devon’s hand, and another man who Devon didn’t know put his hand on Lionel’s shoulder and drew him away from the group.

Marie sighed and shook her head. Her smile slipped away for a few seconds and then returned. Devon was about to excuse himself when the music changed and Marie turned to him. “Would you mind?” She motioned to the dance floor.

Devon nodded, guiding her out and politely taking her hand. He gently put his other hand to her waist, and they stepped into the dance.

“It’s always work,” she whispered, her attention half on her husband.

“You dance beautifully,” Devon said.

“Don’t kid a kidder, young man. You are the one making me look good.” She smiled nonetheless as Devon glided her in a wide circle around the floor. Tall, Dark, and Broody stood just off the floor, and Devon felt Marie shiver in his arms. “I hate that man and told Lionel not to hire him for any reason, but he doesn’t listen to me about anything.” She scowled as the man moved away from the crowd. Once he was out of sight, her movements became fluid again, and Devon put the incident out of his head, intent on showing Marie off to everyone in the room.

“Where did you learn to dance like this?” Marie asked. “Young people only seem to know that bump-and-grind stuff.” There was no heat in her voice, just a statement of fact as she saw it.

“I took lessons with my mother. She and I used to enter dance competitions, and we won a few times. Mom was so pleased, and she used to hand me off to all the daughters of her friends whenever she got the chance. Mom thought that dancing would be a way for me to meet girls and eventually find a girlfriend and wife.” Devon smiled and leaned into the movement. “Didn’t work, though.” He smirked slightly, not fully at ease with her. She was one of the founders’ wives, after all.

“Whyever not?” She truly didn’t seem to understand his little joke.

“Because I’m attracted to the boys,” Devon answered, and Marie smiled and chuckled right along with him. “And guys are much more interested in bump-and-grind than they are the waltz, quickstep, or fox-trot.” He smiled and led Marie into a flourish as the music ended. He released her and applauded lightly, sharing a smile as her husband approached and guided her away.

Devon melted back into the crowd of people and returned to the table, where only Lee waited now. “The others went to get drinks,” he explained.

Tall, Dark, and Broody passed near them, sending his own particular dark shadow over them. Lee sat up straighter, and Devon slipped his hands under the table, fidgeting nervously like he was a third grader who had just been naughty and was worried about being caught.

“What’s his deal?” Lee asked as he moved away. “This is supposed to be a party, but he’s casting a pall over everything he looks at.” Lee sipped his drink.

Devon didn’t dare turn to look at the man, though he was well aware of his continued presence. The others returned and the mood lightened, even as Tall, Dark, and Broody continued standing nearby.

“Ladies and gentlemen….” A man in a bright tuxedo stood onstage with a microphone. “I’m Gary Phillips from marketing. Welcome. Our live auction is about to begin for the really good items. Don’t forget the silent auction tables off to my right. They close in an hour. All proceeds go to charity, so bid early and bid often.” He continued warming up the crowd and then brought up the first item, a fifty-five-inch television.

Devon didn’t pay much attention, since none of these items were anything he could hope to afford. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled once again, and Devon stood, getting a little tired of whatever game the man was playing. Without turning around, even knowing he was there, Devon approached the bar, got another drink, and returned to the table.

Applause broke out as an item was sold and another put up for bid. Devon sat and sipped his drink before figuring that was doing nothing but making him more nervous. Picking up his drink, he walked right past Tall, Dark, and Broody, girding himself as he joined another circle of people. Thankfully, this one didn’t include the firm’s founders, and he recognized James Abramson, the head of one of the other development teams.

“Are you having a good time?” James asked. “This is your first year, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I joined the firm this year,” Devon explained, his nerves rising once again. “It’s a good place to work, and everyone has been very welcoming.”

“I’m glad,” James said absently as his attention was drawn elsewhere. Another item was brought up for auction, and James bid but dropped out rather quickly as the price escalated.

Devon turned to watch the auction along with the others. He caught Tall, Dark, and Broody watching him, and Devon met his gaze, meeting those almost-black eyes for nearly a full minute before he looked away under their intensity.

Most of the group drifted away as the auction continued, and Devon returned to the table once more. He’d joined two conversation groups, actually talked to people he didn’t know, and hadn’t made a fool of himself. He’d count that as a successful evening. Devon took his seat at the table and spent the next hour talking to his coworkers. They shared gossip, and Karen even leaned over the table, wildly speculating that Tall, Dark, and Broody was some sort of secret agent.

“Maybe there’s something going on, and he’s here to foil whatever’s happening.”

Lee rolled his eyes. “You have way too much imagination for a computer programmer,” he teased.

“Please,” Karen said. “I swear he could take me as one of his Bond girls any time he wanted.” She fanned herself, and Susan did the same. Clearly the ladies had a thing for guys like that. Not that Devon could blame them. The guy was gorgeous, in a “come to the dark side” kind of way.

He drew closer to their table. Devon wondered what he wanted. He was standing right next to Devon, near enough that he could smell the muskiness that rolled off him in heart-lightening ways. He didn’t dare move, focusing on his drink. It was like this ominous, yet hot presence loomed over him. Devon wished he could simply stand and extricate himself from the situation, but if he stood, the entire table would get one hell of a show. So he sat still, like an embarrassed teenager, concentrating on his drink, willing the guy to move on.

“Are you warm?” Karen leaned to him and asked. “You look flushed.” She poured him a glass of water, and Devon drank most of it.

“Thanks.” He breathed evenly through his mouth, in and out, purposely keeping his control. A panic attack niggled at the edge of his consciousness, and he knew that was the worst idea on earth. He had to keep it together. He didn’t need to make a spectacle of himself. This guy wasn’t interested in him, and whatever was going on had nothing to do with him. The most handsome man he had ever seen in his life was just standing nearby, watching. It had nothing to do with him—Devon kept repeating that to himself. The tightness in his chest loosened, and his head throbbed less. He drank some more water to give himself something to do. Finally, he felt the tension wane, and his vision became less tunneled.

He turned to find the man farther away. Devon inhaled deeply, then released his breath once more. He poured himself another glass, drank it, and glanced around to see if he was the center of attention. Thankfully, no one seemed to have noticed. But Devon had had enough for one evening. He checked his watch and used the excuse that he was going to look over the silent auction items to get away from the table and give himself something to do until he could leave.

 

 

THE TALK in the office all day Monday was about everything that happened at the gala, which included the fact that Judy had bid on one of the vacation packages in the auction but didn’t win, as well as that James had won an item in the silent auction that one of the partners had had his eye on. James, it seemed, was faster. Gossip ran rampant through the office.

Devon did his best to keep his head down, getting his work done and trying not to listen to any of it, even when the subject turned to him dancing with Marie. He poked his head over the half-wall partition to where Karen sat, shooting her a nasty look, and she grew quiet and suddenly had work to do herself.

People would talk, and he had better things to do, Devon reminded himself as he packed his messenger bag to go home and said good night to the others. He used the bathroom and then returned to grab his bag and head toward the door. He was tired and wanted nothing more than to go home for some peace and quiet.

He left the building, walked through the heat to the subway station, and descended into the stale air. He scanned his pass and went through the turnstile, joining the flow of human traffic toward the subway platform. He held his bag close and continued the familiar trek, waiting in the line until the train whooshed to a stop and the doors opened. Unlike others, Devon let people exit the train before getting on. It was full to the gills, so he stood, placing his bag between his feet and holding one of the handholds as the doors shut once again.

The ride was so familiar, Devon didn’t need to pay much attention to the stops. His internal body clock told him where he was as they rode south. People jostled in and out along the way, and Devon made sure he had a good grip on his bag with his feet, holding on as the train started and stopped so he didn’t end up on the muddy section of the floor.

At the stop before his, a large group of people got off, pressing all around him. A seat opened up, and Devon let go of the handhold as people hurried forward. He nearly fell and only managed to grab his bag and plop into the seat to prevent himself from falling. He sighed and set his bag on his lap as the train zipped on to his stop.

Devon was grateful to get off the train and climb the steps out of the station, up into the fresh air. He inhaled and took a second to breathe before striding through the relatively quiet sidewalks of the residential neighborhood to his home above a drugstore.

His apartment wasn’t large, but it was plenty big enough for him, with a small bedroom off a decent-sized living room. He had a tiny kitchen, but it worked for his life. Most of the furniture he got at secondhand stores and the Salvation Army, carrying it back piece by piece. It made for an eclectic mix of things, but it was all his and this was home. He loved it… mostly because no one was going to take it away from him. No one would come in from work and tell him that tomorrow they were moving to yet another town, and that he’d have to attend another school with another group of kids that he was just going to start to get to know before he had to move again. This was stable; this was his.

Devon set his bag on the coffee table and went right to his refrigerator. After pulling out a bottle of cold water, he drank half of it and placed the remainder back inside to keep cold, before wandering into the bedroom to change out of his work clothes.

He put his shirt in the dirty clothes and hung up his pants and suit coat, along with the tie. He hoped he could get one more wear out of them before he had to have them dry-cleaned. Instead of hanging them in the closet, he put them in the bathroom near the open window, where a steady breeze could air them out for him. He tried to get a second wear out of his clothes in order to save some expenses, but it wasn’t always possible.

A pounding at his door made him jump. Devon hurried to pull on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, rushed to the front door, and peered through the peephole. Tall, Dark, and Broody stood in his hallway, glaring back at him. “What do you want?” He wished he’d grabbed his cell phone off the dresser before coming out.

“I need to talk to you,” he said, pounding on the door once more. “You need to talk to me, or else you’ll talk to the police.”

Devon undid the latch, keeping the chain on, and cracked the door open. “I’m the one who’s going to call the police if you don’t go away.” He closed the door once again, glaring through the peephole. “Go away.”

“You need to talk to me, Devon,” he said, more softly but with the same urgency. “It’s important.”

“How do you know my name? Are you following me? You a stalker or something?” Devon leaned against the door, his leg shaking. Damn, he’d been looking forward to a quiet night. “Just go away.” He sounded whiny even to his own ears.

“We need to talk,” he repeated.

Devon pulled the door open slightly. “Why?” He peered out into the hall, wishing his neighbor was home, but she was away on vacation for the week visiting her kids. Mrs. Lowenski always knew what was going on and could be counted on to be nosy enough to call the police for him. As it was, he was on his own.

“I’m not a stalker, and I know you saw me at the gala. You are probably aware that Mrs. Mauer knows who I am.”

“She doesn’t like you,” Devon said.

He shrugged. “A lot of people don’t like me.”

“Let me see some identification,” Devon said, and the man pulled out a card and handed it to him. “Powers McPherson. Private security and investigations.” He turned the card over, but there was nothing else on the back. “This is really helpful.” Devon rolled his eyes. “Anyone can have business cards made up that say anything. Go away and leave me alone.”

“I’ve been hired by your company, and as I said, we need to talk. Now, we can do it like this in the hallway, or you can let me in.” He wore a suit that probably cost as much as Devon made in a week, and his shoes shone brightly. Powers didn’t look like the kind of guy who would mug someone, but Devon still wasn’t sure. Still, from what Marie had said, Powers worked for Mr. Mauer, and he didn’t want to get in trouble.

Reluctantly, he stepped back and slipped the chain off the lock. Then he opened the door and allowed Powers to enter. Devon closed the door and moved back out of his reach. “What do you want? And what kind of name is Powers anyway?”

“It’s a family name.” Powers stepped around him to the sofa and sat down. “I guess manners weren’t part of your upbringing.”

Devon went into the bedroom, grabbed his phone, and held it for easy availability, then returned to the living room, where he found Powers going through his bag. “Just as I thought.” He pulled a manila envelope out of the bag, holding it up.

“That isn’t mine,” Devon stammered. He’d never seen it in his life. “I didn’t put that in there. It’s not mine.” Shit, he’d seen enough television shows to know he was in trouble.

“Then what is it doing in your bag?” Powers asked as he opened it to pull out two sheets of paper and a small portable computer drive.

“I don’t know.” Devon clutched his phone even as he saw his stable, quiet life flying right out the window before his eyes. “I don’t know what it is because I never put it in my bag. Maybe you put it in there to try to trap me or something. Is this a test of some sort? Maybe an initiation to check my loyalty to the firm?”

“No. It certainly isn’t, and I didn’t put it in there.” Powers sat back, going through the documents.

“What is that?” Devon asked.

Powers leaned forward. “You need to sit down, and you and I have to have a very serious talk.”

Devon’s knees felt weak, and he slumped into his chair, the comfortable one he usually watched television in, but it now felt like one of those stiff wooden chairs that people get interrogated in, in the movies.

“What I want to know is who gave you this and who were you supposed to deliver it to?” Powers leaned forward, his dark eyes as serious as a heart attack.

“I don’t know. It was never given to me. I don’t know what you’re talking about… delivering it. I don’t know what it is, and I….” Damn, Devon’s hand shook and he thought he was going to be sick. “I’ve never seen that before. Honestly.” His hand shook more, and his vision began to tunnel. His heart pounded in his chest, and he breathed deeply. “I don’t know what that is. I never saw it before in my life.”

“It was in your bag,” Powers said.

“But I didn’t put it there!” Devon placed his hand over his chest, sucking in air, his head starting to spin. “I told you, I didn’t take it and I didn’t put it in my bag. I don’t know who did, and I have no idea what this is all about.” He managed to get a deep breath of air, gripping the arms of the chair as tightly as he could. “I don’t know anything about whatever this is.” His feet began to tingle, and Devon knew he had to get hold of himself or he was going to end up in the hospital like the last time, and then he wouldn’t have a chance to try to explain and he’d be out of work and….

Devon took a deep breath and then another. He took the bottle of water that Powers offered him, sucked it down, and forced air into his lungs. “You have to believe me.” Devon blinked and continued his breathing exercises as the tingling subsided and his vision slowly returned to normal.

“Then how did this get in your bag?” Powers waved the envelope in the air.

“I don’t know.” Devon finished the water and set the bottle on the coffee table. “I packed my bag the way I usually do when I leave the office.” He reached for it and emptied the contents on the table. “These are my pens and my reminder book.” There was also a roll of cherry Life Savers and some paper clips. “I brought home these papers to try to work through this tonight because everyone kept talking about the gala all day and I couldn’t concentrate. The rest of this is mine, but I didn’t put that in the bag.” He half pleaded because he needed Powers to believe him.

“Let’s say that’s true. Then how did this get in your bag?”

“I don’t know. I left the office and rode home on the subway like I always do. The cars were crowded and all, but….” He paused. “Hey, how did you know that I might have this stuff? Were you following me? Did you put it in there and now want it back?” He was grasping at straws.

“No. I didn’t put it in there, but I was on that subway train. I had intelligence that a pass-off was to happen on the train, and then I recognized you from the gala and figured I was onto something. So I followed you and… look what I found.”

“So, you didn’t see anyone put this in my bag either?” Devon had to question it. Whoever had done it was good, because he hadn’t seen anyone. “It must have been during the crush. I was nearly bowled over when the car started and a lot of others pressed against me.” At least he had an idea of how the envelope could have gotten into his bag, but why it had been put there was beyond him.

“No. Because I don’t think it was. I think you either copied the information yourself or had someone give it to you.”

Devon swallowed hard. This was getting to be a circular exercise. “Then call the police. Have them check out the envelope. If I put it in there, then I must have handled it and my prints and DNA would be all over it. They aren’t, because I’ve never seen that before and I never handled it. Why someone slipped it into my bag, I have no idea, but the person you’re after isn’t me.” He glared at Powers and then held out his phone. “Go ahead, call them.” He was getting tired of this little game and just wanted it to end. “How do I know you aren’t the one after this information for yourself and this isn’t all a ruse? Marie certainly didn’t like you, so maybe you’re trying to get even somehow.”

For the first time, the confidence in Powers’s eyes wavered slightly. “You really want me to do this?”

“Yes. Go ahead. Call the police. Tell them what you found in my bag, and I’ll ask them to fingerprint the envelope. Of course, I’ll also make sure they ask you all about your business and what you’re doing here. I’m sure the Philly PD will be most grateful for civilian help.” Devon’s smirk lasted a few moments, and then he sat back when Powers didn’t take his phone.

“Let’s say I believe you,” Powers said. “I’m not saying I do. But let’s just say. Why would someone drop this into your bag?”

Devon leaned forward slightly. “I don’t know. Maybe they made a mistake, or maybe they saw you and panicked. Or maybe whoever it is knows me from work and thought I was the courier, when there was someone else they were supposed to give it to. I’m in the dark just as much as you are.” He was calming down, and his mind clicked into gear. “What I don’t understand is why anyone would do this to me. What did I do?” He leaned close, trying to get a glance at the papers. “What are those?”

Powers hesitated and then slid the papers across the table. “Specifications.”

Devon didn’t touch the pages but looked them over. “They’re the cover pages for two program specs. That’s all.” He leaned closer. “I’m not familiar with this system, but that’s all they are. There are no details or any information that could be used by anyone. I presume the meat of whatever this is, is on the drive there.” He pointed but didn’t touch it either.

“Yes.”

Devon stood.

“Where are you going?” Powers snapped.

He glared and waved his hand toward the door. “To the bathroom. You can come with me if you want, but we’re on the second floor. I don’t think I’m going to shimmy out the window.” He was stuck until he could somehow convince Powers that he wasn’t involved in whatever was going on. Devon used the bathroom, then returned and sat back down.

“I’m still not buying that you aren’t involved in this,” Powers said flatly, without the vehemence he’d had before.

“Have you checked the files at work? I don’t have access to any of these programs, so I can’t get them. The system controls what I can see. It isn’t like I can check out any program I want. I can’t even get to the program specifications for programs I’m not authorized to access.” Devon leaned forward.

“What if you were just supposed to deliver them?” Powers pressed.

“To who? I don’t know anyone outside my own team at the firm. You saw me at the gala, I know you did.”

“Yeah, quite the social butterfly.”

Devon chuckled nervously. “I talked to Marie and was so nervous that I nearly wet myself. I danced with her when she asked, and then afterward Mr. Mauer led her away. I didn’t know what to do, so I went back to my table.” He swallowed hard. “I actually had to set a quota for myself of the number of people I’d speak to that I didn’t already know before I could leave. I’m no butterfly—more like a wallflower. So regardless of what you think, I have no reason to take anything from work or to deliver papers or whatever else is on that drive to anyone.” He closed his eyes, trying to keep his nerves at bay.

“Okay,” Powers said. “Let’s say you’re telling the truth.” He slid the papers and drive back into the envelope.

“Good, then you can go now, and I can make myself some macaroni and cheese and a salad, and go to bed. I have to be at the office before seven tomorrow, and I still have some things I need to get done.” Devon picked up his bag and went to the door. Powers didn’t move. “What now? I didn’t take anything, and I wasn’t going to deliver whatever is in that envelope. And if you get me fired….” The thought sent a ripple of fear running through him.

“I’m not going to get you fired. But there’s something you haven’t thought of.” He paused, probably for effect, and it worked, with Devon’s nerves spiking. “If this was slipped into your bag, and it wasn’t meant for you, then someone is going to want it back. And it isn’t going to take a great deal of effort for them to realize that it was given to the wrong person, and then they’re going to come looking for it.” Powers sat straighter, and Devon groaned.

“Then you handle it however you see fit and leave me out of the whole thing.” He waved his hand. At least Powers was beginning to believe him. “I didn’t do anything to get involved in this. I just want it to go away.” He went to the kitchen area and pulled out the things he needed to make his dinner. He didn’t have a great deal. Old Mother Hubbard and Devon had a lot in common right now. Devon did find the blue box of mac and cheese, and there were just enough fixings for a salad. He needed to go to the store.

“Do you think that whoever is behind this is just going to walk up to you and ask nicely for the information that was incorrectly slipped into your bag?” Powers asked. “This is part of a huge theft. Someone is after proprietary secrets from your firm, and these are worth a great deal of money… millions. Enough that people will kill to get what they want.”

Devon turned quickly enough that he knocked the box of mac and cheese on the floor. The pasta spilled everywhere, and Devon groaned before trying to scoop the wayward pieces back inside. “That’s just great. So now what? Keep the door locked and hope that someone doesn’t try to kill me in my sleep? Maybe I could turn what you found over to Mr. Mauer and tell him what happened.” Yeah, that was a good idea. He didn’t know Devon at all and would probably fire him on the spot. He felt the panic attack starting up again and plopped himself on the floor, picking up single pieces of his dinner. “What am I supposed to do now?”

Powers came over and helped Devon to his feet. “You are the first real lead I’ve had in this case. I honestly don’t think you’re involved in this.” He might just have been saying that—Devon could hear the uncertainty in his voice. Powers was probably just trying to soothe him and calm him down. “But right now, you’re all I have. And I was serious. Someone is going to try to get that information back. Until they do, I’m going to stick to you like glue.” He released Devon’s hand.

“What does that mean?” Devon swallowed hard, trying to discern the implications.

“It means that it looks like I’m staying here tonight. I’ll sleep on the sofa and won’t bother you.” Powers stared deeply into Devon’s eyes, sending a jolt of fear and heat to Devon’s core.

“Here?” he croaked. “You’re going to stay here with me?” Devon took a step back. “How do I know you aren’t the person sent to retrieve the information and aren’t going to kill me in my sleep?” Maybe he was being a little dramatic, but this was the weirdest situation he could ever have possibly imagined.

“Yes. I’m starting to believe you, but I’m not letting you out of my sight. Those papers and drive are the only link I have to whoever is behind this, and I have to follow the lead to make sure this stops as soon as possible.” Powers took a single step back. “Do you like Chinese?” he asked, staring at the bits of macaroni on the floor, slowly shaking his head. “As a show of good faith, I’ll order us some delivery. There’s a good restaurant a few blocks away.”

“Okay.” Devon was too shaken and surprised to say anything else. What the hell had just happened to him? All he wanted was his orderly, quiet life back, and every way he looked, it seemed to get farther away by the second.




Chapter 2

 

 

THIS WAS a mess, a complete mess. Powers placed the dinner order and shoved his phone into his pocket. This job was supposed to be an easy one—find out who was trying to steal Lionel Mauer’s new system for banking and money transfers. The system was going to revolutionize the transfer of funds around the world. Not only that, but law enforcement was itching for something like this because of the way it electronically marked the funds. It was a huge deal, and now… all he had was a scared rabbit of a man who had nothing to do with the theft. That was his only lead.

Yeah, Powers believed Devon—faking that kind of real fear and naivete was hard to do.

“When do you think this theft actually occurred?” Devon asked as he sat stiffly in his chair once again. The guy was wound tighter than the stick up his ex’s butt. But he was stunning, and more than once Powers had had to remind himself that he was here to do a job.

“It was discovered three days ago,” Powers answered. “The day before the gala.” That had been the reason he was there. Powers, as well as company management, believed it was an inside job and that it was likely the perpetrators would be at the gala. Powers had thought there was a chance the gala itself was going to be used as the vehicle for passing the information. But that hadn’t happened, according to his sources, who had their fingers on the pulse of just about anything that came up for sale. The most interesting thing he’d seen all night had been Devon. At the time, he hadn’t thought he was involved, but when his source said the initial information pass was going down, and then Powers had seen Devon, he put two and two together and came up with six. It figured. At least he had something to go on now.

“That’s pretty fast,” Devon said, tapping his hands on the arm of the chair.

“Information of any kind has a shelf life. If someone else gets it, then what you have is worthless. It’s only good as long as you’re the only one who has what someone else wants.”

“Okay. So who wants… that?” Devon asked.

“That’s what I’m working to find out.” Hopefully now that he had copies of the specifications, Powers could review who had access to them and who checked them out of the program control system recently. Of course, he knew that if someone were nefarious enough, they could alter or delete the logs.

“And you thought I could do all that?” Devon chuckled. “I’m pretty good at what I do, but I don’t have much knowledge of the access control systems. Have you talked to the people who manage that system? Someone has to have superuser access in case something goes wrong. Have you checked with them?”

“Yes, they were the ones who reported the unauthorized access.” But that was something Powers needed to look into further. There had to be a hole in the system security that someone had exploited. The software company was already looking into it. “My job in this is to get the information back before it’s disseminated. Regular thefts are easy—you follow the trail of the item or the money.” He sat down across from Devon. “Almost everything leaves a trail of some sort. But this kind of thing is harder to follow.”

Devon nodded slowly without looking up. “I suppose. It could have been downloaded to a CD or a flash drive. Then from there, copied to just about anywhere.”

“Exactly. Time is of the essence. The farther this information gets, the less likely its spread can be contained. It’s like a disease. We have to get to the source as soon as possible, and we have to do it quietly.” Powers was about to tell a story about a case, but stopped himself. Devon wasn’t a colleague—he was a source, and possibly a suspect.

“What do I do?” Devon asked.

“For now, you have dinner when it arrives. I’m going to stay. Hopefully whoever put that in your bag will come by to try to retrieve it. Once they do, I’ll be able to grab them, and then I can be out of your hair.” Powers settled into the cushions, spreading his arms on the back of the sofa.

“You really think it’s going to be that simple? There’s nothing in there that’s all that incriminating. I’m even willing to bet that the drive is password protected, so only the recipient, who knows the password, can access the information.”

Powers had figured that too. “This is just a sample to whet the appetite of the buyer. But it’s the only lead I have right now. So I have to play it as much as I can.”

“What about fingerprinting the envelope? A guy on the subway wearing gloves this time of year is going to attract attention.”

“I sent a message, and someone from my office is going to come by to pick up the envelope. They’ll see what they can get off it.” Powers had handled the envelope as little as possible, and his fingerprints were already on file.

Devon nodded. “I see, and until that comes back, you’re staying close.” He sighed. “I thought you believed me.” He sounded incredibly disappointed, and Powers felt bad that he’d popped Devon’s trust bubble. The guy looked miserable, with his hangdog expression. But Powers had been played before, so he was reserving final judgment.

A knock on the door saved him from going into a long explanation. Devon rose to get it, but Powers shook his head and peered out to see who it was. Then he opened the door.

“Lucy, come on in.” He closed the door behind her. She set a plastic case down next to the table and knelt on the floor. Devon watched her and didn’t say anything. Maybe he was retreating into himself once again. “This is Lucy. She works with me.”

“Is this the guy you followed from the subway?” She turned to Devon and then back to Powers, an eyebrow cocking slightly, and then a smirk formed on her lips. Dang, Lucy was always way too observant. “I take it you thought he was involved in this?”

“Let’s just say I’m hoping not.” That was the truth. Devon was a nice kid, and Powers hated to think of him getting involved in something like this.

Lucy put on a pair of gloves and lifted the envelope, then slipped it into a plastic bag.

“I touched the pages only around the edge. Devon didn’t touch them in my presence. Except for my prints, everything else should be of interest.”

“Okeydokey. I’ll run the tests as soon as I can.” She turned to Devon, who sat as far back in his chair as he could. “Honey, if I could get your prints, I can verify pretty quickly if yours are present or not, and then the big lug here could relax.” She sighed. “I’ve known him all my life, and he’s the most suspicious man I’ve ever met… well, maybe with the exception of my ex-husband.”

“Lucy. Always the comedian,” Powers retorted.

“Hey. I get to pick on you. It’s what sisters do.” She went to work and took Devon’s prints.

“You aren’t going to put these in a database or something, are you?” Devon asked.

Lucy chuckled in her own disarming way. “Honey, as long as yours aren’t on those papers, I’ll destroy what I have and that will be that. No harm, no foul. I’m not part of the FBI or law enforcement.” She thumbed over her shoulder. “I work for him.” Lucy finished and stood up. “Can you imagine, I work for my brother.”

“Which one of you is older?” Devon asked.

Lucy smirked again. “He is, by eight minutes, and he’s never let me forget it.” She took the envelope with her, leaving another as a replacement, and left the apartment with a quick smile and a thumbs-up. She closed the door before Powers could throw something at her.

“You’re a twin?” Devon asked, and held his head. “That’s so cool. I was a twin too, only my brother didn’t make it. I was apparently born first, and in the time before my brother could be born, something happened.” He looked stricken. “You know, I always felt like there was something missing from me. I know the twin thing can be pretty special, but I never knew Danny. That’s what my mom named him. We were living near here then but didn’t stay long after that.” He lifted his gaze. “No one in the family talked about him much, but I always wondered what it would have been like if he had lived.”

“I’ve always had Lucy. She’s a force of nature. When I started Powers Solutions, she was my first hire. The two of us did about everything for the first couple of years. I think if something happened to her, I’d miss her like I’d miss a hole in my head.” He smiled to show Devon he was joking.

Another knock, and Powers got it, checking the hallway before opening the door to Lucy again. She held up the bag of takeout. “Enough for three?”

“You are a pushy broad, you know that?” Powers turned to Devon, who nodded, and he let her enter. This wasn’t how he envisioned this evening going. “Where are the materials?”

“They’re locked away,” she answered. Her car, just like Powers’s, had a strongbox implanted where the spare tire would usually be. It ensured that they always had secure document storage wherever they went. “Once we eat, I’ll go right back to the office and get on lifting the prints, but I can’t work on an empty stomach.” She set the bag on the counter, and Devon got out plates and some bottles of water.

“Oh, General Tso’s chicken,” Lucy crowed as she took the container out of the bag.

“That’s Devon’s,” Powers told her. “You can share some of my beef and peppers, and there’s sweet-and-sour as well.” He always overordered, and now he finally understood why. Lucy had a sixth sense about whenever anyone else was eating. She always seemed to show up.

“So what was he like growing up?” Devon asked, and smirked. “Was he always so broody?”

Lucy laughed as Powers scowled at her. “Oh God, yes. He had that look down pat by the time he was eight. Our teachers used to give assignments, and if he didn’t like them, he’d give that ‘you’re going to die a horrible death’ stare of his.” She grabbed a plate, and Devon handed her a fork. “Why?”

“It’s what he was doing at the gala Friday night.” Danged if Devon’s eyes didn’t twinkle with mischief. “Before he showed up here and nearly scared me to death, I thought of him as Tall, Dark, and Broody.”

Lucy threw her head back and laughed. “Damn, kid, you got it in one. He’s all that and smart too. There have been times he’s been able to sniff out bad guys by their cologne.” She emptied half the container of beef and half the sweet-and-sour onto her plate and plopped into one of Devon’s chairs before shoveling in the food.

“You need to eat less like an animal. I’m sure Devon doesn’t want food all over his furniture.” Powers handed her a napkin and sat down as well, making room for Devon. The only time Lucy didn’t run her mouth was when she was eating, so the apartment became quiet for a few seconds.

Devon ate slowly, small deliberate bites passing his perfect lips. Powers had to stop looking at him, and as soon as he turned away, he found Lucy staring knowingly back at him. He hit her with a glare, and she shrugged, returning to her dinner, which she finished in under five minutes, and then she was on her feet again.

“I’m going to let you boys talk some more and figure shit out. Powers, I’m heading to the office.” She put her dishes in the sink. “Devon, it was good to meet you. Don’t take any crap from him.” She winked and was out the door.

“She makes me tired just watching her,” Devon said once Lucy was gone.

“Lucy is a bundle of energy, but there’s no one I can better rely on to watch my back. She and I used to get into so much trouble as kids, and more often than not, Lucy would take the fall because Dad would go lighter on her.” Powers finished eating and took both his and Devon’s dishes to the kitchen.

“I never had that. I have two older sisters. Marilyn is a professor at Drexel, and Greta is an OB-GYN in Harrisburg. They’re both very successful. Marilyn is closest to me in age, and she’s ten years older. They were at completely different stages in life than I was, and by the time I was in third grade, they had both gone away to college. Even today, though we get together, we aren’t particularly close.” Devon washed the dishes, cleaning up everything and putting the trash and the plates and things away. By the time he finished in the kitchen, it was spotless.

“You’re nervous,” Powers stated, and Devon plopped back in his chair.

“Can you blame me? I mean, I’m supposed to go to bed, sleep, and somehow be ready to go to work tomorrow as though nothing has happened, and yet you’re out here, and there could be someone trying to break in to the apartment. How the hell am I supposed to feel?” His leg bounced up and down.

“I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” Powers said.

“That’s a real big comfort, considering a few hours ago you were accusing me of industrial espionage, and now I’m supposed to go on as though everything is hunky-dory. Well, that isn’t going to happen.” Devon jumped to his feet and checked the locks on the door before leaving the room. He returned with a pillow and a blanket, held protectively over his chest. “I got you these, and the remote to the television is in the drawer.” He pulled it open to show him where it was. “I still have some work to do, and then I’m going to bed.” Devon shifted from foot to foot. “Ummm. Good night.” He left, closing the door to the other room.

 

 

POWERS LAY on the sofa hours later, the television on low. He’d listened for anything from the other room, but only heard Devon typing for a while at his computer. He’d heard him use the bathroom, and then the light under the door went out. He’d heard nothing since.

Devon confused him no end. Powers really wanted to believe him, but a small part of him wasn’t so sure, simply because he’d been played before, and he wasn’t about to let it happen again. Still… the last person he’d pick for any sort of covert action was Devon. He was nervous and maybe even had panic attacks, was socially awkward… and super adorable. Okay, so the adorable part didn’t have a bearing on the reason he was here, but still… it was a fact.

Powers was still wide awake. Well after one in the morning, a couple things became clear to him. First, no one was likely to try to retrieve the papers tonight, and second, he was fascinated by Devon. Every time Powers closed his eyes, he saw that face light up like when he’d been on the dance floor, and how nice he’d looked in that tux, and how cute and earnest he’d been when he was flustered and desperate for Powers to believe him. There was more to Devon than met the eye, Powers was fairly sure of that. The thing was, his gut told him that it had nothing to do with this case.

The door to Devon’s room opened, and he stepped out in a pair of boxers and a T-shirt. Devon walked through the living room and into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water, drank it down, and threw away the bottle. Then he shuffled back to his room and closed the door. The room was essentially dark, and the only light had been when the refrigerator came on. Powers chuckled, figuring Devon had been sleepwalking, and then thought about how those boxers clung to his hips as he moved.

His phone vibrated.

Is everything quiet? Lucy texted.

Yes. Devon sleepwalks apparently. He pressed Send and got a smiley face in return.

I finished the review of the pages. No signs of Devon’s fingerprints. There are some I’m working to identify, but the search continues. I’ll start up again in the morning. Will you be home at some point?

Probably, Powers answered and set the phone aside. He needed to figure out what he was going to do and how he could turn what he was increasingly convinced was a material handoff mistake into an advantage he could exploit.

He spent the next hour running through options in his mind, coming up with nothing. Eventually he turned off the television, got as comfortable as he could, and then closed his eyes. Sleep came surprisingly quickly.

Long ago, Powers had learned to go to sleep at the drop of a hat and wake just as quickly. In his job, stakeouts and a lot of downtime were required, so he needed to be able to sleep on his feet. The sofa wasn’t bad, and he was comfortable enough. He woke at any strange sound, but no one tried to get into the apartment, and before he knew it, Devon was out of his room, dressed in a suit to go to work.

“What’s the plan for today?” Devon asked as Powers stretched and got up, then folded the blankets as he watched Devon make coffee and some toast. “Do you want some?”

“Coffee, black, please,” Powers croaked, then accepted the mug from Devon, wondering if he was at all aware of his nighttime wanderings and the little show he’d put on that Powers hadn’t been able to get out of his head.

“I have to go to the office today. I’m not sure what you’re doing,” Devon said. “I need to leave in fifteen minutes if I’m going to make my train and get there on time.” He was pretty clearly being given the bum’s rush.

“Okay. You need to be as normal as possible. If someone hints to you about anything strange in your bag or asks questions, just play dumb and look at them strangely, like you have no idea what they’re talking about.” Powers pulled out another of his cards and wrote a number on the back. “You call this number, and I’ll be over there as fast as I can. Remember that you know nothing, and for right now, ignorance could throw them off the trail.”

Devon nodded.

“I’ll be in the building for most of the day, so I should be nearby.” Powers got his things and left the apartment with Devon. After reminding him to keep the number close, he said, “I don’t want to be seen riding in with you so we don’t tip off that anything has happened. Go straight to work, and I’ll meet you there.” He hurried away and around the block, watching as Devon descended into the subway. Then he raced to the train and headed to his own apartment, where he changed and cleaned up before leaving again, doing his best not to wake Lucy. His plan was to arrive at the office just after Devon did.

As soon as he got in, he went inside and up to Devon’s floor, only relaxing when he saw him seated at his desk, already working. Okay, that had gone well. Now he had work to do himself, along with making sure Devon remained safe. Devon was making this case more unusual by the second, and he wondered what was going to happen next.




Chapter 3

 

 

DEVON TRIED to act normal in the office, but instead found himself watching other people rather than actually getting his work done. He couldn’t help it. Someone in the office, someone he probably knew, was involved in stealing from the company. That rubbed him the wrong way and sent a bolt of indignation running through him. He didn’t always agree with some of the things the company did. The hours were long, and if you did everything right, you often didn’t hear a thing—but have one task go wrong and you were likely to hear about it, big-time. Devon supposed it was like that most places. It didn’t really matter; that was no excuse to steal from the people who paid your salary, part of which was payment for your loyalty. At least that was how Devon felt. Obviously, someone—or maybe multiple someones—felt differently.

“Devon,” Karen said from next to him.

He jumped slightly. Damn, he needed to stop that and try to be normal, but he couldn’t help tensing and asking himself if she could be involved. Maybe the switch hadn’t happened while he was at the subway, but before, when he was still in the office. Devon had gone over it in his mind and remembered he’d gone to the bathroom after he gathered his stuff. He’d forgotten all about it and needed to tell Powers.

“Hello, are you with me?”

“Sorry. It’s been a rough day.” He focused on her. “What can I do for you?”

She smiled caringly. “I need the test performance data. Mark said that you were working on it.”

He nodded. “I’m just finishing it up. I’ll send you a link to it when I’m done.” He’d been hoping to finish it last night, but the drama with Powers had shot that plan all to hell. “It will take another half hour.” He returned to his work, getting the information put together properly. He tried not to be short with her, but he was still so damned nervous. Forcing his mind on his task, he finished it up and sent Karen the link.

His personal phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket. Devon glanced at the message, typed a response, and slipped it back into his pocket.

“Thanks,” Karen said when Devon stood, their eyes meeting over the cubicle. “Just what I needed.”

“No problem. I’m going to head to lunch.” He turned to leave, not wanting to see her surprise or answer questions. Most often they all ate at their desks and kept working. It was the usual routine, but today Devon left the building and walked down the block to the Winger Café, where Powers waited in a booth toward the back. “God, I hate this,” he whispered as he slid in across from Powers.

“Has anyone said anything?” Powers asked, but Devon shook his head.

“I keep thinking it could be anyone.” He fiddled with his napkin and then set it down. “I bet that whoever is involved, they slipped it into the wrong case and got the wrong person.”

“Makes sense,” Powers agreed.

“But maybe not. I remembered that I packed my bag yesterday and then went to the bathroom. So they could have put it in there before I left the office.” Devon hung his head. “I should have thought of it earlier, but….” He shrugged. “It didn’t seem important, and who thinks about using the bathroom? But anyone could have put it in my bag then.” He swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. I thought I knew what might have happened, and now I don’t know crap, and everyone I work with gives me the creeps because it could be any of them.”

Powers placed a hand on top of Devon’s shaking one. “Relax. Yes, it could be any of them, but it isn’t all of them. It’s one or two people most likely, and you can’t let that one person bother you.”

Devon nodded. “I know, but… what if it is someone I work with?”

“What would they hope to gain by putting it in your bag, unless someone was supposed to get it from you?” Powers got a faraway look. “Maybe that was what was supposed to happen on the train. You were supposed to get bumped and then the envelope would slip out of your bag. We don’t know.” He patted Devon’s hand. “Either way, it’s okay. Try not to be so nervous. Clear heads win out.”

Devon took a deep breath, forcing his mind and body to calm. “I’m better now.”

“Good.” Powers didn’t let go of his hand, and Devon liked it, concentrating on the touch. “I need you to do something tonight. You usually work late, correct? Is there anyone else there?”

“We all work late a lot. Why?”

“Just thinking,” Powers said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out some plastic bags. “Take these.”

“What am I supposed to do with them?” Devon put them in his pocket.

“I’m not sure. Slip them in your desk when you get back and don’t let anyone find them. I have an idea, and if it pans out, I’m going to need your help.” Powers looked up as the server asked what they’d like to drink. Devon ordered a Coke and Powers asked for iced tea. They each ordered a burger, and then she left them alone once again.

“I take it you want me to get things my coworkers have handled?” Devon said. Lucy probably needed them to compare to the prints she’d pulled off the envelope and papers.

“Yes. But I’m not going to put you in any danger, and you aren’t to do anything rash. Just wait for me to tell you what I need if I can give you an opportunity,” Powers explained, and Devon nodded. “Mr. Mauer is going to call a meeting this afternoon. Everyone is supposed to be there.”

“And you want me to stay behind?” Devon asked.

“No,” Powers answered quickly. “You go to the meeting with your coworkers, like normal. Just before it starts, you excuse yourself to go to the bathroom. Sit close to the door and get up and go right back to your desk. Take something from each of the people you work with, something they aren’t going to miss and have handled recently. Put it in a bag, write their name on it, hide them, and bring them home with you at the end of the day.”

“But there isn’t a meeting scheduled,” Devon said, then gasped. “He’s holding it for you?”

“Partly. He was going to call it in a few days, but I asked him to move it up. The meeting itself is real. Now, if we do this and you see anyone else in the area, you go to the bathroom and go back to the meeting. You aren’t to take any chances.”

“You could get what you need yourself,” Devon said.

“No. I don’t know what only they’ve touched, and things have a tendency to travel within teams. You’ll be able to watch them, maybe even replace what you take with something from your desk so they don’t know it’s missing. Just make sure that each item has each person’s recent prints on it.”

Devon nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.” Powers sat back as the server set their plates in front of them. “And don’t worry, just take no chances.”

“Okay.” Devon wasn’t very hungry, but he ate anyway, not really tasting very much, even if the burger was perfect. He forced the butterflies away. Powers’s plan was simple, and when Mr. Mauer called one of his all-staff meetings, the office emptied out fast. No one dared miss them because it was sure to get back to him.

They ate and didn’t talk very much, which was fine for Devon. He needed a chance to get his mind around what he was supposed to do.

“Do you always take the same train home?”

“If I can.”

“Then I’ll meet you on the train, the same car as yesterday. Just sit and do what you normally do. If you see me, just pass by. And make your bag accessible, at least for a time. I want to see if someone tries to take our bait. Then afterward I’ll meet you at your apartment.”

“You’re going to stay tonight too?” Devon asked.

“Whoever is behind this still hasn’t fixed their ‘mistake.’ They will have to eventually, and I’m not going to leave you alone until we find out what’s truly going on.” The determination in his eyes eased Devon’s nerves. “Just keep your head and you’ll be fine.”

Suddenly the last bites of his lunch didn’t taste so good, but he agreed to do it. After all, the sooner they found out who was behind this, the quicker Powers would be out of his life and Devon could go back to normal.

Powers paid the bill, and Devon walked back to the office and into a beehive of activity. Apparently the meeting had been announced, and people were on phones all over the office, rescheduling appointments and making room in their schedules. Devon sat down and pulled open his drawer to slip in the plastic bags.

“Looks like you missed the whole hubbub,” Lee said, nearly giving Devon a heart attack.

He slid the drawer closed and tried to look not guilty, even though that was how he felt. “I guess.” He pulled up his email, read the announcement, and was glad he didn’t have his afternoon scheduled that tightly.

“Judy canceled the team meeting because she’s certain she and some of the others will need to deal with the fallout from whatever announcement Mr. Mauer is going to be making,” Lee said.

Devon nodded. These sorts of things really upset the flow of work. “That gives me another hour,” he said as he settled in to work. Lee pulled up a chair, and it seemed like he was getting ready for a gabfest. Lee wasn’t a gossip, but he was a little tightly strung.

“There are rumors running all over the office, and….” Lee had a new wife with a baby on the way and was counting on this job, to the point where he became a little obsessive.

“Don’t believe any of them. They get bigger and bigger with each retelling. Keep your head down, do your job the way you always do, and don’t let the others draw you into their gossip.” Devon did his best to do just that, but he knew it was difficult sometimes. “Everything is going to be fine.” At least he hoped so.

“Then you didn’t hear the latest. Apparently some design specs and even completed system programs might have been stolen. The firm has put a lot of their resources into that system, and if they have to write it off or something… then… I heard one of the senior guys in the elevator. They were afraid it would be the end of the firm.” Lee bit his lower lip.

“They’ll figure it out.” Devon filed that bit of information away to ask Powers about. “Maybe that’s what Mr. Mauer wants to talk about. If people are stealing secrets, then he needs to put a stop to it.” Though Devon doubted a big public announcement was the way to go about it.

“I better get back to work,” Lee said, slipping out of Devon’s visitor chair and returning to his own cubicle.

Devon tried not to think about what he’d been asked to do and did his best to get his mind on the task at hand. He had work that was due by the end of the day, so he got busy.

 

 

DEVON LOCKED his computer and went to the large meeting room, where the usual central board table had been shifted to the front of the room and the rest of the space filled with chairs. He took a seat in the back, next to the rest of his team. He couldn’t help looking down the row as they waited, wondering if it could be true that one of them was involved in stealing from the firm. Then his mind shifted as the time for him to leave drew near, guilt taking over as thoughts of betraying his friends just for thinking that ran through his mind.

Why had he agreed to this in the first place? He should have told Powers that it couldn’t have been any of them and left it at that. Instead, he’d gotten further involved in this mess.

“I’ll be right back,” Devon told Karen, who nodded. He got to his feet and nearly changed his mind, staying in solidarity with his coworkers. In the end, he left quietly anyway, figuring it was one way to prove none of them was involved.

No one seemed to notice as he closed the door silently behind him. The hallway was deserted. He hurried back toward his desk. Devon’s heart pounded as he swept his gaze around the tightly packed work area before pulling open his drawer and finding the plastic bags. He grabbed one and went to Lee’s desk, which was a study in organization and minimalism. There was little on top, and what there was had been placed deliberately. Devon shifted his attention to the trash, where he found a plastic lunch container and cup. The lunch container was too big. He slipped the cup into the plastic bag, wrote Lee’s name on it, and put it in the very back of his desk drawer.

Karen was easy—she drank soda during the day, so he got one of the empty cans, slipping it into a bag and putting it in the same bottom drawer. Then he got to the mess that was Mark’s desk. Looking for something he’d touched recently was difficult because of the clutter. The one thing that held nothing of interest was the trash can. Devon used the plastic bag as a glove and lifted a pen from the desk with a sheet of paper half covering it. He slipped the bag into his pocket as his nervousness ramped up. He glanced around the room once again and then at his watch before quickly grabbing a water bottle from Susan’s trash. He needed to hurry up or everyone was going to wonder where he was, including Judy, who’d take him to task for missing part of the meeting.

His heart pounded in his ears as he grabbed a pen like the one Mark had had and placed it back under the paper and then hurried off. He passed the bathroom as Gerald walked by him in the hallway. They exchanged a smile as Devon strode back toward the meeting room.

“Better hurry.” Gerald smiled warmly. “Mr. Mauer got called away a minute, so they were late starting.” He was an older man who seemed to look out for everyone. Devon had never worked directly with him, but he was one of those people who helped make the office a little brighter.

“Thanks.” Devon sped up slightly, then quietly opened the door and sat back in his seat, suppressing the sigh and hoping the others didn’t notice how hard he was breathing. Devon kept his mouth open, closing his eyes for a second to calm himself. He needed to get it together.

“I wish he’d get started,” Susan whispered impatiently just as Mr. Mauer entered the room and strode up to the front.

“I’m sorry, everyone, for interrupting your day,” he began, then spoke for a few minutes about projects in progress and upcoming initiatives, as well as about some personnel changes that were being made to one of the departments. “I wanted to be the one to inform you of the reorganization rather than having you hear it from others.” He glanced around, his gaze resting on Powers for just a second, and he nodded. “As you know, I usually take questions, but I have some urgent business that has just surfaced. Thank you for your attention, and have a great rest of your day.” He turned and walked from the room. As soon as he left, the crowd began talking as they stood to leave.

“You were gone a long time. Are you feeling all right?” Karen asked as they walked back to their work area.

“I think it was something from lunch,” Devon answered, patting his stomach, which was still reeling a little, though it had mostly settled down. He sat at his desk, making sure the drawer was closed, and pulled out his phone to send Powers a message telling him he had the items.

Okay, Powers responded.

Devon returned to work, hoping against hope that none of his meeting-time dealings were questioned, not that he expected the things from the trash to be missed, but he listened for Mark as he got back to work, hoping the general unruliness of his desk would hide what had been switched.

Thankfully, no one said anything. Judy was busy all afternoon, so Devon kept his head down, working diligently and trying not to think about what he’d done. The distrust that seemed to permeate his view of his coworkers bothered him.

“We were all going to get a drink after work. Do you want to come?” Susan asked as she passed his desk about four.

“Thanks, but I have an appointment this evening.” Normally he would have gone, but he truly did have plans, ones he wasn’t particularly looking forward to, but that did mean the others would all be leaving together and he’d have a chance to get the things he’d taken out of his desk and into his bag for the trip home. “Next time for sure.” He smiled, trying not to appear nervous.

“Okay. We’ll miss you.” She patted his shoulder and left.

Devon was tempted to tell her he’d changed his mind. Things like that represented some of his main social interactions, and he hated letting them down. This entire situation had him on edge, and he could feel the distance between him and his coworkers growing rather than shrinking… and he wanted to belong, somewhere.

He pulled out his phone, ready to tell Powers about his change of plans, but stopped. His promises warred with what he wanted, and keeping his word won out. Damn it all.

The others left as a group, saying their good nights and heading out. Devon checked his bag, seeing the decoy envelope. When no one was around, he slipped his nefarious booty into the bag and closed the top just as Judy seemed to appear at his desk. She had a habit of doing that and managed to scare him sometimes.

“Still here? I thought you’d go out with the rest of the team,” she said, pulling up a chair.

Devon checked the clock on his computer and hoped she wasn’t going to take too much of his time. He wanted to catch the train he’d told Powers he’d be on. “Just finishing up.”

“I noticed you excused yourself from the presentation.” She absently picked up the pen that Devon had resting on his desk and twirled it in her fingers.

“Yes. I had a slight issue of a personal nature that I had to take care of. I think I got something at lunch that upset things.” That was the truth, even if it wasn’t food. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” she said with a touch of ice in her eyes that sent a chill up his back. Could she be the one? Maybe he should try to get something she touched. God, now he was suspicious of everyone. “Everything is fine. You know how Mr. Mauer can be when he sees someone get up during a meeting.” Her expression didn’t change, and Judy didn’t get up either. He got the idea that there was something else she wanted to talk about, especially from the way she looked at his bag, which rested, closed, on his lap. By rights she could ask to look inside or have someone from security do it.

Devon’s heart beat more rapidly, and the urge to run grew greater and more forceful, but he sat still, doing his best to remain cool, even as he felt like a big scaredy-cat. “Okay.” This time he pointedly checked the clock. “I’m going to miss my train.”

She stood slowly, putting the chair back, still watching him. “You have a good evening and a safe trip home.” Judy walked back toward her office, and Devon carefully slipped the pen into his bag to take with him. Then he pulled on the coat he’d hung over the back of his chair, grabbed his bag, and headed for the exit.

As soon as the fresh air hit him, he picked up speed, half running to the subway station, scanning his pass and making for the platform, just reaching it as his train pulled in. He got right on, standing in the crowd, gripping his bag because there was no room otherwise, as the train pulled away from the station.

Devon held on as the subway raced through the tunnels. The stops and starts jostled everyone, and more than once he thought he might have felt someone pressing against him and the bag. He knew what Powers had told him, but with the samples in the bag, he didn’t want them found, so he held the bag tighter until he reached his stop. He got off the train and headed out of the station, striding home as quickly as he could, making a quick stop at the small grocery store near his building, nervous the entire time.

He had never been so relieved to be inside his home before in his life.

Devon closed the door, threw all the locks, and leaned against it, hugging his bag to his chest, taking the first clean breath of air he had since lunch. He set the bag on a chair and opened it, then pulled out the things he’d gathered and used a Ziploc to get the pen out. He wrote Judy’s name on it and added it to the small pile of items. He’d be happy when this was all over.

A knock on the door made him jump. He checked who it was and then opened the door to let Powers inside.

“I thought we discussed you being a little unguarded with your bag.”

“The things you wanted me to get were in it.” Devon motioned to the table, and Powers nodded.

“Good thinking.” He picked up each one. “There’s no name on this one.”

“That’s Susan’s. I was running out of time. The pen was one of mine that Judy handled. I don’t know if Lucy can get anything from it, but I thought she could try. Maybe eliminate her.” Devon sat on the sofa, trying to calm his nerves.

“Or prove she handled the pages,” Powers said.

Devon shook his head. “I’m doing this to prove that none of the people I work with are involved. That way I can stop wondering if one of them is a thief and then maybe I can look them in the eyes again.” He leaned back. “This completely sucks. You know that?”

Powers set down the bag with Karen’s soda can in it and sat next to him. “I know how this makes you feel, and I’m sorry about that. You want to clear your friends, and I appreciate the help.” He sent a message, presumably to Lucy. “Did you get something to eat?”

Devon shook his head.

“Then how about Italian? I make a mean carbonara, so if you have the stuff, I’ll make it for you.”

Devon turned, openmouthed. “Why are you being so nice? I mean, yesterday you were accusing me of being involved in all this, and now I’m helping you and you’re offering to cook me dinner. I don’t really get it.” People generally weren’t that nice to him. “What do you really want from me?”

“Well, first thing, I was wrong and I’m big enough to admit it. Also, I don’t want anything to happen to you.” Powers cleared his throat. “You have guts, though you don’t seem to know it.”

Devon scoffed. “I do not. I was scared half to death the entire time I was getting stuff out of my coworkers’ garbage. Shit they threw away, and I felt like I was betraying them.” He shook his head hard. “I’m not brave. All I want is my quiet life back. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.” He swallowed and tried not to let his nerves run away with him again.

“But you did it. That’s what matters. You got what we needed and even a little more. That’s what real courage is—doing what has to be done.”

A knock sounded, and Devon knew it had to be Lucy. He stood and let her in, locking the door behind her.

“This is what we have.” Powers motioned to what Devon had gathered.

“Great. I’ll get it analyzed and see what I can come up with.” She hesitated. “No dinner yet?”

“Go on, you mooch. I’m cooking in a little while, but I need answers, and I need them fast.” He pulled out his wallet and handed her a twenty. “Order yourself a pizza. Devon and I really need to talk.”

She took the bill, flashed a smile, and left right away.

Devon locked up after her, still nervous. “Part of me hopes we find who is behind this, and part of me hopes none of them is involved.”

“Of course you do. You like the people you work with, and no one wants to believe that the people they like can have a real dark side.” Powers shrugged. “I’ve seen it a lot.” He hesitated, just watching him. Devon waited and grew a little uncomfortable under his gaze, like he was being assessed, or maybe Powers was looking into his soul. Either way, it was disconcerting.

“Did you see anything on the train? It was so packed. I think that someone may have been trying to get my bag, but I held it super tight because I had your stuff inside. I felt like I was a sitting duck or something.”

“That’s part of what I’m trying to avoid.” Powers leaned a little closer. “I’m surprised that they didn’t try to check your bag at the office.”

“I’m at my desk most of the time. I don’t spend a lot of time wandering the halls. Most of my work is solitary. The team uses quite a bit of the same information, but we have our own separate tasks.” Devon opened the flap on his bag and peered inside. “Besides, this isn’t the real stuff. They’re going to know we’re onto them if we give them something fake.”

Powers nodded, taking the envelope they’d prepared and holding up another. “This has copies of the documents in it, and the drive. Except the password is different. They aren’t going to be able to get in, but most likely they’re going to think a mistake was made. Which is fine.” He slipped it into Devon’s messenger bag. “Tomorrow leave it out and easy to get at. Then maybe they can take the info, and you’ll be out of this. They’ll have it back, and whoever is behind this will leave you alone.”

“And then you won’t have a lead.” Devon didn’t understand.

Powers nodded. “But you’ll be safe, and that’s more important. I’ll continue to investigate, and one way or another I will find out who is behind this. But I won’t put you in danger any longer. I shouldn’t have asked you to do what you did today. You could have been found out, and that would have put you in a difficult position.” Powers stood and wandered over to the front windows, peering out into the twilight. “I need to extricate you from this intrigue, and that’s the best way to do it. Let them think you haven’t opened the envelope and aren’t aware of anything.” He didn’t turn around, clasping his hands behind his back.

“If that’s what you think is best,” Devon said quietly, wondering why the idea disappointed him. He was going to be getting what he said he wanted, his quiet life back. “I’m going to change my clothes, and then if you want, I’ll help you cook.”

Powers nodded, still watching outside.

Devon went to the bedroom, stripped off his clothes, and put the suit in with the things to go to the cleaners. He changed into light jeans and a T-shirt, then returned to where Powers was going through his refrigerator. “Do I have what you need?”

“You sure do.” Powers put water on the stove, pulling out bacon, eggs, some cream, and a little cheese. “The bacon is what makes this dish.” He stepped aside as Devon pulled open the cupboard, letting him see the pasta he had. Powers chose some linguini, and Devon got out of his way.

“It’s been a while since anyone cooked for me, except for my mom,” Devon explained.

“Then I’m glad I get to be the first.” Powers flashed a disarmingly charming smile.

Devon opened the refrigerator and found a bottle of wine way in the back. “Will this work with the pasta?” He really wasn’t a wine person, but this type of meal deserved something extra nice.

“Sure, it’s perfect.”

Devon unscrewed the top and got out a couple of rarely used wineglasses.

He let Powers pour and sat on the stool from under the end section of counter, staying pretty much out of the way. The truth was that he was a bit of a menace in the kitchen. He could heat things up and cook simple dishes, but that was about it. He kept his cooking easy, basic, and quick.

It wasn’t long before the scent of rich Italian food filled the room. Devon inhaled, letting himself get carried away. This was a real treat. He sipped his wine, watching Powers’s easy, flowing movements. Even in a strange kitchen, he seemed to have a rhythm that was rather sexy. And with Powers busy, Devon could look his fill and not be self-conscious about it—and there was plenty to look at.

Powers had been hot in his tuxedo when Devon had first seen him. But he smoldered dressed like he was now, in jeans and a polo shirt that hugged his arms and was just tight enough in the chest to give Devon a good idea of the power that lay under it. He actually leaned forward to get a better view of Powers’s tight butt in those jeans, then felt like a lecher and sat straighter once again. Powers was here because he had a job to do, and he felt he had an obligation to Devon as a result of the way he’d treated him. He wasn’t here to be ogled or crushed on.

“It’s almost ready.” Powers finished the sauce and added the pasta, sending a fresh wave of scent wafting toward him. Devon’s stomach rumbled as Powers dished out the pasta and slid a plate over to him.

The first bite burst on his tongue, and Devon closed his eyes to savor it. “Oh my God,” he whispered as he chewed and then swallowed, slipping his eyes open to find Powers watching him. “That’s amazing.”

“I see that.” Powers’s lips curled upward slightly. “I’m glad you like it.” He took a bite, but his gaze didn’t shift. Devon shivered under the intensity, heat welling up from inside. He was probably being stupid, but he could have sworn he saw interest in Powers’s eyes. Though it could have been just hunger. He was terrible at reading that sort of thing—at least he always had been in the past. Devon set down his fork and took a gulp of wine, needing something to wet his suddenly very dry throat.

“What do you do when you aren’t recovering corporate secrets?” Devon asked, needing something to talk about. This whole intense-eye thing with Powers was getting to him because he wanted it to mean something, but was pretty sure he was overreacting.

“I like biking. I played baseball in college, and I used to be in a community league, but as the business took off, I gave it up. Missed too many games and couldn’t do everything anymore. I watch the Phillies on television and go to a few games each year.” Powers twirled linguini around his fork and slipped it into his mouth.

Devon swallowed and returned to his own pasta because he needed to stop watching Powers so closely. His imagination was already off on flights of erotic fantasy, and he needed to rein it in, at least before he could get off his stool.

“What about you?”

Devon shrugged. “I don’t do much other than work a lot of hours. I used to play racquetball in college with some friends, but I was never very good. I tried golf and really sucked at it. My roommate junior year was a fanatic. He took me out to shag some balls, and I nearly hit him with a club when it flew from my hand. We packed it in, and he never took me out with him again.” Devon took another bite and hummed his delight. Man, this was a plate of rich, pasta-y goodness.

“You have to do something fun,” Powers pressed.

Devon lowered his gaze and groaned. He got up, walked over to the closet near the door, and pulled it open. He pushed the few coats to the side, pulled out a small box, and carried it back to the table.

“What’s this?”

Devon opened the box, and Powers peered inside. “Pokémon cards. I started collecting them when I was a kid. I have some really rare ones.” He felt a little like the nerd from hell.

Powers’s fork clanged a little on the table. “I used to love those. I had a box full of them too, but I don’t know what happened to them now. I think they’re probably still at my parents’ house, probably in the top of my closet. Do you play Pokémon Go?”

“I started when it first came out, but then I didn’t have time for it anymore.” Devon sat back down and returned to his dinner, watching as Powers picked through the cards.

Powers pulled out his phone. “I started then too, and play when I can. I have almost all of the ones that are out right now, except for the regional ones. I’m hoping to trade for them, but I have to find people who travel a lot.” He chuckled. “You know, when all this is over, maybe you and I could go out to one of the parks for a Pokéwalk.” There was a smile, and danged if it didn’t go all the way to his eyes. Devon liked Powers smiling at him.

“I think I’d like that.” He returned the smile, forgetting about his dinner for a few seconds.

Powers nodded slowly. “Go ahead and finish your pasta. Do you want some more wine?” He topped off Devon’s glass, set the bottle down without refilling his own, then pushed the cork back into the top.

 

 

AFTER FINISHING dinner, Devon cleaned up the dishes and pulled out his laptop to work from the sofa while Powers watched television.

“Do you do that all the time?” Powers asked.

Devon lifted his fingers from the keyboard. “Is it bothering you? I can move to the bedroom.”

“No, it’s fine.” Powers turned to face him, putting his arm over the back, and smiled. “I guess I was wondering if you ever relaxed.”

Devon returned to his task, finished up the document, and saved it. “How’s this?” he asked, closing the lid on the laptop and sitting back. “I don’t watch much television.” He didn’t know what Powers was getting at.

“I know you didn’t sleep much last night—I heard you tossing and turning during the night. And you’ve been nervous since lunch. I guess I want you to relax and try to be comfortable.” Powers smiled. “We could look at Pokémon cards if you like.”

Devon laughed. “You don’t need to do that. I haven’t actually done anything with them in a while, but I can’t bear to throw them away.” He felt the air in the room become less stifling. “I’m really a pretty dull guy. I work a lot and don’t do much else, or at least I haven’t since I started at the firm.” He turned to Powers. “This job has a lot in common with lawyers. We advance by making a good impression on our supervisors and doing as much as we possibly can. The more work we accomplish, the more the firm is able to bill, and the better we look. I never pad my hours or anything, but I always try to make sure the company doesn’t regret taking me on.”

“Is that really how you get ahead?” Powers asked.

“Sure. Make yourself valuable and show that you’re dedicated.” Devon sighed. “I know it doesn’t sound as exciting as what you do.” He yawned. “I think the lack of sleep last night is getting to me.” He leaned back, and Powers slid closer.

Soon an arm slipped around his shoulders. Devon didn’t pull away. It had been a long time since he’d been touched or since anyone had been gentle with him. His heart beat faster, and the heat built inside once again. Devon didn’t dare move in case Powers pulled away. Devon yawned again, covering his mouth with his hand. He really should go to bed, but this was too nice to move away from.

“Go on and get some rest,” Powers whispered. “I’ll get the bedding out of the room, and you can get some sleep.”

Devon nodded but otherwise stayed still. “This is nice.” He knew he could grow to like it, and maybe that was why he sat up and then stood to move away. Powers was doing a job, and then he was going to move on to the next one. If things went to plan, Devon was going to be done tomorrow, and then he probably wasn’t going to see Powers again. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He waited while Powers got the blanket and pillow, and then he closed the bedroom door.




Chapter 4

 

 

POWERS LAY on the sofa with the television on, but ignored it, his mind turning over the way he’d held Devon. It hadn’t been much, and he’d tensed for a few seconds but hadn’t pulled away. Powers was a bold guy in general. It was part of his personality and a prerequisite for his job. But why he’d felt the need to comfort Devon… he wasn’t sure. But holding him felt so right, and his light, sweet scent was like nose candy, even for just a few minutes.

He turned off the television and sank down under the blanket, listening for any unusual sounds. The doors were locked, and they were on the second floor. He and Devon should be safe, and yet he was on edge and wasn’t sure why.

His phone vibrated on the table. Powers picked it up, read Lucy’s message, and then called her. “What did you find?”

“Some of the items had very clear fingerprints, but none of them matches anything on the papers or the drive. I had trouble with the two pens. They had so many overlapping fingerprints that I’m having trouble getting clear ones for testing. I’m still working on it, but it’s going to take some time for me to remove any we know to leave the ones that are unknown and get them clear enough to compare.”

“At least we can eliminate some people that Devon works with,” Powers said.

“Not necessarily. Because their prints don’t match makes them less likely to be involved, but it doesn’t absolve them. They could easily have used items someone else touched and then wore gloves and handled things delicately. That would take a massive amount of planning, though, and I’m not necessarily seeing evidence of that.” She sighed softly. “Sorry to be the bearer of not-so-good news.”

“We have to have a way of eliminating some people.”

“I’m working on it. If I get a match, I’ll call you, but it will probably be tomorrow because I need a chance to get some rest. And you do too. Are you on the sofa at Devon’s?” she asked perceptively.

“Of course. I think we’ve got a plan to hopefully get our target to take our bait and, at the same time, to get Devon out of the center of this. Then he can go back to his life.” Such as it was.

“Okay,” Lucy said skeptically. “Is that what you really want?”

“Of course it is,” he whispered and then hissed, “Why wouldn’t it be?” softly enough that he hoped Devon didn’t hear him if he was still awake.

“I’m your twin, and no one knows you better than I do. There’s more to you and Devon than just business. You worry about him, and you’re spending a second night on his sofa when you know you really don’t need to. It’s not likely anyone is going to break in to retrieve what he has at this point. They’re likely to try to get it from him at the office because that’s a known quantity.” She had this way of cutting to the heart of things. Powers still wasn’t sure if he liked it or not, even after all these years. There were times when she got under his skin.

“Lucy….” He tried to add warning to his voice.

She ignored it. “What did you do?” The scolding tone set him on edge.

“Nothing. He seemed upset, and I hugged him a little.” He shrugged and grew quiet. “Hold on. There’s someone outside the door. I’ll call you back.” He ended the call and set the phone on the table, slipped off the sofa, and went to the door to peer through the hole.

There was indeed movement outside, but he couldn’t really see too much. Powers stepped back, pressing to the wall, debating on a course of action. If someone was trying to get in, he could attempt to catch them in the act or scare them off. He was leaning toward staying still and taking them, when Devon’s door opened and he walked out in his T-shirt and boxers like he had the night before. Dammit, he wasn’t going to put Devon in danger, especially if he was sleepwalking. Reaching over, he turned on the light and hurried to get the remote, then flicked on the television and raised the volume as he came back to the door.

“What’s going on?” Devon asked as he stood in the kitchen with the refrigerator door opening, blinking like a deer in headlights.

“I think it was an animal or something,” Powers said, speaking toward the door. The scraping sound instantly stopped, and Powers stayed still, listening for any indication of what was happening. He motioned for Devon to go to his room, and he scampered away, closing and locking the door. Then, only once he knew Devon was safe, did Powers peer outside.

He half expected to see the barrel of a gun or another eye looking back at him, but there was nothing. The hall seemed to be deserted. Powers unlatched the locks and carefully cracked the door open. There was no one there. He checked the lock, trying to see if it had been tampered with, but there was nothing. Lucy could probably tell if someone had tried to pick it, but at the moment, he couldn’t see anything.

Powers closed and locked the door, making sure the chain was on, then hurried over to lightly knock on Devon’s door. It opened immediately, and Devon stood shaking, still in his boxers.

“Are they gone?”

“Yes. They never actually got in.” Powers stepped closer, and Devon hugged him, shaking like a leaf. “It’s okay.” He gently rubbed Devon’s back. “I think we scared them away, and that will do for now.”

“But wh… what if they come back?”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Powers explained, but Devon wasn’t buying it or letting him go. “Come on. I know you aren’t going to be able to sleep.” Powers led him to the living room.

Devon nodded and sat on the sofa, pulling the blanket over him. Powers sat as well, taking part of the blanket as they watched Roman Holiday. He loved old movies. He’d watched plenty of them on late-night jobs, and it seemed Devon liked them as well. Powers turned out the light, keeping the television on low volume and half listening for anything at the door. Devon curled up on his side of the sofa in a tight ball, his head on the arm, and it wasn’t long before soft snores accompanied the movie dialog.

Powers slid under the covers a little more, fatigue catching up with him as well. He turned off the television and closed his eyes, telling himself it was only going to be for a minute.

He started awake some time later. He wasn’t sure what woke him until he realized he was lying on his side, pressed to the back of the sofa, with Devon lying right in front of him, his back pushed against Powers’s chest. He was sound asleep, snoring softly and not moving, except for an occasional twitch in his legs.

The windows were still dark, indicating that it was sometime in the middle of the night. His phone was on the table, but that would mean moving to get at it, and if he did, he was sure to wake Devon. Instead, he closed his eyes, listening for anything out of the ordinary. He didn’t hear anything, and in a few minutes, he went back to sleep.

Powers woke with a gasp as Devon jerked upward with an audible start.

“How did I get here?” He wiped his eyes, and Powers slowly sat up.

“How much do you remember? You were sleepwalking,” Powers explained.

“So someone was trying to get in the apartment? I thought that maybe I had dreamed that, but….” Devon held his head in his hands. “Did we sleep together?” He looked down and turned the most adorable shade of pink.

“You were upset and joined me on the sofa. I think you got comfortable during the night.” Powers was wondering if Devon had truly been awake for any of what happened. He’d been responsive, but Powers had heard of people who seemed fully cognizant when they sleepwalked, yet they didn’t remember anything. “Don’t worry. Nothing happened other than sleeping.”

“Oh,” Devon said, then seemed to fully realize what he was wearing, rabbited into his bedroom, and closed the door.

“Devon, it’s okay,” Powers said through the door. “Nothing happened, and you were upset. I was just trying to calm you down.”

The door opened slowly. “I was just surprised,” Devon said softly. “I don’t usually wake up with men I barely know holding me.” He shook his head. “I’m trying to remember about last night, but I don’t seem to recall much.”

“Do you sleepwalk a lot?” Powers asked, not that he really expected Devon to have a reliable answer.

“I know I do, but it’s hard to tell. I don’t remember doing it, but my mom said I did whenever I got stressed. She always said I went to the refrigerator.”

“It’s what you did last night and the night before.” Powers felt bad that he might have been the source of some of the stress that first night. He had come down on Devon pretty hard, but he’d been convinced that Devon was part of this theft and was determined to scare the hell out of him in an effort to flip him. Instead, Powers had been the one to have his eyes opened, and by a pair of intense baby blues. “I left you alone because I didn’t want to scare you… well, any more than I already had.”

Devon nodded. “I need to clean up and get to the office. My bag is on the chair. Make sure that whatever you want me to take back is in it, and I’ll leave it in my chair a few times during the day as I go to the bathroom and stuff. Hopefully whoever was behind this will just take what they want and go.” He closed the door, and Powers got the bag and made sure the decoy envelope was inside.

He folded the bedding, leaving it on one side of the sofa, then pulled on his shoes and socks and gathered his things. When Devon joined him, they repeated the routine from the day before, with Devon promising to call if he had any trouble and when he reached the office.

 

 

POWERS UNLOCKED the apartment and headed in to change his clothes. “Geez, Lucy, have you been up all night?” he asked his sister, who sat at the kitchen island, her head down on the top.

She lifted up slightly as if her head was heavy. “Most of it. I wasn’t able to get much more, which is the real shits. I tried everything I know, but the prints are just not clear enough or too overlapped to make much out of them. We can try again to get something from the two people, but I’m not sure. I think we may be going at this the wrong way.”

“How so?” Powers asked. “I know who had access, and while they used the system, there were no abnormal activities and certainly no massive downloads.”

Lucy sighed, lowering her head once again. “Maybe this isn’t a theft at all… at least not yet. Maybe what Devon found and what’s happened so far was a decoy. Maybe this whole thing was just to show the buyer what was for sale and what they could get.”

Powers got two mugs out of the cabinet and poured some coffee for both of them. He set one mug near Lucy and sipped from the other, thinking. “I have a lot of work to do.” He took his mug to his room, closed the door, and stripped down to take a shower. This entire situation bothered him to a large degree. It was time to dig deeper and question everyone’s motives, at least more than he had.

He cleaned up quickly and got out of the shower as his phone rang. He snatched it up off the counter, dripping water all over the floor.

“It’s Devon. I’m….” He sounded breathless. “Someone tried to grab my bag, and someone else on the subway hit him. I didn’t get a good look at him.”

“Where are you?” Powers asked, yanking open the bathroom door, grabbing a towel, and drying himself one-handed as he held the phone.

“I’m in the bathroom at 30th Street. I got right off and ran,” Devon whispered. “They weren’t supposed to try to take the bag. I have stuff I need in it.” He gasped.

“Just stay where you are. I’m getting dressed, and I’ll be there as soon as I can. Leave the bathroom if you can, but stay with people and where others can see you. Call in and say that you’ll be late, and I’ll be there. Sit tight.” Powers’s heart raced as he tossed the phone on the bed and pulled on some clothes. Grabbing his wallet and keys, he snatched his phone off the bed and headed toward the door. “I’ll call you,” he said to Lucy as he left.

Powers raced to the subway station and took the next train that would lead to the 30th Street station regardless of the line. It took longer than he liked, and as soon as he was off the train, he ran out to the main station, where Devon sat on one of the benches, cradling his bag to his chest, rocking slowly back and forth. Powers sat next to him and hugged Devon.

He clung to him tightly. “I didn’t know they’d do that. I was so scared and wrenched it away,” he muttered between gulps of air.

It was on the tip of Powers’s tongue to say that he should have let them have the bag. That there was nothing in it worth getting hurt for, but that wasn’t going to help. “It’s okay.” He kicked himself. He should have ridden in with Devon instead of letting him go off on his own. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

Devon shook his head. “They came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder. When I turned around, they tried to take the bag.” He heaved for air, and Powers rubbed his back to calm him down. “I should have given it to him, but I pulled away without thinking, and then another man hit him with his cane, and soon other people came to my rescue.” He pulled away slightly. “I was fine until I got off the train and then wondered if maybe there were other people.” His breathing seemed less rapid.

“You did just fine.” Powers continued holding him, letting Devon calm a little more. “I need you to think for me. What do you remember about him? Was he at all familiar?”

Devon shook his head. “No. I didn’t recognize him.” He grew still. “I think he was wearing a gray hoodie and jeans. Very original. I didn’t give him a second thought when I first saw him, and then he was pulling at my bag and….” He shivered. “I don’t want to go through that again.”

“When exactly did it happen?”

“Right before I called you.” Devon looked at him like Powers was nuts.

“No. I meant on the train ride,” he gently clarified, still rubbing Devon’s back. He was settling down, and Powers slowly pulled away so he could watch him better. “Was it just before pulling into the station here?”

“Yeah. I think he planned to get the bag and then jump off as soon as we stopped. That would make sense. If you were going to steal a bag, you wouldn’t want to get caught on a closed train.” Devon sat straight up once again. “I’m okay now.” He blew out his breath. “I think I was shocked, is all.”

“I know.” Powers wished he’d let the man have the bag. “Did he say anything to you?”

Devon shook his head. “Nope.”

“Okay. Have you called the police?”

“No. I didn’t think they could do anything about it. The guy is long gone, and he didn’t actually get my bag.” He swallowed hard, Powers watching his throat work. “I should go on to the office and continue with the plan. The sooner they get this back, the sooner I’ll be able to breathe again.”

Powers nodded and stood, waiting for Devon. He had no intention of leaving him alone again. The two of them returned to the train station and rode the subway the two stations to Devon’s stop.

In the office, Powers accompanied Devon to his floor, tempted to see that he got to his desk, just to make sure he was safe. He didn’t want to leave him. This incident had rattled Powers more than he wanted to admit. He liked Devon and felt a need to make sure he was safe. This was more than his job, and that scared him. If he didn’t need people, then he wasn’t going to have to watch when they went on with their lives and he had to move on to the next case. Devon was part of this assignment, and mixing business and his private life was a recipe for disaster. It had happened before, and it couldn’t again.

Powers rode up a floor and went to the small, out-of-the-way office he’d been given to use while he was on the case. It had no windows and was little more than a closet, but it was perfectly usable. Powers closed the door and sat at the old tan steel desk. He pulled a pad out of the drawer and began making notes. He needed to get his thoughts down on paper and figure out another angle, or this case was going to go nowhere and the designs for the system would end up on the black market. Time was of the essence, and he was getting nowhere fast.

He pulled out the development control system logs and began going through them again. There had to be something, a trail he could follow. According to everyone he’d talked to here at the firm, as well as the company who developed the software, there would be a record of each access made to the system. One thing was for sure—he needed some help. Computers weren’t his thing. He was more an action and follow-the-trail kind of guy.

His phone rang, and Powers answered the call from Mr. Mauer.

“Are you making progress?” There was no preamble.

“A little. But I need some expertise I can trust, and the people I would normally go to within your organization are all people who could be behind this. You also don’t want word getting out about the possible theft—”

“What do you need?” he interrupted. Mr. Mauer was very much a bottom-line kind of guy.

“I’d like to work with Devon Donaldson. He’s smart, and he’s already aware of what’s going on. He’s also discreet.”

“How?” Mr. Mauer’s eyes narrowed.

“I believe he became involved by accident.” He had to pick his words carefully, or else a likely innocent person was going to end up paying for something he didn’t do.

“Very well.” He paused, and Powers figured Mr. Mauer was wrestling with the same problem he was: how to get Devon reassigned without raising suspicions. “I’ll say that I have a special project and that he’s going to be working directly with me for a few weeks. No one will question that. It’s happened a few times before, so it won’t be out of the ordinary. I’ll be in touch later today.” He ended the call.

Powers set aside the reports. He had been over them three times and had scoured them for any clue about the specific program specifications that had been passed to Devon. But he’d come up empty. If that wasn’t going to move him forward, then he needed to start looking into the background of everyone with access to the system or who had worked on the system. Back to basics… at least for now.

While Powers worked, he kept his phone close. Once Lucy woke up, he put her on some of the background searches. More than once he was tempted to walk past Devon’s desk just to make sure he was okay and find out if anyone had taken the bait.

A knock pulled him out of his computer searches toward the end of the day. He blinked as he pulled his mind out of the detailed and sometimes exhausting work. “Come in.”

Devon walked in and closed the door.

“Did they take the envelope?”

“Not yet. I left the bag at my desk when I came here. So maybe they will while I’m gone.” He sat on the only other chair in the space. “Mr. Mauer said you needed my help. Apparently I’m on one of his special projects now.” He seemed jumpy.

“Yes, you are.” Powers stood and walked around the desk. “I’m not getting anywhere with these systems and their security. I don’t understand them, and I know you do, at least at a basic level. You also understand what’s going on, and I know you’ll be discreet. So I asked Mr. Mauer if you could help me.” If they were successful, then some of the glory would fall on Devon, and that would be a good thing for his career, which was an added benefit.

“Okay.” Devon seemed wary.

“Will you help me?” Powers asked.

Devon curled his lower lip between his teeth. “If you think I can.” He lowered his gaze to the floor, which told Powers pretty clearly that Devon was nervous.

“You don’t have to. If you want, I can tell Mr. Mauer in a day or two that you’ve helped me all you can and that will be that. No harm, no foul.” Powers picked up the printouts. “I’ve been through these three times, and they aren’t telling me anything.” He dropped them to the desk in frustration.

“No, I’ll help you.” Devon lifted his gaze and sat straighter in the chair. “This is the right thing to do. Mr. Mauer hired me to do what was best for the firm, and I’m going to do that.” He reached for the report. “Where do you want me to start?”

“I’ve been looking at the programs we found the specification pages from, and I haven’t found anything that even looked out of the ordinary to me.”

Devon set the printouts on his lap. “I really wish we could get into that flash drive we found and see what was on it. The printouts are just the cover pages. We talked about that. Those aren’t very telling in among themselves.” Devon scratched his head lightly. “What I don’t understand is that we have basically nothing at this point. What made Mr. Mauer think the banking system was compromised? I guess I assumed that something had been found that indicated a security breach.”

Powers sighed, unlocking the drawer in the desk and pulling out a file. “Mr. Mauer asked that these not leave the building, so I keep them locked up.” He passed the file over to Devon. “The first page is a copy of the letter that was received at the firm.”

“Someone was blackmailing Mr. Mauer?”

“Basically they wanted him to pay up or they’d sell the designs. He and the firm have spent millions developing this system. The beauty of it is that it allows the funds to be tracked and makes it harder for money to be shuttled from place to place. Banks want it so they can make sure they aren’t being used to launder money, and the government wants it for the same reason. I don’t understand the details of how it’s done, but it has to do with electronic markers of some kind that actually stay with the funds for a period of time.” The technical details weren’t really his forte.

“That would be huge,” Devon said and took the other page. “These are the same types of things that we found in the envelope. More specification cover pages.”

“It was enough to get Mr. Mauer to call us. I arrived and got wind of the drop through a contact who seems to know a lot about these things, and that’s how I encountered you.” Powers sat on the desk. “That’s why I thought you were involved.” He met Devon’s gaze for much longer than was necessary. “Not that I’m really very sorry.”

“You liked making me shake in my boots?” Devon asked, his lips forming a scowl.

“No. Because otherwise I never would have met you.” Powers turned away and cleared his throat. He wasn’t used to revealing things about himself. During investigations, he spent his time digging up things about other people. He didn’t talk about himself.

“Oh.” Devon was still smiling at him. “Then let’s see what we can find out. You know all of the so-called proof that they actually have the system could be gathered out of the recycling bins. I bet if we go there right now, we could find specification printouts. I’d say someone was trying to trick Mr. Mauer into paying up if it wasn’t for the envelope that ended up in my bag or the way they tried to get it back this morning.”

“True. There isn’t much to go on. We were able to eliminate some of your coworkers, but not the other people in the office,” Powers said.

“The fingerprint thing is a dead end. We aren’t going to identify anyone that way.” Devon set the printouts aside and stood. “Once we have an actual idea who is behind this, then we can use the fingerprints to confirm it. But I don’t think it’s going to work the other way around.” He ran his hand behind his neck.

Powers nodded his agreement and sighed. Devon was right. The fingerprinting had been a good idea, but wasn’t getting them very far. If they could get them from everyone in the office, they might have a shot.

“Have you talked to the administrator of the development control system? John Hunter has been with the company almost since it started. If he’s trying to steal the system, then he’s probably stolen every single one since we began here and he’d have been caught long ago. It can’t be him. Most systems have some sort of administrator access, especially older ones, and that access gives the user the ability to do just about anything, including change the system configuration.” Devon met his gaze. “Maybe someone was able to break in using the admin access, took copies of what they wanted, altered the logs, and then left the system. It could be that easy. The information could be put on a portable hard drive, slipped into a bag, and carried out of the office. John would know if there is such access and the ramifications of it.”

“The software company says that it’s impossible for that to happen,” Powers said as Devon shook his head.

“Nothing is impossible. They don’t want to think it is, but that doesn’t make it a fact. I know people who could figure out a way to do what I described. They’re hackers at heart. Nowadays they make their living working for security firms and such to try to keep out guys like them, but I bet it could be done. Especially if you had a guy who was an expert at it.”

Powers leaned forward. “Do you think we could talk to your contact? Maybe he knows something. Everyone has networks and folks they know. They also hear things.” It was worth a shot.

“Okay. I’ll see if he’ll talk to us.” Devon went back to looking through the records. “You know, you’re right. This shows us that everything is perfect and…. Maybe it is. There is nothing out of the ordinary here as far as I can see.” He handed back the printouts. “It’s a clear picture of developers checking out programs and then checking them back in. Without going through each one, I couldn’t tell if someone got to a program they shouldn’t have or not.”

“Yeah… me too.” Powers sat behind the desk and motioned for Devon to come closer.

He moved the chair up. “You know. If I was going to try to pull off something like this, I’d gather the specs I needed, maybe a few programs. Then maybe I’d test out my method on some system no one is really paying much attention to. See if I could get in and out of the system without being detected. Then… once I had a buyer, I’d take what I wanted, breach security, cover my tracks… and no one is the wiser.” Devon smiled and picked up the report again. “I’d go after something like the….” He paused as he looked over the report again. “The HR system. It has the same type of development security. The programs themselves aren’t sensitive. It’s the HR data that everyone makes sure is locked down six ways to Sunday.” He smiled. “Look here. A bunch of programs were downloaded seven days ago. No changes were made, according to the system, and then they were checked back in.” He handed over the pages. “Find out who did it. That’s your next lead.”

Powers’s heart beat faster. “This could be it. A trial run of sorts.”

“Yeah. From the look of things, the actual information on the bank transfer system hasn’t been breached yet. Someone’s playing a game, and it isn’t a very smart one.”

“Because they left just enough bread crumbs for someone—you—to follow. They might not lead to the guilty party, but whoever sent this note was really stupid. Now we know what they’re after, and it’s likely they don’t have their hands on it yet. Which means….” Powers leaned forward. “That they don’t actually work on the system, but believe they can get it.” He grinned. That was good news, at least for now.

“Yeah, it is. They could audit the admin function to ensure that no one has access who shouldn’t. Make a production of a security sweep. That could scare whoever is doing this into thinking twice.”

Powers doubted that was going to do it. “Do you think that anyone who would have someone try to steal your bag on the subway is going to be deterred by a security sweep? They’ll wait until it’s over and then put their plan into action. The best way to stop this is to find out who they are and remove them.”

“Yeah. I’ll call my friend and see if he can meet us at my house. Maybe he can give us a direction to follow.” Devon sat back and smiled. “I wish I could be more help.”

“Are you kidding? You’re doing great. And for what it’s worth, Lucy pretty much said she thought that same thing when I talked to her a while ago. That the real theft hadn’t happened yet.” He could always count on her for some additional insight, and with Devon drawing the same conclusion, then maybe they had time before things became dire. It was hard to tell what the time frame was to put this to bed, but Powers was willing to bet the timeline was days… not much longer. “I’ll see what the word is on the street as well.”

They both needed to make some calls. Powers figured Devon would want some privacy, so he excused himself and left the office to use the restroom. Then he placed a call to Lucy for an update.

“I got the things you asked for,” she told him as soon as she answered. “Are you going to Devon’s tonight?”

“Yeah. Meet us there about seven thirty, and we can all compare notes and figure out where we go from here.” He filled her in quickly on what they were doing, making sure he wasn’t overheard. When he returned to the office, Devon was on his way out.

“I’m going to my desk to check on some things. Do you want to meet me there? My call was a success,” he said and hurried away.

Powers finished up what he needed to, locked things away, and went down one floor to Devon’s desk. The area was largely deserted, and Devon was packing his bag. When Powers approached, he smiled and nodded, looking toward his bag. Apparently the envelope had been retrieved.

“We can go now.”

“Excellent,” Powers said, and they headed for the exit. They stayed together, heading for the subway, riding to Devon’s apartment, not talking much… at least not until they were behind doors that locked. “So it’s gone.”

“Yup.”

“Excellent. Lucy will be here in about half an hour. She was collecting some background for me. What time is your friend arriving?”

“Alexander will be here at eight tomorrow night. He can’t stay too long, but he said he’d do his best to help us. He’s familiar with the system we use and is certain he can show us how they might get what they want.” Devon started toward the bedroom. “Let me go change into something more comfortable.” He turned and then snickered. “Did I actually just say that?”

Powers laughed slightly. “Yeah, go on and change. I need to get out of all these clothes too.” He pulled at his tie and took off the jacket, laying it over the back of one of the chairs. Once he’d loosened his shirt collar, he sat on the sofa with a soft sigh. Powers probably should have stopped at home before coming here, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He’d done it once already, and Devon had been mugged. He’d kicked himself over that for so many reasons. First, that Devon might have been hurt, and second, because if he had been there, he might have been able to get his hands on the guy and possibly get some information out of him. As it was, he wasn’t any closer to the answers he needed, and all they really had were some theories on what had happened and could possibly happen next.

“I don’t have very much in the house. I need to go to the store.”

Powers checked his watch. “We have time, and there’s a Whole Foods near my place. We could go there, and you could shop while I change.”

Devon flopped down next to him. “I can’t afford Whole Paycheck.” He turned away. “Living in the city is more expensive than I thought it would be….”

“I suppose that’s true. It isn’t like we can dash down to the Giant and do our shopping.”

“Nope. But if you need to go get changed and stuff, I’m going to be fine here. There’s a market down the block, and I can get what I need there. You said your sister will be here at seven thirty, so that gives you enough time.”

“You sure?” Powers asked, trying not to let the butterflies in his belly get the better of him.

“Of course. I’ll be fine. They have what they wanted and will leave me alone now. I should be out of it, like you said.” Devon did seem happier, and he sat a little straighter, without the stoop in his shoulders.

Powers nodded but didn’t get up. Watching Devon was so much more enjoyable than going home to change clothes or just about anything else he could be doing right now. When Devon turned, their gazes locked, and Powers felt as though all the air had been sucked out of the room.

“Is something wrong?” Devon asked.

“No. I was just thinking… you could have been hurt this morning… and I hated that.”

“I was just frightened. He didn’t try to hurt me or anything. He only wanted the bag.” Devon didn’t turn away. “I’m sorry I got so overemotional. Everyone tells me that I get overwrought all the time and need to learn to control myself better.”

Powers reached for Devon’s hand, sliding his fingers along Devon’s long, graceful digits. “Don’t be. I liked that you called me and that I could help.” He blinked once, willing Devon to hold his gaze. “I should have been with you.”

Devon tightened the hold. “No. I have to learn to take care of myself. I should have just let him have the bag.”

“It scared me when I thought you might be hurt.” Powers leaned closer, moving slowly, unsure of how Devon would react. He was usually decisive and took charge of things like this. He’d been with plenty of guys, and a little forwardness and aggression usually got him what he wanted. But with Devon it was different. He didn’t just want him—Powers wanted Devon to want him too. He stopped a few inches from Devon, holding his gaze, waiting, willing Devon to make the last move.

It took a few seconds, and then Devon eased closer. Powers slipped his fingers through Devon’s silky hair as their lips met. Damn, Devon tasted amazing, and it took all of Powers’s willpower not to deepen the kiss too quickly. Instead, he savored the sensation, letting his tongue explore Devon’s lips until he parted them, pressing more closely together.

“Am I a bad kisser?” Devon asked, pulling away suddenly.

Powers blinked, wondering what had happened and if he’d done something wrong. “God no.” He chuckled as he cradled Devon’s head in his hand. “Why?”

“I was told once that I kissed like a dead fish, and I thought….” He quivered, and Powers closed the distance between them, cutting off Devon’s babble. There was definitely no fish in this kiss, just energy and enough magnetic attraction to keep Powers right where he was for as long as Devon would let him. He slid closer, holding Devon tighter, their heat blending, Devon shaking a little even as he clutched at him, holding Powers tightly.

“They lied,” Powers told him after catching his breath, then returning to the feast that was Devon’s lips, pressing him back against the cushions. Instinct took over, and Powers wanted more.

Devon’s confidence built quickly, and he returned Powers’s kiss with equal passion, pressing against him, making soft humming noises that enflamed Powers something terrible. He ached for him. Two nights of lying on this damned sofa, thinking of Devon and then waking up next to him, had his entire body on a heightened state of arousal for hours.

Powers pulled back, breathing deeply, blinking as he drew himself out of the Devon-induced haze. “Wow, they definitely lied.” He straightened up and wiped his lips as he tugged Devon back to a seated position.

Devon smiled. “Then why did you stop?”

“Because if I didn’t, I was going to go too far.” Powers needed a chance to think rather than act impulsively, even though every fiber in him urged him to take what he wanted. That was his usual behavior, but nothing about Devon was usual… at least not for him. Heart still pounding, Powers stood. “I should go change my clothes.” There was no way he could stay in the room at the moment—Devon was too much temptation. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise. Call me if anything unusual happens, and I’ll get back here as quickly as I can.”

“Hey,” Devon said as Powers pulled open the door.

Powers stopped and turned back to Devon, his lips red, his fingers grazing over them. Powers groaned, knowing he shouldn’t leave like this. He stepped back to Devon and lightly kissed him again. “I’ll be back as fast as I can.” Then he turned and left, desperately needing a little distance.




Chapter 5

 

 

DEVON CHECKED the hallway to make sure it was empty, then hurried out of the building and walked briskly down the sidewalk and around the corner to the local shops. The grocery store wasn’t big, but it had everything he needed and some things he wanted. Devon grabbed a basket on his way in and made a pass through the produce section, getting the basics for a salad. He also got a loaf of bread and some things for sandwiches. Then he decided to tackle the difficult question: What to get for dinner? He was a basic cook at best. He didn’t want anything prepackaged. Powers had cooked for him, and Devon wanted to try returning the favor.

His heart skipped a beat as he thought of Powers’s smile. When the guy frowned or scowled, he could appear menacing, no doubt about that. But when he smiled, it was like the sun came out from behind a cloud.

Meat was always expensive, and Devon didn’t want to make hamburgers. He’d thought of steaks of some sort, but there was nothing on sale. “Maybe chicken,” he said out loud, and picked up a package of cut-up wings. His mom used to make oven-baked wings, and now Devon wished he knew how she’d made them. Thinking about her made him sad. He set the package back in the case, drawn to the end of the meat counter by an amazing scent. He walked down to where a man was putting out packages of fried chicken.

“Can I keep it warm?” Devon asked.

“Put it in an oven at about two hundred. They won’t dry out unless you try to hold them that way too long.” He offered Devon a package, and Devon put it in his basket.

He picked up one of the stay-warm bags they had hanging nearby, made a pass down the drink aisle, and quickly got the last of what he needed. There wasn’t a line at the checkout, and then he hurried home, getting inside the apartment and locking the door. Only when he paused did he realize how tense he was, wishing Powers was back already.

Still, he got out a small pan, put the chicken on it, and slid it into the oven, doing what the man in the store said. After that, he started preparing the rest of his simple dinner.

He jumped at a knock on the door, nearly cutting his finger with the knife he was using to slice up a tomato. Setting it on the cutting board, he went to the door and checked who it was before unlocking it and letting Lucy come inside. “Powers went to change his clothes,” Devon explained, closing and locking the door behind her.

“You’re cooking?” she asked.

“Yeah. I figured I’d foist my skills off on him. Have you eaten?”

Lucy shook her head, and Devon returned to the kitchen to pull out the other half of the cucumber and the lettuce from the refrigerator to add to the salad. He only had so much chicken, but he could stretch the rest. He wished he’d bought some pasta or potato salad when he was at the store, but this would have to do.

“Need some help?” Lucy picked up the knife and went right to work. “I can’t cook worth a damn, but I know how to make salad.”

“Cool.” He let her finish it up and went in search of something else to add. He found some cheese that he set on the counter. It was a pretty basic salad, but it would work. At least he had a couple kinds of dressings to choose from.

Powers returned, and Devon let him in, once again locking the door. “I see you put her to work. Not on anything important, I hope.”

Devon scoffed. “Between us, it’s the blind leading the blind.” He didn’t know if he should kiss Powers in front of his sister or not, but Powers answered the question with a gentle peck on his lips.

“Awwww, aren’t you two cute.” She locked gazes with Powers. “I knew it.” Dang, she could do a self-satisfied grin better than just about anyone Devon had ever seen.

“Yeah, yeah,” Powers said as Devon went to get out plates, silverware, and glasses for water. Then he pulled out the chicken and asked everyone what they wanted. Lucy took a breast, and Powers a thigh. “I like the drumsticks too.”

“Wings,” Devon said happily, and divided the rest of the chicken before sitting at the counter. “So, what do we have?” he asked, figuring he might as well get things started.

Lucy turned to him. “Everyone in your damned office is so squeaky clean, they could be on The Brady Bunch. I have never seen a group of people who are more dull and uninteresting in my life.”

That didn’t surprise Devon. “We all have background checks and drug tests done when we are hired on. It’s part of the process that we agree to. I suspect you’ll need to dig into finances and who’s in debt to get anything useful.”

“Why do you say that?” Powers asked as he bit into one of the drumsticks.

“Money is the root of all evil. It sounds cliché, but it’s true. People will do just about anything for it. And if someone is stealing the system to sell it, then there’s money involved… lots of it.” It made perfect sense. “Not that I know how to get that kind of information, though.”

Powers turned to Lucy, who nodded.

“Already working on it.” Lucy dug into her chicken like she hadn’t eaten all day, and when she finished the first breast, he offered her the second. That girl could eat.

Devon ate slowly, finishing his chicken and licking his fingers before getting some salad.

“We also have a computer security guy we’re meeting with tomorrow, but I spoke with Mr. Mauer, and they are working with the software development company to upgrade the security on the control systems and development libraries. He’s called in some favors, and people are working through the night tonight to get the job done. We’re hoping it isn’t locking the barn door after the horses have gotten out, but we’ll see.”

“Good.” Lucy set down her piece of chicken and pointed to her bag before wiping her hands. Powers pulled out her computer and opened it. She tapped the keys and smiled, turning it around. “That’s where the envelope is right now. It never left the office. I put a small tracker on the inside. They wouldn’t discover it unless they ripped the envelope apart. I thought I was being clever, but nope. I suspect it’s in the trash.”

Powers growled. “Everything turns into a dead end.” Frustration rolled off him, and Devon wished there was something he could do to help. Powers pushed his plate away, wiped his hands and mouth on a napkin, then crumpled it in his hand. “Just when we think we might get a break, it fizzles out.”

“I know.” Devon hoped Alexander could help. Maybe if he thought he could, Mr. Mauer would hire him as a consultant or something. “I wish I could do more.”

“You’re helping a lot,” Lucy said. “Powers gets like this sometimes. This is hard work, and answers don’t always come easy.” Devon wondered if this was for him or for Powers. “We stick with it and keep trying until we catch a break. Everyone makes a mistake. Their first one was putting the materials in your bag. Maybe we need to wait for another one.” She sat back, emptied her glass of water, and then slid off the chair.

“What are you doing?”

“Playing a hunch,” Lucy said, pulling a kit out of her bag and going to the door. She opened it from inside and began dusting the lock and handle. “It just occurred to me that you thought someone was picking the lock. That’s delicate work, so maybe….” She smiled and pumped her fist. “Yes. Come to mama, you little stinker.”

“I should have thought of that,” Powers grumbled as he turned back to his dinner.

“No, you shouldn’t. The door handle had so many overlapping prints, it’s useless. But the lock itself isn’t touched anywhere near as often, and the door near the lock….” She grinned even more as she hurried back, grabbed the computer, and pulled a small device out of the bag. Lucy sat near the door and began fussing. “Okay. This is interesting.” She continued talking as she worked. “Come on, work, dang you.”

“She talks to her equipment all the time,” Powers told him. “Just let her work. Sometimes it scares me the things she comes up with.” There was definite pride in his voice. Powers took some salad and added the Vidalia onion dressing, which was one of Devon’s favorites.

Devon half watched Lucy as he ate, and by the time they were done, she had shut the door.

“Okay. The guy who was here isn’t one of the people from your office, and it doesn’t match the print on the envelope either. I was hoping we’d get lucky.” She put her things away. “I’m going to check it against some databases and see if we get a match.” She winked, and Devon wondered what that was about. “Thanks, Devon, for dinner. I appreciate you including me.” She bumped her brother’s arm and slipped something into his hand before heading for the door.

Powers groaned once she closed the door, slipping his hand in his pocket.

“Let me guess….” Devon hit Powers with his best stare, which he’d admit wasn’t very intimidating.

“Yeah. That was her way of telling me to be safe.”

“She passed you a condom?” He tried not to gape as Powers nodded. “I knew I liked her.”

That sent Powers into a sputter, and he nearly slipped off the chair. “What?”

Devon rolled his eyes. “Like I haven’t been lying in my bed with you out here on the sofa, wondering what it would be like to—” He wasn’t usually so forward. “You have to know you’re hot, like sizzling-oil hot. And I was in there with you out here. That first night I lay awake for a while, wondering if you were going to come into the room. Then you didn’t, and I figured it was because I was too nerdy.” He shrugged. “I’ve been told I was a lot of things over the years: geeky, nerdy, a fish kisser.”

“Who were these people, and why did you listen to them?” Powers asked forcefully. “Whoever they were, they were full of crap. Being smart doesn’t make you nerdy. Maybe you’re a little shy, but not all of us are extroverts. And you aren’t a fish kisser.” Powers grinned and slid off the chair and came to where he sat. “You’re a great kisser, and you seem to throw yourself in whatever you do. That’s pretty hot. Most people phone in a lot of their life. You don’t seem to.” Powers came even closer. “You’ve had my attention since that night at the gala. I kept watching you all night.”

“That was because you thought I might be mixed up in this mess.” There had to be an explanation. It wasn’t like Powers could be interested in his “charms.” He smiled as the word floated through his mind.

“Maybe a little. But I was supposed to be there watching everyone, and instead a certain dark-haired beauty caught my attention and didn’t let it go.” Powers held his gaze with such intensity that Devon couldn’t look away even as his insides quivered under the intensity. It was nearly overwhelming. “But, Devon….”

Devon bit his lip. He’d heard that tone before, and it always meant bad news. He could already feel the jolt of confidence that he’d managed to pull together withering by the millisecond. After all, what was he thinking? He and Powers might watch each other, but what did he have to offer a high-powered, interesting, hot guy like Powers? Devon worked to escape the fact that he was too scared to go out and get a real life. “Yeah… I know….” He turned away and started gathering up the dishes, took them to the sink, and ran hot water. He hated having things sit, and it gave him something to do without looking like a stupid, hopeful fool.

“What do you know?” Powers asked, his voice a little deeper, rumblier than it had been.

“I’ve been through this before….” Devon didn’t even want to talk about it. “It’s okay, Powers. You don’t owe me anything. In fact, I owe you plenty of thanks for the last few nights and stuff.” He wished Powers would just go now. It would be easier than having his ridiculous, jump-to-conclusions and hold-out-hope heart dashed yet again. He squirted a little dish soap into the water and started scrubbing the plates. Devon washed all the dishes and let the soapy water drain away, keeping busy. He reached to turn on the water to rinse the dishes as heated hands gently slid around his waist.

“I don’t know who hurt you, but I could see it in your eyes. Someone fed you a real line of goods about who you are.”

Devon stiffened and closed his eyes. He thought of pinching himself to make sure this was real. “I’ve dated before, and….”

“It sounds to me as though you dated the wrong kind of guys,” Powers whispered.

Devon nodded. He couldn’t deny that. “I spent a lot of time alone….” He didn’t dare turn around or the words would die in his throat. “I don’t usually fit in a lot of places. I had a few friends in college, but I never seemed to make the good kind of friends, the ones who last.” He finished the dishes and turned off the water, not wanting to move. Being held like this was nice, and he leaned back, pressing against Powers’s firm chest. He was solid and strong—the kind of guy Devon had always gravitated to. “I feel like I spend half my life being afraid.” He swallowed and got himself back on track. He hated that he got a little scatterbrained when he got nervous.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of here,” Powers rumbled softly.

“But there is. I used to seek out guys like you—strong and confident men—because I was neither of those.”

Powers held him closer. “Was it one of those guys who said you kissed like a fish?” The growl in his voice sent a ripple through Devon that he tried to stop. This wasn’t good, no matter how much he fantasized about Powers.

“He told me lots of things. He was a wrestler and really in the closet. His dorm room was one floor below mine. I met him at one of those ‘get to know each other’ gatherings the beginning of junior year.” Devon stiffened and then turned around. If he was going to do this, he might as well look Powers in the eyes instead of hiding. Devon had done too damned much of that.

Powers let him go and slipped away. Then he took Devon’s hand and led him over to the sofa, where he sat down and patted the seat beside him. “Go ahead and tell me whatever you want to. I’ll listen.”

Devon was afraid. If Powers found out how big a loser he really was, he’d probably go running for the door and never look back. “His name was Jacob Hoover, and he was a star. All the girls loved him and hung on him all the time. I think it was because they were safe. On the surface he was a nice guy, and I thought I was pretty lucky when he wanted to spend time with me. At first I thought he really liked me and wanted to be alone with me. But it didn’t take very long to figure out he was way in the closet. Like, turning-green-with-fear in the closet.” Devon shook his head and raised his gaze to meet Powers’s. “But that was about the only thing he was afraid of… well, that and anything he saw as weak. So he kissed like the guy he was, hard and powerful. I wasn’t as strong as him and wanted something more gentle, but that was kissing like a fish. He hated anything that was the least bit feminine and….”

“He told you you were a nerd because you worked hard at your schoolwork?” Powers asked, and Devon nodded.

“Yeah. He didn’t get much time to himself between his roommate and practices, and I was supposed to drop what I was doing so he could get his rocks off. At the time I was so buffaloed that I thought he actually cared for me.” Devon shrugged. “The shitty thing was that he was just the first. Senior year I picked a guy who treated me the same way. Jacob was hard like you, and Keenan was a blond god of epic proportions. He wasn’t in the closet the way Jacob was, but he treated me the same way. At least the second time, I could recognize it for what it was and got out before I got my insides so twisted up that I wanted to stay in bed for a week.”

“You know, one of the things you learn in the business I’m in is that you make mistakes and learn from them,” Powers said gently.

“Yeah, and I decided the same thing. That I was going to date guys like me and stop going for the ones who were so far out of my league….” Devon sighed. “Anyway, so that’s the story of my love life, one sucky decision after another.”

Powers shook his head. “It wasn’t you who had the problem. Other than maybe wanting someone to care for you. And there’s nothing wrong with that. We all deserve to be loved and to have someone in our life who cares for you most of all.” He paused for a second. “But I’m not those guys. And I’d never treat you that way.”

Devon had heard that before. “That’s what Keenan said after I told him about Jacob, but I ended up in the exact same place.” He swallowed around the lump in his throat.

“Well.” Powers smiled and opened his arms. “I’m going to prove I’m not like them.” When Devon moved closer, Powers encircled him in his arms and hugged him close. “Why don’t you find something on television that you’d like to watch.”

Devon rolled his eyes. “Is that how you intend to prove it to me? Television?”

Powers chuckled and held him a little nearer, a bubble of warmth surrounding him, sending a jolt of heat and want racing through Devon. “Look, would either of those two guys have spent an evening with you like this, just watching television and relaxing?”

“Maybe.” Though it was unlikely. The guys he had dated were always more interested in getting to the action than they were with spending quality time. That had been another lesson that had been hard to take.

“Okay,” Powers said as he shook his head.

Devon got comfortable, leaning against him, being held. The low-grade buzz sizzled between them like a soft current. Devon knew it was there, but as they watched episodes of Frasier on TBS, Powers made no additional move. Jacob or Keenan would have gotten through about one episode before they’d gotten antsy and started pressing their advances.

“Is this some sort of marathon to see how long you can keep me wondering when you’ll make a move? Or am I supposed to do it?” Devon asked.

“No moves,” Powers told him, gently stroking his cheek. Devon turned slightly so he could watch him better. “I like spending time with you. You’re energetic, if a little nervous. I’ve tried to remember the last time someone cooked for me to be nice, and I don’t think I can.”

“It was just chicken I bought at the store,” Devon protested.

“It was the thought.” Powers leaned forward and kissed him. It intensified, but only to a point, and then Powers pulled back, still holding him but not making any additional advances. “You could have ordered takeout, but you put some effort into it.”

“You were nice enough to cook for me. I’m not as good as you are, but I didn’t want to serve you Chinese again.” Devon yawned, covering his mouth with his hand. “Sorry.” He turned his attention back to the television, trying to figure out what was going on. “Can we change the channel?”

Powers handed him the remote, and Devon flipped through the stations. He had basic cable, so he didn’t get a huge variety, but he did find a showing of Grease and hummed along with the songs.

“You sing?” Devon asked when Powers did the same, a gorgeous, resonant baritone tickling his ears.

“I used to when I was in high school. I haven’t in a long time. In college I had enough activities and gave it up. You?”

“Church choir with my mom. She loved music of any kind. Singing, dancing, musicals on television—she adored them, and she took me along with her. Not that I was complaining too much. It was like the thing she and I did together.” Devon grew quiet, missing her as he watched Danny lament Sandy leaving him at the drive-in.

“It must have been nice to have had that connection with her,” Powers said.

“Are you close to your family? I mean, other than Lucy?” Devon snuggled closer, loving how Powers held him a little tighter. Maybe this snuggling and cuddling thing was what he’d always hoped it would be.

“We are and we aren’t. Mom and Dad are retired. Mom has had breast cancer, but she’s healthy now. It took a lot out of her and was a long time for her to come back. Dad retired from his job a year ago, and since then, they’ve been on the road in a motor home, seeing all of the country that they can. Right now they’re in Oregon and plan to drive on up to Alaska for the rest of the summer, then come back before the snow flies up there.”

“Sounds like fun to me,” Devon commented. “I think I’d like to do something like that when I’m done working. Take the time to see all the things I always heard about.”

“That was their plan. This winter they said they want to be in Arizona and New Mexico, and then they’ll start driving east once again, making a spin through the South and heading north for summer. I talk to Mom about once a week, but it’s going to be a while before I get to see her and Dad.” Powers sounded resigned to it.

“Do you miss them?” Devon asked.

“Yeah. But they did their job, raising us, so they deserve all the happiness and fun they can get. I could be a dick and get resentful that they’re gone, but instead I try to be happy for them. I mean, they raised us well and gave us everything they could. Now it’s our turn to let them live their lives and be happy.” Powers grew quiet and contemplative. “To answer your question, yes, I miss them a great deal. I can try to put up a front about it, but I do miss them.”

Devon tilted his head slightly. “Why did you tell me that? You could have stopped and given me a pat answer, basically telling me nothing, but….” He continued running the various scenarios through his head. Powers confused him in a lot of ways.

“If you think I wear my heart on my sleeve, I don’t. I rarely talk about anything of a personal nature with anyone other than Lucy.” Powers squeezed him and then released the hold slightly. “Can you imagine trying to hold anything back from her? The CIA should employ her to do their interrogations. I swear she could get the secrets of the confessional from the pope.”

“She’s also your twin. I imagine that superpower only works on you.” Devon grinned and snuggled closer. “Why me?”

“Because you listen,” Powers answered. “What about your family? Do you see them often?”

“Sometimes. Greta has an insane schedule a lot of the time. Her husband stays home with the kids. He works from home part-time.” Devon smiled. “I really like Barrett. He’s fun to be around and really mellows out my sister, who can be as intense as a hurricane. They live just on the edge of town on three acres, and they built Dad a small house on the far side of their property. He has a private space of his own and can enjoy his retirement and his grandchildren.” Devon shrugged. “I think Dad was disappointed that I most likely wouldn’t be giving him kids to carry on the family name.”

“Do you get out there?” Powers asked.

“I do. The train goes over, though it’s a couple of hours. I don’t have a car because it’s expensive here in the city, and I don’t really need one most of the time. I see Marilyn more often because she’s local. She’s busy too. Marilyn is a leading scholar, and when she isn’t teaching, she writes and researches. On pure smarts she has us all beat, hands down. But she isn’t always the most practical.” Devon smiled and thought a few seconds. The movie was coming to an end, and he hummed along with the closing numbers. “Are you going to stay here again?”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Powers answered.

“Oh,” Devon said, now even more confused.

The movie ended, and Devon turned it off, sitting up. He wasn’t sure what to do. This wasn’t how he’d expected the evening to go.

“I told you I was going to prove I was different.” Powers took his hands. “It’s not that I don’t want to take you in that bedroom and make love to you until you can’t remember what day it is. I do, and we will. But you need some time, and I want you to think about this. Would any of the other men you dated have backed away?”

Devon shook his head, knowing that answer immediately. “They never would.”

Powers nodded. “I think we need to take things slow. After all, you’re worth waiting for.” He flashed a bright smile and then kissed Devon before standing up. “Get some sleep, and be sure to lock the door. If you hear anything or need me, just call and I’ll come right over. But I think as far as our late-night visitor friend is concerned, they should have what they wanted and you should be out of it. At least I hope.” Powers paused. “I can stay on the sofa again if you want me to.”

Devon shook his head. “You deserve to sleep in your own bed.” He stood right in front of Powers. “I’ll see you at the office tomorrow, and I promise to call if anything happens.” For some reason, knowing Powers was only a phone call away kept his nerves at bay.

Powers cupped his cheeks and kissed him deeply. “I mean it. On Saturday I’ll have some work to do, but maybe you and I can go out and have some fun. Lucy says I’m a huge stick-in-the-mud and I work all the time. Maybe you can help me prove her wrong.” Powers kissed him once again.

Devon nodded his agreement, and then Powers stepped away to open the apartment door. Devon followed him, holding the door as Powers went out and walked down the hall a ways before turning around.

“I mean it, if you need anything….” He flashed a grin and then disappeared down the hall.

Devon closed the door with a smile. Maybe there was hope of not repeating the mistakes of the past.




Chapter 6

 

 

POWERS WANTED to scream. He was getting nowhere in figuring out who was behind the threat.

The firm had indeed beefed up security around the new system in development. There had been plenty of grumbling throughout the office because it had meant changes for everyone, but Powers figured these changes were probably overdue, and they all needed to deal with it.

“What are people saying?” Powers asked Devon toward the end of the work day.

“It’s about normal. The grumblers grumble, and the others go on with their work.”

Powers nodded. “Any comments out of the ordinary or people complaining who usually keep quiet? Or were there people who normally complain but were quiet? Sometimes what isn’t said is as valuable as what is.” He leaned over the desk, where Devon sat right across from him.

“I don’t….” Devon’s eyes widened. “Mark was unusually quiet today. But he gets that way sometimes.” He shrugged.

“Did you notice anything else out of the ordinary?” Powers didn’t want to read too much into that kind of comment, but he made a note to ask Lucy to look more deeply into Mark’s background.

“No. He and Susan are usually the gossipers, and both were heads down. Maybe they got talked to or something. I don’t see them as involved. I mean, why would they be? Neither of them has any access to those systems, and they don’t work on them.”

“Money. This whole envelope handoff is so amateur hour.” Powers leaned back in his chair, thinking. “We can’t discount anyone at this point.” He knitted his fingers together as he thought. “Maybe what we need to do is turn up the heat a little.”

“What do you mean?” Devon asked, interest shining in his eyes.

“Start a rumor that the new security measures were because someone stole from the company. You don’t know what, but everything is being locked down and you expect the company to start checking bags and things when people leave. Don’t mention it to anyone in your group, but to a few people from other departments. Let it percolate a little.”

“What are you driving at?”

“My guess is that it’s going to make our thieves move up their plans, scrap them altogether, or panic like there’s no tomorrow. I have this feeling they’re working on a plan, and if we can disrupt it, then they might make another mistake. All we need to do is get to one person. They’ll lead us to others, and then we’ll have them.” Powers was coming to like this idea. Stir things up and see what rises to the top—or falls to the bottom, in this case.

“But what if it backfires? If they already have the design and technical details, then it isn’t going to do anything… or they’ll still panic and sell them anyway.”

“The thing is, if they have the information already, it’s nearly impossible to put the genie back in the bottle.” He hated to admit it, but it was true. Knowledge was power, and once that knowledge was spread, it was done. Secrets were only good if they remained a secret. “We have to try to get them to make a mistake. That’s our chief hope.” He furrowed his brow as another seed of an idea settled in his mind. He dismissed it because this would require Devon putting himself in harm’s way, and he didn’t want to do that.

“Okay. I’ll see what I can do. Don’t forget that Alexander will be over tonight.” Devon stood, his hand on the doorknob to leave. “What do we do if we never get anywhere?”

Powers shivered. That was the nightmare scenario. “Some cases are easy, and others require us to make something happen. So that’s what we’re going to try to do here.” Sometimes it worked and other times it didn’t, but time was ticking. “I’ll see you at your apartment tonight. Do you want me to bring something for dinner?”

“That would be great.” Devon smiled and then left the office, closing the door behind him.

Powers sat thinking some more, forcing his mind away from thoughts of Devon, which was difficult.

 

 

POWERS KNOCKED and entered when Devon opened the door. He had kept his phone nearby for the rest of the day in case Devon needed him, but it had been quiet, except for Lucy calling to make sure he got her dinner as well. His response had been “duh.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” Devon said, slightly breathless, and instantly Powers wondered if something was wrong. He leaned in to kiss Devon, but stopped at the sight of a woman in her thirties sitting on Devon’s sofa. She had the same eyes as he did. “Powers, this is my sister Marilyn.”

She stood and smiled, shaking his hand very delicately, not that Powers would put any strength in it. Devon’s sister was a little over five feet, thin, but with a warm smile and the same intense eyes as Devon. “I was just stopping by to make sure he had food in the house and wasn’t existing on mac and cheese.”

Powers snickered. “He tried to feed me that once.” He lifted the bag. “It’s Japanese, and I have plenty if you want to stay.”

“I have a faculty dinner tonight.” She looked about as interested in that event as she might have been in dental work. She hugged Devon and then went to the door. “I’ll call you next week, and we can go out to eat.” She left the room, and Powers closed the door after her.

“That was a little weird,” Powers commented. He wasn’t sure if she was really as cool as he thought or not.

“You better believe it. Marilyn has probably been here two or three times. She came with groceries and to have a talk. She thinks that I should go back to school, get a master’s degree and then a doctorate. Because she’s my sister and has a permanent position on track for tenure, the college will help pay for it, and if I go to the university where she works, I can even attend for free.” Devon rolled his eyes.

“Is that what you want to do?” Powers wondered just how much pressure Devon got from his family to do what they wanted him to do.

Devon scoffed. “Marilyn thinks that her way is the only way, always has. But it isn’t what I want. If it was, then I would have done it before. I don’t want to spend years more in school and then teach. It isn’t what I enjoy. But Marilyn and Greta only see me as the little brother.” He shrugged. “I’m the kid who used to tag along behind them and sneak around the cars when they came home from their dates.” He chuckled.

“What deviltry did you do?” Powers couldn’t wait for this. He carried the food to the kitchen and set it on the counter. He knew where the plates and things were, so he went ahead and got them out.

Devon joined him, plopping onto one of the stools. “I used to watch for them to come home. I had built a fort behind the front bushes. They’d do their good-night things, and I’d sneak up on the car and pound on the windows as they were kissing. The guys would think it was my dad, and one of them even screamed like he was a scream queen.” Devon chuckled. “It was beautiful. I thought he was going to mess himself. At the time I didn’t really understand what they were doing. Mom got mad at me, and then she got angry with Marilyn, and the two of them had one of their ‘talks’ afterward.” He used his fingers to make quotation marks.

Powers chuckled and got the door when Lucy banged on it, leaving Devon to finish getting out the food. He let her in, and she bellied up to the counter that served as a table as though she were home. “It’s good to see you.”

Lucy already had a plate in front of her by the time Powers rejoined them. “Did you find anything?”

“Still working on the money,” she said. Powers glared at her. “What? You think breaking federal law is easy? I need to make sure I don’t get caught. Remember?” She smacked him on the arm. “It’s taking a while, but I’ll get there. I have a friend….”

Powers rolled his eyes and shared a look with Devon. “What sort of friend?”

Lucy set down her fork, which could only be bad news. “The kind that wants to get in my pants. Okay, Mr. Nosey?” Of course she only answered that way to try to get under his skin.

Powers didn’t bite. “If he does, make sure the information you get is good,” he snapped back.

Devon snorted, alternately looking at each of them. Lucy rolled her eyes, and Powers winked to let him know they were kidding.

“Miles is really interested in me.” She shot him another icy glare.

“Okay. But are you attracted to him?” Lucy always had men trailing after her. She was pretty, intense, and could kick ass. But she was never really interested in any of them. Stunning guys had tried to catch her eye, but she never went for any of them.

“I don’t think so. Miles is nice and kind of quiet.” She shrugged and returned to eating her sushi. “He intrigues me, though.”

“How?” Devon asked. If Powers had pressed, Lucy probably would have bitten his head off, but she turned to Devon with half a smile cocked on her lips.

“He’s smart, but he talks to me like I have something to say, even when I don’t have a clue what he’s talking about. And he actually listens to me.” She pushed the plate away with half her food still on it. That was a first.

Devon took her hand. “And this bothers you. Why? You’re bright and interesting. I think you’re pretty, and you have the same intense eyes as your brother.” He smiled and glanced at Powers, sending a river of heat running through his veins. “You have a ton to offer someone.”

She leaned over the table. “Miles is going to get bored with me. I can barely keep up with him now, and he’s going to find out that I’m a woman with a computer and a smart mouth and little else.”

Powers opened his mouth to protest, but Devon beat him to it.

“Bullshit. I bet you’re a lot of fun, and you aren’t afraid of much. So my guess is that you do like Miles.” Devon paused. “If you like him, then hold on and see where it leads.”

Powers wasn’t sure if Devon was talking to him, Lucy, or himself. Maybe he was speaking to all three of them.

“But he’s so quiet, and I’m… not.”

“Opposites attract. Maybe you can help him out of his shell, and he can help you into one.” Devon actually winked at him. “And show you some table manners.” He passed her a napkin, then wiped his own mouth.

Lucy sent one of her patented cold stares at Devon, which lasted a fraction of a second before she burst into a smile. Devon released her hand and returned to his beef hibachi, which he ate with his usual neat precision.

Just as they were finishing, Devon’s phone vibrated. He answered it, talked for a short period, then set his phone back down. “Alexander will be here in ten minutes.”

“Why the cloak-and-dagger?” Powers asked.

Devon shrugged. “It’s his way.”

“How do you know him?” Lucy asked. “Is he an old boyfriend?”

Devon shook his head. “No. He was the voice of reason when I was dealing with one of my past losers. Alexander was a year ahead of me in college, and his dorm room was just down the hall. He and his roommate spent hours on their computers, seeing what they could get into. They were hackers and very nearly didn’t graduate because of some of the things they were doing. As far as I know, Alexander never stole anything or was malicious. It was all about seeing what he could get access to. Eventually he started contacting companies and even the government to let them know what he was doing and how he was able to get access to their systems.”

“And he parlayed that into a career?”

Devon nodded. “Yes. But most people don’t know a lot about his background. He exists in two separate worlds. He’s still very active in the hacker community. Basically, he’s rather shadowy in a lot of ways so he can keep doing his real job.” Devon slipped off the stool to take care of the dishes. His phone vibrated, and he left the dishes in the sink and went to the door, where he waited and then answered the knock.

Alexander was of midheight and thin, maybe a hundred twenty pounds soaking wet. There was nothing threatening or even very memorable about him, which was probably good in his line of work. He and Devon hugged before Devon led him to where Powers and Lucy waited.

“Alexander, this is Powers and Lucy,” Devon said as Alexander set his bag near one of the chairs.

“Thank you for coming,” Powers said as they shook hands.

“Devon said he needed some help,” Alexander answered as though that were all the explanation necessary. He turned to Lucy, and within seconds his face lit into a smile. “You must be his sister.”

“Yes. I’m Lucy.” She smiled back warmly as he took her hand. Powers didn’t roll his eyes, though the impulse was strong.

“What sort of questions do you have for me?” Alexander asked without turning away from Lucy. “I’ll do what I can to help you.”

Devon cleared his throat. “Yes. We’re working on a new system, and so far there are two possibilities. One is that they have already stolen the designs, and the other is that they plan to. We aren’t able to discern which is true yet.” Devon motioned to the chair near the sofa, and Alexander sat down.

“I see.” Alexander snapped out of his adoration as they all sat down, Lucy in the chair right across from Alexander, leaving Powers and Devon on the sofa. “Devon told me the system you’re using, and it’s good for what it does. Most of these systems are designed for two things. The first is to protect the original code from people outside the company, and the second is version control. That’s to make sure that old code doesn’t get migrated into the production environment.” Alexander leaned forward as Powers nodded.

“The issue is that we believe the information might be stolen internally.”

“Yes, and that’s where the problem lies. The system isn’t particularly good at hiding things internally. It can be done by sectioning off the various systems and giving them their own access.”

“Which we have done,” Devon said, “and limited people have access to the new banking system. The logs don’t show anything out of the ordinary for this system, but the HR system logs showed unusual activity.”

“A trial run,” Alexander said.

“That’s what we thought,” Powers confirmed. “We’ve recovered some design documents that we believe are being used to prove that the system is real and that they can get access to it.”

Lucy placed the drive they’d recovered on the coffee table. “I’ve been trying, but I haven’t been able to get around the password protection.”

“Let’s see what we can do,” Alexander said. He reached next to his chair, lifted his bag, and pulled out a laptop. Alexander opened the lid and began typing, then got out a cord and worked some more before plugging in the drive. “I have it isolated so anything malicious isn’t going anywhere.” He continued working, pursing his lips and narrowing his eyes. He typed for a while before turning the screen to face them. “Does any of this mean anything to you?”

Devon leaned closer. “They’re design specifications, but the file sizes seem really small.”

Alexander opened one. “These aren’t complete.”

“No. It’s just parts and headers. The guts have been removed. These are just like the printouts we found.” Devon turned to Powers. “I think this is just some sort of proof that they could get to the information when the time came.”

“You could be right.” Alexander turned the computer around. “There is also a program on the drive. It looks like it’s been compiled. Let me see if I can put it through a renderer.” He worked some more, and Powers grew anxious. Devon’s leg bounced, and he leaned closer, trying to peer at the screen.

“That doesn’t look like anything of ours,” Devon said.

“It isn’t. I think this is the key to getting what they want out of the system.” Alexander continued reading, and Devon shifted so he could look at it as well. “These are calls for data, and they—” Alexander stood and brought the laptop to the counter, and the others followed. “This seems to be a program that was designed to retrieve what they wanted.” He continued going through it. “But like the specifications, I don’t think it’s complete. There are areas that are still being developed.”

“I see.” Devon turned to Alexander. “Can you figure out what the parameters of those calls are? We could alter them in the system and the program would fail.”

“Provided it hasn’t already been finished and run. This could just be part of the proof that they have what the buyer wanted, and they only provided a copy of a test version rather than the completed program.”

“Is there a way to see if this program has already been run?” Devon asked. “Would there be logs of something like that?”

“Not if they could run it from the system console. If they ran it through the scheduling system, then there would be records. But that would be blatant. What I can do is give you a program you can put on the system. It’s a lurker. It would monitor the system and let you know if someone tries to run this program. I also think you should change some of the internal names so the program fails. They could figure out the issue eventually and try again, but it would buy you some time.” Alexander set to work, and the others left him to what he was doing.

“So, we’re hoping they haven’t already gotten what they wanted,” Powers said.

“It looks that way,” Devon said. “I can install the program on the system. I can also change a few names to slow them down. I have to look for things that other programs don’t use, or otherwise the system itself could fail, and we don’t want that.” Devon hurried away and returned with his personal laptop, which he set next to Alexander’s.

Lucy joined the party, and the three of them put their heads together. Powers backed away, getting a drink out of the refrigerator. “Do you need access?” Powers asked.

“I got it this afternoon through Mr. Mauer and our project. He made it happen on the QT.” Within minutes it seemed they were inside the system in question. Devon and Alexander talked a mile a minute.

“That should work, right there,” Alexander said. “That’s only used by the one module, and we can adjust that here.” They seemed to be in another world, one Powers didn’t have the knowledge to be part of. “Good. I like that. Good idea,” Alexander praised, and Devon beamed. “Excellent, that will mean that the actual name is hidden, so it adds an extra step for them.” They shared a high five and went right back to work.

Powers sat on one of the stools out of the way and let them work.

“Let’s rename your program so it looks like the other system programs that run in the background. That way it will escape notice.” Devon typed quickly. “Copy it in, and let’s start it. There. No one will be the wiser, except us, and now we have eyes on the system at all times.”

“Yes. It will send a message to Devon’s phone if anyone tries to run the program we found or anything like it. I didn’t code it off the name, but a specific command sequence. So they can name the program whatever they want and we’ll still catch it.”

Devon typed some more and then closed his laptop. Alexander did the same. Even Lucy seemed a little overwhelmed as she shut down.

“Now we wait and see what happens,” Devon explained. “Their program will fail and they aren’t going to understand why. We’ll get a message about the failure, and then we can try to track it back to the user.” He slid off the stool, and Alexander followed, then put his computer away and gave Devon a hug.

“Be sure to call me and let me know what happens. That’s all I ask. I hope this helps you catch the culprits.” He smiled and then stepped to Lucy, handing her a card. “You, please call me any time. I’d love to take you for a nice dinner.” Alexander held her gaze, and Lucy nodded. She was rarely speechless, but she certainly seemed that way when up against Alexander’s charms.

Powers shook his hand, thanking him for his help, and then Devon walked him to the door. They said good night, and Devon closed and locked the door.

“That was interesting,” Lucy said a little breathlessly.

“Are you sure you can trust him?” Powers asked, getting to the heart of his worry. “I mean, with all the things you did, what if he has his own agenda?” It was his job to ask questions like this. “Could you put everything back?”

“Just as quickly as I made the changes. I noted everything I did on my laptop so we have a record of it.” Devon met his gaze with strength. “I know what I’m doing with this kind of thing. It’s what I’m really good at. The rest of life… not so much. But this….” He nodded.

“Okay. I just had to ask. I know he was someone you went to college with, but how well do you really know him?”

“When I realized that Keenan was a repackaged version of Jacob, Alexander was the one who took me into his room, fed me a ton of junk food, played Mario Kart with me until our hands were ready to fall off, and then let me sleep on his couch for a few days so I didn’t have to be in my room in case he came prowling around. Which he did, and it was Alexander who told him to go away.” Devon snickered.

“I can just imagine how intimidating he was.” Powers tried to keep the grin off his lips.

“Please, he scared the crap out of him.” Devon leaned over the counter, his eyes sparkling. This was going to be good. “Imagine this. Keenan was huge, and he was all puffed up, his arms folded over his chest—all the tricks to try to intimidate. I was behind Alexander, so I didn’t see his expression, but he was relaxed and just shook his head. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’m not big like you, but I can make you suffer for years. See, I can mess with your credit so bad that you’ll never get a credit card, car loan, or a dime from any bank for the rest of your life. Now back all the way off.’ Keenan paled, because everyone knew Alexander could do just what he said he could.” Devon grinned, and Powers chuckled, liking Alexander all the more for what he’d done for Devon. “He was someone I could count on then, and I can count on him now.”

“Okay.” It wasn’t like Powers was going to argue with Devon, and Alexander had provided them with a chance to catch the guys they were after. He was going to have to take Devon and Alexander at their word and hope everything played out the way it was supposed to.

“Come on, Powers. He may have helped save our butts. Don’t give him any grief.” Lucy patted Devon’s hand. “You really came through.” She smiled and began packing up her things. “Let me know if you need anything.” She touched Powers on the shoulder as she headed for the door. “See you guys tomorrow, and it’s my turn to bring the food this time.”

“That’ll be the day,” Powers teased, and she flipped him off before pulling the door closed behind her.

“I really like your sister. She’s got your number.” Devon was laughing, and Powers sighed. “I suppose it was always that back-and-forth, even when you were kids.”

“God, yes. Drove our parents crazy. She and I could tease and pick on each other, but if anyone else did it, they met what my mother called the Wall of Doom. That applied to her and Dad even. Lucy was the queen of the silent treatment. Once, she didn’t talk to my dad for a week, not a single word, because he’d been angry with me and Lucy thought it was unfair. I remember the time Mom got pissed with Lucy, and she rounded the corner only to find me outside her bedroom door, like a bodyguard. Stopped in her tracks. All I said was that Lucy didn’t want to talk to her. It was a twin thing. I know we’re fraternal, but that didn’t seem to matter much. She and I were each other’s other half.” Powers settled on the stool. “In kindergarten they tried to split us up. By a twist of architecture, the two rooms could be seen through the windows. Lucy stood at the windows in her room most of the day, and I did the same in mine. Eventually Lucy came to my room, and that solved the problem.”

“I didn’t have any of that. By the time I was nine, my sisters were in college, and I was like an only child. Mom and Dad were fifty or so at that time, and they were quietly trying to work toward an eventual retirement. A lot of the energy that they’d had when the girls were young was gone. And I think they were relieved that I was a quiet child. We went on family vacations and things. Mom and Dad went camping when the girls were kids. I did that too. But once they left home, we went to Disney and took hotel trips, even a cruise. They wanted a different kind of leisure.” Devon sighed. “And they wanted a quieter kind of life. It would have been nice to have had my twin to share that time with.” He got up and began putting everything away.

Powers left him alone, sitting at the counter. He figured Devon needed a few minutes. He hadn’t intended for the conversation to turn as deep as it had, and Devon deserved some time to himself.

“There were times when having a twin was a huge pain in the ass,” Powers said. “I never got my own birthday. It was always both of us. And my mom dressed us alike for years. We practically had to go on strike to get her to realize that I wasn’t the boy version of Lucy, and she wasn’t the girl version of me.”

Devon started the water to wash dishes “Thanks. I know you’re trying to make me feel better. And there’s nothing anyone can do. Mom and Dad were who they were, and they gave me a good, happy childhood. It’s just that seeing you and Lucy made me realize some of what I missed out on.” He turned off the water. “I’ll be fine,” he said more lightly. “This is just me being stupid and probably a slightly spoiled younger child. I want what I want.” He finished the dishes and rinsed them, leaving them in the drainer to dry.

Powers gathered his things. “I think maybe I should go.” He didn’t want to be a source of pain for Devon, and it looked like he might be.

“You don’t have to. I’m being stupid, and I’m not upset with you. I’m jealous because of what you have with your sister.” Devon rinsed the sink and wiped his hands. “I know it’s stupid, but there it is.”

“If you want Lucy, you can have her,” Powers quipped. “I’m kidding.”

“I like her.” Devon left the kitchen, turning out the lights over the sink. “And I think Alexander did too. Man, he was turning on the charm where your sister was concerned.” He sat on the sofa, and Powers sat next to him. “You’re growling.”

“She’s my sister.” It was his job to make sure guys were good enough for her. Well, not really, but he wanted her to be happy. Lucy deserved that.

“Yes, and she’d kick your butt over the macho attitude… and you know it. She’s perfectly capable of making up her own mind about a guy. Maybe she likes him back and maybe she doesn’t.” Devon leaned closer. “She could do a lot worse than Alexander. He’s a really good guy. How many people would drop what they were doing for a college friend because he asked? He has loyalties, and they are pretty much black-and-white.”

Powers blew out a deep breath, trying to release some of the tension. “I haven’t liked any of the guys she’s dated.”

“Of course not. Because they’re potentially taking away a part of you. Lucy is going to move on to a life of her own, just like you will.” Devon seemed to pointedly stop there. “How would you feel if she hated me?” he asked.

Powers stopped dead. He’d never thought about that.

“Shit…,” he ground out between his teeth. “She was always supportive….” He owed her the same respect that she’d always shown him.

“Then you need to be too.” Devon took his hand. “You know she’s capable and isn’t going to make a bad decision. And it was nice to see her a little off-balance. You know how it feels when you first meet someone who really catches your interest.”

“Yeah. That happened at a gala not too long ago.” Powers smiled. “I know the sweat under the collar and following him around the room because I couldn’t think of much else.” He winked at Devon.

“And I’m assuming you want Lucy to have those same kinds of feelings.” Devon slid closer, speaking more softly. “You want her to know the excitement that can be unleashed with just a simple touch.” Devon placed his hand on Powers’s chest, sending a stab of heat running right through him. “You want her to know the rush of possibilities at that first meeting. The way your heart beats faster, your skin gets flushed….” Devon continued slowly moving closer and closer, his words growing softer as current sizzled between them.

“Yeah. I want her to be happy,” Powers said, or tried to say. His throat turned dry, and he wasn’t sure how much he actually got past his lips. “I want to be happy.”

“Then let her have what you want….” Devon closed the distance between them, his lips near to Powers’s. “Let her have the chance for delight that you have.” Devon kissed him, pressing to Powers. There was no hesitation or shyness. Not tonight. Devon seemed to have made up his mind. Powers understood people who took what they wanted. That was part of his personality, something he was sure of. And he loved that Devon was doing that… at least for now.

“Are you sure?” Powers asked. “Is this what you want?” He cradled Devon’s head in his hands, stilling him so he could kiss him more gently, give him time to make his decision.

Devon backed away. Powers figured he had his answer until Devon held out his hand. Powers took it, and Devon tugged him to his feet. He led him through the room to turn out the lights, then into the bedroom, closing the door. “I’m sure.”

Powers hefted Devon into his arms, letting Devon wind his legs around him as he carried him to the bed and set him on the edge before pressing him back onto the mattress. Their kisses heated by the second, Devon’s sweetness intensifying, bursting on his tongue as he feasted on his lips. Never in his life had he been so driven to anyone. He needed Devon and desperately wanted to know what was under his clothes, what he tasted like, smelled like, what Devon looked like in the hottest heat of passion.

“Is this okay?” Powers asked. He didn’t want Devon to think he was like the other guys he’d been with.

“Oh, yes,” Devon whimpered as he tugged at the hem of Powers’s shirt, getting it off him before pressing Powers back until he circled his lips around a nipple, teasing, lightly biting, until Powers’s head throbbed and his control, the only thing that kept him from shifting to pure instinct, slipped away a little with each throb of unexpected pleasure. “Damn, you taste amazing.”

Powers hugged him tightly, guiding their lips back together, holding Devon as though he were as precious as the finest china, which to him he was. Devon was special and deserved to be treated that way. “So do you, sweetheart.” Powers undid the buttons on Devon’s shirt and slipped it off his shoulders, exposing his chest.

“I know, I’m skinny and….”

“You’re beautiful.” And he was. Devon was slim, but trim and lithe, with skin as perfect as fresh-flowing milk.

“No. You’re the one who’s stunning.” Devon ran his hands over Powers’s chest. “You’re strong and muscular. I really like that, always have.”

“And I like you.” Powers kissed Devon hard, taking possession of his lips until he pulled a soft moan from him that sent a joy of delight racing between them. There was nothing sexier than thrilling your partner. Powers always got joy from others, and Devon personified it like no one else he had ever seen. He shook with it, and his eyes shone with it. Each kiss and caress exuded it, and Powers wanted more.

He lifted Devon fully onto the bed, gazing deeply into the liquid blue of his eyes. “You make my heart beat faster every time you look at me.” He swallowed hard, because talking about his feelings was difficult at best.

“How is that possible?” Devon asked. “Me and a guy like you.”

Powers knew where this was coming from, and he understood it. “It comes from here.” He placed Devon’s hand on the center of his chest, right above his heart. “In my job, I follow my head and the things I can reason out. With you, I have to let my heart do the leading. That’s what happened with your past boyfriends. They were heartless and treated you like you didn’t have feelings. But you have heart and strength you haven’t discovered yet.”

Devon humphed. “How do you know?”

“I can see it in your eyes. Everything you’re feeling is right there. They shine when you look at me, and I can feel them from across a crowded room.” Powers caressed down Devon’s chest and over his fluttering belly, never taking his eyes off him, holding his gaze with everything he had. “I love that I can make you shake just by touching you.”

“Well, yes.” Devon wrapped his arms around Powers’s neck and held on, drawing him in until their lips met once again. This time it was Devon who deepened it, adding his own energy. To Powers’s surprise, Devon rolled them on the bed, smiling as he stared down at him. “I think I want to do the driving for a while.” His chest heaved and uncertainty slipped into his gaze. Powers doubted that any of his past boyfriends had ever given up control, and Powers was more than delighted. Yeah, he liked to think of himself as a strong guy, but in the bedroom, with Devon, he was more than willing to switch-hit.

“Sweetheart, you can have whatever you want.” Powers splayed his arms on the bed. “I want you to be happy.” The smile he received outshone the sun. Powers watched every movement Devon made.

They fumbled getting the rest of their clothes off, and Devon seemed discomfited, but Powers chuckled as he kicked off his pants and slipped off the bed to tug Devon’s away.

“Are you laughing at me?”

Powers shook his head. “Sex should be fun and sometimes funny. It’s okay. Things don’t always have to go perfectly. All that matters is that you’re here with me.” He tugged Devon right down on top of him. “And I’m hoping I’ll be here with you all night.” Devon moaned as Powers slipped his hands down his back, cupping his firm little butt. Damn, Devon was a handful of special, that was for sure. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Devon nodded and ground his hips against Powers, sending slow burning zings of desire running up and down him. He wanted Devon more than he’d wanted anyone before. And the feeling seemed to be mutual.

Powers rolled them on the bed and slid down Devon’s body, caressing him, taking in the groans of pleasure before sucking him hard and deep. Devon whimpered, then cried out as Powers took all of him, determined to make Devon forget his name.

“Oh my God!”

Powers pulled back and took him again and again, feeling Devon come unglued under him. The chorus of whimpers and soft cries only added fuel to the fire burning inside him, and Powers wasn’t going to last much longer at this rate, especially when Devon placed his hands on his head, thrusting upward desperately.

“Powers, I’m…,” he gasped, and Powers didn’t back away, his own pleasure washing over him as Devon cried out his release.

Devon flopped back on the bedding, wrung out. Powers pulled back, swallowing and smiling as he released Devon’s cock, kissing him more gently than before, then lay next to him, holding him.

“I didn’t mean to do that,” Devon said. “I was so… I couldn’t help myself.” He closed his eyes.

“Sweetheart, that was hot. Seeing you take what you wanted was sexy.”

“But….” Devon rolled onto his side. “That’s what they did to me. They took what they wanted from me, and I let them. Am I turning into a jackass like them?”

“I don’t think so. You were happy, and that was amazing. I….” Powers didn’t quite know how to explain to Devon what he wanted to say. “Things happen in the heat of the moment, and you were far gone. That was perfectly fine. And like I said—it was hot.” He stroked his fingertips over Devon’s cheeks. “Just worrying about me means that you’ll never be like them. So relax and be happy. That’s what I really want.” He tugged Devon tighter. “Why don’t you go on in and get cleaned up, okay?”

Devon slipped out of bed as Powers gathered their clothes, straightening them, laying them across the back of the chair. When Devon came out, he took his turn and then joined Devon in bed.

“I’m too excited to sleep,” Devon whispered.

“You need to try. We both have big days ahead of us.” Powers closed his eyes, inhaling Devon’s scent and trying to fall to sleep.




Chapter 7

 

 

DEVON GOT to the office and went to his desk to handle as much of his regular work as he could until Powers came in.

“Anything?” Powers asked as soon as he closed the door to the secure area they were using.

“No. The program hasn’t been activated, and there’s nothing to report right now. If I were them, I’d do it toward the end of the day or even over the weekend. There’s less activity, and the systems aren’t watched quite as closely.” Devon sat down, trying not to think too much about last night or the fact that he hadn’t been able to sleep until, at two in the morning, Powers had done a repeat of his performance and Devon had finally dropped off.

“You’re probably right.” Powers leaned against the desk, arms folded over his chest.

“I’ve been thinking. Up until now, you’ve been doing this investigation on the sly, trying not to raise suspicions.”

“Yeah. We don’t want to alert people that there might be something wrong. Word would get out, and then there would be bigger questions for the firm, which Mr. Mauer is trying to avoid.”

“Maybe we need to be a little less circumspect. Really shake up whoever is behind this. Make them damn near panic, and even hint that you’re getting close to figuring out who’s trying to steal the designs of the system.” Devon leaned back in the chair. “But if Mr. Mauer doesn’t want that, then there isn’t much we can do. He’s the boss and the one calling the shots.”

Powers nodded. “But you’re right. We need to shake things up some more, though I’m not sure how.”

“Another rumor?” The one he’d tried to start before hadn’t done much. It had gone through the office with little effect as far as Devon had been able to determine.

“No. But some straightforward questions. Maybe I should talk to the various managers, question them about—” Powers’s phone interrupted him, and he pulled it out of his pocket. “It’s Lucy.” He answered it and put it on speaker. “I’m here with Devon.”

“I got some results. It seems that Judy Spalding is in debt up to her ears. She has a mortgage she can barely keep up the payments on, and two kids in college. She and her husband are in hock. It was worse a few months ago, but there was a large deposit into their account recently that gave them some breathing room. I can’t tell where the money came from, but it’s a nice round number.”

“Like, big enough for a down payment on the designs on a banking system?” Devon asked, his spirits hitting the floor. He hated to think of Judy being involved with this. She was a good supervisor and worked hard.

“It’s possible. People have done a lot more for a lot less,” Lucy said, explaining to him what she found.

“Really?” Devon questioned. “Ten grand to put her career, her family, and the kids she’s trying to put through college at risk? I don’t think so. I don’t know where the money came from….” His mind traveled back to the day he’d been trying to gather the items for fingerprints. “Okay. She has to stay on the list.”

Powers leaned forward. “Why the change of heart?”

“It’s just something Judy said the other day. It was strange and gave me the creeps. It could have been because I was trying to steal stuff for Lucy to fingerprint and I was jumpy, but it didn’t sit right with me.” Devon hated feeling that way about someone he cared about. She had pictures of her kids in her office, and even nieces and nephews, stuff they had made, a teddy bear—it just didn’t add up for him. “What about James Abramson?” He was Judy’s colleague, and he could just as easily have done it as she could.

“His life is so boring, it would put you to sleep. His bank accounts show regular paychecks and regular withdraws, like clockwork. It looks like he has everything set up on autopay. I about fell asleep. The only large withdraws that were irregular were for taxes and things.” Lucy actually yawned loudly for effect. “I checked his team as well, and there was nothing there. Though it does look like one of his team has an outside business of some kind. Or maybe his wife does. There was a lot of activity to a Create-a-Palooza, so I checked. It’s a paint-your-own-ceramics place in Carlisle.”

“Lucy, what about foreign transactions? If I were doing something like this, I’d have the transfers done offshore. I certainly wouldn’t use my local bank.” Powers seemed to be thinking out loud.

“Yeah, and I’ll get that information when pigs fly. I can’t look at everything, and that’s the kind of stuff this system is supposed to help expose.” Lucy was probably shrugging. “I hate to admit it, but whoever is doing this has hidden their tracks pretty good.”

“Try to dig into where the money came from for Judy. I’m going to arrange to talk to both of them. I’ve already spoken to the project manager and the senior manager in charge of the system, and they impressed me as so truthful that it hurt. I honestly think the thought of someone stealing their system was on par with giving up a child. Besides, they are too easy of a target. Any theft would lead back to them first.” Sweat broke out on Powers’s forehead, and Devon wanted to wipe it away and tell him that they would break this case open, just to make him feel better.

“Will do,” Lucy said. “I’ll message when I have something.” She ended the call.

Devon lifted his gaze to Powers. He was running out of ideas. He hated the idea of just waiting for something to happen. It put him on edge, and he’d already been there almost since meeting Powers.

“Keep your ears open and let me know if you hear anything. Maybe encourage people to brag if you can. If you have good news to share, then someone else might feel compelled to drop a hint or two.”

Devon knew that Powers was getting desperate; he could feel it in his gut. “I’ll do my best.” He left the office and returned to his workstation and regular work. He sat down and unlocked his computer as Karen slid over.

“This project must be something special if they give the guy his own office and you always keep the door closed.”

Devon’s suspicions rose. Why was he being watched so closely? Especially given that Powers’s office was on a different floor. He needed to be more careful.

“Mr. Mauer put me on the project, and it requires some discretion and confidentiality.” He figured making the most of it would not draw additional attention while at the same time raising Karen’s personal curiosity through the roof. “What are people saying?”

“Not much. Just mouth-wagging stuff.”

“Nope,” Mark butted in, leaning over the divider wall. “They’re saying that you’re behind all the security changes and stuff like that.” He scowled. “Maybe just leaving things well enough alone would help us all.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Lee chimed in, with Susan right behind him.

“I’ve had to update a ton of processes because of the changes, and I can’t see any real difference.” Susan scowled. “So if the rumors are true, tell them to stop. It’s killing us.” She sat back down after flashing a glare at Devon.

“Like I have that kind of power.” Devon shook his head, chuckling slightly. “Really, guys, I can’t talk about it, but….” He lowered his gaze to the computer screen, watching out of the corner of his eye as Karen returned to her desk, clearly believing what she wanted. The others seemed to as well, which was what they needed. Keep people on the edge.

Devon spent a quiet morning working, and at lunch, the others left without asking him to go along. That stung a little, but he did his best to ignore it. He had a job to do, and he’d read enough mysteries and things to know that a crime affected everyone in some way or other. Bonds of trust, especially ones as new as the ones between him and the team, were easily strained and frayed. Besides, he was keeping secrets from them, so distance was certainly going to come. That didn’t mean he had to like it.

“Did they leave you all alone?” Powers asked, making him jump a while later.

“Yeah.”

“I sort of figured.” He placed a wrapped sandwich on his desk, winked, and hurried away.

Devon smiled and finished his document before leaning back in his chair and running the sandwich around in his hands. It was only a sandwich, he told himself. But it wasn’t, not to Devon. It meant Powers knew him well enough and cared enough to get him something for lunch. He unwrapped the smoked turkey on wheat and took a scrumptious bite, sighing and relaxing for the first time that day.

Devon sent Powers a message to thank him for lunch, got a bottle of water from the machine, and used the quiet time to gather his thoughts. His phone dinged, and Devon expected it was a message from Powers, but it was an alert.

The program had been activated.

 

 

HE SAT at his desk, messaged Powers about what had happened, and then sent a text to Alexander, who was available and called him.

“I got the message as well. As soon as you can, log in and download a file and send it to me. I’m texting it to you.” He hung up, and Devon did as he was asked.

He was glad the others were away from their desks, hoping that gave them an alibi. He got the file and sent it to Alexander, using his phone instead of the work computer.

I’ll call you tonight, Alexander texted back.

Devon knew he needed to act like nothing had happened so he didn’t make the thieves suspicious, even as he watched his coworkers for anything unusual.

We need to talk, Powers messaged. Right now!

Devon locked his screen and left his desk, going to Powers’s floor and down to the office. Powers was fuming and glared at him as soon as he closed the door. “What’s going on?”

“Devon.” Alexander’s voice came through the speakerphone. “What have you been working on this morning?”

“Just regular work. Why?” Devon grew more and more nervous. “What’s going on?”

“You activated the program,” Powers said.

“Excuse me?” Devon swallowed. “I certainly did not. Why would I? What the hell are you saying?”

“The file I set up was to capture any information possible about who activated the program, and it’s showing that it was you.”

Devon collapsed into a chair. “I didn’t. I was working on some information for Judy, and I’ve been coding a design program for a client. I haven’t gone anywhere near that system all day. I figured it was best not to leave a trail.” He glared right back to Powers. “You should believe me.” Damn, the look he received in return cut like a knife.

“Hold on,” Alexander said. “I want to check something.” He grew quiet as Devon and Powers engaged in a stare-down. He hadn’t done one of these since he was a kid, and then Devon had always lost, but this was different. He hadn’t had anything to do with this and wasn’t going to back down. Screw Powers and his suspicion. He should have believed him and not thought the worst of him. The asshole.

“I trusted you,” Powers ground between his teeth, finally looking away. Not that Devon felt any sort of win at all.

“Hold the door,” Alexander said on his end. “Damn….”

“What is it?” Devon asked, ignoring Powers.

“There’s a parameter. They ran it with a parameter that included your login,” Alexander said. “Hell, they laid a trap, and we fell into it. Well, we nearly did. Whoever did this set up something in the program so they could try to mask who ran it.” Alexander’s keys clicked through the phone. “I can report that the program failed almost immediately, as we expected it would. So they got nothing for their efforts.”

“Why try to frame Devon?” Powers asked, turning to him as though Devon could provide the answers. He shrugged.

“I can’t get who did this because of the parameter I didn’t account for, but I’ll make an adjustment and we can add it to the system. I’ll be back over tonight, and we can make adjustments. It’s going to take them some time to figure out what we did, and I have an idea where we can add another trap later to throw them off.”

“Thanks, Alexander, for your support.” At least someone hadn’t jumped to conclusions.

“Dude…. Of course. Never doubted you.”

He hung up, and Devon stood, leaving the office without another word. He fumed all the way back to his desk, plopped into his chair, and returned to work, hoping he didn’t have to lay eyes on Powers any time soon.

“Who made you mad?” Lee asked a little while later. “You look stormy. Was it Karen, from earlier?”

Devon shook his head, schooling his expression. “It wasn’t anyone here. I got some bad news from my family. That’s all.” He kept it vague and hoped it was a good enough cover. “It’s nothing really. I’m just overreacting.” He went back to his tasks, trying to keep calm and not think about how little Powers had trusted him.

“Devon,” Judy said as she approached. She motioned back to her office, and he followed her inside to where James Abramson waited, closing the door. This was really serious if Judy wanted to have a witness. “Have you been in the development control system?” she asked, passing a printout across her desk that showed where he had entered the system. It showed him executing the failed program.

He felt himself pale as he shook his head. He had about a second to figure out how he was going to play this. He needed to be shocked and remember that he hadn’t done anything wrong. “That wasn’t me. I don’t know what that is, and I don’t have the access to run that kind of program.” At least it wasn’t generally known that he had the access. “What did it do?” He watched Judy and then glanced at James before returning his attention to Judy. He felt a little like it was a tennis match, and he was unsure where he should look.

“We aren’t sure, but since you ran it, we were hoping you could tell us.” She leaned over the desk. “What are you up to? Who have you given your login credentials to?” Her gaze blazed with barely controlled fury. He and Judy had been friendly, and Devon knew Judy had been an advocate when he’d been hired. She must have felt betrayed, or this was some sort of act and she had been the one to run the program. God, this was a damned minefield of fucking intrigue, and Devon had no idea who to trust.

“That’s my user ID, but I didn’t log in to that system and run anything. I don’t give out my passwords to anyone, never have.” He lifted the sheet. “This says that the program was executed at 12:35. I was working on your spreadsheet and sent it over to you then. You can check the file times and signatures.” He figured he needed to plead innocent and try to prove that he’d been working elsewhere.

Judy opened her email and began looking through it. “I see,” she said softly, glancing at James, who sat back. He didn’t say anything, but Devon felt his unsaid accusations looming in the small room.

“I don’t know what’s going on, and I have no idea what the program is, but I didn’t run it.” Devon leaned forward. “It was run just a half hour ago.” He wanted to ask how Judy got this information so quickly. It wasn’t like they watched the logs and files so closely for every system. Someone had been, and had managed to make sure the information got to his boss pretty quickly. He was getting tired of being accused of doing things he hadn’t done. “Is there an associated system login for me?” He knew there couldn’t have been.

“I don’t know, but we will dig further.” She pulled back the report.

Devon glanced at James, wondering if that was the first round.

“If something is going on, Devon, or if anyone has approached you to run something for them, we need to know. The firm can’t be protected if we break our own security protocols. But if you tell us what’s happening, we can help you.” He said it so gently, like a siren song, luring him to the rocks of destruction.

Devon inhaled, Powers’s betrayal flashing forward in his mind. Maybe he should just tell them what he suspected had happened. Hand the whole mess over to them and be done with it. If one of them was the thief, so be it. At least he’d have come clean and would be clear of the mess. It wasn’t likely that both of them were involved, and what he knew of the plot would be out in the open. The chips could fall where they may and to hell with the rest.

He knew that was the ultimate in sucky options, but it still ran through his mind. Devon reminded himself that he had promised that he’d help Powers, and he wasn’t one to break his word. Even if Powers had turned out to be a shit.

“I had nothing to do with that program, and I didn’t run it.” He turned to James. “You should look a lot deeper before you go blaming someone.”

“Devon,” Judy cautioned.

“Things might not look good on the surface, but if there is a problem, then the easiest answer might not be the correct one.” If this was some sort of version of good cop, bad cop, then he needed to try to play to Judy.

“What if the surface is the true picture?” James countered. “That report is pretty damning. You have to know something.” Now the olive branch was gone and his eyes were hard, adding pressure that Devon felt keenly. He could easily be railroaded right out of a job.

“I don’t know anything about that program, and I didn’t run it,” he said to Judy. “Check the logins. Whoever did run that program had to be logged in to the system, and I wasn’t at all.” He kept his gaze down, not challenging either of them directly, but not backing down either.

“We’ll look into it,” Judy said.

Devon took that as a dismissal. He pushed himself to his feet. There was nothing else for him to say, and he could repeat his denials, but that wasn’t going to help. Devon left Judy’s office and returned to his desk. He went back to work, not talking to anyone for fear he’d bite their head off, and as soon as he was done for the day, he left the building and took the train home.

In his apartment, everything was quiet, the way it usually was. He dropped his bag by the door, locked it, and went to his bedroom to change his clothes.

So much was different in the last week, and he’d begun to enjoy the change in routine. Powers had added excitement to his life, something Devon hadn’t expected. And just as he was starting to think he could have more than his dull existence, that he might want more, this shit threw his entire life into turmoil.

What if Mr. Mauer decided Devon wasn’t worth the trouble and fired him? He could. No matter what happened, on the surface it looked like he was guilty. Sure, Alexander had been able to figure out it wasn’t him, but Alexander wasn’t supposed to be helping them. What was Devon supposed to do—tell management that he’d brought in a hacker to help catch these people? Oh, and the hacker had the evidence to prove him innocent? That would go over like a lead balloon.

A knock made him jump. Devon pulled on some jeans and a T-shirt, then went to open the door.

“What are you doing here?” he growled at Powers. “Just go home and leave me alone.”

“I told Mr. Mauer that you weren’t involved, but that the system was set up to make it look that way. You’re going to have to take some heat for a little while until the rest of the management reaches the same conclusion. But I wanted you to know that you don’t have to worry about your job.” Powers swallowed and peered inside.

“Thanks for that, anyway.” Devon began to close the door as Powers came closer. “What do you want?” he demanded. “I think you already said more than enough today.” He kept the volume of his voice down, but there was no way Powers was going to mistake him for anything other than majorly pissed off.

“Devon?”

“What!” He stepped back. Powers obviously wasn’t going to go away, and Devon wasn’t going to have this conversation where the neighbors could hear.

Powers came inside, and Devon closed the door more forcefully than he intended, but what the hell. “You called Alexander, and he told you what happened, but the first thing you thought was that I was involved. After I helped you and was mugged and everything, you still didn’t trust me.” He could barely see straight, he was so mad. “Alexander at least dug deeper—you took everything at face value.” He glared at Powers, breathing deeply, mouth open because he couldn’t get enough air. “Well, maybe that’s why you haven’t solved this case. Maybe you’re only looking at the surface instead of digging into the details.” He rolled his eyes. “Sounds like a shitty way to run an investigation.” Devon reached for the door handle. “Go on back to PI school and leave me the hell alone if you can’t trust me. We’re done.” He yanked the door open and pushed Powers out into the hall, then slammed the door closed and threw the lock.

It took about five minutes before Devon calmed down, and then he sat on the sofa, staring at the door, wondering what he’d done. Damn, the things he’d said. Sure, he was pissed off at Powers, but it was truly over between them. Even with his limited experience, he knew there was no coming back from that. He’d called Powers’s integrity into question, his profession—hell, even the man himself—all with a twenty-second rant.

Devon went to the kitchen. He needed to eat dinner, not that he was hungry anymore. He pulled out the things for salad. He paused halfway through cutting up a tomato, looking around the small, rather shabby apartment. The sofa with the worn arms and the chairs that didn’t match were the same, as was the carpet remnant that served as a rug. But it felt different, like it was just there. No life and no interest. It was just furniture.

He cut the rest of the way through and put half the tomato back in the fridge. It had become easy to make food for more than himself. Once the salad was done, he pulled out a blue box and heated the water before dumping in the macaroni. Devon had told himself that he wanted his quiet, ordinary life back. Well, that looked like exactly what he was going to get. His life was going to be the same as it was before. No Powers to come in and add his own particular brand of excitement. No Lucy stopping in to gobble dinner, talk his ear off, and add her own brand of half-insane madness that helped fill the apartment with life. Nope, he was back to the way things were. He’d gotten exactly what he wanted.

So why did he feel like complete shit, and why did he wish things had turned out differently?

 

 

ALEXANDER STOPPED by after Devon had finished dinner, and they worked to shore up their defenses within the system.

“I’m not sure this is even necessary. The program has been spotted within the system and will probably be removed,” Devon explained.

“I agree. But they are going to try again, with a different program, if they are going to get this information. And them running the program indicates that they don’t have what they need yet. Are they trying to throw suspicion away from themselves and onto you?”

A soft knock interrupted them, and Devon slid off the stool. Lucy stood outside the door. He opened it, and she charged inside.

“I’m so mad, I could smack Powers into next week.” She set down her bag and hugged Devon. “Sometimes men are complete asses. But he’s my brother and I love the big lug, even if his head is sometimes up his butt.”

“Okay, then,” Devon said softly, not quite sure what to make of this. He hadn’t expected Lucy to come by or to be on his side.

“Look, Powers is an ass sometimes, and he doesn’t trust people easily. But I understand how you feel. He should have asked and waited to see what was truly going on before he jumped to his conclusions.”

Devon nodded. “Thanks.”

Lucy turned to Alexander, and her lips curled into a slight smile. It took Devon about two seconds to work out that he might as well be invisible right now. He shook his head and sighed. This evening was going to be an exercise in discomfort. Still, he could make it through it and get done what they needed to.

“Oh, just so you know, he’s probably on his way here. If we’re reviewing the case, he probably should be included.” She shook her head slowly.

“Great….”

Lucy grinned something worthy of the Cheshire cat. “Make him suffer. Lord knows he deserves it.” She winked and sat down next to Alexander, the two of them talking softly.

Devon braced himself for the knock that came a few minutes later. He inhaled deeply, released the breath, and then opened the door. “You can come in, but only because we need to finish this case.” He kept his gaze as hard as he could. “It’s what I need to do for the company.” He closed the door after him and went right over to where the others were waiting, doing his best not to even look at Powers. “We’ve made another change to the system to confuse whoever is working on this program,” Devon explained. “And it’s done.”

“I also added to my program and was able to disable the use of extensions,” Alexander said. “Though I don’t know how much good that’s going to do. The program has been discovered and will likely be removed. So they’ll have to use another one. Still, if it’s close enough, my net should catch it, and this time we’ll be able to determine who ran it.” He smiled and finished up. “I think that’s all I can do for now.”

“Thank you,” Powers said without any of his usual energy.

Devon allowed himself a glance at him and then looked away. He slipped off his stool to see Alexander out after he’d packed up his things.

“I appreciate all your help,” Devon told Alexander and hugged him.

“Don’t make the big lug suffer for too long,” Alexander whispered. “But definitely make him suffer… some.” He released Devon and stood in the doorway. “Until next Saturday,” he said to Lucy, who nodded. Alexander left with a huge grin on his face.

Devon closed the door, threw the lock out of habit, and sat down at the counter next to Lucy, pulling over his laptop. “What do we do next?” Devon asked, and received no answer at first. A smartass comment about Powers welled in his head, but he shook it away. There was no use poking the bear.

“What do we know now that we didn’t know before?” Lucy asked. The tension in the air was thick, but Devon did his best to ignore it. He was content to wait as long as necessary.

“It seems to me that the program might have been a diversion. At least this version of it was.”

“Maybe not,” Devon countered. “If the program had worked, they would have gotten what they wanted, and in the investigation at some point, I would have been blamed.” The others nodded. “But it failed, and….” He lifted his gaze. “That would throw an error on the system that could be the source of the report Judy had. They investigated and found that information.” How could he have been so stupid?

“No,” Lucy said. “This program wasn’t in any of the normal run schedules. So it probably wouldn’t have shown up on those reports. Powers, you’re going to need to look into that.”

“It’s already on my list.” He finally said something. “I have already been tracing that information. Judy received the report from security, but I’m trying to work back how they got the information. I’ll talk to them first thing in the morning.”

“Someone activated the program, and we need to get to them, fast. They also used me to try to cover their tracks.”

“Yeah. Which means it was either coincidental, and I doubt that… or they think you’re still a threat and wanted to neutralize you.” Powers finally sat down, but the tension didn’t ease at all. “Maybe we need to let them think that’s what they’ve done,” he said softly, shaking his head, his hands on either side. “I honestly don’t know which way to turn or what the fuck to do. There are so many false turns and paths that lead to nothing.”

“Maybe not,” Devon said. “Let’s take a step back a minute. So far everything has revolved around me, and not in a nice way. The envelope got put in my bag, and we assumed it was some courier thing gone bad. But what if it wasn’t? What if the plan was for me to be caught with it?” Devon had never thought of it before, and he probably should have. “And you did, in a way. They had no idea that you were going to believe me. Then there’s the mugging, and eventually they took back the evidence because their plan didn’t work.”

“Are you saying this is some plan to discredit you?” Lucy asked, leaning closer.

“No,” Powers said before either of them could add anything. “It’s a way to pull off the theft and blame it on someone else. The envelope, the program—it’s all designed to have the company and us looking at Devon. The program failed, and they made sure that someone was looking in Devon’s direction because if they’re watching him, then they aren’t looking at the real culprits. They’ll eventually figure it out, but it would be too late. The information would be stolen, Devon would be blamed, they might get off scot-free, or have time to get away.” Powers turned to Devon. “Someone doesn’t like you.”

“I hope not. I’d hate to think this was done by a friend.” He wasn’t in a humorous mood, but it just came out.

Powers gaped at him. Thankfully Lucy wasn’t fazed. “Let’s go over the people you work with. Have you argued with any of them?”

Devon shook his head. “I sat with the group at the gala, and everyone was nice. I don’t know them that well. Karen is the nicest to me, and I like her. I don’t want her to be involved, but that doesn’t mean much. Susan is nice enough, and we’ve never argued or anything. Lee and I sometimes have differences of opinion.”

“What kind?” Powers asked.

“He’s pretty conservative. I don’t think he understands me being gay. Not that there’s any open hostility, he’s just quiet about it. It never bothered me. I do my tasks the best I can, and I work hard.”

“What about Mark?” Powers asked, taking over for Lucy. “He’s been in the group the longest and is the senior member.”

Devon shrugged. “Kind of. Maybe he wants to be the senior member, but no one will follow him. He’s all about pushing his ideas on others rather than listening. Susan is a little like him. The two of them have strong opinions. Susan is always the first to say something like ‘We’ve always done it this way.’ She’s the keeper of tradition, which is useless in a constantly changing technology organization. But that doesn’t make her the person who might be after me.” Devon hated the suspicion that crept higher. He didn’t want to think of the people he’d worked with for the last six months having anything to do with this. To one degree or another, he considered them friends, and he didn’t have many of those. It hurt, and part of him wanted to reach out to Powers for comfort, the way he had after the mugging, but that was closed now. It had to be.

“I know this is hard, but you have to look at people objectively,” Lucy said. “If someone could be trying to frame you for this theft, then we need to try to figure out who it is, and that means looking at everyone.” She patted his hand. “What about Mark? Is he resentful?”

“I don’t know. We talk some, but he can be surly. I think he does the least amount of work, but always tries to look like he’s busy. I don’t know for sure, though. That’s what Karen says. I know she doesn’t particularly like him, but she tolerates him for the sake of the team. I really don’t know what Judy thinks of him, but up until now, she’s been giving me the assignments that she needs done quickly and that are important.” Maybe Mark did resent him. Devon had never given it much thought before now.

“I have an appointment with each of the managers tomorrow, and I want to get an impression of each of them.”

“Of course,” Devon said. “Do you think Judy could be involved? The way she talked to me was the way I would expect someone in her position to handle the situation. She seemed genuinely confused and angry. I don’t think she knew what the program was or why it was there. I know Judy was surprised and worried that I’d been hacking into systems. She doesn’t know that I have access, which is great, because in the normal course of my job, I shouldn’t.”

“I’m going to trace that back and find out how all that came to light. That could be a clue in itself. It happened very fast from the time of the incident to you being called into her office. I don’t like that. Organizations never move that quickly unless someone is greasing the wheels.” Powers made some notes. “Lucy, can you check to see if any of Devon’s coworkers intersect with him? Maybe one of their parents hated his parents. Look into their backgrounds and see if they have crossed paths. There has to be something.”

“You got it,” Lucy agreed, and slid off the stool. “I’m going to get started right away. I’ll message both of you if I find anything.” She bugged out like the apartment was on fire, which left Devon alone with Powers and the soup of tension that hung in the air.

Devon got off the stool, closed his laptop, and started wiping down the already clean counter for something to do. “Is there anything else?”

“Devon… I…,” Powers began. “You have to understand how things looked.”

Devon sighed and didn’t turn around. “I do know how things appeared, but you didn’t ask or bother to look into it. You just assumed that I had double-crossed you, which I hadn’t.” He slammed the cloth into the sink. “I thought you might have cared for me, but I know now that I was wrong. People who care for each other don’t act like that.” He turned around. “Please just go. You don’t need to carry on with this little charade any longer.”

Part of him wanted to look at Powers, hoping to see remorse and even regret, but he didn’t dare. If he turned around, he’d surely cave, just like he always had in the past. He’d accepted apology after apology when his boyfriends treated him like a side piece of ass, and he wasn’t going to do that any longer. Devon had been a doormat in the past, and that needed to stop.

“I never played with you,” Powers said gently, and Devon stiffened against whatever gesture Powers intended to use.

“No. You just didn’t trust me.” Devon closed his eyes, trying to hold firm.

“I do trust you. I was hurt, okay? I trusted you and told you everything I’d found, and then I saw that, and….” Powers sighed. “I thought I’d been played for a fool. I shouldn’t have. I should have asked you about it instead of accusing you of doing anything to hurt the company or me.” Powers came nearer—Devon could feel him, and he didn’t want to. Hold strong and don’t get pulled in. “How do we move forward?” Powers asked.

Devon stilled completely. No one had asked him something like that before. They always assumed that what they wanted was what he wanted. Powers asked. That threw him just a little. “I don’t know.” A lump formed in his throat, getting bigger by the second. “I want you to trust me, and I want to be able to trust you. It has to go both ways.”

Powers placed his hand on Devon’s shoulder. He didn’t move it—there was no intimate caress, no action to try to break down his resolve, just a light touch to let Devon know he was there. “You’re right. It does.”

Neither of them moved, and Devon wanted to try to find something to make everything better. “Maybe what we need is some time.” It was all he could think of. Maybe the answers would work themselves out. That was the best he could hope for right now.

“Whatever you think,” Powers whispered, his hand growing hotter and not slipping away.

Devon slowly turned around, giving in to temptation. He really wanted to think that Powers had been different, was different. It was so easy to fall into the same traps as before. “I don’t know what to think, not really. Someone is trying to pin this whole thing on me, and they’re doing a damned good job of it so far.” He tried not to let panic well up inside him. Yeah, Powers had said that his job wasn’t in danger, but Devon wasn’t so innocent as to think that people wouldn’t believe what they wanted to believe. “I doubt and wonder about everyone I work with all the damned time now, and I hate it. Judy called me into her office, and I wanted to tell her everything, but I couldn’t. My own boss… and I wondered if she was behind it. She does need money and all, and Lucy found the large deposit, and….” He was rambling a little, and he rolled his shoulders, pulling into himself.

“I see,” Powers said as he tugged back his hand. “Maybe what I should do is just let you go back to doing your job, and I can do mine. Whoever is behind this pulled you into this mess, and I got you in deeper.”

Devon didn’t want Powers to go, not like that. Things were so unsettled. Shit, he had no idea what he really wanted. Devon had the chance at his neat, quiet life back—all he had to do was let Powers walk out that door. It was that simple, and maybe it was what he wanted him to do. Except the thought of going back to working and existing in this tiny apartment was about as exciting as watching paint dry. Powers had barreled into his life, bringing excitement and puzzles to solve. And he listened to Devon and….

Why were decisions always so damned hard?

“You didn’t do anything.” Devon’s vision of himself finally shifted. “I let myself get pulled in deeper. I liked it.” He stopped slumping forward like some aching old man.

“I….” Powers seemed so tentative.

“We were in this together, at least I thought we were. Maybe that’s what hurt so much. Sure, I thought you trusted me, but I also thought you listened to me, that I brought something to the table… that I helped.”

“You did, and you do.” Powers smiled. “Damn, you came through with all that system expertise, and I think we proved some things. They don’t have all the information they need and are getting desperate to get it. Today wasn’t a trial run.”

“No. It was pretty blatant, and they tried to get rid of me at the same time.” Devon’s hand shook. “I know it could be a coincidence… but I don’t think so.” He paled as an idea niggled at the back of his mind. “We need to find out everyone who was logged in to that system at the time that program was run. Yeah, they might have tried to fake out the system logs, but it’s harder to mess with the logins.”

Powers pulled out his phone and made a call. He didn’t talk to Lucy for very long, “The information was just sent to us. Lucy is forwarding it to you.”

Devon pulled over his computer, logged in, and checked the email, bringing up the report. Then he brought up the company user ID file and cross-referenced all of it to a spreadsheet. Just that quickly, he had the list of names, and one stood out like it was emblazoned in neon: Mark Calvinson. He blinked more than once as he showed the file to Powers.

“I think he and I need to have a talk. Do you have an address?”

Devon shook his head. “No, I don’t. But do you think this could be too easy?”

“Maybe. I don’t know, but we have to see this through. Either way, we get some answers and move forward.” He made another call as he headed for the door. “Lucy, I need an address for Mark Calvinson.”

Devon stood rooted on the spot, and once Powers was gone, he stared at the back of the door. This felt like the moment of truth to him. Without thinking twice, he grabbed a jacket from the tiny closet and raced out the door, locking it behind him. He ran to the stairs and down to the lobby, catching Powers as he hung up the phone and was just getting into a dark car. Devon pulled open the passenger door, got in, and yanked it closed as Powers turned to him. “I’m going,” Devon said, cutting off any protest Powers might make.

“I didn’t say a thing. Fasten that seat belt and hang on. We’re going to get there as quickly as we can.” Powers pulled into a small break in traffic and turned quickly, speeding through the city.

“Where does he live?” Devon held the arm of the door with one hand and the console with the other.

“Mount Airy,” Powers explained as he made a quick turn around some congestion and continued forward. The man was either one of the best drivers Devon had ever seen or a complete menace behind the wheel. He wasn’t quite sure, but as he bumped from side to side, he was beginning to think the latter was probably a better placement category.

“It isn’t going to help if we get there in pieces.”

Powers slowed down some and eventually pulled to a stop in front of a row of nicely kept older homes. “Number 387.”

“That one.” Devon pointed, about to open the door.

“Stay here.” Powers unfastened his seat belt. “If he is behind this, then he could be dangerous.”

“Mark?” Devon undid the belt and got out of the car. He wasn’t going to be told to stay away. He was doing this, and Powers wasn’t going in alone. If there was danger, they’d face it together.

“You need to stay in the car.”

Devon glared at him, closing the car door. “Together,” he said forcefully, and Powers sighed.

“Fine. But please stay behind me.”

Devon figured Powers was overreacting, but he agreed and followed Powers up the walk to the house. He rang the bell and waited anxiously, tension filling him by the second. Finally, the door opened, with Mark standing in the square of light from inside, holding a sandwich.

“Can I…. Devon?” He paled as his gaze narrowed on Powers. “Shit.” He tried to close the door, but Powers was too fast for him.

“I think we all need to talk,” Powers said forcefully, pushing the door open. “You can talk to us, or you can speak with Mr. Mauer and the police in the morning.” He folded his arms over his chest. “It’s your choice.”

Mark’s gaze softened, and his shoulders slumped. “You might as well come inside.” He stepped back, and Devon followed Powers into the house, which looked like something out of Architectural Digest. The walls were newly painted, the furniture calm, stylish, and damned pricy. It seemed Mark had expensive tastes, and Devon instantly wondered how he could afford all of this.

Mark sat on the side of the sofa, leaning back. “Can we get this over with? I have some friends coming over in a few hours.” He looked at the back of his hand with disinterest.

“Give it a rest, Mark. I know what you did and that you were logged in to the development system. We also know that you shouldn’t have the access you used to run that program,” Devon pressed. “And I know you tried to pin it on me.” He leaned over Mark, who did his best to try to disappear in the cushions. “So give it up and tell Powers here what he wants to know.”

Mark swallowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Please….” Devon wanted to smack him. “Your guilt is written all over your face. Just tell us what we want to know. It’s clear enough that whoever is behind this is just using you to do his dirty work.” There was no way Mark was behind all of this. “Out with it!” Devon snapped, and Mark jumped, paling as he realized Devon had him.

“I was supposed to install the program and run it when I was told. That’s all I know. I was paid to do that. I needed the money, and they were willing to pay cash.”

Devon glanced over his shoulder to Powers and then stepped back. He’d gotten him to talk, but he wasn’t sure what to ask next.

Thankfully Powers gently guided him back. “Go on and sit down, Perry Mason. I’ll take it from here.” He flashed Devon a smile and turned back to Mark. “What in the hell were you thinking?” Powers demanded. “You’re going to take the fall for whoever is behind this. You know that? Are you even aware of what you could have done?”

Mark swallowed hard and shook his head. “I was paid and then told what to do.”

“How? Who gave you instructions?” Powers asked. “You have to know who’s behind this, and we want the name. I don’t care what you’ve done, but you need to give me the name.”

“I don’t know. I have an email address and that’s all.” Mark looked on the verge of tears.

Powers drew even closer to him, invading his personal space. “You expect me to believe that you were willing to betray your employer and allow the most important system they’ve ever developed to be stolen based on an email?”

Mark put up his hands. “Whoa, I didn’t have anything to do with that. The program I installed and ran was supposed to highlight security holes so we could fix them. I was supposed to be paid as a consultant of sorts.” He slid to the side, probably to get away from Powers, and then he hurried over to his laptop. He came back, setting it on the table. “See, here are the emails. I told you it was just a security verification program.”

Powers leaned over, and Devon looked over his shoulder. “That program was no security program. It was designed to steal the new banking system. That’s what it does.”

Mark paled.

Powers read through the emails. “They paid you five hundred dollars? That’s all?” Powers shook his head.

“What were you thinking?” Devon asked. “No one reputable does business this way.” He went back through the early emails and tried not to roll his eyes. This was so blatantly stupid and was definitely crafted to suck Mark in and make him think he was helping and doing the company a favor. “Hold it,” Devon said as Powers scrolled through a message. Whoever was behind this certainly knew Mark. At one point they said that the firm would thank Mark and probably show its appreciation. “God, Mark….” It was so blatant.

“I really thought I was going to be doing some good.”

Powers paused, pointing to a clause where Mark was instructed to run the program with a parameter to indicate that someone else had run it. The note said that was to test the logs and to see if security was truly capable of detecting and following up on a potential security breach. “It’s all right there. And you didn’t question it. You took the program and….”

Devon couldn’t take it anymore as anger welled quickly. “How were you supposed to get the program?” This was sounding more and more like a gigantic sack of shit to him. “Let me guess, someone was supposed to deliver it to you.”

“Yeah. I kept waiting for it, but it didn’t come, and then I got what I needed, along with the instructions of exactly what I was supposed to do as part of the test.”

Devon shook his head. “And none of this made you suspicious? That’s a lot of sneaking around for a test.”

Powers fixed him with a hard stare and then turned back to Mark.

Devon grew quiet, but seethed under the surface. He wanted to shake Mark so hard that it made his teeth rattle.

“Mark… I have to agree with Devon. This whole story seems hugely suspicious to me. How could you not think this was highly unusual?”

“The first email I got was from a security company. I looked them up, and they said that I would be working for the firm.” Mark grew paler by the second, and his eyes watered. “I thought I was going to be helping and they’d be happy that I was working with Branson Security to help shore up the firm against hackers and stuff.” He wiped his face. “I’ve been there longer than anyone else on the team, and no one seems to ever notice me. Golden Boy here gets all the really important assignments, and I thought that for once they had chosen me to do something important. I responded to all the emails and did what they asked.” Mark reached for the computer, his hand shaking a little as he opened a file. “These are the instructions, and this is what they said to do.”

Devon once again read over Powers’s shoulder. “Look at the sender email address. Whoever did this set up a fake account that looks incredibly real.” Even he had to admit that this seemed rather official-looking. He got fake emails and spam all the time, like everyone else did, but this didn’t feel like that at all. It felt real to him, even though he knew it couldn’t be.

“Okay,” Powers said as he stepped back slightly. “I know you’ve seen me around the office, and I am working with the firm to prevent the theft of some sensitive information. The program you ran was part of that theft.”

Mark paled further. “Was anything actually stolen?” he asked, leaning forward, holding his head. “What am I going to do? I never meant to steal anything or help anyone do anything like that.” He rocked slightly back and forth.

“No. You just used my user ID to make the program you ran look like I had done it.” Devon glared at him. “Then you played dumb when I got called into Judy’s office because of what you did. They….” Devon turned to Powers. “Whoever is behind this has been playing us all for fools.” He wrung his hands nervously. “I’m so tired of it.”

Powers pulled out his phone.

Devon turned away and began pacing the exquisitely furnished room. “How can you afford all of this?” he asked as Powers stood and walked to the far side of the room. “This must have all cost a fortune.”

“My family has money, and my mom hired a decorator as a gift when I bought the house. She went overboard a little, but I like it.” Mark puffed out his chest.

“So you did all this for five hundred dollars?” Devon asked. “Did you ever actually get paid?” he pressed, but Mark didn’t answer. Devon nodded slowly in understanding. “You got stiffed.”

Mark sighed. “I was made a fool of.” He turned away. “I thought I was doing something to help the firm, and now this is going to get me fired. My parents just told me that I have to live on my own and that they aren’t going to help me anymore.” He shook harder.

“There was no real harm done,” Devon said to comfort him, even though he knew he should be mad as hell at Mark for what he did. “The program failed. So the end result is that no harm was done to the firm.” At least that was good. “I can’t say the same thing about our friendship. You decided to make me the scapegoat for your little antics.” He joined Powers as he hung up.

“Lucy is on her way over. She’s going to check out the computer and see what she can find from it.”

“Who’s Lucy?” Mark asked.

“Powers’s twin sister, and believe me, you don’t want to mess with her. She’ll kick your ass for fun.” Devon glared at him and then looked back at Powers. “Let him sweat for a while,” he added in a whisper. “This whole thing is ridiculous.” He was getting tired of running in circles.




Chapter 8

 

 

“A PUPPET master,” Powers said.

“Excuse me?” Devon asked, furrowing his brow adorably.

“That’s what we’re dealing with. Someone who likes to pull the strings and stay in the background. I should have seen it before. He doesn’t do his own dirty work, but gets others to go along with him by pulling their strings.” Powers felt like an idiot. “He clearly knew how to motivate Mark to get him to do exactly what he wanted.”

Devon leaned closer, and Powers did his best to ignore his enticing scent and keep his mind where it belonged. “He or she really seemed to understand how to manipulate Mark.” Devon rubbed the back of his neck. “Judy would certainly do that.”

Powers had to agree, but Mark wasn’t exactly a closed book. Powers could have read him pretty easily. “A lot of people could.” A picture of sorts was beginning to form in Powers’s mind, but it refused to become clear, at least not yet.

“How long will it take Lucy to get here?” Devon asked.

“Not very long. I thought it best that she take a look at Mark’s computer directly. I don’t want to miss this chance at a clue as to who is pulling these strings.”

“I don’t know if there is anything she can tell, but you’re right—it’s best if we look at everything.” Devon sat on a plush leather chair, his leg shaking.

Powers glanced over to check on Mark, who sat half curled in on himself.

“Are you two working together?” Mark asked just above a whisper before clearing his throat. “Were you a plant in the department?”

Devon pointed to himself. “Me?” He shook his head. “No. I got involved with this by accident. At least I think it was by accident. We aren’t sure. And yes, I have been asked to assist Powers where I can.” He turned to Mark. “I was hoping that none of the people I worked with were involved. I really was.”

He glanced downward for a few seconds, and Powers wanted to take his hand to reassure him. It sucked when people you knew were involved with wrongdoing. Powers largely believed that Mark’s need to get ahead was driving him and had pushed his sense of caution too far.

“Where do we go from here?” Devon asked.

A knock on the door saved Powers from answering, and he motioned for Mark to get it. “If it’s your friends, I suggest you tell them you aren’t able to go out tonight.” He checked his watch and hoped it was Lucy.

“I was supposed to meet them,” Mark mumbled, and rose to get the door. He returned with Lucy following behind him and took her to his laptop. “You won’t go through my personal stuff, will you?” Mark asked.

“I’ll be discreet,” Lucy promised, getting right to work.

Powers didn’t really care if she was discreet or not. All he wanted was whatever information she could get off that system. Every time he thought they were getting a step closer to an answer, they ended up nowhere again.

He turned away, smiling to himself but not wanting anyone to see it. His cases had always been Lucy and him working together, and now it was Devon too. Devon had a keen mind, and the mousy man he’d first met had slowly been replaced by another person, someone with more steel in his spine than Powers had originally thought… and he admired it. He liked Devon, really liked him. He sat back down, letting his thoughts go inward, kicking himself over again for not looking deeper earlier. He should have trusted Devon, but in his business, trust was a hard-won commodity, as was the truth, much of the time.

“Are you okay?” Devon whispered, and Powers nodded. “I can’t believe he disliked me enough to try to hurt me.” Devon glanced up at Mark. “I never did anything to him. I was nice to all the people I worked with. This really hurts, you know.”

“I do. And I’m sorry,” Powers said quietly. He took Devon’s hand. “I should have trusted you.”

Devon shook his head. “No. I should have tried to look at things from your point of view. It looked bad, and your reaction hurt. But you were doing your job. It was that simple. Yeah, it hurt that you didn’t trust me, but then again, we haven’t known each other but a week or so, and…. After all, we didn’t meet under the best circumstances.”

Mark groaned. “Are you two going to make cow eyes at each other all night?” he sniped. “I knew there was something going on with you disappearing all the time and Judy not saying anything about it. If I get up from my desk to take a leak, she asks about it, and you disappear for hours and nothing… silence.” He got to his feet and stalked to where Devon sat.

Powers stood, blocking his way. “That’s quite enough.” The way Mark’s jaw was set and the turmoil in his eyes told Powers that anything was possible.

“Judy never says anything to me because I get my work done. I don’t spend the day talking to everyone else and gossiping. I’m also conscientious and I work hard.” Devon stood next to him. “Did you ever think that Judy was trying to help you? Maybe she was trying to give you the message that you were being watched. None of us has a right to a job there. You know that. So if you aren’t doing your job, then they’ll bring in someone who will.” There was no heat in Devon’s voice, just a touch of hurt. “Everyone on the team likes you, so maybe we don’t want you to go either.”

The aggression in Mark’s stance leached away. His shoulders curled downward, and he sighed. “I don’t think anyone is going to be able to help me now. They aren’t going to care why I did it. I was the one who introduced a foreign program into our systems. And once they investigate, it’s going to lead back to me.” He slumped into the nearest chair.

“Just tell the truth and help them when they ask,” Powers answered. There was nothing else he could do for him, and he didn’t intend to stick his neck out for someone who had been working against them.

“It’s okay. You’re helping us now, and I’m not going to throw you under the bus. All of us need to figure out who is behind this. So, work with us. Don’t say anything or respond to any of the emails. If they contact you again, then let us know, and we’ll tell you what to do going forward. The three of us—”

“Four of us,” Lucy interjected.

Devon nodded. “The four of us all want the same thing: to find out who is behind this. It’s your chance to keep your job.”

Dang, Devon was good at this.

“Put whatever resentment you might have for me aside, because we all want the same thing.”

Mark didn’t answer right away.

“Devon is right. You have a choice, and you need to make the right one.” Powers glanced next to him. “Devon here is nicer than most people… hell, he’s nicer than I am. I’d throw you to the wolves for what you’ve done. He’s tossing you a lifeline.” Powers put an arm around Devon. “In case you haven’t figured it out, Devon is the kind of guy you want as a friend.”

“Okay. I’ll tell you if I get another email or if I’m contacted by anyone.” Mark checked his watch, clearly nervous.

“How are you coming, Lucy?” Powers asked.

She didn’t look up from her work. “I’m almost done.” She flashed him a smile of warning, then lowered her head again.

“Okay.” Powers tilted his head toward the kitchen, glaring at Mark. Then he walked away without saying anything else.

Mark followed him a little like a cowed puppy.

“I’m going to be checking into everything I can about your story, and if I find anything that doesn’t check out, I’m going to crucify you. I have access directly to Mr. Mauer, and if he finds out what you did and how easily you were taken in, I have no doubt that he will terminate your employment.” Powers didn’t blink or look away, meeting Mark’s brown eyes. “Do you understand? Devon is a nice guy, and he wants to help people. I’m not. I’ll go after you like a starving hellhound if you’ve lied to us or if you open your mouth about anything that’s happened here… to anyone… ever.”

Mark swallowed hard, all traces of cockiness gone. “I understand.”

“Just so you do.” He wasn’t going to put Devon in danger.

Powers backed away, sharing a final glare with Mark for emphasis before joining Lucy.

“What do we have?”

“I’m still working on it, but I have what I need from the laptop.” She closed it and put her equipment away. “I’ll meet you back at Devon’s and pick up something to eat along the way.” She bustled out, and Mark watched her, obviously curious about her. Before he could ask questions, Lucy was gone, along with whatever information she had gathered.

“Remember what I said,” Powers told him. He wasn’t above using fear to get what he needed from someone. He handed Mark a business card. “You call if you’re contacted in any way. That simple call could mean the difference between you having a job or not.” Powers headed for the door, gesturing to Devon. Leaving now, letting his last words hang in the air and in Mark’s mind, was going to have more impact than additional explanation. Thankfully, Devon left without another word, and they went out to the car.

“Do you really think he’ll help us?” Devon asked as he pulled open his door.

“I hope so. I did my best to put the fear of God into him.” Powers slipped into the car. “I know you’ve never done this before, but you were fantastic as the good cop. If he is contacted, it’s likely he’ll go to you first because you were nicer to him. But I’m willing to bet he’ll also ignore the whole thing and hope it will go away.”

Devon pulled his door closed. “Do you really think so? If we figured out he was in the system at the time that the program was run, others are going to do the same, and they’re going to ask hard questions and not let him off the hook. James and Judy aren’t likely to care that the program failed and didn’t do anything. Neither of them is going to trust him again… with anything.” He sighed. “That’s a real shame.”

“What do you mean? Did you believe his story?” Powers wasn’t so sure they were getting the whole truth. “Would you do what he was asked to do for five hundred dollars?”

Devon shrugged as Powers started the engine. “I keep wondering about that. It wasn’t so much money that you’d really think it was illegal. He was being paid for a few hours’ consulting work. That’s all. If they had offered him thousands, then it would have been more suspicious. I can see where Mark would think that what he was being asked was exactly what he was doing. That doesn’t bother me. All the distance and the email contact is what has me worried. If I was going to contact someone to do a penetration test, I’d do it in person with someone from management present so I’d know it was truly sanctioned.” He sighed as Powers pulled out into light traffic.

“I keep going back to that too,” Powers agreed. “You know, it’s also possible that he was on the fence, but when he saw that he could assign your user ID to the program, he saw a way to get back at you a little. The guy has plenty of resentment built up in him.” He kept thinking that getting back at Devon was more of a driving factor than Mark had let on.

“Yeah.” Devon was nervous; Powers could feel it—hell, he could smell it. “I never did anything to him.”

“Sometimes all it takes is someone better or harder working to make a smaller person with a fragile ego nervous and resent you. If Mark had worked harder and been better, then he could be the one Judy was going to and the member of your team that management is watching. Instead, he’s someone they’re trying to figure out if they should let go and make room for someone new. He has no one to blame but himself.” That same attitude and self-preservation made Mark a bit of an unknown. Powers intended to keep a close eye on him.

Devon grew quiet as they encountered traffic and ground to a halt.

“Are you okay? You can talk if you want.”

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “I don’t get it. Why would he hate me? I didn’t want to believe that he or anyone I work with could be part of this, and yet he tried to frame me for what he was doing. Granted, he probably thought he was part of a security test, but still….”

Powers nodded slowly. “I see the worst of everyone most of the time. It’s my job. People lie to me all the time. They try to cover things up or make themselves look as good as possible. With every case, I have to wonder about everyone I encounter. I guess I’m used to seeing people at their worst.”

Devon nodded slowly, then sighed. “You know, I need to pull on my big-boy pants and stop the damned whining. I wanted to go along with you and pushed my way into this. Now I’m acting like a child because I’m not happy about what Mark said. I need to get over that. So he resents me.” He shrugged. “Maybe that’s a badge I should wear with pride.” Devon flashed him a quick smile. “I work hard, so maybe I’m going to run across people who don’t like me.”

“Yes. We all have that happen. Not all of us are going to be as gracious and accepting of the fact that the other people might be better than us or have skills that we don’t possess.” Powers pulled to a stop at a light. “The ego can be a powerful force within anyone, for good and bad.”

“I know. I think this is one of the first times where I’ve been the brunt of someone else’s envy.”

Powers was shocked and his foot slipped off the brake for a second. He recovered quickly. “You’re kidding me.”

Devon humphed softly. “Why would anyone be jealous of me? I spent much of my life in school invisible to most people. I think that’s why I was such an easy mark to my exes. I think I liked that they saw me… or at least I wasn’t quite as invisible.”

The light changed, and Powers started forward. “But you aren’t invisible now. And I don’t think you were then. Alexander saw you and took care of you when you needed it.” Powers would be grateful for that forever. The thought of how alone Devon must have felt chilled him. He started to understand just how much his not looking deeper when he saw who seemed to have run the program could have hurt Devon so much. It made him feel invisible again. And Powers never wanted to do that. He saw Devon. In fact, he had a hard time not seeing him.

“Being invisible and feeling invisible are very different,” Devon said softly. “I know people saw me. I did good work in my classes, but no one ever saw me as an attractive guy.” He paused, and Powers wondered if he was crying. The car was dark, but the hitch in Devon’s voice was unmistakable.

Powers reached over and gently squeezed Devon’s leg. “You aren’t invisible to me. I know where you are in the dark. Hell, I swear I could find you blindfolded. I don’t have to see you in order to see you.” His throat grew dry, and Powers really hated that he’d hurt Devon. He should have been more understanding. Powers knew he could be a bulldog, and unfortunately it had come out at Devon.

“How do you know that won’t change?” Devon asked. Thankfully, they were getting close to Devon’s apartment.

“Do you know how you just know something deep down? Like when you listen to your gut and it tells you what to do?” Powers glanced over as Devon nodded.

“Yeah, and I ended up with two jackasses, so I don’t know if what my gut tells me is correct.”

Powers returned his focus to his driving and made another quick turn, then slowed to pull in front of Devon’s building. “My gut is usually right on.” He found a parking space and rolled to a stop. “I listened to it and found that I believed you that first night.” Powers switched off the engine and shifted to face Devon, waiting until he faced as well. “You aren’t invisible, and you know what happened in college and are smart enough to not make the same mistakes.”

“I suppose…,” Devon agreed.

“Close your eyes,” Powers said. “Turn off what you see and hear.” He waited while Devon stilled. “Just breathe gentle, deeply, try to stop off all those thoughts that are running through your head. Let your mind quiet and then just listen deep down.” He softened his voice with each word until he was talking just above a whisper. “What do you hear?”

Devon shrugged.

“Sit still and listen. Let your mind float, and when it’s quiet, let it go where it wants to. Don’t worry how I might feel or anyone else. Just listen, and your gut, your most private inner being, will tell you what you really want.”

Devon swallowed hard, his throat working, drawing Powers closer. He stopped himself. “What if I can’t have what I want?”

“It doesn’t matter. You can have anything—you only have to say it and then be willing to go after it.” Powers sat back a little, giving Devon some space.

Devon’s eyes slid open, and then he leaned closer, across the console, until his rich scent filled Powers’s nose. Then the distance between them disappeared. Devon pressed across the seat until Powers encircled him in his arms.

“Sweetheart, why would you think that you couldn’t have me?” Powers asked. Devon kept surprising him.

Devon straightened up. “Because I’m dull, and you’re interesting. You have this active life, and I spent years trying to keep my life quiet and devoid of drama, not that it worked very well. There’s no way I can keep a guy like you interested in me. You’re going to wake up soon enough and figure out that I’m as exciting as watching grass grow.”

Powers groaned softly and tugged Devon a little closer. “You’ve never been dull to me.” He stroked Devon’s cheek. “Let’s go inside, and I’ll show you just how exciting you are.” He pulled back and opened his door to get out. Powers joined Devon on the sidewalk, and they went up to Devon’s small apartment. As places went, it wasn’t much, and Powers’s home was definitely bigger, but this place felt right, like it was where Devon belonged, so it was where he wanted to be.

“Someone is here,” Powers said quietly as they approached the door.

“Isn’t Lucy coming?” Devon asked.

Powers knew it wasn’t her. He could feel the presence of his twin when they were together, and Lucy wasn’t here. Powers pressed Devon behind him and cautiously moved down the hall to the door. He pushed the unlocked door open slowly and waited for someone to make their presence known.

“I locked the door.”

Powers put his finger to his lips and flipped on the light switch just inside the door. Nothing happened other than light spilling out into the hall. Carefully he peered inside. Nothing seemed out of place, yet a strange scent hung in the air, tickling his senses. “Stay here.” Powers hurried inside, opening windows and checking the stove, the air growing thicker and the gas scent stronger. He turned off the burners, and slowly the buildup of gas dissipated.

“What’s going on?” Devon asked as he stepped inside.

“I’m not really sure. Stay here. I need to check the bedroom.” Thankfully, the gas was leaving quickly. Still, Powers’s eyes watered and his lungs ached. In the bedroom, he found no one, but opened more windows to let in additional fresh air, the evening breeze pouring in, rustling the papers on the nightstand.

“Why would someone do this?” Devon asked, hurrying up to him as soon as Powers joined him in the living room again. “I don’t get it.” He shook, and Powers held him close as his mind raced through possibilities, with one refusing to leave his mind.

“I believe our puppet master might have come to the conclusion that you aren’t as naïve as they thought you were. They obviously knew you weren’t in the apartment, but it would send one hell of a message if the place blew up, and it would likely look like an accident, at least for a while.” Powers shook his head, not going into the fact that it would likely injure or kill some of the other people in the building. This was more than just someone trying to steal the secrets of a banking system. Someone now wanted Devon out of the way, and that frightened Powers more than he ever wanted to think about.

“Pack some of your things. I’m going to call Lucy, and we’re getting you out of here. We’ll go to my place for now. You’ll be safer there, and hopefully we can get closer to the bastard who’s pulling the strings and see if we can’t take a pair of scissors to him.”

“Okay,” Devon agreed softly and went to the bedroom. He came out a few minutes later with a duffel bag and hurried to the kitchen counter. “My computer….” Devon stopped, staring at the counter. “It was right there.” He pointed and turned back. “I….” He sighed and then swore under his breath. “The bastards took it.”

“Was it password protected?” Powers asked.

“Of course, and it’s going to take them a long time to try to break in to it, but they probably could. And if they do, then they could probably find the programs we were working on.” Devon held his head. “I don’t think they’ll be able to determine the changes we made to protect the development access systems and libraries, but I’m not sure.” He started to shake again, and Powers took him by the hand. He needed to get him out of here and somewhere safe.

Now that the apartment had been aired out, he closed the windows again and then escorted Devon out. They would have to call the police and report the theft, but for now he needed Devon to be safe. He closed up the apartment out of habit, not that it was going to do any good if Devon’s visitors decided to come back, but it was better than nothing.

Powers’s heart raced as they descended the stairs. He checked at each landing for anyone who might be waiting, and then the sidewalk as well, before hurrying to his car. He took off as soon as Devon was inside, calling Lucy through the Bluetooth to let her know what was happening.

“I was just getting dinner,” she explained.

“We’ll meet at home,” Powers told her. “Whoever is behind this is escalating. I think they are getting more and more scared that they can’t get what they want,” he said, patting Devon’s knee to try to reassure him as he explained to Lucy what had happened.

“I’ll be there soon and, Devon, don’t worry. Powers is the best at this sort of thing. He isn’t going to let anything happen to you. I have another computer here. Did you have backups?”

“Yeah,” Devon said, his voice breaking.

“Then we’ll restore them so you can have access to your stuff and work on the clone I made of Mark’s hard drive.” She sounded so pleased with herself.

“Great. See you in a few.” Powers made some extra turns, being sure they weren’t followed, taking his time before getting to the house. He parked in the garage in back off the alley and went right through the well-lit yard and into the house, then set the exterior alarm system as soon as they were inside. Lucy had her own code, and she would reset it when she came in. This wasn’t how he had expected to spend the evening, but plans changed all the damned time, and he had every intention of keeping Devon safe.

 

 

LUCY ARRIVED ten minutes later with food. She found them in the living room. Devon sat on the end of the sofa, staring across the room. Powers might have been flattered to have Devon watching him, but he was pretty sure Devon simply stared through him at nothing.

“It’s going to be okay.”

“Yeah, sure,” he finally answered. “Someone was in my apartment, and they were going to blow it up.” He blinked. “Should we have called the police?”

Powers was wishing they had, but his first instinct had been to get Devon away and safe. Nothing else mattered. “We could if you want.”

Devon shook his head. “I don’t want to go back there until we catch this guy.” He sighed. “I wish we were closer to figuring it out.”

“Then let’s figure this shit out,” Lucy said, bringing in the food. She set the bags on the table and put out the containers and plates, then sat down. She dished out portions of the various dishes of Chinese takeout before leaning back in her chair. “I didn’t get much from Mark’s computer. The emails were sent from Gmail, and the account is pretty much fake as far as I can tell. But we need to talk this over.”

“I wish I knew who the buyer was.”

Lucy leaned forward, still chewing. Devon hadn’t moved and seemed to be ignoring the food altogether. “Let’s go over what we do know, or might know. Someone placed the original envelope in Devon’s bag, either by accident or on purpose. Since it contained the drive with the program on it, I’m going to say it was by accident. Then they had to retrieve it, which happened.”

“Yeah,” Devon breathed. “They used Mark to install and run the program on the system, and he framed me because he thought it was some sort of security test.” He shivered. “Someone tried to mug me, and then they broke into my apartment and even set it to blow up.”

Powers shook his head. “They took your computer.”

“Yeah,” Devon said.

“Okay. They have a program that is supposed to gather the information they need, but it doesn’t work.” Powers’s mind ran a mile a minute. “Let’s say they are under a time crunch and what they need isn’t falling into their hands as quickly as they had expected.”

“Yeah.”

Powers set his plate on the coffee table as he glanced at both Lucy and Devon. “So think about it. Someone broke into your apartment to steal your computer. I’m willing to bet they accessed your computer at work to try to find what they were looking for. My guess is that someone has figured out—or at least suspects—that you might have been the one to change the variables on the system. You have access, and a security check would reveal that.”

“So, they took my computer to try to see what I knew?” Devon asked.

“Of course,” Lucy said. “They think Devon might be onto them, so they want to know what he knows or what he might know. And they stole his computer to try to figure it out.” She set her plate down as well, which was totally unusual. Lucy rarely stopped eating for anything. “What are you thinking?”

“I think I know,” Devon said, putting his plate aside to rub his upper arms nervously.

Powers nodded as he turned to Devon. “I think we need to set a trap and see if our puppet master will step into it.” He didn’t like the idea, because the bait for the trap had to be Devon, and he hated the thought of offering him up to anyone. “I’ve been going over and over who it might be, and I keep coming back to someone you work with. It has to be someone on the inside. It was too easy for them to get information to Mark, and there doesn’t seem to be enough distance. Besides, they seem to be able to maneuver through people to you too damned easily.”

Devon picked up his plate again, holding it without eating. “What are we going to do?” he asked, his expression hardening. Powers was pretty proud of how Devon bucked up at the idea. Even a few days earlier, Powers doubted Devon would have stepped up to it.

“I’m not quite sure.”

“Mr. Mauer…,” Devon said. “I have to make an appointment with Mr. Mauer to explain that I have figured out who is behind the threat to steal the banking system. The thing I can’t seem to figure out is how to make an announcement of sorts about the appointment without standing up in the middle of the department to yell that I know what’s happening and will be telling Mr. Mauer.” He chuckled. “It has to be more subtle so the puppet master really believes that I know who is behind this. In order for this to work, they have to think I really know, and they have to be scared of me.”

And there was the difficult part for Powers. As soon as the puppet master believed Devon knew who they were, the danger to Devon increased greatly. “We need to come up with a better way to do this. I could use myself as bait,” Powers interjected.

Lucy shook her head. “No one is going to believe it. They will go after Devon and confront him because they think he can be intimidated, and they might try to influence him. With you, they’re more likely to wait for you outside the office and just shoot. You’re big and strong, and you aren’t going to be swayed to anyone else’s will.” She dug back into her dinner with gusto.

Devon picked at his food, eating a little more than he had before, but nervousness seemed to flow off him. “I’ll do it, but we need to have a plan.” He pushed his plate onto the coffee table.

Powers leaned closer. “Sweetheart, I am not going to put you in any sort of danger if I can help it.” He took Devon’s hand, hating the way he worried his lower lip with his teeth. “Before we do anything, we will have a rock-solid plan, and I’ll be nearby for as long as is necessary.” He lightly squeezed Devon’s elegant fingers. Powers held Devon’s gaze until he nodded slowly.

“Dude, you’re so awesome.” Lucy jumped up and gave Devon a hug. “You got real guts.” She backed away, alternately looking at each of them. “You’re a real cute couple, but if Powers is a butthead again, you just tell me and I’ll give him the noogie to end all noogies.” The grin on her lips was pure twin-sister evil. Powers rolled his eyes and didn’t say anything, because it wasn’t going to do any good anyway.

Devon chuckled slightly. “You were a butthead… maybe we both were.” He sniffed and hugged Powers, closing his eyes. “And no noogies for either of us—I got plenty of those when I was in school, when I wasn’t being ignored.” He sighed and turned away for a second. “So what do we do?”

“I think I need to spend some more time with what I got from Mark’s computer and see what I can dig up. Maybe there’s something there that will link to some of the other data we have.” Lucy finished her dinner.

Powers handed Devon his plate to try to get him to eat a little more, then finished and took care of the dishes.

“I really hate how this guy seems to be able to hide behind everyone else. He has people who run his programs so he doesn’t have to get his fingers dirty, people to break into your apartment, and even mug people.” She brought Powers her plate and turned back to Devon. “How hard would it be for someone at your office to find out where you lived?”

Devon shrugged. “Not too hard. I mean, I sometimes bring mail and things in with me so I can pay bills and mail things out. I bet they could look on my desk and find my address.” He paled. “I never thought to keep that a big secret.”

“What are you getting at?”

Lucy pulled out her laptop. “I googled Devon and got a whole bunch of entries. When I narrowed it down to Philadelphia, I didn’t find him. For some reason there isn’t enough for that listing to come up all that quickly.”

“What are you trying to say, that I don’t exist?” Devon asked.

“That you haven’t lived here that long and you haven’t put a ton of fingerprints all over the web. Also, there are a number of privacy laws and policies that are working in your favor, but what I’m getting at is that someone who doesn’t know you or have regular contact with you is going to have a hard time finding your address. Now, they could have followed you, but if our puppet master was someone outside your company, it is going to be more difficult to identify them.”

“It isn’t like I’m well known to anyone outside the firm either,” Devon said with some energy. “My gut tells me it’s someone in the firm, even though I… shit….” Devon jumped to his feet and grabbed his phone. “We need to call Mark.”

“Why?” Powers asked, and then it hit him.

“We didn’t ask him if he took the envelope,” they both said together.

Powers wanted to smack his forehead. That was so stupid on his part. He definitely should have thought of that.

Devon dialed and waited for the line to connect, putting it on speaker. “Mark, it’s Powers, and we thought of one more question for you.”

“Okay,” Mark said a little timidly.

Powers thought of a decent way to ask the question. “Were you asked to retrieve anything from Devon’s bag?”

“No. I thought it was a test, really. I’ve never gone into anyone’s bag.” He seemed completely flummoxed. “Devon, are you there? I never took anything from you, honest.” He sounded sincere to Powers, and Devon nodded as well.

“Thank you,” Powers said as his mind continued turning. “Again, say nothing to anyone,” he cautioned, and Mark agreed, gratitude ringing in his voice as he ended the call. Powers pressed End as well and smiled. “That confirms it. If Mark didn’t take it, then I suspect our puppet master did. What are the chances that they would have more than one person working with them in the office?” Powers looked at both of them.

“The more people involved, then the more chance there is that something will spill out,” Lucy agreed. “And if that’s the case, then our puppet master must have been the one to take back the envelope.”

“Okay, so we need to figure out a way to flush this guy out and bring this to an end,” Devon said. “We need to put this guy out of his misery.” He smiled, and Powers chuckled as he nodded.

“What do we do?”

“I think we need to make it known that I have a meeting with Mr. Mauer tomorrow afternoon about a possible security breach. But I can’t think straight right now.” Devon yawned and put his hand over his mouth. “We’ve had plenty of excitement today.”

Lucy stood and started gathering her things. “I’m going to head off to bed. I’d appreciate it if the two of you would keep things quiet.” She winked at Devon before heading up the stairs.

“Come on. You and I might as well go to bed too.” Powers took Devon’s hand again. “If you would rather sleep alone, I can take the couch.” He wasn’t going to pressure Devon in any way. Their day had been an emotional roller coaster already.

Devon shook his head. “I think we still need to figure some things out. But I don’t want to be alone.” He gripped Powers’s hand tightly as Powers led him to the stairs and then up to his room at the end of the hallway.

Powers loved his bedroom. The house itself reflected things that both he and Lucy had collected and could be a bit of a mishmash with their conflicting styles, but this room was his, with heavy, masculine furniture and a king-size bed that was amazingly comfortable.

“Wow,” Devon murmured as soon as Powers closed the door. He turned to Powers, his hands on his hips. “You had this here all this time and yet you slept with me at my pathetic place?” The crook on his lips told Powers that Devon was kidding, but then not, in a way… maybe not. “This is a divine space.” He approached the bed and the supersoft, plush comforter.

“I bought it in Germany a few years ago. I had a case that took me there, and I fell in love with the light duvets they have, so I bought two and arranged to have them shipped here, along with the sheets. It’s rather decadent to sleep under. This is the summer-weight one, and I have a heavier one for winter.” Powers smiled. “Go ahead and lie down if you want.”

Devon slipped off his shoes and climbed onto the bed. “Oh God,” he groaned, and Powers loved that happy sound. The duvet cradled him, and Devon held his arms out wide. “It’s luxurious.”

“Yes. I don’t have a lot of frilly things in my life, but I love softness and luxury.” He kicked off his shoes and lay next to Devon, rolling onto his side, watching as Devon shimmied on the covers. “And I love how you look here,” he added in a whisper.

Devon rolled his head in his direction, and Powers slowly closed the distance between them, but didn’t go all the way. Powers wasn’t quite sure how Devon felt, even though he was at that moment in his bed, or at least on his bed… he still intended to let Devon make the move and come the last bit of the way.

Conflict raged inside him. He wanted Devon, but his earlier jump to conclusions still hung in his mind. Devon would have been a fool not to think about it, for at least a few seconds, and Powers never thought Devon was foolish.

Powers lay still, just inches from Devon, heat radiating off him, the room filling with desire that wrapped around him more and more with each passing second. Powers hoped that Devon knew he could trust him, but maybe that had been shattered. No one was perfect, so when Devon closed the distance, their lips touching, Powers’s spirit soared in the rightness that settled over him.

A sigh, soft and gentle, escaped from Devon as he gave himself over to what Powers offered. He rolled onto his side and let Powers tug him closer, his leg sliding between Powers’s, their hips pressing together as Powers slid nearer, his heat surrounding them in a bubble of passion that built as Powers deepened their kiss, cradling Devon’s head in his large hand.

The molten heat of unabashed desire slammed into Powers with such force that it surprised him. His mind reeled as he tried to keep control of his thoughts, but failed miserably as Powers rolled Devon back on the duvet, his weight pressing down on top of him. Devon spread his legs and wrapped them around Powers’s waist, signaling that he wanted him, and Powers’s heart soared.

“You feel good,” Devon whispered.

“Am I too heavy?” Powers asked, his lips hanging over Devon’s as he held his gaze. Powers could fall into those deep blue eyes and get completely lost. Part of him was a little worried that if he allowed that, he’d never find his way back. While at the same time, that almost sounded like a call he couldn’t resist. Getting lost in someone else, someone he could trust and who saw him to his core, was as enticing as ice cream on the hottest summer day.

“No,” Devon hummed as he reached for the hem of Powers’s shirt and tugged it upward. More than anything at the moment, Powers needed to feel Devon against him.

The shirt came off with some help from Powers, and then Devon got out of his. Devon’s hands shook as he shimmied and contorted to get the rest of Powers’s clothes off. They couldn’t do it fast enough, and they both ended up laughing. This probably wasn’t a good time to be giggling like an idiot because it broke the mood, but Powers went right along with him.

“Sorry.”

Powers smoothed his hand over Devon’s shoulder and then down his chest, his fingers plucking a pert little nipple. “Sex should be happy, joyful. You don’t need to be worried that you’ll do something wrong.” He leaned closer, his lips right against Devon’s ear. “I love the sound of your laugh, and I’d give almost anything to hear it more often. It’s really sexy, and you should definitely laugh more.” Powers slipped his fingers over Devon’s nipple, sending a zing of desire racing through Devon that reverberated right back to Powers, so intense that there was no mistaking it.

Devon quivered under Powers, holding him tightly as if to keep himself from exploding into a million pieces. “It hasn’t been that before.”

“Why not?” Powers sucked at the base of his neck, sending yet another quiver of passion racing through him. He had never received that kind of reaction before.

“God.”

Powers pulled back. “Didn’t you know?”

Devon shook his head.

“Then we need to find some more.”

The smile Devon received was radiant.

“I get to be an explorer.” Powers kissed him hard, washing him in passion and desire. Devon shivered when Powers slid down him, his tongue and lips running over his skin, leaving trails that left behind a line of heat that he hoped Devon could feel long after Powers had moved on, building chills upon warmth and quivering muscles on shaking that he couldn’t control.

“Powers,” Devon moaned as Powers flicked his tongue in his belly button.

It was delightful to hear that sound and the way his belly quivered when Powers did it again and again, the cry deepening to a slow moan. He slid his tongue to Devon’s side, worrying a spot just above his hip bone.

Devon quivered, trying to pull away and then press closer. “What are you doing?”

Powers increased the pressure and then backed away slightly. “Hopefully driving you out of your mind.” He inhaled deeply, taking in the warm musk of Devon’s skin, the scent deepening the more Powers explored. He found a spot at the back of Devon’s knee and the one at the base of his throat. Devon got to the point that wherever Powers touched, he quivered and shook.

“Just take me,” Devon groaned. “This is like torture. The best kind ever, but I can’t take any more.”

Powers was near his own limits as Devon’s flavor intensified on his tongue, and when he slid his lips down Devon’s cock, taking him deep, Powers closed his eyes, concentrating on prolonging his own gratification, because the last thing he wanted was for things to be over before they really got started. And, damn, it was more difficult than he imagined. It had been years since he’d nearly lost control this way, and yet Devon’s scent and the incredible bevy of sounds he made went right to Powers’s pleasure center, bouncing through his head.

Devon pressed his hands to Powers’s cheeks, tugging him upward. Powers took his lips as energy built by the second. “I want you, Powers. Do you have supplies?”

Powers nodded—trying to talk was impossible with his dry throat. He reached to the bedside table and managed to grab a condom and some slick. He dropped the bottle and, groaning, climbed off the bed, reluctantly leaving Devon’s warmth. The damned bottle had rolled under the bed, and he bent down to get it.

“Oooh, now that’s a view.” Devon grabbed his butt, and Powers hit his head on the underside of the mattress when he started. Swearing again, Powers snatched the bottle and backed out from under the bed, rubbing the back of his head. “I’m sorry,” Devon whispered, rubbing his head, checking to make sure he wasn’t bleeding, and then kissing his head to make it better. That, of course, led to more kissing, and Devon drawing him back onto the bed. “I know just how to make you feel better.”

“Oh yeah?”

Devon smirked, then pushed him back on the bed and climbed up his body, licking his way closer and closer to Powers’s dick before sliding his lips down his length. Now it was Powers’s turn to shake like a leaf in a hurricane as Devon’s heat engulfed him, testing the limits of his control.

“I’m going….”

Devon pulled away and sat back on his haunches, grabbed the condom, tore open the package, and rolled it down Powers’s length. Powers nearly came just from that and had to think unsexy thoughts, like mud and his mother. Yeah, that did the trick, until Devon straddled him, grabbed the lube, and reached behind himself. Oh man, Powers would have loved to be able to see what those fingers were doing, but then Devon pressed down onto him, and Powers held his breath as Devon’s body opened up to him.

It took all his control, which was already ragged at best, not to thrust deeply inside Devon immediately. His body pulled him in, and he stilled his hips, letting Devon set the pace and slide deeper and deeper, sending Powers’s head spinning. “Devon!”

“You like this?” he asked.

Powers hadn’t expected Devon to be so forward, so enthusiastic. Not that he was sure why. Maybe it was because his former lovers hadn’t been particularly generous. But he should have known that Devon would give of himself—it’s what he did outside the bedroom, so he’d do the same when making love. “Oh yeah… you’re….” He searched for words and gave up as Devon settled on his hips, undulating his pelvis slowly and driving Powers absolutely out of his mind.

Devon rocked harder, pushing him higher as he leaned back, arching his back, and pistoned his body up and down. Talk about a power bottom…. Devon had him completely under his spell, and all Powers could do was hold on and let Devon take him where he wanted to go.

Powers ran his hands up and down Devon’s thighs, completely enthralled in the way Devon stroked himself to the pace he set. Everything narrowed to just the two of them. Nothing else mattered as Devon took him all the way to heaven and held him there for an impossibly long time until Powers thought he could no longer hang on.

He lasted until Devon slammed down on him and stilled, groaning deeply as he came, painting over Powers’s chest. That sent Powers over the edge, and he came more loudly than he intended, his head floating until he came back down to earth, guiding Devon onto the bed, kissing him and gathering him into his arms.

“What you do to me…,” Powers whispered.

“I….”

“You were amazing, completely and totally amazing.” He held Devon tighter and closed his eyes. “I could fall in love with you so very easily.”

It was too late to take it back. Not that it wasn’t how he felt, but he hadn’t meant to blurt that out at a moment like this. Powers didn’t know what to say and hoped he hadn’t made Devon uncomfortable. Still, he needed some cover, and slipped off the bed to take care of the condom and get a cloth. They both cleaned up without saying anything to each other. And then Powers got back into bed. He didn’t want to make things worse, so he simply held Devon close, lightly stroked his arm, hoping Devon would break the silence.

“I know that was hard for you,” Devon whispered, “and I don’t know what to say in return. I mean, I could say that I think I could fall in love with you too, but then it sounds like I’m just saying it because of what you said, and then that would be kind of stupid.” The words tumbled out faster and faster, the same way they had when Powers had first met him. “I mean, you see that kind of thing in movies all the time, and I just want to… blah!” He blushed and snapped his lips closed. “I’ll shut up now so I don’t ruin everything.”

Powers chuckled as the joy and ease replaced a lot of his nervousness. “You haven’t ruined anything.” He kissed him. “I think we just need to try to say what we feel and not worry about how it sounds.” He hugged Devon close, needing to feel him and to have him know that this wasn’t just some sex thing. “If it’s truthful, then everything will work out well.”

Devon nodded and leaned close. “It seems so fast to be saying things like this to each other.” He sighed. “It scares me. You know the other guys I was with never said anything like that to me. I fell in love with them, and they….” Devon buried his face in Powers’s neck. “I don’t want to talk about them, not now. They’re gone and in the past, and that’s where they need to stay.”

That sounded beautifully elegant to Powers. Thinking about what those men had done to the gentle, kind, preciously strong man in his arms only made him angry, and at a time like this, when Devon had brought him so much joy, that was the last thing he wanted to think about.

“Why don’t we try to go to sleep?”

Devon nodded, and they both stilled, with Powers’s arms around Devon as he listened to his breathing. It eventually evened out, and Devon began snoring softly.

Powers, meanwhile, stared up at the ceiling, wondering what he was going to do to remove the threat to Devon and keep him safe at the same time. The thought of using him as bait scared him to the core. He wasn’t sure why things had worked out how they did, but he was sure of one thing—he had been given a gift with Devon, and he had no intention of letting go if he could help it. The idea of Devon being put in danger made his heart race faster and his mind churn alternatives well into the night. Unfortunately, all that mental energy came up with next to nothing, and he kept going back to the fact that it truly was Devon who needed to be the bait to try to catch this man. Lucy was right—it had to come from Devon. And as much as Powers loathed the idea, it was the only way to bring this to conclusion.




Chapter 9

 

 

DEVON WOKE in the middle of the night in an empty bed. He knew he was in a strange place and tensed immediately until the memory of the evening before returned, and his nervousness kicked in.

“Powers,” he said softly into the darkness, but he didn’t get an answer. He couldn’t see any light coming from under the door and wondered where Powers could be. Devon didn’t know the house at all, and in the near complete darkness, he didn’t feel comfortable enough to get out of bed and start searching for things. He remembered that there was a light on the side of the bed and reached for it just as the bedroom door opened.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” Powers whispered, and sat next to him on the bed. “I wasn’t sleeping.”

“Why?” Devon asked.

“Because I keep turning things over in my head.” Powers slid back under the covers. “I know that the longer this goes on, the more likely it is that the information we’re trying to protect is going to be stolen, and once it is….”

“The genie is impossible to put back in the bottle,” Devon supplied.

“Exactly.”

“Powers…,” Devon said gently. “I know it’s what we need to do. This has to end, and we need to figure this whole thing out. So we’ll set a trap and see what happens.” He waved his hands in excitement. “I got this idea as I was dreaming. I think we should see if Alexander will make a few phone calls on our behalf. We can give him a few people to call, looking for me because he needs to talk to me before my meeting with Mr. Mauer. I can easily make sure Judy knows, and he can talk to a few other managers in his blind attempt to find me.” Devon moved closer to Powers’s warmth.

“Okay. I’ll ask Mr. Mauer to arrange a meeting with you on Monday,” Powers agreed.

“At three—tell him it needs to be three. Judy’s supervisor, Craig, always has an all-team meeting at that time. That will give me an opportunity to be able to tell the managers that I can’t be there because Mr. Mauer wants to see me. The rest of the information Alexander can provide in a few phone calls, and then the office should be buzzing with speculation as to why I’m meeting with the big boss. A few additional details that Mark can provide should frighten the puppet master, if he’s with the firm.” Devon was afraid that it could be someone else, and if that was the case, then they were barking up the wrong tree and all this effort would be for nothing. Still, they had to try.

“Okay,” Powers agreed. “I hate this entire idea because it puts you in danger, but I can’t think of anything better. But you have to promise to message me every fifteen minutes as soon as we put this into motion. I have to know you’re okay. Also, if you go anywhere other than your desk or Mr. Mauer’s office, text me the location and then again when you return.” Powers tugged him even closer, and Devon sighed. “I can tell you’re nervous.”

“Of course I am.” He didn’t want to think about what that person was capable of. He didn’t want it to be Judy, but he knew that it was a possibility. As far as he was concerned, everyone was on the table. “And to make matters worse, it’s the weekend and I have two days to worry about this and wonder what could happen.”

“It’s okay. You can stay here, and tomorrow I’ll ask Lucy to go by your apartment and check on things.”

Devon nodded. “I hope I get my computer back. I really liked it and….” He sighed again and wished he hadn’t. “I really can’t afford to get another one.” He hated sounding pathetic about it. “I have insurance, but the deductible is high enough that I’m not going to get anything from them.” So he was just out, and there was nothing more he could do.

“We’ll take care of it, sweetheart. Just try to relax. Tomorrow Lucy will get you set up with another laptop, and you can download your things so you can have access to your files.”

Devon shook his head. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea right now. If they get into my computer, then they can probably get access through it to my cloud storage. They’ll know what I’m doing because it will go to that computer.” He shivered with vulnerability.

“I’m sorry,” Powers said, and Devon lifted his head.

“Don’t you dare be sorry. I can be upset about my computer, but you didn’t steal it.” Devon sat up in the darkness, the covers pooling in his lap. “Before you came in my life, I was so boring.” He shook again. “I never did anything, and lived the kind of life that made standing in line at the DMV seem exciting. You changed all that.” He leaned over him. “You brought excitement and interest. I can do other things besides be afraid of my own damned fucking shadow. For that you should never apologize.” He smiled even in the darkness, then pushed the covers down and climbed on top of Powers.

Devon shivered as Powers slid his hands down his back to cup his butt in his large, hot hands. “What do you want?” Powers whispered in his ear. “You can have anything at all….”

Devon closed his eyes. What did he want? He sat up, straddling Powers’s hips as heated palms and fingers slid up and down his thighs, then slipped under him, lifting him up, guiding him closer, until Powers bent Devon’s cock lower and slid it between his lips.

Devon threw his head back, trying to stay in control as Powers made him forget his own name. He held still as Powers took him deep and hard, driving him out of his mind. “Powers, I….”

“Just relax and go with it. I know you’re used to taking care of others, but let me do this.” Powers took him again, and Devon’s head throbbed and heat raced through him. This was what he’d always wanted. Powers seemed to care for him and was conscious and careful with his pleasure. It was such a change that Devon had to remind himself that he deserved this and not get edgy when Powers took control and made him the center of his erotic attention. Hell, Powers made him the center of his attention period when they were together.

“I… this… oh God….”

“Just let me take care of you,” Powers whispered, then proceeded to show Devon just how precious he was and how high Powers could send him sailing before driving him even higher, letting him soar on clouds so high that jets never reached them.

After coming down, Powers eased Devon back on the bed. They settled together, and sleep found him, deep and settling, for the first time since he met Powers.

 

 

THE WEEKEND went by too fast.

They talked about everything and made plans. Lucy reported that no one had been in his apartment and that she had contacted the landlord, who had changed his locks because, apparently, they were broken.

Devon and Powers watched movies curled together on the sofa, and when he got nervous, Powers had an amazing cure. It involved going to the bedroom and working things out until Devon was as limp and loose as a noodle.

“I brought you the things you asked me to from your place,” Lucy said when she came over Sunday night, hanging a garment bag in Powers’s hall closet. “Do you know what you’re going to do tomorrow?”

Devon nodded and smiled. “Yes. Powers has gone over everything, and Alexander is going to make a few calls to make sure we spread the word and try to up the intensity. He’s really good at that.” He was nervous again just talking about it, but the plan had been solidified as best as they could, and Powers had made him promise a million times that he would text him throughout the day and that he would keep his eyes open for anything unusual. Powers had said that he would be around and that if Devon saw him, he was to say nothing, which made Devon all the more curious about what he was planning, but then he had enough to do as it was.

To top it off, Devon obsessively checked his phone for any alerts they might receive, but the entire weekend was quiet, which had all of them wondering if they had missed something. But when he got the borrowed laptop set up and everything installed, he was able to securely log in and verify that nothing out of the ordinary had been run.

“What are you doing?” Devon asked when he closed the lid on the laptop, bringing his attention out of his work.

“Making dinner,” Powers answered, turning to give him a smile. “I figured that you’d be hungry once you pulled your head out of the computer and decided to rejoin the living.” He was teasing, and his smile confirmed it. “You don’t do anything by half, do you? Work hard, play hard….” Powers leaned across the table to get closer. “Make love hard… and soft at the same time. You throw yourself into everything, and that’s as sexy as most things I can think of.” He took a quick kiss that sent a shiver through Devon before returning to the stove. “I thought pasta with pesto for dinner. I have some penne, and I think it will go nicely.”

Devon chuckled. “Do you think we’ll have the place to ourselves tonight?” He winked, and Powers chuckled and nodded.

“Alexander invited Lucy out tonight, and while you were working, she skipped out of here like a schoolgirl. I don’t think I’ve seen her smile like that in quite a few years. He’s a nice guy. I texted him after she left that he’d better be good to her or he’d have to deal with me. Alexander text-laughed at me, and Lucy sent a threat back fifteen minutes later, so my messages were received.”

“You did that on purpose just to get under her skin. That wasn’t very nice. You know as well as I do that Lucy can take care of herself, and God help any man who tried to take advantage of your sister.”

“Yeah. But plenty of guys have taken one look at her and thought they could try to change her.” Powers shook his head. “She’s had her share of broken hearts, the same as the rest of us, and I want her to be happy.” Powers lifted the pot of cooked pasta off the stove and drained it in a colander.

The scent of basil filled the kitchen and reached his nose. Devon’s stomach rumbled, and he set the computer to the side. “Can I help you set the table or something?”

“Sure.” Powers showed him where the dishes were, and Devon got the dishes and some napkins. Then he sat and stayed out of the way, watching Powers as he worked. For a man as big and powerful as he was, he moved with such real grace that Devon couldn’t help looking.

Powers went to the refrigerator and pulled out a plate. “Antipasti,” he announced, bringing it to the table. Olives, salami, cheese, and a few other nibbles covered the plate. “I didn’t want you to get too hungry while I finish dinner.” He snagged a few samples and went back to his kitchen.

“What is this cheese?” Devon asked as he took a bite of one of the pieces.

“Welsh cheddar. I love it. I know it doesn’t go with the theme of the dinner, but it’s so good.” Powers snagged another piece off the plate. “The rest of dinner will be in a few minutes.”

“I’m ready for it whenever you are.”

“Can you open some wine for me?”

Devon took the bottle, grateful it had a screw cap, opened it, and poured two glasses. He brought one to Powers and sipped from his own glass. “This is really good.” He sniffed the wine and then took another sip, sitting back down and staying out of Powers’s way until he brought bowls of salad and pasta to the table. Then Devon refilled both their glasses and waited while Powers sat down and joined him.

The front door opened and closed. “Powers!” Lucy called, and Devon groaned. For most of the weekend, Lucy had been somewhere else in the house. It had been the only drawback to being here at Powers’s. “They lost our reservation,” she snapped as she entered the kitchen. “Dang, that smells good. Is there enough for Alexander and me?”

“No,” Powers said as he flashed her the stink eye.

“Why don’t you go to the pizza place around the corner?” Devon offered.

Alexander slipped his arm around her waist. “Come on. Pizza is fine with me as long as I get to eat it with you.”

Powers rolled his eyes, and Devon snickered.

“Okay,” she said gently. “But we can come back here after dinner and….”

Powers hit her with the stink eye once more, and Alexander leaned close to whisper something into her ear. She turned to him, a cloud building in her eyes, but that dissipated when Alexander whispered something else. Then she smiled and nodded, and they turned, heading back toward the door. “You really got guts, you know?” Lucy said.

“I’m not just a pretty face,” Alexander retorted, and then the front door closed with a slight boom.

“That was something I didn’t need to hear,” Powers snarked. “Not that I’m upset that they’re gone. Alexander must have some sort of superpower or something.”

“Your sister loves to eat, that’s for sure.” Devon lifted his glass. Powers did the same, and they clinked lightly.

“What are we toasting to?” Powers asked.

“How about to possibilities we never dreamed of?” Devon had never thought so many things were possible in his life just a week ago, and now so much had changed. He simply had to get through the next few days, figure out who was behind all this, and maybe then he could have a chance at some happiness. Of course he had to do all that while not getting hurt and managing to keep his job by not getting the finger pointed at him for this entire mess.

“To possibilities and everything that goes with them,” Powers added with a gentle smile.

They clinked their glasses once again and sipped. Then Devon took the first bite of the pasta, sighing as the rich flavor delighted his taste buds. It lasted a few seconds, and then nervousness took over once again. Devon had picked at most of his meals all weekend, and found he had very little appetite now, even though the food was obviously amazing.

“I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Powers told him again after setting down his fork. “We can figure out something else.” The concern in Powers’s deep eyes touched his heart.

“No. That asshole pulled me into this, and I need to expose them in order to clear my name. Judy has been looking at me strangely all week. I hope she isn’t involved.” Devon really did. “But if she isn’t, then I need her to know what’s going on so I can earn her trust again. Susan, Karen, and Lee have been keeping their distance because they sense that something is wrong, and….” He sighed. “This has to come to an end now. Any longer and I think I’m going to start to go crazy.” Devon took another bite and chewed slowly, savoring the flavor. “I look at everyone in the office as though they are a suspect, and they are friends. It makes me feel like a traitor.” It was hard for him to describe, but that was as close as he could come.

“The person behind this and the people involved are the traitors. They are the ones who take a salary and then turn around and sell secrets. That’s what you have to try to remember.”

Devon nodded, really wanting to talk about something else. “How did you get into this business anyway? I know you don’t just fall into it or decide to open shop and get clients.” He continued eating as his belly seemed to even out and more of his appetite returned.

“I was in the military, intelligence, and I’ve investigated a lot of things in my time that I can’t talk about and probably never will be able to. It’s hard to know sometimes when things are declassified unless you keep watch, so you don’t talk about it just in case. I could have gone into the FBI if I’d wanted, but I was tired of working for someone else, especially the government, and Lucy had some connections, so I started the company with her, and we’ve had some success. Most cases are simpler than this one, and more often than not I’m called in to close the barn door once the horses have escaped. This case is turning out to be unique because it looks like we have a chance to prevent the information from being disseminated in the first place.”

Devon narrowed his gaze. “There has to be more to it than that.”

“There is, but I don’t generally talk about other clients or cases. It’s part of what I’m hired for. But I did have a case once with a shoe company that turned into an un-case. I won’t mention names, but they had developed a new shoe that was going to be the hottest thing. New technology for support, stuff like that. The prototype went missing, and they were frantic, afraid it had been stolen.” Powers grinned, and Devon soaked in that warmth in his expression. He loved seeing Powers happy; it was a beautiful thing.

“Did you find it?”

Powers chuckled and nodded. “The prototype had been left in one of the conference rooms, and one of the janitors had thought it was being discarded… and it was his size.”

Devon gasped and chuckled as well. “No.”

“Yup, we found the shoes on his feet as he was emptying trash cans a couple of days later.” Powers continued smiling.

“Did they fire him?” Devon sure hoped not. It sounded like an innocent mistake to him.

“Nope. When we talked to the janitor, he said he had been about to throw the shoes away. They weren’t comfortable and didn’t cradle his feet. In fact, he said they hurt his toes after he’d worked in them all day. They were apparently fine when he first put them on, but the fabric stretched as it heated up and the shoes rubbed. In the end, they got their shoes back and changed the design based on the comments… and they added the janitor to their design test team.” Powers smirked.

“All’s well that ends well?”

“In that case, definitely. Most of the things I’m brought in on don’t work out that way.” Powers drained his wineglass and refilled it, then pushed the bottle away. “That’s my limit.”

“Mine too. I have to get up for work in the morning, and tomorrow is going to be a big day.” Devon finished his dinner, feeling better.

“I know you’re nervous, but I’m going to be there, and so is Lucy. Both of us will be around and as close as we can get. Just play it cool, and whatever happens, keep a clear head and don’t overreact. We don’t have to catch our puppet master tomorrow. All we’re hoping for is that he’ll reveal himself somehow. After that, we can do the work to put the pieces together.”

“Got it.” He had been the bait before, and hopefully this was the last time. He took a deep breath and sat back in his chair.

Powers leaned forward. “I have done this sort of thing before, and I’m always nervous. But it’s a matter of courage.” He paused. “The best example I can give are the Marines. For them, courage is running toward the bullets. It doesn’t mean they aren’t scared—it’s just what they do, and they’re damned good at it. Afterward, it almost certainly affects them, but in that moment, they do what they need to.” Powers took his hand. “I know you have that kind of strength inside you. I can feel it.”

Devon wasn’t so sure. But Powers’s determination was catching. “I’ll try. I just hope I don’t mess it up.”

“You won’t. The important thing is to be safe and not take any chances. Stay with others and watch around you. As I said, both Lucy and I will be as close as we can get.” Powers’s tone was so determined that Devon found himself nodding. As long as Powers was there, Devon could do this. He had to do this. “Do you want to go over everything again?”

Devon shook his head. He’d been through everything enough times that he could recite the plan word for word. He just had to keep up his part of the bargain.

Thankfully, after dinner, Powers used his wiles to help him forget some of his nervousness for a while. But Devon couldn’t help lying awake well into the night, wondering what would happen when the case was truly over and Powers moved on to the next one. He really didn’t want to think about it, but they hadn’t talked about anything long-term, so Devon kept worrying if this ended when the case did.

 

 

“YOU REALLY have a meeting with Mr. Mauer this afternoon?” Lee asked, with Karen and Susan right behind him, all three peering into his work cubicle. “What for? Does it have to do with this secret project?”

“Yes, and I really can’t say too much more.” Devon met Mark’s gaze over their shoulders, and he nodded and churlishly returned to work. “Please, guys, I need to get back to work right now.” He pointedly let them see that he was doing his regular work and not something out of the ordinary.

They returned to their desks, but whispers swirled around him as they talked among themselves. Devon smiled and slyly sent a text to let Powers know he was okay and so far the plan was working.

Yes. And Alexander has stirred things up with the managers, really well too.

It wasn’t too long after that message that Devon was called into the small conference room their team used. It was comfortable, though utilitarian, and as soon as Devon stepped through the door, he was met with four managers and two directors all staring at him. Judy and James, as well as their boss, Craig, sat on one side of the room, while the other development support team director, Jansen Brown, and his managers were on the other.

“Please sit down,” Craig said, and Devon pulled out the chair. “We… all of us really need to know what is going on and why you’re meeting with Mr. Mauer.” His voice was agitatedly level.

Devon sat, his leg bouncing on the floor. There was nothing he could tell them, and he wondered if he should try to come up with some lie to cover what he’d been doing. Then the plan that they’d spent so much time on ran through his mind like a mantra, and he knew this was his chance to make sure the seed they needed was properly planted with management.

He shrugged and slowly stood back up. His legs didn’t want to work right, he was so jittery, but he did his best to cover it. “I’m sorry. But if Mr. Mauer hasn’t shared that with you, then it isn’t my place to tell you.” He paused as their expressions grew stonier, and Judy especially seemed livid. “I was asked to look into some things with a contractor Mr. Mauer brought in, and I’m not at liberty to discuss it further.” He spoke softly and received a collection of agitated and maybe now nervous stares, as if they weren’t sure how to proceed. “If that is all you wanted to speak with me about, I have work I need to finish.”

Craig cleared his throat, eyes shooting daggers. “You know….”

A knock on the door interrupted him, and it opened almost immediately. The director of HR stepped in. “I’m sorry, but this meeting is over.” Glenda was young but had a steel backbone, and she stared down each of them. Devon hoped he was never on the receiving end of one of her chastising looks. He had a shiver running up his spine as he followed her out of the room.

“Thank you,” he whispered, like a child who had been given a reprieve from the principal’s office.

“You’re welcome. Mr. Mauer got word of this and wanted it put to an end.” She stopped walking and turned. “I don’t know what it is that’s going on, but I hope when you can talk, you’ll tell me about it.” She motioned toward his desk. “Let me know if you have any more trouble.”

He nodded, and she slowly walked off as the conference room emptied out. Devon didn’t meet any of their gazes as he hurried back to his desk. Devon sent Powers a message to explain what had happened as best he could, pretty proud that he’d been able to drop the hint before Glenda arrived to save his butt from the management inquisition.

I got wind of the meeting and asked Mr. Mauer to intervene, Powers said. You did good dropping the hint. Now be careful.

Devon promised he would and wondered what he was going to have left at the firm when this was all over. The managers were now out to get him, and even if they weren’t involved, they had looked bad, and that wasn’t something they were likely to forget. Devon turned back to his computer, checked the time, and tried to get some work done. He still had almost five hours until this “meeting,” and he was starting to wonder if he was going to survive.

Finally, Devon was able to clear his mind enough to get something done.

“Anything else happen?” the janitor asked as he leaned down to empty Devon’s trash.

Devon turned and instantly recognized Powers.

“That little stunt by the managers isn’t going to earn them any points,” Powers whispered as he lifted the can. “Just keep your attention focused on what it is we’re doing, and the rest will work out.”

Devon nodded and continued working as Powers moved on down the way. He hadn’t seen Lucy, but Devon had no doubt that she was nearby somewhere, probably in a similar disguise. “Just keep it under control,” he muttered to himself. The entire purpose of the plan was to unnerve everyone enough that the puppet master would have to make some sort of move. The managers were curious, and so were the various team members. Word had to have gotten to the puppet master that Devon knew who was involved and was going to be talking to Mr. Mauer. Devon was sure of it. Now he had to be willing to wait it out until they made their move. Powers had told him that sometimes the waiting was the most difficult part, and now he was truly about to find out.

 

 

DEVON HADN’T brought anything for lunch, and keeping with Powers’s advice, stayed with others from the office as they left the building for the deli just down the street. Devon wasn’t exactly with them, but he knew the people and talked to them a little as they walked. He texted Powers where he was and got his sandwich, then headed back to the office because he felt exposed in the deli and didn’t want to sit there alone, glancing around nervously. God, maybe he wasn’t cut out for this kind of stuff.

Devon paused, straightened his shoulders, and took a deep, steadying breath. He had agreed to this, and acting like a scared rabbit wasn’t going to help. Somehow, he had managed to get through the inquisition, so he could get back to his desk without problem. Powers and Lucy were close by; he was fine. After his little self pep talk, he went into the lobby toward the elevators. His phone vibrated as he pressed the elevator call button.

I need to see you. It’s important. Come to the seventh floor.

It was from Powers. The elevator doors opened, and Devon got in. He pressed the button for the seventh floor, and responded that he was on his way. Then he messaged Lucy.

Don’t go! Lucy responded.

Devon panicked for a second and then pressed the button for the sixth floor just in time. The doors slid open, and he got off in the lobby of the investment firm above them.

Where are you? came from Lucy almost immediately.

Sixth floor.

“May I help you?” the receptionist behind a glowingly warm wooden desk asked.

“I think I pressed the wrong button on the elevator. I was told to go to the seventh floor.”

She shook her head. “Someone is playing a joke on you. That floor is being renovated for a new tenant.” She leaned closer. “We hear them banging all the time up there, and I’ll be glad when they’re done.”

“Thank you,” he said, and pressed the call button to go down, messaging Lucy that he was okay.

I’ll meet you in the men’s room on your floor.

With his heart pounding, he checked that the car was empty before getting into the elevator, riding back to his own floor, and going right to the restroom, which was thankfully empty. He still had his sandwich, which he set on the side of one of the sinks before washing his hands for something to do. A guy stepped in wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a baseball cap. It wasn’t until he took a second look that he recognized Lucy.

She checked all the stalls. “Powers would never do that,” she said as soon as she knew they were alone. “Something has happened—I can feel it. What’s on that floor?”

“I got off just in time, and I found out it’s being renovated.”

She groaned. “Something is very wrong. Powers would never try to get you to an empty floor.”

Devon knew that. “He’s been taken.” His heart told him. “And whoever has him has his phone.” Devon’s hand shook, and he knocked his sandwich onto the floor, but he barely noticed it. “What do we do?”

“Let me think. I don’t think they know I’m in the building. It isn’t going to take them long to figure out that you aren’t coming. Then they’re going to get more desperate because things are going to unravel for them fast… unfortunately for Powers as well.” She sighed. “I’m going up there to try to find him. You go back to your desk and act like nothing is happening. If I don’t—”

“No. I’m going with you,” Devon told her. “I can answer and say that I got delayed, but that I’m on my way now. They won’t suspect that I know. There are stairs right over there. You go up that way.” His heart raced, but Powers would risk himself for him, and Devon wasn’t going to let him down. No way in hell.

“Devon, that’s not a good idea…,” Lucy said, but he leaned closer, hands on his hips, glaring at her.

“I’m not letting someone I love get hung out to dry like that.” He pulled out his phone and sent “Powers” the message that he’d be there in a few minutes.

Good. I need to talk to you. It’s important.

Devon showed the message to Lucy.

“Give me a minute and then you go on up. I need a head start.” She left the bathroom, and Devon threw away his lunch and followed a few seconds behind her, counting in his head as he went to the elevators. He delayed pressing the call button until someone else approached and then pressed to go up, hoping he’d given her enough time.

It was all he could do to stop himself from pushing the button for another floor to chicken out, but he pressed the button for seven and waited as the elevator rose. His throat went dry, and he wondered what was going to greet him when those doors opened. His imagination conjured up plenty, and he stood to the side of the car as the doors slid to the side to near complete quiet. He held the Door Open button and stayed still, waiting for God knew what. He half expected a hail of gunfire, like in the movies. Though if that were the case, then he was the stupidest man alive.

“Get hold of yourself,” Devon whispered, and peered around out in the partially empty floor. To the left was a cavernous space that had been cleared of everything, including most of the interior walls, and to the right were areas that he assumed hadn’t been cleared yet.

“Powers,” he called, remembering he was supposed to meet him. “Where are you?”

“Back here,” Powers called somewhat weakly. “I need your help.”

A scuffle followed, and Devon stilled, listening as quiet resumed. He headed in the direction of the voice and paused outside an office door. “Powers?” Devon called tentatively. He didn’t get an answer, so he turned the doorknob to open it. The office was dusty, with the carpet tiles piled in the center, but otherwise it was empty.

“Devon,” he heard again from another room, and he closed the door, peering around for Lucy but not seeing any sign of her. He continued on toward the sound and opened the office door at the far wall.

Powers sat in a chair, tied and gagged.

Someone pulled Devon inside, pushing him to the floor. He splayed on the carpet and didn’t move for a few seconds, groaning.

“Oh, come on. I didn’t hurt you that badly. What are you, the biggest wimp on earth?”

Devon knew that voice as well as anyone, though the sneer was new: James Abramson. Devon should have figured it out. James rarely looked anyone in the eye, and now that Devon thought about it, he seemed to have insinuated himself into just about anything to do with this case and him over the past week.

Devon groaned and held his left arm, slowly getting to his feet, cradling it to keep it from moving. “Why?” he asked as he slowly moved to stand where James directed him with the gun in his hand. “You were valued and have been here for years.”

“That’s just it. Twenty years and I get a single promotion, while Mauer makes millions. I don’t think so,” James snapped.

“So you got Mark to help you,” Devon said as he moved his left arm and groaned.

“I got plenty of people to help me. It was easy. A little money, a few minutes to figure out what they wanted, and it was a piece of cake.” His eyes darkened and he leaned forward a little, but Devon noticed the way his left hand shook next to his body, the only outward sign of nervousness. “It took me a while to get that envelope back.”

Devon made a face like he was in pain. “Can I sit down?”

“Sure.” Abramson smiled and nodded. “Wouldn’t want the Golden Boy hurt or anything.”

Devon carefully sat down, still cradling his arm, while James began pacing a little. He must have thought Devon wasn’t any kind of threat, because he turned away a few times, and that gave Devon a chance to use his “hurt” arm to start working open the knot that held Powers’s hands, though he was careful to hold his arm when James turned back to him.

“Why did you put the envelope in my bag?” Devon asked, curious about how all this had started.

“Stupid… stupid… stupid…,” James chanted. “Someone was coming, and I slipped the damn thing into your bag because I didn’t want anyone asking questions. Everything else was perfect, and then all I needed to do was get the damn thing back.” He took a step nearer, the gun glistening in the light from the outside windows. “It was supposed to be easy. All you needed to do was let the damned kid have the bag, but you held on. You were damned lucky I was able to retrieve it, and I thought that was the end. I could continue with my plan, but you and your damned friend here wouldn’t give up.”

Devon shook as he looked down the barrel of the gun. Powers grew angry, rocking the chair he was tied to.

“Don’t you dare move,” James said as he pressed the gun to Powers’s head.

“Don’t, please…,” Devon said quietly.

James turned to Devon, keeping the gun right against Powers’s temple. “Do you have a thing for him?” James leered.

Devon didn’t answer, but he suspected it was difficult for him to keep his feeling out of his expression.

“You do. Well, isn’t that special? Let me guess, you should be sending me Christmas cards for bringing the two of you together, not that either of you is going to live that long.”

Devon held his breath, not daring to move, and then James pulled the gun back and returned to his pacing. That gave Devon a chance to work at the knotted duct tape. He got it loose and was able to get a tear into it. Devon hoped it was enough so Powers would be able to break it free. “It’s going to be okay,” Devon told Powers to try to reassure him.

“No, it isn’t… not for you anyway. I just have to figure out how I’m going to get both of you out of here.”

Devon didn’t intend to offer any suggestions. At least James seemed nearly as nervous and jittery as Devon did.

“True,” Devon said. “Judy is going to wonder where I am, as is Mr. Mauer.” Devon glanced to Powers, who nodded slowly. “I told others where I was going.” His phone vibrated, and Devon groaned, holding his arm, and James grabbed it out of his pants, tossed it on the floor, and stomped it to pieces.

“This was supposed to be so easy, and no one was going to get hurt,” James said to himself. In Devon’s mind, James was falling apart before his eyes, and Devon’s fear rose by the second because as James’s agitation increased, Devon believed his ability to behave rationally would diminish.

“You haven’t done anything that you can’t step away from,” Devon explained in his best nonthreatening voice. “Nothing really bad has happened. You can let us go. The system is safe and….”

“No. Everything has fallen apart,” James spat. “You don’t understand, and it doesn’t matter. I can’t go back, not now. Everything was in place… it should have been easy, and then you got involved and the entire plan was shot to hell.” James whirled around, pointing the gun at Devon. “It’s all your fault. This would have been quick, and no one would have been the wiser if it hadn’t been for you. I’d have the information I needed and the system programs. All traces of the theft would be gone, and no one would know until a competitor showed up on the market, and by then I’d have been long gone.” The barrel of the gun shook, and Devon was scared to death that it was going to go off on its own.

A bang outside the door made James jump, and Devon glanced at Powers, hoping it was Lucy. He wasn’t sure what she had in mind, but Devon kept his head about him as best he could, even if his arms and legs wanted to shake like leaves and though he was dangerously close to wetting himself.

“Get up and open the door,” James told Devon, waving the gun. “Don’t try anything, and you can tell me what you see.”

Devon got up, holding his arm as he slowly, and without any sudden movements, turned the knob and opened the door. James stood right next to him, using the wall as cover. Devon didn’t see anyone, and he shrugged as James came up behind him, the gun pressing cold and hard against his back. A length of pipe lay on the floor about ten feet from the door, near the edge of a scarred table, still rocking back and forth slightly. “It must have rolled off the table,” Devon whispered, and held still.

James humphed and turned him back inside the office.

A flash of movement sailed toward James as soon as he turned. Devon caught it out of the corner of his eye, and he bit his lower lip to keep from saying anything as he let his legs go limp and fell to the ground. Powers got his hands free and ripped the tape off his legs, then leaped through the air.

A shot rang out, nearly deafening Devon. He felt no pain, and rolled over quickly, grabbing James’s legs and yanking them out from under him. He went down hard, falling across Devon’s chest. The air whooshed out of his lungs, and Devon knew he was a sitting duck, unable to move if James still had the gun. Devon closed his eyes, waiting, expecting a shot of pain at any second, but nothing happened even as the weight lifted off him.

“Devon, are you okay? Devon!” Powers called.

He opened his eyes, and Powers swept him into his arms.

“Tell me you’re okay….” He held Devon tight, and Devon managed to nod as he pulled air into his lungs.

“I’m okay,” he was able to say, and Powers hugged him tighter, rocking slightly. “Are you? Is Lucy?”

“We’re okay. The shot missed and went into the wall, thank God.” Powers gasped. “It’s okay. Everything is okay now.”

“No, it’s not. Are you going to help me with him, or do I have to do everything myself?” Lucy chided.

Devon got to his feet while Powers helped her secure James, and then they started making phone calls—lots of calls.

Devon gave statements for what seemed like hours. Mr. Mauer guided all of them down to his office, where they answered more questions, and after speaking with James, were able to determine that the key information on the banking system was still secure. Just about everything else was a blur.

“Was James acting alone?” Mr. Mauer asked, and Devon shrugged.

“He seemed to be,” Powers answered. “He talked a lot and was clearly agitated, but as far as the attempted data theft went, he seemed to be acting on his own. He did have people he got to do things for him.” Powers didn’t go into details, though Devon suspected he would need to at some point. “He was a real conniving man, but not as smart as he thought he was.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Devon said quietly, still in a bit of a daze. They had only caught him because James had taken their bait.

Powers nodded but didn’t say anything more on that topic. “I think, in the end, fear got the better of him. His plans didn’t go the way he expected, and a few mistakes allowed us a slight trail. We had trouble identifying him, but we put roadblocks in his path that he wasn’t able to surmount. A lot of the credit for that goes to Devon.”

“I only helped. It was Powers and his sister who really got the job done,” Devon said as Mr. Mauer settled in his desk chair.

“It doesn’t really matter. I’m grateful to both of you.” He leaned back some, the first time Devon had seen the man even slightly relaxed. “Very grateful.” Mr. Mauer’s phone rang, and he answered quickly, spoke briefly, and then hung up. “James is in custody, and charges against him are pending. He isn’t going to be darkening any of our doorsteps again any time soon.” He smiled briefly. “Thank you both again.”

It was a dismissal, and Devon was more than grateful to be leaving the office. “What do I do now?” he asked, not realizing he’d spoken out loud.

“Let’s go home,” Powers answered, and Devon nodded absently.

Lucy met them in the lobby of the building, and Powers drove them all back to his house. Devon had expected to be taken to his apartment, but then, he had things at Powers’s place he needed to pick up.

Inside, Lucy disappeared into her room almost immediately after exchanging looks with Powers that Devon didn’t understand. “Yes, I’m fine, Alexander” drifted down the stairs just before the door closed, cutting off further sound. Devon couldn’t help smiling for a second.

He figured he might as well get things over with—pull off the Band-Aid fast.

“I’ll just go and get my things and get out of your hair. I’m sure you have other cases that need your attention, and you don’t need me hanging around.” He turned, following where Lucy had gone and down to Powers’s room. He left the door open and gathered his things. It only took a few moments, and as he stepped out of the room, he nearly smacked into a pissed-off Powers. There was no mistaking that stance for a second.

“Is this what you want?” Powers asked, then sighed. “I’ll take you home and make sure you’re safe. The threat should be over, and you can go back to your life.” He turned away, and Devon followed him down the stairs.

“I…,” Devon stammered in response to Powers, looking to where he stood with his arms over his chest. Devon inhaled and sighed, holding his clothes in his arms, his throat dry, afraid to say what he felt in case Powers rejected him. He shook his head and groaned, wishing he could wipe his face with his hand. He’d stared down a gun today and helped rescue Powers from James. Maybe it was time to grow a pair. “What is it you want, Powers?”

“Oh fuck,” Lucy groaned. She must have come down while he was upstairs, because she stood near the door, probably getting ready to go see Alexander.

Both of them turned to her at the same time, and Powers started to laugh. He rolled his eyes and then shook his head. “Thanks,” he said to Lucy, who looked about ready to smack him but left instead.

“What was that about?” Devon asked, his belly doing little flips. “Some twin thing, I bet.”

“Yeah. She was telling me I was being an ass.” Powers stepped closer, dropping his arms, his stance less aggressive. “I want you to stay. I love you, Devon. When I saw you on the floor, I thought you’d been shot, and I was frantic. You worked your way into my heart, and I almost didn’t realize it.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Hell, you saved my life. And so help me, if you ever do anything like that again, I swear I’ll….” He stammered and shook enough that Devon wondered what was wrong. “You scared me half to death. I hoped you’d see past the texts he was sending and stay away, but then you came in and my heart dropped through the floor. As he tied me up, all I kept thinking was how you were safe, and then there you were in the room with me.” Powers’s hand quivered. “And playing injured was brilliant. He didn’t see you as a threat until it was too late.” He placed his hand over his chest. “Seriously, though, don’t do that again—I don’t think I can take it.”

Devon gasped, and the clothes he’d been holding tumbled to the floor. Powers had told him that he loved him, and the first man to do so was the one he’d wanted to hear those words from the most.

Powers closed the distance between then, holding him tightly.

“I love you too. I’m sorry—I think I told Lucy before I told you.” Devon closed his eyes. “I think it was the only reason she didn’t hog-tie me and rescue you herself. I couldn’t let him hurt you—I don’t know what would have happened to me if I did.” That was a lie. Devon knew he would have wanted to die himself. “I don’t think I could have lived with myself.”

“But what about your quiet life?”

Devon shook his head. “I think I left that behind as soon as you barreled into my apartment. And good riddance.” He grinned. “What I want is excitement, action, and adventure… at least some of the time.” Devon rested his head on Powers’s chest. “And I want you, with everything that goes with it.”

“Are you sure?” Powers asked with a hint of insecurity that in a weird way reassured Devon and turned him on at the same time. The fact that he could make the usually confident Powers McPherson unsure was definitely a bit of a thrill.

“More than I have been of anything in my life,” Devon answered, and lifted his gaze to Powers, punctuating his words with a kiss that left them both breathless. “I say we see where this goes and follow our own clues for a change.” Devon smirked at what he hoped sounded clever.

“Sweetheart,” Powers growled as he held Devon tighter, his legs parting Devon’s, his attraction plain in his eyes and in the way their hips fit together. “I think I have the first clue for you upstairs in my room, and it’s going to take a long time to find.”

Devon held on and squeaked as Powers carried him up the stairs. “How long do you think this is going to take?”

Powers stopped on the stairs, looking into Devon’s eyes. “If we’re lucky, forty or fifty years, maybe more.”

Devon thought that sounded perfect.




Epilogue

 

 

THE LAST six months had seen more change than Devon had ever thought possible. After staying at Coopers, Littman, and Mauer for months longer and going completely stir-crazy, Devon had accepted a position working with Powers and Lucy. He’d been reluctant at first because he wondered how working with Powers was going to affect the rest of their strengthening relationship. But he needn’t have worried. And when he told Marilyn what he was thinking of doing, and she told him he was crazy to leave, he knew he’d made the right decision. Things had worked out really well, at least so far. Not everything was perfect, but they talked about issues, and Lucy was there to give them both grief when she saw them acting dumb. It was interesting having another sister, but he could relate to this one.

The phone pulled him out of his woolgathering, and he answered it, handled the potential customer inquiry, and made notes to be sent to Powers so he could determine if it was work they wanted to take on. He hung up the phone, sent the details over, and leaned back in his office chair, the desk positioned partner-style right in front of Powers’s. He liked that he could stretch his legs and play footsies with Powers—when he worked from home, that was. A lot of the time, Powers was away working at client locations and Devon stayed at home, managing the business side of things and doing more and more computer forensic work. He and Alexander had been spending time together, since he and Lucy were seriously dating now, and his skills were improving rapidly.

“Sweetheart, I’m home,” Powers called.

Devon rolled his eyes at the cliché, even though he loved that Powers called to him as soon as he came in the door. “In here,” Devon answered, and Powers bounded in and wrapped his arms around him.

“Are you about done for the day? I finished up the Peterman security review, and they are thrilled. They took all of our suggestions and will be installing the safeguards over the next few months.” Powers handed him the purchase order, and Devon set it on his desk to take care of as soon as he could.

“Sure, what do you have planned?” Devon asked.

“Barrett called me, and he and Greta invited us for dinner.” He checked his watch. “I thought you and I would get out of the city a little early and maybe spend some time in that park that’s a few miles away. I don’t know about you, but I could do with some trees and grass for a while.” Barrett and Powers really seemed to get along.

Devon leaned into Powers’s touch. “Do you think we could stop somewhere else first? It isn’t too far away.”

“Of course. Why don’t we get ready to go? Unless you have something that’s pressing.”

Devon nodded. “Give me ten minutes,” he said quietly, missing the warmth the minute his hand slipped away. Devon sighed and placed the orders for the Peterman job, then closed down his computer and got up from his desk, stretching his back. Then he turned out the light and closed the door on a short work day—not that he was going to complain.

He followed the sounds in the house up to their room, where Powers came out of the bathroom looking like Sunday dinner to a starving man, with his wet, muscled body on view. “You’re awful,” Devon said, turning away. “You putting on a display like that, and you said you want to go soon.” He checked his watch. “What time is dinner?” He was already calculating if they had time.

Powers chuckled and slipped on a pair of boxers and then jeans. “How about we let things simmer until tonight. Lucy will be here soon. Barrett invited everyone. It seems like it’s some sort of family dinner,” he said as he shrugged on a shirt.

Devon hurried to the bathroom to clean up himself. He’d already showered, but he freshened up and met Powers downstairs in the otherwise quiet house. “I missed you today,” he said, moving into Powers’s arms. This was nice, and the alone time with Powers was amazing.

“I missed you too,” Powers whispered, and gently tilted Devon’s head upward, kissing him with promise that set Devon’s body on fire.

“You two decent?” Lucy called as she barreled through the front door.

Powers didn’t move, nor did he react until he slowly pulled back from the kiss. “Let’s go.”

“I’ll meet you at the car.” She grinned.

Devon chuckled. He and Powers got jackets and followed her down to the car. Powers drove, and Devon gave him directions. “Turn right into here,” he said at the end.

“A cemetery?” Powers asked.

“Yeah.” Devon sighed. “It’s got trees and lots of grass. We won’t stay long. Just go in and take the first right.”

Powers did as he asked, and Devon had him pull to a stop. They got out, and Devon looked around. Things had changed, but not enough that he couldn’t find what he was looking for. It had been a while since he’d been there.

“Where are we going?” Lucy asked in a hushed tone.

“Right here.” Devon stopped in front of a small stone, bending down to clear away the grass. It was simple and inscribed with a single date and the name: Danny Donaldson. Devon straightened and stared down at the stone. “He was my twin,” he said around the lump in his throat. “I’ve thought about him a lot since I met the two of you.” That was about as coherent an explanation as he could provide. “We don’t need to stay long, but I needed to visit. I hope it’s okay.”

Powers slipped an arm around his waist, and Lucy stood on the other side of him. “I don’t know what I’d do without Lucy, even if she is a pain in the ass sometimes.”

Her hip-bump reverberated to him.

“I never knew him, but I wonder sometimes what it would have been like if he’d have lived.” As Devon stood in front of his brother’s grave, a breeze on an otherwise still day lightly caressed his cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned against Powers’s shoulder. Danny was with him—maybe he always had been. Devon was pretty sure now he’d felt him before.

“You can have mine if you want her,” Powers whispered.

Devon sniffed. He had everything he wanted and was more than content and complete with Powers and their little family. The breeze caressed him again, and Devon opened his eyes. Powers brushed away the tear that ran down his cheek, and Devon turned away, back toward the car, toward his life with Powers, and whatever the future held.
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Robin, the recipient of a brand-new heart, knows he can’t give it to just anyone….

Robin’s been through his share of upsets recently, from heart transplant surgery to a brutal breakup. But his experiences have taught him life is short, and he’s ready to seize the day and start anew. A job at Euro Pride Tours is just the kind of adventure he’s looking for. He gets to see the world and live a little, but love isn’t on his radar screen. He isn’t sure his heart can endure that again.

Johan might’ve disappointed his family by striking out on his own, but when he meets Robin, he has no intention of letting him down. Each man is just what the other needs to feel whole again, and while Johan might not be the man Robin originally thought he was, he’s exactly what the doctor ordered to make Robin’s borrowed heart beat faster. As the tour through Germany progresses, they grow closer, but when Robin’s ex joins the tour, he could bring their blossoming love to a dramatic halt.
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Martin Graham built his business from the ground up with hard work and intuition. Due to a degenerative eye disease, he’s learned to rely on his other senses to feel out the competition. To realize his dream, he just needs to broker one last deal… and finally secure an assistant.

Brock Littleton is desperate for money—desperate enough take the job no one else wants: assistant to demanding, fussy, intensely private Mr. Graham.

Everything about Brock gets under Martin’s skin in ways he never expected, making him realize a successful business isn’t the only component to a happy future. But as Martin’s deal comes together, one of the prices could be the relationship with Brock that Martin is just starting to believe could be real.
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Professional basketball player Bri Early needs a physical therapist after an injury, and he’s heard that Obie is the best. Bri takes an immediate liking to the out-and-proud man with the magic touch, and even though Bri isn’t openly gay himself, he’d never let anything stand in the way of something he wants.

Obie can’t deny that the sexy athlete presses all his buttons, but he’s a professional and has no intention of getting involved with a client. While they’re working together, it’s hands off, no matter how great the temptation.

But being a pro athlete isn’t easy. Bri has enemies, and one of them is making his life hell. When his house is set ablaze, Bri can no longer pretend the threatening messages he’s receiving are jokes. He needs a safe place to stay, and Obie can’t turn his back. But the two of them in the same house is a recipe for combustion that could burn them both….
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Back in high school, nobody noticed quiet nerd Kevin Howard.

But everybody noticed handsome, athletic, and ultrapopular jock Clay Northrup.

They had nothing in common and lived in different worlds.

But a lot can change in fifteen years, and when they meet again at their high school reunion, Clay is no longer the big man on campus, and Kevin isn’t hiding in a corner anymore.

Can they put aside who they were? Can one night really lead to forever?
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Newton DeSantis was on the ground when the towers collapsed on 9/11. Though he still carries the scars on his body and his heart, he’s determined to ease some of the world’s suffering. Now a social worker and father to two children with special needs, he’s doing his best. But when his son’s health takes a drastic turn, Newton knows he can’t do it alone.

Family law attorney Chase Matthews is a rising star, and he’s in high demand. Still, Newton is very persuasive, and Chase takes his case pro bono. Everything about the other man appeals to Chase, but he’s determined to keep the relationship professional—even though, after meeting Newton’s kids, he wants to be a part of their lives.

Chase’s job doesn’t always allow him to pick his clients, though, and a case that could make him partner will put him on the opposite side of the courtroom from Newton—along with everything he believes in and the future they could build together.
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“This was such a great read. There is mystery and suspense. There is action and even some unlikely attraction. This is definitely one of my favorite books in this series so far.”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

“This is a really well-written story, a wonderful combination of romance and suspense.”

—Open Skye Book Reviews

 

Over and Back

 

“Well done, Andrew Grey, for yet another love story that’s a little bit dark, a little bit angsty and a whole lot of fun to read.”

—Love Bytes

 

“I loved this story, it had everything in it: Lovable guys, a good plot, angst, emotional at times, and a satisfying end.”

—Diverse Reader
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“Grey’s breezy style makes it all go down smoothly. Fans of destination romances will find this one perfectly fits the bill.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“All in all, Borrowed Heart was a delightful mix of heavy-hitting personal issues and fluffy happily ever after story telling.”

—Joyfully Jay
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