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Chapter One



A BLUE-WHITE LIGHT flickered in the dark. Sparks glinted off the tool racks bolted to the wall across the shadowed room, reflected from the metal braces left leaning against the desk. As silence—mind-numbingly loud, thick as water, and twice as hard to breathe—filled the narrow room, that blue-white light caught in the circular lenses of a pair of glasses and threw a glare across the screen.

Jonas Stone stirred. “It has to be now,” he said, his voice too loud in the oppressive weight of the shadows behind him. He couldn’t look away from the feed spilling its incandescent glow over his desk, his keyboard.

His conscience.

Because the man framed in that digital feed—the kid strapped to the chair dead center of the surveillance footage—wasn’t the first suspected heretic to sit there. To sweat there.

To bleed.

“Be sure, Jonas. We get one shot at this.”

His brain wanted to look at the comm unit beside his left hand. His body refused to obey, every cell focused on the prisoner’s dark, drooping head. Scarred fingers twitched, knuckles whitening, and Jonas frowned as he realized his right hand had closed into a painful fist.

It had to be now. The kid wouldn’t last much longer.

“There’s no alternative,” he replied. “We’re not going to get another opening soon enough to . . .” He hesitated.

The voice over the comm link didn’t waver. Not even a fracture. “Soon enough to save him.”

Only through recent experience did Jonas know that the raspy, lifetime-pack-a-day voice coming out of the secure line belonged to a woman named May. Leader of a rebellion that had saved Jonas’s life, and the perpetrator behind a string of hacking jobs that left Jonas seriously reconsidering a career shift before the Church had made that choice for him.

The fact that she was very, very good was all that kept him from throwing in the towel now.

But he’d never met her in person. Hell, he’d never met the prisoner now struggling to raise his head in Jonas’s feed, either. Instead, all he had was a picture in a box, a hacked security feed, and too many hours spent staring at the incandescent screen until his eyeballs throbbed and the vicious curl of helplessness inside him turned to a spiraling ache.

That boy didn’t belong in that kind of interrogation room.

A single light, faded blue, gleamed over shoulders broader than Jonas’s, but not by much. The prisoner was athletically lean where Jonas was simply skinny. The narrowly defined muscles of his chest were outlined by the stained remains of a thin, long-sleeve shirt. Blood and sweat had turned it nearly brown. His slumped shoulders strained against the restraints confining him to the hard metal chair, a position not just awkward but painful as hell. Jonas hadn’t seen his face for over an hour.

He didn’t have to. He knew what he’d see when—if—the kid raised his chin again.

Blood caked into a ridged scab across the fine slash of his upper lip, under his broad nose and over a determinedly sculpted chin. He’d see the blackened stains of it dried into the man’s ears, blending into his dark brown hair. Even now, that greasy fringe flopped over his forehead, long since sweating off the gel that had held it into its fashionable spikes. The longest of the textured strands would slide into one swollen eye, if it ever opened again.

The prisoner had eyes the color of the computer-lit confines of the places Jonas preferred to inhabit. Almost black, even without pain stripping them to an endless void. When open, those eyes all but crackled with an intensity that could take a lesser man’s objectivity away in a single glance. Like a hungry kid or a kicked puppy.

Or a man on the edge of desperation.

Jonas’s chest kicked.

“Let me know when your people are ready.” He didn’t bother hiding the raw regret in his voice. He’d felt a lot of it, lately. After all, he used to be the man who helped put people into rooms just like that.

“Fine.” May’s voice cracked. Flattened. “I’m trusting you, Jonas.”

“I know.” They always did. “Let me try. I’m positive I can get him out. They won’t expect it this soon.”

“What about your friends?”

He frowned at the screen. Naomi and Silas were making plans, working every angle they could with the other refugees from the Church’s city-wide manhunt. His fellow ex-missionaries were good, but not good enough to get to that cell in time. They weren’t ready.

Jonas was. Right now. “They’ll adapt. I’ll let them know.”

“It’s a risk.” She didn’t have to say what Jonas already knew. He could all but feel the thready pulse of fear through the frequency he’d been so far unable to trace. She was hurting.

And damn it, Jonas wanted out of the business of making people hurt.

“It’s a risk to leave him,” he countered. “Any more of this, and he’ll crack.”

“The things he knows aren’t worth his life.”

The things he knew, Jonas thought as he forced himself to look away from the screen, could very well be worth a hundred lives. But because he couldn’t help himself, because she had to know the stakes, he turned back to the flickering image and said flatly, “If you don’t let me try, I’ll do it on my own.”

She said nothing.

He sat back in the chair that didn’t belong with the rest of the decor. Unlike the four square feet of cleanliness around his station, dust and canvas and discarded tools glittered where they’d been left. The broken-down husks of battered junker cars rose like squat ghosts from the interior of the old garage, and the windows had long since been painted black to keep prying eyes and the always present crackle of neon lighting away.

Aside from the narrow corridor that served as his current base of operations, the garage was just that—a place to store things.

To store him. At least until he figured out what he wanted out of a life he’d only barely chosen.

“Fine,” came the word he’d both hoped for and dreaded. “Use whatever is at your disposal.” There a shuddering note as she took a breath. “Save my grandson.” Grit over steel.

Steel over glass.

She disconnected before she could extract the promise neither of them was positive he could keep. Jonas didn’t let himself consider why. Didn’t want to think about the fact that the Mission had transferred this dark-haired, dark-eyed kid to a cell below the security line, where there’d be less paperwork to consider. Fewer questions asked.

The same offices Jonas himself had once called home.

That was no witch strapped to the metal chair. At the most—a huge most, given the state of the once-proud Mission—they claimed an insurgent. A man who’d stopped believing what the Church was handing down. No worse, and a thousand times better, than Jonas himself. But that didn’t matter so much to the Mission anymore. Witches, heretics, political rivals, dissidents. Somewhere along the way, they’d all become the same thing.

It wasn’t recent. Couldn’t be. But if he had to put a definite timeline on it, the point where he’d made the decision to leave the Mission that had raised him, he’d nail it with emphasis to a week ago. When his whole world, already teetering on the brink of something he’d thought was his festering conscience, imploded.

Pain licked a path up his spine, and he shifted gingerly. In answer, a line of fire uncurled to his right knee. Moving, altering his body weight from one hip to the other, didn’t help. His legs spasmed in pain both remembered and new; they always did, more and more since he’d lost his custom chair. Of course, he’d nearly lost his life. What was comfortable posture to a living, beating—breaking—heart?

Motion on the screen narrowed his eyes. A clang as metal tumblers drew back.

Showtime. Jonas shoved his glasses farther up on his nose.

“You should be awake, now,” came that voice. That fucking pleasant voice. So reasonable. So sure.

So unfamiliar.

Jonas’s fingernails bit into his palms as he abruptly shifted forward. He shot one fist against the edge of the metal desk as he teetered in his chair sent one crutch clattering to the concrete floor, but he didn’t care.

Because Danny, that stupidly brave kid, raised his head.

Jonas stared into a single dark eye so filled with pain, with resignation, that his heart thudded against his ribs.

“Don’t,” he whispered, knowing it wouldn’t help.

The interrogator—one of the Church’s new operatives, a man Jonas didn’t recognize—crouched. The light didn’t reflect off his plain black suit jacket so much as sink into it. “You’re lucid,” he observed. “Good. What’s your name?”

“Bite me.”

“Damn it,” Jonas hissed.

“That spirit’ll keep you going,” the interrogator commented, as easily as if blood didn’t decorate Danny’s shirt and face. As if he offered him a goddamned drink. “Ready to talk?” As he cupped a hand under the prisoner’s stubble-dark chin, something vicious uncurled in Jonas’s stomach. Snarled.

Jonas didn’t bother to question why. He knew why.

Nobody deserved to be tortured by these traitors. Not before Jonas’s defection, when he provided the intel that would send suspects to his very room, and not now that Jonas was out.

And not, please God, him. Danny Granger was barely into his twenties. He wasn’t a soldier. Wasn’t built for this kind of warfare. He deserved better—nights spent partying with friends; worrying about where he’d get the money to fund his latest girlfriend’s interests; what to do on a Friday night. Normal things.

Whatever it was that kids raised outside the Mission orphanages considered normal.

“I think . . .” Danny managed, in a husky rasp that wrapped around Jonas’s head and pressed in like a studded vise. “I think . . . I’d like . . . ice cream.”

Stupid.

Jonas tamped down a fiercely protective surge, fought back something that kicked him hard in the darkest part of his mind. Interest.

Of course he was interested. That kid was his responsibility.

“Funny.” As the interrogator withdrew a small black baton from his belt, as his black-gloved thumb flicked on a subtle switch, Jonas flinched.

He didn’t even give the kid time to brace. The baton arced through the air. Whistled, nearly indefinable through the transmission.

A grunt strangled in Danny’s throat.

“Scream,” Jonas urged hoarsely. That’s what they wanted. That’s why they came, again and again, and touched that baton with its live voltage to a bound prisoner. They wanted his voice. “Scream, you idiot. Tell them something, make it up.” They wanted answers, his accomplices, his knowledge, too, but not as badly as they wanted prisoners to pay for every witch who’d ever killed one of their own.

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.

It shouldn’t be him.

The baton didn’t lift away. Instead, right over the bruise Jonas knew it had just imprinted, it jolted enough wattage into the kid to peel back every nerve. To short-circuit every pain sensor in his brain.

Jesus. “Scream.”

Danny’s body twanged like a bow, seized and spasmed. Sweat blossomed over his skin in seconds, soaking into his shirt, catching in the blue radiance. It painted every last detail into stark relief, outlined the youthful muscles of his chest as they bunched under his shirt.

It hurt. God damn them all, it had to.

The baton arced again. Crackled. A muted thud, a crack and the flicker of blue energy, and a strained sound locked behind tightly clenched teeth. Every sound, every detail told Jonas the interrogator wasn’t here to tease. After a week in captivity, a week of failed attempts to get answers, the missionaries weren’t playing anymore.

They’d tried the same with the woman who’d once been Jonas’s boss. Parker Adams hadn’t held out long, but he’d helped get her escape before it got this far; he and a handful of the missionaries who’d sensed which way the wind was blowing long before Jonas had seized the courage to act on it.

The first thing he’d done was find that footage. He found it easily, destroyed it. The memory of seeing the cool, composed Mission Director screaming still haunted him.

This was something else entirely. Something vicious and worse. Jonas missed the beginning, hadn’t seen how it started. Maybe with questions. With bargains. With reason. Maybe since the coup d’état that had turned the Mission inside out, the new face of the witch-hunting arm of the Church skipped the pleasantries and went right for blood. Jonas didn’t know. Only that by the time he’d managed to hack into the Mission’s security feed, they’d already worked their prisoner over with fists and worse, and had moved to the so-called humane application of the electrical prod.

Humane could cause a man to bare his soul in terror. Could leave a woman a sobbing, traumatized wreck. Humane just meant it wasn’t supposed to leave marks.

And this time, skin flushed and eyes scrunched shut over bared, bloody teeth, not even Danny’s seemingly endless supply of willpower could lock back a hoarse scream.

Save my grandson.

Ragged sounds of anger and pain and fear filled the speakers. The garage. Slowly, feeling so much older than his thirty-two years, Jonas dropped his face into his shaking hands.

THEY LEFT HIM alone after he dropped unconscious. Maybe they didn’t want to waste the effort; maybe they decided it’d be easier to draw out the special kind of torment that blurred into hours upon an eternity of pain.

Daniel Granger didn’t know. He couldn’t even guess. This was so far outside his realm of expertise that he’d fallen right through the other side of reality.

This was a certain kind of hell.

Pain had long since plateaued into one giant knot of agony. What had started as sharp bursts of it in his bruised head and ribs had morphed into a living, breathing, seething tide of pure sensation. The kind that pounded in his skull and his heart and his bones and, hell, his hair hurt.

Clink.

The sound filtered through the dull, throbbing ache that was all he could hear from within his own head. Muted. So subtle, he could have imagined it.

His door? A chain? Something metal.

Even as he realized that gravity wasn’t pulling his head down to his knees, that he was lying prone on the cold, hard floor, he stirred.

And then Danny groaned as fireworks exploded through every cell in his abused body.

Maybe he’d just take another second.

Or maybe he ought to man up and pretend like he knew what the hell was going on.

He cracked open an eye, raised a hand to knuckle away the grit crusted into his eyelashes. Blood, maybe. Tears and sweat and dried mucus. The faded blue light that was all they left him with to see by speared through one eyeball, but not the other. That one had been swollen for . . . a day? Two? More? He had no idea.

God, he just wanted to lie here. Just rest a second. Just breathe, even as little sparklers of pain flared with every breath he forced himself to take. Bruised ribs. Probably cracked. Maybe even broken. As soon as he learned to figure out which bits hurt at what intensity, he’d be able to catalogue his various injuries.

Until then, he just wanted a moment.

But he couldn’t. Because something had clinked.

Rolling over nearly yanked the empty husk of his stomach out through his sinuses. Heaving with the effort, Danny managed to get to his hands and knees, locked his jaw as the cell swayed. He forced himself upright, knees splayed, and grabbed the bolted chair for balance. The room—gray, stark, cold—rippled, spots flaring in the corners of his vision.

Upright was good. It was a start.

The room they kept him in was eight feet by eight. Just big enough to house the chair, him in it, and whatever brute of an interrogator filled it with him. There wasn’t anything else to see in the gradient blue light. Just a gray floor, gray walls, and a gray door with a slot built into the solid panel.

And a tiny black dot on the floor in front of it.

He squinted. It didn’t move. It didn’t even skitter, the way he expected a spider would. Or a fly. Or something that was anything but an innocuous black dot inside his prison cell.

His mouth quirked. The motion tore a ragged edge through his upper lip, but he didn’t care.

There was no such thing as innocuous anything when his grandmother was involved. And he’d known the fiercely protective woman would find him. Whether or not she should.

They all knew the risks. Fighting for her, with her, came with a single guarantee: trouble. He’d known it all his life. Accepted it.

But he’d be lying if he didn’t admit to stark-raving relief now.

Not all the objectors the Church captured warranted the risk to free them. A strict policy of disavowal is what helped keep the cells alive, even after the Mission did everything in its power to run them to ground. Danny had never known if he’d be one of the lucky ones, or if they’d leave him to rot to keep the rest safe.

Part of him hoped to be rescued. The rest of him knew that dead men revealed no secrets.

But that wasn’t true, either. He didn’t know if he’d last another round.

Crawling across the floor, he hissed out words that would have had his feisty grandmother reaching for the back of his head. It took more effort than he wanted, more energy than he’d have strictly liked, but he did it. And the metal bit he found as his fingers closed around that swaying black dot had his heart singing hosannas. Within seconds, he’d managed to fit the small comm into his bruised, tender ear. “Hello?” It came out a guttural rasp.

“You found it, great job.” The voice that filled his straining ear sheared through . . . damn, everything. Pain and fear and impatience turned to a focus so sharp, so intense, that for a single moment, the gray cell faded to nothing. “My name is Jonas.” Masculine, warm without edging into inappropriately cheerful, Danny listened to the finest tenor he’d ever heard and fell back with a raw, visceral shudder. His shoulder collided with the far wall. He didn’t care.

There was someone out there. Someone real. He wasn’t alone.

“Danny? Danny, are you all right?”

Trembling, he cupped one hand over his ear and rasped, “Nice to meet you, Jonas.”

“We’ll meet face to face soon enough,” said that finely tuned voice. “Stay with me, kid. I’m going to get you through this.”

He closed his eyes. “I think I love you,” he managed through the shudders gripping him, rocking through his hard-won sense of calm. He wasn’t alone.

There was a brief moment of silence, and then a touch of amusement murmured through the link. “I bet you say that to all your rescuers.” His mysterious benefactor didn’t wait for a response. “Hang tight, man. We’re going to have to wait for the right moment, but I’ll be with you every step of the way. Can you walk?”

Danny’s eyes squeezed tighter. Even through the red and white fireworks detonating behind his eyelids, he knew what he’d say. “You bet.” Now, he just had to make sure he meant it. “Can . . .” His voice cracked, embarrassingly loud in the still silence of the cell. He braced an elbow against the wall behind him, wincing through the pull of abused muscles. “Can you see me, Jonas?”

“No,” he immediately replied. “So I’m going to have to rely on your eyes.”

“Eye.”

“What?”

Danny’s mouth quirked again. Another flick of wry humor. Another twinge of torn scabs. “One’s swollen shut.”

The man said a word that turned the comm link electric.

It took effort not to laugh. “It’s a good eye,” he assured the mystery man. Jonas. He didn’t recognize the name, but he didn’t know all of his grandmother’s people. She liked it better that way. Hell, he was only one of a handful—a seriously trusted handful—who even knew she existed.

He shifted on the cement floor, cringing as his tailbone failed to find a comfortable spot on the unyielding surface. “How long?”

“I’m not sure.” At least the man was honest. “A few minutes? An hour? A day? When it happens, it’ll happen fast, so you better stay with me, okay?”

Maybe it was the pain. Maybe it was the surreal kind of intimacy in the small cell; just him and a mysterious voice from God. He couldn’t see Jonas’s face. Didn’t even know what to picture, with that smooth-as-milk-chocolate tenor and decisive optimism. He kept one dirty hand cupped over his ear, only vaguely aware he did it.

“With a voice like that,” Danny murmured, his chin sinking to his chest, “I’ll follow you into hell itself.”


 

Chapter Two



EVERYTHING FROZE. HIS mind went blank. Jonas’s fingers spasmed across his keyboard, sending a string of gibberish into the communications relay and forcing him to concentrate enough to delete the extraneous digits.

Be cool.

This wasn’t the first agent he’d gotten out of a tight spot. Jonas knew the amount of strain something like this put on a body and on a mind. Hadn’t he spent untold hours flirting with Naomi West during the most stressful times? Of course he did. He’d done that with most of the female missionaries, and teased the men when he thought he could get away with it. He was—no, he’d been—a technical analyst, the master of the wave. Information had flown to and through him; at the time, he was one of a handful of tech analysts who served as a touchstone for every operative who’d ever gone into the field.

Every analyst knew the game.

And nobody—nobody—had known his. Jonas had preferred it that way. He still did.

So he took a deep breath, let it out in an easy chuckle that felt like glass in his throat. “No need, kid. Follow my directions and I’ll lead you right out to freedom.”

On the screen in front of him, he watched Danny raise his head, but he didn’t look around. He’d taken Jonas at his word. Jonas didn’t mind lying. Telling him the truth might have put Danny in an uncomfortable spot. Made him think twice about everything he said or did. The kid had pride, and nobody liked to be seen at their worst.

Jonas needed him to trust everything he said. To believe in him. And, if that meant a little harmless banter, that’s exactly where Jonas excelled. Well, that and masterminding technical sabotage.

As if on cue, a silhouette passed under the security camera mounted in the far corner of the hall outside the cell.

“Okay,” he said, keeping his tones even and light. His fingers danced over the keyboard, a complicated jig that didn’t take much more than a fraction of his attention. “There’s someone coming in.”

“Do I—?”

“No,” he said quickly. “Don’t do anything. Don’t even look up. Act normal.”

In this case, normal meant beat to shit.

He’d seen some brutal things over the years, but this ate at him.

Danny didn’t move as the operative swiped his thumb across the access panel outside the door. While the security system filed through its database, Jonas’s fingers skated across the keys in a pale blur.

Almost there. On a third monitor to his left, two columns of code compiled.

Jonas watched the screen, disengaged his right hand from his contest of man versus machine and tapped in a command that brought three more cameras up in a split-screen survey. The largest remained focused on the cell.

“Got it,” he murmured, a nanosecond before the mechanical tumblers released.

The Mission had changed their security parameters. Smart move. He would have done the same.

But not good enough.

On the surveillance screen, the operative with the close-buzzed hair crossed the narrow cell.

“Shit,” Danny muttered. It fractured into a grunt as the operative bent, fisting a hand in his collar and hauling the prisoner back into the chair. “Round two?” He grimaced. “Round three?”

Try round fifteen.

The interrogator—a different one, Jonas noted; broader but more squat than the last—wasn’t wearing a jacket. He also didn’t bother with the restraints. Cocky. And helpful.

“Stay calm,” Jonas murmured.

Danny didn’t verbally reply, but Jonas saw him close his eye. He stiffened, bracing for an impact that didn’t come.

Jonas adjusted the rimless glasses on his nose. A habit born from waiting too long before tightening the frame’s grip on his temples.

Why was the interrogator just staring at him? Like a statue, all wide shoulders and breathing heavily enough to pick up through the earpiece and the surveillance camera.

After too long, Danny cracked open that crusted, blood-smeared eye. “Don’t make me wait for it,” he complained, even if it did shake.

“Brave,” Jonas said into the line. “But don’t get cute with him. I need you on your feet.”

“Been a while.” The interrogator’s voice was deeper than the previous one’s, lacking the refined polish of higher intelligence. A meat-man, then. Fists and facts. All Jonas saw of his head capped in hair buzzed so short he couldn’t tell if it was brown or blond. Thick rolls carved lines into the back of his neck, disappearing into his collar.

“Can you hear everything?” Danny asked.

“Oh, yeah, I’m all ears,” said the operative, but Jonas knew it wasn’t for him.

“I hear it loud and clear,” he replied softly. “Go easy.”

The man put his fists on his hips. A posture Jonas had seen other missionaries adopt, especially the men. Fist to hip, elbows wide out, legs braced. A stun baton hooked into his belt beside his right fist, a knife sheathed by his left. The man was a fighter. And he obviously didn’t count Danny as a threat. “You going to tell us anything?”

Jonas found himself holding his breath, his hands frozen over the keyboard as Danny stared at the squat man in the white button-down shirt. The thick line that was his lashes, crusted into dark spikes, dropped.

Then swept up again. “Blond.” Pure terror fought for control under a nonchalance Jonas sensed Danny struggled to maintain.

The man bent, bracing one hairy-knuckled hand against the back of the metal chair. “What?” He frowned. “You out of your head already?”

Jonas’s eyebrows rose.

“Maybe not,” Danny murmured. “Too smooth for blond. Maybe a redhead. I like redheads.”

Something twisted in Jonas’s chest. Something that felt a hell of a lot like laughter. And warning. Because Danny wasn’t talking to the interrogator.

“I’m not blond,” Jonas confirmed quietly. There was no way that operative—Jonas couldn’t bring himself to call the unknown man a missionary—could hear the earpiece. Even still, he didn’t risk it.

“Quit playing,” the interrogator demanded, shifting his hand to Danny’s short hair. He wrenched the kid’s head back, scowling down at the blood and bruises. “You going to tell me where your people are or not?”

Danny’s grunt of pain echoed in the suddenly vise-like tension of Jonas’s chest. Come on, Gordon. Hurry your ass up.

Through his teeth, Danny gritted out, “Red?”

Jonas’s breath shuddered. “Nope,” he managed, somehow keeping his anxiety, his fear from his voice. Nice and easy. A touchstone. “Afraid not.”

Danny’s bloody mouth curved up. Just a hint.

Just enough to break the operative’s patience. As Jonas watched, horrified, he drew back a heavy hand and slapped Danny across the face. Right on the side already swollen nearly to twice its original shape. Already strained flesh tore. Danny cursed; pain and anger twisted together, strangely obscene coming from the kid’s lips.

Come on!

“Brown, then,” Danny gasped. Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth.

“Hang on” was all Jonas trusted himself to say. It was as good as a confession. “Help is coming. Just hang on a little bit longer.”

The interrogator closed both hands over Danny’s shoulders, wrenching him upright. After being restrained for so long, Danny’s muscles would be stiff. Jonas knew that from experience. Too tense to take his own weight easily. The pain of it locked Danny’s shoulders, pushed the tendons of his throat into stark relief as Jonas seized the edge of the monitor and held on tight.

So strong. So . . . hell, the kid was too brave.

“Please tell me you have—” Danny sucked in a breath, hands limp by his sides even as the operative held him. “Green eyes.”

What would it hurt?

“More or less.”

“You stupid fuck,” the interrogator said grimly, and let go. Danny’s knees buckled. “Keep playing the games, witch. You’ll break. They always do.”

They always did, too.

Jonas swallowed a surge of nausea. Then forgot all about it as motion in one of the thumbnail sections on his monitor caught his attention. “Shit,” he whispered. “Not yet.”

Not until the operative was gone. Danny was in no shape to—too late. Every light on the systems array hooked into his computer went red. The virus was in. Way earlier than expected. May’s mole must have hauled ass. He had ten minutes before the Mission caught on.

Less if they’d managed to find some technical talent in Jonas’s wake.

The guard reached for the door, sure the broken body behind him remained no threat.

Jonas straightened, hard enough to send his spine into spasms of shock and pain, but he didn’t care. His hands darted over the keyboard, even as he ordered, “Don’t let him go.” Every word compressed to a firm line. “Danny, he can’t get out, or the jig’s up.”

The noise Danny made—not quite a grunt, too shrill to be a sigh—didn’t sound like a confirmation.

Shit. No. “Kid, I know you can do this. I’ve talked with your grandmother. Your blood is pure hot sauce.” Even as he poured all the encouragement, the reassurance, the strength he could into the line, he mainlined command after command into the program his insider had dropped into the Mission computer banks.

One by one, coaxed along with every keystroke, the cameras along his plotted escape route flipped back on a loop. Locks clicked open. All that idiot had to do was reach for the security panel and he’d know.

Please.

It wouldn’t be enough. They waited too long. Hell, even a hard-ass agent like Silas Smith would be thinking twice after a week of beatings. The shaken wreck that was Danny Granger didn’t have it in him.

“Fine.” A bare murmur.

“Christ,” Jonas breathed as the kid shifted. Between one scudding heartbeat and the next, soundless, he lunged across the three measly feet separating him from the squat man’s back. Quicker than even Jonas could catch, the stun baton at the man’s belt was in Danny’s battered hands. Clumsy as hell, but it didn’t have to be anything but unexpected to work.

“Fu—!”

Without a blink, without even hesitating, Danny’s thumb depressed the rod’s power switch and the live end slammed into the back of the guard’s head. Just at the base of his skull, where the thick rolls of flesh began. The exclamation tangled in the man’s throat. Body jerking violently, the man folded in on himself like a building with its foundations torn out.

If he didn’t die with that much voltage to the brain stem, Jonas might just reconsider his shaken faith in God.

The narrow figure on the screen swayed, dropping the baton. “Okay, angel,” he muttered, rough and just this side of keeping it together. “Now what?”

HE’D KILLED A man.

At least, Danny thought he had. The baton was a thing of sleek menace, beautiful in that he’d had no sense of the voltage arcing through its slender haft. If he hadn’t been on the receiving end already, he could have spent hours just poking at the guy and never know how bad, how horrifyingly painful the fucking thing was.

But he knew. And so he left the baton where it rolled under the bolted chair and didn’t touch the heavy-set man at his feet. Dead or not, it wouldn’t make any difference to Danny’s need for escape.

Or to his mysterious rescuer’s state of mind, apparently. “Out the door,” Jonas instructed, his sublime voice calm. “Hang a left, and keep going.”

Danny wasted no time. He didn’t hop so much as stagger over the prone torturer, but given the circumstances, he didn’t care. He’d have plenty of time to convalesce and get his usual athletic stride back before he went hunting for the brown-haired, green-eyed man with the voice of an angel.

And when he did, Danny knew he’d be holding his breath.

Maybe he misread the signs.

Maybe he wanted to misread the signs. It wouldn’t be the first time. Danny wasn’t quiet about his sexuality; at least not in the kind of crowds that didn’t care. He saw a man he liked, he took a chance. He just had to get there.

But as he gripped the edge of a door he couldn’t get away from fast enough, he didn’t stop to wonder why the mystery voice in his ear pushed his buttons. It didn’t matter. He wanted to push a few of his own. If it worked, he’d find himself enjoying those first tentative steps of the relationship dance. Sleek and sweet and just a little bit clandestine, given the Church’s views on men like him.

If not, if Jonas tended toward a thing for women, he’d move on. He always did.

He reached back behind him, shut the heavy door with a final, audible click. All at once, a vise unlatched from around his lungs, and he took a deep, painful breath. It stitched a cramp all the way up his side; he didn’t care.

He was out. He could breathe.

“Now I can see you,” the angel said in his ear, low and soothing. “Good job, kid. I knew you could do it.”

“Only because you’re there.”

The truth slipped out without Danny’s conscious permission. A tight, intense statement of fact that seemed to throw Jonas off as much as it did Danny. The man on the other end of the frequency sucked in a hard breath.

The silence in his ear stretched taut.

Wow. Even if the man ended up straight as a playboy on a woman-conquering bender, walking away from this one would leave a mark. He could add it to his collection.

He closed his eyes, shoving a filthy hand through his limp hair. “Which way?” First things first. Whatever the case, whether Jonas made a habit of flirting on comm lines or Danny was a special case, he owed the man his gratitude.

In person.

With his heart on his sleeve.

“Left.” Normal, if voice from God counted as normal for the man.

He turned left, hands curled into tight fists as the effort to walk sapped what little energy he had left. Every step drilled another note of pain into the symphony filling his head. A crescendo slamming into every part of his body.

He hadn’t been this worked over in years.

“You with me, Danny?”

Oh, yeah. Jonas’s voice skimmed over parts of his body Danny figured would be long since numb. But it wasn’t all sexual. Hell, he’d have to be hard pressed to really call it that. Not even he had the drive to push it through this much hurt.

But as he raised one hand to the side of his bruised face, he couldn’t help but tease. “Are you asking me out, angel?”

Another one of those little sounds. A smothered gasp. A choked off laugh. He didn’t know. But that raw edge of his mouth flared painfully as he bit back a smile.

No, it wasn’t completely sexual. But the man had a way of making Danny feel like he stood right there. Hand out. Patient as hell, encouragement and reassurance and challenge all in one go.

No wonder Grams chose him.

“Hang a right,” Jonas told him as he came to an empty crossroads. Doors inset into the walls remained closed as he passed them, locked tight, windowless but fitted with narrow panels. Viewing ports, like his cell.

Was the whole floor a jail?

He dragged a forearm across his forehead, sweat coagulating into a sticky sheen on his skin. By the time two minutes passed, his stomach had tightened into a vicious ball of anxiety, launched into his chest somewhere, and every step became a contest of wills.

Danny versus the floor.

Lie down, just for a second.

No way.

Nausea pitched in his stomach. He staggered.

“Danny!”

It took him a moment too long. Danny flung himself backward, grunting as his shoulders collided with the corridor wall. It didn’t rattle beneath his weight, the place was built too solidly to rattle, but his already-scrambled brain did a jig inside the confines of his aching skull.

It wasn’t him.

The floor vibrated beneath him. The walls thudded, but it wasn’t his doing. It couldn’t be.

“What the . . .”

“Don’t move,” Jonas ordered, his voice low and even. “Just stay there.”

“You just want to spend as much time with me as you can.” But even as he dredged up a rasping kind of humor, he stared down the empty corridor. Like his cell, it didn’t have much going for it. Gray walls, gray floor, gray ceiling interspersed with simple fluorescent lights every third fixture. The floor wasn’t exactly dirty, but he wouldn’t eat off it. Especially as a fine rain of plaster dusted it.

Within the space of four seconds—the longest in his life—everything went silent.

Jonas let out a hard breath. “Trust me, kid, I can think of better dives to take you through.”

There. Flirting. It had to be.

A corner of his mouth twitched. “Why am I kissing this wall, then?” he asked softly. It was a small lie, of course. His back pressed against the cold surface, not his face, but it was funnier the way he’d phrased it. He hoped.

His reward came as a chuckle so rich, so vital despite its quiet volume, that every fine hair from his sensitive nape to his fingertips lifted. His vision blurred until all he could see, all he could hear, was vibrant white noise.

He wanted to see the mouth that made that sound. See it, meet it.

Claim it.

Focus.

“The whole security feed’s lit up like a bonfire. I don’t know what the hell just happened, but don’t move.”

“Great.” Danny shook his head hard enough to send tendrils of pain shooting into his forehead. “Did you say you can see me?”

“Yeah.”

Well, that would kill any chance he had on seducing a man over to the dark side. “And here I didn’t dress for company.”

“Relax, you look fine.”

Shut up, Danny thought swiftly as something rippled through his gut. Pleasure and anticipation. Fine was the kind of word everybody used as dismissal. Even him.

“Whatever happened, it’s caught most of the building unprepared.”

“It caught me unprepared,” Danny muttered.

“Lucky for you, I’m on your . . . hold it.”

He held it.

On cue, a door ten feet ahead of him opened. Danny held his breath. Commands spilled into the narrow hall. Feminine, too shrill given his raging headache.

“Don’t move,” Jonas cautioned.

“I’m not even breathing,” he whispered, a sound so low he wasn’t sure the mic picked it up.

Another one of those short, warm chuckles spiked Danny’s temperature up a degree. Despite his flippant retort, he sucked in a breath as his pounding heartbeat dropped into portions of his anatomy he should have been ignoring.

Two figures stepped out of that room, one struggling into a holster carrying some kind of wicked-looking machine gun pistol hybrid. “What the fuck was that?” demanded one. The woman. Danny squinted, but all he could make out was dark hair against that black get-up all the missionaries had started wearing recently.

Beside her, a man only an inch taller pulled the door closed behind them. Dressed in the same plasteel body armor, he jerked a hand through his much paler hair. “It didn’t feel like an explosion.”

Static crackled, causing Danny to jump and press himself tighter to the wall.

“Shh.” The warning filled his ear.

Danny didn’t ask how the man knew every alarm in his brain was screaming at him to run. Get away. Move, damn it.

Maybe he could see Danny’s face through the cameras, see how wide his good eye had gotten as the two faced each other. As the woman reached for the comm clipped to her belt. Maybe he could hear the rampaging thud of Danny’s heart, suddenly thick and acrid and cold in his throat.

All one of them had to do was turn a head. Just look down the hall, and that’d be it. They’d be on him faster than he could run.

The beatings would start again.

His palms sweating, Danny realized it didn’t matter. He couldn’t move. Not to fade back into the corridor, not even to blink. Fear filled his skin, spread like ice and acid on his tongue.

“What is it?” the woman demanded into the comm.

Her partner hesitated, his head turning. Almost as if in slow motion, Danny’s spine locked with terror. Sheer, unadulterated panic.

“All squads stand down,” came the static-peppered order through the comm.

The man’s eyes snapped back to the woman. “Stand down? What was it?”

“Not me,” Jonas murmured.

The importance of that statement, Danny told himself, would have to wait until after he passed out. Or woke up from passing out. Back so tight against the wall that his shoulder blades pinched, he stared at the two operatives mere feet away and held his breath. Go.

“Crap,” the lady said tersely. “I’m not paid enough for this.”

“Easy,” Jonas murmured. “You’re doing great.”

Danny’s lungs clamored for air. He jerked hard as his fists clenched.

“Stand-down order means it’s not big, right?” The man sighed as he followed his partner down the hall. In the opposite direction. “You’d think they’d send a memo.” His voice faded, until not even their footsteps echoed anymore.

“And . . .” A brief pause. Then soft relief as Jonas finished, “Clear.”

Danny’s knees gave out.

Collapsing heavily against the wall, his butt hit the floor with a dull thud he’d feel later. Or wouldn’t, given everything else already screaming in his body. He clung to the surface with sweat-dampened hands, supported himself at an angle that gave him no leverage if he had to move fast, and let out a shuddering breath.

“You’re good, Danny.” Did that so-calm voice crack?

No way.

“That was close, but you’re almost out. Follow that hall for four junctions, then turn right.”

“What was that?” Danny whispered.

“I—” Jonas’s voice tightened. “I don’t know, and it’s not important. We need to get you out, remember? Four junctions, take a right.”

“Right,” Danny murmured, raising a shaking hand to his eyes. He winced as his fingers found flesh too swollen to feel like his own. “I can do that.”

“I know you can. Hard part’s over.”

He couldn’t help himself. His mouth twitched. “Hard part’s half the fun, angel.”

“Only half?”

Holy shit. Danny jerked as a bolt of raw adrenaline unlocked from his rapid-fire heartbeat to shoot into his crotch. “Most of the fun,” he allowed tightly. “You’re a real tease, aren’t you?”

A beat. Too long a silence to go unnoticed. Too short to fill as Jonas replied softly, “Just your nerves talking, kid.”

Was it?

He couldn’t push it. Not here, and not while his brain suffered a very real chance of leaking out through his ears. He felt like hell.

He probably looked like hell; like ground meat paste and sweat. Not sexy.

Danny didn’t say anything, forcing himself upright and jerking into a loping, staggered jog. It jarred every bruised bone in his body, but he could all but taste the promise of freedom. Hear it through the comm, his one fragile link to the outside world.

As he followed the directions, he tilted his head. Frowned. “What’s that clicking sound?”

“I’m securing your passage.”

He knew that sound. Knew it the same way he knew a lullaby, or the sound of his grandmother’s voice. Knew it because the background accompaniment—the steady click of fingers on keys—had been a facet of every part of his life for as long as he could remember.

“So Grams found a protégé, huh?” he asked, his breath tight in his throat. His body struggled to keep going. Muscles cramped, his balance wavered, but Danny forced himself to go. Foot after foot. Step by step.

He turned right.

“I don’t know about that,” Jonas replied, somehow managing to sound as if his full attention remained on that fine, ephemeral frequency straining between them. And not, like Danny was sure it was, on whatever string of gobbledygook he typed into his computer. “But I found you, and that’s all that matters.”

Danny couldn’t help himself. “I love a man with tunnel vision.”

The muffled sound in his ear could have been a snort. Or a gasp.

Then, “You’re leaving my view, Danny. Be careful. According to my plans, you’ve got about thirteen feet before you reach a door.”

“Is it clear?”

“Everyone’s in briefing. Whatever happened, it surprised the hell out of them.”

“It surprised the hell out of me,” Danny retorted.

“We’ll take what we can get. There should be a door.”

There was. “Door,” Danny confirmed as he came up against a dark panel the same gray as everything else. After this, he was going to go on a crusade against the godforsaken color.

“On it.” More clicking. More digital magic, he figured.

Danny waited, because he knew what kind of miracles people like his grandmother could pull. He studied the panel set into the wall beside the door, the sensor that would probably shriek a warning if he tampered with it.

Reaching behind him, he rubbed the back of his head at the same time as he stretched the aching muscles along his side. They cramped, twanging a warning along every nerve in his side and sending his breath hissing from between his teeth.

The focused clatter of keys hitched. “Are you okay, Danny?”

“Ask me that in about an hour.” He shook his head. “No, wait. Get me a bath, then ask me that.”

“Yes, sir,” came the light—too light—response. The echo of his keyboard subtly shifted in speed. Faster. “How would you like that water?”

“Scalding.” Danny let his eye close. Let the darkness fill his head. Just for a moment. “Filled with bubbles and a green-eyed pool boy. You busy?”

A snort, this time. Definitely a snort. “Not on your life, kid. And—there,” he added before Danny could pin anything or even try. “Go through.”

The door clicked once more as if the mysterious Jonas with the sexy tenor stood behind some curtain and directed the composition of Danny’s escape. Tumblers rolled back, hinges sprang into motion. The automated door swung wide.

Danny barely made it half a step before a gun knocked neatly between his eyebrows.

His heart plummeted into his toes.


 

Chapter Three



“DANNY?”

Gripping the edge of the desk, Jonas didn’t notice that his knuckles popped. Threatened to tear through the fragile skin gone white from the pressure.

No visual. Not there. That was half the reason he’d chosen the side door as part of his exit strategy. Alan Eckhart had known about the weakness in the Mission’s surveillance, so he made damn sure to patch it up with manpower until he could get the building budgeted for a rewire.

Not once in Jonas’s fifteen-year career did they ever have to handle a break-in.

But the Church’s secret operatives killed Eckhart in their bloody coup, and as far as Jonas could tell, they hadn’t considered the implications of the weakness.

A weakness that may have just gotten Danny killed.

Nothing filtered through the suddenly quiet comm. Nothing but a muffled rasp.

“Danny?” He leaned toward the useless monitor, each segment showing footage he didn’t need anymore. His heart thudded in his throat, too tight. Too heavy. “Danny!”

“Yo.”

Jonas’s breath rocked out before he could stop it. That wasn’t Danny’s voice, but it’d come in a fine second. “Hey, Gordon.” Light and even. “How’s it swinging?”

Adam Gordon was one of theirs. A missionary caught in the coup, who’d seen the Church’s mysterious Sector Three operatives take over everything he’d worked hard to build and decided fuck that with the rest of the sleeper agents. Like the surveillance patch, Gordon was a weakness.

But the Church’s weaknesses would be Jonas’s strength.

“Got your boy,” he drawled in a deep, dry voice reminiscent of the way Jonas’s voice got after a nasty cold. “Scared him bad, though. He’s out.”

Relief filled in the bits fear had hollowed out. “Okay, good. Your tail clear?”

“I’m on street duty,” Gordon replied. “No one’s going to look twice. I’ll haul him your way.”

Not many people had Jonas’s current location on their radar. A select few, a trusted few. He didn’t even bat an eyelash. “I’ll be ready,” he promised. “Take good care of that package.”

“He’s no witch.” The firm, precise statement echoed, hollowed out on the frequency. “Doesn’t belong here. I’ll see you in a few.”

“You got it. You have a plan?”

“Already handled,” Gordon said, and the line went dark.

Jonas stared at the monitor, his fingers so tight around the edge of the work table that it took effort to unclench them.

No, Danny wasn’t a witch. But Jonas knew a few. People who were mired up to their eyebrows in this whole Sector Three business, who were witches and friends. And lab rats, thanks to the Church.

Thanks, in fact, to a classified lab experiment called the Salem Project. The same lab most of the current so-called missionaries came out of.

That wasn’t common info. The strictly classified sector of the Church had made damn sure anyone who knew about the project had been run down. Among them, himself. The old Mission Director. The Holy Library’s head librarian. Good men and women murdered without warning or reason.

His jaw clenched.

Quickly, he typed out a string of commands on his keyboard. One by one, the red lights over his computer blinked out. If all went according to plan, the bypass May’s insiders had triggered in the Mission’s closed circuit would eat itself in three minutes, leaving no trace of either Jonas’s interference or the prisoner they’d detained.

The prisoner they’d tortured.

Mouth settling into a thin, grim line, Jonas reached for his comm. The number his long fingers input by rote wasn’t one he dared program.

The unit hummed quietly as it sought the connection.

She didn’t disappoint. “What’s up, Jonas?”

“I need a favor.”

Naomi West had been a missionary once. One of the best. But the job had taken away everything Jonas had loved about her, until she wasn’t much more than a mean streak with lethal focus. A year after her defection, and she’d found a purpose that went beyond killing anyone the Church pointed out.

And she’d found a man who loved her.

It’d been a hard year, but she’d come out all right. She and her team weren’t quite part of May’s gathering rebellion, but parallel enough that Jonas didn’t even think twice about roping her in.

She was the only woman who could help.

“Name it,” she said, her voice a husky promise on the line.

Relief knocked another anchor off his shoulders. He struggled to get up, arms shaking as he pulled his weight out of the uncomfortable seat. “I need to use one of your safe houses.”

“Done and done.”

“And I need you to meet me there.”

That got her. As Jonas bent, awkwardly flattening his forearm against the table to reach for the crutch he knocked aside earlier, she asked flatly, “Shit, fuck and a half, Jonas, what’s going on? Are you hurt?” A beat. “Your legs?”

“Still working, babe,” he returned. “As is my brain, and all the parts in between.” A little too well, given the insanity that gripped him long enough to say half the stuff he’d said to that kid. “But I have May’s grandson.”

“Jesus fuck!”

“You’re so delicate,” Jonas said between clenched teeth as he angled himself upright once more. Years of practice made it a snap to settle both crutches to the ground, slide his arms into the braces built into the tops of each, and pocket his comm. He could even ignore the ache. “I know you were all planning some wide sweep, but—”

“Hey, Silas!” The call split through his earpiece, and he winced. “It’s Jonas, he’s got that kid.”

Jonas took the opportunity to struggle one strap of a bag over his shoulder. The weight wasn’t negligible—a delivery from May, just in case, said the innocuous delivery boy—but he’d cope for the short amount of time he’d need to get it to Danny.

A rich, resonant baritone filled the comm line under Naomi’s laugh, too far out of range to catch the gist.

Silas Smith. The man had once been a missionary, but the Church files marked him as killed in action. A file Jonas himself had made sure stayed nice and closed. No longer working for the Holy Order, Silas instead ran with a group that included the ex-Mission Director, three ex-missionaries, three witches, one fugitive socialite, and some cross-over between. They’d all banded, one by one, as the Church turned on them. Betrayed them.

Showed them the real colors Jonas had tried so hard not to cope with.

Colors that now painted Danny Granger in shades of red and purple and black.

Unfair.

“Nai?”

“I got an address for you,” she said immediately. She rattled it off, and Jonas committed it to memory as he limped through the garage. The cadence of his passing didn’t bother him anymore. The rhythm came as easily as breathing, now. One step, one crutch. Next step, and the other crutch went with it. His shoulders rolled, causing the bag to chafe, but he ignored it.

In the scheme of things, it didn’t matter much.

“Danny’s been there for about a week,” he said.

“Yeah. Parker said.” Every iota of amusement leached from her voice, and Jonas fought back a sigh. This was what had made Naomi such a fine missionary. The ability to turn it off. Go ice cold, do the job, get on with it. “If they stick with basic training, they won’t have broken anything absolutely necessary, but there’s lots of shit that isn’t necessary.”

Only she hadn’t done that great of getting on with it back in the day. And even while Jonas had been her shoulder, almost a year ago, he’d never shared how much he got it.

How much he lived it.

“I’ll meet you there, do what I can. He’s going to need rest, and a friendly face. You okay, Jonas?”

She’d had enough on her plate then, and she still did now. So he lied. “I’m good. Better than good, baby cakes, I’m the king of the wave. You know that.”

“Uh huh. How much damage did you cause?”

“Minimal. I don’t think it’ll mess with your plans. Listen, something happened about five minutes ago.” When she only returned a questioning sound, Jonas continued quickly. “The whole place rattled, at least as far as the mid-low cells. I didn’t feel it here, but I saw it in the Mission feed.”

“Rattled? Did something blow?”

Jonas pushed out of the garage door, letting it swing shut and automatically lock behind him. All at once, he was assailed by neon and fluorescent signs, lights flashing in purples and oranges and reds. The smell hit him a second later, sharp as acid and sour as the moldy, dank stench of abandoned refuse drifting out from the alley beside him.

New Seattle was built a lot like a layer cake. New on top of the old, each tier getting more and more posh until the very top. Down here in the lower streets, where the populace stopped giving a damn about anything but the next big thrill, posh was something that happened to the fictional people on fantasy feeds.

He hadn’t seen whatever happened to the Mission offices. Hadn’t noticed anything strange here at the garage, and the street now didn’t reflect anything but the usual activity. Whatever sent the Mission into a tizzy, it had been localized.

Maybe something he could use later. Information, after all, was his thing. “Maybe that’s it,” he mused. “Testing something new? I’ll check it out.”

“Let us know.”

He pressed the back of his hand to a corner of his glasses, righting them.

“I’ll pack some gear,” Naomi continued. “Stay out of trouble ‘til I get there.”

“I’ll see you there. Thanks, pretty girl.”

The line clicked off, and he drew the earpiece off the shell of his ear.

Touchstone. He’d always been one. Always been the guy to go to when a missionary needed a steady hand and a smile. Jonas had practically grown up in the Mission proper. Even after the accident that ruined his body, even when Silas—who held himself responsible—left the city all those years ago, left Jonas broken behind him, Jonas didn’t give up.

Maybe it would have been easier.

But Jonas didn’t like easy anywhere else but in his bed.

The world expected him to give up. Just like everyone expected Danny to be a traumatized wreck after the Mission’s week-long hospitality.

Filled with bubbles and a green-eyed pool boy.

Adrenaline did a lot of things to a body. Including forcing the need for a touchstone.

Jonas provided. That’s what he did.

He rounded his shoulders, weight braced solidly in his locked arms, and waited for the vehicle that would bring Danny Granger to safety. Pedestrians streamed around him, some with purpose. Those were the men and women who were lucky enough to have a job down in the lower streets. Shit work mostly, the kind of industrial labor nobody else even considered as they lived happily in the fresher air above.

Most ambled in the neon corona. Idle, nowhere to go, nowhere to be. The mechanic’s shop was nestled between a warehouse—usually exploited for its ability to smash as many desperate people in a single party as possible—and a darkened, boarded-up warehouse on the other side. Nothing to see here. Just a guy, waiting on a ride.

Trying like hell to keep the inferno of his anxiety under wraps.

Jonas waited under the battered awning, hands in his pockets, and tried not to breathe too deeply of the chill-touched scent of mold and rot and worse infecting the acrid air. Early autumn had landed without finesse, sweeping away any hint of the muggy summer.

He didn’t have to wait long.

The van drew up through a knot of indifferent people, a battered old vehicle the color of soot-smeared brick. Gordon beckoned from behind the wheel. Jonas didn’t bother with niceties. He seized the back handle as the vehicle idled, blowing exhaust around his knees. It opened easily.

The crackle of orange neon scattered across the interior of the van, merging with the faint light from the overhead dome in the front cab. The rest remained draped in shadow. Just dark enough to hide everything but the outline of a man’s sneakered foot in the far corner, a huddled shape tucked behind the driver seat.

His heart picked up speed. Anger. Nerves.

A pair of blue eyes watched him from the rearview mirror, but Jonas didn’t let that stop him. He wasn’t graceful; hell, he barely qualified as balanced, but he knew how to get around. On days like this, he missed the hell out of the surveillance van he’d babied for over a decade. She’d been loaded with everything he needed to get by. Hydraulic lifts for days he needed a boost and easy-grip rails for the rest of the time. Shelves to house his veritable black hole of electronics, surveillance mounted to the outside, a refrigerator to hoard his energy boosters, and whatever bribery the agents used to hand his way for extra work.

It’d been . . . .

He frowned as he stared at the worn, stained matting bolted to the van floor.

It hadn’t been a great life, but he’d had what he wanted. Then.

“Need a hand?” Gordon’s voice stripped the memory from Jonas’s eyes. His gaze cleared on that even regard reflected back at him.

He shook his head, hard, and firmed his grip on the edge of the open door. “Nope,” he replied lightly, flashing a smile. “Just hold her steady.” As choking exhaust swirled around him, he tossed his crutches inside one after the other—clank, clank—shrugged out of the bag, and perched a hip on the back edge of the interior. Though he could force his legs to lift, score through aching muscles and tendon and deformed bone, he couldn’t force them far. Matter-of-factly, he grabbed his pants legs in one practiced hand, leaned back, and rotated fully inside.

Once his feet hit the mat beside his crutches, it was the work of moments to lean out, grab the doors and swing them shut behind him.

“Good?”

“Good,” Jonas affirmed.

And then froze as the huddled silhouette three feet away stirred. The mutter didn’t make any sense to him, but he recognized the rasped, muted cadence of Danny’s voice as one hand fell limply to the rough carpet.

“He’s been in and out.” Gordon guided the rusted van out into the muddled blend of vehicle and pedestrian traffic. “Where to?”

Jonas repeated the address Naomi gave him, waiting until the van rocked into motion before scooting across the narrow interior. “Hey, kid.”

“Angel?” The word scraped over his nerves, already raw with fear and fury. As the city lights bloomed through the windshield, Jonas’s fingers clamped against the floor as stark rage replaced a nervousness he didn’t want to deal with now.

Everything looked worse up close.

Danny curled into the far side, his shirt colored blue by the shadows, splattered with the filth of his confinement. He smelled like something dropped off in a sewer, but that was the least of Jonas’s problems. Balanced on his arms, palms flattened before he did something stupid, he stared into a face battered nearly beyond recognition.

A single eye remained slitted open. Black as pitch in the van, fever bright.

Pinned on him.

The swollen edge of his mouth quirked; a near-smile that had to hurt. “Hey,” he croaked.

Jonas jerked into motion, somehow forcing the words beyond the lump in his throat. Closing the distance, ignoring the cramping warning of his legs and hips, he shifted until he could brace Danny’s limp weight with his own. A wrong spill now could break him. “You look like you’ve seen better days.”

A grimace, cut with a wince. “That great, huh?”

Without stopping to think, without even realizing he did it, Jonas caught the hand lifted to him. Held it between his, tight enough to make it damn clear that he wasn’t going anywhere. “I’ve seen worse,” he assured him, guilt thick in his chest. Sticky on his tongue. I’m sorry.

He should have been faster. Gotten Danny out sooner.

The city lights painted neon swaths over the lurid bruises across his cheek, dipped into the ravaged edges of his split lip. His whole face looked like he’d gone toe to toe with a battering ram. Blood, filthy streaks of dried sweat, and the collected dirt from his week-long prison sentence coated his skin. A week’s worth of dark whiskers only helped to make him look like a street bum on a bad, bad day.

Made him look far older than his whatever-twenties.

But the hand caught between Jonas’s was warm. Vitally alive. Even strong enough to curl around his. Calluses slid over his knuckles, surprising him.

Intriguing him.

Stop it.

Jonas tried to let go. That hand tightened. “S’okay, angel,” Danny whispered, even as his single good eye slid shut. As if he knew. Knew what kind of shit danced around in Jonas’s thoughts, his conscience. Knew, and absolved him.

Impossible.

“Don’t call me that,” he told the battered kid holding his hand.

But Danny said nothing.


 

Chapter Four



THE VAN SLOWED twenty minutes later.

“We’re here,” Gordon announced. “I’ll come around back.”

He stepped out of the cab, leaving Jonas to stare at Danny’s quiet, sleeping form. He hadn’t stirred much, save to mutter now and again when the vehicle rocked him one way or the other. Jonas had let him go as soon as the kid drifted to sleep, but he didn’t go far.

He told himself it was to keep Danny from hurting himself with the van’s turning radius.

Now, easing away from the warmth of Danny’s side, Jonas collected his bag and crutches and pushed open the back doors. Worry gnawed at him. “He’s been out for about ten minutes,” he said as Gordon caught the swinging door.

“I got him.”

No argument, no questions asked. The missionary waited for Jonas to slide out of the vehicle—easier to get out than in—and ducked inside. Jonas jammed his arms into the crutches, gritting his teeth.

A quiet little voice in his head told him he should have been the one collecting Danny. Pulling him into his arms, cradling his fragile, broken body like—

No way. Absolutely no way in hell. Jonas didn’t have that kind of strength, and even if his legs could hold the weight for two, Danny was taller than he was. Even a little wider. Against the missionary’s solid muscle, Jonas didn’t even stand a chance in comparison. He knew missionaries built like brick walls, knew others built more like lean, lethal machines.

Jonas was built like a nerdy school kid.

Gritting his teeth, he stepped back as Gordon jumped from the van, Danny held in his arms like his limp, curled figure didn’t weigh a thing. Wordlessly, Jonas turned in an awkward semicircle and led the way into the open-air apartment complex.

He had strengths that didn’t involve, well, strength. King of the wave. Second only—and he could admit it—to a rebellion leader with a vendetta against the Church. He didn’t mind keeping that kind of hallowed company.

And Danny Granger was that leader’s grandson.

No matter what kind of hints the kid had been dropping throughout that entire rescue, even if it turned out—God help him—that Danny had been serious as a bullet, it didn’t matter. He owed May a hell of a lot more than screwing around with a member of her family.

Besides, what were the odds?

“Which one?”

Jonas jerked his head—which managed to yank the too-long edges of his light brown hair from his eyes, but skewed his glasses—and took a second to orient himself. The tenements were nestled into an open square, bordering a courtyard abandoned to disuse and disrepair. Lights affixed to the outside of each door flickered uncertainly; more busted out than still working. It outlined the remains of some kind of garden now given way to broken bits of mortar and brick, discarded tires, fragments of glass, appliances piled in heaps, and the remains of a fire. The air was cooler this far down in New Seattle’s hierarchy of streets. Part of it was the depth. No sun came this far. Even summer’s rare cloudless days didn’t matter much in the scheme of things.

At nearly midnight, most of the chill forced below between thunderstorms and a biting wind settled in for the duration. He shivered, only now remembering the coat he’d left behind in his hurry to get Danny to safety.

“Apartment fifteen,” he finally said, pointing with the end of one crutch. “There. First floor.”

It took effort not to turn around. To check on the unconscious body in Gordon’s arms. Reassure himself that the kid still breathed.

Instead, firming his grip on his crutches, he headed for the safe house Naomi assured him would be, well, safe.

It took only a few more moments to input the security code into the neatly concealed panel, open the door and let Gordon carry Danny inside. There wasn’t much to it: one room, a half-kitchen along the far eastern wall, beige carpet, beige hide-a-bed couch, and green blinds over the two windows. Across from the sofa, a single door probably led to the bathroom. A back door in the kitchen had been boarded up, which meant if they had to make a quick escape, it would have to be through a window.

Not that quick escape numbered among Jonas’s talents.

He had to trust in Naomi.

“All right,” Gordon said, breaking the musty silence with his gravelly calm. He rose from a crouch by the now-occupied sofa, shrugging one shoulder as if easing a knot from it. “I’ll head off. You need anything?”

Sanity? Jonas shook his head. “Nothing you’ve got,” he said with a quick, wry smile. “Thanks, Gord. I owe you.”

“Nah.” The man waved that away with a rough, callused hand. “No debts in this business. Too hard to keep track.”

“That’s very harmonious of you.”

Another shrug, but this one easy. “Good luck, Jonas.”

“You, too.” Jonas watched the larger man cross the small apartment, let himself out and shut the door behind him. A brief second later, the door creaked as he tested its weight. Jonas’s smile flipped crookedly.

Apparently satisfied with the strength of the panel, the missionary’s shadow passed over the blind-drawn windows and was gone.

Silence fell like a hammer. Too sharp. Too musty, thick with everything already filling up his head. Jonas turned his gaze to the couch, the back of it gutted and exposing the wooden supports beneath the springs. Not exactly a trendy hotel down here, but it wouldn’t matter.

He wouldn’t be here long enough to complain, and Danny needed somewhere safe to heal up.

“Come on, Nai,” he muttered. The sooner she got here to flex that creepy thing she could do, the better off everyone would be.

A sound from the couch sent fine ripples across his senses, his already too-stretched awareness. Nerves and stress. All wrapped with a worry so tight, Jonas wasn’t sure how he wasn’t climbing out of his skin.

“Jonas?” A ragged plea.

Crap. “I’m here.” He shifted his weight on his crutches, rounded the couch and struggled to shed the bag weighing down his shoulders. Danny twisted, pain a stark mask beneath the blood and grime already wrenching at Jonas’s heart, but his eyes remained closed.

The bag hit the floor a breath after Jonas dropped the crutches. They clattered to the threadbare carpet. As pain licked a warning up his spine, Jonas bent, grabbed the edge of the couch by Danny’s side and lowered himself to the floor.

A hand narrowly missed his nose.

Jonas caught it, eyebrows knotting, even as he hooked an arm around the front of the kid’s shoulders. “Stop. Don’t move, Danny.”

“Oh God. It hurts.” The fingers in his tightened. Hard. “Don’t go.”

The pleading note buried in his croaking voice broke what was left of Jonas’s resolve. “I’m not,” he said fiercely. He bent, using as much of his weight as he dared, to pin Danny’s shoulders to the bed. Ignored the pain wrecking his lower back, his thighs, into his knees.

His palm slid across Danny’s. Rough skin to rough skin. It caught something in his chest, hitched a cautionary note.

That bruised but functional eye opened. A line of brown, a glint of feverish black.

Danny’s free hand rose. Locked in Jonas’s shaggy hair, fingers tight against his scalp. Jonas sucked in a breath. His heart shot into his dick so fast, he couldn’t even form a warning if he tried.

“Knew it,” Danny rasped, this side of a groan. “Knew you wouldn’t leave me. Green eyes.”

Oh, whispered something raw and needy in Jonas’s mind. Shit.

HE WASN’T ALONE. Danny stared into eyes a cross between brown and green, a muddy kind of emerald that didn’t reflect so much as draw him deeper in. Dark enough to promise all kinds of interesting things. They glimmered at him from behind a pair of rimless glasses, perched crookedly on a straight, thin nose that fit the rest of his narrow face.

His mystery angel wasn’t a large man. No club rat with a gym fetish, no vain boy-toy looking for a sweet deal. Hollows under pronounced cheekbones suggested that, like his grandmother, Jonas needed frequent reminders to eat, but to Danny’s eyes, they only made him look like something sculpted by an artist. Sleek, made of angles and intriguing edges. His hair, brown like he’d said, fell in an unkempt line around his ears, skimmed the nape of his neck in a fashion that told him food wasn’t the only thing Jonas didn’t pay attention to.

The man wasn’t pretty. But Danny was damned tired of pretty. He wanted substance. He wanted sparks, intelligence, laughter.

Need.

He wasn’t imagining it. He wasn’t. There was something buried in those eyes. Even as his body began to shake from the strain, as his brain struggled to remain conscious through the agony tearing through it, Danny could sense it.

Jonas hadn’t left him. His angel was here.

And he—well, now was definitely not his best look.

“Danny.”

He sucked in a hard breath. It hurt too damned much to feel anything but pain, but the sound of his name on Jonas’s tongue soothed across his senses like a balm.

“Danny, let me go.” His voice gentled. “You need to rest. I won’t go anywhere, kid, but you have to let me go.”

Belatedly, Danny realized he still cupped the back of Jonas’s head. That his fingers tingled beneath the feather-light whisper of the other man’s nearly baby-fine hair.

He let go, flinching as his bloody, filthy hand came away. “Sorry,” he mumbled. So hard to frame it. “Where are we?”

“A safe house. We’re waiting on a friend.”

Unbidden, unwanted, a surge of heat climbed into his throat. Danny forced his eyes open, his mouth twisting. “What kind of friend?”

It was embarrassing how easily the man could shift his weight, forcing Danny back down. “A friend,” he repeated calmly. But his lashes—a thick fringe, Danny realized with a sharp longing he didn’t know what to do with—flickered. “Behave, or I’m going to let you go.”

His fingers tightened. Held on to Jonas’s hand until he registered the man’s wince.

Shifting his jaw, he forced himself to relax. To settle back down, ease his grip. He let out a shuddering breath. “Okay.”

“Okay,” the other man repeated. A warm hand covered his eyes. “Seriously, kid, take a break. You did good out there.”

“No.” Danny kept his eyes closed as the hand lifted. Even his eyelashes hurt. “If I’d been doing my best, they never would have gotten Parker.”

A smile warmed his rescuer’s already magical tenor. “We got her back. Just like we got you.”

“You can keep me,” he murmured before his brain could censor it.

The hand in his spasmed.

He couldn’t help the flicker of amusement, the faint tug at his mouth, but before he could say anything, do anything, he heard the door open. It hit the wall.

“Jonas!” A feminine voice. One filled with impatience, worry. Relief. “Jesus fuck.”

Jonas’s hand disengaged, and Danny didn’t have to look to know he’d pushed to his feet and circled the couch to greet the woman with that husky voice.

A person had to earn the right to sound like that. To display that kind of intimacy.

Disappointment crashed into him like a wave. Exhaustion filled the rest.

Everything hurt. Including, strangely enough, his heart.

“Hey, Nai.”

Danny opened his eyes in time to see Jonas wrap his arms around a truly stunning woman. Whatever tiny flame of hope that flickered through the doubt crushing what was left of his body guttered. And died.

That friend had the kind of face made for the entertainment feeds.

High cheekbones, firm chin, a mouth lush enough to tempt even a gay man to at least consider the merits of the opposite sex. Danny could admit it: she was a knockout. From her Asian features to her long legs encased in skintight denim. Even the magenta streaks in her shoulder-length black hair, lip and eyebrow rings, nose piercing, and—he ground his teeth—street-ready clothing that fit her like a very intimate glove didn’t take away from her appeal.

Danny hated her.

Which wasn’t fair, but fuck it. He hurt too much to be fair.

Setting his jaw, he grabbed the back of the couch with one hand and pulled himself up, inch by excruciating inch.

Just in time to meet the most exotic eyes he’d ever seen. Nearly purple, they locked on to his over Jonas’s shoulder, flared once, and narrowed as her full mouth twisted into a crooked grin. “Easy, kiddo,” she said, stepping away from Jonas’s embrace.

That’s right, Danny thought in silent challenge. His throat closed. “You don’t get to say that to me.”

“Danny—”

The woman Jonas called Nai snorted a laugh too sharp to be called ladylike, but real humor glinted in her eyes as she unhooked a bag from her shoulder and tossed it to the floor. The couch thudded beneath him. “Relax,” she said, though Danny wasn’t sure to which one of them.

He glared at her, sucking down air, fingers white-knuckled in the couch fabric.

Jonas shook his head. “This is Danny,” he said, turning. “Danny, Naomi West.”

“Missionary—”

“Ex,” Jonas corrected, his grin flickering in his eyes as he pointed at her. “Don’t you forget it.”

It was taking everything he had to remain sitting up. Danny couldn’t force the words out, but he didn’t have to. Naomi did it for him. “I’m on your team,” she told him.

He doubted that.

“Or,” she amended as she circled the couch, “I’m on Jonas’s team.” Again, a grin. This one was all teeth, white and even. She met his glare, matched it with a cocked eyebrow that glittered in the lamp light. “Jonas, you didn’t tell me the kid was so spiky.”

“You like them spiky,” came his reply, but Danny’s gaze flicked aside. Studied the man whose voice didn’t sound right.

Too cheerful. Too light.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.” His mouth wasn’t taking direction anymore.

As alarm guttered a nanosecond after the accusation, Naomi rocked back on her heels, her hands going to her hips. Her shirt—some kind of neoprene material made of straps—stretched over her chest as she laughed outright. “Somebody’s got your number.”

“Oh, shut up.” But there was no heat in Jonas’s reply. No sting.

And he wouldn’t meet Danny’s eyes.

Instead, he walked to the foot of the couch, and with a start, Danny realized he limped.

No, not quite. He hobbled.

Eyes widening, gut churning through pain and into shock, Danny watched as his mystery angel braced a thin, faintly scarred hand on the edge of the couch by Danny’s shoulder, lowered himself with effort, and picked up a pair of crutches from the floor.

He didn’t remember doing it. Couldn’t recall telling himself to do it. All he knew was that his hand was suddenly on Jonas’s, bloody fingers tight around his.

Jonas froze.

“Are you okay?” It came out rougher than Danny meant. Worried. Thick with too many emotions, too many feelings all wrapped up in one place. Pain and anger and fear and doubt. Exhaustion battled them all.

For a split second, something raw and dark opened up behind the man’s mixed brown-green eyes.

And just like that, it was gone. Jonas pulled his hand away, fussed with the crutches. “You’re in shock, kid,” he said, his gaze touching Danny’s. Skating away. “You’re practically bleeding out of your ears over there. Nai, can you help him?”

The woman stirred, and Danny’s head whipped around to meet a gaze that didn’t bother hiding her interest. Or her challenge. “Hell, yeah. It’ll take a while to kick in, though, so I’ll start now and then come back in a couple days when he’s able to move and we’ll get him somewhere safe.”

“Good. How long do you need?”

“I need you out of my hair,” she replied easily. “Why don’t you let me do my heretical thing?”

“Baby, you say all the sweetest things,” Jonas tossed over his shoulder. “I’m going to go get some supplies. Don’t burn the place down, okay?”

“Can’t promise.”

Danny tracked him as he crossed the floor, blinked hard at the front door as it closed behind him.

What did he just miss?

Fabric rustled as Naomi crouched beside him. “You look like hell.” Abrupt. No coddling.

A missionary, huh?

He let himself fall back on the cushions, every muscle in his body giving up the ghost with a groan. “Go away,” he told her, knowing it came out petulant as hell and unable to help it.

And damned if her eyes didn’t light up. Laughter? She folded her arms on her bent knees, head tilting. Her tongue slid out over the ring pierced through the middle of her lower lip before she offered, “So, here’s the deal, Danny. I’m here ’cause I have this ability to heal things. Broken things.” An eyebrow cocked. “Like you.”

“You’re a witch.” It wasn’t quite a question, but then, Danny knew enough not to be surprised by witchcraft. His own grandmother had the blood. Not that she told people that.

“Yeah, and right now, Jonas wants me to help you.” Her tone didn’t soften. Hell, it barely qualified as friendly. “I don’t know what kind of game you’ve got going for you, but it’s going to suffer if you can’t even sit up without help.”

“I’m not—” Danny blinked. “Game? What?”

Naomi’s smile took already breathtaking features and shot her natural beauty straight into the stratosphere. Piercings or not, the woman was a menace. “So close your eyes. Sleep, if you can. Makes my life easier.”

She reached out. Danny caught her hand, but it took effort. Too much. Even moving his arm that much caused fresh sweat to break out across his chest and shoulders.

To her credit—and okay, maybe she’d earned some—she didn’t pull away. She just watched him, a steady kind of stare that told Danny everything he needed to know about her own confidence. Her strength.

A missionary and a witch.

He’d ask Jonas about her. Later. Much later, when he figured out how to ease the hurt he’d seen in the other man’s eyes.

“Why?” he demanded.

“I’m asked to help, I help.” But that wicked mouth twisted. Not quite a smile. Not quite a frown. “And you remind me of someone I know. I think he’d like it if I gave his younger self a leg up.”

He couldn’t stop himself. “Who?”

Without so much as batting an eyelash, Naomi disengaged from his grip, caught his hand and set it lightly on the couch beside him. She didn’t even flinch at the filth coating his hands. “Maybe you’ll meet him one day” was all she said.

Then her other hand settled over his eyes, cool and gentle, and Danny could have sworn that the ache in his battered flesh began to fade.

Wishful thinking, maybe.

“I can’t magically knit you up,” she told him. He listened, but the cadence of her voice settled into his head like a lullaby. Lulling. Soothing. “I can start the process, and you’ll heal a lot faster this way, but it still has to go through the steps. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“’Kay,” he murmured.

“Sleep as much as you can. Just do me a favor, kiddo.” Her voice whispered across his senses. Magic? He wouldn’t even know how to tell.

“What?”

“Go easy on him. He’s handled a lot of shit for us.”

Danny let out a long, slow breath, aware of a knot loosening somewhere in his gut. His chest. “You know that I—” That he what? Liked the man?

Wanted him to like Danny back?

“Hell, no,” she chuckled. “I don’t know shit about shit, on average.” Her other hand settled over his heart, and suddenly Danny’s eyes grew heavy under her palm. He fought back a yawn. “But I know what I see when I see it. Sleep, Danny. You’re safe.”

As he drifted off, lulled into complacency by her husky voice and some sense of relief, she murmured something that sounded suspiciously like, “Christ, he’s young.”


 

Chapter Five



FIFTEEN HOURS OF uninterrupted sleep left Danny feeling disoriented, but Jonas had been there with a cup of soup when he awoke. An hour later put Jonas at his side once more, changing bandages, checking the progress of whatever it was Naomi had done. He’d been able to shower and shave, despite the fine tremor that made holding a razor near his bruised flesh a dubious prospect at best.

He’d been handed a bag, found a pair of his own jeans, a T-shirt, socks and underwear, and an old sweatshirt patched at the elbows packed inside it. Bless Grams. He’d never been so grateful to find a new toothbrush. Or so embarrassed when he found a handful of condoms and lubrication in a side pocket.

He hoped his grandmother hadn’t checked the contents of the bag before repacking it for him.

Dressing tapped the last of his reserves. Staggering back out into the living room, he all but tumbled face-first into the sofa.

“Go back to sleep,” Jonas ordered gently. “You need it.”

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” His eyes crinkled with a smile. “I’ll be right here.”

And because Jonas had been right there, sitting on the floor by Danny’s shoulder as he flicked through the feeds on a portable monitor, Danny obeyed.

When he awoke five hours later, it was to an empty apartment.

Dread sent him bolt upright, a soft blue blanket sliding to the floor as he grabbed the edges of the couch. “Jonas?” His voice broke through the shadows of the room, battered at the hazy, panic-ridden images of his dreams.

There was no answer. No easy smile, no quiet, reassuring clatter of keys.

Danny shook his head, too aware of the silence. Of a dull rushing noise in his ears, of his rising terror.

Splaying a hand across his chest, he traced the outlines of bandages. They constricted his ribs as he took a deep breath, banded tightly enough that he wondered if he’d broken a few after all. His ribs twinged, reminding him exactly why he lay on an unfamiliar couch, in an unfamiliar room. But as he raised that hand to his face, he felt only the angles of his own jaw. His cheek. No pain, no swelling.

And he could see completely out of both eyes.

“Holy—” He swallowed the word that would get him swatted by his grandmother, raking his hand through his hair instead. Without the gel he used to push it back from his face, it fell over his forehead in a spiky fringe.

He was whole. He was free, and he was alive. Progress.

“Jonas?” He swung his legs off the couch, and when nothing in his body threatened to implode, rose to his feet. Easier than he expected.

Nothing moved. The monitor he vaguely remembered watching over Jonas’s shoulder remained dark. Empty.

Abandoned. Danny blew out a breath, turned away from the empty kitchenette.

Light seamed out from under the bathroom door.

Relief nearly stole the balance he’d managed to find. His ears weren’t blowing static at him; the shower was on. Now he could hear it for what it was, place the sound behind that door. Streaming water, a dull rush of it. Jonas must be in there.

As if all his body needed was that final signal, a clean bill of health, a picture of the man rose in Danny’s mind. His brown hair slicked back by a steady rain, his glasses no longer a shield over those dark green eyes. Water would be sliding down his bare chest, streaming across his narrow shoulders, his pale skin.

Caressing him everywhere Danny could only—

“Jesus!” He sank back to the couch, one hand closing over the front of his jeans. Adjusting himself before his sudden erection caused real damage against his tight zipper, he blew out another long breath and forced his gaze away from the bathroom door.

Go easy on him.

Jonas wasn’t the problem here.

It’d been a long time since he’d felt lust at first sight. Longer still since he’d made a complete idiot of himself over a guy.

He still didn’t even know if Jonas was the type of man who would even be into him. Most of the time, he could ask. It was a straightforward game, one he’d gotten pretty good at. But somehow, he couldn’t work up the nerve.

Are you gay?

No, it wasn’t that easy. Not after he’d already stuck his clumsy fingers into an open wound. Danny dropped his face into his hands. How insensitive could he be? The man used crutches, he hobbled like it hurt to walk, and Danny had drawn attention to it. Are you okay?

Like an idiot.

The shower cut off.

Danny jerked upright, wincing as his side pulled. Not nearly as bad as it was only—he looked for a clock, found one next to the monitor and calculated fast—twenty-one hours ago. A hell of a lot better than he had any right to expect. Naomi’s “heretical thing” felt like it’d saved him weeks of pain.

He’d take it, and thank her later.

Danny rose to his feet, straightened his wrinkled sweatshirt and padded to the kitchenette rather than wait for Jonas to come out of the shower. Like some kind of creep.

Like a kid with a crush.

He was halfway through heating up leftover soup on the stove when the bathroom door opened. A square of bright light spilled into the apartment, outlining a long, thin silhouette. The light flicked off almost immediately, and Jonas crossed into the room on arrhythmic feet.

Danny glanced over his shoulder.

Swallowed his tongue.

Dark eyes behind glinting glass met his, and Jonas froze.

“You’re up.” That beautiful tenor was hoarse.

Danny swallowed hard. Very firmly forced himself to look away from the bare skin of his chest, the way the single lamp painted his half-naked body in golden luminosity. “Yeah. Want some soup?” Shoulders tight, he stared at the small, dented pot and blindly stirred its contents.

Nothing moved behind him.

Get dressed, Danny thought, panic clawing in his throat.

No, that wasn’t right. Not panic. Want.

Because every inch of his body was viscerally aware of Jonas behind him, wearing only a pair of loose jeans low on his thin hips, his bare feet peeking out from the long hems. A towel draped over his still-damp shoulders, catching droplets of water from his slicked-back hair. Even still, he’d seen the rivulets sliding down his pale chest.

Catching in the rippled, discolored scars curving over one hip.

Heat simmered low in his gut. Sympathy—curiosity—struggled to take shape in his brain. He bit down on the urge to ask.

Not again.

Eventually—finally!—clothing rustled behind him. “Sorry for the noise,” came the muffled words. Through a shirt, maybe. “I thought you were still asleep.”

“Woke up about five minutes ago.” He stirred the soup as if his life depended on it. His heart thudded painfully in his chest. In his dick.

Go easy on him.

Oh, Jesus. Someone needed to tell Jonas to go easy, too.

“How are you feeling, kid?” A light flicked on, turning the too-intimate apartment into something brighter. Less cozy.

Danny flinched, blinking rapidly as his eyes adjusted and concentrated on getting the soup off the stove. Pouring the remnants into two mismatched mugs. No drops spilled. A small victory. “Good. Surprisingly good, actually.” He caught himself about to blow on the mug not his. “Soup’s on. Careful, it’s hot.”

An off-kilter step was all the warning Danny received before he was there, reaching for the mug in Danny’s hand. Jonas’s body heat pushed through the thin barrier of Danny’s sweatshirt, soaked into his skin, his senses. Soap and toothpaste. Sexiest thing he’d ever smelled. And this from simply standing behind him.

Eyes almost crossing at the other man’s nearness, Danny pushed the mug into his hands and turned away. The apartment didn’t offer much safety. Small as it was, he’d be lucky if he walked out of here without a permanent hard-on.

“Ribs okay?” Jonas asked lightly, apparently unaware of the blood surging in Danny’s veins. He cradled his mug in one hand, hobbling to the couch with practiced care.

When he sank into the far cushion, away from the blanket nest Danny had made while he slept, Danny’s mind detonated. Images assailed him. Jonas bent over that couch, the skin of his back warm and damp after his shower.

His cheek pressed to the cushion, fingers tight in the fabric as Danny licked a path down his spine.

That sweet, angelic voice moaning his name.

His body clenched, cheeks heating so fast, he half expected to see steam rising from his own skin. Clearing his throat, Danny leaned against the only available counter. He could stay right here. Forever, if he had to. “Good,” he managed. “Thanks. I should be ready to go anytime.”

Jonas’s lips curved into an apologetic smile. “Sorry, but you’re stuck here until the furor dies down.”

“Furor?”

“Your loss won’t go unnoticed. As the only link to the ghost and her rebellion, you’re too important to just let vanish.” He raised the mug to his lips, pursed them and blew.

A groan fisted in Danny’s chest.

“Just stay here and get lots of rest. I’ll keep in touch with the right people.” Jonas’s eyes flicked to his. “Relax, kid. You’ll be back to your old life in no time.”

But as Danny stared into those mottled green eyes, his pulse loud and too fast in his veins, he read the truth. Knew it as obviously as if God himself had sent down a neon sign.

His old life would never be the same. Not now that he’d met Jonas.

Son of a bitch.

JONAS WAS GOING crazy.

The safe house was too damned small for the both of them. Everywhere he turned, there was Danny. Four hours of avoiding him wasn’t working. Four hours of concentrating on what minimal information the feeds gave him, four hours of flipping through entertainment garbage, four hours of what scrap amounts of work he could do on his portable—none of it helped.

He couldn’t avoid the kid any more than he could avoid breathing.

For the third time in fifteen minutes, Danny sat up, elbowed his pillow to within an inch of submission, and flopped back.

Jonas glanced over his shoulder, his fingers pausing on the small keyboard in front of him. “You should be sleeping.”

“I’m beyond ever wanting to sleep again.” Practically a growl.

Because his eyes were tightly closed, Jonas allowed the helpless smile to pull at his mouth. There was something insidiously charming about Danny Granger. Something that made Jonas want to get up, scoot over, and lean against that couch to stare at the individual lashes fanning his cheeks.

And that was the dumbest thing he’d ever thought.

Jerking back around, flinching as the motion twisted pain up his spine, he glared at the monitor and couldn’t remember what he’d been doing. The cursor blinked at him, taunting from the end of a line of code.

Another frustrated sound, the now-familiar rustle of a pillow shoved into place, and he sighed. It took some effort to get to his feet, but with the help of the small, scarred wood coffee table, he managed. “Okay,” he said, forcing himself to sound as good-natured as he didn’t actually feel. “I’ll make you something to drink.”

“I don’t want something to drink.” Danny’s eyes opened as Jonas limped by. Pinned on him with bad-tempered annoyance clear in their near-black depths. “I’m going crazy over here.”

Jonas’s heart leapt into his mouth. Stumbling over nothing on the carpet, his adrenaline levels shot through the roof as his body jerked itself into an awkward kind of balance.

“Jonas?”

His head snapped around. Danny hesitated at the end of the couch, his dark eyebrows knotted. Concern?

Pity.

He swallowed, teeth gritted, and forced a smile. “Don’t sweat it, kid. You need to stay hydrated.” No problems here. Everything was exactly what it needed to be. In a day, two at the most, Danny wouldn’t need a touchstone anymore.

And Jonas could be free.

“Fine.” Not the most gracious of capitulations, but he’d take it. “What about you?”

“What about me?” He bent, gripping the refrigerator door handle, and fished out one of the energy boosters he’d picked up at the corner store two blocks away. He set it on the counter, grabbed the carton of protein mix he’d included for his reluctant patient, nudged the door closed with a hip. He reached into the single, chipped cabinet for two glasses.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Jonas didn’t even see him move, didn’t realize he’d gotten off his sick-couch. Suddenly, Danny was in his space, reaching over his shoulder and plucking the can from the counter. The line of his chest pressed against Jonas’s upper arm, seared through cloth and skin and bone.

The wild rush of adrenaline foiled once, surged back into his heart. His veins.

Stupid.

“You need real food,” Danny told him, tucking the energy booster out of reach behind him. Jonas whirled, mouth open, then found every muscle locked into place as Danny’s eyes sparkled inches from his. “I’ve been watching you not eat. You can’t survive off soup and this crap.”

He had no idea what Jonas could survive on. And what his body demanded of him.

It wasn’t worth the risk. Jonas stepped aside, peeled himself from the wild energy of Danny’s physique. The kid was intense.

And so not a kid.

“Thanks, mom,” he replied lightly. “Go sit down, Danny, I mean it.”

“Or what?”

Or . . .

Not a single thought in his head seemed appropriate.

Danny wasn’t his kind of guy. Period. Wasn’t going to happen. Jonas didn’t play with the nice ones, and damn it, Danny was a nice one. He deserved hand-holding and shared smiles and hi, how was your day?, not the hard, quick fuck of a man who didn’t deal with morning-afters. Jonas didn’t play well with others.

He’d never known how.

And he was too young for Jonas’s brand of interest.

He shoved a hand through his hair.

Flinched when Danny caught his wrist in his larger hand. Those dark eyebrows knotted again as he turned Jonas’s hand palm down. Unlike Danny’s, Jonas’s fingers splayed crookedly at his ring- and smallest fingers, broken too badly all those years ago.

The scars over his knuckles weren’t nearly as intense as they used to be. Time and therapy had faded them to smooth discolorations rippled out from each point of trauma. Fire, shrapnel.

They were worse on his legs. His waist, even low on his back.

“What happened?”

He pulled his hand away. “None of your business.” The words fell out before Jonas could stop them; the same words he gave every one-night-stand he’d ever had. My history doesn’t concern you except to note I’m clean.

Jonas’s fingers curled into his palms as he hobbled stiffly across the apartment. Halting at the couch, he jerked the abused pillow into his hands and tossed it on the other side. It bounced once, a deflated cushion. As he reached for the first of two tangled blankets, intent on straightening up, Danny watched him. He could feel his gaze on him, practically sense where those damnably intense eyes landed. On his shoulders, his back. His

No way.

He turned, but too late.

Strong hands thudded against his shoulders. Snapping off a sharp cry of surprise, Jonas’s knees buckled, sent him down onto the couch as Danny bent, braced both hands against the back of the couch and hemmed Jonas in between them.

Jonas’s hands flattened into the cushions by his legs. Even as his cock pulsed in record time awareness. Readiness. “Stop it, Danny.”

“You stop it.” There was nothing amused in his eyes now. Nothing nice. Even, steady, they met his with a challenge Jonas would have to be dead not to understand.

He’d settle for dead.

Because this close to Danny’s mouth, sculpted and so very masculine in a too-charming face, Jonas was having a hard time remembering exactly why he wanted to put on the brakes.

“I’m not playing with you,” he managed, summoning up a stern facade from somewhere. Hell if he knew where. He didn’t have the energy to fight this. To fight him.

Danny didn’t push away. Didn’t even soften his posture, which had to be awkward as hell. Instead, jaw hardening, he said, “So you say. Did you mean anything you said back there?”

Shit! There it was. The blowback. Jonas’s fingers curled into fists against his thighs. I’ll follow you to hell itself. He wanted to close his eyes, but didn’t dare. Forcing his lips to curve up into a smile, he deliberately filled his face with sympathy. “I see,” he said gently, itching to brush away the fall of dark brown hair from Danny’s forehead. Bad. His fingers cracked, muffled in the cushions. “Danny, I’m a troubleshooter.”

His eyes narrowed. “I know.”

No, he didn’t. “It means,” Jonas explained patiently, “that when I go in somewhere, I do whatever needs to be done to get someone like you out of a jam. People need to trust me in there. If it means I flirt with an agent to put her at ease, or joke with a guy, or even listen to a feed full of threats and vitriol, I do it.”

The muscles in Danny’s arms clenched. Tightened, until he could all but feel them vibrating as Danny stared at him. “Did you mean any of it?”

Yes. But Jonas would never admit it. “No,” he said, lifting his chin. Forcing himself to go stern, unyielding. The kid had to learn. “Not even the part when I said I couldn’t see you in that cell.”

The skin over Danny’s cheekbones went taut. A ruddy flush climbed his cheeks and dulled his throat. Something dark and hurting flashed in his eyes, and Jonas steeled himself. Pushed every word past the ache in his chest.

“I watched them beat you for three days, Danny.”

“That won’t work.” Quiet words. Nearly a whisper.

Jonas shook his head. “So you can be damn sure I’d do anything to get you out.”

“Sorry.” Those dimples flashed, even if the smile didn’t quite burn off the shame in Danny’s eyes. “You’re going to have to do better than that.” He leaned in, arms bending in a surprising show of strength, until Jonas inhaled the same air. Smelled the mint of his toothpaste, the subtly musky fragrance of his skin and the cheap soap Jonas had picked up at the market.

The dull thud in his heart dropped to echo painfully in an erection he couldn’t fight.

“You’re just feeling grateful,” Jonas whispered.

But his eyes dropped to the other man’s mouth.

Want. Like a fist to his chest. Around his cock.

How long since he’d wanted so badly?

“Did you flirt with the male agents on your teams, Jonas?”

Never. Never had he wanted like this.

“Are you gay?”


 

Chapter Six



IT WASN’T A taunt, but it may as well have been. The words jerked something raw and wounded inside him. Something Jonas didn’t ever want to reveal, not to him. Not to this aggravating, pushy, fucking amazing kid.

“Are you interested in men at all?” Danny’s breath was a warm caress across Jonas’s lips. “In me?”

Jonas sucked in air to say something, anything. Too late. Too slow.

Danny let his arms slide, caught his weight on his forearms. Suddenly, Jonas’s world was filled with hot male skin, the solid weight of a man over him.

Danny’s mouth, touching his.

Turning his world upside down.

Any other time, any other man, and Jonas would have called it sweet. Danny’s lips were soft, his mouth relaxed—a kiss as beautifully exploratory as it was a knife of pleasure slicing all the way to Jonas’s soul.

His hand rose without permission.

His fingers locked in the back of Danny’s sweatshirt.

Pull him away, he thought wildly, don’t do this, don’t—Oh, God. The sound Danny made as his tongue stroked Jonas’s bottom lip slammed into him like a fist. Stripped him of everything he was until the rush of sexual anticipation filled the void.

Danny licked his way into Jonas’s mouth, balanced all his weight on one forearm to slide his hand into his hair, and Jonas’s fingers loosened. Splayed.

They flattened low on Danny’s back and pulled him closer on a shuddering moan.

Just a little bit more. And then he’d say no. He had to say no.

The kid was . . . hell, he was just a kid. “No,” he rasped as Danny’s lips skimmed the edge of Jonas’s jaw and lowered to nuzzle the sensitive skin beneath his ear. Every brush of skin on skin, every breath, tugged like fingers around his erection. Hard and sharp and so good. So wrong.

Danny’s teeth scored over the side of Jonas’s neck.

He squeezed his eyes shut. “No,” he whispered, half a guttural groan. The muscles of Jonas’s arms locked. One straight at his side, the other still buried in the other man’s sweatshirt. “Danny, stop.”

Dark head lifting, Danny studied his face, eyes bright. Fever bright, but it wasn’t illness riding him now; Jonas could all but taste it between them. Knew how good it could be. Lose themselves for an hour or two, indulge in sweat and skin and nothing until the hurt, the memories, washed away.

He knew that road. Danny was too good for it.

“You’re telling me no,” Danny said huskily, one thumb tracing Jonas’s cheekbone. A knee hit the sofa, and Jonas’s breath shuddered as the warmth of Danny’s leg cradled his hip. So close. “But you’re the one pulling me in, Jonas.”

“Oh, God.” He was. The hand at Danny’s back strained, not to push him away but to bring him closer. Harder. Keep him trapped, his weight solid and real and everything Jonas wanted.

This kid. This man.

Eyes gone bottomless, knowing, strong, Danny reached back, captured Jonas’s fist in his. A tug, a gentle twist, and Jonas’s fingers twined with his. Palm to palm. “I’m not complaining,” he whispered. “Kiss me, angel.”

“I’m not—I can’t be—”

Danny’s laughter undid him. Throaty and sexy, wickedly sharp. He bent his head, slid his lips against Jonas’s again. Slow, lingering. The flesh of his bottom lip caught against Danny’s, elicited a ragged groan that might have been his own. Jonas couldn’t tell. He didn’t know if he was breathing, if his heart still beat.

All he knew was—

Now.

Jonas found himself reaching out with his one free hand, hooking his fingers into Danny’s collar. Twisting them as Danny’s tongue slid between his lips, stroked against his. Warm, wet. A sweet appetizer to the fire in his gut, and suddenly, Jonas couldn’t wait. Didn’t want to wait.

Burned out of excuses.

His back strained as he straightened, struggled to meet Danny’s mouth with his, to push into him. His hips tilted against the cushions, unconscious demand, and Danny sank to his knees on either side of them. The weight of his body, firm but not crushing, registered on every level.

“No,” he rasped as Danny licked the underside of his jaw. “No promises. No—God, yes.” Fingers tight in Jonas’s hair, Danny’s mouth descended on the ragged pulse at his neck. Teeth closed over the muscle, tongue swirling over the tender flesh, and Jonas groaned as every nerve from forehead to dick to heels lit up like a bonfire.

“Jonas.” A growl in his ear.

“What?”

“Stop talking.” Danny’s hips shifted. The first brush of the rigid line of his erection against Jonas’s broke him.

And then he forgot all about pain and balance and good deeds and age. He forgot about all the reasons he couldn’t do this, forgot the line he tried so hard to draw in the quicksand at his feet. His fingers fumbled at Danny’s waistband, not fast enough, and he dimly heard laughter as he struggled to get the man’s pants off. Was it his own? Why couldn’t he tell the difference?

Why didn’t it matter?

Lust rode Jonas’s brain, a need sharper than he’d ever known.

Somehow, Danny’s jeans peeled off. The sweatshirt followed, leaving the athletic man outlined in the unforgiving lamplight. It traced his muscles, taut with youth and sculpted by days spent doing . . . whatever it was he did . . . It didn’t matter. Jonas didn’t care. His gaze skimmed the man’s long limbs, his sculpted chest beneath the bandage and his trim waist, the dark thatch of hair across his chest, narrowing below his navel to circle a cock Jonas craved.

There was something wrong with that. Something wrong with the way he lusted after a twenty-something-year-old like a cat in heat.

He raised both hands to his face.

Danny caught them in his. Pulled them away. “Look at me some more,” he ordered, a whisper. His eyes shone, black and hungry. “Just like that.”

Jonas’s throat closed. His mouth dried. He sat on that damned busted-out couch, fully clothed, a hard-on jabbing into his zipper and his hands held away from him like an errant kid, and he’d never been so turned on in his life.

Or felt so fucking wanted.

He wrenched his hands away.

A split second of uncertainty flickered across the other man’s face. A moment of doubt, of hurt, but Jonas didn’t give him time to make a decision he should have been the one making. He struggled to his feet, used the grip Danny curled around his wrist to pull himself up. Mouth set, pulse hammering, he stripped off his long-sleeve shirt and dropped it to his bare feet.

Every scar shone in smooth, mottled flesh a few shades darker than his naturally pale skin. Danny’s eyes flickered as Jonas pushed his jeans down his legs, revealing each mark—the patch at his hip, the darker discolorations at his thighs, the obviously twisted direction of one leg, and the shrapnel divots where no leg hairs had grown afterward. Grooves where the flesh had been torn away.

“Oh, angel.”

Ice splashed into his gut. Frigid, painful. He stiffened, as much as he could, ignoring the pain that lanced down his spine. “I don’t need your pity.”

Danny shook his head. “I don’t pity you.” He stepped forward, erection bobbing between his muscled thighs, but he didn’t make a grab. Didn’t try to seal the distance with a play, the way every other man who’d tolerated Jonas’s scars had.

Ice shimmered to confusion as Danny sank to his knees in front of him.

Confusion erupted into a supernova of need, of strangled panic, as the man wrapped both arms around his waist and lay his cheek against the shiny patch of skin along Jonas’s hip. He froze, one hand hovering over Danny’s dark hair. The other held out, as if he could find something to hang on to, something to give him balance in this suddenly shark-infested territory.

Danny didn’t say anything more. God, what was there to say? His lips brushed over the patch of skin. Rasped over his hipbone, licked a path to a mass of shrapnel ridges.

He kissed them, feather-light, his eyes closed.

Jonas stared, knees shaking, his heart shattering against the cage of his ribs.

And then Danny turned his head, his cheek against Jonas’s upper thigh, and those ink-dark eyes opened. Met his own.

When his lips closed over the head of his cock, Jonas jumped. Danny’s fingers dug in to his hips, held him still as he reverently slid his tongue down the shaft. Tasted him, took him in so completely. So many words surged into Jonas’s throat, so many sensations whipped through his body, but all he could do was groan, “Fuck,” and curl his fingers into Danny’s soft, thick hair.

His hips jerked. Wave after wave of pleasure, stretched taut and inches from snapping, crashed over him. Rippled through him as Danny took and sucked and licked like he had all the time in the world.

He didn’t. Jonas couldn’t. Another curse tangled behind his teeth, and Danny stood so fast that Jonas didn’t have time to lose his balance, or even register the cool air where the heat of the other man’s mouth had been. The room spun, the couch springs creaked under his weight as Danny pushed him gently to his knees on the cushions.

“Just like this,” he whispered, sinking to his knees behind him. “Don’t move. Jesus, angel, you’re—”

Jonas gripped the back of the sofa as Danny snaked an arm around him, fisted his erection and pulled, his grip firm. Fingers closed tightly. Once, twice. Three times, until he couldn’t hold back his moan and his head tipped back on Danny’s shoulder, hips thrusting helplessly into Danny’s hand.

So damned good. Jesus, so not soft. Not kind or gentle.

Exactly right.

And then he heard the wet sound unique to fingers and lube, that sound he knew from so many other encounters, and he twisted in shock, but Danny bent until the weight of his chest forced Jonas to grab the back of the sofa. To spread his knees for balance. “Where . . . how did you . . .?”

“Later.” Strong teeth closed over the flesh of his back, and Jonas shuddered. A shudder that erupted into a ragged sound of tension and surprise and visceral craving as slick fingers found him, slid over him. Pushed a little bit inside.

He breathed out a needy sound, eager, ready; damn it, were those his panting breaths? Desperate, hectic. Behind him, Danny’s lips traced the line of his spine as he replaced his fingers with his cock. Found Jonas ready, found him slick and soft and pushed in.

Slow. Cautious.

Not enough.

Because Jonas wanted it to hurt. To feel like every punishing one-night-stand where he’d used them as much as they’d used him, just another guy in the dark, no names. No lingering good byes.

No rules. Just pleasure and pain.

His fingers twisted into the stretched couch fabric, he tilted his hips and pushed back harder. Faster. Danny’s breath fanned over his ear in a surprised, ragged exhale, hot and damp. “Oh, God, do that again,” he commanded hoarsely.

Jonas did. He did because the first time made him throw his own head back and clench his teeth, and the second time blew every thought out of Jonas’s mind. Somewhere along the way, Danny’s groans peppered Jonas’s gasping breaths and there was only heat and skin and sweat and slick need, until Jonas didn’t have it in him to hold back anymore.

Danny’s fingers wrapped around his straining cock and that was it.

“Oh, Christ,” Jonas panted. “Oh, God, there—yes.” He came in a rolling tide of pleasure, a visceral burst of everything that was right and hot and addictively perfect. Danny’s hips locked against his; he bucked, weight landing hard on both hands on either side of Jonas’s shoulders as he gasped and followed.

THIS WAS IT. This was the one.

Danny didn’t need witchcraft or signs or portents to know it. He didn’t even need his grandmother’s advice. Nothing about this made Danny question what-ifs or possibilities. He knew.

Jonas was his one.

They made it to the bathroom, somehow managed to find the shower before Jonas’s clever fingers wrapped around Danny’s cock and he lost all sense of time or reason again. And then again on the living room floor, because watching the entertainment feeds wasn’t nearly as interesting as the bone-deep need Danny felt to explore every inch of Jonas’s body.

Crooked in places, yes. Scarred, thin—too thin, even, but nothing some solid meals wouldn’t cure—and battered; but God, Jonas was strong. So much will locked behind those owlish glasses. Those beautiful green eyes with the dark brown rims.

And Jonas was more than strong enough to pin Danny to the floor when Jonas had enough of Danny’s teasing, take his turn to drive Danny out of his mind. To leave him gasping, practically begging until pleasure overtook him and he moaned Jonas’s name on a ragged edge of satisfaction. Only then did Jonas let himself go over.

Danny wasn’t new at this. He knew.

Now he lay in a sweaty heap on the floor, Jonas collapsed across his back. His breath warmed Danny’s shoulder, as fast and labored as Danny’s was. As shocked.

Good sex wasn’t anything new, either. But this—Jonas. It blew everything he’d ever had out of the water. Didn’t even come close.

This could be love.

Jonas stirred, his hips twisting as he pushed off Danny’s back. The arm in his peripheral vision flexed with the kind of ropy muscle developed from everyday use; he noticed Jonas carried a lot of his own weight on his shoulders and arms. It took the strain off his legs, maybe.

Danny sighed as Jonas got to his feet, rolling over to prop his head on one hand. Unabashed, he watched Jonas limp to the tangled pile of denim on the floor. He crouched, one leg tilted awkwardly, and Danny hissed out a breath as his previously sated body twitched appreciation.

Never enough.

Jonas pulled on his pants with sharp, jerky motions. “I think it’s safe to say you’re feeling better,” he said. That sweet, post coital glow rippled into the first inklings of worry. He couldn’t be sure, but when Jonas spoke in that breezy, everything is A-okay way of his, it wasn’t right.

Wasn’t him.

Danny sat up. Didn’t miss the way Jonas’s gaze slid sideways to watch him do it.

“What’s going on?” he asked. And then flinched as it came out sharper than he’d meant. Way to sound like a child.

Jonas stiffened. “Nothing’s going on.” He tossed Danny his jeans, reached out and hooked both discarded shirts in his fingers. Danny caught the flailing denim, his throat closing.

Lie.

He stepped into the jeans, cheeks burning. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Oh, Jesus.” Jonas pulled his shirt over his head, yanked it down. “I need my glasses.”

Danny made no effort to catch the sweatshirt chucked his way. It hit his chest and slid to the floor. The man hesitated, frowning blankly at the floor at Danny’s feet, then turned away. “Jonas.”

“Look,” the man said sharply, cutting him off without looking away from his search, “don’t read anything into this.”

“This.”

“This!” He flung an arm out to the living room. Danny stared at his back. “You, me, sex, it’s just adrenaline, okay?”

Danny’s fingers clenched. “Don’t do this.”

It wasn’t that simple.

He couldn’t make it that simple.

“Where the fuck—Christ, already.” Finding his glasses discarded on the floor by the sofa, Jonas bent, snatched them up and pulled them over his nose. Only then did he glance Danny’s way.

Oh, damn. Sympathy.

Fucking sympathy.

Jonas was going there.

Danny’s heart cracked. “Don’t say it,” he said quietly.

“It’s just sex, Danny.”

It wasn’t.

“Don’t read anything else into it, okay? You’re feeling grateful, that’s all.”

That crack turned into a fracture, and the blood surged to his cheeks. Filled his head with the roaring sound of his own pulse. His own shame. Danny raked a hand through his hair before those same fingers did something stupid.

Like punch a man.

“Grateful,” he repeated, and almost swore aloud as he heard his own voice. Nice and easy. “Yeah. That’s it.”

Oh, Jesus, was that relief flickering across Jonas’s thin features?

He turned away. “I’m so grateful,” he continued on a razor’s edge of civil, “I fuck all the people I want to thank.”

A pin could have dropped on the thin carpet and the noise would have shattered what was left of Danny’s heart. Stupid.

When would he learn there was no such thing as the one?

“Danny—”

A perfunctory knock interrupted whatever it was Jonas was going to say. Maybe for the better. Anger and frustration knifed through him as the door swung open on Naomi’s voice. “Morning! We’ve got—Oh.”

“Shit.”

That one, a chest-deep rumble of masculinity, jerked Danny’s attention around, his sweatshirt only half applied.

The broad figure behind Naomi practically screamed I am man. Shoulders like a brick wall, a chest made for heavy lifting, and serious, focused gray-green eyes all conspired to give him an air of intensely solid presence. The kind of man anyone could rely on, come hell or high water.

The color staining his cheeks as he stared sheepishly at the ceiling would have been cute, if it weren’t such a painful fist to the stomach.

“Shit, man,” he said into the silence. To the ceiling. “Sorry.”

Unlike him, Naomi didn’t bother to hide her laughter. “I told you we were coming,” she said, amused. Her eyes slid over Danny, who hurriedly pulled on the sweatshirt shoved up on his arms. Embarrassment warred with temper.

Both lost. What was the point?

“Perfect.” Jonas shoved his portable computer into a bag, his mouth a thin line. “Get him somewhere safe. I’m going back to work.”

“Need anything?” Naomi asked.

“No,” he snapped, and Naomi stepped aside as he hobbled past her.

Her gaze settled on Danny. One dark eyebrow arched. A slow, deliberate question.

Danny looked away. “So.” A non-starter. “Who’s your friend?”

“Silas,” said the friend, who wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I’ll get the truck ready.”

He left, strangely quiet for such a large man, leaving Danny staring at his own feet. His bare feet. Where were his shoes? His socks?

“Ah, hell, kiddo.” Naomi left the door open as she sauntered inside. “Don’t take it personally.”

“How, exactly?” It seemed pretty personal to him.

She just shook her head. “Get your things. Trust me, Danny, it’s not the end of the world.”

Maybe not for her.

He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Do you, uh . . . Does he . . .?”

She didn’t pretend not to know what he meant. “Does he always go storming off after really great sex?”

His ears caught on fire. “How do you know? I mean, how can you—” Oh, God, his rational brain had been taken over by a toddler. He couldn’t form the thought. Frame the question.

“Nobody gets that worked up about bad sex,” she pointed out dryly, ignoring the way his face burned in embarrassment. As she picked up his discarded bag, Naomi shrugged, handed it to him, pointed at his shoes as if he needed help to function, and added simply, “I don’t know how to read his mind, kid.” Her gaze fell on the forgotten crutches tucked on the floor behind the couch, and her lush mouth quirked. “But you know what? That’s the most sincere I’ve ever seen him.”


 

Chapter Seven



“WHAT ARE THE chances of getting inside?”

“Now?” Jonas leaned back in his chair, tucking one fist into his lower back as it locked in a sharp spasm. Grimacing, he rubbed it idly while he calculated events that he could only guess at. “Based on what I know, slim to nil. Not when they’ve got all the cards and they’re on high alert.”

“Blast it. How long before we can move?”

Parker Adams’s voice tended toward cool, especially when working. The fact that she wasn’t officially working anymore didn’t change anything. The supplanted Mission Director still fell back on the icy, even tones of pure professionalism.

He couldn’t blame her. Not more than a week ago, her entire sector had gone up in smoke. Literally. That kind of betrayal hit a body where it hurt the most.

He leaned his head against the back of his chair, closing his eyes to block out the faded blue glow of his monitors. The flicker was starting to get to him.

Which was bullshit and he knew it. Fifteen years of this, and the flicker had never gotten to him.

He knuckled one eye socket. “Right now? I’m sorry, boss, but I don’t know. I can’t get inside the Holy Order’s mainframe without being on location. Even May can’t do it. We have no people up there. They’ve all been replaced by Sector Three goons.”

“And you can’t get up there without being recognized,” Parker finished, static undercutting her words over the comm. “Damn. Damn.”

Even ice couldn’t cover everything. Jonas straightened. “It’s Simon, isn’t it?”

A pause. Then, quietly, “He’s getting worse, Jonas.”

Shit.

Like Silas’s girl and the witch from the Wayward Rose Mission docket, Simon Wells was one of many witches all bearing the stamp of the Salem Project. As a double-agent for Sector Three, Simon had been instrumental to the entire coup.

He just hadn’t played his part the way Sector Three wanted.

Without him, Parker would be dead. Jonas would be dead.

But now he paid the price. All the Salem Project witches broke down over time. Degeneration was the official term, and Jonas hated the fact that the man who’d saved his life was now losing his.

And Jonas couldn’t do anything about it.

Hell, he couldn’t even do anything about his own messed up existence.

He rubbed both hands over his face. “Okay,” he said on a hard exhale. “Stay out of sight, Parker. I’ll renew my efforts here. There’s got to be a weakness or a pattern I can exploit.”

“What about May?”

May hadn’t been in touch for three days. Three freaking days of silence and isolation.

Telling himself he preferred it that way didn’t fool anyone, least of all the stinging lacerations of his own conscience.

Besides, it wasn’t May he was avoiding.

“I’ll work with her on it,” he promised. “Just do what you can for Simon, okay? I’ll start a crawl through some of the data the Leigh kids lifted from GeneCorp and see if there’s anything . . .” No matter how small. How hopeless. He cleared his throat. “Hang in there, boss. If there’s a miracle to be had, I’ll get it for you.”

Silence crackled on the line, as thick as any stream of words she could have filled it with. As poignant.

If he’d needed any reassurance, Jonas got it there. She loved the man. Too much, maybe.

Loving a man with one foot in the grave just wouldn’t end well.

“Thank you, Jonas.” A fraction above a whisper. “Be in touch.”

“Count on it,” he replied after a moment, surprised when she didn’t disconnect the line after her customary sign-off.

Parker was taking this hard.

He couldn’t blame her. What would he do if the man he loved died a slow, brutal death every day?

The comm went dead, and he reached over to pick it up with fingers that shook ever so slightly. His heart hurt. For Parker and Simon, for the events that turned them into fugitives. For the funeral he was very much afraid he’d have to attend unless something broke. A crack in the Church’s defenses, anything.

Muttering a hard word, Jonas tossed the comm back to the desk and scooted his chair closer to it. He tilted one monitor to a better angle, jaw setting. That defense wouldn’t break itself.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

The knock reverberated through the old garage like a rusted bell, swallowed by the shadows and tossed back on a muted echo. Jonas’s hand flattened on the desk as the other covered his eyes. Company. He didn’t want company.

He sure as hell didn’t want the company that sent adrenaline pooling into his stomach, slamming his heart into his throat.

It wasn’t him. Wouldn’t be. Not after what he’d said.

The heavy door built into the far wall opened. “Jonas?”

Naomi.

He pushed away from the desk on a sharp sigh. “Back here!”

She took her time strolling through the garage. Trained too thoroughly to be anything but a missionary, she stepped soundlessly, giving her a ghostly appearance as the bank of computers bathed her in a blue-white glow.

She’d yanked her hair back today in a spiky ponytail, fringes of magenta streaks haphazardly framing eyes too clever to miss much.

He loved the woman, but Jesus, Jonas wanted her gone.

“Hey, Nai.”

She ruffled his hair as she passed, and took up position at his left. Perching a hip against the desk, she crossed her long legs and said bluntly, “I’m going to tell you how Danny’s doing.”

His fingers clenched into the edge of his chair. “Nice to see you, too,” he replied lightly.

“Yeah, yeah.” She flicked that away with a gesture. Her eyes glittered, blue-violet sparks in a sea of silver as the monitors glinted off her piercings with every move. She’d always been direct, his Naomi. “He’s completely healed.”

Relief tucked in somewhere under the anger. And the anxiety.

“Physically,” she added, and pointed at him. “Now let’s talk about you.”

“Wait, that’s it?”

Her full mouth curved beneath the silver ring. “Oh, I’m sorry, was there something else you wanted to know?”

So much. Like did any of his injuries scar? Was he eating normally? Did he ask about Jonas?

He ran his fingers through his shaggy dark hair and shook his head. “No, just making sure. He’s healed, that’s great.” It took so much effort to force himself to sound pleased. He was pleased. Just . . . not completely.

He was alone.

He felt alone.

“That’s it, then, huh?”

Jonas frowned. “No lingering trauma?”

“Oh, yeah.” Naomi bent, until she was practically nose to nose with him, one hand braced on the back of his chair for support. “Jonas Stone, you have been lying to me for fifteen years.”

Oh. Oh, shit.

His stomach filled with bile, twisted in a surge of a nausea. I’m sorry.

He swallowed hard, set his jaw. “It’s none of your business, Naomi.”

“Nah. It’s not. I don’t care who you want to fuck or why.” The harsh word slapped him. I fuck all the people I want to thank. “What bothers me is that you’ve been my goddamned rock for fifteen fucking years, and you never once let me return the favor.”

Jonas stared at her. No words came.

What could he say? She was right. He’d made that choice a long time ago.

“Obviously,” she continued, straightening again, “some of that is my fault. I should have paid better attention. I didn’t, and here we are. So I’m going to do you a favor.”

“No favors,” he cut in hastily, rubbing his forehead above his glasses.

She ignored him, dropping a hand on his shoulder. Her fingers bit, but not painfully. Just hard. Emphasis to her anger.

He couldn’t blame her. He’d seen the worst side of her, the best, everything in between. He’d seen her after a night spent in a stranger’s bed, and he’d crawl over broken glass if she needed him to.

But she’d never seen him. Because he didn’t want her to.

“Jonas.”

He looked up.

The hand on his shoulder transferred to his cheek, warm but no less firm. “Call him.” When he only stared in silence, a corner of her mouth hiked into a crooked slant. “Just call him. If you never listen to anything else I say, listen to this.” She let him go, jammed her hands into her pockets and added wryly, “You idiot.”

She left without another word, striding through the gloom, stepping between broken down husks of old cars and discarded canvas covers. Jonas didn’t watch her go. Instead, he stared up at the ceiling, lost in shadow. Lost in thought.

Call him.

Like he was some kind of a teenager needing a hand in a schoolyard romance.

No. It was too late. Maybe, if he’d been willing to give it a try, he could have called the day after. Could have gone to see him with some kind of gift, more soup or a crate of the energy boosters he kept stocked. Something.

Maybe.

But three days was too long. Three days of his caustic words eating at whatever fragile bond they’d formed while locked together.

Jonas was right. People like Danny didn’t know how to react to something as intimate as a rescue. The statistics were in Jonas’s favor.

Adjusting his sliding glasses, Jonas seized the edge of the desk and pulled his chair closer to the keyboard. Within moments, the silence fractured on a rhythmic clatter.

People were counting on him. He had to deliver.

THE SCUFFED, MUD-SPATTERED door used to hold a street address number. Somewhere along the years, the digits vanished, leaving behind small holes now filled with dirt and that slimy black-green algae that clung to the inner corners of the city. Neon lights popped and hissed in a chaotic sort of rhythm around him, painting the dark street in haphazard splashes of pink, orange, red, and green. A fizzle of purple overhead sent his shadow dancing wildly across the sidewalk.

The empty, shattered sidewalk.

Danny stared at the door, fingers twitching as he struggled to find a balance between hammering it down and running the hell away.

This was it. The address she’d given him.

Naomi was a strange bird. Danny couldn’t decide if she liked him or was only laughing at him. Maybe both. What he did know was that she loved Jonas—almost as much as she loved the man who set up Danny’s safe house location deep in the low streets. Phin Clarke wasn’t what he’d expected when he thought of people who’d balance Naomi’s palpable frenetic energy. He was smooth and polished, even in his worn denim and faded sweater, where she was sharp enough to cut.

If Danny had been forced to bet, he would have nudged the charming man over to Danny’s side of the sexual fence. Showed what he knew.

But maybe that was Danny’s problem. Maybe he needed to stop thinking about what was right or best or possible or even most likely.

If the devilishly handsome Phin could land a woman as wound up as Naomi West, then Danny had a shot. He had to try. Someone had to get through Jonas’s stubbornness.

That someone had to be him, because the thought of anyone else cracking through the other man’s barriers formed a painful knot in his chest.

Which explained, he thought dryly as he tipped his head back and studied the garage facade, why he was standing here staring at a door. A simple door. Turn the knob and go in.

Easy.

Fear kept him rooted.

You’re feeling grateful, that’s all.

The memory of it swirled around and around in his head. How logical. How very practical. Aimed so casually.

Was this a good idea?

Danny’s fingers clenched in his jacket pockets.

No. Jonas was right. Good sex—explosive, life-altering sex—wasn’t enough to base anything on. They’d spent too long trapped together. Danny had been restless. Time was the best medicine, now. His heart, bruised and battered, would mend, and Jonas wouldn’t have to tiptoe around him like he was some kind of lovelorn puppy.

Coward.

As his heart plummeted to his toes, he turned away from the muddy door.

Neon pooled in a pair of round spectacles across the street. Familiar silhouette. Staring. Jonas.

His heart surged back up into his throat.

The other man said nothing. If he was at all surprised to find Danny hovering outside his door, his expression didn’t offer anything to go by. Like a blank slate, casually interested in the world as he passed it. It was the face cultivated by every stranger on every street Danny had ever strolled down.

Not the face of a lover. Or even a friend.

Danny’s jaw locked.

Jonas took his time crossing the street. The constant hum of electricity—the sound of the city living, breathing around them—undercut popping neon lights and the dull bass thrum from the warehouse next door. So many words tangled in Danny’s head, on his tongue, but all he could do was watch as Jonas pulled himself across the street on brace crutches.

The man had heart. He had spirit and more guts than Danny could imagine. He walked like it didn’t hurt; Danny knew that was a lie. He’d seen pain shape grooves beside Jonas’s mouth as he’d moved in the apartment.

That’s why he’d been ever so careful when—

Heat surged through anxiety. Twisted it into something frantic. Something so strong, he had to swallow before he could speak again. “Hey,” was all he finally managed.

Jonas hobbled past him without looking up. “Hey, yourself.”

It wasn’t a go away. He’d take small favors, at this point.

The door opened without a key, and he followed Jonas inside without waiting for an invitation. Jonas slanted him a look from underneath his too-long bangs, hesitated, then shrugged and nudged the door shut behind them. “What do you want?” he asked, spinning with coordinated effort on a crutch and one leg and pacing through the dark garage.

Danny took in the surroundings at a glance—old vehicles, tools, dust, and shadows—and hurried to catch up. His footfalls slapped loudly against the concrete floor, sending a flurry of echoes into the dark.

Jonas’s arrhythmic pace countered his. Step-clack-step. His thin shoulders hunched forward, pulled straight. Stronger than he looked. He led the way through the dark, toward the outlines of a desk inset into the far wall.

Cozy.

Danny rubbed the back of his head. “Naomi gave me this address.”

“Of course she did.” Disgust tempered with a fond sort of patience arrowed straight through Danny’s heart.

His shoulders straightened. “Jonas—”

“Stop,” he cut in, quick. Too quick. And he hadn’t met Danny’s eyes once. He hooked his crutches against the desk, powered on the monitor with a touch, and otherwise did everything but look at him. “I already explained—”

“Bullshit.”

Now he looked up. His eyes narrowed behind his crooked glasses. “You kiss your grandmother with that mouth?”

“I do a lot of things with this mouth,” Danny told him, walking closer. Closer still. He watched the realization unfold across the man’s features; watched deliberate distance slide into surprise, then into a wariness cut with something Danny hoped to hell he didn’t imagine.

Heat. Need.

Memory.

Jonas’s grip on the desk was white-knuckled.

Danny stopped inches away. Just enough to feel the man’s body heat soak into his; just enough to smell soap and warmth and the faintly coppery scent of the energy boosters Jonas liked so much on his breath.

He didn’t touch. Not yet.

Screw right and gratitude and fear.

This was right. And he was grateful, and he was most definitely afraid. But this was right.

“You ran,” he said.

Jonas’s mouth flattened to a hard line. “I got out before your crush turned—” When Danny’s hand covered Jonas’s mouth, he stiffened. His eyes widened, flecks of green and brown flashing.

“I’m not going to let you poison this.” Danny reached up with his free hand. Hooked the bridge of his glasses with one finger and slid them off Jonas’s face.

He looked too young without them. His thin features were boyishly handsome, all intriguing angles and sculpted jawline.

His lips brushed against Danny’s palm as he took a sharp breath.

“I don’t care what you say,” Danny said, determination turning his voice into something hard. Something not to be argued with. Oh, yeah, he could get used to this. “I want a chance, Jonas. A real chance at this. At you. That’s all I’m asking.” Tossing the glasses on the desk beside the worn keyboard, he removed his hand and pushed Jonas down into his chair.

It creaked.

Jonas caught his wrist. His grip bit, but the heat in his eyes, staining his cheeks, told Danny it wasn’t about anger. At least, not entirely. “Don’t,” he warned. “You’re like twelve years old.”

Danny snorted. “Close. I’m twenty-four.”

“Jesus, I’m eight years older than you!”

“I like a man with experience.”

Jonas swallowed hard enough to hear. To see. “Danny, you can’t fix me.”

Laughter bubbled out of his chest on a tide of disbelief. Of genuine amusement. It washed away the fear, the anxiety. Left only raw determination.

And a want so bad, he’d never get over it. “Fix you?” he repeated, incredulous. He sank to his knees in front of the chair, elbowed Jonas’s legs wide so he could tuck between them. He braced both hands against the back of the chair, trapping him, entangling him, and leaned in close enough to drown in his mottled green eyes. “I don’t even know what you think is wrong with you. I don’t know where you come from, how you grew up. Why you’re so scared.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to fix you, Jonas. I want a shot at being your one.”

Those eyes widened. Panic.

Danny let him. Watched as thought after thought flitted in those depths, rippled underneath his fractured mask. He smiled, slow and wicked, as Jonas’s gaze slid to his mouth.

“I’m not asking for forever,” he continued huskily. “But you can bet your ass I’ll spend every second with you trying to prove that forever’s exactly what you want.”

“Danny, your grandmother—”

“This isn’t a corporation,” he said, his smile sliding crookedly. “There’s no fraternization rules. Grams knows exactly who and what I am. I’ve never hidden it.”

And then he saw it. The fear. The visceral terror lurking beneath the surface protestations, razor sharp. Danny sucked in a breath. “But you have, haven’t you? You’d have to.”

To his credit, much to Danny’s respect, he didn’t look away. “The Church frowns on it.”

“Fuck the Church,” Danny replied tightly, and caught the back of Jonas’s head, fingers firm on his nape. His soft, silky hair drifted over his knuckles. “You’re one of the most amazing men I’ve ever known, Jonas. You’re strong and brave and skilled. You’re so kind, you’d rather live a lie than worry people with your needs. You do things I thought only my grandmother could do with her magic.”

Jonas reached back and grabbed Danny’s wrist. It didn’t work. Danny wouldn’t let go. Not now, not ever.

He owed Jonas that much.

“I will never ask you to be something you aren’t.”

Jonas stilled, fingers tight at his wrist.

“But I will ask you to push the boundaries you’ve set for yourself,” Danny continued, low. Intense. “Because you don’t belong in a cage, angel. Not even one you make for yourself.”

His eyes closed. “I’m not you, Danny.”

“No, you aren’t.” Another crooked smile, he couldn’t help it. “Which is good, because I can only handle so much of myself.”

Jonas’s eyes snapped open. “That better not be innuendo.”

“It might be.” Danny’s hand slid from around the back of his head, settled at his jaw. “I’m going to kiss you now, okay?”

“Why?”

And in that single, plaintive syllable, Danny heard a thousand questions.

His smile gentled. “Because I’m pretty sure that I’m in love with you.”

“Oh, God.” Jonas flinched. “You can’t know that.”

“Yes, I can. Just like I know that you feel something for me.”

“Don’t ask me—”

“I’m not,” Danny interjected softly. There’d be plenty of time to come to terms with everything. Plenty of time to share and talk and laugh. “But in the interest of full disclosure, I’m well aware that your brain short-circuits when I kiss you.” He leaned closer, slowly. Deliberately. “You need to think less,” he whispered, his lips brushing Jonas’s with every syllable.

Jonas shuddered, a full-body tremor that Danny felt all the way to his soul. “Okay.”

It was barely even a breath of sound, but Danny felt the shape of it on his lips. Tasted the sweet bliss of surrender as he touched his mouth to Jonas’s and drank in his surprised, yielding sigh.

The concrete floor hurt his knees. The chair wasn’t made for two, and it was all he could do to keep from over-balancing the swivel seat and tossing them both into a spin. The garage was chilly, dark, and the constant boom of too-loud bass thudded through the blacked-out windows.

Danny didn’t care.

Jonas’s lips opened beneath his, his tongue darting into Danny’s mouth to glide intimately over his, and there was nothing in the world more important than this kiss.

This man.

Jonas’s body relaxed into the chair. His legs opened wider, allowing Danny to settle against his chest, to slide one hand under his thermal shirt and find the warm skin of his left hip. Jonas whispered something encouraging; it didn’t matter what. Danny tilted his head, deepened the kiss. Claimed his mouth—claimed the man who’d taken him from hell.

If he had to spend every waking moment proving to Jonas Stone that there could be a happily ever after for them, he’d do just that.

There’d be time to sort out the details later. To call his grandmother and check in, to go visit Parker, who’d been arrested beside him all those days ago, and assure her that he was fine.

This, right here, was more important than anything else. Right now, he had an angel to love.
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An Excerpt from

BEFORE THE WITCHES

“WHAT’S HER NAME?”

The voice came as if through a fog, each syllable laced with a leer so thick she could practically taste its acid on her tongue. Ekaterina Zhuvova blinked away the thick cotton of exhaustion filling her head, gaze focusing with some effort on the two men standing at the back of the small living room.

“Elena,” Ivan said, nodding with almost paternal-like pride at the red-haired woman leaning back against the couch, her full breasts pushed up by her position. She raked a lascivious gaze over the stranger’s tall body. “She is most experienced with making a man forget a few hours, eh?”

This man wasn’t like the others Katya had seen come and go from this house before. He wasn’t as tall as some she’d entertained, but he was clearly strong enough to hold his own and still a foot taller than her petite five feet and two inches. His shoulders were broad, chest tight with muscle beneath a navy blue cotton T-shirt and a button-down open flannel shirt. Long legs encased in worn denim planted with near military precision, though his shaggy, slightly spiky black hair told her whatever his demeanor, he wasn’t active duty. Ex-military? Private contractor?

A taste for foreign girls developed overseas and couldn’t kick the habit? She knew that type, all right.

“Her?” The man’s gaze settled on her, and Katya looked away. Please, don’t pick me.

“Katya,” Ivan said, and the warmth left his voice as he turned his head. She lowered her eyes before he could see her anger as his mouth worked, but he didn’t spit. She knew he wanted to.

“No good?” the man asked, his tone lazily assessing.

“Ved’ma,” Ivan explained with a shrug. She barely kept from wincing, schooling her features into calm.

“Is that her name?”

“No.” Ivan eyed her. “She is strange one, even in my country.”

“Strange.” One eyebrow raised.

Ivan grinned. “She is knowing exactly what a man likes. This is both good thing and bad. I save her for the men who are less sure of self. She is very good with first-time, eh?”

She was beyond blushing, but the flush staining her cheeks now was anger. She ducked her head before she said something guaranteed to put her in lock-up.

Ivan was half-right. She’d always been good at reading people. She didn’t know how or why, but she always knew when a person was lying. It wasn’t the same as what Ivan was suggesting, but she’d gotten damn good at that, too.

Her talent wasn’t the gift he made it out to be. It had made for a rocky childhood in St. Petersburg’s destitute streets. Cast out by the neighborhood children, they’d hunted her into the desperate sanctuary of her mother’s single-room flat. Their jeers still haunted her dreams.

Ved’ma, ved’ma! Ubyei yee!

She’d found no solace from the adults who felt threatened by a little girl with an uncanny grasp of deceit. It was no wonder she’d bartered everything she had, including her own body, to get to America.

In America, they didn’t care about witches. That belief had proved true.

They were too busy paying for her physical prowess to care about any other talents, and the time they spent lying to her meant she got damned good at reading between the lines. She knew a lot. She knew what was truth and what was lie. She knew how to ask the right questions, and how to translate the half-truths and lies. Men spent a lot of time lying to themselves. Especially when screwing a strange girl in a dingy house.

Her gaze flicked back to meet the client’s, and this time, she didn’t look away.

His mouth tightened. “What about the one in the chair?”

Dismissed. Thank God. Katya angled her shoulder against the wall. If she sat, if she so much as perched on the end of the couch by Elena, she knew she’d fall asleep. She was beyond fatigued. Brutal nightmares had filled her dreams all night long, and she’d dragged herself out of bed this morning feeling as if she’d been awake for years.

Every time she closed her eyes last night, she’d dreamed of death. Fires, floods, scenes of wildly absurd apocalyptic chaos. It was as if her brain had taken all of her plans and launched off into a thousand worst-case scenarios, each culminating in the ludicrously detailed destruction of the world. She woke up at least a dozen times, sweaty and shaking.

Now, it was all Katya could do to keep her eyelids open as a Russian pimp and a stranger discussed human beings like they were at some kind of flea market.

Tomorrow was the day. The day she and all the other immigrant girls trapped in this hellhole would be free. The day that all her plans would come to fruition. Almost everything had fallen into place, with the sole exception of the police aid she’d tried to ask for only this morning. They’d denied her. Refused to believe her.

She hated this country, sometimes. It would be different once she was free. Once they were all free. The girls knew what to do. They were ready.

Terrified, but ready. One more day.

And every hour closer made moments like this feel impossible to handle.

Another man. Another sweaty session on a stained mattress. Another lie batted through her lashes and strained through a smile she’d long since learned to cultivate. She didn’t think she could do it.

“I want her.”

She was sure she looked like hell warmed over, so even with Ivan’s impatient gestures, it took her too long to realize that the mysterious man with the dark hair and five o’clock shadow had chosen her.

Katya straightened again, keenly aware of the client’s assessing gaze as she approached the men. She didn’t dare say anything. This was the bargaining moment, the time when only Ivan could speak. Business, he called it.

Human trafficking was definitely a business.

Ivan was a large man, more girth than height, but he was as hard and worn as brick and not given to patience. His thick jowls and caterpillar eyebrows gave him the appearance of a bull dog—a reputation equally as earned. He was their warden. Their money-handler, and their guard.

Only he didn’t guard them. He guarded the men who paid to screw them.

And occasionally skimmed from the honey himself. He lowered his head and glared at her in silent warning.

Behave, or she’d live to regret it.

“You tell her what you like,” he said, snagging Katya’s arm. “She will do it. Anything.” She bit her lip, swallowing a startled sound as the large Russian swung her around, then shoved her hard into the other man’s chest.

Large, strong hands closed over her shoulders.

“She is hellcat,” Ivan leered, one fleshy eye closing in a wink.

“Good.”

The only two other girls not already occupied watched with impassive faces as Ivan shook a finger under Katya’s nose. “You be good girl for this one, eh?” he told her, his accent thick enough to serve borscht on.

Unlike hers, his accent was all natural.

Katya nodded, forcing her lips up into a wide, wicked smile. At the same time, she arched her back, forcing the curve of her backside into the stranger’s groin.

His fingers tightened on her shoulders. “What’s the cost?” the man asked.

Ivan arced a fleshy hand through the air. “This one, she is thousand more than negotiated,” he said, and Katya’s eyes widened.

A thousand American dollars more? Impossible. Ivan’s boss didn’t barter his girls for that much, at least not these girls in this ramshackle Renton brothel. Did the always absent Mikoyan know about this arrangement?

Who was this man that Ivan would demand more money? A politician? A new money launderer? Someone with a business angle that Ivan’s boss wanted to squeeze for everything it was worth?

Dark brown eyes met hers briefly, then skated away. “Fine,” he said tightly. “Jesus Christ.”

“Of course, she is more expensive, but you want her. Next time,” Ivan added as he gestured to the room, “maybe you try another.”

“Right.” The man nodded to the small backpack on the floor. “Mikoyan’s cut is in there. Count it while I’m busy,” he said flatly, and didn’t bother with any more pleasantries. Shifting his grip on her arm, he hauled her bodily out of the cramped living room. There was barely enough room in there for a couch and a television, much less five more people.

Katya stumbled as he pulled her purposefully toward the stairs. Behind them, the sudden blare of the television flickered to life.

“You are hurting me!” she protested as he jerked her up the stairs and into a cramped room.

The door clicked quietly into place, leaving Katya locked inside with nothing but a dirty mattress and the man who’d just purchased her for the hour.

He didn’t pay any attention to her accented protest, his fingers hard on her biceps as he spun her in place. Her pale hair slid into her eyes as he seized both arms and tucked her tightly against the door.

His dark brown eyes met hers, his face so close she could smell remnants of his aftershave. Something like fresh sawdust and pine. His angular features were suntanned, darkened by a five o’clock shadow that looked more like it was getting on toward ten.

He looked intent. Focused. And he damn well needed to let her go. Adrenaline forced her blood to surge, wiping away all traces of exhaustion.

She twisted; he pinned her shoulders back against the door. “How good is your English?” he demanded.

Katya stared up at him. That was his reason for holding her? He wanted to talk?

Her gaze trailed to the neck of his T-shirt, to the telltale bulge under his left shoulder. A matte black edge peeking from the open flannel made her eyes widen. A gun?

A cop? She sucked in a breath.

Those long fingers dug into her flesh.

She snapped her gaze back to his, her heart pounding in her ears. “Is good,” she managed, deliberately thickening the Russian accent that still colored her otherwise excellent English. Pulling her persona around her like a shroud, she let her body soften against his.

Watched his pupils dilate as the lush curve of her breasts pushed into his chest.

Cop or not, he was a man. And all men had an easy button.

One more day, she told herself. One more man.

“I am understanding English very well,” she purred. The tension at her arms lessened. Deliberately, she drew her tongue across her full lower lip.

His gaze pinned there, a whole lot warmer than it had been a moment ago.

“Well enough for hearing what you are wanting,” she added huskily. A muscle leapt in his jaw as she leaned forward, pressing her lips against his chin. “Well enough for obeying. You like me?” Her mouth brushed against his whiskered jaw. “You want me, you are asking just for me, da?” Her lips drifted lower, explored the cords tense at his neck.

At his collar, just above his T-shirt. His skin was warm.

Her stomach clenched. To her surprise, not all of it was fear. Or disgust.

He jerked as her tongue slid out to taste the hollow of his throat. Suddenly, his hands constricted again, pushed her back against the door. The panel shook.

His eyes were hard. “Who are you?”

“Katya.” That wasn’t a lie, and he’d heard it already.

“Your real name,” he said tersely.

For a moment, she froze. Paralyzed by indecision. She could ask him if he was on the take; she’d know the truth the instant it left his lips. But if his answer was no, she’d be in a world of trouble. He’d haul her to Ivan and she’d be left trying to explain why she was asking questions of the clients.

Especially questions about police.

No, she couldn’t ask. He’d bartered for an hour of her body. Good cops didn’t do that.

She frowned. Pouted, really. “Why?” she demanded petulantly. “Katya is not pretty?”

“Now.”

Fine. “Ekaterina Mikhailovna Zhuvova,” she said, so smoothly that she watched him blink at the onslaught of blurred syllables.

“Where are you from, Ekaterina Mikhailovna Zhuvova?” His echoed accent was damn near close to perfect.

“Moscow,” she lied. St. Petersburg, actually, but it was all the same to Americans.

“Why were you at the police station this morning?”

Katya’s eyes widened. So he was a cop. And given how buddy-buddy she’d seen him get with Ivan, not the kind of cop she desperately needed.

Her mind racing, she watched the intensity, the suspicion, in the dirty cop’s features and recognized them for what they were. He was grilling her. Why? Did he have reason to suspect her?

The ability to hear a lie wasn’t going to help her deliver her own pack of them. Her heart slamming in her chest, she managed, “Station? You are police?” She tried to shrink back, but he hadn’t let her go. She didn’t have to fake the fear in her voice as she begged, “Please, do not arrest me. Do not hurt me!” She allowed herself to shake in his grip, watched with some satisfaction as his expression banked to sudden surprise.

Then fury. He was . . . offended?

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he growled. It resonated like honesty.

It didn’t matter. “You are police,” she cried, as if it explained everything.

“Yeah, but I’m not—Son of a bitch.” He let her go.

She slid out from between his body and the door, but the only place to go was deeper into the tiny room. Any farther, and she’d be on the stained mattress.

The signal he expected, but not the one she wanted to send.

She’d had enough of this filthy room to last a lifetime. The water-stained walls, single mattress, and bare, scuffed floor would be indelibly imprinted on her brain forever.

She just had to last one more day. Which meant playing by this cop’s rules. She clasped her hands under chin. “You are here to arrest Katya?”

The cop grunted. Then, seamlessly switching gears—and again surprising the hell out of her—he said in passable Russian, “I am not going to hurt you, Katya. I just want to know why you were at the station.” So the bastard knew her language.

And he was still telling the truth.

Katya’s shoulders rounded. She dipped her chin, letting her hair slide over her face in a light golden curtain. “They picked me up,” she lied, this time in the same language he almost didn’t butcher. “They were asking me questions. I told them I was visiting my sister.”

The cops had claimed they needed more evidence than just the word of an illegal immigrant like her. Now she knew why. A cop on the take.

Why wasn’t she more surprised?

He watched her as if trying to read the truth in her eyes, and she met his gaze squarely. Believe me, she prayed. Seven girls counted on his gullibility.

Katya started as he crossed the small room. She backpedaled, her stomach twisting around an icy knot of anticipation. Her heel hit the edge of the mattress, and she jerked.

He caught her arms, but there was nothing restraining about it this time. He steadied her gently. His brow furrowing in tacit concern, he said, “My name is Nigel Ferris.” Truth, whispered the tiny signal in the back of her brain. “Did you tell them that you were a—”

He hesitated, and she barely kept from laughing outright. Was it possible? Did he have trouble shaping his mouth around the word whore?

A dirty cop with morals. Now she’d seen everything.

Forcing her features into a mask of terrified sincerity, she shook her head until her hair swung. “Nyet! I say nothing.”

His face shuttered, and she slowly took in a deep breath. Did he believe her? If not, she could end up very dead, very quick. There’d been girls who vanished before.

Lies spoken about their whereabouts.

Distraction. She could do distraction.

She stepped into him. Closed the distance between them, slid her hands up his chest. A part of her mind fragmented at finding him hot to the touch, even through his T-shirt. His muscles leapt under her palms; his heart slammed against her hand.

He wasn’t as unaffected by her as he wanted to be.

And rightfully so; her role demanded she dress the part. Her too-thin T-shirt was white, her bra sweetheart pink and clearly obvious beneath it. It left two inches of her waist bare, hugged tight by low-rise jeans.

She looked edible. Fresh.

She looked like every other Russian girl off the boat who had ever been forced into prostitution.

And she knew how to act the part.

Rising up on her tip-toes, she hooked her fingers into the collar of his shirt and said in her accented English, “You will not hurt Katya?”

His jaw shifted. His body all but vibrated against hers. Most men would have had her on her back by now.

Was he shy?

She flicked her tongue against the column of his throat. He sucked in a breath. “Katya will not hurt you,” she murmured. She nuzzled the skin behind his ear, and his head moved. A fraction of an inch. Reluctant as hell, but there.

“Katya will make you feel nice,” she whispered, just before she sank her teeth into the sensitive skin of his earlobe.

The sound he made was guttural, leashed taut.

So he had the same button as all the other men after all. The same weakness that would buy her the time to figure out what to do with a dirty cop.

She smiled against his skin.

A smile that faded as he once more caught her shoulders, wrenching her away. His eyes blazed in stormy black and brown; a wild intensity that ratcheted tension through her as he stared into her own.

Her heart leapt into her throat. “I—”

“They’ll know if I don’t,” he muttered hoarsely, but more as if he spoke to himself than to her. Without warning, he pulled her hard against him. Caught her face between his palms and tipped her face up with impatient fingers.

Katya gasped.

He covered the sound with his lips, pulled the air from her lungs on a low, angry noise that did nothing to dull the sudden heat flushing her chest. Her stomach, and lower.

His lips were warm, firm against hers. Demanding. He didn’t coax, he didn’t wait; Katya had long since learned never to expect it. He tilted her face up, thumbs at the corners of her mouth, and swept his tongue inside to taste her.

Her breath shuddered. The sensation seemed to light a fire in him; he dragged his tongue across hers. Teased it, coaxed it to follow back into his own mouth. The world simmered around her, danced wildly as if caught in a heat wave.

His eyelashes were black, she realized. The skin across his high cheekbones was taut, flushed with control and arousal and his body against hers was rock solid and—Oh, God.

For one moment, Katya forgot about her situation. She forgot about the other girls she was so desperately trying to protect; forgot about their jailer somewhere in the small house.

She forgot about the plans to escape this hellhole and the police who had turned her away.

There was only Nigel Ferris; dirty cop with a mouth to die for.

She closed her eyes. His hands left her face and she fisted her fingers in his shirt, hauling him closer. Begging him wordlessly to continue feasting from her lips. Tasting her soul. He groaned again. His arms came around her, dragged her off the floor. Wild, wanton, she wrapped her legs around his hips and tangled her fingers into his short, wavy hair.

He sank his teeth into her lower lip and she arched. The thick length of his erection ground against the front of her jeans and her skin caught fire. Gasping for breath, she could only moan helplessly as he held her as easily as if she were made of feathers, ground himself against her, devoured her identity and her willpower with a bruising kiss that would be sure to leave her lips swollen when he was done.

Arousal filled her so hard, so shockingly hot and fast, that she reeled.

It had been too long.

Why? Why a cop? A bad cop, even?

And then his hand crept under her shirt and she forgot that, too. Her world was suddenly comprised of the feel of his callused palm against her naked waist. Her ribs. And then hard and warm over the soft pink cup of her bra. She thrust herself into his hand, her fingers tight at the back of his neck.

“Not a good idea,” he groaned against her mouth, each syllable a throaty curse. “Wait, stop, I—The hell!” He staggered, jarring Katya out of her reverie as somewhere beyond that door, girls screamed.

Her eyes snapped open.

“Shit!” Nigel dropped to his knees, still cradling Katya against his chest. “Get down!” He dropped her, and arousal flipped over to utter confusion, total fear. A raid! Were they being shot at? Was that—

“The floor,” she gasped, struggling to push herself to her hands and knees. “It’s moving!”

He didn’t say anything, flattening a hand on her back. Katya grunted gracelessly as he pushed her to her stomach, and yelped as he covered her body with his. She felt dwarfed. Smothered.

Sick to her stomach.

He pushed her head down, folded his arms over her. The house shook and trembled around them. Plaster cracked, dingy white dust sifting to the floor as it rolled. Her stomach pitched and yawned; one ear plugged abruptly, and vertigo slammed into every nerve still trying to find mental footing.

Through the vee between his protective arm and the floor, she watched the mattress shimmy and vibrate its way to the other wall. Plaster fell in clumps, and she felt him tense over her. Heard him grit out something hard and painful.

He was protecting her. The dirty cop, the man who’d bargained with a Russian pimp for an hour of sex, was protecting her.

Katya’s hands fisted as the room shuddered.

Who the hell was this man?

And why did she suddenly feel that she’d seen this earthquake coming?
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An Excerpt from

The Earl in My Bed


A FORGOTTEN PRINCESSES VALENTINE NOVELLA

by Sophie Jordan

From New York Times bestselling author Sophie Jordan comes a Forgotten Princesses Valentine novella. All her life, everyone assumed Paget Ellsworth was intended for one man. Little did they realize she was destined for another . . .

 

 

She could delay no longer.

As much as she hoped to put it off another day, another fortnight, Paget could wait no longer. As it was, the winter winds might freeze her to the bones if she did not return home soon. With a heavy breath, she took the final step that brought her to the crest of the hill overlooking the sprawling manor house that belonged to the Earl of Winningham. Exposed to the elements atop the rise, her wool dress whipped around her legs.

Paget swallowed thickly. The earl himself was in residence. As he had been for the past month. He was all anyone discussed in the village. Every tongue wagged with his name. Speculation was ripe as to when he would surface. Whether he would attend Sunday service. Or even the annual Valentine’s Day fête. Everyone desperately craved a glimpse of him.

Everyone except her.

She released a heavy breath, blowing aside a pale strand of hair that dangled in her face. Every Sunday she sat in the first pew, eyes trained on Papa at the head of the church, hands folded neatly in her lap as she braced herself for the telltale titter among the congregation, signaling the earl’s long-anticipated arrival.

Thus far it had not occurred.

She fervently hoped he would not attend the baronet’s Valentine fête. The annual gathering had always been such a happy time. Memories of it were tangled up with her memories of Owen and Brand. Not Jamie. Never Jamie. He had never deigned to attend. He had looked down his aristocratic nose at such country gatherings. Only Owen and Brand had ever cared.

She blinked back the hot press of tears at the memory of her friends. Both were gone from her. One dead. The other fighting in a war halfway around the world. They should be here. Either one of them. Both of them.

An image of Jamie rose in her mind, that stiff walk of his with his hands clasped behind his back, his countenance dour, reflecting none of Brand’s warmth or Owen’s playfulness. He was the stiff, proper earl even when he had not been. Something dark twisted inside her heart. Perhaps he had known all along that the title would be his. Brand had always been weak and frail, after all.

Shaking off her bitter thoughts, she adjusted her grip on the basket handle. The aroma of warm biscuits drifted up to her nose as she sucked in a breath and descended the hill.

She wouldn’t be the first to call upon him. Her father had done so, of course. An obligatory visit. She usually accompanied him on his calls, but on that occasion she’d stayed behind, blaming an aching head. Sitting in the Winninghams’ opulent drawing room without either Brand or Owen . . . knowing Jamie was the new earl . . .

She could not have borne it.

She still could not stomach it, but her father had looked askance at her when she declared that she would not be calling upon the earl with the customary basket of homemade lemon biscuits that she presented everyone with for all noteworthy occasions—the birth of a new child, the announcement of a betrothal, the passing of a relation. The new earl returning home after years of war certainly warranted a basket of baked goods, and well her father knew it. Well she knew it.

All was quiet in the morning light. Swans glided across the lake, faint ripples stretching out in ever-widening arcs. She eyed the manor’s wide double doors as she approached.

The Earl of Winningham. Jamie was now the earl. This truth rattled around in her head as if looking for a place to settle. Dear, sweet Brand lay buried in the family cemetery on the other side of the sprawling manse. He’d never been long for this world. Never robust, never able to keep up and play with her or Owen. She and Owen had to backtrack for him constantly. For all that he had tried, Brand had always been more ghost than man.

Now the title belonged to Jamie. Taciturn and aggravatingly proper James. Always looking down at Owen. Always making certain Owen never forgot he was a mere half-brother. Always looking down at her, a mere vicar’s daughter.

 

Kiss Me


AN AVON BOOKS VALENTINE’S DAY ANTHOLOGY

by Codi Gary, Cheryl Harper, and Jaclyn Hatcher

Pucker up on the most romantic day of the year with three debut contemporary authors and their tales of romance, seduction, and . . . Elvis?

She’s got a hot new makeover . . . and a boss to seduce! For prim and proper Ryan Ashton, sexy has always been an elusive quality. But with a little help from a new friend, she just might snag the one man who can set her seductive side loose in Codi Gary’s The Trouble With Sexy.

Stuck in a king-size suite with a sexy man . . . What more could a girl ask for? But for Julie Dillon, being snowed in at an Elvis-themed Memphis hotel with Luke Pearce can’t mean anything but trouble. Too close for comfort gets close enough to taste in Cheryl Harper’s Love Me Tender.

Her best friend’s brother just shook up her Valentine’s Day. Katie Quinn just wanted to spend the day watching Jurassic Park and eating chocolate. She certainly had no intention of running into Logan Cross—or running for her life! Suddenly caught in the crosshairs of danger, Katie and Logan must get together to find a way out in Jaclyn Hatcher’s Love, Guns, and Heart-Shaped Chocolate.

 

An Excerpt from

Adventures with Max and Louise


by Ellyn Oaksmith

(Originally published under the title Knockers)

Molly Gallagher does not like to be the center of attention, but before you can say “medical malpractice,” she wakes up from a routine procedure to find that her chart got switched with someone else’s, and now her A cup runneth over. Molly realized her new shape might change her life. She just never anticipated quite how much . . .

 

 

I hold up my hand. “Whoa. Whoa. Hang on a second. Go back. Implants? You said implants.”

“Yes, implants. Breast implants,” the nurse says briskly.

I shake my head. “But I didn’t get implants. I had some scars repaired.” I wave my hand over the bandages as if this will clear things up.

The nurse purses her lips, reads the chart again, following with her finger. “Yes, you did.” Tap, tap with her finger. “Exactly the kind you and the doctor discussed.”

But I’m not listening. Lifting the sheets, I duck my head under the covers. The stitches strain. My chest radiates with pain, distant but hot. It’s too dark to see anything, so I throw back the sheets.

Angeli stares at my chest, mouth gaping in shock. Looking down at the gentle swell under the bandages, I scream and grab my chest. Aching warmth shoots through me where my hands touch but also a new sensation: mounds of flesh, breasts. They feel huge, like mountains on a once-flat mesa. Everything becomes a surrealistic blur, like an old foreign film without subtitles. People in newspaper articles get messed up in surgery, not me.

“I have breasts!” There is no way to describe how absolutely terrifying it is to wake up with an additional body part. Like Frankenstein; no, Frankenstein’s stripper. I have breast implants! My brain spins around wildly. Random thoughts flutter like cards in a hurricane. I remember a PBS documentary I once saw on exotic dancers. Each of them discussed their implants size and firmness like judges in the agricultural booth of a county fair.

“Holy shit! He gave her implants!” Angeli’s hand flutters over her mouth. Her newfound professionalism withers in the face of catastrophe. “She didn’t come in here for implants,” she hisses at the nurse.

She whispers in my ear. “You didn’t change your mind after I fainted, did you?”

“No, I didn’t change my mind! It wasn’t even an option!” I yell.

“You don’t have to scream!” Angeli shouts.

“Yes, I do have to scream. I’m freaking out. I have breast implants! How could this happen?”

The nose job girl and her mother happily perk up, heads swiveling back and forth between us, enjoying my predicament.

“Of course it was an option,” the nurse says soothingly, as though I am a mental patient. She reminds me of Nurse Ratchet from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. “It says right here”—she picks up the chart, taps it with a fingernail—“350 cc’s saline implants: Glaxco-Smythe, which, by the way, are the best.” She lowers her voice to a confidential whisper. “That’s what I have, although now they say silicone is just as safe. I’m thinking of getting mine switched. They’re so much more realistic.” This last comment is delivered with a wink.

“My flatness was realistic!” I spit the words out so hard, it strains my stitches. “I came in here to get rid of my scars, not get fake boobs.”

The nurse winces. I realize, too late, I have insulted her. For a split second, I actually feel sorry—until she thrusts her chart under my nose.

“There it is in black and white.” Each syllable gets a finger tap for emphasis. This nonsense has gone as far as she’s going to let it.

I quickly scan the chart. “And you’d be right if my name were Christine McDaniel. But it’s not!” The chest ache becomes a throb. My heart races along with my mind. How in the hell could this have happened?

The nurse rushes from the room, leaving me, Angeli, nose job girl, and her mother in silence. Nose job girl mouths, “Oh my God” to her mother as if Angeli and I aren’t six feet away. Glaring at them, Angeli yanks the curtains shut around my bed.

 

An Excerpt from

Get There


by Megan Hart

(Originally appeared in the print anthology A Red Hot Valentine’s Day)

No one ever said long-distance love was easy, and, after being apart for two years, Edie and Ty are more than ready for some time together—especially on Valentine’s Day. But as their erotic journeys come to a scintillating conclusion, they’re about to discover that getting there is half the fun . . .

AN AVON RED NOVELLA

 

 

I could get there by bus. Watch the country go by in ribbons of brown and green as we pass by towns the names of which don’t matter, because they’re not yours. The clatter-clack will lull me to sleep and I’ll dream of you. The mountains will become your breasts, the hills the slope of your hips, and the valleys . . . the valleys will turn into that sweet valley between your thighs, and I’ll wake with an erection hard enough to bore tunnels. And then, when I get there, all I’ll have to do is lay you down and fill you up with all of me.

Because you’ve already filled me with all of you.

Edie Darowish folded the note card closed and pressed it to her smile for a second before putting it aside in the “keep” pile. That one was twice the size of the “toss” pile, but she couldn’t bear to throw away even one of Ty’s letters. It didn’t matter that in just a couple weeks they’d be together again, this time for good. Having Ty in person would be infinitely better than having only his words, but these letters were important, too.

He always said his strength was with drawing and not prose. He sent her lots of sketches, sometimes cute and funny cartoons and other times breath-stealing sensual line drawings, so the rarity of his written communication was doubly precious. Not to mention sexy as all get-out. Ty might claim he was better with pictures than with words, but reading over what he’d written to her just a few months ago, Edie disagreed.

The file box in front of her was still half full as she sifted through the memorabilia she’d collected over the past two years. She pulled out a handful of receipts from restaurants and hotels, places they’d gone on vacation. Each was a memory and a story all its own, but she tossed most of them in the trash. There really was only so much she could take with her all the way from California to Pennsylvania, and living with Ty would mean she didn’t have to keep every scrap anymore.

Edie worked until her joints ached from sitting cross-legged on the floor, but when she was done, she ended up with a bulging manila envelope of letters and drawings and a garbage bag stuffed with the rest. Not bad for a few hours’ work. She got up, stretching, and looked around at the stacks of file boxes she’d seal with tape and ship to the new house.

She’d already sold her furniture except for the Art Deco Waterfall armoire, dresser, and vanity that had been hers since childhood and had already been shipped off along with most everything else. The rest hadn’t been worth much. She’d lived in this apartment for seven years and hadn’t ever bothered to do more than make it a place to sleep and eat and work. She had a truck from the local thrift store scheduled the day before her flight to come for all that was left and an appointment at the car dealership to sell her car, too. She’d buy a new one in Pennsylvania. Ty planned on driving a moving truck, his car towed behind, from Maine. They were going to get there on Valentine’s Day.

Edie’s stretch turned into a little dance as she thought of it. They’d been officially a couple for two years but had never managed to spend a Valentine’s Day together. Christmas and New Year’s, yes, and once a memorable Fourth of July, but February was a bad time for both of them to get away. Not this year, though. This year she’d be with him, and no matter what they did, it was going to be romantic because they were together.

She’d stripped her apartment down to bare walls and floors, but she hadn’t yet dismantled her office. She’d gotten rid of the desk and boxed up most of her paperwork and binders, but she wouldn’t be able to completely pack up her laptop and her current projects until she was ready to move. A glance at the clock told her it was time to talk to Ty.

A scan of her instant messenger friends’ list showed her he hadn’t yet logged on, so she checked through her e-mail and visited the Runner message board just to keep herself updated. As usual, the new threads had accumulated during the day while old ones got bumped to the next page. Edie didn’t read all the messages, most of which were squeals about the show’s longtime star, Justin Ross, and this season’s new costar, Tristan Winsam. The boys got most of the attention at the board with only a handful of threads dedicated to the show’s other aspects, but one header caught her eye.

Runner Wedding, did you hear?

Her cursor hovered over the thread, but Edie hesitated before clicking. She liked checking in to keep up with what the fans were saying, but she ignored most of the board’s messages because reading about how stupid her plotlines were when they didn’t involve Justin taking off his shirt, or how much fans hated the episodes she’d written solo wasn’t exactly great inspiration. Finding the threads that praised her and her work on the show’s long-running mythology, or the fact she was the one to introduce the love story into the plot, were a thrill, but she’d been burned a few too many times to risk wading through the less-than-complimentary reviews just to find a nugget of squee.

Curiosity won out, and she clicked.

And laughed.

And blushed.

The facts weren’t exactly spot-on, but that was all right. She didn’t really want the Runner fan community knowing exactly where she and Ty were moving or when they were getting married. She might not be as popular as Ross and Winsam, but she’d learned her lesson about the lengths fans would go in order to get close to their idols. Some of them wouldn’t hesitate at trying to get close to one of the show’s writers in hopes of getting an introduction to the stars.

The comments following the initial post were full of congratulations and speculation, but one thing stood out. All the posters knew that Edie, one of Runner’s senior writers, and Tynan Murphy, illustrator of the first three Runner graphic tie-in novels, had met on this very message board during a promotional discussion about the novels before they were released. Which of course led to the inevitable rumors that Ross and Winsam actually read and posted on the message board and had even asked one of the fans out on a date last year.

When she got that far into the conversation, Edie, who knew for a fact neither of the boys bothered reading the boards, logged off. She’d never thought she and Ty would make gossip headlines, but it just proved again how rabid the show’s fan base was, that they’d grab up and tear apart any scrap of Runner-related information. Not that she really minded, in the long run. The show had been her bread and butter for four years, after all. And it had introduced her to Ty.

See the latest? Ty’s message window popped up with a familiar doink sound. We’re big news on the board.

I saw. I didn’t know we were getting married on set, or that Justin and Tristan were going to be your dual best men. When did you plan to tell me that?

Ty’s smiley face emoticon could never replace the sound of his laugh, but seeing it, Edie smiled, too. Typing couldn’t replace the sound of his voice, either, but they’d agreed daily instant message sessions were better than expensive long-distance phone bills or staticky cell-phone calls. Maintaining a long-distance relationship would have been impossible without the Internet, but then without the Net, they’d never even have met.

Can’t wait to wake up with you in the same bed, she typed.

Can’t wait to wake up with you in the same time zone.

With Edie in California and Ty in Maine, their conversations were never long enough. The time differences had always played havoc even though they were often able to set their own schedules. Even when they were able to get together physically, adjusting to the time changes had been interesting.

Her fingers flew over the keyboard. No more falling asleep on me when I want to get frisky?

No. I promise.

Just a couple weeks.

Seems like forever.

And it did, though not compared to how long it had been during the six months between the night Ty had slipped the diamond-and-emerald engagement ring on her finger and the day she’d finally learned the network had decided this would be Runner’s final season, or the month following that before she’d found a new job. Writing for a popular spoof-news show based in New York wasn’t going to be anything like writing for a popular sci-fi program, but the location had sold her. Not quite midway between them, but close to her family in Pennsylvania. When a prominent Philadelphia newspaper had expressed interest in running Ty’s work on a semi-exclusive basis, the move had been a no-brainer. They’d bought a house in suburban Philly. It was going to happen, at last!

Everything work out okay with the realtor?

Edie could type almost as fast as she could talk. Yep. She got my stuff delivered and will have the keys waiting for us at the office. All utilities will be on, too.

You mean we won’t have to make our own heat?

Perv.

You like me that way.

I love you that way, Edie typed.

They chatted a bit longer about their work, about the new house, and the wedding plans. All the sorts of conversation any engaged couple had, the only difference the distance still between them. Too soon it was time for them to log off.

But Edie had one more question for him before she did.

So, she typed, how are we going to get there?

We could get there by train.

And then he was off line.

Edie tapped her finger thoughtfully on her computer mouse as she read over Ty’s last message. Train? She tried to think if she’d ever been on a train aside from the one at Disneyland.

“You bugger,” she murmured.

The blue glare of her computer bathed her desk. She stared so long her screensaver, a slideshow of pictures pulled from her photo library, kicked on. She watched Ty’s familiar grin fade into a stock shot she’d used while writing the time-travel episode. The couple in the picture were now somebody’s grandparents, but back then they’d been young and in love, their attraction palpable even through the layers of time and digitization. He wore a World War II–era navy uniform and she perched on his lap, one hand on her head to keep her hat in place.

“Train, huh? All right, buddy. Here’s your train.” With a grin of her own, Edie bent over her keyboard and began to type.

“All aboard!” The conductor walked up and down the platform, shouting the words over and over.

Edie stood as the gust of wind buffeted her skirt around her legs and threatened to take her hat, that cunning little number with the half veil. She’d bought it because she knew Ty would like it. But now she was here, and where was Ty?

“All aboard! Miss, the train is boarding. If you mean to be on it . . .” The conductor gave her a thorough looking-over, the sort a gal couldn’t miss.

Edie looked up and down the platform once more. She saw a couple soldiers being kissed and wept over and a single sailor in white slinging a duffel bag over his shoulder. But not the right sailor. Not Ty.

“The train—”

“Yes, yes, thank you,” she said, and climbed aboard with her ticket clutched in one gloved hand.

She’d booked a sleeper car. The tiny compartment had a bed that folded up along the wall, two small seats facing each other with a minuscule table between them and a few hooks where she could hang her coat. The floor vibrated as the train pulled out of the station. Through the window, Edie watched the gray gravel turn to green grass as the train picked up speed.

Tears threatened, and she lifted her chin, determined not to cry. Her mascara would run. But, oh, what did it matter if Ty wasn’t there to see it?

And then, he was.

The door bumped open and she turned as Ty stumbled in, hat in one hand and hair askew from the same wind that had tugged her skirt. Panting, he pushed the door shut behind him and took her in his arms. Then his mouth was on hers and her arms were around his neck.

“Thought I wasn’t going to make it, huh, doll?” Ty drew back from her mouth just long enough to grin before diving back in.

Edie pushed him away, just a bit. “That was awfully mean, Ty. I was worried!”

“Aw, honey. You know I’d never miss this. Not our honeymoon.”

He looked so handsome in his uniform there was no way she could be angry with him. Not when his mouth was on hers again and his hands had begun roving so deliciously on her back. Edie ran her fingers through his hair, which was much too short for her tastes, then clung to him with her face buried against the crisp white front of his shirt.

“Hey, hey, doll, don’t cry.” Ty lifted her chin with a fingertip.

“Aw hell, honey. You were really frightened, weren’t you?”

“All I could think of was what if you missed the train? Then you’d go off to sea and I’d have to wait—”

“I’m sorry.” Ty stopped her with another kiss. “I had to stop and pick up something special for my best girl. Don’t be sore, honey.”

His fingers drifted up her sides until his thumbs rested just below her breasts, and suddenly all that mattered wasn’t where he’d been, but that he was here, now. Ty’s eyes flashed, and the mouth she so loved parted, giving her a glimpse of his tongue between those straight, white teeth.

Suddenly, all Edie could think about was what Ty could do with that tongue.

“Let’s see what we can do about this bed, what do you say?” Edie glanced over her shoulder at the latch keeping the bed held tight against the wall.

Ty grinned. “Now you’re talking.”

He studied the mechanism only a moment before figuring out how to undo the latch and lower the bunk. It creaked and wouldn’t quite go into place until he shoved it, and Edie eyed it dubiously. The wrinkled coverlet looked clean, at least.

“It’s not very big,” she said.

Ty, sitting, held out his arms. “We’ll have plenty of room.”

She let him take her onto his lap. He kissed her, his mouth gentler now. His lips teased hers open, and when his tongue swept inside, Edie sighed. She wanted to capture every moment so she’d have something to hold onto in the long, lonely months ahead.

“Touch me, Ty.”

He did, his hands running over the soft fabric of her new skirt and blouse, purchased especially for this trip. His fingers cupped her knee, then moved higher over the smooth nylon stockings—a gift from him that had made her the envy of all her girlfriends, who had to suffer with old stockings or none at all. When his hand reached the band of her garter, he stopped to trace the line where flesh and fabric met.

Edie shivered. Her thighs parted. “Put your hands on me, Ty. Please.”

Ty groaned and slid his hand higher until his palm cupped her heat. He toyed with the lacy edge of her panties and then, oh yes, he slid a finger inside to touch her. He groaned into her mouth as his tongue stabbed her. His finger moved along her folds, slick with desire, and found the secret places that made her feel so good.

“Baby, I want you naked.” Ty shifted her on his lap so she could feel his hot, hard length pressing her hip. “Get naked for me.”

Edie stood. The train clack-clattered and she shifted with the motion. Her hips swayed as she unpinned her hat and tossed it to the chair and as she unbuttoned her blouse. She shrugged out of it and tossed that at Ty, who grabbed it with a laugh. His eyes shone, reflecting her. She’d never felt so beautiful.

Her hand went to the button and zipper of her skirt, and she eased out of it until she stood in her brassiere and panties and garter belt, wearing the stockings he’d bought her and her nicest shoes. Ty’s tongue slid along his lips and again, Edie shivered. Her nipples peaked and she cocked a hip forward as she favored him with a saucy grin worthy of Lana Turner.

“Well, sailor. Like what you see?”

“I love what I see.”

Edie let the train move her almost in a burlesque dance, a dirty little bump and grind. Her hips moved side to side. Ty’s grin encouraged her and she added a little shimmy-shake.

“You’re so beautiful,” he told her.

She had fallen in love with his smile, but she’d stayed in love with him because of his words.

“Come here,” Ty said.

She took the hand he offered. Ty pulled her closer until she stood between his legs. He pressed his face to the narrow stripe of her belly between her bra and panties. His breath, hot, gusted over her skin. She squirmed at the wet flicker of his tongue.

Ty’s hands cupped her rear as he kissed each hip. He tipped his head to look up at her and she ran her fingers again through his hair. He smiled before ducking back to nuzzle her.

With careful hands, Ty unclipped her garters and rolled her stockings down, one at a time, lifting her feet to take off her shoes, too. Then he unhooked the garter belt and laid it aside. When he put his hand between her legs, the thumb pressing her in the front and his fingers stroking the softness of her panties, Edie had to put a hand on his shoulder to keep herself from falling.

“So pretty,” Ty murmured as he eased her panties over her hips and helped her step out of them, too.

Next came her bra, tossed without fanfare, and Edie stood naked in front of her husband.

“You’re still dressed,” she said with a shake of her head. “That won’t do at all.” Together they undressed him. His clothes mingled with hers in the pile the way their bodies would soon join in the flesh. Naked, Edie stood between Ty’s thighs and looked down at his body, so lean and finely muscled.

His penis begged for her hand. When she curled her fingers around his length, not yet as familiar as his mouth, he let out a low, whispering sigh that sent thrills all through her. This is what it means to be a woman, she thought. This is what it means to be a wife.

With his hands on the backs of her thighs and her hand on his shoulder, she stroked him and watched, fascinated at the way his skin flushed. She twisted her hand around the head of his erection, and he jerked under her touch.

This is power, she thought. This is love.

“I need to taste you,” Ty said. She bent to give him what he wanted, but though he kissed her mouth, Ty shook his head. “Not that way.”

When he laid her back on the narrow bed and parted her thighs, Edie had to close her eyes. When his mouth slid over her body, teasing her nipples and wetting her belly, she arched into the touch of hands and mouth. And finally, when Ty kissed her there she let out a long, slow cry of desire.

His tongue moved against her flesh, circling in a way that had her lifting her hips within seconds. Edie wanted to cry out at the sound of his breathing, so loud even above the noise of the train on the tracks.

She did, unable to keep her ecstasy silent when Ty slid a finger inside her. Then another, stretching her deliciously. Her hips rocked upward to his feasting mouth. Tension spiraled in her belly, her thighs twitching as Ty’s tongue and fingers moved in tandem with the train’s rocking.

Edie cupped her breasts, found her nipples and rolled them. Ty’s hair, too short for fashion, was barely long enough to tickle her thighs and belly as he licked and suckled. He added a third finger and the first spasm of pleasure shook her.

She cried out his name and he eased off. He moved up her body, replacing his tongue with a fingertip but keeping up the same maddening pressure. He reached between them to guide himself inside her welcoming body. He paused, his penis just inside her, and took long, slow breaths.

Edie shifted and hooked her ankles over the backs of his calves.“Make love to me, Ty.”

“Give me a second, honey.” Ty kissed her, hard, his mouth tangy from her arousal. “I don’t want to go off like a cannon first thing.”

She laughed softly, surprised she could when desire had stolen nearly every other reaction. She held his rear tightly and urged him forward. He opened her with his body, each delicious and indescribable inch. She gasped into his kiss and he took her breath, then gave it back with his moan.

“I can’t wait,” she said against his mouth.

Ty pushed forward and seated himself inside her. He bent his face into the curve of her shoulder. He trembled, and Edie stroked her hands down his back, holding him tight to her.

The spirals of tension had faded a bit, but when he moved, they flared again. Bright sparkles of pleasure radiated throughout her entire body as Ty thrust. Pleasure mounted. He moved faster at her urging.

The train rocked them together. Ty moved in her slickness and her heat, and he filled her completely. Edie brought his mouth to hers, and kissing him, she burst the first time.

As her body bore down on his, Ty said her name over and over. His hips pushed forward. He slid his arms beneath her to hold her closer as the bed rattled beneath them, and Edie no longer could tell or cared if it were the train or their bodies making it shake.

Ty slid a hand between them, his fingers pressing each time he thrust, and pleasure, unexpected, built again. Her fingers clutched his back, scratching, but Ty only moaned and moved faster. Harder.

He shuddered and thrust once more, collapsing on top of her just as Edie exploded into another climax.

The train rocked them both to sleep after that, and when Edie awoke, the first bright pink strands of morning streaked by the window outside. Ty sat in one of the chairs by the window. He’d been watching her.

“Another hour or so,” he said quietly, “until we get there.”

Edie sat without caring the blankets had bunched around her waist. The bed hadn’t been too small, after all. She reached for him and he came to her. They made love slowly and in silence, mindful they had only so much time.

Later, as the train slowed and prepared to stop, he pulled the box from his pocket. “This is why I was late. It’s not much, I know, but—”

Edie kissed him into silence, and she put the ring on her finger. It was more than she’d expected. “It’s beautiful.”

“I wanted you to have one for the wedding, but—”

“It’s enough I have it now.” She didn’t ask him how he’d afforded it. She didn’t tell him a diamond chip on a band of gold wouldn’t replace him beside her. She just kissed him again and again until the train pulled into the station and it was time for them to go.
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Is he still here? Lurking, waiting?

Jenna opened her heavy eyelids a mere slit. She lay sprawled on the cold wood floor, shivering, snow falling everywhere. Inside? She squeezed her eyes closed and opened them again, trying to focus on the things around her. Her sight adjusted, the double images coalescing into a morbid scene she didn’t want to see. Feathers from the pillows on the bed floated in the air and rained down, creating a white blanket over the devastation in the room.

The ringing in her ears quieted, allowing her to better focus on the bedroom of her rented cottage. Shards of glass from the smashed antique dressing mirror lay scattered around her. Some of the pulled-out dresser drawers had landed on the floor, others hung open crookedly. Her clothes, though few, lay slashed and strewn everywhere. The overwhelmingly sweet scent of jasmine perfume mixed with the metallic scent of her blood and made her stomach clench and pitch until bile rose and stung the back of her throat, leaving a sour taste on her tongue.

She took a few shallow breaths to put off the inevitable, at least until she got to the bathroom.

His worst rage yet. Memories of the last hour flipped through her sharpening mind like a morbid slideshow.

Him, grabbing her from behind on the front porch when she returned from running. He clamped his gloved hand over her mouth, grabbed her around the waist, and hauled her through the door. Him, spinning her around and, with a backhanded slap, sending her reeling backward and crashing into the dining room table. Pain radiated from her hip and down her leg. He grabbed her wrist, pulled her forward, and squeezed her so tight to his chest that she couldn’t breathe. Pain along her jaw, she opened her mouth to scream in terror, but he clamped his hand down again, cutting off her air, and the scream rising out of her was lost in the back of her throat. Him, shoving her away. She hit her head against the wall and stars exploded on the inside of her eyelids. Pain in the back of her head. A large throbbing bump swelled under her skin.

Nothing but him and pain. And, oh God, more to come.

Forced into the bedroom. He held her in his tight grip, grinding his hips and hard arousal against her bottom, inciting even more fear.

He liked her scared.

She stood helplessly frozen. Tried to get her mind to work, think, tell her body to flee, but her limbs didn’t heed the wild thoughts in her head.

Him, snatching her belt off the dresser, pushing her onto the bed. She landed on her stomach, and his fingers dug into her skin, bruising. She curled up, tried to make herself as small a target as possible. The belt lashed across her back and buttocks, her screams disregarded, her thin tank top and nylon shorts no protection against the bite of the leather whip and metal buckle.

The dressing mirror smashed to the floor with a loud crack. He wielded a shard of broken glass, his lips pulled back in a feral smile. He slashed her thigh, tearing the flesh in a jagged line of searing pain. She screamed in agony. Him, sitting on her bloodied, welted back, pulling her hair. Hacking at it. She tried desperately to scratch and claw at the hands over her head. Him, shoving her off the bed and onto the floor with a resounding thud. Him, in a mindless fury, demanding over and over again, yelling at the top of his lungs, “Say you’ll come back. I’ll stop. Say it. Say you’ll come back.”

Him, whispering in her ear, his knee grinding into her spine, “You’re mine. Wherever you go, I’ll find you. You promised before God you’d be my obedient wife. ’Til death do us part. Death, Jenna. Say it.” The last he said with such menace that his voice became calm as a flat sea.

Her whisper, softer than his gasping breath, broke into his raging mind when all her screams went unheard.

“Never.”
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