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Author's Note




Politics are messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, insane, impossibly complex, and a lot of fun to write about. (Mostly because they’re messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, insane, and impossibly complex.)

Since the focus of this series isn’t the politics so much as it is the people, I’ve taken certain liberties and simplified a few things here and there.

The kinky shit, however, is absolutely realistic.

Also, in this world, Covid-19 isn’t a thing, so it’s not mentioned.




Note: The books in this series should be read in order. At the very least, you must first read Chief (Governor Trilogy 3).
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For all my readers who first fell in love with Carter and his pets, and thus helped me birth a whole new “world” of stories to write.

For Hubby, for tolerating a political nerd for a wife.
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“All men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strategy out of which victory is evolved.” 

— Sun Tzu







“The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.” 

— Leo Tolstoy







“Walking with a friend in the dark is better than walking alone in the light.” 

— Helen Keller




















Part I:

Eddie




“Do not engage an enemy more powerful than you. And if it is unavoidable and you do have to engage, then make sure you engage it on your terms, not on your enemy’s terms.” 

– Sun Tzu




















Chapter One

Now




“We know who you are.”

Based on the sound of his voice and where it’s coming from, I assume the man is standing on the other side of the table from me. He’s probably around my size, maybe an inch or so in either direction of my own six-foot frame.

Although, from the feel of the table, the way it gives and wobbles under me when I lean on it with enough weight to test it, it’s probably some old Soviet-era military surplus metal folding table and not something more substantive, like an interview table in a police station, or in a military base holding cell.

Or a metal butcher’s worktable.

Hey, you’d be surprised how many human bodies get disposed of with a batch of ground beef or sausage. The forensics alone would be a nightmare to untangle, if you even could.

But I digress. He was talking to me. And the acoustics in this room make it sound like it’s too small to be the back of a butcher’s shop in some tiny Hungarian town. That, and while chilly, it’s still a little too warm to be located in a working butcher’s shop.

I lick my split lips. “Do you, now?” I can’t see him. Even if it wasn’t for the hood I’m wearing, both my eyes are nearly swollen shut underneath it from the face punches I received during the struggle when I was first captured and the subsequent initial interrogation session. My left shoulder’s also fucked up, likely dislocated by the fuckers when they grabbed me.

He chuckles. I hear the sound of something flat and plastic being set on the table and I assume it’s a tablet. Top Secret folders dripping with paper dossiers are passé, I suppose. But you could slam those fuckers down on a table for a little emphasis.

You do that to a tablet, you’ll break it.

“The world has moved on and no one gives a shit about you being here,” he says. “Why are you fighting so hard?”

“Maybe I have a death wish.”

“I believe that’s the first honest thing you’ve said to me.”

He’s right. “Bored with me yet?”

“Nah.” I hear a chair slide out across from me, its metal legs scraping along what sounds like a bare concrete floor.

I can’t move because I’m securely manacled to my sturdy metal chair. Not a folding chair I could possibly break free from. Plus, whoever chained me up knew what they were doing, weaving my restraints through the frame and criss-crossing them to allow me minimal movement. I don’t know who did that, because I’d already been knocked out at that point with what I think was chloroform, or maybe isoflurane, or something like that. I awakened slumped over the table before me, with no idea how long I’d been out, or what other drugs they might have dosed me with after I lost consciousness.

This was after I’d been snatched, dumped in the back of a van, beaten, transported…

You get the idea. I’ve had better days.

I’m not even sure how long it’s been since they grabbed me. I’m still alive, so likely less than a day. It’s been at least twelve hours, I think, but it’s difficult to say with the hood completely shrouding me in muffled darkness. I have a hell of a headache. I don’t know if that’s because of the inhalant they used, or subsequent drugs they dosed me with, or the beating I took. Or, maybe a combination.

I could really use a cheeseburger, though. Fuck my life for skipping breakfast.

At least I haven’t pissed myself yet, and no breakfast means I’m not close to shitting myself, so yay, winning.

I think there’s at least three of them, total. I heard Russian spoken at one point. This man is doing most of the talking, and the only one I’ve heard speak English. He does so with an American accent. Definitely not a Northeastern accent, and too soft of a drawl to be deeply Southern. He’s from Virginia or that region, if I had to guess. His accent sounds very familiar.

Quickly, I shove away the reason I would think that, because that’s not helpful.

I’m assuming he doesn’t know I speak fluent Russian.

“How’s your face?” he asks.

I run my tongue over my split lip again and relish the pain even as I taste hints of my own blood. “How’s your knuckles?”

Another chuckle from the unseen man. “I didn’t hit you. But you were fighting pretty damned hard.” I hate that his voice makes my cock harden as much from what happened to me as from the rich sound of his tone, the familiar inflections to his words. So…familiar.

It’s a conditioned response. Especially since this guy sounds so damned much like a man, another Virginian, who’s forever in my past even as he’s forever imprinted on my heart and soul.

Guess I do have a death wish.

“Why do you insist on doing this the hard way?” he asks.

“You’re going to kill me whether I make it easy or hard on you. I know how this works. Life’s finally caught up with me. The only question remaining is how hard am I going to make you work for it?”

“Are you now?” He sounds amused, like maybe he’s smiling.

Fuck. Even his voice sounds like—

No.

I know it’s not Him.

It can’t be. This man’s voice is similar, that’s all. For starters, He would never do something like this to me. He would do everything in His power to protect me. It’s just stress and fear warping this man’s voice into one from my past.

I really need to stop thinking about Him with a capital H, but old habits die damned hard.

Besides, He has a life, a wife, children, a job. All safely in Florida.

He has everything He ever wanted.

And that, unfortunately, doesn’t include me.

Not anymore. Although, at one point in the past, it could have.

Maybe if I hadn’t let Him walk away way all those years ago, if I’d chased Him, forced myself to open up and admit how much I needed Him, I could have been part of that equation.

Why shouldn’t I have a death wish? Is my life really worth anything?

I’m beginning to think it’s not.

Add to that, with the last nagging, open chapter in my past firmly closed by Him during His recent trip to Berlin only a few weeks earlier…do I really have anything left worth living for with my revenge now vicariously completed?

Apparently, I must not think I do, because I fucked up my peaceful retirement by being an utter dumbass, which got me into…this.

A noise as the tablet scrapes against the table, followed by the soft, dull, rapid thud of blunt, hard fingers moving over a tablet screen.

I wait.

“Tsk. Edward James Fowler. Or do you prefer Ed?”

That’s the first time he’s addressed me by name, or even asked to verify my name. He damned well knew exactly who I was and what I was up to when he snatched me, based on the questions he’s already asked. The guy’s now toying with me, maybe even trying to build rapport. A one-man good-cop/bad-cop routine.

I know the drills. I learned them. Even taught them, once upon a long damn time ago.

If he is trying to build rapport now, that means he still wants intel from me, or thinks I’m moderately valuable. The longer I stay alive, the more of a chance I have to escape. I’ve been in tight spots before but this is the worse by far.

And at fifty-one, I’m no spring chicken. If I manage to get out of this, it’ll be through my wits and sheer, dumb luck breaking my way, not because of my busted-up body suddenly pulling a Rambo moment out of my ass.

“Might as well call me Eddie.”

“Is that what your friends call you?”

My bitter laugh fills my ears under my hood. “What friends? Guy like me doesn’t have friends.”

Not anymore.

“Business associates, then?”

I can’t help how my mind weighs every inflection of his tone, especially since I can’t see him. It’s automatic. I assess and process every incoming bit of information I have to formulate my reply.

“What kind of business do you think I’m in?” Let’s see how much he really knows about me. Knowing my name doesn’t mean he’s got my full jacket.

His chair softly creaks, like he sat back. I imagine I’m right that he’s not a huge man, or it’d be making a lot more noise. When he speaks, his voice hits my ears at a slightly different angle than before, so I’m certain I’m correct about his change of position.

“I think it’s awfully suspicious a man such as yourself has been implicated in helping a dangerous splinter group from Magzykstan get their hands on some pretty serious hardware. Surface-to-air missiles. Nuclear material, even.”

Shit.

His earlier questions didn’t mention my latest clients, so I thought he’d caught up with me through working his way up the grapevine that led me to that job in the first place. I’d already made the delivery, so I had assumed coincidentally bad timing, on my part.

Unfortunately, I also default to a coping mechanism I tend to fall back on at the worst possible time, and that’s get snarky.

“Everyone needs a hobby, you know.”

Instead of him punching me, which I would expect after a smart-assed answer like that, the man actually chuckles again.

Fuuuuuck. As hard and deep as the sound of it drills inside me, I’d almost prefer to feel his fists.

Not to mention, I thought the Magzykidiots were joking about the nuclear material. Had I known they were serious, I wouldn’t have gone near the deal in the first place. Once I took the deposit, however, I was sort of obligated to see it through. At least to give it my best effort. These aren’t the kind of people you jerk around like that. Not when they are closely connected to the son of a Russian oligarch hooked in with officials in the highest levels of the government.

Besides, do you honestly think I gave them radioactive material so they could make a dirty bomb? No, of course not. They ended up with chunks of iron a buddy of mine coated with some special paint that had enough trace amounts of plutonium in it to make a Geiger counter register.

I’m apparently suicidal, but I’m not stupid.

More soft sounds of the man working on his tablet. I don’t understand his methodology here. Unless he’s trying to knock me off-balance emotionally. If so, he’s already succeeding in that, even though he doesn’t know why.

The silence is preferable to his voice.

Or that chuckle.

Maybe my mind’s now fixated on those sounds because it senses I’m close to death. Regrets flow and maudlin memories assail me.

It’s a lot to process.

Doesn’t mean I’ll start begging for my life or anything that melodramatic. I have standards, you know. And like hell will I offer up my nest egg in exchange for my life.

Not worth that much, for starters.

My life, I mean. My nest egg would likely support a small third-world country for a couple of years. Which, I suppose that is proof positive I’m a dumbass with a death wish. I already had more than enough to comfortably support me for the rest of my life, and here I went and threw it all away.

Secondly, offering up my nest egg means he’d only keep me alive long enough to get a payday and then kill me. If he’s going to kill me anyway, like hell will I pay him to do it.

I guess I’ve had a pretty good run throughout my years considering I started life as a throwaway kid who grew up to become a disposable soldier. Making it to fifty-one is an achievement I never dreamed possible when I left the foster care system and enlisted in the army at the age of eighteen.

That’s after my life almost ended in my twenties in an Afghani desert, too. It was luck and His love that saved my life.

Serves me right getting caught up in this. When a door slammed shut for good on that past chapter of my life just a few weeks ago, it’s like a switch inside me firmly flipped to “gives no fucks” mode. I’ve been living life like that ever since. Very dangerously, too, given my line of work.

Taking risks I normally avoid, like accepting this job in the first place when I damned well knew better. But it could have made me eight million dollars. Despite the slightly sketchy circumstances I normally would have refused to fuck with, I opted to go for it.

One lucrative final job, right? Then I could retire for real this time and decide what to do with the rest of my life and that very hefty payday.

My line of work’s proven increasingly difficult over the past few years, which is one of the reasons for my semi-retirement. More sophisticated computer systems and CCTV cameras mean surveillance has improved. Facial recognition software and AI can catch you even when you don’t realize someone’s watching. Banks and security forces and law enforcement are linked via computer networks. Thanks to the EU, European passports are damned near impossible to forge anymore without deep connections and a whole lot of money.

The Pentagon, CIA, and other American alphabet-soup intel services choose to go with pork-barrel contracts that benefit their cronies running “security companies” rather than use lone-wolf freelancers they themselves trained and turned loose on the world to reduce their liability. Back then, we got all the perks with none of the guarantees a formal rank provided.

Not anymore.

Now, even the CIA handler I dealt with for a decade won’t return my calls.

I quit being a young man a long damned time ago, and this is a game for people far younger than me.

I’m left without a country, without an official history, or a future. Money was the only thing left to me.

Now, looks like that’s off the table, too.

Maybe I ignored my instincts on purpose.

Maybe I hoped to be liquidated.

Maybe that’s because I wish I’d dropped to my knees on that busy sidewalk in front of that hotel a few weeks ago, wrapped my arms around His legs, and begged him to take me with Him.

The man sets the tablet aside and lets out one of those “I’m really disappointed in you” kind of big-brother sighs.

Just like the ones He used to use.

Well, fuck me. This really is going to be torture.

“Well, Eddie. Let’s get started, shall we?”

Fuck. This man truly is a doppelgänger for His voice. I wonder in what other ways he’s like Him.

I do wish my cock wouldn’t harden like that. He might get the wrong impression of me.

Even worse, he might get the totally right one.




















Chapter Two

Then




Sometimes I’m haunted by memories of kneeling in a colonel’s office, where the air lays so still and thick with cigar smoke that it permeates the pores of every piece of furniture, while the very same colonel rams his dick down my throat and holds the back of my head with one hand, and usually smokes a cigar in the other.

Related, I’m sometimes haunted by memories of being bent over the same colonel’s desk and holding on for dear life while he fucks me, my knuckles white where they’re wrapped around the edges, while I keep my lips clamped shut against any noises trying to escape.

If I was lucky, the interludes happened in the evening or late at night, when I could immediately go shower off the stench coating me as thickly as my confusing mixture of shame and need. Or, if I was unlucky, it happened in the daytime and I was still on duty and had to suck it up and try not to puke every time I got a whiff of it on myself, until I could shower and change.

To this day, the smell of a cigar makes me nauseous.

Sometimes, the past is rife with the thick and cloying scent of roses and other flowers I can’t identify at the age of four, the starkly conflicting aroma of aftershave and perfume, the sound of soft sniffles and people murmuring to each other and blowing their noses as they file past my mother’s coffin in the tiny and stifling church while my mother’s neighbor holds me on her lap.

To this day, the sound of an organ playing “Amazing Grace” also makes me want to puke.

Maybe that’s the place to start, because I likely wouldn’t have ended up in the first situation if the second hadn’t occurred.

A week following my mother’s funeral, after no living relatives could be located for me, I ended up in the foster care system because my deadbeat father apparently fled the scene when Mom was pregnant with me. I never met him, to the best of my knowledge. She’d married him, though, so she couldn’t really move on with her life without divorcing him first.

I guess a single mom without a high school education and raising a young child, a woman who could barely keep a roof over their heads, didn’t exactly have the resources to free herself from an absent husband, much less the ability to track his worthless ass down and force child support out of him.

She couldn’t even afford a doctor visit when she started having abdominal pain, which turned into appendicitis that killed her when it burst.

I know little about my family history beyond what’s on my birth certificate, and what fragments I gleaned from our old next-door neighbor, who I tracked down still living in the same building my mother and I used to live in when I was in high school.

No, I’m not bitter at alllll.

Why would I possibly be bitter? I have no idea about my family history. I have nothing but a small photo album that I carried with me throughout all my group and foster homes, and most of the people in the pictures are strangers to me. Only a few of the pictures had names and dates written on them. Some of them are of Mom when she was younger, but I guess she had no siblings and she was orphaned when her mom died when she was seventeen. Her father had passed away several years earlier.

The only reason I know that is because of a yellowed obituary clipping also tucked away in the photo album, but it didn’t include a full date, or any other identifying information, like what newspaper it came from.

It’s almost like I was born under a bad-luck sign to a cursed family line.

No, I never took the time as an adult to track anyone down. As far as I was concerned, it was ancient history, and maybe I didn’t want to know anything about them.

Or, perhaps, they wouldn’t give a shit about me anyway, and that extra rejection wasn’t something I felt eager to pursue.

I wonder how my life would have turned out if I hadn’t let the recruiter take me out to dinner one day after talking to him in the cafeteria at school during lunch my senior year. At that time in my life, I lived in a foster home that, while far from the worst I’d endured, certainly wasn’t a dream home. They didn’t abuse me, they made sure I had food and clothes, and that was about the extent of their involvement in my life, other than signing permission slips and report cards. If I did my assigned chores, didn’t cut school, and didn’t miss curfew, I might as well have been invisible.

Meaning a kid like me, someone who’d never known his father, and who was eager for any kind of positive attention, was a sucker for the “kindly big brother” approach the recruiter took with me. I wonder if they’re trained to recognize kids like me, and what tactics to use to reel them in and get them to sign on the line.

I also wonder if the recruiter laughed his ass off on his drive home after I signed on the line.

I bounced around various foster homes in the suburbs of St. Louis while growing up. Never went on a family vacation, because—ha, ha—you sort of need a family to have one of those. I thought the Army would be perfect for me, right? Travel the world, meet interesting people.

And kill some of them.

Naturally, that part of the equation didn’t occur to me, at the time.

Neither did the given counterpoint—that many of them would try to kill me, too.

* * * *

When I joined the Army, admittedly there were many things I didn’t know about myself, especially after a childhood spent in survival mode. Once I’d graduated from basic and was sent to Germany, I was a literal kid set loose in a candy shop when I wasn’t on duty. For the first time in my life, I had a room to myself, too. A small one, but for someone used to growing up in foster care and sharing a room with several other kids at any given time, it was like staying at an expensive hotel. Didn’t even care I had to share a bathroom.

I had a door I could lock, things that belonged to me that I didn’t have to share, and money in my pocket I could spend however I wanted to. Being eighteen and on my own in a foreign country with a little pocket change?

It’s inevitable I ended up in that German nightclub, I suppose.

My only sexual experience up to that point in my life was fucking my fist in the shower, because I never had a room to myself where I had the privacy to jerk off in bed. I thought I was supposed to like women, and I did, I guess. I didn’t date in high school because I had trouble trusting people and forming close relationships when I didn’t even know if I’d still be in that same school the following week.

Then there was the whole issue of I didn’t want anyone to know I was a foster kid, if I could avoid it. My experience had been I’d either get picked on, or pitied.

I know it’s weird, but I hated the second far worse than the first. I guess I spent so much time being pitied in my life, which meant absolutely jack shit in terms of finding me a forever family, or at least a permanent foster family who wasn’t batshit crazy, that I’m deathly allergic to pity.

Pity’s a boner-killer, too. Seriously, it is.

How does that all relate to my sex life?

We all have problems. It’s called “life sucks.” Move the fuck on, already.

That’s exactly how I survived my childhood but, looking back, I can see it’s not a healthy or solid foundation on which to build an emotionally intimate and satisfying relationship.

As an adult with some experience under my belt, I can confidently say I’m bi, although after I pushed Him away, and in the wake of the emotional carnage that woman put me through, I tended to avoid liaisons with women, unless it was necessary for an assignment to keep my cover. Especially if they were the least bit dominant.

Fool me once, shame on you.

But those soul-shredding events still lay in my future that night as I eagerly make my way into the club. I’m eighteen, wide-eyed, and uncertain. Scared and thrilled, all at the same time. I’d heard about this club after visiting a couple others and seeing things that both excited and stirred feelings inside me. I knew I had to explore those things, or risk self-combusting.

Everything is new to me, and I mean everything. Hell, I’m still a virgin. Literally, I’ve never been with anyone.

I guess huddling in a corner screams “nervous newbie” to the woman when she spots me. I’m alone, too, meaning easy pickings for her.

The long, silky black hair flowing around her bare shoulders catches my attention first. It’s so black it shifts and picks up colors from the various neon signs lining the walls of the nightclub. Piercing, ice blue eyes meet and hold my gaze without any coquettish bullshit, either. This woman knows what she wants, and my eager cock painfully presses against the zipper of my jeans in expectation.

The leather corset pushing her breasts up practically has me drooling. Her black leather skirt ends approximately an inch above her knees, and those long legs have no problems with the stilettos she’s wearing as she slowly and purposefully strides toward me.

When she reaches me, she doesn’t speak, at first. She looks me up and down and I’m literally too tongue-tied to say anything. Hell, I don’t know what to say. I’m not even sure if she speaks English and I can’t speak German yet, beyond asking where’s the bathroom. The heels put her almost at my height of six-feet.

One eyebrow arches in a sexy way that makes my cock pulse. “Sprichst du Deutsch?”

I swallow hard and shake my head a little. “Sorry.” I already feel like a failure.

One corner of her mouth quirks up in a smile. “English, then?” Her speech sounds clear, with just a slight accent.

I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

She reaches out with her right hand, catches my chin with her index finger, and tips my head up, then back and forth, like she’s examining a prized hound.

How stupid I was, back then. That’s exactly what she was doing. I feel the tip of her perfectly manicured nail dig into my flesh.

“You will do.” She releases me.

Yay!

What a fucking dumb-ass kid. If only I’d known then, I would have run the other way, far and fast, and never looked back.




















Chapter Three

Now




The scrape of the man’s chair on the floor tells me he’s standing again. I sense him move around the end of the table, to my right, where he approaches to stand just inches from me. Heat from his body washes through my right arm and that side of my body because he stands that close.

Thank god he doesn’t smell like cigars or I’d be puking in this fucking hood.

There are many ways to die but I’d prefer it not be from choking on my own vomit if I can avoid that, thank you very much.

I sit there, waiting. What this guy doesn’t know is that I was trained how to patiently wait for what comes next in ways that he likely cannot comprehend.

Mindfucks?

Yeah, been there, done that, too, long before I was ever trained in intelligence work, ironically. Literally trained by a master of mindfucks.

Torture?

Yeah, well, already been through plenty of that, too. The stupid thing is, some if it I willingly asked for and endured, well past what I should have tolerated, instead of it being forced on me.

Because I was a clueless and affection-starved dumbass, that’s why.

My moral compass completely burned out long ago, even before a bullet shattered my leg just moments before a car bomb damn near finished a bunch of us in our unit. Meaning between surviving that and my training both in the military and outside of it, mental tactics which work effectively on the average person tend to fall flat on me.

Don’t get me wrong—I’m no sociopath, because I do have a conscience. Let’s just say the path my ethics follows has more curves than Stelvio Pass.

When the man touches one finger to the top of my head through the hood I flinch despite myself, because it’s spooky how the fucker knows exactly the things to do to trip my emotional buttons.

It’s exactly something He used to do to me, when I was on my knees in front of Him.

I don’t mean the colonel, either.

On my lower back, I’m well aware of the delta carved into my flesh there and feel a phantom fingernail trace it. Not accurately, but making the crossbar higher, turning it from a triangle into an A.

Alpha.

His.

I remember begging Him to change it for me with a blade, to cut me because I wasn’t brave enough to do it myself. How that was the one thing He always refused me because He worried He might harm me, or that it might get infected because of sweating our asses off in the desert and how we had to carry our battle rattle.

This man’s voice drags me back to the present. “You’re a smart guy, Eddie,” he says. “With a smart mouth. How has someone not shut you up before now?”

“Many have tried.” I drop into a Monty Python accent. “None shall pass.”

Again, I’m starting to think what little sense of self-preservation I used to possess has totally fled my body.

That.

Goddamned.

Chuckle.

I’ve obviously amused him. Sounds like he’s smiling and I can’t help wondering what he looks like, what color his eyes are.

If they’re brown, like His. “I’m sure they have.”

The finger disappears, leaving me with the ghost impression on my scalp where he touched me.

I shiver.

Fuck.

He walks behind me, so the space I’m in can’t be so tiny that there’s not room to move around in. Considering it’s December and likely cold outside, it’s moderately insulated in here.

I flinch again when his hands come to rest on my shoulders and he squeezes in a way that warns me there is likely more torture in my immediate future. I hope he can’t hear the way I suck in air as my left shoulder painfully sings under his hand.

Well bring it and let’s dance, motherfucker. I’m tired of this foreplay.

No, I’m smart enough I don’t say that out loud. I don’t have that much of a death wish, and this isn’t the good kind of pain.

“I have to admit,” he says, “the faked nuclear material was genius. The question is, did you do it to fuck them over because you knew they were idiots and you took advantage of the situation, or did you do it because you were desperate, since you bit off more than you could chew with the contract in the first place?”

Shit.

That means he knows more about me than I’m comfortable with. I wonder who he got to and who gave me up.

I opt to dig for a little information in return. “What’d they tell you?” I ask.

“Unfortunately, by the time I arrived on the scene, they were all dead.” The hands disappear and I draw in a relieved breath as the pain eases just a smidge in my shoulder. “That’ll teach me to hire cheap help on Craigslist.”

The braying laugh escapes me despite myself. If I wasn’t likely minutes from dying, I’d probably enjoy having a drink with this guy.

Maybe more, depending on what he was down for. He definitely sounds like a Top.

He stands on my left now, leaning against the table, uncomfortably close again but I don’t lean away.

I also force myself not to lean toward him.

“You’ve made a few lists over the years, Eddie. But it appeared you retired, and attention shifted away from you. People forgot about you. Then, out of the blue, you go active again. You take this job and two others right before it in quick succession, and apparently landed yourself squarely on someone’s radar.”

Fuck.

I’m already instinctively tensing in preparation of an impending blow as I speak. “Did I leave someone off my Christmas card list? Sorry. My bad.”

Instead of hitting me, he laughs again.

Fuuuuuck.

That’s worse than his chuckle.

A hell of a lot worse.

The unmistakable snick of a large folding knife being opened makes it to me through the hood and I wonder if he’s going to slit my throat. That would suck, but at least it’d be fast. As long as he does it right and doesn’t botch it, meaning he gets the veins and arteries on both sides of my throat so I bleed out and lose consciousness quickly.

I should know.

In fact, I do know.

It sucks when you have to perfect a technique like that, but it’s frequently too difficult to smuggle and use a gun somewhere. You can find a knife in nearly any kitchen and don’t need a special permit to buy one. If desperate, you can break a glass jar or bottle and use a shard of that for the work.

He roughly wrenches my chair back and away from the table, and I’m certain this is it. But what he does next takes me by surprise—he catches the back of my collar with what I assume is the knife’s gut hook and roughly tugs down, cutting my shirt along the back. I don’t resist as he completely cuts my shirt off me in pieces without removing my restraints.

I hear him close the knife and I assume he puts it away because I don’t hear him lay it on the table.

“Oooh, that must hurt, the way it’s bruised and swollen.” His finger digs, hard, into the front of my left shoulder, right at the joint, and I can’t stop the cry of pain before it leaves my mouth.

He chuckles, confusing the hell out of my cock.

Maybe I’m already dead and this is some weird version of Hell? Being tortured in a bad way by a guy who sounds exactly like the man who used to torture me in all the good ways?

I laugh despite myself, until he withdraws his finger and I can drag in shaky breaths.

I’m too old for this bullshit. I really am.

If by some miracle I do manage to get myself out of this, I’m done. Lesson learned, Universe. Stay home, stay bored, and stay alive.

My little flat in Berlin is deceptively mundane and middle-class. I prefer it that way because then I’m not a target or attracting attention, like I would be if I was flashy and wildly spending my hard-earned, ill-gotten gains. Most people assume I’m just a lonely old pensioner hanging around before making my way to God’s waiting room.

I mean, in that way they’re not wrong, exactly.

I couldn’t even tell you the names of my neighbors. I make a point of doing nothing more than nodding to them if I pass them in the hall or lobby as we all come and go. If I don’t talk to them and don’t engage, I don’t have to remember any stories I’ve told them.

When neighbors talk about me, all they’ll have to compare notes about is referring to me as the anti-social neighbor. Hell, I rarely have anyone over as a visitor. In fact, the last person who came to my flat in the past ten years who wasn’t a repair tech or delivery person was Carter, just a few weeks ago.

The man’s voice once again pulls me back. “Tsk. Eddie, why do you want to make this hard on yourself?”

“I’m an overachiever, I suppose. Never could safeword worth a damn.”

He pokes my bad shoulder again. This time, I manage to force back the pained howl and wrangle it into nothing more than a grunt before it leaves my mouth.

He’s playing with me—I can tell. He’s testing my edges instead of going right for the hardest, most painful techniques. Cat and mouse.

Sadist and masochist.

I’m soooooo fucking screwed.




















Chapter Four

Then




Elsa not only stole my heart, she ripped my soul clean out of my chest and wiped her ass with it. It’s only in retrospect I can look back and see that I was never really in love with her.

The idea of her—the ideal of her—is what hooked me and drew me in and kept me under her spell far longer than I ever should have spent there.

Someone paying attention to me, especially a strong female figure. I did all the emotional heavy lifting for her and handed myself to her without any struggle whatsoever.

It’s so textbook it’s clichéd, I suppose.

Carter was already Elsa’s pet when I met her in the bar that night. I wasn’t so clueless I didn’t think she had others ahead of or along with me, but before the night she forced Carter and I together, I didn’t realize that particular permutation would ever be on the table, or that she was involved with anyone else from my base, much less from the same barracks I bunked in.

Except by the time we reached that point, I’m ashamed to admit I might have killed for her, I was that desperate and hungry to remain in her good graces and keep her paying attention to me.

Fuck my ass with a strap-on?

Yes, Mistress. Thank you very much.

Suck a dildo and pretend it’s a real cock?

Please, Mistress. Let me do it for you.

Lick up my own cum regardless of where it lands?

I’ll do anything for you, Mistress. It is an honor to serve you.

Bend over and let the colonel fuck me over his desk, or fuck my mouth whenever he feels horny?

Tell me when and where, Mistress. I am happy to do your bidding.

Looking back, I feel sorry for that kid. He went from trusting absolutely no one to unquestioning faith in a woman who was, for all intents and purposes, a complete stranger to him.

A woman who definitely wasn’t worth any of the trust that poor, stupid kid placed in her.

A predator who easily recognized me as ripe and juicy prey perfectly situated for a simple takedown with little effort.

Talk about low-hanging fruit. I jumped from the branch and right into her toothy, gaping maw.

Then she sank her teeth into me and took a bite right out of my psyche.

I try not to think about her other victims, and that’s absolutely what most of us were—victims. I realized later not a single damn one of us were older than about twenty-three, if that. At twenty-eight, she was ten years older than me when I first met her. Having been raised with a lot of money in her family—or so she told us—she was worldly and had experiences I could only dream about. Born and raised in Germany, she was also fluent in English, French, and Italian. She held a cushy civilian job on the base with lots of contact and influence with high-level personnel and officers.

Only later did I understand she weaponized all of that to ruthlessly cultivate ammunition and kompromat on those people to keep them under her thumb, whether they understood that or not.

In the beginning, I believed she was my dream come true.

Except I wanted to leave with Carter the day he blew up and walked out. I really did. I couldn’t believe after we underwent vasectomies for her, and she promised us no other pets besides us, that she’d not only bring another man into the mix, but place him over me in the hierarchy.

Unfortunately, my fear overrode my common sense. I didn’t want to lose what we’d already gained with her, and at the time, I had not processed that it was all a web of pretty lies to begin with.

I wanted to take Carter’s hand and let him lead me out of there.

Frozen in terror that I didn’t know how to access any of this without Elsa turning the screws and posing us like puppets, I remained still and silent and complicit in my own impending destruction.

I think about the things I witnessed after Carter left, how she clamped down on me in the wake of his departure, both punishing me for him leaving, and her trying to solidify her hold on me by lavishing praise on the others and promising me that if I behaved myself, and groveled sufficiently enough, I, too, could one day re-earn her affection.

That, one day, I could be her Alpha pet.

By that point, I honestly believed I deserved everything she threw at me.

* * * *

In the wake of Carter’s departure, it somehow manages to sink in that something huge is missing from what I thought I had with Elsa. It’s a large, Carter-shaped hole in everything, and the Arctic chill I feel from her isn’t just because she’s upset that he left.

It’s a frigid wind that blew all along, blunted only by Carter’s warmth enveloping me and shielding me from her blasts.

Over the following days, she asks more and outlandish things of me, sends me to “friends” to perform any number of debasing and humiliating acts with them, openly whores me out now for house parties, and yet I still take it.

Until I can’t.

Two weeks after Carter’s departure, I can’t handle it anymore. I spend Saturday afternoon and evening in a swanky hotel suite, tied to an ottoman and getting used by over a dozen men, sometimes several at a time. The new guy, beta, the pet she brought in and placed over me and who triggered Carter’s departure, is the one who takes me to the hotel. He opens the door for arrivals, accepts their cash, sits watching in the corner during the entire event, and then unties me at the end, leaving me there without a word. Presumably taking the envelope of cash with him to give to Elsa.

He got to wear street clothes the whole time and wasn’t required to do anything else.

No comfort offered during any of the few idle moments.

No “good boys.”

No comforting hand gently massaging my head.

No forehead nuzzles.

No “you made me proud.”

Nothing.

This is my rock bottom, apparently, and yet still not enough to make me swear Elsa off for good. I stumble into the suite’s bathroom, where I sit in the shower and numbly let the water wash away the cum and spit and whatever else was on me.

I lose track of time, my body on autopilot and my mind huddled somewhere deep in my skull to protect me. When I snap back into my body to find myself standing in front of Carter’s door around midnight, my hand’s already reaching up to lightly tap so no one else hears me.

When he opens it, his eyes widen and he reaches for me, pulls me in, and I spend the next hour or so on his bed with him, curled up and sobbing in his lap while he whispers all the comfort and praise to me that my soul desperately hungers for.

I can’t tell him what’s happened. I don’t dare. I suspect he will confront Elsa if I do.

Maybe this will be okay, though. I feel a thousand times better now that I’ve had my Carter fix, and that fearful, nervous part of me terrified to walk away from Elsa tries to convince me I can have it both ways.

Serving my Mistress, and then getting my aftercare from Carter.

That’s workable, right?

That’s what I tell myself as I report to Elsa’s the next morning as she orders.

There, she gives me a cold, wicked smile that does nothing to warm me like it used to. She even brushes a kiss across my lips. “Beta said you obeyed me yesterday,” she says, and I shiver.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Excellent. Because I have another task for you today.”

* * * *

That night, it’s around ten thirty when I seek comfort from Carter. He doesn’t ask me what happened, or why I’m upset. He just tells me what I have to hear to survive this—that I’m a good boy, that he’s proud of me.

That I’m His.

Unspoken, I know if I walked away from Elsa now that Carter would absolutely stake an unbreakable claim on me, mind, body, and soul.

And I’m terrified that I would let him do just that, a prospect that could ruin both of us and our future careers.

It’s a risk I cannot push myself to take, unfortunately.

The only reason I know Carter has rejected the colonel’s side offer is because Colonel Coltrane Cunningham himself tells me all about it one Wednesday evening while I stand at attention in front of his desk. I’d been called in there earlier that morning and put on my knees to give him what turned out to be a rushed and angry blowjob before he sent me out and I passed Carter on the way.

Then, I’m called back to his office later.

“I’ve struck a new deal with Elsa,” he tells me. “Until she can find me a suitable replacement, you’re exclusive with me. Understand?”

I swallow hard and nod. “Yes, sir.” There’s a stinging pain there, the rejection already in place, simply waiting for another twist of fate to sweep me out of the way.

I know he’s not that fond of me, the way he was Carter, but I guess any ass in a storm, amiright?

It’s late, and there’s no one in this part of the building right now. He opens a desk drawer, tosses a condom and a tube of lube onto his desk blotter, and pushes his chair back from the desk. “Strip, boy. Get Daddy hard and then sit on my cock. If I remember correctly, you do know how to squeeze it pretty damned tight with your ass, so at least that’s something.”

I nod and start to unbutton my uniform shirt as I swallow back the darkness threatening to devour my soul. “Yes, Daddy.”

* * * *

Another week passes. The colonel sometimes puts me on my knees under his desk, for up to an hour at a time and choking me with his cock, or he fucks me from behind so he doesn’t have to look at my face. But his favorite position, if we’re in his office, now seems to be me sitting on his lap, facing away from him, and tormenting me without letting me get off while he takes his time building up his nut.

He’s right about one thing—I do know how to squeeze a cock with my ass. It’s weird how proud I am that I can milk a man into coming just from that.

Him fucking me always happens after hours. A couple of times we meet at a local hotel, so he can beat me and piledrive me into the mattress several times after loading himself up with blue pills.

Sometimes, the blowjobs happen early in the morning, before anyone else has arrived in the office.

During this time, the only contact I have with Elsa is through text messages she sends me to tell me when to go to the colonel. At least once a day, and most days twice a day.

I end up with Carter nearly every night. It’s the only way I can function now.

Then, that Sunday, I’m ordered to come to Elsa’s.

Sunlight streams through the loft’s windows. The gorgeous, sunny afternoon outside is nothing like the dark storms raging in her blue eyes.

With me tied spread-eagled and face down on her bed, she stands near the head of the bed and glares down at me while three other naked, collared, and cuffed men surround the bed.

They were here when I arrived. She orders them to strip and bind me as soon as I walk through the door.

Today she speaks English even though when there are other slaves present she usually only speaks German, because I am the only one who isn’t fluent in it.

I’m guessing that means she really wants me to understand what she’s saying.

“You have disappointed me, gamma,” she says. “The old Alpha is no longer in our lives and I learn you have been seeking him out? How disrespectful.”

“I’m sorry, Mistress!” Fuck. I don’t know how she heard about it, unless…

Crap. I have no idea who two of the men are, because they’re masked. One is the little shit, beta, except as of today she now calls him Alpha. 

Maybe I’m not the only reason she’s speaking English. Maybe one or both of the other guys came from the base, too.

“I have found a new playmate for the colonel,” she continues. “He’s accepted delivery of him, and thus you are now returned to me.”

Fuck. That must be why I wasn’t ordered to him today, as I’d expected I would be.

It stings a hell of a lot worse than it should.

“You have disappointed me in many ways, gamma. Do you wish me to release you as my slave? Because I will, if that is what you seek.”

Fear trills through me. “No, Mistress!”

She leans in, her arms propped on the bed. “What will you do to regain my affection and confidence?”

It’s like being an addict and having a glorious hit from your favorite drug tantalizingly dangled just out of reach. “Anything, Mistress!” Even as I say this, part of me rebels. I know I could safeword, leave, seek out Carter, and let him take over, and he’d be happy to do it.

But looking back, I guess I’m still in denial at this point. What I have with Carter can only work if Elsa is somehow the glue between us.

Right?

I mean, isn’t that why I craved Carter’s hands on me and his cock in me when I’d never even thought about being with a guy before? Because it pleases her for me to do so?

Used to please her, I suppose.

But those first two weeks without Carter here were brutal hell, not going to lie. I couldn’t stand it.

I need him.

I need the gentle, loving, positive reinforcement he always gave me, which Elsa never does.

Neither do any of her other “pets.”

She pushes up and, from the sound of her voice, I know she’s circling the bed. “You have already gone under the knife once for me, so I know you are dedicated. That is the only reason I am even giving you this chance to atone. But this transgression is serious and I am not so certain you are truly penitent.”

The zhip! of a crop reaches my ear just before a stripe of fire burns across the sit line at the top of my thighs. I try to hold back my cry of pain, but I’m not gagged and don’t have a pillow to bite down on.

If she wants to beat me, then I’ll take it. Anything to atone for my transgressions.

Anything to remain in her good graces.

If I lose her… I don’t want to even contemplate that.

By the time she finishes beating me with the riding crop, I’m begging her to let me atone, in any way she deems fit.

She rips the blindfold off of me and leans in. “If you wish to remain mine, your new name will be delta, and you will be fourth in line. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Mistress!”

“I suppose I have no way of forcing you to not see that piece of garbage who walked away from me, but I do have a way of reminding you that you never forget who you are or who you belong to.”

“Anything for you, Mistress!”

She cruelly smiles. “You will wear a mark then?”

I nod as much as the restraints will allow. “Yes, Mistress, please!”

“The Greek letter for delta is a triangle.” She looks up. “Alpha.” She gives him a command in German.

Apparently, this was already arranged. Out of the corner of my eye I catch him leaning in and feel something cold splash on my lower back, right at the base of my spine. The sharp tang of rubbing alcohol hits my nose a second later.

Elsa grabs my head in her hands and those ice-blue eyes stare into mine. “Ask Alpha to carve my new name for you into your flesh. You will take it, or I will free you right now and you will never see me again.”

My tears already flow as I speak. “Alpha, please carve my new name into my flesh.”

This scream Elsa muffles with her hand over my mouth as the other men pin down my legs and arms and she grins.

* * * *

I stumble out of there an hour later with my back fucking hurting like hell and my ass gaping and full of cum. She let the other three fuck me in order, Alpha first. They each took me twice.

No condoms.

I suspect I’m also an example to them of why pissing Elsa off is never a good idea.

The things she says to me while she’s letting them fuck me leads me to believe she wants Carter to see my wound.

She absolutely delights in the thought of making him upset, and she tells me I’m free to do whatever I want with him from this point forward, as long as it doesn’t interfere with her orders for me. I think maybe she wants to try to coax Carter back into the fold through me, but I have a feeling that’s a lost cause.

Also, I’m not allowed to be with anyone outside of her approval other than Carter.

Except for Alpha, beta, and gamma.

They’re allowed to use me however and whenever they want.

So over the next several days, my late-night visits to Carter continue after the three men have their way with me after work.

And boy, do they use me. I think I preferred the other group sex encounters Elsa always set up for me because these guys act like they aren’t allowed to come unless it’s by using me.

They also don’t speak to me during sex, except to remind me I’m at the bottom of the food-chain, and they never offer so much as a word of comfort or praise.

I’m not allowed to pleasure myself for now, either. Apparently, that’s a privilege I’ll have to re-earn, and Elsa gives me no clue how that process will happen, either. My assumption is that I must follow all her orders to the letter if I hope to even have a chance of doing that. She says Carter can make me come if he feels like it, but I can see that would be…problematic.

I never ask Carter to do anything to me. I don’t take off my clothes around him, either, because I don’t want him to see the healing wound on my back. Instinctively, I know he’d be enraged about it and would likely do something that would get him and possibly me both tossed out of the Army.

He might have a future ahead of him in some other field, but without the Army, I literally have nothing to look forward to except a future of low-wage, dead-end jobs, and I’d rather not go that route, thank you very much.

Apparently, the colonel likes his new playtoy, because I’m not sent to him. Elsa doesn’t contact me, either. My orders now come from Alpha.

The next Saturday morning, Alpha texts me an address in town and says to meet him there at noon. When I arrive, I realize it’s a seedy bar. He leads me inside and a guy standing guard over a door in the back lets us pass into a dark hallway of red and black walls and a rough concrete floor.

Our destination is a tiny room near the end of the hall, with nothing in it but a low stool and two holes on opposite ends of the room from each other.

Alpha speaks, his English choppy and thickly accented. “You service every cock all day. Jerk yourself off while you do. I come back for you at midnight.”

That’s…literally twelve hours from now.

Then he points at the holes in the wall, and the way the stool is positioned between them…and I realize what they are.

The Arctic chill howls through me, blunted by the sound and warmth of Carter’s voice.

“You are my good and perfect boy.”

Next thing I know, I’ve punched Alpha. He sprawls on the floor and looks up at me in horror, blood trickling from his smashed nose and split lip.

I jab my finger at him. “Fuck you, and fuck her. You do it, you goddamned prick.”

I turn and walk away, breaking into a run and pushing my way past the bouncer and fleeing until I’m several blocks away and crying.

That’s when my burner phone rings.

It’s her.

When I answer, I cut Elsa’s scream off before she can get more than a word out. “Fuck you, you goddamned cunt. Karma is a real fucking bitch, and one day, it’s going to do to you what I just did to that little fucking prick.”

I hang up and immediately block her number.

The shakes hit me then. I stumble over to a nearby park bench and collapse onto it, numb, terrified.

Broken.

When I next become aware of my surroundings, it’s after eight p.m. and I have to pee like a goddamned racehorse. There’s no one around, so I step behind a bush and let loose.

On the burner I have missed calls from numbers I don’t recognize, but no voice mails.

No texts.

I block all those numbers, and the numbers for Alpha, beta, and gamma.

The only reason I don’t destroy the burner is that Carter has the number, and I can’t remember if he has my personal cell number.

Then I stare up at the sky, throw back my head, and scream.

* * * *

Carter and I haven’t done anything together other than my nightly cuddles since I severed contact with Elsa, because I’m terrified he’ll see the mark on me. Then when our orders to deploy to Afghanistan come through only a couple of days after my rebellion, I suspect the timing is not coincidental. Elsa has two pets who’ve left the fold?

Two pets with dirt on a certain colonel?

Yeah, I smell bullshit.

The night before we’re deploying, I go to Carter and finally confess everything except about the mark.

I’m certain he’s going to hate me, because it’s obvious I’m the reason we’re being sent to the desert.

But instead, he tightens his grip on me. “Shh, pet. It’s not your fault. The colonel offered me a private deal outside of Elsa, and I turned him down.”

“What?”

“Yeah.” He tells me all about it and I can’t help but feel a little jealous that the colonel wanted him so badly.

“Why didn’t you take it?”

He cups my face in his hands and kisses me. “Because no fucking way am I abandoning you. I told you—you’re mine.”

Carter doesn’t see the fresh scar on my back until our first night at our assigned FOB in Afghanistan. We’re sharing a “room,” if you can loosely call it a room.

And when he pulls me into his arms to kiss me, I soon find him stripping me, I’m stripping him, and then he’s fucking me on my back on the floor where it’s quieter, facing him and staring into my eyes as he whispers the things I crave from him.

“Who’s my good pet?”

“Me, Sir!”

He smiles and kisses me. “Yes, you are. My very good boy.”

Once we’re done—and he jerks me off before finishing inside me—I wince as I feel where my barely healed mark rubs against the floor and he scowls.

“What’s wrong?”

I start to shake my head but his hand clamps around my throat and squeezes. “Tell me.”

I…can’t.

Shaky and ashamed, I climb to my knees, turn around, and I’m already crying as I drop into the Worship position in front of him, my ass facing him, so he can see.

He sucks in a sharp breath as his fingers touch me. “Oh, buddy…”

I cry myself to sleep in his arms that night as he tightly holds me. The last thing I remember him saying before I crash into oblivion is that, one day, somehow, he will make Elsa pay for what she’s done to me.

For what she’s done to His perfect pet.




















Chapter Five

Now




What can I say about my life? I don’t even know where to begin.

It’d be a lie if I said I ever imagined myself here, right now. Younger me never would have dreamed where my path eventually led me, or the paths I’d cross along the way.

One thing I became very skilled at over the years is willfully engaging in disassociation. I didn’t realize, at first, that it had a name. I thought it was connected to subspace, and floating the endorphins and dopamine and adrenaline high playing gave me.

I also didn’t realize I did it with Elsa, and rarely with Carter, unless it wasn’t just me and Carter. That was back before Carter and I both left her, obviously. I never did it after that with Carter.

I always did it with the colonel.

Apparently, I did it a lot as a kid, to shove my emotions aside and pretend to be functioning so I didn’t draw more attention to myself.

What I do now, as the man with the Virginian accent begins to interrogate and torture me in earnest, is detach my mind from my body and think about Carter.

I’m aware of my pants being cut from me, leaving me in nothing but my briefs.

The man is an expert in using pressure points and I suppose that helps me untether from the here and now, because Carter was, too. It was an easy and effective way for him to drive me into subspace when we played and couldn’t risk being overheard by anyone else while we were stationed in the desert. He could gag me with dirty briefs or a sock or even a belt, and quickly shove me into the headspace I needed and craved, just with a press of his fingers, and doing no actual harm to me in the process.

No idea how long any of this goes on before the man transitions to using his fists. Guy’s skilled with that, too. I know now I’m very likely never getting out of this situation, but if I roll over and tell him everything he’s trying to learn, he’ll just kill me quickly.

So sue me—I’d like to enjoy this as much as possible if it’s the last “scene” I’ll ever bottom in.

It’s obvious from his questions that he only has part of my jacket, and doesn’t know anything outside of my file about my first several years in the military and spent in Germany under the colonel. He also doesn’t seem to know about many of my past activities both before and after I separated from the US intelligence world.

Part of me is tempted to string him along, but eventually he’s going to get angry and bored, and eventually I’m going to succumb to head trauma or my growing dehydration.

When everything stops, it’s a shock to my system as my body’s conditioned responses take over.

Like the erection I finally realize I’m sporting.

Whoops.

He hasn’t mentioned it, so maybe it just happened.

Then I’m aware of what I’m pretty sure are the only two other men helping my interrogator entering the room. They grab me under the arms while my restraints are unlocked from my ankles and my wrists. Then I’m roughly pulled up from the chair and onto my feet. I scream in agony because of my shoulder, but the American chuckles.

“I know it hurts, buddy. Sorry. You did put up a fight, though.” He clips the wrist manacles on me again, behind my back, leaving my feet free, and I’m literally dragged out of there. My toes barely touch the ground. These two men are larger than me, probably at least six-four or taller, and feel like solid muscle.

My interrogator has hired help, obviously.

After a few moments of being moved, I’m unceremoniously dropped onto the floor, on my knees, and the other two men back off.

Which is a good thing, because they both stink of cigarette smoke to the point I could smell it through my hood and was about to gag.

The American roughly grabs my chin through the mask and yanks my head up and back. “I don’t have time to fuck around with you much longer, Eddie. You are sorely trying my patience, son.”

It’s a lot colder out here in this much larger room, which might be a loading dock, or a warehouse space. I shiver and hope the man’s not looking at my briefs. Despite my pain, my erection’s hard and pressing against the front of them because…fucking hell.

He sounds just like Carter. Even says things exactly the way Carter used to say them when we played.

I’m starting to honestly believe I’m already dead and ended up in Hell after all. Because, dammit, the two men are aural twins, for sure.

How freaky is that?

“I’ve told you all I know,” I say. “No, I wasn’t going to sell them real nuclear material. And yes, they made that ask after I’d already agreed to the job and accepted a deposit. If they’re already dead, then I’m sorry, but I don’t have any other info about them before their paths crossed mine. I’ve given you everything I know about my arms supplier. Good luck shutting them down, because they’re backed by Orchynzki, an oligarch from outside of Moscow. He’s protected them for decades.”

He releases me. “You sure run in shitty circles, Eddie.”

“Guy’s gotta make a living.”

“So why’d you really come out of retirement, hmm? Blow through your nest egg?”

I think about saying good-bye to Carter on the sidewalk in front of the hotel a few weeks ago.

I think about reading the report in the newspaper about the police finding Elsa dead in her apartment three days later, when neighbors reported a foul odor.

I remember how I cried in relief, because I had wondered if Carter got it wrong. If, perhaps, somehow, she’d survived.

I remember the relief I felt that her death was unequivocally labelled an accidental overdose, or possibly a suicide without a note, and they wrote in the papers that she’d been under suspicion of embezzlement by her employers.

I remember lying awake and realizing that the only solid thing I’d held on to for years, my hope of one day taking revenge on her, even though I knew I was too chickenshit to ever do it personally, was now…gone.

It’s like something snapped inside me when that finally sank in and I processed it.

“I’m an idiot, I guess.”

He punches me in the side of the head, nearly knocking me over, but I somehow remain upright. The sound of footsteps walking away, toward what I guess is a doorway, and the way they echo reinforces my idea that this space is much larger than the previous one.

I wonder how much time I have left. The only true regret I’ll carry with me is that I can’t tell Carter one more time how much I still love him. That I can’t apologize for not being able to break through my own stupid walls back then and love him back the way he deserved.

That I realize now I wasted our chance to be together, and it’s the biggest regret of my life.

That I frequently goaded the meanness out of him in the desert because it was the only thing my soul could accept from him, at the time.

The only thing I felt I deserved.

And back then, I believed he deserved a partner far better than someone irretrievably fucked up like me.

Through no fault of Carter’s, I let my fear control me and rule my actions instead of fully trusting him to take care of me the way he promised he would and could.

The man literally laid down his body and risked his life to protect me, and the thanks I gave him was to let him go and not follow him the moment I was released from the hospital. Instead of letting the doctors give me a medical discharge, like they wanted, I begged and pleaded and even lied more than a little about my condition and pain levels to stay in.

Which is how I ended up transferring into intelligence work, first with the Army MIC, then, once they realized I had certain skills and personality traits they could exploit—and a lack of familial ties to worry about—I was recruited into the NSA and, later, the CIA. From there I was laterally transferred to a “civilian contractor,” which is a polite way of saying black ops, and so the rest of my career progressed until I officially left their employ when I hit thirty-nine and realized I could be self-employed and doing the exact same thing I was doing without giving up a share of the profits to someone else.

The dollar signs danced in my head, I’ll admit it. I self-medicated with work and find myself regretting those decisions now.

I could be over thirty years into a damned good relationship with a man I knew would always have my six, and instead I’m about to die wherever the fuck I am right now.

With my hands manacled behind me and my shoulder all jacked up, I can’t try to work the hood off, or resist in some way.

This is not the kind of helpless I enjoy.

Dirt rasps under my raw and likely bleeding knees where I’m kneeling on the hard concrete floor. I can’t tell what time of day it is, or how long it’s been since I was taken, except I’m thirsty as fucking hell now, and my empty stomach’s taken a back seat to my dehydration and the frigid temps out here. With the hood muffling my hearing, I can’t tell what’s going on outside the building, or if I’m in a rural or urban location. Wherever it is, it’s likely isolated in some way. Protected, at the very least.

Safe enough for an execution.

Footsteps approach, more than one man. At least three.

Then a booted foot painfully connects with my right hip bone, hard, and I go down face-first. Unable to put out my hands and catch myself, my forehead bounces against the floor, making stars erupt behind my eyelids.

I am going to die here, like this, in my underwear.

Not even my good briefs, either. These are plain ole tighty-whities.

More blows rain down on me and I realize it’s only a matter of minutes, if not seconds, before they kill me.

He will never know what happened to me.

Will He ever try to contact me? Find me?

I suspected that hug from Him outside the hotel would be the last time I ever saw Him in my life. And when the blows stop and I hear the unmistakable sound of a slide being pulled back, the last of my courage dissolves as the hard metal of a handgun muzzle presses against the back of my head.

“Last chance, Eddie. Talk.” Fuck me, I’d swear it was him, which is why I can’t control what I say next.

“I’m sorry, Carter,” I sob. “I’m so sorry.”

But the expected shot doesn’t come.

The man I’ve been dealing with suddenly leans in close in front of me. He must not be the one holding the gun. “What did you say?”

My hysterical laughter brays free as I realize what I said. “J-just an old ghost from my past.” I suck in what air I can between the stifling hood and the snot now clogging my nose. “When I was a stupid kid and let Him walk away.” I laugh again. “You sound just like Him.” In my mind, those Hs are still all capitalized, just like they used to be. Maybe this man is my executioner, but he’s also my unintended last-minute confessor.

“Who the fuck is Carter?” Is there a different tone in his voice now?

Fear grips me as I realize why he’s probably asking. “We served together nearly thirty years ago! I loved him, and He loved me.” I choke back more snot and sobs. “Please, He doesn’t know anything about this. He’s in the States and has a wife and family. He has nothing to do with my life now.”

“He wasn’t involved in this deal?”

“No! None of it, I swear!” Terror seizes my system. I know Carter can handle Himself, but my soul would never know peace if harm came to any of His loved ones. “Please, we were together secretly in the Army back when we were kids. He wasn’t out, and neither was I.”

“Together how?”

Fuck it. “Sexually. We were lovers. Loved each other. He owned me and promised to always take care of me.”

I hear movement. The gun disappears for a moment, then reappears, and I think the American is now the one holding it. He goads the back of my skull with the muzzle, and not gently. “Then why bring this Carter guy up now? There must be more to it than that.”

“Just final regrets, that’s all.” I sadly laugh. “You sound just like him. We were both wounded in-country and almost died. I pushed Him away when He wanted me to leave the Army with Him. I couldn’t make myself be out. I stayed in, and he went on to law school and a career in state politics.” I’m babbling now and can’t help it. “Please, I swear, He’s guilty of nothing more than loving me back then. I wouldn’t let Him keep His promise.”

“What promise?”

In these last moments of my life I know I should stop talking, but it’s like I’ve lost the ability to control myself since I finally have someone to spill my soul to and have admitted why this man’s getting under my skin. “He promised to always take care of me. Never leave me behind. But I was young and stupid and scared, and He returned to the States. I stayed in after I healed up. He moved on and got married to a woman while he was in college, and now they have two sons, and—”

Pressure from the muzzle disappears, replaced by blinding pain that smacks the back of my skull before my world goes dark.




















Part II:

Jace




“All war is deception.” 

– Sun Tzu




















Chapter Six

Three Days Ago




Fuck my life.

I do my damnedest not to roll my fricking eyes as I sit back in my chair and listen to the man drone on and on.

And fucking on.

This is one of the many bullshit, mundane tasks I endure to keep the true nature of my career a secret. I pretend to listen to government wonks and code monkeys say what they think I want to hear and stroke my ego. All while I’m trying my best not to kill all of them where they stand for being so.

Insufferably.

Booooring.

It should be a crime.

Retiring is looking pretty damned good as of late, I hate to admit. It’s been years since I’ve been on an assignment that really got my blood pumping. I’m still assigned the occasional wet-work, yeah, but I’m no longer the one who has to deal with the clean-up, and I haven’t been for years. I’m either assigned a team to lead who handles the mop-up after I’ve completed the interrogation, or I hire trusted locals I’ve worked with in the past to take care of it for me.

No, this job isn’t thrilling. Wouldn’t even make a good spy novel. Right now, I’m sitting in a depressingly shitty office in a Soviet-era building in Kyiv and listening to this fucking asshole try to blow smoke up my ass in less than perfect Russian. But his Russian is way better than my Ukrainian, so I give him that much.

When the cell in my pocket buzzes with a text alert, I reach down and silence it without interrupting our conversation even as my pulse races. It’s my burner, because like hell am I bringing one of my real phones into the country, and only three people have the number. This joker sitting in front of me has the number for my dummy phone that has my “work” number on it. I swap SIM cards on that one all the time to keep malware off of it, especially when I have to travel here.

At the first reasonable break in the conversation, I hold up a hand and excuse myself to the bathroom. While in the stall, I look at the message, which came from an unknown number. It’s a single word that sends my pulse hammering through my veins once more.




EXCELSIOR




Fuck, yeah!

That means I have an assignment waiting for me.

Not one of these bullshit cover assignments, either.

I mean an actual field op instead of simply gathering intel. It’s been too damned long since a good, juicy assignment’s been dropped in my lap. I was beginning to think they were trying to give me a not-so-subtle hint that they wanted to put me out to pasture and get me to take my retirement without actually forcing me to resign or having to fire me.

I delete the message and swipe into the phone’s settings to factory reset it. That’ll have to do until I can get out of here and dispose of the thing. I pop out its SIM card and snap it between my fingers, then flush that down the toilet.

I can’t just duck out of this meeting, though. If I do, it’ll look suspicious.

Mainly because my “company” was the one who set it up in the first place, to work with this bot farm about running some algos to try to decipher things Amazon’s been doing as of late, to see if we can piece together a better picture of Amazon’s AI.

I mean, that’s my cover story.

I was mostly scoping out this company because we’re pretty sure they’re behind a metric shit-ton of disinfo traffic that crops up on various social media platforms during every US election.

It’s over an hour before I can finally get out of there after declining his offer to take me out to dinner. I claim that my breakfast hasn’t been agreeing with me and return to my hotel room. There, I use another burner I’d left in my suitcase to hook into a VPN and check a disposable e-mail account.

That gives me a four-digit number, which I memorize before deleting the message, emptying the trash folder, and then deleting the account.

I already know the country code, area code, and three-digit prefix. Those are fixed.

The last four digits give me the full phone number I’ll need to call within twenty-four hours.

Lucky for me, I can get a flight out to Budapest two hours from now instead of having to wait for my original flight to Paris tomorrow morning.

* * * *

The flat I use as a safehouse in Budapest looks untouched when I let myself in. None of the tells I left the last time I visited here four months ago have been disturbed, and a quick sweep of it shows it’s still bug-free. It’s one of several refuges I have sprinkled around Europe. Not even my handlers know about it—or most of the other safehouses I own.

Hey, if they’re stupid enough to pay me in black money, I’m smart enough to put it to good use.

But here I have supplies and privacy and can check in without worrying about the prevalent sniffers that are everywhere in the Ukraine and Russia. I grab a burner and set out across the city on foot so I’m not hitting the cell towers closest to the safehouse when I make the call using a secure messaging app.

The call is connected, but no one speaks.

“Excelsior,” I say.

“Hold,” a man replies.

A moment later, the call is connected. “Where are you?” Rich asks. That’s not his real name, but that’s what I call him. He’s my official handler, which likely means this assignment is big. I rarely hear from him in person unless it’s an off-the-books wet-work op being handed down straight from top brass.

I’m eager to jump into it, whatever it is. I’m fucking bored out of my mind lately, and bored agents are dead agents.

“Budapest.” Hell, lying about that when they could track me through my fake passport is stupid and will make them want to take a closer look at my movements. They know I frequently use Budapest as a jump-off point for missions in this region.

“Perfect. Here’s your dossier number…”

An hour later, after downloading the info to my secured tablet, shutting down the burner, and wandering around the city—including getting myself some dinner because I’m fucking starving—I have convinced myself I’m not being tailed and I return to my safehouse.

If they look for me, they’ll find a hotel reservation over by the airport, which is where the cell towers will ping my phone’s location from when I called. Obviously, I’m not there. But it needs to look like I’ve got a place to lay my head while I’m here or they’ll start looking closer at me and my movements.

Again, the whole “I don’t want to attract the bad kind of attention” thing.

While I’m excited to get started, the more I read about this assignment…

The more questions I have.

Not necessarily good questions, either. My instincts are buzzing at eleven on a scale of one-to-ten that something feels…off about this assignment.

Turns out Budapest was the perfect choice. My target is supposed to be meeting some group in Győr to deliver arms to them. That’s only a couple of hours from here by car.

Even better, it’s barely an hour from my safehouse outside of Bratislava.

Except…

My target is a former agent who “retired” years ago and ended up going into business for himself. He was smart enough to never do anything to put him at odds with our employer, so he was left alone.

Suddenly, he’s on the radar again, for something that appears to be completely unlike his former M.O.

What feels off, to me, is it looks like the group he’s dealing with has been set up, as well. Another agent is supposed to eliminate them with extreme prejudice because of imminent plans the group has near completion. I distinctly remember some chatter through back channels a few months ago, warnings about it being a coordinated op from our end, and to stay clear of it, because they wanted to try to attract a couple of extremists who’d been laying low too well for them to ferret them out.

But…

Yes, I’ve been part of plenty of targeted ops before. Even ran some of them.

This feels…different. More like entrapment than a legitimate honeypot. The subject I’m after is Edward James Fowler, former Army, brought over to intelligence after he was shot up in Afghanistan. No family, and he was a foster system kid who went in after high school.

I could request his entire jacket, beyond what they’ve sent me, and study it in detail, but I don’t want to do that yet. It might trigger red flags if this is a set-up, and they might pull me from the assignment. If I’m not supposed to know the other half of this equation is a hinky set-up, too, that might go badly for me.

I didn’t survive this long doing what I’m doing by being stupid.

Of course, it could be exactly what it looks like on its surface, trying to take out two sets of baddies for the price of one op.

If that’s the case, why isn’t it being coordinated between the agents handling the splinter group and me?

Once I’ve finished reading, I shower, brush my teeth, and climb into bed. It’s not very likely I’ll have a restful night, but it’ll be my last chance to get some decent sleep before the completion of this operation.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not cavalier about taking lives, even if it sounds like I am. I’m not a sociopath who enjoys murdering people for fun.

What I am is very pragmatic. I have a job to do, and it’s for the greater good. If me killing some shitbag who’s planning to car-bomb a holiday outdoor market full of civvies saves a few hundred lives, I’m happy to do that with a clear conscience. Saves everyone the cost of a trial and years in prison upkeep, too. Not to mention, it makes it impossible for said shitbag to be used as leverage in a prisoner-exchange deal at some future date, or made into a martyr if he decides to go on a bullshit hunger strike for attention and then becomes the darling of neolib bleeding hearts via social media.

Or, worse, he somehow escapes and goes on to do more heinous deeds while becoming a twisted folk hero in the process.

A clean, quiet “disappearance” is far tidier and preferable to any of those options.

And I use that example simply because it’s one of many that have crossed my path over the years. I’ve liquidated terrorists, assassins, and nuclear scientists working for hostile nations. I’ve taken out adult children of despots who were already eagerly following in their parents’ footsteps. I’ve helped instigate coups to topple dictators, and I’ve poisoned a private jet pilot spiriting a group of rich pedophiles to a private island in the South Pacific for a child sex party.

Along with many other things I’ve done.

I’ve never directly killed young children, though. That is a line I will not cross, even when I’ve had to bend my way around orders in the past. Sure, a few innocents have ended up as collateral damage over the years, and I always regret it when that can’t be avoided.

Except what I do is for the greater good, and all that.

Mostly. Some of it is a morally grey area, and it’s one of the facets of my career that I’ve come to accept.

What also strikes me is that this will likely be my last active assignment. At fifty-seven, I am no longer viable in what is admittedly a younger man’s game. I don’t want to go out like Bruce Willis and his gang in RED, with agents young enough to be my grandkids trying to eliminate me.

I suppose it’s exactly that fictional movie scenario playing in my mind right now.

Why this job?

Why now?

Why me?

They could send any twenty-something kid in there to follow Fowler and put a bullet in the back of his head when he’s not looking. They could leave some poison on his doorknob to frame the Russians for his death, although that might draw more attention to the case than people above my pay grade are comfortable risking.

The more I think about it…

Refusing to take the job short of landing myself in a hospital isn’t an option. But before I close out the books on it, I want to make sure I’m doing the right thing and not someone’s nefarious bidding.

Because I sure as hell don’t want to be the next one popping up on the top of someone’s list as a loose end in need of tightly tying.




















Chapter Seven

Now




After I knock Fowler out, I turn and order my two hired grunts out of the warehouse. I need a moment to think. Fortunately, these two only speak Russian, not English, which is one of the reasons I used them and not some of my regular local guys who speak Hungarian and English.

There would have to be lotto-ticket-worthy coincidences aplenty for this Eddie to be who I think he might be, and for him to be talking about who I think he’s talking about.

Carter isn’t exactly the most common first name in the world.

Lots of guys meet and marry a woman in college and go to law school. And work in politics.

And plenty of them even have two sons.

It would be nothing more than a huge coincidence if my little brother and Fowler happened to be in the service and in the same region at the same time.

Wouldn’t it?

In my mind, I page through Fowler’s jacket and what I know about him. He’s fifty-one.

Carter’s fifty-two. They both served in Germany. Until—

Holy. Shit.

They were both deployed from Germany. Maybe even to the same FOB in Afghanistan…

My heart hammers in my chest. Is it possible they were in the same unit? Did they both serve under the same shitbag who I hold personally responsible for our brothers’ deaths?

Maybe I was right after all. Maybe this was a set-up from the start.

While I have no problem taking out a target, I do have a problem being sent after an innocent person.

“Innocent” in terms of being set up to take a fall, not “innocent” in the grand scheme of things, because Fowler’s definitely no choir boy.

My tablet’s in my SUV. Fowler’s still out cold, so I risk leaving him there to go get it. The two men are standing by their truck and grabbing a smoke.

I walk over to them and, speaking Russian, I say, “You aren’t needed any longer. I’m taking care of it. Leave me a shovel and go.”

They share a glance, shrug, and after handing me one of the shovels, they climb into their truck and drive off. I already paid them in full in euros, so it’s no skin off their noses to leave without digging a shallow grave in a Hungarian hillside to bury a body. Easy money for them. No, they’re not going to hang around and argue and risk me demanding some of the money back.

I return to the warehouse and scroll through Fowler’s dossier on my tablet. Yep, Fowler was in Germany and in-country at the same times and in the same places as Carter.

In the same freaking unit.

Oh, shit. Could it be that this Eddie is who I’m now thinking he might be?

Is he one of the three?

Pulling out my personal burner phone, I quickly log into a Dropbox account where I store things I want access to but not keep a personal phone on me or have things tied to me in any other way. I really shouldn’t be doing this, but I have to know.

I have to be sure.

In this account, I store duplicates of all my personal and family photos. Scrolling through the date stamps, I finally find what I’m looking for and click on it.

It’s a picture of Carter and a couple of his buddies from some thirty years ago. Two of who died in the car bomb that almost killed my little brother. But Carter nearly died because he threw himself over three other guys who were already down and injured, protecting them and earning himself a medical discharge and a Purple Heart as a result.

In this picture, the guy on the end was one of the ones he protected. One of the three. And—

No fucking way.

I unlock the chain securing the hood around Fowler’s neck and yank it off his head, shoving him over onto his side with my foot to get a better look at him.

It is him.

It’s absolutely him. Older, yes, but aren’t we all? The picture I have matches the old picture in his official military jacket.

I think about how I noticed him getting hard a couple of times during my interrogation, like a man used to rough trade and craving it.

How I thought if the situation were different, I’d absolutely love to pick him up in a bar and take him home and rough him up.

Hmm.

This revelation needs a moment to percolate through my brain. I always suspected my little brother and I shared some of the same personality traits when it comes to power exchange and intimate relationship dynamics, but in our family it’s definitely not something we would ever talk about. From the way I’ve watched Carter and his wife Susa interacting, to the way I’ve witnessed him handle his old friend and “boss,” Owen.

Who happens to be the two-term governor of the state of Florida, and will be until Susa, his lieutenant governor, is sworn into office in a few weeks, since she won her election to take Owen’s place as governor. Carter will then become the First Gentleman of Florida, leaving his job as Owen’s chief of staff to become a stay-at-home dad.

To their two sons.

I’ve always wondered if there was more to the three of them being “roommates” in college. All these years, they’ve been inseparable.

That, and the fact that Owen’s a confirmed bachelor.

Plus, Carter’s sons both have Owen’s green eyes.

Guess I’m not the only one in my family hiding some pretty dark secrets.

Maybe it’s instincts that kick in, I don’t know. But I pull out my other burner and text one word to a number I have memorized.




Liquidated.




I get a response a moment later.




File noted.




After removing that burner’s battery and SIM card, I drop the phone to the floor and crush it under the heel of my tactical boot. I’ll dump it and the SIM card in a river on my way out of here.

At this point, I’m not only disobeying a direct order, I’m playing a very dangerous game that could quite possibly get me killed.

I didn’t make it to fifty-seven while still actively working as a spook because I’m a fucking idiot, though.

In my SUV I have a travel kit that covers a wide variety of potential situations. From it, I pull out a new syringe and needle and draw up enough drugs to keep Fowler sedated for several hours. He’s in pretty rough shape and dehydrated, too. I can’t risk starting an IV on him right now, though. I need to move him first.

I need time to think, and I can’t do it here, out in the open, where the morning and daylight could bring discovery and interruptions.

Working fast, I position the SUV so the back hatch is at the warehouse’s doorway. After I push the drugs into Fowler, I unchain him, pop his shoulder back into place—because it’s the least I can do for the poor fucker—and reposition his hands in front of him before chaining him up again. Using a tarp, I wrap him in it and drag him to the doorway, where I roughly load him into the cargo area of the SUV. He’s not quite as big as I am, but I am no longer as strong as I once was, so there’s no finessing this. Normally, I don’t have to do the grunt work anymore, which is why I hired the two Russian meatheads.

But I can’t have anyone seeing this man leave here alive.

Fortunately, this area is desolate at night and there’s no one around to witness any of this. There also aren’t any cameras to record me leaving with someone stowed in the back of my SUV. Even if there were, it looks like I’m loading a dead body, not a living person. Were it ever to come up—which it won’t—I could always say I needed to question Fowler further about sensitive information I dredged up during my interrogation, and I didn’t want the meatheads witnessing it. If ever pressed to produce a body, I’ll say I couldn’t risk the discovery and I dismembered him before dumping the pieces into a nearby river.

Wouldn’t be the first time I did that.

Except…

Why am I doing this?

I don’t know.

Or, maybe I do.

Because there was a visceral level of genuine terror in Fowler’s voice as he begged me to spare my little brother’s life and family. The first true emotion I heard Fowler express during my brief time interrogating him.

Not that Fowler knows Carter’s my brother.

I’ve heard men break like that before, plenty of times.

Too many times, I’m afraid, it’s because I was legitimately threatening their family. For a subject who’s not some narcissistic sociopath, sometimes threatening their family—or pet—is the only thing that will break them.

Why do you think I’ve never allowed myself to have a long-term relationship?

I mean, besides the fact that I’m gay and deep in the closet to my family. My parents have suffered enough loss over the years. I refuse to add to their grief. Maybe they wouldn’t disown me for being gay, but living as a career military bachelor is an easy mask to maintain around them all. They think I’m now a civilian contractor and working overseas. It makes it easy to keep my private life hidden from them.

Why risk spilling that apple cart if I don’t have to?

After sweeping the space one last time for anything I left behind, and with Fowler securely covered by a tarp in the cargo area, I return to my SUV and race toward the border crossing where my guy is on duty and waiting to wave me through. In under two hours, I’ll be at my safehouse outside Bratislava.

I’ll be using it a lot longer than I first planned.

When I pull to a stop at the crossing to wait for the truck ahead of me to be given permission to continue, I fight the urge to get antsy or act overly nonchalant. I pretend to scroll through my phone so I don’t keep looking at my rearview mirror to see if Fowler’s awakened yet.

Then, it’s my turn. Yes, it’s my guy doing the talking. Fear makes my pulse pound as he gives my passport a perfunctory glance, swings his flashlight through the back windows as if looking for cargo, and then gives me a nod and waves me through the checkpoint.

It’s a struggle not to speed away from the crossing in a panic. I want the SUV safely parked in my safehouse’s garage well before dawn.

At that point, I’ll be able to breathe easy again while taking time to figure out my next steps. Because this is stupid and crazy and not what I should be doing.

For starters, I should have followed orders, killed Fowler, and been done with it. But if he was in a relationship with Carter, I have stronger leverage against Fowler to get information out of him that I didn’t possess before.

That was a man who definitely gave zero fucks about his own life, but was in a panic at the thought he’d possibly put an old flame in harm’s way. He went from obviously not giving two shits about his own life to essentially throwing himself at my feet and groveling.

Fowler is far more useful to me alive than I dreamed possible, if I have that kind of leverage against him.

Maybe it’ll also finally give me an inroad where one has never existed before in bringing down a certain retired general.

Because orders or not, I have a vested interest in taking that fucker out. Not to mention how everything about this assignment hit me as fishy from the get-go.

Admittedly, that pisses me off. Especially considering nothing in Fowler’s dossier indicates he has ever tried to topple governments for funsies, unless our government assigned him to help do it. Either before he separated from the service or after, when he did quite a bit of freelance mercenary wet-work for various allies.

Hey, I’m not judgy, just stating the facts.

What adds to my unease is that this isn’t the first unusual liquidation assignment I’ve heard of in recent months, either. I know of three others that didn’t fall into my lap at the time, but now that I think harder about the dossiers I saw, I’m wondering if there was a common thread joining them.

Like perhaps retired General Coltrane Cunningham. Because Carter served under Cunningham when he ran the base in Germany, meaning Fowler served under Cunningham, too.

Cunningham might be retired, but he has a lot of friends, and even more dirt on people.

I don’t want to be the next one in the cross-hairs, if that’s the case. Just because the general isn’t active military any longer doesn’t mean his pull is any less strong with those who occupy the upper branches of those trees. I never served directly under him, so maybe I’m not on his radar, which works in my favor.

Maybe if I were twenty years younger I wouldn’t have looked too hard at all the details, or thought too much about these things and gone ahead and taken Fowler out.

But the more I learn about the larger picture, the angrier I grow about my chosen career path and how I might have been manipulated more than I ever believed, even as I was seeking long-overdue retribution.

Fowler may hold keys to that.

We’ll see.

At the very least, I want to know more about this promise Carter made Fowler. One thing I know about my little brother is he never breaks a vow. To anyone.

If this man is somehow the exception to that rule, then that’s something I want to know more about.

And why.

Yes, it’s run through my mind a couple of times to take an extended vacation—or finally retire—and spend some time with Carter and Susa and their kids and see if I can fish in Owen’s pond. The guy’s a hunk.

Apparently, my brother’s very careful. Likely schooled Owen in how to not get clocked. That’s my supposition, anyway, because I’ve never heard anyone in my family raise even the hint of a suspicion that they think there’s something going on between the three of them.

Maybe I’m the only one who thinks Carter’s sons look remarkably like Owen. I mean, to a spooky extent.

Maybe Owen’s admittedly sad childhood story engendered enough sympathy from everyone else in our family to help them overlook pernicious suspicions that might flit through their minds.

Maybe, maybe, maybe.

I have no answers, and won’t, until I can get them out of Fowler.

Until then, I drive.




















Chapter Eight




To the best of my knowledge, despite our family’s record of military service I’m the only one who ended up in intel and working deep undercover. My “work” is actually the perfect cover, because our father and all six of my brothers served, two of my brothers losing their lives during that service. Carter is the youngest, and I’m five years older than him. No one in my family thinks it’s unusual my post-military work is as a “civilian contractor.”

I race through the night with the uncomfortable metallic tang of adrenaline coursing through my veins and sharpening my senses. At this point, I believed I’d be driving leisurely back to the safehouse to nap before returning to Paris tomorrow.

I’ll need to go shopping tomorrow to stock the safehouse.

Meaning I’ll have to keep Fowler knocked out longer than I’m comfortable doing, but it can’t be helped.

Like the flat in Budapest, this is one of several safehouses I use while on assignment. It was paid for with black-account money provided to me in untraceable Bitcoin. I still remember the days when I’d literally be handed a Pelican trunk full of umarked cash, or given the account and routing numbers for a Swiss or Caymanian bank account.

Now, it’s all untraceable electronic payments from unseen wonks holed up in dingy government offices somewhere deep in the bowels of Langley, the Pentagon, Foggy Bottom, or somewhere equally depressing.

I’ve had this safehouse for six months. My vanilla cover is a software developer who’s a military contractor, and using the same name. Jason Wilson isn’t exactly John Smith, but there are plenty of us out there, more than enough to confuse anyone sniffing around, and it makes the passport issues easier for me to deal with.

Having six different valid social security numbers with matching DOBs to refer to helps as well. I mean, I do have a few valid passports in completely different aliases that I’ve acquired over the years, but not even my handler knows about those.

Always have a backup plan.

Tonight is proof of what happens when you don’t, and shit goes sideways in a manner completely unexpected.

Relief fills me when I make the final turn onto the quiet road that leads to the house. It’s only three a.m. and I haven’t passed a single vehicle in the last ten minutes. There are few security cameras on houses out here, because it’s a fairly rural area just outside a mid-sized town. Mostly farmers. But nearly every vehicle seems to have a dash cam because of accidents and fraud, and I don’t want this SUV showing up on any of those cameras this morning.

I stop at the old iron gate across my driveway, punch in the access number on the keypad, and impatiently wait for it to open. I pause after driving through to make sure it securely closes, then back into the garage, which I’ve already opened with the remote, where I park next to the older Renault I drive around town. Once the garage door rolls closed, I flip the handle to lock it, giving me a little security and allowing me to let out a relieved breath.

Part one, done.

Leaving Fowler in the SUV for now, I draw my sidearm and make a quick sweep of the house. I disarmed the alarm from an app on my tablet while at the gate and I know nothing was disturbed during my absence, but I take no chances. I have over a dozen IR cameras strategically placed inside and out, with motion detectors that would have tripped if so much as headlights swept the front of the house if someone pulled into the driveway and stopped at my gate. That’s in addition to door and window sensors, and motion detector sensors as part of the alarm.

It’s secure, and all the tells I left in place just in case someone managed to skirt my electronic system are still intact.

I make sure all my blackout curtains in the house are in place before I return to the garage and open the hatch to deal with Fowler. He’s still breathing, thankfully. I had to guess his weight when I dosed him and had prepared a second dose to give him in case he came to during the drive.

After pulling out the top tarp, I fold it double and lay it on the floor, then unceremoniously roll Fowler out of the cargo area. He limply lands on the floor without so much as a grunt, meaning he’s still deeply out of it.

My luck’s still holding, apparently.

Rolling him onto his back, I grab the top corners of the tarp and drag it and him, feet first, into the house and up the stairs to the master bathroom. This is a logistics issue I thought through on my drive here. I don’t have a basement in this house, unfortunately. There’s an old root cellar out back, just behind the house, but not connected to it. That’s not secure enough for my tastes, and would mean having more contact with him that’s avoidable, for now. There’s no window in this room, though, so that gives me a small measure of security. I’ll sleep right outside the door to hear him if he stirs.

Once he’s stretched out on the bathroom floor, I pull the tarp out from under him and fold it so I can return it to the garage. From there I grab a length of chain that’ll work perfectly, and a couple of padlocks, along with the hood he wore earlier. I’ll have to get him some clothes, because he’s somewhat smaller than I am. Mine’ll do for now.

Not that he’ll need them immediately.

I tether one end of the chain around the base of the toilet, and the other I tightly secure around his waist, locking it snugly enough he can’t shimmy out of it. I’m not stupid enough to uncuff him yet, but as he is now, once he’s conscious, he’ll be able to use the toilet without my assistance, as well as drink from the sink. Maybe even wash off in the tub, if he’s careful.

One more thing.

I take out my knife and cut his soiled briefs off him and get my first look at him completely naked.

Not bad. He’s kept himself in shape. I spot the ancient scars on his legs, where he took the bullet and the burns sustained when the car bomb exploded. Other scars on his torso and arms, maybe from that, but some look newer.

Rolling him over, I see on his lower back, about where a tramp stamp would be, it looks like someone carved a triangle about three inches across. It’s old, too, and it’s too perfect to be an accidental injury.

It gets added to my mental list of discussion topics with Fowler, once I let him wake up.

Now, with the light on and the hood off, I can also get a better look at his face close up without him staring back at me. Despite the abuse I heaped on him, he really is handsome. The only current pictures I have of him besides his old military one are from passport and ID photos and some grainy surveillance photos that don’t do him justice. I only have the one candid picture of him in his youth, but I definitely would have done him back then.

I put the hood on him again and lock the small chain around the neck opening so he can’t get it off yet, just in case he awakens before I’m finished. I want him off-balance and pliable, and keeping him helpless like this will help. It’ll have to come off once I start pumping an IV and more meds into him, because if he pukes I don’t want him choking on it.

He’s also going to need to be hosed off, because he smells of piss and shit, where his bowels and bladder let loose during the drive, and that’s just gross. Fortunately, that didn’t happen until after we’d crossed the border.

I add cleaning the back of the SUV to my mental list of tasks to perform. Fortunately, the tarp he was on in there contained it.

The bathroom locks from the inside, unfortunately. I return to the garage, which contains some random shit from the previous tenant, and locate a barrel bolt installed on a wooden storage cabinet. It’s not much, but I remove it from its current location, scrounge up some longer screws, and take everything upstairs where I install it on the bedroom side of the door.

It wouldn’t hold me for thirty seconds, even at my age. I could just kick the door open. But Fowler’s manacled and unconscious, and it’s the best I can do for right now. There aren’t any shops open in town this time of day, so getting something more secure will have to wait until daylight.

I didn’t think I’d ever be bringing anyone here, obviously, or I would have gone with a house with a basement.

I’m surprised the SUV cleanup only takes me five minutes and I bag the soiled tarps to throw away later, setting the garbage bag outside. I leave the SUV’s windows open to help air it out, too. With that handled, I take a few minutes to finally grab a shower in the other bathroom. It’s the first one I’ve had in a couple of days, and I savor the sting of hot water sluicing over my aching muscles.

It’ll be rough going tomorrow—I will feel every day of my fifty-seven years. Throwing on jeans and a charcoal Henley, I head down to the kitchen and take a couple of ibuprofen before I make myself a sandwich. As I eat, I make a mental list.




Medical supplies

Groceries

Clothes for Fowler




I close my eyes and think for a moment. I have Fowler’s wallet and other belongings I confiscated when we captured him, including two cell phones that I pulled the batteries and SIM cards from until I can look at them in controlled conditions so they don’t ping anywhere. Depending on what happens, there might be a trip to Berlin in my future so I can go through his flat there.




New ID for Fowler




If I keep him alive. It’ll cost me money I’d rather not spend, but I can take it out of Fowler’s hide, one way or another.

Wait, am I really not going to kill him?

Sure feels like I’ve already made the decision to keep him alive.

I guess it’ll depend on what he does next, and if I can trust him or not.

Or if he tries to kill me.

That won’t work out so well for him, if he does.

But if, as I suspect, I’m onto the truth about him, it might never come to that.




Grab some toys




All my personal shit’s back in Paris in my flat there, including my toybag. The kitchen here is bare-bones in the way of cookware and pervertibles, like silicone spatulas and wooden spoons. I’ll pick up a few things I can use.




Lube and condoms.




I’m not an animal, after all. Might not end up needing them, but why not be prepared?

Pulling out my phone, I look up several items. Amazon reaches even this little Slovakian mud puddle not too far east of Bratislava. There’s a small post office in town with delivery lockers, and I order a few things to have sent there.

Once I finish eating, I’ll retrieve my kit from the SUV and haul it upstairs. I have several bags of IV fluids I can push into him to help with the dehydration, and enough sedatives to keep him pliant for a week or more before I’ll need to venture out for those kinds of supplies.




Hardware store.

Feed store, if it’s not the hardware store.

Large-animal vet.




They’re easily bribed to provide drugs that can be used on a human. Like Ketamine and other sedatives.

I set my phone aside and ponder my options.

The more I think about this entire assignment, now that I have a moment to think, the more it stinks of desperation and cleaning house. I didn’t like the feeling this assignment gave me from the start but I’m not usually one to question orders.

It is ironic that the man I’ve been hunting from afar for years and looking for an opportunity to take down—literally, or metaphorically with his career and reputation—might be even closer now because he possibly had a hand in trying to erase his own history.

Hopefully Carter is safe because of his visibility. I doubt the general is stupid enough to go after him when Carter is currently the governor’s chief of staff and about to transition into being Florida’s First Gentleman. Besides, Carter will have a security detail he might not otherwise have had because of the kids. And Carter is semi-famous after Susa’s miraculous rescue. The whole world saw him on TV, played on a grief-porn loop, after her plane went down. At the time, I stayed incognito and didn’t take any assignments until she was found and that resulting chaos died down.

Fowler has to be kept alive. If I can gain his trust—which might be difficult after beating the crap out of him while interrogating him—I might be able to find out what’s really going on here and win him over into helping me.

One way or another, I want to learn everything about Carter’s connection to Fowler, why someone might really want Fowler dead instead of prosecuted, and ascertain if Carter’s in any danger as a result.

If it means I can finally take out retired General Coltrane Cunningham for good in the process, all the better.




















Chapter Nine




I’d rather sleep naked but I should be prepared in case Fowler wakes up earlier than I planned. After removing his hood and making sure he’s still breathing, I wedge a solid wooden chair from the kitchen under the doorknob of the master bathroom, check the doors and windows all around the house one last time, and settle in to sleep on top of the covers with my Glock right beside me on the bed.

I’m fucking exhausted. I don’t sleep well to start with, obviously, given my line of work. Haven’t in too many years to remember.

Only when I’m securely locked inside my flat in Paris do I actually sleep halfway decently. What I guess could be called my personal baseline of “sleeping well.” Even then, sleeping “well” means I only wake up a few times during the night instead of sitting up over every single sound I hear, and my dreams aren’t nightmares that sit me bolt upright and drench me in cold sweat.

Tonight, I dream about Pete and Tom. About standing there in Dover on the tarmac in my dress uniform, next to my other brothers, my father, and my mother, as we all watch the C-130 Hercules touch down.

It was only coincidence I was in the States at that time. Just a six-month stint there in DC for training before I was slated to return to Germany and my next assignment.

I remember the feel of the weight of their coffins as we carried them, one at a time, my brothers and my father, along with one of the soldiers supposed to be doing this duty.

But Dad had laid down an order we would unload them as part of the honor guard, and the unit’s CO was a friend of his and approved it.

All of us silently crying, we carried them to the hearses awaiting to ferry them to Port Mortuary for official processing before they would be returned to us.

There wasn’t a way to have any kind of viewing for either of them, and Dad wouldn’t let Mom or any of us even ask to see their bodies, even after they’d been…processed.

Even though it angered me at the time, in retrospect, I’m reasonably sure that was for the best. Losing both of them nearly killed Mom. Seeing them in “disassociated” pieces might have been too much for her to bear. None of us needed to remember them like that. It was better we had the memory of the last time we were all together strong in our minds, a snapshot taken to forever cement their smiling faces in our hearts.

It wasn’t until two weeks later, after we’d buried them both in Arlington, next to each other, that I was able to drag myself out of my grief enough to start looking into the circumstances surrounding their deaths. I didn’t tell anyone else that, either. I had a feeling Dad would shut me down, if he knew.

Except I guess I’m not a great soldier after all. I don’t blindly accept orders without sometimes digging deeper into them.

Like learning the CO my younger brothers served under, one Colonel Coltrane Cunningham, was a massive fuck-up. A man who, after three years in the desert, had racked up over two hundred personnel KIA under his command—the highest fatality rate of any active-duty unit—and had finally been transferred back to riding a desk in Germany, where at the time I thought he could do minimal damage. The only reason he hadn’t been booted was because apparently he held a lot of dirt on other people. I wasn’t able to get much farther than that in my quest because of his rank and status and mine.

Meanwhile, I seethed.

My eyes snap open in the dark and I listen for a moment, my hand already wrapped around the Glock.

No sounds from the bathroom.

Just to make sure, I get up and listen at the door. After a moment, I hear a soft, even rattle of breath that’s not quite a snore from the other side, meaning Fowler’s still unconscious.

Returning to the bed, I lie on top of the covers again and stare at the ceiling. Cunningham is another reason I remained in Europe for so long. I knew if I followed him to the States immediately after he retired to Florida, I would kill him.

There were three times I almost did it in Germany, and he had no clue I was even there. One time, he was leaving a private house sex party of some sort, but someone else exited after him and would have seen me had I scooped him up then.

Despite my thirst for vengeance, I was smart enough to know when to walk away because I didn’t have a plan for any contingency.

To be honest, back then at least I was smart enough to know not to be hasty and stupid. To carefully plan. And even then to pull back if in doubt because no plan survives contact with the enemy.

Case in point is lying on the bathroom floor behind the flimsy wooden door just off the end of my bed.

I don’t know what I’ll do with him if he refuses to give me what I want, or if I don’t like his answers.

I guess I can always bury him in the root cellar and hang on to this house for a while longer before burning it to the ground at some future point. It’s not traceable to me.

But the more I think about it, the more I wonder about the possibilities.

It would be really shitty of me to play off my resemblance to my little brother to worm my way into Fowler’s mind, wouldn’t it?

Yeah, it totally would.

Which is why that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

If I’m lucky, Fowler will crumble, and I’ll not only have a chance for revenge but a permanent playtoy in my bed. Fowler doesn’t have anyone in this world, so it’s not like I’m taking him away from a family.

Yeah, I’m a bastard. I admit it.

What’s your point?

* * * *

A little before dawn, I give up trying to sleep. When I get up, I hurt like a motherfucker, just as I expected. After downing a power bar to settle my growling stomach and swallowing a couple of Tylenol, I open the bathroom door to check on Fowler, gently prodding him with my foot.

Fowler’s still out of it. He also fucking stinks, but I’m not doing anything about that right now.

I retrieve a bag of IV saline and the required supplies from my kit and prep a bolus of sedation to keep him out while I run my errands. It takes me a minute to find a vein on him, because he’s so dehydrated and my field medic skills are damned rusty, but after three tries I finally get it started, tape it into place, use a bungee cord to hang the bag from the shower curtain rod, set it to a slow drip to help rehydrate him, and then push the sedation dose.

I wait about ten minutes, checking his pulse to make sure I haven’t put him too deep and need to reverse the effects, but apparently I guessed right. Hopefully he’ll still be alive when I return.

After killing the bathroom light, I lock him in the bathroom again and wedge the door in place with the chair. I also move one of my interior cameras to focus on the bathroom door. It has a built-in mic, so I can listen in while I’m out and about.

It’s not much, but it’s something.

It takes me three hours to run my errands in the SUV—which now doesn’t stink of shit and piss, fortunately—and return to the house.

First thing, I check on him, and he’s still asleep and snoring.

Well, if the poor bastard was sleep deprived, this’ll give him a good chance to catch up, I guess.

Once he gets over the K-hole he’ll likely be dealing with on the other end of things, from the first dose I gave him when I moved him.

Quickly unloading everything, I only take time to stow the perishables in the fridge and stage things I’ll need upstairs near the bathroom door. It takes me ten minutes to install the new barrel bolts and the locks on the bedroom door and window. How long it takes the man to graduate from prisoner to pet will depend on him and his actions.

I plan to speed that process along as quickly as possible. I need to be in Florida in a few weeks, for Susa’s inauguration. This year, that date falls on the second Tuesday of January, so the clock’s ticking. I told Carter I would be there, and I don’t want to disappoint my little brother.

I might have an additional surprise for Carter, though.

God, I am such a bastard.

The last thing I do is pull on a black balaclava, because I don’t want Eddie seeing my face yet. If he does, he’ll know I’m related to Carter. The family resemblance between all of us brothers is unmistakable. It wasn’t uncommon in school for teachers who had more than one of us to accidentally call us by another brother’s name. I’m more likely to get information out of Eddie if he wholeheartedly believes I am a legitimate threat to Carter and his family. Once I have the pertinent info, then I’ll do the reveal.

With everything ready, I turn on the bathroom lights, push a stimulant to counteract the effect of the sedative, and stand back with my gun ready to wait.

It takes about three minutes for him to let out a groan and for his eyes to flutter open.

I step into my full-on bastard mode, including voice, so I don’t sound so much like Carter. “Welcome back, Eddie.”

He squints against the light, tries to lift a hand and realizes his wrists are manacled—as are his ankles now, because I’m not a fucking idiot—and he stares up at me.

“Yes, you’re still alive. For now.”

Either he’s still out of it, or he’s stunned silent, not sure which, but I wait him out. Those drugs are a bitch and a half on a young raver’s system. A man who’s fifty-one definitely won’t shake them off quickly.

A couple of minutes later, he winces as he tries to sit up, processes there’s an IV in his arm, and looks at me again. “What’s going on?”

I motion with the gun, just to make sure he sees it and doesn’t try anything stupid. “You said something right before I was going to kill you. You mentioned a name. Carter. I want more information about him.”

His face goes blank and I realize that’s a tell, because then he says, “I have no fucking idea who you’re talking about,” in a voice too gruff to be anything but a terrified lie.

“I see. I don’t suppose your Carter had six brothers, did he?”

Eddie swallows but doesn’t answer.

“Carter Edward Wilson? From Virginia? Doesn’t ring any bells?” I list my brother’s date of birth.

His face goes white and he shakes his head.

“No? Really? Wife Susa, two adorable little boys, Tom and Pete? She survived a plane crash and just got herself elected governor of Florida? That Carter Edward Wilson?” Another head shake. “Nothing?”

Terror—abject horror, even—fills his face as he shakes his head even harder.

I haul off and kick him in the right knee, which is closest to me, making him scream in agony. I cock the gun and press it to the top of his head. “Carter Edward Wilson, correct? Don’t make me send someone to grab those two beautiful little boys and make the man confirm it himself. Because I have a guy in Atlanta. He can be in Tallahassee in under four hours, and I guarantee you their security team will never see him coming.”

He sobs, nodding, and I pull the gun away.

Step one—break the subject.

Check.

I doubt he would have given up the info so easily if he wasn’t still fighting through the effects of the sedation and his pain, but once the initial chink in the armor is exposed, it’s easy to overwhelm the subject.

I ease the slide back into place and show him I’m holstering my sidearm, holding my hands up to show him they’re empty. He gave a little, and now, so will I. This is where the rubber meets the road and I can truly start to gain his trust.

“See how easy that was? You answer my questions, and answer them honestly, then we can talk like reasonable adults. You fuck with me, or jerk me around, and I’ll make you wish you’d died that day in Afghanistan by killing innocent people and making you watch the videos.”

He has to squint to look at me because of his swollen eyes. “Who are you?”

I ignore his question. “Before your little nap, you started to tell me about you and Carter. Your relationship. That he ‘owned’ you back then. I need details. I also want to know about the triangle on your back. Did he do that to you?” Because if Carter did, and then didn’t honor his commitment to the guy, I’m going to kick his fucking ass next time I see him, First Gentleman of Florida or not.

You don’t do that shit to a pet. You claim someone, you take responsibility for them.

Tears roll down his cheeks and he slowly shakes his head. “Not him,” he hoarsely says. “He loved me.”

Positioning the chair in the bathroom doorway but out of Eddie’s reach, I straddle it backward so I can use it as a weapon if I need to, and I make myself comfortable. “Then let’s have storytime. Fill in all the blanks for me, Eddie. Then, and only then, will I decide if I’m going to tell you who the fuck I am, and why I want to know all of that information.”




















Chapter Ten




I don’t remember exactly how old I was when I realized I was gay. I do remember pretending to like the girls my older brothers would talk about when we were out and about. If they pointed out a girl they thought was cute, I mimicked their actions and words.

Since they never took a second glance at any of the hot guys we’d pass while out on our morning PT runs—most of them guys from Dad’s base—I pretended I didn’t have any interest in them, either.

I do remember being in high school when I realized I couldn’t admit to my family that I was gay. Not that my family was blatantly homophobic or anything like that, but no way in hell was I risking finding out they were, either. Tolerating gays in general, and tolerating one of them in your family, are sometimes two completely different things. And since at no time did our parents ever explicitly tell us, “We don’t care if you’re gay or straight or whatever,” I decided to err on the side of caution and not test the waters.

There were no discussions about us being het, either—it was just assumed we all were. As Parker and Charlie both ended up getting married, seeing my parents’ and brothers’ joyous reactions to their unions was more silent proof that staying in my closet was the wise decision.

Now that I know what I do about my youngest brother, I wonder if any of my other brothers are bi or maybe even gay but locked deep in closets of their own.

Guess I’ll never find out, because I’m not about to rock that boat.

Among the offspring of Lt. Colonel Parker Wilson, Sr., I was the literal middle child, and tended to fade into the background as a result. Pete was only a year younger than me and Tom was three years younger. When Carter came along and Mom laid down the law to Dad about him getting a vasectomy if he ever wanted to get laid again, my place in the family was then secured.

Too young for my three older brothers to readily tolerate me, and more a babysitter for Carter than an older brother, but with just enough of an age difference we really didn’t click well together.

Although if anyone dared fuck with any of the Wilson boys, they quickly found themselves facing all seven of us.

And we were all terrified of Mom. She learned to hold her own against us when Dad was deployed, leaving her a single mom to her very own hockey team.

Losing Pete and Tom, especially so close together, devastated all of us. I think it broke Mom’s heart the worst, and that hurt all of us, too. It was the first time I saw my unofficial drill-sergeant mother break down in uncontrollable hysterics. I was there when they received the visit from the chaplain, and the sound of her wails as Dad tried to console her will forever haunt my soul in ways even the memories of the worst things I’ve done in my life can never touch.

Then when Carter nearly died, had my little brother decided to fight the medical discharge, Park and I had already secretly agreed to go to him and force him to file for medical and guilt trip him about it until he did, or holding the pen in his hand and forcing him to fill out the paperwork, if necessary.

That nearly killed Mom, hearing the news about him and fearing she’d lost another son, her baby.

Can you see why I’m hesitant to heap more on her plate?

It wasn’t until about six months after we lost Pete and Tom, with a little of the pall of grief finally starting to lift in my mind, that I learned something new and disturbing that pulled me up short and renewed my quest for more information about Cunningham.

An anonymous post on a board frequented by current and discharged or separated soldiers who’d been stationed under one then-Colonel Coltrane Cunningham.

A post alleging a lot of fuckery—literal and figurative—and malfeasance on Cunningham’s part that regularly got soldiers killed in action when he was in-country. Worse than I’d learned through my unofficial diggings.

That he’d been promoted out of active-fire locations not only to get him out of the way, but also because he was too personally well-connected for anyone to toss him out of the Army before he was ready to go. I had already moved on to a different post by the time he was put in charge of the base in Germany where my youngest brother served under him. At the time, I didn’t worry too much, thinking that Carter would be safer there than anywhere.

Cunningham became an obsession of mine, and one of the reasons I decided to remain in intel and further my career there, so I could research, learn, and possibly take him out.

And research I did.

Unfortunately, Cunningham did such a great job covering his tracks over the years—and strong-arming people into covering for him—that there was never anything official I could nail him on through regular channels to get him court marshaled and dishonorably discharged. People aren’t stupid, and no one was willing to talk to me about what he did in anything other than the most vague of terms.

A perpetual bogeyman no one wanted to take the time to dispel for fear of the wrath it could unleash on their own lives.

Not that I blame them. I get it. I hold them in complete contempt and have zero respect for them, but I get it.

The more I researched Cunningham, the less likely our paths were to organically cross. There was also never a time I could get close enough to him to secretly do anything about him without it blowing back on me, and I couldn’t gather enough concrete evidence that I could anonymously drop to reporters to take over from there.

A solid, nuclear option to take him out without implicating me or harming my dad or other brothers perpetually eluded me.

Which is why I sometimes hunted him in my spare time, in hopes of one day getting a lucky break.

I know, I know. You’re saying that’s fine, but what does all of this have to do with the story Edward James Fowler spins for me in a small bathroom in a Slovakian safehouse?

Because it involves my little brother, Carter.

And it involves one then-Colonel Coltrane Cunningham.

And, it turns out, the sonofabitch damn near got my little brother killed, in addition to the other things he did to Carter.

And to Eddie.

Eddie is now an utterly broken man with this truth finally spoken aloud to someone else who isn’t my brother. His tone of voice, the defeat he wears even as he lies naked on a bathroom floor and covered in his own shit and piss, it’s all proof. I’ve been in this line of work too long not to recognize the signs.

Then again, he’s also terrified he may have just got the man he loves killed.

Good, let him think that for a little longer. It’ll only increase my initial leverage with him and keep him compliant.

When Eddie reaches the point in his story where Carter received his surprise early promotion and their unit’s orders came through to deploy, which Coltrane must have pushed through back channels to make happen since he wasn’t the one in charge of deployments, I take pity on the man and hold up my hand. It’s been nearly thirty minutes and he’s starting to shiver sitting there on the filthy, cold tile.

Plus, I need time to process what he’s told me so far because the things Cunningham did are even worse than I imagined.

I point to the tub behind Eddie. He’s now sitting up and leaning against it. “There’s soap and shampoo in there, and a washcloth. Climb in, sit, get the water running warm, and clean yourself up.” I point up, to the towel hanging over the shower curtain bar, and he looks. “Dry off when you’re done. Then, use the washcloth to clean this fucking floor and dry it with the towel. Besides, it’s your mess.” The IV bag is empty. “You can take that out, too,” I say, pointing to it. “I’m not doing it for you.”

He moves slowly, obviously in a lot of pain from his old injuries, the abuse heaped on him during interrogation, and then the kick I just delivered. I don’t ask him questions as he removes the IV and then slowly rolls himself over so he can push up on his hands and knees.

Yes, it’s a little humiliating for him to have to move the way he is, chained and shackled and naked, with me watching his every move.

That’s kind of the point.

And, yes, with him awake and aware, I’m able to appreciate his body even more. He’s no Ryan Reynolds, but then again, neither am I. Neither of us are just rolling off the showroom floor. We both have a lot of fucking miles on our classic chassis, and I think we both represent pretty damned well.

Once he’s in the tub he starts the water running and cleans up.

“Soak for a little while,” I tell him. “It’ll help your pain.”

The doubt furrowing his brow is understandable, but he puts the stopper in and after a few minutes he’s sitting in warm water and shuts it off.

I make no move because, obviously, he’d worry I’m about to drown him, and I don’t want to panic him when he’s opened up to me. One thing’s for certain—Elsa abused him and Carter. Carter obviously had the right end of the stick about positive reinforcement, but Elsa literally beat and tortured Carter and Eddie.

Especially Eddie.

Worse, she helped Cunningham abuse them.

Once he’s comfortable, I speak again. “You and Carter were deployed,” I prompt. “You kept the mark Elsa cut into you hidden from him, at first. How did he react when he finally saw it?”

“He swore he’d kill her,” he softly says.

“Did he?”

He nods.

I freeze. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

That means I need to high-five my little bro next time I see him. Saves me the trouble of having to hunt her down and do it myself.

Then it hits me. “You said he broke his promise to you.”

“Not that one. That promise he kept.”

At some point, I want the deets about that, but not right now. “Then what promise did he break?”

He sadly sighs. “It wasn’t his fault,” he quietly says. “I wouldn’t let him keep it.”

“Doesn’t answer my question.” I mean, he sort of told me earlier, but I want him to spell it out for me.

“He promised to always take care of me. That I was His pet. That he’d never leave me behind again like he did when he broke up with Elsa. But when we got injured, I knew I didn’t have much of a life outside of the Army, so I fought the doctors to let me stay in and I wouldn’t go with Carter, even when he asked me to.”

“Why not?”

He slowly shakes his head. “I don’t know anymore. At the time, I didn’t want him to alienate his family. Yes, he has a lot of brothers. You have the right Carter. Two of them had already died. KIA before I met Carter. But he couldn’t come out to his family.”

“Is that what he told you?”

“No.” Eddie wistfully smiles. “He insisted he would figure out a way to make it work. But I couldn’t see how and I didn’t give him a chance to.”

Okay so, technically, little bro didn’t break his promise. Not really.

You can’t force someone to release their fear and love you.

You can force them to do a lot of things, and manipulate them into doing many others, but there is a line that is impossible to cross short of holding them at gunpoint, and that’s not practical for a healthy, happy long-term relationship.

I keep Eddie talking for another hour. He drains and refills the tub several times during our chat, and I still don’t move. He’s starting to relax a little, which is good. I’ve shown him the stick, and now it’s time to keep bribing him with the carrot, as long as he doesn’t balk on me.

If he does, I won’t hesitate to break out the stick again to gain his compliance.

I haven’t yet decided on how to break the news to him about who I am. I want to go for maximum shock value to throw him off balance and hopefully get him to agree to my plan.

To help me kill Cunningham, that is.

He won’t have a choice about agreeing to becoming my pet.

I’ll make certain of that.




















Chapter Eleven




Once Eddie’s out of the tub and has cleaned and dried the bathroom floor, I slowly reach over to a bag next to me and produce a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, letting him see exactly what I’m doing so he doesn’t panic. I toss them in, remaining out of his reach. I also toss in the keys to his wrist shackles.

“Put those on so you don’t catch pneumonia. Take off the ankles first, put the pants on, and shackles back on. Then return those keys and I’ll give you the others. Then your wrists and shirt.”

The only hesitation he shows is from his pain.

Excellent. It means he’s already starting to trust me.

Once he’s dressed and returned all the keys to me, I toss him a light blanket and a pair of socks. “Go ahead and sit where you were.”

After he’s settled, I take two bottles of protein drink, sit them on the floor, and give them a shove across the tile with the toe of my boot so they’re within his reach.

“You’ll see the seals are unbroken,” I tell him.

He hesitates this time, but then licks his lips and grabs one, quickly twisting the cap off and greedily guzzling it down. He hasn’t eaten in at least forty-eight hours, or however long ago it was since we snatched him. I don’t know how long before that it was since he last ate.

With that done, he studies me. “Why are you keeping me alive? I thought you were ordered to kill me?”

“I’ll tell you that once we’re done talking. Meaning overall, not today.” I motion from me to him. “Give and take, Eddie. Quid pro quo. Pay close attention to what I say, because I am a man of my word, too. You keep talking to me, we can talk. You tell me the truth, we can talk. You start lying or bullshitting me or clamming up? The kick I gave you earlier will feel like a playful tickle. And if you keep talking to me, and telling me the truth, I promise your Carter will remain unharmed. I’m only looking for information and the truth, not to create more work for myself or hurt innocent people. Understand?”

He nods but I can tell he doesn’t believe me.

That’s why I take the zip-top bag of sliced cold roast beef out of the shopping bag and slide it across the floor to him.

His stomach loudly gurgles as he snatches it from the floor and rips into it.

Perfect. It’s literally like trying to gain a stray, feral, abused dog’s trust. Seriously, it is. Humans aren’t much different than dogs in personality. Whether the person is a little toy poodle, or a scrawny cur, or a fucking wolf, we’re still big, two-footed dogs.

“You can drink from the sink anytime you’re thirsty,” I tell him, pointing. “Or the tub tap. I’m not giving you a glass. You can use the toilet as you need to. You can keep your clothes, and the blanket, and maybe even earn more, if you keep cooperating with me. I might even let you take off the shackles if you earn those privileges. Understand?”

He nods.

I stomp my right foot, making him flinch and pause his chewing. “Understand?”

“Yes, Sir,” he mumbles around his mouthful of food.

“Good boy,” I coo.

His eyes widen.

“Ooooh, yes,” I say. “I am not unfamiliar with the kind of relationship you and your Carter had. Use that as your blueprint for dealing with me, and your life will quickly grow infinitely easier and better. You might even grow to enjoy it.”

He’s still frozen, wide-eyed and staring at me.

I wait.

He swallows the mouthful of food. “Yes, Sir,” he whispers.

I smile, which he can see through the mouth hole on my balaclava. “Good boy!” I brightly say. “You are a fast learner. See? I like that.”

From the angle and where he’s sitting, he can’t see the supplies I have tucked next to the door. I take a pack of cookies from the bag and slide it across to him.

“Make those last a couple of days. I will keep you fed, but that’s the only package of cookies I bought.” That’s a lie, because I have two more downstairs. I shopped for approximately three weeks’ worth of food. “Let’s see how much self-control you have.”

He nods. “Thank you, Sir.”

“Good boy!” I grab another blanket, a soft, warm one, and push it in just far enough I know he can reach it. “See? Reasonable man. Yes, I enjoy a good mind fuck as much as the next sadist, but this isn’t a mind fuck.”

I mean, it totally is, but I don’t want him realizing that until after the fact. “This is an information expedition. I have many reasons to keep you alive despite the fact that my life would be infinitely easier if I’d done what I told my handler I did and kill you. But the more I talk to you, Eddie, the more I like you. When I feel I can tell you everything, I think you might come to like me, too, eventually.”

I harden my voice. “You try to escape, I won’t hesitate to kill you and burn the house down to hide your body.” I let my light tone return. “You cooperate, and I think you’ll find I’m very easy to keep happy in a number of ways. And yes, I’m gay, if you were wondering. And, yes, some of those ways of keeping me happy involve me fucking one or both of your holes, and me even jerking your cock for you while we do, if you earn that privilege.”

I note the way his sweatpants tent and yes, that’s exactly why he didn’t get underwear. I wanted to be able to see if I get a literal rise out of him.

He finally nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to rape you. That doesn’t interest me at all. But I think you’re going to find you’ll be begging me to take you before long. Not today, though. Today you’re going to rest, because I’m sure you feel like absolute fucking shit. Yes, you’ll probably be in a K-hole, because I dosed you heavily to keep you asleep. And yes, I’ve moved you from where we were before. Different country. By the way, don’t you touch your fucking cock other than to pee. I catch you jerking off, you’ll lose privileges.”

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

I let all that sink in while he takes a few more bites of the tender, juicy roast beef. I splurged for really good meat, because you don’t bait a stray dog with more dog shit.

“Tell me, Eddie. Do you want to live? Honestly?”

You’d think that’d be an easy question to answer, but for someone like Eddie, who I expect has a lot of childhood trauma, maybe not so much.

Finally, he nods. “Yes, Sir. I think so. But not at the expense of Carter or his family.”

Bingo. “You have no reason to trust me right now. I get that. But I promise if you cooperate with me, no harm will come to them. That means no trying to escape, following my orders, and talking to me.”

His resigned sigh is music to my ears. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good boy.” I slowly stand and remove the chair from the doorway. “I’m going to leave the light on and lock you in for a little while. I am in the house. If you need something, knock hard on the bathroom door three times and then wait. If I don’t come immediately, wait a few minutes and try again. Only three times. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir. Knock only three times. Wait. Repeat if needed.”

“No talking or yelling or anything like that while I’m not talking to you. We don’t have neighbors, anyway. All that bullshit will do is annoy the fuck out of me and make me take your cookies. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

I wish I dared risk reaching in and ruffling his hair, because I suspect he’s got a raging case of skin hunger, but this stray and feral dog still poses too much of a bite risk for me to do that.

“If I see any signs you’ve tried to get loose, you’ll get punishment. Worse, you might make me rethink not wanting to hurt those little boys. Don’t make me do that. I have cameras on you, so I can see what happens.” Again, that’s a mindfuck, but it might help keep him compliant.

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

I take an unopened bottle of ibuprofen from the bag, show him it’s sealed, open it and shake three tablets out, and then toss them to him. I won’t leave the whole bottle with him because I don’t trust him not to deliberately OD on them in an attempt to kill himself.

“You can sleep,” I tell him. “You can sit here. You can stand and move around as far as the chain allows you to. You will keep this bathroom clean, though. You can use the toilet, so there’s no excuse to shit or piss yourself.” I glance at my watch. “It’s almost noon. I will bring you more food by six. Don’t eat all your cookies.” I want to test his self-control as much as I do his obedience.

I step back to close the door.

“Thank you, Sir.”

That pulls me up short. I pause, studying him for a moment. “You’re very welcome,” I gently say before I ease the door shut and secure it.

* * * *

Hearing the full story from Eddie about how he and Carter came to be—and inevitably came apart at the seams—and the lasting damage Elsa Pfeiffer and Coltrane Cunningham wrought on both their psyches, makes me see the man in an entirely new light.

It also convinces me the decision to turn Eddie into my pet is not just the right decision, but it’s the only decision I can make.

I have a soft spot for strays. Sue me.

I spend the next few hours putting the house into order for long-term residence, doing research, and planning my next steps. A few times, I hear the sink tap run, and the toilet flushes twice.

He doesn’t knock or make any noise other than that.

When five o’clock rolls around, I take Eddie a hot dinner of a large bowl of chicken noodle soup, another large bowl of steamed vegetables, and a huge hunk of fresh bread from a local bakery with butter already on it. I find him sitting on the floor where I left him.

“Good boy! Don’t move.” I set the food—in plastic bowls, thank you very much—on the floor just inside the door where he can reach them. “Wait for the soup to cool a little so you don’t burn your mouth. You have to earn utensils.”

He nods. “Thank you, Sir.”

“It’s five o’clock.” I shake out four more tablets from the bottle of ibuprofen and leave them in the bowl with the bread. I tell him the time so he understands I came back an hour earlier than I told him before. I want him learning to trust that I mean it when I say I’m not going to hurt him, and that I will take care of him, and also that I can be unpredictable in good ways.

He’s smart enough to have learned from the earlier kick that I can be unpredictable in bad ways, too.

“Show me the cookies.”

He holds up the package, and from the empty spaces in the plastic tray, it looks like he only ate two.

“Good boy!” I say, my tone light and pleased. “You can have three more with dinner.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“You’re very welcome.” I don’t want to address him as boy because I’m not yet sure how Elsa and Cunningham addressed him, and it’s too early to start calling him pet.

This must be done in stages, but it sure as hell helps to have him pre-trained, in some ways.

Thank you, Carter.

* * * *

I come back two hours later to find Eddie’s not only finished his meal, but he washed and dried the bowls and left them neatly stacked by the door.

I didn’t specifically tell him he had to do that, but it earns him praise and a reward.

“You are a clever one,” I say. “Good job!”

The hint of a pleased smile tries to break through before he schools his expression. “Thank you, Sir.”

After I clear the bowls I toss him a pillow. “See? Good boys earn rewards.”

“Thank you, Sir.” He puts the pillow behind his back, wincing as he eases himself against it.

He’s got to be hurting like a motherfucker but I’m not giving him anything stronger than ibuprofen for his pain because I need him clear-headed.

With the chair back in its previous position, I straddle it and study him for a moment. “You grew up in foster care. What was that like?”

I think he was expecting a lot of questions but not that. “It sucked.”

I get him talking about his childhood, what he remembers about his mom, what led him to enlisting and how he made it to Germany.

“Tell me about when you met Elsa Pfeiffer.” The scowl he makes is the first hint of balking I’ve seen since we started talking this time, so I nip it in the bud. “You don’t need to know why I want to know all of this. Remember, easy way or hard way.”

He deflates and starts talking.

As he does, my rage grows. Especially when I can see how damaging this all was for him. He sounds steadier than he did earlier today, but his voice wavers as he talks, and a few times he has to stop and swallow back tears before continuing.

I don’t interrupt.

Once he reaches the point in the story where Elsa had Carter fuck him for the first time, I mark that as our ending point. He’s exhausted, drained, and hurting.

Sliding a travel toothbrush and toothpaste over to him, I stand and move the chair. “That’s enough for tonight,” I gently tell him. “It’s nearly ten at night. You can turn the light off and sleep. I will be sleeping out here in this room, but first I’m going to take a shower in the other bathroom. I will check on you one more time before I go to bed by knocking on the bathroom door. You’d better answer me. Understand?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“I’ll let you take another shower in the morning after breakfast.” I slide another protein drink into the bathroom, and a protein bar. “There’s a snack, if  need them. How do you get my attention if you need it?”

“Knock three times and wait, Sir.”

“Good boy. Sleep well.”

“Thank you, Sir. You, too.”

I hold back my smile until I have the door shut and secured. Normally, I’d be worried he was playing possum by giving in this easily, but he was already broken long before we crossed paths. Most of the work was done for me, unfortunately.

All I have to do is take advantage of the situation and help rebuild him the way I want him to be.

I have a very limited amount of time in which to accomplish that.

Removing the balaclava, I run my hand through my hair and scratch my scalp. I hate the stupid thing, because it’s hot, and it’s annoying, but at the rate we’re progressing, I might be able to ditch it tomorrow. For now, I want him to sit with his thoughts overnight and process everything he’s told me.

Because I also want him fully sitting with the emptiness in his life and how Carter was the only person to ever make him feel alive and wanted. I want him recalling those feelings.

That means he’ll latch on to me harder and a lot faster.




















Chapter Twelve




Eddie passes the night uneventfully. I check on him before I go to sleep and again when I awaken around three in the morning.

When I bring him his breakfast, he’s sitting up, the light on, with both blankets folded and under him as padding. His face is a little less swollen, but the bruising is worse now, dark purples and blues that will fade over the next few days.

I almost regret hitting him in the face now. Then again, had everything not happened exactly as it did, he’d already be cold and buried in the ground and I’d have never known his connection to Carter or to Cunningham.

“Good morning,” I cheerfully say.

“Good morning, Sir.”

Setting his food on the floor a little farther inside the bathroom than I did yesterday, I step back and wait for him to take it before I put the chair into position and sit. This morning he’s eating scrambled eggs, bacon, more bread, two bananas, and more ibuprofen. Overnight he ate the protein bar and finished the protein drink.

We talk more about what he survived from Elsa, and I ask more details about what the colonel did to him and to Carter.

I ask specifics about Eddie’s relationship with Carter, both while they were still with Elsa and after. Even though we covered some of this yesterday, I want to make sure his story doesn’t change, and to clarify a few points.

After he finishes, he winces and gets to his feet and washes the dishes in the sink and dries them.

“Set them on the floor by the sink.”

“Yes, Sir.” He does.

“Move your pillow and the blankets to the other side of the bathroom, so they don’t get wet, then sit back down.”

“Yes, Sir.” He does.

I toss him the wrist key first. “Unlock, remove the shirt, lock yourself up, and give me the key.” He does, and we repeat that for his sweatpants. He folds the clothes and neatly stacks them on the closed toilet lid.

“Into the bathtub. Don’t fill it as much as you did yesterday.”

He’s getting used to maneuvering while shackled and accomplishes it a little less clumsily this time. I don’t bother hiding how I look at his cock as he does. He’s not hard, but he’s not shriveled up, either. He’s flaccid and I suspect the comfort of having someone telling him what to do is starting to remind him of the good things between him and my little brother.

Once he’s in the tub, I stand, noting the flash of alarm in his gaze when I do. I hold up a hand. “Stay.” I reach into my back pocket and toss him a tube of lube. “Try to rub one out.” I stand there, arms crossed, waiting.

He stares up at me, lips doing that unintended fish thing for a moment as he tries to figure out what to say, finally settling on the only safe answer for him.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good boy! I know you might not be able to get it up under the circumstances, but like I told you, I will reward you.” I unbuckle my leather belt, letting him see that I’m doing it, and unfasten my jeans. I went commando this morning, and I’m already chubbed because I spent five minutes downstairs fluffing myself in anticipation of doing this.

He swallows hard as he watches me. “Your hand isn’t moving,” I tell him.

Red fills his face. “Sorry, Sir.” He squirts lube in his hand and grabs his cock.

“Good boy.” I pull another tube of lube out of my other back pocket and start stroking myself. “Watch me, boy.”

He does, his hand quickly settling into a rhythm as his cock grows. I step closer, knowing he’s distracted watching me.

Yeah, I’m a twisted fuck. I admit it. But imagining sinking my cock down his throat is what quickly gets me off only a few minutes later. He comes just as he sees me make it, and I’ve approached so close that I can spill all over him and the edge of the tub.

I step back safely out of range before he can recover. Rinsing my hands in the sink, I quickly tuck in and zip up. My cum’s splashed all over him, his hair, his face, and his wide gaze—as wide as it can be with his eyes still puffy—stares up at me in wonder.

“Later, if you’re good, maybe I’ll let you swallow that. For now, use your hand to get as much as you can and lick it up. Eyes on me as you do.”

He only hesitates a moment before he complies. I nod encouragingly as he does, smiling when he finishes.

“Thank you, Sir,” he says before I even order him to thank me. Fuck, he really is well-trained.

I owe Carter some cookies or something.

“Good boy! You’re very welcome. Take your bath, dry off, and get out.” I return to the doorway and stand there leaning against it, arms crossed, watching.

Once he’s finished I give him clean clothes to wear and we repeat yesterday’s process. If he continues progressing this quickly, I have no doubts I’ll be able to bind him to me.

I leave him alone until lunch, spend a little time chatting with him about his childhood, and then leave him alone in the house to run errands, returning just before dinner.

In all this time, when I’m not talking with him, he hasn’t made a single noise other than to use the sink or toilet. I know, because of the camera feed.

Dinner is when I change things up to help forward my plan. I set his food at the doorway but don’t move it closer. Instead, I hold up something I suspect he’s familiar with, two of the items I retrieved from the locker in town where my Amazon order was delivered. “Know what this is?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“Just to show you I’m fair, I will let you freely choose. No punishment, either. You are free to not put them on, if you don’t want to.” I set the items on the floor and slide them over to him. His gaze follows their path and remains on them. “You don’t even have to decide right now. You can put them on the back of the toilet and leave them there in case you decide to put them on. But if you put them on, it means you’re giving me permission to do things.”

He swallows hard. “What things, Sir?”

“I like you, Eddie. I’m going to go so far as to admit that I think you’re an attractive man. Now, it’s been a while since I’ve gotten laid. This morning, hell, that was the first time I felt like jerking off in several weeks. But I bet you know how to suck a cock, don’t you?”

He slowly nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“I’m an asshole, and a bastard, but I’m no rapist. I’m happy to keep jerking off over you. I think we both know you didn’t mind that. And as you saw, I rewarded you for it. But it’s been a long damned time since I’ve had a really good blowjob from someone who knows how the fuck to do it, Eddie. I bet you liked it when Carter choked you on his cock, didn’t you?”

He slowly nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“You like it rough, don’t you? No shame in that, either.”

Another nod. “Yes, Sir. I like it rough.”

“Gets you off harder, being used like that, doesn’t it?”

He sighs. “Yes, Sir. It does.”

“Then I propose a mutually beneficial arrangement.” I hold up a small key to the padlock I left next to the lockable collar, and I set it on the floor by his food. “I’ll even let you hold this key, so you can put it on and take it off when you want to. If I come in here and you’ve got that collar on, I’ll know you’re in the mood to suck my cock. And, if you are, I’ll let you jerk off while you do it. If you’re not in the mood to suck my cock, that’s fine, too. I promise you, there’s no punishment for not wanting to do that. Is that fair?”

I should mention I am talking in my normal tone of voice, which I know makes me sound just like Carter.

Did I mention I’m a bastard?

He licks his lips and nods. “Yes, Sir. That’s fair.”

“Excellent.” I step back. “You can have three cookies with your dinner. I’ll come check on you and take your dishes later on.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

I give him a wide smile. “You’re very welcome.”

I’m still smiling as I close the door.

* * * *

When I return an hour later, making sure to use heavy footfalls on the stairs so he hears me coming, I unlock the bathroom door to find he’s wearing the collar.

Yes!

I’d hoped he would by sometime tomorrow, but I was serious about not forcing him to.

“Good boy!” I toss him another pair of wrist manacles, unlocked, and the key to the pair he’s currently wearing. “Uncuff your left hand and use that other pair to chain it to your waist chain. Then chain your right hand to the waist chain. Give me back the key when you finish.”

He catches on quickly and complies.

Yes, it looks like he’s hard.

Once he’s secure, I step into the bathroom. “Do you want to suck my cock?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“Pants down, so you don’t get anything on them.

He wiggles and gets them worked down his thighs.

“Ask me for it.”

He licks his lips. “I would like to please suck your cock, Sir.”

“Good boys swallow.”

“Yes, Sir. I will swallow.”

“And would you like to jerk off while you suck me off?”

He nods again. “Yes, Sir. May I please jerk off while I suck you off?”

He is a fast learner. “Yes, you may.”

I step in closer and draw my sidearm, but I don’t cock it or point it at him. “This is my insurance,” I say. Then I hold up the key to the locks on the waist chain and I toss them out into the bedroom, on the bed.

Well out of his reach. “You do anything to fuck with me, you’ll die in here, either from me shooting you, or from you starving to death because you are trapped because you killed me. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“If at any time you want to stop, seriously, all you have to do is say red or pull off. I’m not going to choke you on my cock right now. I want you to learn to trust me. I might kick your ass about a lot of things, but this is my weird little thing. For sex, I need you willing to take what I give you, or it kills my boner. Got it?”

“Yes, Sir.”

I squirt lube into his right palm before I straddle him. He sits up a little straighter. With my free hand, I unfasten my jeans and he opens his mouth, waiting.

That hardens my cock.

“Good boy.” I let him lean forward and wrap his lips around the head, and…

Holy shit. He is good.

“That’s it,” I hoarsely say. “Jerk off, boy.”

He does while giving me, no shit, the best blowjob of my goddamned life.

And I’ve had a lot of excellent blowjobs in my time.

I let my free hand rest on his head where I gently massage his scalp while encouraging him, calling him my good boy, and basically exploit every single existing preset trained response he likely has in place.

By the time we both finish ten minutes later, he’s glassy-eyed and has swallowed every drop of cum I fed him.

I stagger back and fumble my jeans closed. “Lick it up from your hand, boy.” I reholster my sidearm. Hopefully, he’ll quickly earn my trust so I don’t have to use that as a threat to keep him from trying anything.

He immediately scoops up every bit and licks it from his fingers. “Thank you, Sir,” he says without prompting from me.

“Good boy.” I take the washcloth, wet it in the sink, and toss it to him. “Clean up.”

He does.

“I’ll give you a choice,” I tell him. “Hands back the way they were, or hands like this?” The other way, he can stretch them over his head.

“The other way, please, Sir.”

He’s more sure of himself now and quickly returns the second set of manacles to me.

“Pants up.”

Once he’s put together again, I draw my weapon and hold it on him while I check his work to make sure he can’t slip out of them.

He can’t.

“Good boys earn more rewards,” I say. I get him a chocolate bar and toss it to him. “Collar on or off, your choice. See you in the morning.”

I lock him in and go take a shower, where I end up jerking off again.

As I recover, I rest my head against the wall and breathe deeply. For the first time in too damned long, I’m actually…eager to do something that doesn’t involve my job.

And that night, despite having a prisoner in the next room, I sleep better than I have in a long damned time.

* * * *

The next morning, Eddie is wearing the collar when I open the door to give him his breakfast.

“Did you sleep with it on?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“Why?”

He blushes. “Because it felt good, Sir.”

“Good boy.”

I get a blowjob from him after lunch. He’s still wearing the collar at dinnertime, and I include two new items with his meal: a spoon, and a buttplug.

He stares at the buttplug for a moment, then up to me.

I smile. “Optional. Just like the collar. Put it in, take it out, or don’t. Totally your decision. If you put it in, and I open the door while you have it in, I want you to turn over and pull your sweats down so I can see it.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good boy.” I don’t talk with him. I leave him alone to eat and think.

I return at eleven p.m. and, as I open the door, I spot him on his hands and knees, ass to the door, sweats down around his knees.

Buttplug in and collar on.

“Good boy! Can you wag your tail for me?” He shakes his ass a little, and it’s adorable. I laugh. “Good boy! Sit up.”

He does. I have him go through the manacle changeover and squirt lube into his palm before stepping into position. “Have fun, boy.”

He drains my balls and presses his face against my abs with my soft cock in his mouth as I scratch his head for him. “Do you like it when I do that?”

“Yeth, Thir,” he mumbles around my cock.

Remember, this is all without him seeing my face. He hears Carter’s voice and is lost in his memories, which is what I want.

I increase the pressure on the back of his head, not painfully firm, but showing him who’s in charge. “Good boys always get rewards,” I softly say. “Good pets get rewarded even more. But I only want a willing pet.” I stroke his head and wait.

The deep, snuffling breath shakes his entire body and I ease my cock out of his mouth so he can look up at me. “May I please be Sir’s pet?”

I smile down at him. “I would be happy to have you as my pet.”




















Chapter Thirteen




I fuck Eddie for the first time after lunch. Right there on the bathroom floor, with him on his hands and knees and his ass in the air for me. I didn’t have to go through the manacle switch with him because I reach around him before I come and jerk him off, roughly, my other hand pinning him by his collar.

He comes so hard I think he’s going to squeeze my cock off and it triggers my orgasm.

When we finish, I remain in place for a moment. I’m still in my jeans and a shirt, and the balaclava.

“Did you think about Carter when I made you come?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

He should have. While he ate, I asked him for specifics on how Carter would fuck him.

I pat him on the ass, pull out, and stand. “Stay.” I clean up, flush the condom, zip up, and then give him permission to move and clean up.

Once he’s sitting in his original position, I stare down at him from the bathroom doorway. “You have been very good, pet. Do you understand what I mean by rewarding you?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“Is there anything you want to ask me? I don’t promise to answer, but you can ask anything.”

He considers it for a moment. “Are you going to kill me, Sir?”

“Not if you continue being such a good boy for me. But I need to learn to trust you as much as you need to learn to trust me.” I step aside so he can see the bed behind me. “I would love to have you be able to sleep with me in there. But what do you think has to happen to make that happen?”

He thinks for a moment. “You need to trust I won’t try to kill you or escape, Sir.”

“Exactly. And how do you think we can best reach that point?”

I let him think again. “I will give up my clothes to give Sir easy access to me.”

That’s…not what I expected him to say. I figured he’d answer something abstract, like building trust, or some bullshit along those lines.

“Really?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Hmm.” I consider it. “Right now?”

He nods, like he’s trying not to look eager. “Yes, Sir.”

I make a big show of pretending to take my time considering it. “Okay. I’ll allow it. I’ll give you an extra blanket. If you get cold, you are under orders to summon me and ask for more. Understand?”

He nods, eagerly. “Yes, Sir.”

“Also, you can always safeword for sex.”

He nods again and I suspect he never will safeword for sex. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“I told you, I want an eager pet. I’m sure I will do plenty of things to you that you won’t like, because I’m a sadist and you’re a masochist. But rape is a line I will not cross.” Although I’m not beyond some heavy coercion. “Understand?”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”

“Good boy.” I let him remove the manacles and strip before putting them back on again. “Since you’re naked, feel free to take a shower or bath when you want to, as long as we’re not talking or fucking, obviously.”

He smiles. “Obviously, Sir.”

There’s the hint of the smart mouth I enjoyed beating him over. “Good boy.”

* * * *

My cock is hard and thick and ready for action as I mount the stairs to take Eddie his dinner. No shit, I haven’t been this horny in years.

When I open the bathroom door, I find him kneeling on the floor, ass in the air and head down on his hands, ass facing the door.

I see from the smear of lube that he’s already prepared.

Well, okay then.

I nearly drop the food in my hurry to set it down. “Good boy.” I quickly unzip, sheath myself in a condom, and sink home inside him, hard and deep.

We both moan and I hold still for a moment with my hands on his hips. “Such a good boy,” I growl before I plow him, hard, fast, and deep. I almost blow too soon but manage to hold back long enough to reach around and jerk him off first before I finish.

As I kneel there and catch my breath, I stare at the mark on his lower back and press my thumb to it. “She wasn’t good enough for you, Eddie,” I tell him. “She didn’t deserve a good boy like you.”

From the way his body starts shaking, I know he’s crying. “Thank you, Sir.”

I pat his ass, withdraw, and clean up. He maintains his position. “You can clean up and eat, pet.”

He nods, but he’s still softly crying.

I lock him in the bathroom and leave him to process all of that.

* * * *

I return an hour later and find him in the same position he was in when I left him.

But he’s cleaned up, eaten dinner, and washed his dishes.

“Did you get in position when you heard me coming?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good boy. You can sit where you usually do.”

He does.

This won’t take long. I set another package of cookies on the sink and turn to stare down at him. “Are you complying only to save Carter, or because you really want to?”

He doesn’t answer immediately. “At first, to save Carter, Sir.”

“And now?”

“Because I really want to, Sir.”

I step back to the doorway. “If you could choose to keep doing what you and I are doing, with you earning more privileges and me taking care of you, would you be willing to discuss that?”

He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“Do you still love Carter?”

He’s slower to answer but eventually does. “Yes, Sir,” he quietly says. “I probably will always love him.”

“Do you regret letting him go?”

He nods. “I do, Sir.”

“Do you think you could come to feel something for me?”

“Maybe, Sir.”

Good enough for now. “Do you miss getting your ass beaten?”

“Yes, Sir. I enjoyed impact play.”

“Would you like to go to sleep with a red ass?”

His breath hitches. “Yes, Sir.”

“Then ask for it.”

I watch the way his throat works as he swallows. “I would like to go to bed with a red ass, Sir. Please.”

Removing my gun and holster, I set them on the bed. Then I return to the bathroom and make a big show of slowly stripping my black leather belt from my jeans. “Show me,” I tell him.

His eyes widen and he turns, getting on his knees and leaning over the edge of the tub.

“Good boy.” I step in, pin him by his collar, and give him five hard strikes across his ass cheeks with the belt, immediately dropping it and rubbing in the sting. As I do he softly moans and pushes his ass against my hand, craving my touch.

“That was very good,” I tell him. “Stay.” I retrieve my belt, return to the doorway, and close the door nearly all the way, just far enough he can still see my face. “I ask you again, do you think you can come to feel something for me?”

He maintains his position. “Yes, Sir. I do.” His voice sounds a little slurred and I think maybe I just dropped him into subspace from that quick taste of pain.

Reaching up, I peel the hot, sweaty balaclava off my head. “What about now? Turn around.” He does, and it takes a second, but I see the exact moment everything connects in his brain. “Don’t worry—Carter and his family are obviously in no danger, and won’t be. In fact, the only reason I didn’t kill you is because you told me he broke a promise to you. Good night, pet.”

I smile as I watch him lean, stunned and trying to see me for as long as possible before I close and lock the door.

* * * *

The morning of day four, I have to fight my eagerness to see what Eddie’s overnight processing brings to our growing dynamic. He didn’t make a peep all night long. I’d almost expected him to break and start beating on the door after I’d locked it, demand answers, beg me to talk to him.

But he didn’t.

He followed my rules.

I’m whistling when I carry his breakfast up the stairs and into the bedroom, happy to be rid of that goddamned mask. When I open the door, I find Eddie in the same kneeling position, ass pointed at the door.

Lubed.

“What is this position called?” I ask.

“She called it Worship, Sir.” Looking closer, I see he’s trembling.

“Are you cold?”

“No, Sir.”

“Nervous?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I’m certain you have questions.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“First, tell me your thoughts when I closed the door last night.”

Understandably, it takes him a moment. “I knew you weren’t him, but I guess it was instinctive I mistook you for him, Sir.”

“Him, who, specifically?”

“Carter, Sir.”

“And?”

He remains still. “Pete and Tom were KIA.”

“Yes.”

“Parker is married, I think. And so is Charlie, I believe.”

“Yes.” He’s got a great memory. Or he’s been stalking Carter and my family.

“Jason was older than Pete and Tom and Carter.”

“Yes. So?”

“You’re Gene or Jason.”

“Turn around and sit up.”

He does, his cock going hard as he stares up into my face.

I let him sit there for a moment. “So I’ll ask you again—do you think you could come to feel something for me?”

He nods, stunned as he stares at me.

I’ll give him that freebie, considering how compliant he’s been.

“Do you understand now that I mean it when I say if you work with me, I won’t kill you?”

He nods.

“And do you understand I mean it that, obviously, Carter and his family are in no danger?”

He nods again. He’s still staring at my face, fascinated.

Fuck, that’s great for a guy’s ego.

“I’m going to leave you to eat your breakfast and digest this development,” I tell him. “Any questions?”

“Yes, Sir. Are you Gene or Jason?”

I could let him dangle for a little longer, but again, the whole give and take thing. I need this process to proceed quickly. “I’m Jace. And, yes, I’m gay. And no, none of my family knows I’m gay any more than we knew Carter was bi.” I gently close the door behind me.

* * * *

I fuck him at lunch time because he’s once again in position, lubed and ready when I open the door.

And his cock’s hard.

This time, I roll him onto his back and fuck him face-to-face, his legs pushed up and back, bent at the knees, and let him jerk his own cock.

The entranced look on his face as he watches me makes it difficult for me to hold back my orgasm until he comes, but when he does, I follow immediately.

“Good boy.” I untangle myself from him and clean up and still he lays there, staring.

I point to his mess. “Get busy.”

He realizes what I mean and immediately starts cleaning up his come.

While he does that, I bring in a longer chain I had ready in the bedroom, lock it to the toilet where the shorter chain is locked, and then lock the other end to the D-ring on the collar.

“Where’s the padlock key?”

He points to the sink and I see it sitting there.

I palm it and step back to the doorway before I toss him the key that will unlock the lock on his waist. “Good boys earn rewards. Remember that. Have you been using the buttplug?”

“Yes, Sir. I go to sleep with it in and take it out when I wake up to pee in the middle of the night. And I wear it off and on during the day so I’m ready for you.”

He is well-trained. I leave the bathroom door open and move the bed so it’s close to the bathroom door. He doesn’t have enough chain to make it to the bedroom door or to the window.

He’ll have to earn that.

He watches me do all of this without moving, just watching me.

When I finish, I motion to him. “You can unlock the waist lock. Manacles and shackles stay on, for now. You may come out of the bathroom.

After unlocking the waist lock, he slowly stands and shuffles into the bathroom doorway, staring around.

“I’ll be back at dinner,” I tell him, locking the bedroom door behind me.

What he does next will help shape the next days and weeks.

* * * *

At dinnertime, I find him kneeling on the floor next to the bed, but ass pointed at the door.

“Good boy. Up on the bed. Sit on a towel. You can eat sitting there.”

He complies and I step back while he eats.

“Retired General Coltrane Cunningham,” I say.

He stops chewing and I swear he goes absolutely white. “Yes, Sir?”

“I have a grudge of my own against him.”

“You…do?”

“Yeah.” I tell him what I know and see the color slowly drain back into his features. “I also have a plan, but you and I have unfinished business here. I can’t very well take a feral, unproven pet who’s supposed to be dead overseas. There are a few steps first. Trust to establish. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Your choice—hands free, or feet free?”

He studies me for a moment. “Which would Sir prefer?”

I shake my head. “No. I asked you. If I give you a choice, make it.”

He thinks for a moment. “Feet, Sir.”

“Why?”

He actually blushes. “So when you fuck me like you did, I can wrap my legs around you and see your face easily.”

My eyebrow slowly arches. “Excellent reason.” I walk over and drop the key in his lap. Leave them unlocked and on the dresser.” Then I ruffle his hair. “Such a good boy. I’ll be back soon. You can lie on the bed. With the exception of the other rules, you’re free to move around the full length of your chain.”

I leave him alone up there for an hour. When I return, he’s washed his dishes and set them on the dresser.

He’s also kneeling on the floor in his usual position.

“Good boy.” I sit on the edge of the bed and pat my thigh. “Come here.”

He slowly scrambles around to kneel in front of me and puts his head in my lap. I scratch his head, letting him sit there and just be for a few minutes. When I see how the tension finally flows out of his shoulders, I know he’s hitting subspace.

I gradually tighten my grip on his hair, until I’m fisting it and pressing his face against my zipper. His breath comes in short, shallow gasps as he starts to nuzzle the outline of my cock, which is painfully pressing against my fly.

“Ask me for what you want.”

“Please, let me suck your cock, Sir.”

Keeping one hand on his head, I use the other to fish out my cock and then instead of the practically gentle blowjobs he’s given me, this one I force down his throat, using him, gagging him on it over and over again until I quickly spill and resume gently stroking his scalp. “Did you drip all over the floor?”

“Probably, Sir,” he mumbles.

“Check. Clean it up if you did.” I release his head and he gets down and licks up a few spots.

His rigid cock bobs in front of him.

“Go get your buttplug and lube and get back out here.”

A moment later, he’s kneeling on the bed and I put it in him while he kneels on the bed.

“On your back.”

He complies, and I quickly jerk him off and then feed every drop to him.

He stares up at me with a beautifully glazed expression I mentally crow over.

This is going better than I thought.

To sleep, I chain his hands to the head of the bed, because again, I’m not an idiot.

I also show him the keys to all the locks currently holding him captive and toss them down the hallway.

If I don’t survive the night, he won’t survive for long.

Once I lie down next to him, he snuggles against me and I roll to face him with my arm draped over him.

That’s the last thing I remember until just before dawn the next morning, when I open my eyes to find him watching me.

“Good morning, Sir. I didn’t kill you in your sleep.” The hint of a smile makes me laugh.

“Good boy!” After I take my morning piss, I get the key to release his hands from the bed frame and he goes into the bathroom.

When he emerges, I back Eddie against the wall and cage him with both arms, staring into his hazel eyes while trying not to think about what thoughts Carter had so many years ago when in this exact same position with the man. Eddie slouches a little, dipping his knees to make himself shorter than me.

I wonder if he used to do that with my brother, who’s an inch shorter than I am.

I wonder if my brother trained him to do that, or if it came naturally for Eddie.

Slanting my lips over his in a crushing kiss, I wait until he’s softly moaning and his cock is hard and dripping to finally end the kiss. “Do you want to help me kill Cunningham?”

He firmly nods. “Yes, Sir.”

“If I give you freedom and you run, I will hunt you down and kill you. Do you understand?”

He smiles. “Yes, Sir. I won’t run.” But he hasn’t asked to be freed, either.

Not once.

The swelling in his face is way down now and the bruises are starting to fade. I see the man Carter fell hard for and tried to protect.

Tried to nurture and love.

I grab him by the throat and kiss him again and he melts. “Soft and fluffy doesn’t work for you, does it?” I ask.

His gaze narrows. “No, Sir. I like it rough. I need it rough.”

“Good.” I turn and shove him onto the bed. “Then let’s step it up a little.”

* * * *

The next morning, I free Eddie from the wrist manacles. By the tenth morning, I’m convinced I completely own him when I walk into the bedroom and, before I can say anything, Eddie climbs onto the bed on his hands and knees, drops his head onto the pillow, and presents his ass to me.

Plus, his cock’s hard.

“Good boy,” I hoarsely say before swallowing, because my mouth goes dry as every bit of blood and spit and a lot of other bodily fluids congeal in my rock-hard cock and swelling balls.

“Thank you, Sir,” comes his muffled reply. Just a hint of eager butt wiggle.

I’m no idiot. He sees me as a replacement for Carter.

Honestly? That’s fine.

What? I’m not going to lie and say I’m not attracted to the guy when I definitely am. I haven’t been this horny in a long damned time.

Too damned long.

I feel like a fricking teenager again, when I was first in the service and away from home and able to meet guys in dark and dirty back rooms and bathrooms in some of the seediest bars in Europe, before I had the bravery to go home with some of those men and properly spank and fuck them on a bed or on a couch, or, sometimes, in the back seat of a car.

Always as a Top. I’ve bottomed a couple of times, more out of curiosity and because the guy was incredibly hot, but it’s not my preference.

Eddie, however, is the perfect subby power bottom for me. Outside of the bedroom, he’s ruthless, cut-throat, and highly skilled.

Inside of the bedroom, he’s beautifully compliant and a puddle of pre-cum and need and tightly wound desire eager and able to mold himself to my every whim in his desperation to please me and seek my approval and praise.

How the fuck did Carter walk away from him? I would have been using any and every trick in the book, including guilt-tripping Eddie, to force him to take the medical discharge the doctors wanted to give him and make him leave the Army with me.

I struggle with a brief flare of righteous anger toward my little brother, because he didn’t do Eddie any favors by not fighting harder for him.

Then again, they were both far younger men. I suppose I have no room to talk, considering here I am, approaching my sixth decade alive, and no one in my family even knows I’ve never so much as fingered a woman, much less fucked one. Been balls-deep inside more men than I can comfortably count, but while I made a show of dating in high school, I was always careful to pick girls who needed me as their beard as much as I needed them in return.

I unfasten my belt and slowly strip it from my jeans, making it last and making sure he can hear me do it. I take my time as I fist the buckle and wrap a few turns of the supple leather around my hand. It’s been used on plenty of men before now, more names and faces than I’m able to recall, but something is special this time.

This is the last man it will ever be used on. Not unless he dies on me, or I have to kill him because he’s betrays me.

Releasing Eddie is not an option, period. Not even once I’ve taken my revenge and can finally figure out what to do with the rest of my life.

It’s ironic that my little brother and I both have long-held grudges to settle before we can truly move on, and they both revolve around avenging this man kneeling on my bed.

I mean, mine also involves my brothers, but you get the idea. There’s a nice symmetry to it. Especially considering Elsa Pfeiffer and Coltrane Cunningham were linked in their despicable dealings and preying on young men too naïve to realize what was going on was outright abuse of their positions of trust and power, even if their victims were “consenting adults.”

Not to mention Cunningham’s sins extend far beyond that to negligent and careless homicide, even if he wasn’t and will never be charged with that.

I belt Eddie’s ass red and fuck him until we both come, and then we collapse into a tangled heap on the bed.

“Breakfast, pet?” I ask him.

“Thank you, Sir.”

I kiss him. I like kissing him. He’s a good kisser.

And I love snuggling with him, too. We snuggle before going to sleep at night while I hold his collar and ask him questions.

Probably not a coincidence I haven’t had a single fucking nightmare in a couple of days.




















Chapter Fourteen




By the next morning, I’m ready to take the next step with him. Now that I’ve spent this time with Eddie, getting to know him inside and out—literally—I know one thing for certain.

Eddie is mine.

I’m not just fucking around, either. He doesn’t get a choice in the matter. Eddie has proven he’s absolute shit at making relationship decisions, so I’m going to take that right out of his hands.

He’s the perfect partner for me. He craves the darkest parts of my soul and wants me because of them. I don’t have to hold back with him in any way.

I don’t have to spin a web of lies for him to hide my history.

I don’t have to be ashamed of who I am, and I can help him learn not to be ashamed of who he is, either.

My kit’s in the living room. I dig through it and find what I’m looking for, then snag a bottle of rubbing alcohol, too. From the kitchen I grab the vodka I’d meant to enjoy upon my return to Paris after completing this job. A little celebration.

This is a celebration of sorts, though.

Will be, anyway.

I take my time heading up the stairs, my cock already thickening knowing that Eddie’s listening for me and waiting for me.

His cock’s probably getting hard, too.

I pause outside the bedroom doorway and take a couple of deep breaths to try to slow my pulse. I feel like a bridegroom on his wedding night.

Although Eddie and I damned sure aren’t virgins.

That evil woman took his virginity and then poisoned his soul to the point he didn’t know where he ended and she began, or what it was he wanted and needed.

Not really.

All I can do for him is fill in the blanks and be a steady anchor for him. For the first time in his life, he’ll have someone to lean on without fear of discovery, and without worrying what anyone thinks.

Anyone who isn’t me, I mean. Because I will firmly plant myself as the center of his universe, and his orbit shall forever be tied to me from this point forward.

I look at the knife in my hand. It’s sharp enough to shave with. Literally.

Let’s see if it’s sharp enough to carve that last festering remnant of that fucking evil bitch from his soul.

I unlock the door and, sure enough, Eddie’s already on the bed, hands and knees, ass up and head down.

I step inside and close the door behind me. “Good boy,” I softly coo. My cock twitches at the visible ripple of gooseflesh that sweeps over him as his cock jerks.

 Walking over to the bedside table, I set down the bottle of rubbing alcohol and the bottle of vodka. “Look at me,” I softly say.

He does, his eyes widening when he spots the knife. To his credit, while the chain rattles a little, he doesn’t move, doesn’t pull away.

I set it on the bed next to him and reach for my belt, his gaze now cycling between my hands and the knife. It’s a wicked one, too. A sharp stiletto that can kill.

I should know—it has.

If we had more time, I’d go buy a new one for this, but maybe this is better. I’ve had this knife for over thirty years. It’s not a throwaway.

Neither is Eddie.

“You have a choice to make today,” I say, keeping my tone soft and low. He’s going to be gentled whether he likes it or not. I will teach him about affection, about pleasure that doesn’t have to come on the heels of the bad kind of pain.

I will teach him about love, and that true love doesn’t hurt in bad ways.

That he can love and be loved and only accept the pain he wants to, and keep that pain only in his body, not his heart and soul.

Waiting until his hazel gaze finally stills and settles on me, butterflies swarm inside me as I say it. “You need a Master, and I want you as my pet. The only pet I want and need. Never anyone else but us. I will always be the Alpha in this duet, always on top, in every way.”

His eyes widen even more, his entire body trembling. He nods a little. Such a good boy, even now he won’t speak without permission.

“But if you want to be mine, you need to know I am going to mark you. You will beg to bleed for me and wear my mark.”

He licks his lips and nods again, a little more forcefully this time.

“And I will put that mark where I want it, understood?”

I think he’s finally jumped on my train of thought, because this time his nod is even more eager than before.

“If you want me to be your owner, your Master—your Alpha, then start begging, pet.”

He turns a little on the bed to face me while maintaining his head down-ass up position. “Sir, please let me belong to you and wear your mark! I need you…”

I let him go on for several minutes, reaching out with my free hand and rubbing the top of his head while he does. He’s already dropped himself deep into subspace and probably doesn’t even realize it.

Finally, I fist his hair and wrench his head up and back so I can lean in. “Forever, pet. That’s what this is. We have to do some things, take care of some unfinished business in the States. Once we do, then you and I are going to move someplace quiet and I will spend the rest of our lives together showing you how a loving relationship should be handled. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir! Please!”

I tighten my grip on his hair. “We’re going to kill Callahan. I’m going to retire. We’ll get you a new identity. You’re going to marry me, and there will be no decision you ever make again that I don’t first sign off on.”

“Please!”

I release his hair and shove his head down onto the bed. Then I proceed to use the belt on his ass, viciously striping his flesh with it while he sobs and cries and yet still manages to wiggle his ass in delight.

I don’t spend much time on that but I want him to build new memories starting here and now. Dropping the belt onto the floor, I wrap my fingers around the back of his collar and pin him down with that. Working one-handed, I unscrew the cap from the bottle of rubbing alcohol, then flick the knife open one-handed and dip the blade into it. I set the knife on his back, then pour some alcohol over the scar.

Setting that aside, I pick up the knife again.

“Pledge yourself to me, pet. Tell me your vows. This is the last and only chance you get to make a decision for yourself without my input.”

The tears choking his voice are almost enough to make me stop and talk to him but I realize I can’t. He needs this catharsis.

He needs me.

“I want you to be my Master. I will spend the rest of my life as your willing pet and slave, Sir. I want to give my body and blood to you, to do with as you will. I need you above me and as my Alpha, Sir. I need and want only you. Please, make me bleed for you to prove my worth and worthiness.”

Fuck, this is heartbreaking, but it’s the only way to rid him of this once and for all so he can enjoy what’s left of his life.

With me.

I press the tip of the blade to the top of the triangle. “You will wear your Alpha’s mark forever, pet. It will hurt, but it will heal. And as it does, you can always remember it’s there as proof of my love for you. Even if you have to be away from me, you will carry this sign of my love for you, proof of my promise to you that you are my one and only, and that you are the only one my heart and soul want or need. That you are more than enough for me, and that you are perfect for me.”

Am I in love with him?

Maybe. I think I am.

I’m willing to call it love.

But he doesn’t need to know that. Not yet, anyway.

What’s important is that I mean every word about keeping him and not sharing him, or not bringing anyone else into the mix. About caring for him and teaching him what love should be like. Absolutely, those are promises I will keep.

Once we’ve survived the adrenaline-fueled fuckfest of the next few weeks, and complete our mission, I can fully focus on building a solid relationship between us.

For now? I need to jump-start Eddie’s healing so he can fully concentrate on the job ahead and not have to worry about his relationship with me.

Yes, that’s cold and focused. I admit it.

“Ask me.”

“Please mark me, Master!”

I slowly and carefully carve exactly along the old scar so that my mark will obliterate it. I do what he once begged Carter to do, and I completely make him mine.

He fists the sheets and screams into the pillow as I do, but he doesn’t move a fucking muscle.

When I finish, the A will absolutely cover the old mark. I set the blade aside, douse it with rubbing alcohol, and then drag him up onto his knees to kiss me. While he’s there, I open the bottle of vodka, take a large swig from it, and kiss him again, passing some to him and making him moan.

From that point on my clothes come off and this isn’t just fucking—it’s making love. His blood smears everywhere, painting both of us as we fuck and fuck and fuck, and I drink and pass him vodka from my mouth. And he greedily takes it. I bite him, scratch, punch—not in the face—and he begs for more.

After we’ve both come and can’t get it up again, from my jeans I retrieve the key to the padlock holding the chain onto his collar and unlock it.

It’s the first time he’s been untethered since he woke up in the bathroom.

“I trust you,” I tell him. “Don’t fail me.”

Tears run down his cheeks. “I trust you, too, Sir. I promise, I won’t fail you.”

I snuggle him in my arms and hold him, whispering to him as he cries.




















Chapter Fifteen




After fucking ourselves into exhaustion, Eddie cries himself to sleep in my arms, and now we’re both covered in sweat and cum and Eddie’s blood.

And, for the first time in his adult life, I believe Eddie is truly happy.

I know I am.

This is obviously not where I thought my life was heading when I accepted this mission, but I’m not complaining. Because, maybe for the first time in my life, I’m truly happy, too.

Definitely for the first time since Tom and Pete died.

I’m also finally seeing a light at the end of the tunnel for exacting my revenge on Cunningham. I now have a vested partner, not just in the application of the justice, but in the rationale behind it. There is no moral ambiguity here, no second thoughts, not for either of us.

Killing Cunningham means pure freedom for both of us.

I gently extricate myself from him and climb out of bed. I need to make a phone call and don’t want him overhearing my end of it.

When I said I will make his decisions for him, I meant it. Eventually, I’ll start letting him decide small things, but the big things will always fall under my jurisdiction and I will have complete veto power by default.

My pet will never want for anything from this point forward. I’ll see to that. I’ll be able to give him everything Carter couldn’t, and take from Eddie everything that no longer serves him in a positive way.

Not sure how I’ll break this news to my family—especially to Carter—but we’ll figure that out as we go. It’s the least of my concerns right now.

I suspect between his exhaustion and the vodka that Eddie will sleep for at least a couple of hours. Good, because he needs it. Leaving Eddie’s chain off and the padlock unlocked, I grab my clothes and the knife and quietly let myself out of the bedroom, locking it behind me.

Yes, I’m in love, but I’m no idiot. Don’t want him waking up in fear and then blindly reacting on his own instincts instead of my orders.

After a quick shower in the other bathroom, I head down to the living room, because with this decision now settled in my mind I have things to set into motion, and they can’t be delayed.

On a burner phone, I use an encrypted VPN and the Signal app to place a call to the VOIP number my long-time primary handler uses, a phone number that’s listed everywhere as belonging to a computer programmer and someone my “company” frequently hires as an “independent consultant,” so as not to draw any attention to our contacts.

Webs of subterfuge and lies and careful constructs designed to keep us all alive and secure. All of it bullshit.

All of it meaningless.

“Jason, how are you?” he asks after I identify myself and use our latest code phrase to let him know I can talk safely. “Heard your last business trip went well.”

I don’t fuck around. “Rich, I messed up my back on my last business trip,” I say. “Just calling to let you know I’m filing my retirement papers, effective at the end of the month. I’m no longer field-worthy. I’m removing myself from rotation and active duty, effective immediately. Take me off the list.”

He starts to laugh before it fades. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah.” I think about the man sleeping in my bed upstairs. My pet. “I’m winding down all operations on my end with my company. I don’t have any outstanding projects to hand off to others, so it won’t take me long to shutter everything.”

“Wait. You’re not just fucking around with me?”

“No, I’m not fucking around with you. I’m giving you a heads-up so they can take me off the call list, and so they know to expect my paperwork coming through the pipe.”

“Um…wow.”

I lean against the kitchen wall and stare at the shitty fridge, an old relic that was probably one of the last models produced in the former Soviet era. Compared to my stainless one in the Paris flat, it’s a dinosaur.

I’m a dinosaur.

A lethal dinosaur, but life is an inevitable meteor that will take me out no matter how vicious and capable I am.

And I still have a score to settle before it does. Now, with Eddie by my side, I know I can fulfill my oath I swore on Pete and Tom’s caskets.

“Between you and me,” I say, “literally, my last project nearly went completely south on me. It was the wake-up call I’ve been dodging for the last five years, at least. I’ve been trying to deny I’m over the hill, but I’m fifty-seven years old. I can’t ignore it any longer. I likely won’t get so lucky the next time.”

“Do you want to apply for a desk transfer from field work to one of the main offices?”

“No. I’m completely out as of the end of the month. Besides, my parents are elderly, and my brother will be high-profile in a few weeks when his wife’s sworn in. I am no longer an effective asset to this organization for several reasons, and it’s time to go out before I embarrass myself or trigger an incident that can’t be easily explained away. Or, worse, get someone terminated from our company.”

His tone turns somber. “You have an exemplary record, Jace. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Exactly. I’m not ashamed. But I’m going to move back to the States so I can be near my family and start reconnecting with them in person. My parents won’t live forever. Can you make sure to shepherd my retirement papers through once they’re filed?”

“Yeah, sure.” He chuckles. “Damn. All these years, I honestly never thought you’d leave before me. It’s like it’s in your blood.”

“I know. But I’d rather that blood stay in my body.” I glance at the time. “Listen, I’ll get those papers filed in the next few days, once I’m back in Paris.”

“Are you safe now? Do you need an exfil, or a medic team to retrieve you?”

“Nah, nothing melodramatic like that.” I force a laugh. “I need a chiropractor more than I need anything. Right now, I’m on bedrest for a few days. Don’t worry, I’m not expensing it or filing workmen’s comp.”

He laughs again. “No worries. Hey, hold off at least four days before you file.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m scheduled to forward another installment on your contract, and I don’t want to push it earlier and raise flags.” He laughs. “Hey, our tax dollars at work, right? Consider it your gold watch. Merry Hanukkahmasyuleanza, my friend. Use it in good health.”

Relief fills me. That’s been a running joke of his for years when he’s about to drop black-budget Bitcoin on me. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

“Yeah, well, if you’re retiring, that only leaves me two field accounts to manage. I’ll probably start handing them off and file my own papers. Enjoy my grandkids for a change. Maybe take up golf. Put balls in holes, man.”

I smile as I think about some of the things I want to do to Eddie. “Balls in holes sounds like a good idea.”

“Hit me up when you’re back in the States and we’ll go out for dinner and celebrate.”

“I will.”

I mean, I won’t, but I won’t tell him that. I don’t want to hurt his feelings. But once I walk away from this, I’m turning my back on it forever.

My sole focus will be Eddie and my family.

After revenge, of course.

I end the call and destroy that burner. Yes, he could track me to this area if he really wants to, because nothing is perfectly secure to the alphabet-soup agencies and their spy satellites, but I have nothing hanging over my head from their end that would prompt him to put in that level of effort and start looking for me.

Nothing that they’re aware of, that is.

Besides, why would they waste assets and energy on a washed-up old man with a bad back who’s had a stellar career and now wants to retire?

They won’t.

Which is why Cunningham will never see me coming.

Correction—us.

He’ll never see us coming.

* * * *

While I’m downstairs, I take some time to clean up the kitchen, pack my kit and everything in the living room, and make other preparations. I use a different burner phone through the encrypted VPN to research a couple of things and to plan. I have to get Eddie into Paris and stash him in my flat before any other plans can be made. I have several contacts at various border crossings who will flag me through without a closer look, but I can’t risk flying with Eddie until I have his new ID in place. Eventually, I need to provide “proof” that he’s deceased, so he can get flagged in systems as being dead and it officially takes him off the servers from that point forward.

Right now, I need to get him out of this country.

By car, the straightest route to Paris is less than a day’s drive from Bratislava, which we’re not far from. That’s if I can guarantee getting him through customs and immigration checkpoints.

I might need to buy a box truck. They’re less likely to look closely at a commercial vehicle and its drivers than they would tourists or private citizens.

I have an older French passport, a valid one under a fake name, that I could use and substitute the picture from Eddie’s passport. Which is probably a fake one.

Before I finalize this plan, I suppose I should talk to him.

It’s over two hours later when I finally head upstairs again, with food and a couple of bottles of water for him. When I unlock and open the bedroom door, my throat goes dry.

There is my pet, looking like a Jackson Pollock painting with the blood and cum and lube dried all over him, in his ready position. Hands and knees, head down.

Ass up.

Cock hard.

And, at some point, he locked the chain on his collar again.

The painful lump in my throat catches me by surprise, as do the tears stinging my eyes, which I have to blink several times to clear.

“Good boy,” I tell him once I finally pull myself together.

I leave the bedroom door open behind me and carry his food over to the bedside table and set it there. The mark on his back has crusted over and stopped bleeding. I’ll need to keep it bandaged for a few days to prevent infection.

His butt is also wiggling, I realize.

He’s wagging his ass at me.

He’s happy.

Smiling, I sit next to him on the bed and pat my thigh. He immediately throws himself onto me, his face pressed against my jeans and his butt in full-on wiggle mode now as I reach down his back and, with my finger, I trace the mark I carved into his flesh, lightly enough that I don’t disturb the fragile scab.

Fuck, he’s absolutely adorable.

When my mind ponders if Carter ever got this reaction from him, I shove that thought away. It doesn’t belong here between us. Not now, anyway.

This is us, and this has to be built from the ground up.

Blood and sweat and tears and maximum effort from both of us.

I thread my fingers through his hair and gently massage his scalp. “Any regrets or second thoughts?”

He vigorously shakes his head and presses his mouth against the top of my thigh. I feel the warmth of his breath even through the denim.

“Good boy. New rule, pet. Unless I say tais-toi, or give you an equivalent nonverbal command, you are allowed to speak. Understand?”

“Yes, Master.” I’ve started teaching him a few commands I want him to know.

I rub his scalp a little harder. “You can use Master when we’re alone, Sir any other time. And you can say Sir any time, if it’s just like what you said now, in response to a question. No punishment for slips, either. Understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

I smile, because he’s already desperately eager to please me.

I pat the top of his head. “S’asseoir.”

He sits up on his knees, butt on his ankles, his gaze focused on me.

I’m flying by the seat of my pants here. These commands will change, but for now I need to mold him to me, and I’m damn sure not going to use German on him, or use the same names for the positions that Elsa used. I want him associating everything with me now.

“Good boy.” I cup his face in my hands. “How many passports do you have? Valid ones, without your real name on them?”

“Four: Germany, France, Italy, and Thailand.”

I relax. “Can the French one pass an immigration highway checkpoint without a second look?”

“Yes, Master.”

I’m already tweaking my plan in my head. “Where are they?”

“Safe deposit box in Berlin.”

Fuck.

“But if you have the key and box number,” he adds, “that’s all you need. They don’t check IDs. The box isn’t in my name, and it’s not traceable back to me.”

“Good. Where’s the key right now?”

“Hidden in my flat.”

“In Berlin?”

“Yeah.”

Dammit. “Okay. I can’t risk moving you without papers. I reported you liquidated. If you suddenly ping as alive on your real passport, we’re both targets.”

He nods.

“Where, exactly, in your flat is the key?” He details the hidden storage alcove behind a strip of baseboard in the hallway. “You realize you can’t return to your flat, right? Ever?”

He nods. “I had the key with my things.”

“I have your keys. Is there anything you want from your flat of sentimental value? I can get away with showing up there. If anyone asks, I’ll say the obvious, that I’m checking for loose ends.”

He thinks about it. “There’s a lock box in my bedroom closet, up on the shelf. It has all my paperwork, and some pictures, and a photo album.” His expression turns sad. “They’re the only pictures I have of my mom and family. I’d like that, please.”

Leaning in, I kiss him. “Absolutely. I’ll arrange to have the flat cleaned out and whatever you want from there moved to Paris. We’ll merge it with my things, which I’ll ship to the States. Anything else?”

He shrugs. “My books. The art on the walls.” He smiles. “My Deadpool coffee mug from the kitchen.” His smile fades. “My clothes, if you want to move them. If not, there’s nothing I’m sentimental about.”

In my mind my plan’s already shifting again. “I’ll take care of all of that.” I let my thoughts spin for a moment as it prioritizes tasks so I can visualize my next steps. Once I do that, I address my next question. “Why did you lock yourself up again?”

He looks confused. “I thought you wanted me to stay locked up?”

“I know. But answer the question, please. Honestly. Why did you lock yourself up when I left you unlocked?”

It’s obvious he needs a moment. When he finally answers, his soft tone nearly shreds my heart. “Because I like being locked up for you, Master. It makes me feel loved and wanted.”

I sigh. “My poor, sweet pet.” I kiss him again. “I’m going to have to leave you here alone for a few days. While I’m gone, you are free to roam inside the house but not set foot outside it, unless there’s an emergency, like a fire, or you have to escape for some reason. I’ll leave you a burner phone and a number to another burner I’ll have with me. Only contact me for an emergency. If you choose to lock yourself up, you may. But I also want you to do things like go downstairs and cook for yourself. I am trusting you not to leave the house. At night to sleep, you may lock yourself up. Is that fair?”

He nods, uncertain, because I can see it in his face. “Yes, Master.”

“When I return, you’ll be able to leave with me, and we’ll go to Paris.”

He wistfully smiles. “I haven’t been there in years.”

“Then you’ll love spending Christmas in the City of Lights, baby. Because we’ll need some time to plan the next step, and do research, and I don’t want to move you again unless it’s putting us on a plane to the States.”

“And then what?”

I cup his face in my hands. “We’re going to kill that fucking Cunningham and piss on his warm body before we consign him to oblivion.”

He sucks in a breath. “Really?”

I grin. “Really baby. Merry Christmas. Might be a little late opening the present, but a late present’s better than none at all.”

He actually laughs, and I think it’s the first genuine laugh I’ve ever heard from him. “I love you, Master.”

Another kiss, because I love kissing him. “I love you, too, baby.”

You know what?

I’m pretty sure that’s not a lie, either.




















Part III:

War




“Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge.” 

— Paul Gauguin




“To take revenge halfheartedly is to court disaster; either condemn or crown your hatred.” 

— Pierre Corneille




















Chapter Sixteen

Jace




Before dawn on the second Tuesday of January, I awaken in our hotel room in Tallahassee and lie there with Eddie’s back pressed tightly against me like I’m a protective wall shielding him from the world.

Who’s really shielding who, though?

Am I using him as an easy excuse for what I’m planning, even though it was always a destination I was bound to reach before I ever met him?

I’m prepared to lose my little brother today.

Prepare for the worst and hope for the best, right?

Not looking forward to that possibility.

The irony that Carter potentially walking away from me might have everything to do with the specific person I now own and nothing to do with my sexual orientation or preferred relationship dynamic isn’t lost on me.

That’s all right. I will press forward with my quest, avenging not only Pete and Tom, but Carter, too. And Eddie. Maybe Cunningham didn’t kill Carter, but he damn near did. Likely took a chunk out of his soul in the process the way he did with Eddie, too.

Part of me feels guilty, no matter how irrational that is, that I didn’t take out Cunningham back in Germany before he had a chance to fuck up my little brother’s life. I know it’s not my fault…

But it’s my fault, isn’t it?

Had I not hesitated, had I taken a few risks and culled Cunningham years ago, he couldn’t have fucked with Carter, or Eddie, or who knows how many other young men.

And several men in Carter and Eddie’s old unit would still be alive. Others wouldn’t have been severely wounded.

Yes, I know I can’t change the past, and technically I hold no liability for the events that unfolded.

Doesn’t mean I know how to stop holding myself accountable.

Our research dredged up that Cunningham is friends with a good friend of US Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, Bradenton Rexley. He will be in attendance at Susa’s inauguration ball tonight. The good senator is running for POTUS, although she’s already got a primary field jockeying for position around her.

I suspect she’ll annihilate them all. The woman’s sharp, a top-notch attorney, and an effective lawmaker. She deserves the spot.

But what I need from her tonight is an introduction to her friend, Bradenton Rexley, who I already know is also on the guest list for tonight’s event because he happens to be a high-powered lawyer in Tallahassee with a lot of state-level juice.

 Of course Carter would invite Rexley to tonight’s soirée. Carter’s not stupid. He knows having someone like Rexley on Susa’s side will greatly benefit her administration in numerous ways.

There’s something to be said about cultivating political emissaries who aren’t elected officials, and who can relay messages and help craft compromises. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship. They can legitimately claim to have juice with elected officials, and the elected officials can put them to use in situations where making direct contact themselves could potentially erupt in a PR nightmare if it came to light—if it wasn’t an instance of outright illegal conflict of interest, or undeclared lobbying, or a violation of sunshine laws.

I’m guessing that means Carter may not know anything about Rexley’s close friendship with Cunningham.

Or, maybe it does. Based on what Eddie told me Carter did to Elsa just a couple of months ago, and what I deduced on my own from research, maybe Carter has plans of his own for getting closer to Cunningham at some future point.

I can’t let that happen. I can’t risk my little brother potentially throwing away his life and family over revenge.

That’s my job.

More specifically, that’s Eddie’s job. If we’re all very careful, and even more lucky, maybe all of us will emerge on the other side of this unscathed. Overall, I’m not superstitious, but by surviving in Afghanistan, and successfully taking out Elsa Pfeiffer, Carter’s likely already used up his lifetime of luck.

That’s too much risk to my little brother for me to be comfortable with it.

What happens next, once my final life’s mission is complete?

I honestly don’t know. I haven’t dared jinx this mission by planning any of that yet. Eddie’s barely survived all these years. He thinks he has, but not really. Not emotionally.

Ideally, he and I will buy a house somewhere on a slice of land where no one can hear him scream when I lay hands on him and give him the only peace he feels he deserves.

Until I can teach him there is more to life than mere survival, that is.

And that he deserves to be truly happy and free from the chains of his nightmares and ingrained beliefs.

Maybe he’ll willingly let me be that person for him, I don’t know. There’s still the whole problem of Eddie and I needing to keep what we have concealed in the shadows, for now. Outside of Carter finding out, that is. He’s the only one I’m comfortable learning about this, and only because of what I know about him.

And who we have in common.

Perhaps we can buy property in Florida, so at least I can spend time with Carter and his family.

If Carter doesn’t disown and hate me after all’s said and done, that is. Except if Eddie dies in the pursuit of our shared vengeance, I am reasonably Carter will disown me.

No apologies on my part for that possibility being baked into our plan, either. For now, Eddie’s my tool, my hammer. A beloved tool, and a hammer I’m enjoying the hell out of pounding, but he’s still my tool.

Once this mission is completed, only then can I contemplate our future together. Until then, we’re embroiled in a silent, secret war with Cunningham.

War is hell, but vengeance is sweet. I don’t give a flying fuck what everyone says about turning the other cheek in forgiveness. You turn the other cheek, you’ll get yourself bent over a colonel’s desk and soon end up hating your own soul, thinking you deserve nothing better.

Had I known about Elsa Pfeiffer, I would have seen to her myself years ago. Eddie deserves this one last kill to silence his demons, quiet his soul, and close the door forever on his painful past. Because it’s never too late to start living a new life.

If I’m very lucky, he’ll willingly want to continue living it with me.

That Cunningham’s death will slake my need for vengeance in the process is a bonus.

Although most of my vengeance is fueled by wounds inflicted on my family, thanks to the monster who once wore a uniform.

Next to me, Eddie stirs. I give him just a moment to open his eyes before I fist his hair and shove him down toward my cock. His soft, sweet moan as his warm mouth engulfs me tells me, yes, I guessed right.

There is no gentle sedution with him. He wants to be subdued.

Needs it. His soul craves surrender to a stronger force than himself. Fortunately for him, I won’t abuse that trust he’s placed in me the way so many others have in his past.

Once we’re both safely through with this I can start building our relationship from the ground up the right way, the healthy way. Because I’m not letting Eddie go. Eddie belongs to me now, and I won’t cede ownership of him to anyone. Not even to my little brother. Especially not after all my pet’s endured and survived.

On the other side, that’s something I will work on with him immediately. Teach him that love and sex don’t have to be hard and cold. If it’s not a lesson he can take to heart, at least I can lovingly provide the strict discipline his soul craves so no other predators can ever take advantage of him again. We can both stop running from the world and find a soft crash-landing in each other’s arms.

I hope.

Lord, please let that be our future.

I don’t want to do this any longer. I don’t want to spend every day looking over my shoulder. I’m tired of subterfuge and dossiers and liquidation lists because someone pissed off the wrong world leader. I’m tired of not being able to view the world immediately around me with an appreciation for what is obvious, inherent beauty and instead I must constantly stay on alert for threats, or to assess future ops.

I want to be retired and finally get a chance to enjoy my goddamned life. I’ve sought revenge for so long I’ve ignored my own needs.

Until Eddie.

Carter always wanted kids, so maybe some aspects of this worked out for the best. Eddie never wanted kids, and neither did I. Carter has Susa and Owen and two beautiful sons, with possibly more children in their future. His life is as full and blessed as mine was empty and cursed.

I close my eyes and brace my feet against the mattress so I can flex my hips in time with Eddie’s movements. He’s damned good with his mouth. No shit, the best I’ve ever had.

It’s only slightly weird that I know my brother fucked him and had more than a little to do with the man’s fantastic skills in bed.

Whether or not Eddie willingly wants to stay with me once we’ve obtained our revenge is another matter entirely. Prisoner or pet, I don’t care which. Although pet would logistically be easier to manage over the long haul. Regardless, I can keep him captive if I have to, because he’s dead to my handlers. If he pops up alive again, he’ll end up on someone else’s hit list, and they likely won’t be as willing to keep him alive as I was.

If that ends up happening, I’d prefer to quickly and humanely take him out myself so he doesn’t suffer. Isn’t that what a responsible pet owner does? Makes end-of-life decisions when their pet’s quality of life is no longer present?

At least I had periods of relative normality in my life. I had a social life, of sorts. I had liaisons aplenty. Hiding who I am from my family didn’t put a dent in any of those activities. I simply kept my personal activities limited to overseas, where none of my family could discover them.

Eddie’s never even had that. He’s relegated himself to anonymous encounters that left him feeling dirty and full of shame about himself and only reinforced those old demons throughout the years, allowing them to scream nonstop in his brain, overtaking and controlling his soul. He’s never done the hard and miserable self-work to reconcile who he is with what he does personally, or learned that neither are things to be ashamed of.

My release soon bubbles up and I spill, forcing my cock deep in his mouth and catching my breath as he swallows like the perfectly good boy he is.

Immediately, I ease my grip and rub his scalp. “Good boy. Thank you, pet. That was excellent.”

He presses his face against my abs. “You’re welcome, Master.” Alone like this, he acts almost shy when I give him praise. It’s adorable.

One of the most precious memories of my life now is this past Christmas Day. I’ll never forget the smile on Eddie’s face as he sat, naked and collared under the small Christmas tree we erected in in my flat in Paris, while he unwrapped the gifts I surprised him with. A new watch, a necklace that’s his day collar, a heavy bracelet that’s another day collar, and a vibrating buttplug, which I can remotely control with an app on my phone.

I know. But what can I say? I’m a romantic.

“When do you have to leave?” he asks.

I glance at the time. “I told Carter I’d meet them at their place at eight this morning before the breakfast. I want you to order room service and eat something before you start your day.” Otherwise, he won’t eat until later tonight, and I don’t want him going that long without a substantial meal in him.

“Yes, Sir.”

I feel a little guilty I’m keeping him hidden right now, but I don’t want Carter seeing him yet. I can’t risk him eliminating me from tonight’s guest list. “You can take a shower with me, pet.”

Eddie smiles. “Thank you, Sir.”

The swearing in ceremony is at noon, and the inaugural ball tonight starts at eight. I’ll ask Carter to add my plus-one to my invite for tonight. He’d already told me I could bring someone, or change my mind and add them, if I wanted.

Yes, I’m giving him Eddie’s new name, but a quick background check by their security team will come up clean. Hell, even a deep background check will come up clean. Nothing more to be found than some old credit dings here and there, and a few minor traffic tickets.

Too clean, and it would look suspicious and fake and draw the wrong kind of attention.

I can’t tell you how many fake aliases I discovered for subjects I had to deal with because their squeaky-clean backgrounds were a honking red flag.

An hour later, I’m on my way to Carter and Susa’s townhouse in an Uber. I’m leaving the rental car at the hotel for Eddie to use today. While I’m busy, he’s going to run errands and do preliminary research ahead of our ops. I haven’t spent much time in Tallahassee, so I’m not familiar with it.

But we’re going to need a place to stay in the area that’s not a hotel, we’re going to need a safe hideout plan our ops from separate from our living quarters, and we’ll need a place to dispose of Cunningham once we’ve acquired him.

Preferably, someplace we will have unlimited privacy so we can make the fucker scream a bit first. I want him to suffer before he draws his last breath.

Taking point on those tasks will help Eddie stay busy and focused while I’m occupied this morning and, hopefully, keep his mind off tonight.

I get out of the car at the security checkpoint a block from their townhouse and walk the rest of the way. They live in a building of three townhouses, with theirs on one end, Owen’s in the middle, and Susa’s parents own the one on the far end, although they rarely stay there. They also have a house in Tallahassee, and one in Tampa.

When Carter answers the door, his wide grin plucks a twinge of guilt inside me. “You made it!” He pulls me in for a hug.

“I did. Told you I’d be here, baby bro. Wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

He ushers me in and I hear Susa call from upstairs. “Who is it?”

“Jace is here, Suse.”

And…there’s Owen, holding Tommy…no, Petey. “Owen,” Carter says. “You remember my brother, Jace?”

I walk over and he shifts Petey to his left arm so he can shake hands with me. “Hey, of course. Glad you could join us today.”

Yep, Petey is the splitting image of Owen.

Now that I know what I know courtesy of Eddie—that Elsa made him and Carter get vasectomies as a cruel loyalty test—I know without a doubt Owen is the biological father of Carter’s kids.

Eddie says Carter told him it happened via IVF. Me? I’m not so certain that’s the truth. Guy doesn’t just jizz in a jar for his best friends and suddenly go Mr. Mom over the offspring, does he?

An hour later, we’re all at the official last breakfast at the Florida Governor’s Mansion, located mere blocks from the townhouse. Our parents won’t be able to join us today because of their ages and the difficulty they have travelling, but Carter’s going to Skype them in so they can watch live.

Parker and Charlie and their families are there, too, and it’s good to be able to hug them again. The Wilson boys in the house. Watch out, world. Gene’s flight got delayed last night, and he’s on his way now. He’ll miss the breakfast but should be here in time for the swearing in, and will attend the ball tonight.

Owen, the outgoing governor, is a gracious host, and did I mention he’s hot? Every time someone tries to focus on him, he diverts the focus back to Susa and Ethan.

I also notice how Owen watches Susa any time he thinks he can do so without people catching on.

Loving.

Protective.

I watch him even more closely and realize he can’t help smiling.

Especially any time Susa puts her hand on her stomach.

Oh. Oh!

She’s pregnant, I’ll bet.

Hmm. Interesting.

* * * *

It’s tempting to ask Carter if I’m correct, but I don’t want to spill the beans if there’s a reason they’re not telling anyone yet.

I’m also reasonably certain that Susa’s lieutenant governor, Ethan Hamilton, is an item with her chief of staff, Draymond Garcia, and Draymond’s long-term and secret boyfriend, Gregory Milan.

Who is Ethan’s chief of staff.

Yeah, like that is a good idea. Why worry if shit can go sideways when you can ensure it’ll go sideways in an epically flaming way?

Then again, if it worked for Carter and Owen and Susa for the past eight years while Owen ran the state, why can’t it work for Ethan and his men, too?

Or, maybe I’m wrong. I could be wrong.

Stranger things have happened than me being wrong about something.

Except the more I pay close attention, the more certain I am of my guess. Dray and Gregory remain on the periphery of the gathering this morning, handling logistics and keeping the schedule moving along like a couple of alert and capable herding dogs.

I snag Carter during a lull in the festivities. “Hey, bro, I have an ask.”

He claps me on the shoulder. “Sure, what’s up?”

“I need to add the plus-one you said I could bring to list for tonight. Sorry for the short notice.”

He grins. “Finally bringing someone home to meet us?”

Oooh, if only he knew. “Not exactly. Good friend of mine. How can I hook him up and get him in?”

Carter arches an eyebrow. “Him?”

“You said I could add a plus-one.”

He glances around and drops his voice. “What kind of ‘friend’ are we talking about?”

“He was in the Army. He’s just retired and moving back to the States.”

Notice I didn’t say I was in the Army with him, or that he just retired from the Army. Technically, those weren’t lies.

Yeah, I know. Talk about splitting hairs. Hey, Eddie was in the Army with Carter.

And Eddie did just “retire.”

And we are moving back to the States.

Carter relaxes. “Ah. Sure, no problem. Just give his info to Dray and he’ll arrange it for you.” He hugs me again. “Thanks for coming, Jace. It means a lot to me for us to have our family here today.”

“Hey, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I see Owen pick up Petey and hold him like a proud father while Owen’s also giving a comment to a reporter holding a phone in front of him and recording his comments. “Looking forward to taking it easy for a while? How are you going to handle being ‘retired’ and not in the office every day?”

Yes, he glances toward Owen, too, and the smile lighting his face settles my heart that at least my baby brother has love and peace in his life now. “I’m sure I’ll be just fine. Looking forward to being a kept man.”

I bet he is.

So’s Owen, I’m sure.

Carter’s called away to speak to another reporter, so I go have a quick chat with Dray, who also happens to be the brother of the third man Carter saved that day in the desert.

Dray takes down the information. “If there’s any problems tonight, have them get me, and I’ll walk you both in personally,” he says.

“Thanks, it’s appreciated. How’s your brother doing?”

“Samuel? He’s good. You know, good pain days and bad ones, like Carter. Mostly good, though.”

“He coming today?”

“Nah, he and his wife just had twins and they’ve had about five hours’ sleep total in the past month.” He smiles. “Traveling with newborns isn’t easy. He’ll be Skyping in with Carter’s parents.”

“That’s cool.”

“Yeah.”

“How about Trent? Is he coming today?” He was the second of the three men Carter threw his body over to save that day.

“No, he couldn’t get off work. Skype. No response from Eddie, either. I tried calling and mailed an invite to him, but no response.”

Obviously. “Ah. Too bad.”

I have Eddie’s mail directed to a remailer service I’ve used before, not that there’s much he receives anyway. Mostly, I’m using it as a honeypot to learn if anyone else comes sniffing around looking for him. If so, I’ll be notified and can take action.

Especially if they’re someone from my old organization.

After a final round of breakfast pictures, we all load up in SUVs to be ferried over to the historic Old Capitol building where the ceremony will take place. More pictures there, a tedious, obligatory program, and then, a little after noon, Susa’s the new governor of the great state of Florida.

It’s good to see our other brothers and their significant others again, but I’d be lying if I said my mind wasn’t on Eddie and the regret I feel over his absence in this moment of admitted joy.

I want him here with me. Unfortunately, right now, I can’t parade him around in front of my family. This small sacrifice must be made for the greater good, for the mission’s success.

To eliminate Cunningham.

As soon as the event ends, I bid my leave and catch an Uber back to the hotel, where I find Eddie sitting at the table and going over something on his laptop.

Like this, dressed in slacks and a button-down, he looks like a respectable businessman working on a mundane project.

I had fun shopping for clothes for him in Paris. He doesn’t just look like a respectable businessman, he looks like a rich one.

He turns and smiles at me as I walk in and hold up a hand, stopping him from getting up to drop into a bow for me.

“You ready for tonight, Pet?” I ask as I walk over and kiss him hello.

His smile fades. “I will be, Sir. I don’t have a choice.”

I grin. “No, you don’t.” I sit across from him. “How’d it go this morning?”

He nods. “Several properties to look at. I have a lot of ideas for disposal options.” His gaze meets mine and a playful smile appears, the one I’m coming to love so much. “We’re really going to do this, aren’t we?”

I lean in and kiss him. “We’re really going to do this.”

I leave the last part of that unspoken:

Or die trying.




















Chapter Seventeen

Eddie




To say I’m nervous about tonight is an understatement. It’s closer to the visceral fear I haven’t experienced—other than when I thought Jace was about to kill me—since I was a kid.

Am I really going to do this?

I am.

We are.

Plus, I need to do this.

Part of me—most of me—wants to attend tonight’s event with Jace so Carter can see that I’m all right and moving on with my life. That I’m safe and cared for.

That I’m happy for the first time in…forever.

Part of me, but only a tiny little part, hopes Carter turns green with jealousy when he sees me there with his brother and puts the pieces together.

Obviously, I don’t hate Carter for moving on with his life. I don’t begrudge him his wife or children. Honestly, I don’t even wish I could be the one at his side right now, because I chose not to leave the Army when he was discharged and he wouldn’t have his children had we stayed together.

Plus, I realize I hurt him by pushing him away. Wishing him nothing but happiness and peace and success is a no-brainer, for me.

Everything I’ve learned about Carter from Jace and from Google tells me my old Master made a name for himself through the hard work and fortitude—and stubbornness—that I remember so well from our youth.

Jace told me those are traits all the men in their family share, and their mom ten times so.

I believe it. I wonder if Carter’s children will also grow up to be as determined and dedicated and driven?

Most likely, since their mother had the tenacity and strength to survive a plane crash and weeks being shipwrecked, and still achieved her professional and political dreams.

After Jace returns from the ceremony, we spend the afternoon doing more local research and site visits. When we return to the hotel and prepare for tonight, Jace stands next to me in the bathroom and studies me in the mirror. He took charge shopping for our tuxes for tonight—in Paris—and we do look damned good, I must admit.

He also changed my haircut, and insists I shave every day. Honestly? I barely recognize the man in the mirror now. In just a few short weeks, I’ve ceded control of my life to him in every way and have become a totally different man. I even look younger.

Honestly? I’ve never been happier.

The only item left to check off my bucket list is to take out Cunningham.

We’ve already prepped deep background on Bradenton Rexley and know where his house is located. He owns fifty acres just outside Tallahassee and frequently holds private shindigs for lobbyists and other political bigwigs. Fortunately, the area is rural, not some gated enclave. He inherited his money and the property from his family, who were long ago big players in Florida’s lucrative cattle industry in the late 1800s and early 1900s.

We know he’s hosting an event in two weeks to pair PAC donors with local and state-level politicians and lobbyists. It’s an annual event, and it’s unofficially the most important political event of the year in Florida.

And Cunningham will be in attendance, because he’s good friends with Rexley, who’s invested in helping his friend get elected.

Now, you might ask why can’t two men with the particular skillsets and motivation and experience such as Jace and myself just grab the crotchety old fuck and toss him into the back of a car and haul him off somewhere private to take care of business?

Part of the problem is that he lives in a large, densely populated retirement community with his wife. Just from scoping it out on Google Earth we could see it wouldn’t be practical to go in there and snatch him from his home. For starters, tons of surveillance and doorbell cameras on surrounding homes, no doubt. Traffic cameras, too. And grabbing him in broad daylight off a street somewhere isn’t exactly going to work, either.

We have to make Cunningham come to us, in a way that can’t be traced directly to us, or that can put us in the crosshairs of any potential future investigations into his disappearance.

He’s eager to run for Congress now and is looking for backers. Since he probably has little chance of defeating the Democrat incumbent on his own, he’s really desperate for money and endorsements to help raise his visibility.

He’s also desperate for juice, to latch on to any powerful political arm he thinks can do the heavy lifting and hoist him over the bar.

That’s where we come in.

Jace is going to disguise me for that party and I’ll use a different assumed name for the introduction and discussion with Cunningham. Set up another, private meeting to discuss things, but tell him it’s with a PAC group representative looking to spend some money and who isn’t in attendance because they need secrecy.

Secrecy is the norm rather than the exception in this world, so Cunningham won’t have a second thought about the circumstances.

And then all we have to do is spirit him away and kill him.

Without anyone seeing us do it.

One of my tasks today was renting a large storage unit on the outskirts of Tallahassee and buying an old used SUV that I’ll register in the name of a throwaway LLC Jace had left over from an op years ago. That’s already safely parked in the storage unit now, completely wiped down so my prints aren’t on it.

When we take Cunningham, we’ll be wearing gloves.

We’re both ready to head downstairs to meet the limo Jace hired for us for tonight when he stops me, pulls me in for a kiss, and smiles.

“Feel like I’m going to prom.”

I smirk. “I never went.”

“Neither did I.” He nuzzles my nose with his. “We won’t stay late tonight,” he says. “Just long enough so I can get the introduction.”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“Nervous?”

I nod. Why lie? He apparently can read my mind. I thought I was a damned good liar until I met Jace.

Or, maybe it’s a case of he can read me better than anyone else in the world because he knows me better.

Carter could, too, once upon a time.

Except in many ways, Jace now knows me even better than Carter did.

Not sure how to process or frame that, but I’ve tucked it away in a mental folder for future contemplation.

Don’t have the time for that right now.

In the back of the limo, he holds my hand for the short ride. We’ll be arriving a little after eight thirty, so only fashionably late. But not too early to catch anyone’s notice, or too late, either.

Carter, Susa, and the others are already inside. As the limo nears the drop-off point, Jace squeezes my hand. “Big smiles tonight, baby. Fit in. Happy, happy, happy. Keep eyes and ears open, and stay frosty.”

“I wish we’d met years ago,” I honestly say.

“Why’s that?”

“We would have made a great team.”

He grins. “We make a damned good team now.”

“I meant professionally.”

That earns me a chuckle. “They would have liquidated both of us for becoming a massive pain in their asses had we joined forces back then.”

“This is true.”

I’ve spent most of my adult professional life moving with ease through nearly every situation I’ve been put in, including large crowds. Tonight, however, my stomach clenches and tightly knots to the point I’m not certain I won’t be sick.

Briefly meeting up with Carter on my own quiet home turf is one thing.

Seeing him here, firmly in his element—and with his wife and children on his arm and surrounded by a large, loving family—is another thing entirely, and I’m still trying to wrap my brain around that.

A little over a month ago, I was chained in a bathroom after having narrowly avoided a brush with death.

A little over a month ago, I was still mourning the loss of the man I’m about to see, because I could never forgive myself for being so fucking stupid as to let him go in the first place.

A little over a month ago, I honestly didn’t care if I lived or died.

Now?

New life, new guy, new purpose.

New target.

And yet I know laying eyes on Carter still has the power to take me out at the knees. Back in Germany, even though I expected his arrival after he contacted me, seeing him in the doorway of my flat, it was all I could do not to drop to my knees right there and beg him to take me with him back to the States.

You never forget your first, right?

I’m nervous as hell as we head inside and approach the security checkpoint. Neither of us are carrying guns tonight, which feels…weird. It really does. We can’t even carry knives. Instead, we both carry sharp plastic kubotans in our pockets, because they won’t set off the metal detectors. Being completely unarmed just feels wrong to both of us, though.

“Ready, pet?” Jace whispers to me.

“Ready, Sir.”

In the ballroom doorway we pause and I let Jace take point. He scans the room and I imagine he’s checking out the same things I am—exits, logistics, traffic choke points, and evaluating our fellow attendees.

Noting the placement of law enforcement officers.

Not that we’re starting trouble here tonight, because of course we aren’t. If anything, our goal is to remain as invisible as possible.

Jace catches my elbow and guides me into the room, toward the back and away from the stage.

As if I’m drawn to a flame, my focus finds and locks on Carter.

“There he is,” Jace mutters as he realizes where I’m staring.

I can’t help it.

The man beside me is my Master, but so was Carter. I’d be lying and stupid if I denied Jace manipulated me to get where I am today, but I don’t mind. He’s proven himself to me.

I’m here, not just next to Jace but with him, and I refuse to leave as long as he’s willing to hold me close.

Jace snags us two glasses of water from one of the servers and I’m still watching Carter across the room when Jace speaks. “Ah, Owen.”

My focus switches as I turn and see Jace shaking hands with him.

“Jace, thanks for coming tonight.”

I’m staring at the former governor of Florida, Owen Taylor, Carter’s long-time best friend and, for the last eight years, his boss. Taylor has already shed his tuxedo jacket and rolled his sleeves up his handsome forearms.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Jace says. “Hey, let me introduce you to my friend, Tom Dorsey. He served in the Army.”

Owen shakes with me. “Nice to meet you, Tom. Owen Taylor.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” I spot the small tattoo of an infinity symbol on the inside of Owen’s right wrist. If his sleeves were rolled down, you would never see it.

That reminds me of the tattoo I spotted on Carter’s left wrist just a few weeks ago…

Suddenly, it all clicks.

I’d be willing to bet if I got close enough to Susa Evans to see her wrist, she’d have a matching tattoo.

Jace leaves me in the back of the room and heads out to work his way toward the front. I’ve lost sight of Carter but my gaze follows Jace and stays with him.

That’s why I don’t have time to react when someone grabs my elbow, hard, applying pressure just above the joint to cause me pain, and whisks me out a nearby side door and into a service corridor behind the ballroom.

“What are you doing here?” Carter hisses. “How did you get in?”

Shit.

“Hello to you, too, Sir.” He looks fucking good in his tux, too.

From the way he’s eye-fucking me, I take some small satisfaction in the knowledge that he’s thinking likewise about me.

Carter always did have a way of making me lose my train of thought around him.

I’m still trying to remember what Jace and I agreed upon when I hear him speak right behind me. “He’s with me, Carter.”

I don’t think Carter could look more shocked if the two of us started French-kissing right there.

Unflappable Carter’s eyes widen and he immediately turns, looking for a more private place to talk, I’m guessing. There’s a small, empty conference room right there, and he grabs both of us by the arms and practically drags us in there.

Belatedly, I realize we’re being trailed by an FHP officer and I tamp down my immediate flare of panic when I see him.

Of course it’s Carter’s security detail, not someone coming to take me and Jace away. My former lover is after all now the First Gentleman of arguably the wackiest goddamned swing state in the country.

Carter shoves us into the conference room ahead of him and closes the door behind us, leaning against it. “What the fuck, Jace?” he whispers while his gaze remains on me.

I’d know that eye-fuck glare anywhere. He gave it to me plenty of times when we were surrounded by other guys in the desert.

The heady mix of Him wanting to kick my ass before fucking it.

Always a win-win.

“I take it I don’t need to introduce you?” Jace snarks.

Carter glares at me. “Did you lie to—”

“Stop,” Jace orders, and his tone hardens my cock.

I’ll just let him handle this.

“Carter, I know full well who he is.” Then his voice drops to a warning whisper. “And I know who he is to you, too. Rather, who he was.”

For the first time I’ve ever seen it, Carter’s struck speechless.

Before his little brother can hurl more accusations, Jace continues. “Long story short, can’t go into all the details, but let’s just say it’s a damned good thing his path crossed with mine late last year and not someone else’s, or he wouldn’t be standing here right now. Besides, Dray did say he sent him an invite. But now that he and I are together, we have a common goal and a common enemy.”

“Don’t you fuck up Susa’s—”

“The colonel.”

Carter’s mouth snaps shut and his face goes white as his lips press together in a narrow, thin line.

When Carter draws a deep breath to try to speak, Jace cuts him off again. “And this boy here now belongs to me.”

I would laugh at the audible click Carter’s teeth makes when his jaw snaps shut except this is no laughing matter. Not really.

His gaze widens as he starts to process Jace’s words.

He continues. “I’m gay, Carter. I’ve hid it all my life.” He reaches over and squeezes my shoulder. “Not ready to come out to everyone, either. But the two of us have decided once we take care of one final unfinished task, we’re going to buy a place together and figure out what we have and go from there.”

Carter runs a hand through his hair and looks like he’s about to rip it out at the roots. “What do you hope to accomplish, Jace?”

“Vengeance. For Tom and Pete. That fucker is the reason they’re dead. He nearly got you and Eddie killed by deploying you in retaliation. Then there’s the matter of the other stuff he did. And before you yell at Eddie for telling me everything, you should know that I’m not a software guy. For the last several decades, it was my job to learn things by making people tell me stuff, using unpleasant means to elicit that information, if necessary.”

Jace is a master of burying the lede for maximum impact and distraction. “You were intel?” Carter asks, stunned.

“Yep. And call him Tom tonight, all right?”

Carter stares at us for a moment. “So why are you here, tonight, Jace? That guy isn’t here!”

“I need an intro to Senator Samuels. Her friend, Bradenton Rexley, is who I need an intro to from her, to get into a private meeting here in Tallahassee later this month.”

“The PAC speed-date.”

“Yup.”

“Jesus, Jace!” He realizes he’s getting too loud and drops his voice. “Why are you doing this?”

He shrugs. “Because it’s long overdue.” He nods to me. “And I promised him. Hey, you took care of her. I get this one. Either get me the intro, or I’ll introduce myself to her. It’d be better if you do it, though.”

I spot the moment Carter knows he’s going to give in. And when he’s distracted, that’s when I take the opportunity to grab his left hand and shove up his shirt sleeve.

He does have the same tattoo.

As his gaze meets mine, I see it there, the truth. I see the anguish, the regret.

I see the love.

I see everything that could have been mine had I only been braver back then.

Releasing him and stepping away, I turn from him and let Jace deal with it. A moment later, Carter exits and Jace’s hand squeezes my shoulder.

“Come on, pet,” he whispers. “Let’s get back out there. We won’t be here much longer.”

Later that night, when we return to our hotel room, I’m deep in thought and not expecting it when Jace slams me against the wall and pins me there, kissing me and totally derailing my brain.

It’s only later, as we’re both falling asleep after having made love, that I realize he was trying to distract me, refocus me.

Despite the emotional bruising I suffered tonight, we have the invitation to the meeting.

We’re one step closer to our goal.

And me?

I feel lost, in a way. Not that I’ll leave Jace, because I won’t.

But it doesn’t mean my brain will stop revisiting What-If Land anytime soon.




















Chapter Eighteen




Jace




I secure the invite. And, meanwhile, we plan.

Our preparations kick into high speed and when we attend the event, I disguise Eddie and I’m not sure which one of us is trying to keep the other in check as we watch the fucker schmoozing people all evening long. We present ourselves as representing a third-party who can’t risk publicly attending even a private event, and who needs absolute secrecy.

Two days after the meet-and-greet, we get a call from Cunningham himself.  I take that call and set it all up. While we doubt Cunningham would remember Eddie’s voice in particular, we take no chances.

Not when we’re this close.

The private meeting can’t happen for two weeks, because he’s already booked plane tickets to visit his grandkids and doesn’t want to disappoint them.

I hope they enjoy their last visit with their grandfather.

However, that gives us two weeks to finalize our arrangements, now that we have a meeting time and place with the colonel. We’re using a short-term vacation rental house and he’s arriving alone because I told him there were others who also wanted to meet with him, but because of how their PACs were set up, they wanted discretion and anonymity. 

We won’t be there long.

Just long enough to drug and move him.

And we’re going to set it up to look like he met a lover at the house. The rental isn’t traceable to any of us, and it was rented online through a booking app, using a fake name and ID to secure it.

A fake name and ID through which we set up false trails to easily lead back to Cunningham.

After so many years spent dreaming about this date, two weeks feels like an eternity to me. I know Eddie must be enduring even more emotional turmoil considering what he suffered at the hands of that monster.

Our final preparations speed along at a breakneck pace. We practice over and over again. Not just our plan, but different contingencies. We map alternate routes. We time different routes over several times of day.

We fuck like horny high schoolers every night, like it’s our last night on Earth, because we know there will soon be a night that it just might be.

There’s a sweet irony knowing the money I’ve been paid by my government to hunt others will be used to permanently remove this rabid apex predator from the jungle once and for all, and it’s a culling that’s long overdue.

I’ve waited a long time for this moment. Before Eddie, I never understood how much the former colonel deserved to die.

Savoring it will have to wait until we’ve successfully completed our mission.

One thing I didn’t expect was having someone like Eddie at my side when I finally avenged Pete and Tommy and Carter. I don’t even mean romantically or sexually.

I mean someone with similar training and skillsets as I possess. Someone I don’t have to second-guess their every step, because they’re as careful and exacting as I am. Someone who I know I don’t have to watch over their shoulder while we take our revenge.

This will be glorious.

We’re three days from the meeting with Cunningham when I receive a text from Carter, who’s been silent ever since the night of the ball.




Need to talk. Call me, Sig.




Followed by what I suspect is a burner phone number.

No way will Carter rat us out. Especially considering what I know he endured.

I wonder if this is him trying to talk us out of our plan in a misguided attempt to keep us safe. Right now, Eddie’s out scouting our kill locations again. We have four potentials, because we wanted contingencies. We need to make sure there are no surprises once we make our move.

This means I’m alone and able to speak freely.

On a burner phone of my own, I call Carter using the Signal app after tapping into a VPN. “What’s up, little bro?”

“When is this going down?”

“When is what going down?”

“You fucking know what I mean.”

I hesitate. I don’t like communicating this way so close to our operation. The app’s not nearly as secure as people think it is, which is why I usually use several layers of safeguards. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You mean you don’t want me involved.”

That’s not inaccurate. “You know things are better when kept small and…intimate.”

What he says next totally takes me by surprise. “You’d better protect him. Protect him with your fucking life, Jace, or I will never forgive you, and you will be dead to me, brother or not.”

This makes sense and I drop my act. “I will. I promise.”

“Do you love him, or are you just using him?”

“Loving him and using him are not mutually exclusive, baby bro.”

“Goddammit, Jace—”

“Yes, I love him. No, I’m not just using him, but he knows he’s being used and he’s okay with it because it serves his purposes, too. His eyes are wide open. He is a full and willing partner in this venture.” Well, he is now. Maybe he didn’t start out that way.

“What happens after?”

Indeed. “We’re still talking about that. We want to focus on the task at hand, but I have no intentions of letting him go later. What form our relationship takes after that will be up to him.”

Technically.

“I want to talk to him. Alone. Now.”

“That’s not going to happen, Carter. Not yet. I’ll arrange something in a few weeks. Besides, he’s not here right now.”

“Then give me his number, and—”

“No.”

“Jace—”

“No. Either you trust me to own the pet, or you don’t. If you don’t, we don’t have anything else to talk about. If you wanted to worry about the pet so badly then you should have tried to figure out a way to get him to come home with you when you left. But you didn’t, and he’s lived an entire lifetime since you officially owned him. I recommend you focus on your pets, and let me focus on mine, ’kay?”

“Swear to me to protect him.”

“I will protect him. I promise.”

Another ragged sigh. “I didn’t want to leave him behind. I didn’t know how to make him follow me. I think he thought he was protecting me, but I never stopped loving him. Never stopped worrying about him.”

“I know. He still loves you, too, but he also knows that chapter’s closed. He doesn’t hold it against you.”

“Bradenton Rexley hinted there’s a new PAC or three looking to fund Cunningham.”

Goddammit. “So?”

I hear the evil, bastard smile in his voice. “Well, since you froze me out and refused to loop me in, I wrangled myself an invite to the private meeting through my own sources. See you there, big bro. I wouldn’t miss this for anything. If you don’t want me fucking this up, I suggest you add me to your plan and give me the deets, or I’ll do to you what I did to you and Gene’s plan to take off to Paris for a weekend that time when you were in high school.”

Fucker hangs. Up. On. Me.

“Motherfucker!” I scream and force myself not to throw the goddamned phone.

* * * *




Eddie




I don’t understand why Jace is enraged when I return from my scouting mission, and I’m terrified for a moment I did something to cause it until he pulls me in for a hug, apologizes, and explains his conversation with Carter, which apparently ended just moments ago.

“So now what?” I ask.

He groans. “I call him back and talk to him and loop him in. Otherwise, he will blow it.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he’s an obnoxious little shit of a brother, that’s why.”

I…honestly don’t know what he’s talking about. “What?”

He sighs. “Gene and I had set up what we thought was a foolproof plan to take a weekend trip to Paris with some friends of ours. When we first asked Mom for permission to go months earlier, she said no, end of subject. So we all arranged with our friends to alibi each other and set it up as a local camping trip, which was allowed. We spent plenty of time griping and whining about not being able to go to Paris, like we were trying to change her mind, because we knew if we didn’t mention it again it would be fishy.

“Carter was the youngest and had a habit of eavesdropping if he thought we were trying to keep shit from him. Which, of course we were, a lot of the time. There were times we didn’t want him tagging along. He wasn’t a narc or anything, but sometimes he was just too young to go with us for whatever reason.

“Somehow, and to this day I don’t know how, he knew we weren’t really going camping. And keep in mind he despised camping. Which is the main reason we used that as our cover story, so he wouldn’t whine to come with us. Because Mom would have made us take him with us if he wanted to go.

“Motherfucker, the morning we’re packing to go, Mom says we need to take Carter with us. Gene and I expect Carter to beg not to go, right? And Mom would have let him stay. And damned if that little fucking shit doesn’t drop me and Gene a wink, cheer like he’s just hit the lottery, and run out to the garage to get his hiking pack and camping shit.”

I snort. “Then what?”

“We had to fucking go camping. And we didn’t even end up spending one night there because a storm started rolling in, so we headed home. It would have looked weird if we’d tried to tough it out.”

“How’d you get him back?”

“We didn’t. Our friends got busted on the way to Paris for speeding, and then arrested for having weed in the car. Back then, it wasn’t legal. Somehow, Carter had found out not only that we were going, but that some of the guys planned to bring weed with them, which they didn’t tell me and Gene they were going to do because they knew we wouldn’t go if that happened. Carter being an obnoxious little brother saved our fucking asses, and he never would tell us how he knew it. Pretended he didn’t know what we were talking about when we tried to figure out how he got the info.”

“That’s…spooky.” And totally the Carter I know and loved.

“Right?”

“So…now what?”

“Now you and I finalize the plan, and I’ll meet with Carter and go over things with him so he’s looped in.”

* * * *

And that’s exactly what happens. The night before, Jace leaves me at our rented condo—a short-term vacation rental under a different fake name—and heads out to meet up with Carter outside of Tallahassee. When he returns late that evening, he pulls me in for a long hug but won’t discuss the particulars of their conversation.

That night, when Jace makes love to me, it’s tender and gentle with just enough bite and pain to keep me grounded and present and distracted from what we’re both thinking.

That this could be the last time we have this together if we aren’t successful tomorrow night.

The next morning, neither of us speak as we go through our final preparations. We put everything in place four days ago, including backing the SUV into the rented house’s garage, so that hopefully its presence won’t raise any interest on any of the surveillance videos that might be reviewed by law enforcement later on.

When we leave the vacation rental, we drop the rental car at the storage unit and pick up another throwaway car purchased for cash under a fake name just over the state line in Georgia, with Georgia temp plates on it. That’s the car we drive to meet with Carter on the far east side of Tallahassee, at a busy shopping center parking lot there.

I sit in the back seat as the three of us silently head west again, to the rental property.

A dark, thick, borderline eager air fills the vehicle when we park in the driveway, on the same side where the SUV is parked in the garage.

When Cunningham arrives, he knows the garage door will open and he’s to park inside, to help conceal his car and to ensure enough parking spaces in the driveway for the “others” who will be attending the meeting.

His wife is out of town still, with the grandchildren. He knows not to tell her anything about tonight, that the potential donors are hella skittish and will bail on him to back other candidates if they even think he might be about to reveal their identities to anyone.

Again, this is nothing new to politicians.

The three of us await his arrival inside the house, which is perfectly staged. Roses, chilled champagne, lube and condoms. I snagged a woman’s long hair pulled from a hairbrush from the dumpster behind a hair salon several weeks ago. We’ve placed some of that in the trashcan in the master bathroom, along with a piece of toilet paper smeared with blotted lipstick, which matches a smear of lipstick on a glass in the sink. The bed in the master bedroom has been rumpled, and a used towel hangs in the bathroom.

We’re all wearing full Tyvek bunny suits over our clothes, which we donned in the garage, so we don’t leave any DNA in the house.

Carter stands watch. When he sees the car pull into the driveway exactly at seven p.m., with one occupant, he softly calls out to me. “Now.”

I hit the button on the clicker I hold where I stand next to the door leading out to the garage. We purchased it and programmed it to match the opener, because one didn’t come with the house rental, obviously.

Once the door closes behind Cunningham and he’s shut off the car’s engine, Jace will wait to emerge from behind the SUV, where he lays in wait, and will come up behind Cunningham to subdue him.

My heart thuds in my chest as Carter joins me at the garage door to wait.

“Okay,” Jace calls out.

We rush into the garage where Cunningham lays facedown and unconscious at Jace’s feet. He won’t be out for long, so we have to work quickly.

I get the hair samples and press his fingers to the second glass, the box of condoms, bottle of lube, and to the outside of the champagne bottle, including around the neck.

Then I hurry inside and put the hair on one of the pillows in the master bedroom and on the damp towel. I leave the condoms and lube in the bedroom—both packages now opened—and carry the bottle of champagne to the kitchen, where I open it, pour it into the glasses, then dump their contents into the sink and let water run to clear the trap. I leave the glasses in the sink and the half-empty bottle on the counter.

Meanwhile, Carter and Jace load Cunningham into the back of the SUV, from which we’ve already stripped the carpet and laid down tarps. The inhalant Jace used on Cunningham is effective for about fifteen minutes, at the most.

Once I’m finished, I return to the garage. “Done.”

Carter hands me Cunningham’s keys.

Those I leave on the kitchen counter.

I return to the garage. “Done.”

Jace points at me. “Move out.”

Returning to the house, I shut off all the lights inside, strip the bunny suit at the front door, change my shirt, and pull on a realistic latex mask that makes me look much older than I am, and flesh-colored latex gloves. I exit through the front door, locking the knob behind me, and then walk hunched over and limping to the car we arrived in and drive off. Carter will lock the deadbolt behind me, and they will use the clicker to close the garage door upon their departure.

I can’t falter. I drive to the first waiting spot, where I pull over.

Ten minutes later, Carter and Jace pass me in the SUV. Jace taps the brakes twice, our signal that everything’s clear.

I wait two minutes, head the other way, then take an alternate route to intersect with their route. I leave the car in a movie theater parking lot and go buy a ticket.

Inside, I enter an empty theatre, exit through the doorway at the front by the screen, and walk to the back of the parking lot there.

It’s a quick walk through a narrow, wooded swale, where I remove the mask and swap shirts again, adding a plain black ball cap and hoodie jacket to my outfit from where they’d been stashed under the other shirt and added extra weight to my appearance. I emerge from the woods just behind a dumpster at a recreation field, where several kids’ soccer games are underway and the parking lot’s crowded.

I walk like I’m on my way to my car and climb into the backseat of the SUV.

“Clear?”

“Yeah.”

Still, I watch behind us as Jace drives, just in case.

Twenty minutes later, there’s still no tail.

It’s nearly eleven when we reach the kill site. Deep in woods, we don’t intend to be here for long. We’ve staged supplies to create a barbecue fire pit, so if anyone was to stumble across it, they wouldn’t get suspicious. It’s a hunting camp property we leased—online, thank you, technology—for six months.

Before they left the house with Cunningham, they dosed him with an injection of sedative. Now, we don the bunny suits again, and gloves, and drag him out to unceremoniously dump him next to the prepared hole where we strip him before Jace administers the reversal drug.

Cunningham comes to and sees the three of us standing over him.

“Remember us?” I say. “I told Elsa payback was a bitch. She’s dead now. Guess she never passed that warning along to you.”

Carter darkly smiles down at him. “This has been a long fucking time coming. Recognize us? Two Wilson brothers you didn’t kill, and one you didn’t fuck over your desk. And friend.”

Horror fills the man’s face. “Wh-what are you going to do to me?”

“Something that should have been done decades ago,” Jace says as he hands me the knife. “You get the honors, buddy.”

Cunningham pisses himself. “No! I-I’ll give you whatever you want!”

“Give us back our fucking brothers, you fuck,” Carter growls. “Give me and Eddie back our memories without you using us. Give me and Eddie back pain-free days, where we didn’t almost get killed because you had our unit deployed to cover your fucking ass.”

I grimly smile. “Go to fucking hell you miserable old bastard.”

I show exactly the amount of mercy he showed us—

Not a single damned bit.

* * * *

We drag him into the hole we dug, but before we set his body on fire, Jace stops us. “Hold on.” He unzips his bunny suit, whips out his cock, and pisses right on Cunningham’s face, making sure to get plenty of it in his gaping mouth and sightless eyes.

Carter and I follow suit, and I don’t know if I start laughing first, or Carter does, but it feels damned good. Later, once his body’s well-consumed by flame, we break up the bones and remains with shovels and then bury him at the bottom of the hole.

We fill it partly in, create the fire pit, light a fire in it, and burn our bunny suits, making sure they’re completely consumed. An hour before dawn, we’re driving away in pleased silence.

When Jace and I finally return to our rental condo, we take a shower in silence and then, exhausted, fall into bed and crash into sleep.

Hopefully, I won’t have any new nightmares.

Even if I do?

Worth it.




















Part IV:

Peace




“True peace is not merely the absence of tension; it is the presence of justice.” 

- Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.




















Chapter Nineteen

Jace




Standing on the back porch with a steaming mug of coffee in my hand, I stare out at the bayou stretching beyond our spacious backyard. Just before dawn on what’s sure to be a beautiful late-spring morning here in the Florida panhandle, I listen to the last of the night sounds giving way to the day crew in the cypress woods surrounding the rest of our property.

At my feet, Eddie maintains his perfect bow, his forehead resting on the top of my right foot. It’s the position he assumed several minutes ago after preparing and bringing me my coffee as he does every morning. He thrives on routines like this.

Won’t deny I enjoy it, too.

He’s naked, so thank god I insisted on rescreening the wrap-around porch when we bought the place, or mosquitoes might have carried us both off by now.

I love staring at the pink scar on his back. It’s perfect and completely obliterates the old one that was there.

Not a hint of her remains on his body.

Only me.

We own fifteen acres, much of it wetlands, and it backs up against a nature preserve. A very stout wall and gate protect the head of our driveway, which sits at the end of the quiet gravel road we live on. There, I have IR cameras mounted at the gate intercom. Our closest neighbors are over a mile away, and the only people who ever come down our road to our driveway are the mailman, deliveries, the garbage pick-up for the dumpster we rent, and the occasional expected repair or maintenance workers to do something at the house.

The chances of someone sneaking up on us are few and far between. Not to mention, I put the property in the name of a landholding trust controlled by one of my aliases that my old handler didn’t know anything about.

Contingency plans are good.

Over the month we’ve lived here, while I can’t speak for Eddie’s peace of mind, I know I’ve never felt more contented in my entire life than I do now. Eddie hasn’t had a nightmare in weeks, so I guess that’s good, right?

Eddie is also legally dead. Amazing what money will buy you. Including a body.

I paid for a cremation and death certificate in Slovakia.

That all happened the week after we took out Cunningham. I left Eddie in a rented beach condo in Pensacola while I returned to Europe for a week to arrange his “death,” clear out my Paris flat and sell it, and finish what little business I had left to wrap up. Carter helped me out by spreading the word amongst the guys they served with and holding an impromptu memorial service for Eddie.

Legally, the pet contentedly kneeling at my feet is now known as one Thomas Peter Wilson née Dorsey. It’s Mom’s maiden name and I liked the symmetry. I call him “Topper” in public, and it only took me a week or so to train him to automatically answer to that.

I never address him as Eddie anymore. He’s either pet, Topper, good boy… or mine.

Why “Topper?” When he’s anything but a Top?

It’s Tom and Peter smushed together. And it sounds like what you’d call a dog.

Perfect homage befitting my perfect pet.

Hey, Topper loves it, and that’s all I give a shit about.

We got married in Pensacola immediately upon my return from Europe and we’re both officially retired now. After combining Eddie’s assets into my accounts, I cashed in all our Bitcoin, because I don’t like how vulnerable they can be, and pumped nearly all of those funds into a software company based in Singapore that one of my aliases has owned for several years.

Guess you could say I’ve been actively planning my retirement for a while now.

We both draw nice salaries from that company and legally pay taxes. In a year or so, I’ll “sell” the company to another untraceable holding company I own and completely cash out, leaving us free to do whatever we want with the money.

Apparently, interest in Cunningham’s disappearance waned once dozens of men started coming forward with horror stories about being abused by the man throughout the years. Then, a string of unusual deaths of men formerly in Cunningham’s command, and likely abused by him, started being uncovered by a particularly tenacious WaPo reporter.

Who might have received a tip-off from me.

Typically, the Army wasn’t so eager to locate Cunningham after that, and it was assumed he fled the country to escape justice and will turn up eventually.

Maybe that assumption came about because I had a friend of mine in the Ukraine use Cunningham’s passport at a checkpoint there three days after we killed him. So that trail has been laid.

In other words, no investigation will reveal any information that can be tied to me or my pet. What I did for the last ten years of my career was total black ops, completely off the books. No FOIA demand will ever reveal my actions regarding Eddie. My retirement paperwork indicates I held down a desk post in Paris for the past ten years, interpreting intel.

We won’t get complacent or totally let down our guard, but with Cunningham dead and no longer able to pull any strings—and even better, his memory and reputation demolished—there’s little risk to us now.

Not out here, in the middle of nowhere.

I’ve always wanted to learn how to fish. Wanted to be able to relax in a shaded hammock with the man I love napping next to me.

Wanted to own a dog, and enjoy spending time with my extended family.

We’ve made a few trips to the local animal shelter and are still discussing that. As far as time with my extended family, I’m still trying to figure out that part. Carter won’t disown me for being gay, at least, but I haven’t spoken to him in person or on the phone since that night, and he hasn’t reached out to me since I exchanged encrypted texts with him about helping me spread the word about Eddie’s “death.”

Whether or not he’ll come to grips with my husband’s place in my life is another matter. It would be nice to not spend Mom and Dad’s last years in the closet, though.

I tap my right foot and my pet sits up and nuzzles his face against my hip so I can ruffle his hair. “Good boy. You may get your coffee and bring it out here.”

“Thank you, Master.” He scrambles to his feet, kisses me, and hurries back into the house.

Yes, I turn to watch him. Why shouldn’t I? He’s got a great ass. His limp and scars don’t detract from who he is or how he makes me feel. Maybe we were thrown together by a cruel twist of fate, but I’m not complaining.

What other man could be more perfect for me than Eddie? He literally understands me in just about every way. When I look back on my life, I suppose it was worth spending so many years alone. The irony that my little brother is the one who helped train him so perfectly isn’t lost on me, either.

I settle in one of the Adirondack chairs out here and prop my feet up on a stool. I know we’ll spend the rest of our lives living here, and I don’t feel like traveling. Not right away, at least. And if we do travel, I want to stay in the United States.

Many reasons for that, including I don’t like tempting fate by going through passport checks with my pet any more often than necessary. But also because I’ve seen too much of the world already. I’d rather focus on exploring this country for a change, including the land surrounding our new home.

Always able to return here, to our safe, private nest.

Able to relax around each other, shed all our masks and disguises, and just be who we are.

And be happy together while doing it.




















Chapter Twenty

Eddie




I catch myself humming while I prepare my coffee and it takes me a moment to process that I’m…happy.

Not just happy—I feel content.

This is not something I’ve ever felt before. Not that I can remember. Even my times with Carter were just temporary interludes I knew couldn’t last, so I never allowed myself any kind of deep emotional vulnerability.

Which, to be honest, was a huge part of my problem and became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

I’m still not used to seeing Jace lying next to me in bed when I awaken. He looks and sounds so much like Carter it’s eerie. But his personality is different, and their Dominance is different. I think Carter was afraid to give me too much for fear he’d enjoy it for too long and grow hard and cold. I know there’s a soft place in Jace’s heart for me, but he’s not afraid of what he can do, or afraid to give me what I need and can take.

He relishes giving it to me every bit as much as he relishes training me from the ground up in healthy ways I never understood before.

I don’t know what kind of sadist Carter matured into, but we got our start with the same toxic wellspring that tainted both our souls.

Jace didn’t.

It’ll take some getting used to, this positive reinforcement he uses on me. But as long as he’ll still give me the pain and control I crave and relish, I will humor my Master’s every whim.

Because I love Him, and He loves me.

He killed me to save me, and legally made me His.

I don’t take that lightly.

On my way back to the porch with my coffee I hear the intercom chime indicating someone’s at the front gate. Before I can even walk over and check the camera feed, Jace has literally rushed into the house with a gun in his hand, and I don’t even know where he grabbed that from.

The cold calculation on his expression scares even me. “Get dressed, pet.”

I pivot mid-stride and hurry to the bedroom. I’m yanking on pajama pants when he calls out, “Stand down. No weapon—it’s safe. Pants and shirt.”

I grab the T-shirt Jace wore yesterday from where it ended up on the floor by the bed last night and pull it on. I do that sometimes, smell His clothes or wear them so I’m bathed in His scent.

When I return to the kitchen, he’s tucked the gun into a holster clipped to the back of his waistband.

“Who is it?” I ask.

“I have a feeling he’s here to talk to you. Maybe not so much me.” Before I can ask about that comment I hear the crunch of tires in the gravel driveway out front. “Answer the door, pet. It’s okay.”

I’m aware of him fading back as I make my way into the foyer, peering through the viewfinder first.

Carter steps out of the Mercedes SUV, dark sunglasses shading his gaze as he no doubt sweeps his focus around the yard before walking up to the front porch.

Some of those many nights so long ago flash into my brain. Of Germany and me sneaking into his room, and our time in-country, when we stole any private moment we could anywhere we could.

Hating that my pulse races and my heart pounds in my chest, I watch him walk toward me, the expression on his face liquifying my guts the way it always could.

But when he stops on our front porch and removes his shades, I see an older, wiser Carter, one who never would be the man I need him to be now. Mainly, because he’s not capable of it due to promises he’s made to others.

And that’s mostly my fault, for pushing him away back them.

Those could have been promises to me.

“Hey,” he says.

I swallow. “Hey.”

“Can we talk?”

I nod and step aside. Still, I want to drop to my knees in front of him but I let my thumb rub the smooth, warm wedding band on my left ring finger.

I belong to that Wilson brother now, not this one.

It’d be a lie to say I don’t still love Carter, though. Even this many years later.

How do you forget the first person you truly fell completely, madly in love with? It wasn’t Elsa, even though I thought it was, back then.

No, it was Carter, and all the little things. Him teaching me German phrases so he could talk to me when she ordered no English. Him consoling me and giving me what Elsa wouldn’t and couldn’t. Him being patient and opening his arms and bed to me when Elsa tortured me in the wake of his departure.

It was knowing he looked after me as best he could—as best as I’d let him—and how he kissed me that day when he left Elsa.

Defying her to take me from him.

My heart belonged to him then, even if I couldn’t admit it to myself, much less anyone else.

I close the door after him and he waits for me to lead him into the living room. “Did you want coffee or anything?”

“No, thanks. Jace here?”

“Yes, Si—yeah.” Dammit. Old habits die hard. “Did you want me to get him? I think he wanted to give us time to talk. If that’s what you want.” I also clip off that Sir struggling to slip out.

He settles on one end of our large sectional sofa. “When we’re done, then. I would like to talk to you first.”

“Okay.” I sit in Jace’s usual place, at the far opposite end of the sofa from Carter. Normally, I’m stretched out on the couch with my head in Jace’s lap, or curled up on a cushion on the floor with my head resting against his legs. It depends on how my leg feels and what Jace wants me to do.

Right now, fresh in my mind is the smell of gun oil and desert sweat. The feel of my knees grinding in the dirt and Carter’s grunts as he quickly fucks my face.

The way his hands fist my hair.

The taste of him.

I realize for the first time I can now think of this man with a lower-case h.

Unintended pain is no longer part of my life. Jace is my focus, my anchor, the glue holding me together. He gives me everything I want.

More importantly, he gives me everything I need, and things I didn’t even know I needed.

Carter still looks damned good, but where I used to see Carter’s ghost in Jace, now I realize I’m seeing Jace in Carter. His brown eyes hold silent, ancient depths of a lifetime left behind in the shadows. There’s a little grey brushed through his hair, especially around the temples, but thinking about the times I ran my fingers through it so long ago doesn’t have the power to knock me out at the knees any longer.

Taking a deep breath, I hold it for a moment before slowly blowing it out. “What brings you here today?”

He wastes no time. “The colonel, for one.”

I sit back, Jace’s warnings to me clear in my mind. I’m certain he’s standing close by and listening to this entire conversation.

“Why do you want to talk about that?”

“I want to know we’re safe.”

I can’t imagine Carter ever turning on us and wearing a wire or recording us. He’s too damned careful, too thorough to obtain evidence that would indict him, too.

And he wouldn’t turn on us. I know he wouldn’t.

Sometimes, I recall the feel of him throwing himself over us that horrible afternoon, taking the brunt of the blast’s shockwave with his body.

This man also killed Elsa, but that bitch deserved to die. If I’d been braver I would have done it myself.

Probably not nearly as elegantly and discreetly, either.

“We’re safe. That’s all I can or will say.”

He slowly nods, his gaze now fixed on my wedding band. “Are you all right?”

There are multiple layers of subtext there.

I hold up my left hand. “I’m better than I’ve ever been in my life. No offense intended, either. Back then, I wasn’t ready. That was on me, not a statement about you.”

He slowly nods again. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry I pushed you away but it looks like we all ended up where we needed to be.”

“I guess you’re right.” I sense there’s more, maybe even a lot more, so I wait him out.

It apparently takes him a moment to finally plan the line in his mind before quietly speaking it to me, his voice hoarse with emotion. “All I want—all I’ve ever wanted—is to know that you’re safe, that you’re happy, and that you’re being well cared for. That you’re loved. Because you deserve to have all of that, Eddie. I need to know that.”

“I am, and I do have it.”

He takes a deep breath and I don’t miss how he blinks a few times before wiping at his eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth about Owen and Susa before, when I saw you Berlin. I couldn’t tell you. I didn’t want to hurt you—I never wanted to hurt you.”

“I know. And you didn’t. Don’t feel guilty, Carter. I walked away from you. You didn’t leave me behind—I let you go. You in no way failed me. Ever. If anything, you were the only person I could count on back then, even if I wasn’t mature enough to process it at that time. So if that’s what you’re stressing about, it’s okay. We’re good. Honestly.”

He sits forward, elbows on his knees and his hands clasped together. “We’re going to be making a public announcement later today. Susa and I will, I mean. I wanted to talk to you first about it.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to hear it from me, in person. I feel I owe it to you.”

He doesn’t owe me anything, but Carter is a man of honor with his own ironclad code of ethics. I nod but don’t interrupt him.

“Susa’s pregnant. A little girl. We found out right before Christmas, but we kept it quiet because there were some minor complications early on we weren’t sure how would impact the baby.”

I sit with that for a moment and try to stay in touch with my feelings without shutting down.

For the first time in my life…I’m okay.

Really okay.

“Congratulations, and I sincerely mean that. I’m happy for you. Is the baby okay?”

He nods. “They think the first test results were contaminated somehow. Everything looks great now, and she’s healthy and growing right on schedule.”

“And Susa’s all right?”

“Yeah.”

I opt to tackle the other elephant and give Carter an opening. “I bet Owen’s happy.”

Finally, the ghost of a smile. “He is. He’s over the moon. He’s retired and a full-time dad now. I don’t think I could make him any happier if I tried.”

“I appreciate the heads-up, but you always wanted kids. I never did, not really. Especially after her. I didn’t want to curse another child with my genes. I’m glad you’re happy, and I’m glad you have them. I’ve never wanted anything for you but happiness, Carter.”

I know that sad sigh of his. It’s haunted my dreams and memories for decades.

It was the same sigh Jace used on me that day he questioned me…and many times since.

“They can’t ever know about you and me. Beyond that we served together and were friends. I’m sorry. They can’t know about Elsa, either. Not the details, and not even her name. They know there was a woman in my past, and that I got a vasectomy because of her. They also know that I will not talk about her. They don’t know any of the dirty details, or anything about the colonel, or any of that. I’m really sorry. They know Eddie is one of the three from that day, and beyond that, now they know Eddie is dead.”

I nod. “No apologies necessary, Carter. I won’t reach out to them.”

“It’s not that simple.” He sits back. “Jace, you can come in now.”

I turn to look and in the living room doorway, there stands my guy, where he’d apparently been standing just around the corner. He’s fully dressed now and smirks where he leans against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest.

“You wouldn’t expect me to not listen in while you’re talking to my pet, would you, baby bro?” His territorial tone threatens to harden my cock.

Thank god I’m wearing PJ bottoms.

Carter smirks. “No, I wouldn’t expect any less from you, Jace.”

Jace pushes off from the doorway and saunters over. Automatically, I scoot to my right, to the next cushion, so he can take his usual spot.

“What’s not that simple, Carter?” he asks, taking over once he’s seated. His right hand captures my left and he laces fingers with me.

“Mom and Dad aren’t getting any younger. I want all of us to be able to have family dinners together during the holidays. I want my kids to know their uncles and family.”

Jace’s tone turns hard, cold. “What are you asking of me?”

“I want you to come out to everyone. We’ll plan it. I’ll stand there next to you and back you up. Both of you. We can tell everyone you met him through me. They never met him before. They won’t know he’s Eddie.”

Next to me, Jace tenses. That’s when I realize he’d expected Carter to say a lot of things, but not that. “I figured out who Eddie was,” Jace says. “I had copies of the pictures. What if one of the others does, too?”

“They won’t have a reason to look. You also had access to top secret intel to make comparisons with. Plus, you had all his personal data. And you were the only one anal enough to save everything from group chats like that.”

“Besides you,” Jace says.

He smirks again. “Yeah, well, I’m me. Anyway, we can still say he was in my unit and hurt that day. Stay as close to the truth as possible about…”

Jace answers. “Topper.”

Carter smiles. “Tell me his full name.”

“Thomas Peter Dorsey, now Wilson.”

Carter lets out a whistle. “So much for subtlety, bro.”

Jace shrugs. “If you can pick any name, pick one that means something.” Jace’s thumb strokes my hand, where he now has a death grip on me. “What about Park, Charlie, and Gene? You think they’ll accept this?”

“They don’t have a choice. They love you, and they love me. They’ll love Topper, here, too, if we present a united front.”

“Yeah, well you aren’t the one they’ll be wanting to run out of the family.”

“Yes, I will. Because I plan to tell them about Owen. Right after you tell them you’re gay and introduce them to your husband.”

Next to me, Jace goes still. “What?”

Carter grins. “Right? That’ll take the heat off of you, won’t it? I’ll swear them all to secrecy, of course. But I don’t want my kids growing up having to worry about keeping secrets from our family. Owen’s family knows. They have known about us. For a while. Well, his father and step-mother know, as do Owen’s siblings. Owen’s biological mother isn’t part of his life any longer.”

“You aren’t worried about people talking?” Jace asks.

Carter lifts an eyebrow. “Do you really think they’ll want to brag about the poly and the gay sons? No. Accepting us in private and advertising our business to the world are two different things.” He smiles. “And, trust me, you being gay and married will quickly get forgotten as they try to wrap their heads around me being bi and poly. A one-two knockout.”

“What about Susa?”

“She’s all for it.” He crosses his right leg over he left as he stretches back, comfortable now that the news is out. “She hates having to keep this a secret as much as I do. I got her elected to  her dream job. The deal was to get Owen elected as an Independent, then Susa. After she runs for and wins re-election, it doesn’t matter what happens or what people say. She hasn’t decided yet if she wants to run for the Senate, but I believe she’s starting to swing toward no on that one.”

“POTUS?”

Carter smiles. “No. We’ve discussed that already. Maybe before this baby that would’ve been an option, but she doesn’t want to run for POTUS. Once she’s done in Tallahassee, she can write her own checks as a political adviser. I don’t want our children raised in a fishbowl and always worried about who’s watching. Even if she does decide to run for the Senate, she already knows Owen and I will stay in Florida with the kids while she commutes. If we didn’t have children, it’d be different. Even she admits she’d hate to lose her freedom like that.”

Jace squeezes my hand again. “What do you think, pet?”

“It’s your call, Master.”

I don’t look at Carter because I don’t want to see if me calling Jace that hurts him.

I don’t want to know.

I want Carter to be happy, but I can’t hide who I am around him, either.

“I asked you, pet. I want your input.”

I slowly nod, not daring to hope. “It’d be nice to have a large family. I’ve never had a family before.” I meet Carter’s gaze. “Before now, Carter was the closest thing I ever had to a family.”

Carter’s wistful smile tugs at my heart but I hope he realizes I wasn’t saying that to hurt him, only to tell the truth.

I never give Jace anything less than the full truth.

“Then it’s settled.” Jace returns his focus to his little brother. “When are we doing this?”

Mentally, I check out from the conversation at that point. I need to process everything.

Not because it’s a bad thing, either. I think it would have terrified me had Carter coaxed me to come home with him back then. Probably to the point I would have balked because I knew how much he loved his family.

I would never want him to do anything to alienate them, even at my own expense.

Now?

I trust Jace, and I trust Carter. If they want to tell their family, then I know it’ll be okay.

Because they say it will be.




















Chapter Twenty-One

Eddie




Three days later, a little after seven in the morning, our front gate chime signals through the intercom that an access code’s been punched in. By the time I can reach to the security panel to view the camera feed, our unexpected visitor is already on their way in.

“Master!” I call out, alarmed.

“It’s just Carter,” he calls back. “I gave him a code.”

When irritation hits me, I immediately tamp it back. Of all the people for me to get pissy with, these two men are not them. They’d double-Dom me, I bet. If there’s a reason Jace didn’t want me to know Carter was coming over so early today, then I have to accept that.

I take a deep breath, hold it, and let it out. Letting go to him is getting easier, but sometimes, I hit speedbumps like this and have to remind myself I handed everything over to Him.

I’ve already opened the front door when Carter climbs out of his SUV. He’s wearing jeans, a collared short-sleeved pullover, and mirrored sunglasses. Definitely not work attire.

He’s also wearing his handsome, bastard smile. “Good morning, Topper.”

“You sound chipper this morning.” It’s still difficult to remember not to call him sir, but that’s getting easier.

Plus, Jace said he’ll never punish me for slipping, as long as I don’t ever call Carter Master.

“Ready for a road trip?” Carter removes his glasses and, from the gleam in his eyes, that’s when I realize whatever this is, he and Jace planned it together.

“Road trip?” For a second, the haaawwwt fantasy of being sandwiched between the brothers flits through my mind but I shove that away. Jace isn’t into sharing.

At all.

Besides, Jace promised me it would only ever be the two of us, and he is a man of his word.

Plus, I wouldn’t want Carter to break an oath to his pets. Especially not over me.

Doesn’t mean I can’t fantasize about it, though.

“Jace, you didn’t tell him?” Carter calls out.

“Nope,” Jace calls back from our bedroom. “Wanted it to be a surprise.”

So far, he’s succeeded in that. “I’m surprised,” I say. “What’s going on?”

Jace emerges from the bedroom and I see he’s packed two small rolling suitcases while I was cleaning up the kitchen from our early breakfast. “We’re going on a road trip with Carter.”

Maybe I was wrong about fantasies not coming true.

“Um…Sir?”

I don’t miss how Carter looks my way, too. Jace arches an eyebrow at me. “Yes, pet?”

Yeah, I shouldn’t feel smug satisfaction over Carter’s reaction, either, because that’s dangerous for a whole lot of reasons. Existing on the periphery of Carter’s high-profile life is dangerous enough for me as it is if I want to stay concealed. Kind of like hiding in plain sight.

“Should I be worried, Master?”

“Road trip, pet,” Jace says. “I already packed for you.”

But now I understand why he ordered me to wear what I’m wearing after we took our morning shower this morning, instead of ordering me to stay naked. I take the bags from him. “How long, Sir?”

“Day or two.” He puts on his own sunglasses, Carter dons his, and now the brothers are practically twins. “Ready to roll out, Carter?” Jace asks.

“After you, big bro. Age before beauty.” He grins.

“You little shit,” Jace mutters even as he chuckles.

Before I can ask the question, Carter proves he’s still spooky-good at cluing in on my thoughts. “And no, we’re not sharing a bed, buddy,” he teases, then his smile fades. “But this is a present from me to you, and one Jace said I can take the lead on because of our shared history.”

“Only fair,” Jace says, “because it was his idea, he did the work, and he’s driving.”

I’m…really confused, and nervous, meaning I default to snark. “Should I just sit in the backseat, stay quiet, and look pretty, then?”

They both laugh. It’s like stereo that can harden my cock. “Yeah,” Jace says. “That’s an excellent idea, pet.”

* * * *

Jace confiscates my phone, meaning I can’t track our progress and play a what-if game.

At this point I’m literally along for the ride.

Carter must have planned the route in advance, because he doesn’t have his phone mounted in his dash holder for me to look at.

We head north to I-10, then west to Mobile. From there, we wind our way northwest. I think perhaps we’re heading to St. Louis, but then Carter jogs more west and takes a hard right turn at Shreveport, driving us north.

We stop for lunch somewhere in there, too, me mostly quiet as the brothers talk, laugh, relive their childhoods, and tell me stories about each other. I listen, because it’s obvious these two men had healthy love in their lives from the start despite the secrets they hid about themselves.

After a nine-hour drive, we end up in Texarkana, pulling up in front of a cemetery a little before six that evening.

Honestly? I have no clue why we’re here, and we’re the only ones here.

But we get out and Carter goes to the back hatch while Jace and I stand there waiting, him holding my hand.

Carter rejoins us, carrying three shot glasses and a bottle of Johnnie Walker Ghost and Rare. Taking point, he heads off into the cemetery with us following and, once he gains his bearings, leads us diagonally through tall, elegant tombstones to a section where small, flat marker stones with plain metal plates fixed to them identify what look to be lesser-heeled residents.

When he stops at one, Jace pulls me up short, makes me turn to face him, and holds both of my hands.

“I love you, Eddie,” he says, and I know Carter can hear him. “But nothing matters in this world except where we are now in our lives, and where we’re going. We’re putting the last ghost to bed for good right now. Understand?”

I nod. “Yes, Master.” He hasn’t called me Eddie in weeks. I actually had to think for a moment who he was talking to, because I’ve accepted Topper completely as my new name. For legal purposes, he’s told me he’ll refer to me as Tom if we have to give someone a name, for example, at a doctor’s office. But just like he’s Jace, and their older brother is Park instead of Parker, Jr., my name is now Topper.

Still holding my left hand, he leads me over to the grave. Carter sets the bottle and shot glasses off to the side behind him and glances around before unfastening his fly. “Glad we got here when we did. I’m not sure how much longer I could’ve held it.

Jace releases my hand. “Me, too.” He starts to unfasten his fly, then looks at me. “Come on. You, too.”

Confused, I start to follow suit when I actually read the nameplate on the marker stone.




EDWARD ANDREW FOWLER




With his dates of birth and death. I need a second to process that and realize who he is.

My father died twenty-six years ago.

“Come on, Topper,” Jace says. “You first, buddy. We can’t hold it all day.”

I stare at those letters on the bronze plate as I let loose and my stream of piss floods over the nameplate, quickly joined by the brothers. We spray it all over the marker stone and what I imagine is the head of the grave, my anger growing and swelling even as hot tears flood my eyes and blur my sight.

“Take that, you motherfucking chickenshit asshole,” I say.

“He was arrested twenty-two times in four states for petty crimes,” Carter says as he finishes and shakes it. “Fathered three more kids after getting your mom pregnant when he was twenty-three, two of whom are still alive, two girls, different mothers. The son died in infancy from SIDS. He didn’t raise the girls, though, because he ran out on their moms, too. Seems he had a pattern.” He zips up and pulls a package of wipes from his back pocket and uses one.

Jace finishes up and Carter hands him a wipe. “He spent a total of eight years in jail over the course of his life,” Jace says. “He died here in a homeless camp. Froze to death one night. Police found him the next morning, naked. Apparently, all his stuff was taken by others. He was identified by fingerprints. Pauper’s grave, obviously. Frankly, good riddance to bad fucking garbage.”

Numb, I finish, shake, zip, and take the proffered wipe. “Thank you.”

Carter cracks open the bottle and pours us three shots. Then, thinking for a moment, he says, “Fuck that fucking cowardly piece of shit asshole. I think you became a damned good man. A lot better man than you would have been had someone like him been an influence in your life.”

Jace nods. “Fuck that fucking cowardly piece of shit asshole. If he hadn’t abandoned your mom, we might never have met you.” He brushes a kiss across my lips. “And you are the best fucking thing in my life, baby. No offense, bro.”

Carter laughs. “None taken.”

Warm heat fills me and I haven’t even thrown back my shot yet. I stare down at the piss-covered marker. “Fuck that fucking cowardly piece of shit asshole.” I shoot him a bird with my free hand. “Fuck you, you goddamned motherfucker. I thrived despite you. I lived despite you. And if there is a Hell, I hope you’re burning there.”

“Amen,” the brothers echo.

We all clink glasses and drink. Carter takes the glasses and picks up the bottle. “I’ll wait for you in the car. Take your time—I’m going to call home.”

When we’re alone again, Jace pulls me into his arms and tightly holds me. “You and me, pet. Forever. You and me against the whole goddamned world.”

“Yes, Master. Forever.”

“Love you, baby.” He kisses me and every other thought flees my mind.

He loves me.

I have no doubts about that, and no desire to run away from the brutal truth of the nature of our love.

He commands, and I obey.

I need it that way, and he loves me for it.

“This was a good surprise, Master. Thank you.”

He tips his head back so he can look into my eyes. I know that mischievous smile he’s wearing. It’s an evil smile.

Carter has the same smile.

The bastard’s smile.

“Oh, this is only part one of the surprise.”

* * * *

After having a good dinner at a high-end steakhouse, we spend the night in Texarkana—us in a separate room from Carter—and Jace brutally and beautifully fucks my brains out of my head. By the time I finally collapse late that night, he’s made me come twice, fucking the first one out of me and fisting the second.

I awaken the next morning achy and sore in all the good ways, with nothing but warm, fuzzy feelings rolling around inside my brain. I rolled toward Jace overnight, my arm draped across his chest. I start to carefully get up, thinking he’s still asleep, but then he grabs my hair and tightly fists it.

“Where you think you’re going, baby?” he mumbles, cracking an eye open.

My heart skips a beat. I never realized how that wasn’t just bullshit. I mean, maybe that’s not what it physically does, but it sure feels like it, our souls connecting through a simple gaze.

I’m already moving toward his cock, even before he has to yank me down there.

My mouth’s watering, my own cock rock-hard. Jace only came once last night, but considering our ages, I’m not complaining.

As I engulf his cock his warm chuckle fills my ears and his painful grip turns gentle, tender. “Good boy. Take it for me.”

Absolutely, I will.

It doesn’t take me long to get him over, and when he finishes, I lie there with his softening cock in my mouth, waiting for my next order.

Smiling, he pats his chest and I carefully scramble up his body to snuggle there. He flips me onto my back, spits into his palm, and holds his hand out to me. “You’d better.”

I spit, too, and the friction against my cock, as that’s the only lube he uses this morning to jerk me off, is the good kind of painful that drives me over the edge in just a couple of minutes.

When he holds his hand up again, I grab it and eagerly lick it completely clean while he smiles. “Such a good boy,” he whispers. “My perfect pet.”

Yeah, I’m…gone. Between my raw cock and the subspace he’s slammed me into, he can ask me to do anything in this moment and I’ll happily agree.

What he does is wrap his arms around me and hold me tightly cuddled against his body while he whispers to me all the things he loves about me. Not just your average things, either.

All the dark and dirty things.

The filthy things.

He loves how I will completely debase myself for him without hesitation.

“If Carter wasn’t my brother,” he says, “You’d spend all day sitting on that back seat with an inflatable vibrating butt plug stuffed inside you and no pants.

My needy whimper amuses him because he darkly smiles. “Oh, yes, I absolutely would, baby. Lucky for you, I’m going to let you wear jeans and underwear, so you don’t make a mess on his seats.”

I whimper again, because I know he’s serious.

“Oh, and you’ll be wearing a new chastity cage I bought for you. Locked on.”

My moan makes him laugh because he feels my cock twitch between us.

He bites the side of my neck, hard enough to make me moan again with the painful pleasure of it. “My sweet, slutty pet. I want your every thought today during our ride to be of me owning you. That cage will stay on you for the next two weeks. Now that I know how to make you come without touching your cock, I want to see how nicely you can beg me for it.”

Fuuuuuuck me, I’m gone. I haven’t been this horny since…

Well, since Carter.

I’m hard again and grind against his leg, making him laugh once more before he slaps me on the ass. “Shower, baby. I’ll give you a freebie in there, and then you’re getting locked and stuffed. We have another long day today.”

I throw myself out of bed and race into the bathroom. Locked up for two weeks?

I’m going to be absolutely miserable, because I know he’s going to take every opportunity to torture me and make me horny.

And I’m going to fucking love every goddamned second of it, too.

* * * *

Early that evening, not long before sunset, we pull up to a small cemetery on the outskirts of St. Louis. Jace finally shuts off the vibrator in my butt plug, but even the distraction of that, and the mean, spiky metal chastity cage locked on me, can’t distract me.

I remember this place.

I remember it was too nice of a day to be so sad.

I remember missing my Mom and wishing she was there and not in the box.

I remember all the adults looking at me with pity and patting my head.

I remember the neighbor, who was looking after me until the state could decide if I had family or not, explaining that Mom had gone to Heaven because Jesus wanted her there.

I wanted to know what was wrong with me that Jesus didn’t want me, too.

Or what was wrong with me that Mom wouldn’t take me with her.

No one ever explained that to me.

Funny how I forgot about all of that over the years, but I still carried that trauma with me in how I acted and believed about myself.

Jace squeezes my hand as we follow Carter through the cemetery. Her grave, like my father’s, is situated in a section of inexpensive markers in a far corner.

Except her grave has a new stone that looks like it was recently installed, and it stands out from the others because it’s about two feet tall instead of flush to the ground.




Ella Anne Fowler

Beloved Mother




And listing the dates of her birth and death.

When my knees go out, Jace catches me and eases me to the ground, sitting behind me so I’m between his legs and leaning back against him, with his arms wrapped tightly around me as I cry. Carter sits next to us and, after a silent glance at Jace, who nods, he holds my hand, tightly squeezing.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more than this, Eddie,” Carter whispers. “I planned this whole thing years ago, before that day in the dessert. I always daydreamed about pissing on that bastard’s grave and giving your mom the honor she deserved. I loved you then, I love you now, and I’m always going to love you. I can’t lie and say I don’t.

“I hated leaving you in Germany last year and wished I could have brought you home with me. But my brother is the luckiest man in the world to have you, and I trust him with my life. But, more importantly, I trust him with yours.”

Carter kisses my hand and reaches in to cup the back of my head, pressing his forehead to mine like he used to all those years ago. “You deserve happiness in your life, buddy. You deserve a guy like Jace. You’ve damn well fucking earned this peaceful retirement. Never forget you are well-loved, and you are a very good boy.”

He kisses me, a press of lips on lips, a tender, bittersweet good-bye, the one we really couldn’t have in a medical ward full of other people, at the time.

When he sits back and releases me, Jace pulls me tightly against him, turns my face toward him, and hungrily devours my mouth with his. He painfully squeezes my chin, staring into my eyes.

His voice sounds choked. “Who do you belong to, pet?”

“I belong to you, Master.”

“Say my name.”

“Jason Cedric Wilson.”

“And what’s your name?”

“Thomas Peter Dorsey Wilson.”

When he glares at me it takes me a moment, but I get it. “Pet. My name is Master’s pet.”

His brilliant smile painfully hardens my cock. Painfully, because it presses against the spiky nubs of the cock cage jailing it.

“Good boy,” he coos, his grip on my chin gentling as he nuzzles his nose against mine.

Carter pours us shots, but this time, he’s holding four glasses. The fourth he fills and sets on the base of the gravestone.

Jace holds up his glass. “To loved ones lost.”

Carter slowly nods. “To those we couldn’t save.”

They look at me and I think long and hard about this before adding my toast. “To happy new beginnings. May we never take them for granted.”

“Amen,” the brothers echo before we clink glasses and drink.

I reach over and take the fourth shot glass and pour it over Mom’s grave. “I wish I could remember more about you, Mom. I think I got your tenacity. I hope you’d be proud of me for being a survivor and making it this long.”

I lean back against Jace and tightly pull his arms around me. “Mom, this is Jason, and he’s my husband, and I love him.” I tip my head back to look up into his eyes. “He’s the man I’m going to spend the rest of my life loving.”

Jace smiles and tenderly nuzzles my nose again. “Amen, baby,” he says.

I look over at Carter. “Mom, this is Carter. He’s my brother-in-law, but a long time ago, he was the man who saved my life and who loved me even when I didn’t and couldn’t love myself.”

I hold my hand out to him and he smiles as he takes it, giving me a squeeze.

“You weren’t hard to love, buddy,” he says. “You were just hard to hold on to.” He releases my hand and punches Jace in the shoulder hard enough it rocks both of us.

“Ow, motherfucker,” Jace complains, but from his tone I can tell he’s not mad. “What the hell was that for?”

Carter smiles. “Proactive punch. Just in case you do something and I’m not around to protect him.”

I laugh, and it feels light and airy. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” With a pained grunt, Carter hauls himself to his feet, picks up the glasses and bottle, and then reaches down and ruffles my hair. “Take your time, guys. I’m going to call home and check on my pets.”

Once we’re alone again, Jace rests his chin on my shoulder. “I’m sorry I couldn’t meet her, baby.”

“Me, too.”

“If you ever want to meet your sisters, Carter gave me the info.”

I think about that. “Let’s survive me meeting your family first, huh?”

“Deal.” He nips the shell of my right ear. “Love you, baby.”

In the beginning, I had a hard time reconciling him using that word for me. I didn’t feel I deserved it. I didn’t feel like it belonged to me.

Now? It’s as natural as breathing. All of this is.

“Love you, too, Master.”

He chuckles and as the shadows lengthen, he holds me, slowly rocking me as we stare at the gravestone my ex-lover and owner paid to have installed.

This man, who was assigned to kill me, has killed for me.

I think it’s safe to say I’ve finally achieved a stable level of functional adulthood.

I settle back against him, feeling safe, loved.

Wanted.

It’s the best feeling in the whole goddamned world.

The End

http://www.LesliRichardson.com
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The world of the Governor Trilogy revolves around rich and powerful people who pull the strings of various governmental entities—and each other—in a multitude of ways. There are a variety of romantic pairings and sub-tropes, and all of the books contain varying elements of power exchange relationships.
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Free Preview: Dignity (Determination Trilogy 1)




The following is a preview from Dignity (Determination Trilogy 1) by Lesli Richardson. Set in the same world as the Governor Trilogy, this standalone spin-off trilogy follows the paths of Kevin Markos, US Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, and Secret Service Special Agent Christopher Bruunt.




Dignity (Determination Trilogy 1)




He wants it back…




My name is Kevin Markos, former star anchor for Full News Broadcasting.

I say former, because an exhaustion- and frustration-fueled emotional on-air meltdown of apocalyptic proportions means my previously dignified reputation and stellar career as a highly respected conservative TV news host and commentator lay in smoking, irreparable ruins. Only one person will hire me now, and it’s the last person I want to work for—Democratic Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, who’s determined to be the next president of the United States.

My reluctance isn’t because of her, but because of who’s working for her—Special Agent Christopher Bruunt, the head of her Secret Service detail.

A college spring break trip I thought was safely hidden in my past, even if it never strayed far from my thoughts, now comes back to haunt me. But if I take this job and succeed, it could resurrect my career and put me at the right hand of the most powerful person in the United States.

But how much am I personally willing to sacrifice to claw my way back to the top? Because Christopher never forgot that spring break, either.

And he has a few agendas of his own.




* * * *




Chapter One




Now




Wednesday, November 7th, the day after Election Day




“Thank you all for joining us today. It is my privilege to be interviewing Lieutenant-Governor Susannah Evans, who woke up this morning as the governor-elect of Florida. I know you have a busy schedule, Ms. Evans, so thank you for taking the time to sit down with me, and thank you for making us your first stop this morning.”

“You’re welcome, Kevin. Thank you for having me. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

Although I can see from the hard, cold glint in Susannah Evans’ blue eyes that she’s anything but happy to be sitting here talking with me. Especially in person.

But we’re live, and we’re both on our best behavior.

Frankly, I can’t blame her. Not after my run-in eight years ago with her friend and former running mate, Governor Owen Taylor, during his campaign for his first term.

I never should have let the producer in my ear override my good sense that day. It was a shitty question, a stupid question, and I knew better. I hadn’t meant to ask it, not really. But I was sick from food poisoning because of bad sushi the night before, was working on a migraine and couldn’t clearly read my notes, my head was screaming at me, my mom had literally just died of cancer the week before…

And because I was trying to listen to Taylor, and listen to the producer’s voice in my ear at the same time, with a miserably throbbing headache to boot, I stupidly parroted the question my goddamned producer dumped in my ear before I’d really thought about it and processed it.

Yeeeeaaah.

Admittedly, not one of my finer moments.

Add to that the mega-ration of shit I later received from my father over flubbing it and not hammering Taylor harder.

I finally got the bastard—the producer, not my father—fired by the network for that goddamned stunt. I’d been trying to get rid of him for months, and that was the last straw.

Hell, if I could get the network to fire my father from my life, that’d be amazing and worth every ounce of bullshit I put up with from my employer.

Worse? They still didn’t want to fire the guy, at first. The only reason they fired him wasn’t because of what he did, but because even our own viewers rightfully skewered us, and we were the laughingstock of every damn network.

Even Fox News clicked their tongues at us.

That’s when advertisers threatened to pull their dollars, and FNB finally caved and released a statement blaming him and terminating him.

It was cheaper than letting me go and paying out the remainder of my contract. Especially when the rest of my crew all publicly stepped forward to support me and verify my account of the events, and then some angel anonymously released the full tape that recorded the producer yelling at me. 

Doubly especially since I’d tried to get another anchor to handle the interview, but the network brass overruled me and insisted I do it despite how horrible I felt and my life circumstances.

All that was on the tape, too, which had been running before I sat down with Taylor.

When the public learned not only was I sick, and in massive pain, and grieving my mom’s death, the pendulum of opinion swung back hard and heavy in my favor.

I’d only been at Full News Broadcasting for a couple of years at that point, and was still naïve enough to think I could create positive changes there to shift their coverage back toward center and help boost ratings. Admittedly, it was a helluva scoop, landing an interview with Owen Taylor after that school shooting.

Until I flubbed it worse than the Buccaneers on any given Sunday. It was literally the only time I ever felt thankful that Mom died, so she didn’t see me do that.

She would have loved me regardless, I know she would have. She would have talked me through it, hugged me, offered me that limitless love and pride she’d always been imbued with.

I’m pretty sure it was Lou who released the tape with the audio from the producer on it, the one that saved my ass and my job. When I asked him if he did it, he smiled and shrugged, but would neither confirm nor deny.

Doesn’t matter who, I guess. They saved my career, as well as helped win me even more viewers.

Owen Taylor got me back but good, though, four years later. I thought all was forgiven and I was being handed a scoop when I got to be the first anchor to interview Taylor and Evans early the morning after Taylor’s re-election. The walk-and-talk wouldn’t be long, just a preliminary clip we could run until we tagged them later in the day for our scheduled formal sit-down.

A sit-down that had been delayed and rescheduled several times over the previous week by Taylor’s ball-busting chief of staff, Carter Wilson.

Who also happens to be Susa Evans’ husband.

I got my walk-and-talk, all right.

Except I was left slack-jawed, as well as lambasted by network brass only an hour later, when a widely smiling Evans and Wilson went on Tampa’s WFLA morning show, alongside Governor Taylor, and broke the news that she and Wilson were expecting their first child.

Oh, and she finally officially confirmed she’d be running for governor at the end of Taylor’s second term.

It gave the local NBC affiliate the political scoop of a lifetime. Especially considering that, only months earlier, Evans had barely survived a plane crash and shipwrecking that literally killed half the Southeast’s governors and lieutenant governors, cruelly and forcibly shuffling the political hierarchy in those states forever.

Also, considering it was a given Evans would run for governor at the end of Taylor’s second term, because term limits meant he couldn’t run again, it was still a scoop because she officially announced it there first.

Fuck me.

Yeah, I guess I deserved it.

I sent Dad’s calls immediately after to voice mail and deleted the messages without listening to them because I knew he was blasting me, too.

I’d provided one more disappointment in a lifetime of them, I suppose.

Due to a lot of groveling on my part, I’m Evans’ first sit-down interview early this Wednesday morning in Tampa, following her landslide victory last night. She killed it, too, a fifty-five point victory that will rightfully shake both major parties to their foundations before pundits finish processing all the numbers. Independents such as Taylor and Evans can no longer be dismissed as lucky flukes. She and Taylor both have won incredible victories, especially considering they’re Independents.

Not that the idiots in either major party will take heed. They’ll wring their hands and revert to the same ole bullshit in four years.

I’ve interviewed Evans’ father several times during my career. Benchley Evans is a former Florida state senator and a state GOP political bigwig. The man is a ball-buster, and I was supposedly on his side, politically.

I can tell his daughter didn’t fall far from the same tree. If my balls aren’t crushed by the end of this interview, it’ll be a miracle.

Her friend and Florida’s current governor, Owen Taylor, is equally difficult to interview, although that’s mostly my fault because of how I bungled my interview with him. Said interview which had followed on the heels of a school shooting shortly before he won election to his first term.

I do take a little satisfaction in the fact that my former producer ended up having to move to Brazil and manage soccer game coverage because not a single damn network in the States would touch him once they learned what happened.

And Draymond Garcia, Evans’ chief of staff, is every bit as much of a bastard as Carter Wilson.

Garcia allowed me this interview under strict conditions, obliquely reminding me of the journalistic ratfuck they subjected me to four years earlier. He also hinted I would only get this one chance to make a halfway decent impression with the woman and return to their good graces, or my network would all but lose our press credentials with this administration for the next eight years.

In other words, they were done putting up with our shit.

Again, I cannot blame them in the slightest. After eleven years stuck in this thermonuclear circus of a network, I’m just about done putting up with our network’s shit myself. Not that I can publicly admit that to anyone.

If I didn’t need the goddamned job so fucking much, I’d leave.

Unfortunately, I have a contract that says I’m stuck here for at least another two years, unless they fire me or decide to let me go early. The list of fireable offenses is a very short one, but also one that would guarantee I’d either end up in jail on the back side of events, or unemployable by any other network.

There’s not a snowball’s chance on the sun that they’ll willingly release me from my contract early. I have the highest-rated show on their network.

If I choose to leave before my contract’s up, I can do that, sure. Problem is, I have a non-compete clause that means until my contract’s term expires, I won’t be able to get an on-camera network job anywhere in the US, unless it’s for the Golf Channel or Animal Planet or something. Or, I’d have to take an anchor position at some little tiny local backwater independent TV station for a fraction of the pay.

Before I came to work at FNB, my previous agent died. The agency I ended up hiring for my first contract negotiation with FNB was competent. But the agent who’d repped me left and went independent before I was due for renewal. Since I was repped by the agency, I let them assign me someone else to negotiate the renewal.

How was I to know there’d be a difference in representation?

Guess I got cocky, but I was in the middle of covering a series of contentious midterm elections at the time and honestly didn’t want to focus on contract negotiations. By the time I realized what I’d signed, it was too late.

I drag my mind back to the present. I’m aware of Garcia positioned off to the side, out of the shot but in my peripheral vision. As he watches us he stands with his feet shoulder wide, arms crossed, and a stony look on his face that could easily be him channeling Carter Wilson. I know there’s a connection between the men, something about Garcia’s older brother having served in the Army with Wilson, but I haven’t had time to research that tie yet.

It’s on my to-do list. I want as much deep background on Garcia as I can get, in case there’s anything I can use to help me suck up to him, or possibly strong-arm him, either way.

At this point, I don’t care.

“Ms. Evans,” I say, “you’ve already stated you would continue down the same path regarding education reform as your predecessor, Governor Taylor. That you will be enacting more programs to help improve graduation rates…”

I sense her relax somewhat during our interview as she realizes I’m not going for a gotcha.

I’m no idiot. I want these people to like me. I’m not happy with this network, but if I can drag them kicking and screaming toward more centrist political views, even a little, I know our numbers will climb once more. That’s why I’m going out of my way to present the incoming governor in as positive a light as possible, finding points that even most hard right-wingers can agree on with liberals, like education, infrastructure, and emergency preparedness.

Right now, we’re hemorrhaging viewers, especially in swing-state Florida. If the tallies from this election—which resulted in wins for a record number of Independent and third-party lawmakers not just across the Sunshine State but throughout the country—don’t shake up the network, then nothing will. Especially when looked at from the perspective that more voters than ever are either registering with smaller political parties, or switching from D or R to I. So much so that, here in Florida, there is now a large and vocal non-partisan grassroots movement to end the state’s closed primary system. They have a good chance of getting a ballot referendum passed and adding it to our state’s constitution.

Yes, I said “our.” Because I’m a native son of this batcrap crazy peninsula, which makes it even more imperative to me personally that I don’t piss off this fledgling administration before they take office.

Now if the network will actually let me do my damn job, instead of trying to force me into bullshit tabloid territory, I might have a chance to redeem their brand if I can get enough of the other anchors on my side. I’m not the only one tired of their bullshit, but I’m also not the only one with a non-compete clause.

We’re all on a sinking ship. Unless I can get everyone to start bailing with me, we’re all going to drown.




* * * *




Buy the Determination Trilogy now!




1) Dignity

2) Diligence

3) Desire




















Free Preview: Dirge (Devastation Trilogy 1)




Want a free preview of George Forrester’s book, Dirge? His trilogy’s the Devastation Trilogy (Dirge, Solace, and Release) and is now available in e-book and print:




Dirge (Devastation Trilogy 1): https://www.books2read.com/lr-dirge

Solace (Devastation Trilogy 2): https://books2read.com/lr-solace

Release (Devastation Trilogy 3): https://books2read.com/lr-release

Description




He doesn’t know how to let go…




I was a husband, a father, a politician. Now, I’m just lost.

Maybe they can help find me, I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t be found.

Maybe the devastation that is my life should be allowed to crumble and decay.

There is no comfort in a funeral dirge, no solace in empty words spoken to me.

There is no release from this hell but death, and I can’t do that yet.

I don’t know how to let go.

But…maybe they can help me hold on.

* * * *

Chapter One




Now




A finger pokes me dead center in my forehead, insistently tapping and waking me up. For the briefest of moments I think it’s one of my kids, until I remember my youngest is now in college and lives on campus in a dorm.

And I know it’s not my wife’s finger, because she’s—

I force an eye open to see Casey standing there at the side of my bed, a cup of coffee in her hand. She’s staring down at me with that cocky head tilt she has, along with the disapproving smirk I’ve been graced with countless times over the decades we’ve known each other.

She’s my best friend, and my wife’s best friend, but worse?

She’s my chief of staff.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I grumble.

“Wake-up call. I knew you’d ignore the phone.”

Damn her, she’s right.

“How’d you get in?” This is not the first time we’ve had this conversation.

Far from it.

That she still has it with me proves to me she does, in fact, love me.

Sort of.

“I’ve had your key and alarm code for years, George. Duh. You really are a shit-for-brains before coffee, you know that?”

“If you know me as well as you claim to, you know that.”

She sets the mug of coffee on the nightstand closest to me before she walks over to the window. There, she throws open the black-out curtains, flooding the dark sanctuary of my bedroom with harsh early morning light and making me groan again as I clamp my eyes shut against it.

“Wakey wakey, Governor Forrester,” she sing-songs in a waaaay too cheerful tone for this obscene time of morning on a…

Fucking Saturday.

“Why do I put up with your shit?” I grumble.

“Because I’m your chief of staff, asshole.”

“Why are you my chief of staff, again?”

“Because I’m the only one who’ll put up with your shit, George.”

Damn her, she’s right.

Again.

“Why are you waking me up?”

“Because I’m the only one—”

“Who will put up with my shit. Right.” I crack an eye open.

She’s still smirking. “Ah, lookit that. And they say you don’t know your head from your ass.”

“Who says I don’t know my head from my ass?”

“Well, me, for starters. Get up.” She heads for the door.

“It’s Saturday, Case. Why are you waking me up on a Saturday?”

“Because you have campaign prep, Governor. If you want to remain the governor of Tennessee for a second term, get your ass out of bed and get in the shower before I ask a couple of really gorgeous, hunky state troopers from the EPU to come in here and dump you in the shower for me.”

“I really think you’d do that.”

She turns at the door. “You know I would, Governor. Move. Now. I expect you downstairs in fifteen, showered, shaved, and dressed in a tie and jacket. You’ll want your overcoat, too. It’s chilly. Tick-tock, motherfucker. Clock’s running.”

She slams my bedroom door behind her.

Dammit.

“You made coffee in my kitchen?” I yell after her.

“You’re welcome, Governor,” she calls back.

I sigh and force myself to sit up. If I don’t, I’ll fall asleep again, and I wouldn’t put it past Case to do exactly what she threatened.

During my first campaign for the state senate, she dumped a glass of ice water on me one morning in a hotel room to wake me up for a Sunrise Rotary breakfast.

Bitch.

I reach for the coffee and take a sip, smiling. Perfectly prepared, of course.

Damn, I love that woman.

* * * *

I drag myself out of bed and don’t bother throwing on a robe. It’s late January, but I keep the temperature set to a comfortable seventy-two at night when I’m home. Now that I live alone, I sleep naked all the time and don’t bother locking my bedroom door. Hell, half the time when I’m home I’m walking around naked.

That’s on Case if she walks in without calling first and sees anything she doesn’t want to. Considering she’s known me since college, she’s gotten glimpses here and there when Ellen and I were dating.

After I use the bathroom, I start the shower and stand in front of the mirror over the sink while steam slowly swirls around me. I didn’t drink anything last night because I knew today would be an early one, but my eyes still look bloodshot.

Crying will do that to you.

There are few nights when I don’t cry, even nearly two years out.

I grab the bottle of eyedrops from the cabinet and squirt some in, blinking up at the light and squeezing them shut before opening them. Experience has told me they’ll look normal by the time I emerge from my shower. I brush my teeth and then shave with the electric razor. I don’t want to dress up today, but I know if I show up downstairs in anything less than what she ordered me to, I’ll hear about it.

Oooh, how I’ll hear about it.

And I’ll likely get something thrown on me—like coffee—forcing me to go change anyway.

This isn’t my first rodeo with Casey-Marie Blaine.

She wouldn’t be my chief of staff if she couldn’t keep me in line, either.

As I climb into the shower I briefly consider beating off but the second I close my eyes I hear the screaming and the wind.

Eyes open, then. Except for the moment I have to close them when rinsing shampoo out of my hair. And definitely no jerking off.

With three minutes to spare, I sigh as I walk into my kitchen and hand her my empty coffee mug. “You’re trying to kill me, Case.”

I lay my overcoat and suit jacket over the back of one of the chairs. My collar’s unbuttoned, my tie draped around my neck.

“No, sir. If I was trying, you’d be dead.” She sets my empty cup in the sink and hands me a full travel mug.

“Slave driver,” I say, nudging my glasses up the bridge of my nose.

“That’s me.”

I take a sip of coffee. Perfectly prepared, as always. “You know it’s illegal to kill the governor, right?” I remind her.

“Lucky for you, sir.” I move my hands out of the way as she reaches up and fixes my collar, then ties my tie for me. I’m careful not to catch her eye while she does, because if I do, I’m going to start crying.

She knows this, so she’s careful not to look me in the eyes while she does it.

This woman has helped keep me vertical, keep me functional, and don’t think I don’t know and appreciate that.

I’d probably marry her if I thought I had half a chance with her. Except she’s way out of my league and always has been, even if our initial meeting and first couple of months of friendship was…rocky.

Once she has my tie tied, I set the travel mug on the table so I can pull on my blazer and overcoat. Then I grab my coffee and we head toward the foyer. She’s already packed my laptop for me and has it sitting on the bench just inside the front door.

“You break into my house, make me coffee, wake me up early on a Saturday, and scrounge my computer from my living room. That’s gotta be some sort of felony. I am the governor, you know.” I shoulder the strap for the laptop case and dig my keys out of my pocket.

She shoots me her trademark smirk. “You’re welcome, sir.” It’s always a lower-case s when she says it. “You have shitty security, by the way.”

We both laugh, because it’s a running joke with us. The Executive Protection Unit probably hates me because I want the bare-minimum contingent of officers around me at home. Casey has full access to my security system, including an app that allows her to remotely arm and disarm it.

Hell, she has complete and unfettered access to all parts of my life, personal and professional.

She’s the only one who does.

I set the alarm with the keypad to begin the exit countdown. Then I grab the front door and open it for her, holding it and indicating for her to go first. After we step outside and I lock the door behind us, I realize it’s just Case’s car parked in front of the house.

“I thought you threatened me with state troopers?” I shiver in the cold early morning air and watch my breath frost in front of me.

She shrugs as she slips on sunglasses and walks around to the driver’s side. “I lied. So sue me. Get your ass in the car, George.”

I head for the passenger side. Her smirk and mine are practically identical. I never would have said that before I saw a picture taken of us at an event last year, where we were looking at each other and both smirking the same damn smirk.

I don’t honestly remember if I learned it from her or she learned it from me. We’ve both been doing it as long as we’ve known each other, so I guess it doesn’t matter.

* * * *

At my front gate, she waits while the officers who will be shadowing us fall in behind us for the drive. We’re not going to our offices at the capitol today. This is campaign stuff, and I don’t mix campaign stuff with my work as governor. I mean, there are things that legally can be mixed, but I prefer to separate as much as possible.

It’s less bullshit to ensnare me in a scandal. It’s something Casey drilled into me early on in my political career and she’s never steered me wrong. The less stupid stuff we trip over and give opponents a way to hamstring us, forcing us to defend avoidable unforced errors, the better.

Today we’re going to our old law offices, where technically we’re still partners in the firm, although we’re both on official leaves of absence since I ascended to my current office. We’ve rented the place for the day—literally rented it, paid for that out of our campaign expenses and everything—and will be taking over the large conference room. It’s what we’ve done for my previous campaigns. It’s private, it’s large enough for us to bring in the people we’re using, and there’s plenty of parking.

I tip my head back against the seat. “They still got the kick-ass pizza place down the street?”

“Yeah, they do.” She smiles. “Went there last week with Declan for lunch when we drove over to give Lila the check for the rental.” She glances my way. “And yes, we’re ordering lunch from there. Don’t worry.”

“Excellent.”

“Gotta take care of the leader of the Volunteer State.”

“You know me so well.”

She snorts. “Luuucky me.”

We drive with the satellite radio playing indie rock to chase away the silence as I sip my coffee and try to wake up. It’s still early, not even seven yet, and I suuuuck at mornings.

Case knows this, too, which is why she always cuts me slack for my morning grouchiness. Especially on weekends.

“Thank you,” I tell her when we’re halfway there.

She reaches over and pats my leg, and that’s the last either of us speak until we pull into the parking lot.

Thank god she knows me.

And thank god she puts up with me. I don’t know where I’d be right now if it wasn’t for her.

I probably would have killed myself by now.

Actually…

There’s no probably about it.

* * * *

Buy the Devastation Trilogy today!

Dirge (Devastation Trilogy 1)

Solace (Devastation Trilogy 2)

Release (Devastation Trilogy 3)




















Free Preview: Indiscretion (Inequitable Trilogy 1)




The following is a free preview from Indiscretion (Inequitable Trilogy 1) by Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.




Indiscretion…




He shouldn’t, but he will—again.

Leo Cruz is an experienced former Secret Service agent. Even though he survived a small-plane crash, being the body man for President ShaeLynn Samuels is frequently the most terrifying job he’s ever held.

VP Elliot Woodley is deep in the closet and has his eye on being POTUS in eight years. Trouble is, Leo can’t let Elliot go despite Elliot’s inability to commit to something long-term between them.

In walks young Jordan Walsh, like a lamb among starving lions.

And Leo’s feeling pretty damn hungry.

* * * *

Chapter One

Now — Early September




Sometimes, my morning starts with having to awaken the president of the United States.

Who is not, by any means, a morning person.

Let me say that there are times the small-plane crash I survived when I was in the Secret Service was a far less terrifying experience than having to awaken President ShaeLynn Samuels when she hasn’t had enough sleep and is expecting to sleep in for a couple more hours.

Especially at 4:49 a.m. on a Sunday morning.

Doubly so if I know she’s in bed with her husband and with her chief of staff.

Who—just to be clear—are two different men.

Actually, it’s her chief of staff I really need to awaken first to help me wrangle her. Because we’ll also need him downstairs in the SitRoom.

I made the mistake of coming to work this morning, so staff decided I drew the short straw by default. My timing was perfect—or sucky, depending on how you want to look at it. I’d no sooner arrived than one of the duty officers from the Watch Team scurried up to me and tasked me with this.

Rat bastards.

I mean, yes, wrangling POTUS is literally my job, but still…

That’s why I’m now armed with a tray of coffee and their favorite cheese danishes from the downstairs kitchen. Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to carry a cattle prod in the White House, or I would have one on me now.

I watch the three chickenshit residence staff who just came on duty scatter as I approach the private living room door, that room through which I’ll enter to go knock on their inner bedroom door. I approached from this room rather than one of the other bedroom entrances because I don’t know what state the room—or its inhabitants—are currently in. I want zero risk of household staff seeing or hearing anything they shouldn’t.

I wait until the living room door fully shuts behind me to approach the bedroom door. Balancing the tray on my right hand, I lightly rap on their bedroom door three times with my left, wait, then rap three more times, a little harder. Another brief wait, then three final, hard knocks before I punch in the numeric code on the lock so I can open it.

It’s our prearranged signal. If they’re awake, it gives them time to call out and respond to keep me out, or to at least give them a chance to pull the covers around them.

Except in an emergency, only the kids and I are allowed to knock on their bedroom door before they emerge on their own in the morning.

If they’re not awake already, it means Chris will have likely roused enough by the third series of knocks that he won’t come up off the bed swinging at me before he’s fully awake.

Hey, he’s retired Secret Service. It wouldn’t surprise me if he has a gun stashed in here somewhere. He’s also extremely protective of his two pets.

Especially after Kev almost died two years ago.

They’re sound asleep. Well, Chris lets out a soft groan but doesn’t get up, meaning he awakened enough to recognize it’s me and immediately started falling asleep again.

It’s dark inside their bedroom. After the door swings shut behind me and chokes off the dim light from the living room, I pause just inside the doorway to let my eyes adjust. The heavy blackout curtains on the windows do exactly what they’re supposed to. There’s a nightlight in the bathroom that, after a moment, gives me enough working illumination trickling in from the dressing room hallway that I can step around the clothes and shoes strewn across the floor in a path from the door to the bed without tripping over them.

I carry the tray over to Kev’s side of the bed and set it on the nightstand. Shae ended up in the middle and only the top of her head is visible. They keep the bedroom temperature set to sixty-five at night because they like it comfortably chilly.

It means whoever’s in the middle can snuggle between the bodies on either side of them without getting overheated and kicking the covers off all three of them.

Shoving back the angry grief trying to roil inside my soul at the sight of the three of them comfortably snuggled together, I focus on the here and now.

On my job.

In this way, they’re blissfully happy and lucky. It’s also not their fault my personal life is currently a shitstorm they don’t even know about. Well, maybe Chris has an inkling, but he’s been pretty busy the past couple of weeks, so he might not know.

Kev’s lying on his right side, his back to Shae, and still lightly snoring. I head across the large room to one of the walk-in closets, pull the door mostly shut, and close my eyes as I turn my face away while I reach inside the doorway to find the light switch.

That’s not as insanely obnoxious as turning on the dressing room hall light, or one of the lamps on the nightstands. Or opening the curtains. Besides, I don’t want any of the more astute members of the press seeing a light appear in the president’s bedroom this early on a morning she’s supposed to have nothing on her schedule except her PDB in a couple of hours, followed by family time with her husband and children.

And with her chief of staff, who’s also unofficially one of her husbands. The public doesn’t know that, obviously. They only know Kev is her chief of staff and a close friend the First Family considers part of their family, and that he lives here with them in the residence. Public opinion is greatly in favor of that, considering all Kev’s been through and survived.

Might not be such a favorable opinion if the public learns he shares a bed with the First Couple, though.

Crossing the room again, I catch sight of Chris’ eyes barely cracked open as he stares at me. He lets out a soft warning grumble.

“Sorry, boss,” I whisper, knowing he can probably hear me and, if he can’t, he can read my lips, even in that light. “NatSec.”

Another soft grumble before his eyes close again.

I round the bed and lay my right hand on Kev’s shoulder, my left retrieving his glasses from the nightstand, ready to pass them to him.

If it was Shae lying there, I would gently shake her.

I never shake Kev.

We’ve discovered he has PTSD from the shooting, even though he hasn’t sought help for that. Chris warned me about it two months after the shooting.

Instead, I gently squeeze his shoulder while rubbing with my thumb. “Prophet,” I softly say. “Watch Team needs you and Portia downstairs in the SitRoom.”

His eyes pop open and he’s already holding out his hand for his glasses as he sits up, now wide awake. He’s naked, I’m pretty sure. The covers puddle around his waist, exposing the scars along his abdomen from the shooting and resulting surgery that saved his life.

This sudden awareness of his despite how heavily he sleeps always amazes me. It’s rare that a civvie who’s never had military or first responder training can awaken this quickly. His years as a journalist prepped him for certain situations the way Chris’ years in the Secret Service prepared him. Mine, too.

“What happened?” Kev asks as he seats his glasses on his face.

“The Stupid Leader played target practice with a Global Hawk drone. Brass needs to brief her. NSA’s inbound now.”

Stupid Leader is our private nickname for the current little fucker running North Korea. He’s been a massive pain in Shae’s ass to the point the public should be glad Kev is Shae’s chief of staff. He alone has kept her from declaring war on the little fucker.

And the little fucker is also another commonly used private nickname of ours for the guy.

I put the mug of coffee I’ve already prepared the way Kev likes in his hand.

“Fuck. There goes our Sunday.” Kev takes a sip and turns while I reach for Shae’s mug. “Wakey-wakey, sweetheart. Duty calls.” He tugs the comforter down from her face, to her shoulders.

“Nooo,” she groans, trying to pull the comforter back up.

I see Chris’ arm move under the comforter and then Shae lets out a pained yip as she jumps.

“Ow! Motherfucker!” She shoots a glare at him over her shoulder.

His eyes are closed but the corners of his mouth have quirked in an evil smile. “Keep talking, sweetheart,” he rumbles. “I’ll gladly add more cane strokes to tonight’s total that you’ll owe me.”

“Goddammit.” She finally sits up, holding the sheet around her as she reaches for the mug of coffee. “This is so goddamned unfair,” she mutters. “It’s fucking Sunday.”

Now that both of them are sitting up and talking, I step away from the bed. “I’ll wait out there.”

“Thanks, Leo,” Kev says. “Give us ten. Please let them know we’re on the way.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

I’m turning to leave when Kev switches on his nightstand lamp, bringing another groan of protest from Shae. I let myself out and use the phone in the private living room to tell the SitRoom that Portia and Prophet will be downstairs shortly. Then I head to the private kitchen to refill my travel mug with coffee, which I left in there when I prepared theirs.

The bedroom door opens eight minutes later. Kev and Shae emerge looking wide awake. They’re both dressed in jeans. She’s wearing a collared, short-sleeved knit shirt with the presidential seal emblazoned on the left chest. Kev’s wearing a button-down and a tie.

“Good morning, Madam President, Mr. Markos.”

“Good morning, Leo,” she says, our daily charade beginning.

I fall into step with them as we head for the stairs, Secret Service falling in behind us, and I give Shae and Kev what little info I have.

Had I not been here, it would have been a phone call from the Watch Team in the SitRoom, or a knock on the outer bedroom door from a very reluctant Secret Service agent, that awakened them.

Such is my job as body man to the president of the United States—what basically occupies my entire fucking life now.

It’s okay.

It’s not like I had anything else productive going on today.

The whole reason I’m here right now when I had the day off is because lying in my fucking bed, alone, sucks balls.

And lying there wide awake, staring at the ceiling while hating myself and wondering how the hell I managed to end up here in the first place, is starting to etch deep and destructive grooves into my soul, even though it’s only been two weeks since I lost Jordan.

* * * *

Other than the National Security Advisor being rolled out of bed by his staff, no one outside of NatSec, the military, or Intel has been summoned. It’s only a matter of time before the news leaks and we’ll have press crawling up our asscracks.

We’re almost to the West Wing when Kev glances back at me. “Anyone call Plumber yet? I want him here for this. He needs to be read in.”

“No, sir. Not that I’m aware of.” Outside the residence I always use protocols, even if we’re alone and they tell me we can drop them. They might all be my friends, but old habits die hard and I refuse to get sloppy.

Kev stops walking, meaning I almost plow into him. He arches an eyebrow at me. “You should go wake him up.”

I grumble but, since Kev doesn’t know what happened, I don’t argue with him. Not the time for my private life to be up for discussion. “I’ll go wake up Plumber, sir.”

Kev smirks. “Good man.”

I pivot on my heel while they continue with Secret Service agents shadowing them. I take out my work phone and call ahead to Elliot’s detail to warn them I’m inbound to retrieve him.

They won’t wake him, though. Lucky me, I get that chore.

There was a time when I lived for it.

This morning, however, it leaves me feeling sad and borderline resentful.

Scratch that.

It leaves me feeling completely resentful.

It’s only two-and-a-half miles by car. At this time of morning on a Sunday, with a motorcycle escort and running lights, we arrive in just under seven minutes.

That’s barely enough time for me to try to draw my emotions tight within me and lock them down. We’ve spent maybe fifteen minutes together, total, over the past two weeks.

Part of that’s my fault.

A large part of that.

Okay, it’s totally my fault. Happy?

Earlier in the week I offered to go over to his residence today to “hang out” with him, but Elliot never gave me a clear answer one way or the other.

Normally, that’s the opening for me to decide for him after playing twenty questions with him, which is usually what he wants me to do. It’s part of the dance that’s made up the bulk of our relationship dynamic throughout the years, even from the beginning.

Right now, I don’t have the emotional strength to engage in that charade with him.

Once there, I let myself in with my key as the agent standing watch on the front porch silently nods in greeting. I worked with the guy on The Shift before my life shifted. Once upon a time, that likely could’ve been me standing there today. In the past, it has been me.

Vice President Elliot Gerald Woodley never has household staff inside during nights or on the weekends while he’s home, unless he has to host a dignitary, or head of state, or is holding some sort of event, or performing a photo op. So there’s no one inside to see me lock the front door behind me before I reset the alarm and head upstairs and down the hall to the master bedroom. The door’s closed but I know he’s asleep and alone.

I open it. Without preamble, I switch on the overhead light and head for his closet. “Get up. Now. Portia and Prophet need you in the SitRoom.” Today’s situation doesn’t warrant me awaking him so rudely, but…

Yeah. This is what he gets.

He rolls over and groans while I rummage through his closet and put together a suitable outfit for him to wear. He’s already sitting on the edge of the bed by the time I emerge with his clothes—suit, boxers, undershirt, socks, shoes, tie, and belt.

I drop everything but the socks and shoes on the same side of the bed where he’s now sitting, the one closest to the bathroom, and I put the socks and shoes on the floor at the end of the bed, next to the bench where he’ll sit to don them. I find his flag pin on the jacket he wore yesterday and transfer it to the lapel of the one he’ll wear today.

Then I throw him a bone. “Do you need my help with Duck?” I don’t bother looking to see where he left his walker. He’s a big boy. If he falls and busts his ass, it’s his fault.

He shakes his head, not looking at me as he runs a hand through his disheveled light brown hair. There are a few touches of silver starting to lighten his temples. He’s even more handsome for it now than when I first met him a dozen years ago. I want to run my hands through his hair and massage his scalp, watch his eyes drop closed the way they always do…

And Jordan’s face floats into my mind.

Guilt rolls through me and I stomp it into oblivion. I can’t afford for emotions to distract me right now.

“I’ll get your coffee ready. You have ten minutes. Yell if you need my help getting down the stairs.” I turn and leave the bedroom door standing open behind me.

I could’ve been here with him this morning, taking the phone call that otherwise would have roused him, and doing all of this a lot more gently than I just did, except that’s not the way the world works.

Not anymore.

One of my greatest hopes used to be that Elliot would ditch his fear and choose me over a hopeless quest to earn his old man’s respect.

Now?

My greatest hope is that I can somehow wrangle into submission the flaming garbage pile where my love and kindness used to reside before I end up destroying what little good remains in my life and shredding Elliot’s soul—or future presidency—in the process.

* * * *

I’m standing by the front door with Elliot’s full travel mug in my hand when he slowly limps downstairs nine and a half minutes later. His hair’s damp, and it looks like he shaved. He hasn’t tied his tie yet, though. It’s draped around his neck, his collar button still unfastened. He’s wearing his glasses. That he didn’t bother putting in his contacts tells me he’s not at his best right now.

I didn’t exactly help him in that department, either.

From the way he’s holding the bannister as he gingerly makes his way down the stairs I know he’s in pain but I can’t let that slow us down. I hand him his travel mug, button his collar, and quickly knot his tie for him without a word. Then I turn for the front door, knowing he’ll fall in behind me.

The car and Secret Service detail are waiting. Opening the front door for him, I step aside and let him go first before I set the alarm and lock the door behind him. Then I follow him. Once in the car, I proceed to scan my morning e-mail on my work phone as we get underway. We’re halfway to Dupont Circle before he speaks.

“What happened?”

I choose to assume he means why I’ve just rolled him out of bed this way. “The little fucker.”

With my peripheral vision, I watch as he nods and then turns his head to stare out his window.

We can’t keep doing this.

I can’t keep doing this.

Unfortunately, I love the dumbass and I know he loves me.

I take a deep breath, hold it, and slowly blow it out again.

I don’t look at him, choosing to watch him out of the corner of my eye. “Pet,” I breathe, barely a whisper despite being alone back here with him.

From the way his shoulders tighten I know he heard me.

He nods slightly, slowly, deliberately.

With my focus on my phone in my right hand, I shift position, allowing me to plant my left hand between us on the seat, next to his. My pinky finger reaches out and hooks his, stroking once before I draw away.

He takes a deep breath, holds it, lets it out, and looks forward for a moment before slowly nodding again.

Jordan’s face flashes into my mind, the tears in his eyes the last time I saw him.

Struggling against the renewed torrent of anger and grief threatening to swamp me, I lift my gaze from my phone and focus on Elliot.

His gorgeous blue gaze briefly flicks my way before darting forward again. Lines crease his handsome face, deeper ones than when we first met some twelve years ago and he was still a freshman congressman and not the vice president of the United States.

He gives me another subtle head bow that’s been one of our silent cues for years.

I tip my head to him in response.

Lifting his travel mug to his lips, he refocuses his gaze outside the window, on the streets and buildings of DC.

Inside, I’m struggling not to scream, to cry.

To grab him, shake him, and beg him to quit fucking keeping me trapped in limbo.

To say fuck it and walk away from the life I’ve tried to build—and rebuild—for myself.

Jordan’s last words to me echo in my brain.

Elliot needs you.

I wonder how long those three words will keep me going and keep me from blowing everything up and saying fuck it?

* * * *
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Free Preview: Sacred (Devout Trilogy 1)




The following is a free preview from Sacred (Devout Trilogy 1) by Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.

Sacred…




In college, I made the mistake of falling in love with Ward, who was deep in the closet and terrified to come out to his conservative, religious family.

He called me Master. Said he loved me. Said he’d be mine forever.

I guess he lied, because he ghosted and didn’t even attend graduation. It broke my heart and f*cked my head.

Eventually, I moved on, married a great guy, and became a US senator.

Guess who just showed up as a freshman senator? And guess who’s my hall-pass f*ck?

Did I say I moved on?

I guess I lied.

Ward can’t run from me now.

* * * *

Chapter One

Now — January 1




I know that by nearly all standards I am a lucky man leading a blessed life. Sitting in church today, listening to our minister give her sermon about blessings, helps me reflect upon that.

Blessings.

My biggest and brightest of blessings currently sits at my right side, his left hand resting on my thigh and my right arm draped around his shoulders.

Glancing down, the gold wedding band on his left ring finger is also proof positive of my blessings.

The ring I put there ten years ago, when I finally yanked my head out of my ass and realized the only person I needed stood right there in front of me, patiently waiting for me to move past my old trauma.

No matter what the ghosts of my past chattered at me at the time, and no matter how my wounded, aching heart scolded me for not moving on sooner.

No matter what my soul still cried out for.

Here this man, after I confessed to him how fucked up I was, still wanted to be mine. Despite his own reservations about the institution of marriage, he willingly accepted the choice to live with me and the phantom shadows in my soul, assuring me he was strong enough to share me with those noisy ghosts.

Which have quieted, finally, thanks in no small part to Daniel’s love and devotion. Although there were countless days I never thought they would stop tormenting me.

One particular ghost, actually.

I shove that thought away and focus on Reverend Ormand’s words. I like this UU church and miss it when we’re in DC and can’t make it home to Massachusetts. We’ve attended it for most of our marriage, although Daniel wasn’t certain about it, at first. He was raised in a liberal Methodist church, and Reverend Ormand frequently blends in bits and pieces from other beliefs, not just Christianity.

Like me, it eventually grew on him, I suppose.

When we’re in DC, we attend an Episcopal church with a very inclusive minister and congregation, although we don’t manage to make it to services every Sunday. Frequently, work interferes, or one or both of us are too tired to make it.

We’re both members of a couple of prayer groups on the Hill, and sometimes making it to one or more of those is all we can cram in on any given week. I don’t like to attend church alone. I did enough of that before I met and married Daniel. Sometimes, it’s better for our personal well-being—and our marriage—to sleep late on a Sunday morning when we can and spend it focused on each other.

I’m reasonably certain God won’t hold it against either of us.

Especially since there are plenty of times Daniel’s on the road on Sundays, traveling to events with his boss, Congressman Marlowe Effings. Unlike senators such as myself, the US House reps are running for re-election every other year. Seems like they spend most of their time in campaign and fundraising mode.

I miss Daniel when he’s not home, but at least we work in the same town and can eat lunch or dinner together on the regular. We’ve made it work all these years and I’m not complaining. He loves his job and thrives in it.

But when he is home?

Then he’s all mine, and my boy gives me his undivided attention.

At least, until work calls him.

More than once, I’ve had to hold his phone up to his ear for him because I literally had him tied up and wasn’t about to untie him and ruin our play, but he needed to deal with an issue in one of the offices.

Daniel’s an old hat at this, though. He’s worked for Effings for years and is now his chief of staff. Started out as a campaign volunteer, which is what he was doing when we first met.

I’m getting ready to begin year three of my second term in the US Senate. And when we return to DC in three days, I won’t need to engage in office musical chairs. I was able to keep my current office, happy to swap my offered new assignment to larger digs with a re-elected former GOP senator from Wyoming, who’s already said this is his last term. He became a persona non grata to the GOP after switching from GOP to Independent when he filed to run for re-election for his fourth term. Due to his popularity, he still handily won re-election.

His margin of victory only rubbed salt in the GOP’s wound. For years, he frequently crossed the aisle and voted with Democrats regarding social issues, which vexed his fellow party members.

In exchange for trading him the larger office, I received his tiny “hideaway” office in the Capitol building. He lost his old office due to construction and has been desperate to find somewhere larger than the tiny space he’d been assigned. None of his former GOP colleagues would make a deal with him. From what I heard, incoming freshmen GOP senators were warned not to trade with him, either.

The incoming GOP freshman who would have gotten my current office is now getting the one the senior senator would’ve been assigned, because fuck you, that’s why.

Didn’t hurt that President-elect ShaeLynn Samuels—former Senator ShaeLynn Samuels—put in a word to let the horse-trade go through.

Hey, I’m always willing to reach across the aisle. Especially if it’ll benefit me or my constituents. Otherwise, it’d be unheard of for a second-term senator, majority party or not, to score one of those little gems. The hideaway office is literally smaller than the walk-in closet in our master bedroom here, but it’s convenient for quick, private meetings.

And quick, private blowjobs.

Believe me, my hubby and I plan on making good use of it for that.

Sometimes, I wonder if I hadn’t survived the pain and loss I endured early on if I’d be able to appreciate what and who I have now.

Daniel.

As if he knows I’m thinking about him, he tips his head against my shoulder. I smile and kiss the top of his head. I wouldn’t be the man I am today if not for his healing love and strength.

Blessings.

Something I’m smart enough to never take for granted again.

* * * *

“Your mind was far away, Master,” Daniel teases later as we leave church and hold hands for the walk to our SUV. We each carry our Bibles in the other. His breath billows and freezes in the cold air. “Did you even hear the sermon?”

Sometimes, he can read me too well.

I squeeze his hand and pull him back, almost behind me, when I spot an oncoming car I think is approaching a little too fast to stop in time for the slushy road conditions. We pause, waiting for it to pass or stop before crossing the street to where I parked our SUV.

“I was listening. She had me thinking, though.”

“Did she, now?”

“Yes.” The car nosedives as the driver brakes hard and comes to a stop, then waves us and a few others waiting to cross to go ahead. Only then do I step forward and lead the way across the street. I take no risks with Daniel’s safety, as corny as that might sound. Yes, he’s a grown-ass man of thirty-eight, but this is one of the few ways I can show my love for him.

“Thinking about what?” he asks.

We round the Mercedes SUV’s front and I click the button on the key fob to unlock the doors. I open his door for him and hold it while he climbs in. Then I wait until I’m satisfied he’s safely tucked in to close it and walk around so I can slide behind the wheel. The Mercedes is comfortable for my six-five frame. I get cranky trying to cram myself into a small car.

Daniel prefers his tiny Honda. He won’t let me upgrade him into something better and it’s one of the few things I won’t overrule him on.

Yet.

It was the first new-new car he’d ever purchased. When we were dating and things grew serious between us, and we were negotiating limits and protocols, he made it a hard limit. I promised him then I’d never make him sell it.

I try to be a man of my word. Doesn’t mean I haven’t taken him window shopping at car dealerships every chance I get. It’s over twelve years old now. It’s in good shape, though, because he takes excellent care of it, and it’s got low miles.

Still haven’t tempted him into a larger, safer car.

If we’re going somewhere together, we take my Mercedes regardless of who’s driving, because I don’t like having my knees jammed into my chin. That’s what it feels like, to me anyway, when riding in his car.

When we’re in DC, we take cabs or ride-share services or walk. Having a car in DC is impractical for us. Rarely, when we actually need a car, we rent one, or drive the Mercedes down instead of taking the train.

I adjust the heat with his question still lingering in my mind, but he’s my good boy and knows I heard him. He doesn’t have to repeat himself.

He patiently waits me out.

“I was thinking about blessings,” I say, meeting his gaze. “About how you’re my greatest blessing.”

He blushes, an adorable reaction I don’t get to see enough of because he’s damned hard to rattle. He reaches over and squeezes my wrist. “You’re my greatest blessing, too, Master.”

I lean in and kiss him but quickly disengage when my cock thickens in my slacks.

A decade married or not, it’d be bad form for a US senator to get caught fucking his husband in their car just outside their church.

* * * *

Our ride home is companionably quiet. We hold hands as I drive, accompanied by only the sound of the radio playing a jazz station. One of the many things I love so much about Daniel is there’s no need to fill silences with him. I don’t nervously chatter, I don’t feel anxious. His peaceful energy flows through me and settles my soul.

I revel in the quiet and soak in his calm. As if just being in his presence helps soothe me and dampens the noisy chatter in my brain. No matter how crazy the world around him, Daniel is always safely within the center of the storm, the calm and peaceful eye of the hurricane.

The anchor that prevents everyone else from breaking loose from their moorings, going adrift, and crashing into the rocky shoals.

Especially me. I didn’t realize how emotionally untethered I was until he reached out and pulled me to safety.

My soul has healed in infinite ways I never dreamed possible with his love. Just because I’m his Master doesn’t mean he doesn’t own me, too.

At home, I park in the garage and my good boy waits for me to get out and walk around to open his door. It’s a protocol I insisted on from day one, and it’s one I treasure because I don’t get to do it enough with him.

Catching his hand as he steps out, we pause, staring into each other’s eyes. My heart makes that clichéd little skip all the romance books and Hallmark movies are so fond of.

But it’s true.

He’s only the second person in my life to make that happen. It’s a miracle I can even feel it after what I endured.

I count it as another blessing.

His lips part as I lean in, but I only nuzzle my nose against his. “Don’t strip,” I whisper.

He smiles. “Yes, Master.”

Instead, I lift his hand to my lips and kiss it, then send him inside with a hard swat to his ass.

He knows what I want and wastes no time hurrying on ahead.

When I follow, after hanging up my coat next to his in the hall, I find him exactly where and how I want him—upstairs and kneeling on the floor of our bedroom, fully dressed, forehead against the tops of his hands, which are flat on the floor in front of him.

Ass toward the bedroom door.

I can see him naked any night we’re in bed together. But there’s something about the sight of him in a suit that fills me with a lustful pride of ownership I cannot fully explain.

Unless you want to boil it down to something as simple as a suit fetish.

Maybe that’s it.

Or, maybe it’s the memory of two guys standing in an upscale men’s clothing shop, while the one watches with barely constrained lust in his eyes as the other gets fitted for his very first custom-tailored suit.

I shove those memories away. Today’s not the day to let the ghost have its way with me.

Unfastening and removing my cufflinks as I walk around Daniel, I suck in a sharp breath at how his suit jacket bunches up in that familiar way, how his shirt cuffs peek out past the sleeves.

How the cufflinks I gave him for Christmas and fastened on him this morning twinkle in the dim light.

Another subtle day collar for him to wear every day.

I remember the first suits I bought for him—

I have to shove that memory away, too, for now, because it’s too close to the ghost who’s tapping at my soul and demanding attention.

I’ve been good lately. At least a year since I’ve written an e-mail I won’t send, and at least two years since I Googled my ghost, or scanned social media to see if he got divorced.

Or had kids.

Despite my years of intense emotional and psychological work, there’s still a lot of old and painful baggage left to unpack. Maybe, one day, I’ll do that.

Today is not that day.

Today is the day I focus on my husband and love him, because we’ll return to DC in three days and life will get crazy.

We will once again have a Democrat in the White House when President-elect ShaeLynn Samuels is inaugurated later this month. I’ve worked closely with her in the Senate over the past several years. While I’ll miss her there, she’s definitely the best choice for president. I’m hopeful her VP, Congressman Elliot Woodley, will go on to run for the office, too, after Shae’s two terms end.

Sixteen continual years of Democrat control of the Oval Office—if we can hold on to the Senate and House—will help us rebuild so many critical policies, infrastructure systems, and social safety nets our country desperately needs.

I reach over and drop my cufflinks on the dresser before I start to slide my jacket off. From the quickening of the rise and fall of Daniel’s chest, I know he’s listening to every sound.

His hearing is spooky-good.

I use that to my advantage.

I know he’s listening to the rustle of fabric, the way the air shifts and moves and makes every sound change. Draping my jacket over the nearby chair, I slowly roll my cuffs up to my elbows as I watch him.

This dance we do never gets old. In this moment, my cock’s as hard as it was ten years ago on our wedding night. The only difference now is that sometimes my forty-six-year-old body doesn’t want to fully cooperate—especially if we try for more than once—whereas in our early days we fucked several times a day like horny teenagers.

Sometimes, we still do, if the stars align.

I leave my tie on, my collar buttoned. He prefers that, and I can’t resist giving my boy every- and anything he desires. Call me old-fashioned, but I like spoiling him and keeping him happy.

Doesn’t mean I won’t redden his ass when I want to, or when he feels he’s failed me and he needs it.

What he considers failures rarely cross my radar as infractions, but just as it’s in my nature to need to dominate and subdue him, it’s in his nature to atone and submit.

Everyone’s a winner.

I stand directly in front of him, the tips of my loafers barely touching his hands, and gently nudge.

Faster than I can follow the movement, he cups his hands around the backs of my ankles and kisses the tops of my shoes. From there, he slips off my left shoe and sock, then the right, sets them aside, and scoots forward a little so he can press his forehead against the tops of my feet, his hands once again cupping my ankles.

We both deeply inhale, hold it, and slowly breathe out. This little ritual developed accidentally and organically and is one we both love. It helps connect and center us, grounding us to each other and the moment, shutting out all other intrusive thoughts and distractions.

Well, mostly. Sometimes, my mind can’t help reaching for old memories.

Which I then viciously squash to preserve my sanity and peace of mind.

In my briefs, my cock’s aching and probably already leaving a wet spot. My boy does that to me, even this many years later.

Only one other man has ever had this effect on me. Even though Daniel told me in all seriousness that my ghost can be my hall-pass fuck, I could never imagine being with anyone else now.

Besides, how do you even try to fuck a ghost? Especially when you have a beautiful, perfect man such as this bowing at your feet?

* * * *
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The following is a preview from Poly by Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.

Description




(Contemporary poly romance, mmf, HEA.)




I love my husband…and his boyfriend.




And he loves us. Love isn’t always neat and tidy.




Unfortunately, there are those who don’t understand. When we finally decide to be a family together, it means we have to fight to keep what we love before others rip us apart.

* * * *

Chapter One

Zoey




Friday Afternoon




I pinch the bridge of my nose as I struggle against what’s sure to quickly escalate into a screaming migraine. The middle of the check-out line at Publix, with my overflowing cart only half unloaded, on a Friday afternoon, and with three people backed up behind me, is not the best of times or places to have a “conversation” with my ex-husband.

Why did I even answer the damn phone? You’d think I’d know better.

“Bill, will you please calm down. What’s going on?”

Hell, the butchers cutting meat in the back of the fricking store can probably hear him screaming over the phone and understand him a damn sight better than I can.

“I’ve had it, Zoey. I’m done. You can fucking have him. He’s not my son. I want him out of my fucking house!”

Oookay, so Lucas the pod-teenager and his father have had yet another fight. “Bill, please, would you—”

He hangs up on me.

Must. Not. Throw. Phone.

Nolan will give me a ration of shit if I break another phone. He’s getting tired of setting them up for me. This is my fourth one in as many months. Although, to be fair, the last two destructions weren’t my fault.

One ended up in a toilet when it fell out of the back pocket of my jeans—fucking designers and their shallow pockets in women’s pants, anyway—and the other ended up in the laundry when Arlo helpfully decided to wash my jacket for me after my best friend’s cat yakked on it, and Ar didn’t check my pockets first.

I thumb the power button to shut my phone off, bury the offending device in the bottom of my black-hole purse, and start throwing the rest of my groceries onto the conveyor belt without giving a crap what I put where.

Usually, I group everything carefully based on what it is, to make the bagger’s job easier. Frozen items together, cold items, produce, et cetera.

Not today. Nope. You get frozen peas and tampons and canned tuna alll mixed together.

Bad enough it looks like my weekend might be ruined by a migraine. I damn sure don’t want to hear about the latest teenage-angst-fueled war between my sixteen-year-old son and his father.

Lucas wanted to live there. He got his wish.

That still stings, even two years later. Arlo and Nolan have tried to get me to talk about it, but I prefer burying it under a pile of other shit I don’t want to think about until I can process it without crying.

Which at this point is looking like half-past never.

My ex is a douchebag, to be sure. He’s finally managed to hang on to a job longer than a couple of years without pissing people off and getting himself fired. He’s the head of maintenance at an office building in downtown Sarasota, and sometimes he has to work weekends or nights if there are repairs going on, or maintenance jobs that have to take place when most of the tenants are closed.

When I arrive home, before I even unload the first grocery bag, I go inside and swallow three Excedrin Migraine tablets with a glass of water. I won’t get much sleep with the caffeine in them.

That’s something I finally feel like smiling about. Because I hadn’t planned on getting much sleep this weekend, anyway.

It takes me twenty minutes to unload the groceries from the trunk of my car, as well as my laptop and other stuff. By the time Arlo arrives home ten minutes later, I almost have everything put away. He walks into the kitchen, sets his lunch cooler on the counter, and kisses me.

Then he frowns. “What’s wrong?”

“What?”

He circles his finger in the air, indicating my face. “You’re wearing that pinched expression.” He holds up the bottle of Excedrin and shakes it. “And these on the counter.”

I sigh. “Bill’s on the warpath.”

“Oh, fuck me. What the hell did that asshole say to you this time?”

I love Arlo’s protective streak. Normally, he’s a gentle man. The only thing that ever enrages him is Bill Motherfucking Webb.

“Calm down,” I say. “Apparently, he and Lucas had a fight. I made the mistake of answering my phone in the grocery store. Then he hung up on me before I found out anything.”

He holds out his hand. “Hand it over. I’ll babysit your phone this weekend. I will not have our first full weekend together in a freaking month ruined by that nutsac full of flaming garbage.”

“Have at it.” I point at my purse, which I’d dumped on the couch with my laptop bag and other stuff from work. “It’s in there. I shut it off. Be my guest.”

From the fridge I grab a package of defrosted chicken breasts that have been marinating all day and dump them into the electric skillet. I empty a bag of frozen veggies and some spices on top of it, turn it on medium, and put the lid on it. Tonight, I’m cooking Nolan’s favorite. God knows as complicated as this thing is between the three of us, at least he’s dang easy to cook for. Tomorrow night, Arlo will fire up the grill and cook us steaks.

Between a project at work and caring for his six-year-old daughter, Katie, Nolan hasn’t been able to come over alone for a visit in almost two weeks. When I hear Arlo step into the shower, I smile despite the headache still threatening to set in.

Just a few minutes.

I hurry to our master bathroom, quickly strip, and step inside the shower with Arlo.

He smiles and kisses me. “Feeling a little better, hon?”

I drape my arms around his neck. “I’m sure I’ll be feeling real good by the time I finally go to sleep tonight.”

He laughs. “I think we both will.”

I study his blue eyes, the flecks of granite in them. Nolan’s are brown with streaks of amber and honey. Arlo’s hair is a lighter shade of brown than Nolan’s, nearly dark blond. Despite the men being friends and unrelated, and that I don’t think they really look that much alike, people often mistake them for brothers because of how they act with each other in public. They’re both six-three, trim, and sexy, although Nolan’s a little beefier than Arlo.

“I still say buying an RV’s a good idea,” I tell him. “It’d be fun. We’d be able to get away, go wherever we want.” I grind my hips against his. “Just think, we could skinny dip in some backwoods lake.”

“So you could watch us shrivel up? Or we could get eaten by alligators? No, thank you.” He nips my neck, and for a few minutes we’re both distracted. “I was thinking about something else,” he says a moment later.

From his tone, this feels big. I pull my head back to look him in the eyes. “Thinking about what?”

He shrugs and steps under the spray to wet his hair. “Nolan and I got together and crunched some numbers this week.”

A flash of something not quite hitting the jealousy mark washes through me. I don’t mind that they got together.

I mind that I didn’t get to see Nolan, too.

This is the first I’m hearing about it from either man. “When? You didn’t tell me you guys talked.”

Okay, yes, I feel a little miffed that not only did I not get to see Nolan, neither man told me about their meeting before now. Yeah, I get to talk to Nolan every day on the phone, and we Facetime and text—we both text with him—but it’s not the same.

“He had a little free time at lunch Wednesday, so we went out and grabbed burgers. It was a last-minute thing. No, we didn’t get to cuddle or blow each other.” He arches an eyebrow at me. “You want to hear about it, or not?”

I still sulk a little. “Yeah.”

He grabs the shampoo. “We’ve got those fifteen acres in Nokomis my parents left me. We could sell this place and build a house there. With our income, and with what Nolan would save on rent and utilities and stuff, and with him paying part of the bills, we could easily do it.”

I think my heart might actually stop as the full implication hits me. All sulkiness rapidly drains away as I process his words. “You mean it?” I softly ask.

I’ve never dared to hope for more than we have. Which is stolen moments of time, and a weekend here and there, like this weekend.

“Yeah. Nolan talked to his attorney on Monday. We could set up a trust and make all three of us owners of it, or members, or whatever the term is. Partners. So we’re all protected.”

“But what about Katie? And what about when Lucas comes to visit?”

Arlo smiles. “Split floor plan. Extra rooms. Two bedrooms on one side of the house, the kids’ bedrooms on the other. When kids are in residence, they’ll never know any different. Besides, Nolan’s attorney said there’s nothing in Nolan’s divorce agreement that mandates where he has to live, as long as it’s local. They both have to stay in Katie’s school district, or close enough to it that they can take her every day. It’d be only ten minutes from Katie’s school, and it’s closer to Nolan’s job. Jerilyn knows he and I have been friends since high school. It makes sense in this economy. If Nolan needs it, we file an affidavit or something that says he signed a lease, or that he pays rent or…whatever.”

“What about the housing market? It sucks right now.”

“We only paid seventy-two for this house, and now it’s worth over two hundred and fifty grand, even after the bubble popped. We can easily price it to sell below market value to move it fast and still make a nice profit. It’s doable, Zo.”

It feels like I can’t breathe. “Really?” I whisper.

He smiles and pulls me into his arms again. “Really.”

“You’re okay with this?”

He laughs. “It’s my idea, isn’t it?” His expression turns serious. “I hate this as much as you do. So does he. Lucas will be going off to college in a couple of years, not that he’s here much, anyway. When Katie’s old enough to understand and make up her mind about life, if Nolan thinks it’s okay, he can tell her the truth and Jerilyn won’t be able to poison her against him.” He caresses my cheek with his thumb. “We can really do this.”

I hug him, unable to stop my tears. Good tears, for once. “Okay. If you guys think we can make it work.”

“Oh, we can make it work, all right.” He kisses me again, a sneaky smile creasing his handsome face. “You might get sick of the two of us.”

I grin. “Never. I love both of you.”

* * * *

Once I’m out of the shower, I quickly dry off and pull on one of Nolan’s T-shirts from his drawer. It hangs almost to my knees on my five-five frame. Briefly, the thought of putting on a pair of panties crosses my mind, before I nix that.

They won’t stay on long, anyway, if Nolan gets his way.

Nolan nearly always gets his way.

With both of us.

Arlo’s news has gone a long way to helping me feel better despite my headache and the call from Bill.

I grab my bathrobe to fight the slight chill I feel from the AC and head to the kitchen to check on dinner. After giving it a stir and flipping the chicken breasts over, I turn the electric skillet to low and start a pot of water boiling for the pasta. Nolan will arrive soon.

That’s when a commotion in the front yard catches my ear. At first, I think it’s from one of the neighboring houses. Then Arlo walks out, wearing a pair of shorts and nothing else, and opens the front door.

“What the actual fuck?”

It’s his stunned tone more than his words that gets me moving. Belting my robe closed, I join Arlo at the front door. After I get a good look at what’s going on, I push past him and race outside and down our front walk.

“Bill? What the hell are you doing?”

My ex-husband has backed his pick-up truck into our driveway.

Well, correction, half in our driveway, missing the back bumper of my car by maybe five inches, and half in our fricking yard.

He’s busy throwing garbage bags full of stuff out of the bed while Lucas tries to catch them and pleads with him to stop.

Bill finally spots me. His face is red and contorted with a rage I know all too damn well. I hate that, even this many years later, I still feel a momentary urge to cower.

He jabs a finger at me. “You wanted him? You’ve got him. I’m done. Never should have had him living with me, anyway. If I’d known what kind of a sick freak he is, I would’ve disowned him as a damned baby.”

Bill tosses the last bag at Lucas before jumping out of the truck bed. “Mary will be home tomorrow morning,” he says to me. “I’ll be at work. If the rest of his shit isn’t out of my house by the time I get home at two, I’m burning it!”

He gets into his truck and guns the engine. When he floors it pulling out, his tires chew our grass and kick up a rooster-tail of dirt, leaving a black skid mark on the pavement.

Lucas stands there, trembling and surrounded by at least a dozen over-stuffed bags. Arlo’s standing next to me now, and he stares at me like he’s trying to get confirmation that just happened.

Good, so it’s not just me, then.

Finally, breaking shock’s hold on my body, I walk over to Lucas and put my arms around him.

For the first time in a long time, he doesn’t pull away after a second.

He even hugs me back as he starts crying.

My emotional pain from the last two years evaporates. “Oh, sweetie. What happened?”

He shakes his head and sobs, holding me tighter. I glance over his shoulder at Arlo, who stands there now looking enraged and ready to kill. He loves Lucas. But after the last time my son threw us under the bus, Arlo swore he was done trying to protect him from Bill. Unless, of course, Bill started getting physically violent with Lucas.

I can’t blame Arlo, either. I wasn’t the only one hurt when that happened, although Arlo is a master at being my rock and anchor and hiding his pain from me.

He’s had a lot of experience hiding pain over the years, but I usually can see through him.

“I’ll move his stuff inside,” Arlo says. “You get him into the house. Find out what happened.”

Despite already being four inches taller than me, Lucas leans on me as I guide him inside. He’s near hysterics and too upset to talk as I settle him on the sofa, where he curls up on his side, his head in my lap, like he used to when he was little.

My heart breaks for him. “What happened, sweetie?”

He shakes his head.

“Drugs?”

He shakes his head even harder. No, my son isn’t stupid, that much is certain. “Bad grades?” I ask.

He snorts. “No,” he softly says.

Well, maybe he’s still in the AP program, then.

“Do I have to play twenty questions with you on this?” I ask a couple of minutes later.

He rolls over and buries his face against my stomach. “Mommy, can I please move back home?” he whispers.

Hell. He hasn’t called me that in years. If I have a secret weak spot, it’s that.

I stroke his hair while not daring to hope this time. Last time, my heart was shattered when he played us to get into his father’s good graces.

Not the first time he’d manipulated us like that, either. Although that had been the worst time. Arlo’s right that, unfortunately, I can’t trust my son not to break my heart again.

But he’s still my son. Unless he’s done something he needs to be in jail for, I’ll never turn him away.

“Of course you can live here, sweetheart. I’d like to know what happened, though.”

He sniffles. “Can I go use the bathroom first?”

“Sure.”

He gets up and disappears down the hall. Arlo walks through with another load. He realizes Lucas is gone and gives me an arched eyebrow. I shrug in return.

“How many more bags?” I ask.

“Three.”

I walk outside to grab a bag, my head spinning. I know Lucas will eventually talk, when he’s ready.

At least, I hope he will.

Did he finally stand up to his father and call him out for his asshat behavior?

Maybe he finally caught Bill cheating on Mary. Wouldn’t be a shocker there, considering the man never stayed faithful to me during our marriage.

Then again, none of those would explain Bill’s cryptic comment about Lucas being a “freak.”

Arlo walks outside as I make it to the front door. “The pot of water’s boiling,” he tells me.

Shoot. “Oh, thanks.” I leave the bag of what feels like clothes inside by the entrance to the hallway and go dump the linguini into the pot.

Meanwhile, I stand there in the kitchen, eyes closed, and curse Bill. He couldn’t have waited until Monday to throw this little temper tantrum, I suppose.

Our first damn weekend together in a month, and the first overnight we can have in weeks, and Bill has to pitch a fit and cock-block us.

Figures.

Worse, whatever this is impacts Lucas, and that makes me want to go kick Bill’s ass myself.

I hear the front door open and close again as I stir the noodles. Then, a pair of arms encircles my waist and a man kisses the back of my neck.

“Helloooo, sexy.”

I jump. “Crap!” I turn and spot Nolan’s frown.

“Not exactly the greeting I was expecting, babe.”

“I’m sorry!” I gently push him back and whisper, “Lucas is here.”

“What!” I shush him and he drops his voice. “What happened?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. Bill just dropped him off a few minutes ago, tossed bags of his things into the front yard, and screamed that he’s burning Lucas’ stuff if we don’t get the rest of it out of his house by tomorrow morning.”

Nolan looks ready to kill. “Bill Motherfucking Webb strikes again.” Then his expression turns sad. “No nakey Twister this weekend, huh?” A playful smile creases his handsome features. He can always make me and Arlo smile.

“I’m sorry.”

Arlo rounds the corner and walks into the kitchen. “She tell you?” he softly asks.

Nolan’s expression immediately turns angry again. “Yeah. You want to hold Bill down, or do I finally get the honors?”

Arlo laughs and gives him a long, strong hug before they kiss hello. “I think we’ll have to flip a coin,” Arlo says.

They break apart when we hear the bathroom door open down the hall.

“You want me to go?” Nolan asks.

I shake my head. “No! Absolutely not. We need you here more than ever tonight.”

“What about—”

“Dump your stuff in the guest room,” Arlo says. “Say they’re spraying your apartment for bugs.”

“I’d like to spray Bill with pesticide. From the inside out.”

Both men look ready to laugh when Lucas enters the kitchen. The men quickly school their expressions.

Lucas notices Nolan. “Hey. Didn’t know you were here.”

“Just arrived.” He clears his throat and glances at me. “They’re spraying my apartment this weekend. Zoey and Arlo offered to let me hang here with them.”

“Cool.” Lucas leans against the counter and looks at the floor. He always has liked Nolan. He’s known Nolan as long as he’s known Lucas. Like a bonus dad to him, in many ways.

I turn up the heat on the skillet, on the chicken and veggies, to finish them off. At least we’ll have enough for dinner for all of us.

“You ready to talk?” I ask my son.

Lucas takes a long time to build up the courage. I read it in his face, the way his jaw tenses and works. It surprises me when he looks at Nolan to deliver his announcement. “Dad can’t accept who I am.”

My eyebrows arch. “Honey, would you care to be a little more specific?”

The things Bill Webb cannot accept about other people covers a large enough swath of land it could be turned into a national park.

His voice drops as his gaze lowers. “He walked in on me with someone this afternoon. Mary was still at work, and he came home from work early. I didn’t think he was going to be home until eight tonight.”

He scratches at his right eyebrow, where a stainless ring pierces it. He got it a few months ago. I’m not happy about that, but I’ll never say anything about it, either. It’s not a battle worth fighting right now.

“Your dad threw you out because he caught you with a girl?” I ask.

Now I’m really confused. I could understand Bill possibly reading him the riot act out of parental responsibility. Especially if the girl is younger than Lucas. Even Bill isn’t that out of touch with common sense. Although, to be honest, I’d expect Bill to be an ass, probably grin and give him an attaboy.

But to throw our son out and disown him?

Especially when the sonofabitch can’t keep his own goddamned pants zipped?

Really?

Lucas takes a deep breath. He speaks so softly I almost don’t hear his next words. “He didn’t catch me with a girl.”

Arlo, Nolan, and I all exchange a glance with each other. Lucas looks up, first to Arlo, then Nolan, then me. “He caught me with Caine.”

I blink, stunned into silence. I need a moment to figure out the best thing to say in response.

Laughing isn’t an option, even though I honestly feel like it. Lucas is upset and would mistake the reason behind it and not understand it is relief.

“Let me get this straight,” I carefully start. “Your dad threw you out…because he found out you’re gay?”

He nods as tears well in his eyes.

I step forward and pull him into my arms as he starts sobbing. Both men instinctively step in, enveloping us in their embrace.

“It’s okay, baby,” I whisper. “We love you. It’s okay. You’re safe. You’re finally home, where you belong, and we love you.”

I close my eyes and fight my own tears as he sobs in my arms. Of all the bombshells Lucas could have dropped on us, being gay isn’t even in the same ballpark of what I consider “bad” news.

Does it make me a shitty, petty person that inside I’m silently doing a touchdown dance? Because it likely means Bill will never again take my son from me.

I know it makes me petty to wish I’d known this years ago, so I could’ve used it then to get Bill to disown Lucas.

I’ll own that pettiness, except you need to understand how much heartache this boy has brought to me and Arlo because of his father manipulating him.

Yet I still love Lucas, because he’s mine. We both nearly died when he was born, and I will absolutely give thanks to any powers that be if Bill Motherfucking Webb is finally out of our lives for good.

Lucas cries for several minutes while we maintain our group hug. Eventually, he sniffles and steps back, the men also releasing us. Nolan hands Lucas a wad of paper towels, which he gratefully accepts.

I don’t miss the look the men exchange. This will change our plans, and not just for the weekend, either. Exactly how remains to be seen. Regardless, I thank god I insisted Nolan spend the weekend anyway.

While I’m open-minded and not the least bit upset by my son’s admission, I have no practical experience being a gay man. At least Nolan and Arlo can help guide him, even though Lucas doesn’t know that yet.

I sigh. “Let’s sit down and eat. Then we can talk after dinner. Okay?”

Lucas nods, looking for once like my little boy and not the almost-man he’s become. He opens a cabinet and starts pulling out plates without any prompting from us.

The three of us exchange another shocked glance.

Lucas setting the table without being asked?

Wow, he really is upset.

* * * *

Buy Now! http://books2read.com/LR-poly




















Other Titles




Please sign up for my author newsletter, where I post info about both my Lesli Richardson and Tymber Dalton pen names, and never miss a new release or update:

https://tymberdalton.com/newsletter/




Writing as Lesli Richardson:




The Bleacke Shifter Series:

1) Bleacke’s Geek

2) Geek Chic

3) A Bleacke Wind

4) Bleacke Spirit 

5) A Bleacke Christmas 

6) Geek-Speak

7) Bleacke Expectations

8) Bleacke Moments




The Great Turning Series:

1) The Great Turning

2) The Great Turning: Into the Turn

3) The Great Turning: Future Ages




Governor Trilogy:

1) Governor

2) Lieutenant

3) Chief

4) Yes, Governor

5) Pet




Determination Trilogy:

(A stand-alone trilogy set in the same world as the Governor Trilogy.)

1) Dignity

2) Diligence

3) Desire




Devastation Trilogy:

(A stand-alone trilogy set in the same world as the Governor Trilogy.)

1) Dirge

2) Solace

3) Release




Inequitable Trilogy:

(A stand-alone trilogy set in the same world as the Governor Trilogy.)

1) Indiscretion

2) Innocent

3) Incisive




Devout Trilogy:

(A stand-alone trilogy set in the same world as the Governor Trilogy.)

1) Sacred

2) Profane

3) Penance




Maxim Colonies:

1) Jailmates

2) Farborn

3) Saudade




Of Boardwalks and Bison

Cross Country Chaos

Poly

Her Vampire Obsession (Midnight Doms Series)

“His Vampire Morsel” (All Souls’ Night: A Midnight Doms Anthology)

How Many Times Do I Have to Say I’m Sorry? (Maudlin Falls 1)

Fierce Radiance (Space Confederation 1)

Acquainted With the Night




Coming Soon:

Deviant Trilogy

Her Vampire Viking

Do I Or Don’t I? (Maudlin Falls 2)

Stubborn Fates (Space Confederation 2)




Lesli Richardson is better known by her more prolific Tymber Dalton pen name. Please check out her website for more info on all her titles under both her pen names, including full book and series listings, trivia, character information, and more.

http://www.tymberdalton.com




















About the Author




Author Lesli Richardson, who is better-known by her more prolific wild-child Tymber Dalton pen name, lives in the Tampa Bay region of Florida with her husband (aka “The World’s Best Husband™”) and too many pets. She writes a wide variety of heat levels and genres, from mainstream sci-fi all the way to scorching ménage.

The USA Today Bestselling Author (as Tymber) and two-time EPIC award winner is a part-time Viking shield-maiden in training who loves to shoot skeet and play D&D with her friends. She’s also the author of over one hundred and sixty books and counting, including The Reluctant Dom, Cross Country Chaos, Her Vampire Obsession, the Bleacke Shifters series, the Governor Trilogy, the Determination Trilogy, The Great Turning Trilogy, the Suncoast Society series, the Love Slave for Two series, the Triple Trouble series, the Coffeeshop Coven series, the Good Will Ghost Hunting series, the Drunk Monkeys series, and many others.

She lives in her own little world, but it’s okay—they all know her there.

She loves to hear from readers! Please feel free to drop by her website and sign up for her newsletter to keep abreast of the latest news, snarkage, and releases.

Honest reviews are always welcomed. They help with a book’s visibility and can boost its placement on book retailer sites. Even a few lines about what you felt reading the book will help. Thank you so much, it’s greatly appreciated!



Newsletter: https://tymberdalton.com/newsletter/

http://www.tymberdalton.com

http://www.facebook.com/AuthorLesliRichardson

http://www.facebook.com/tymberdalton

http://www.facebook.com/groups/TymbersTrybe/

http://www.twitter.com/TymberDalton

http://www.instagram.com/tymberdalton

cover.jpeg
Some promises
can't be kept...

;gglﬁrTlgl\ vel
.'*

LEsLi RrCHARDSON





