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Let the Wolf

 

By Amy Lane

Covert: Book Two

 

The Special Crimes Task Force (SCTF) recruits guys willing to disobey a bad order and put civilian lives ahead of their own. It is tighter than most units—when they’re not protecting innocent civilians, they’re protecting their pack.

Gideon Chadwick recruits Joey Carlyle, who has worked his entire life to escape his mobster father. Learning fast, Joey loves his new job, and Gideon discovers the kid’s company doesn’t suck. Joey sees everything as predator or prey; Gideon sees every problem as having a solution. Between them, they mix instinct and reason into an increasingly volatile combination.

When their passion finally erupts, it’s more explosive than either of them anticipated—and in their line of work, that could be dangerous. While Joey tries to keep up with Gideon in the think first department, Gideon tries to remember how to think at all. Their unit’s lives depend on them, and they can’t let their pack down because they’re tangled up in each other.


Mate—like Joey, I’d be feral without you. Mary—we’ll dance in Italy someday, I promise.


Author’s Note

 

 

THIS IS where I say it’s “all made up,” but Jesus, the news these days is a horror show. I have no idea what I’ll make up to be worried about in my dark imagination, only to find that some asshole did it darker, bloodier, and worse. Let’s say this one is written “in hope.” As in “I hope somewhere out there are heroes who really put victims over bureaucracy, and right over easy.” Don’t we all.


Prologue

Look What Wandered In

 

 

GIDEON CHADWICK said goodbye to his last guest and closed the door to his midtown Manhattan apartment with a soft sigh of relief. His days of academia were as far behind him as his days in the military, and sometimes he wasn’t sure which group of people made him the most uncomfortable. While it was true the doctors and lawyers and forensics specialists—who were often both—liked to talk about books and theories and the root of all political problems and had read Pynchon and Goethe, there was almost always a moment in the middle of the flowing conversation when Gideon found it absolutely, positively necessary to leave the room.

He’d excuse himself to the bathroom, check his watch, the security feeds on his phone, look to see if his alphabet division of the justice department, the Special Crimes Task Force, had caught any cases, and stare longingly out his third-floor window and down the fire escape as he remembered his covert ops days under Jason Constance when he would have thought nothing about spider-climbing out the window and ghosting into the misty September night.

Then he’d remember that he liked these people and had kept in touch with them on purpose after school, and his breathing would grow normal again, and he’d be able to return to the erudite, purposeless discussion of people who had achieved importance—but not enough. Certainly not enough importance to change the world in such a way as to lessen the uphill battle they all fought every day to fix the horrors they saw.

Tonight he’d grabbed an extra bottle of wine as he passed through the open-area kitchen and topped everybody’s glass off before he settled himself around the coffee table. No dining table—unlike some of his friends, his apartment was small, with two rooms and a counter that separated the kitchen from the living room and just a big enough living room to put a couch, a love seat, and a stuffed chair.

His dinner parties always ended up with somebody, usually himself, on the floor, sitting cross-legged, trying hard not to fall asleep.

Of course that was because most of the people from his special ops unit were someplace in the desert in California, hunting serial killers. Dammit, he’d left that unit too soon.

Except he liked where he was. Loved the SCTF. He worked with an incredible group of people. He couldn’t make them his life, though, could he?

The question was tickling his forebrain as he surveyed his apartment after the guests had left—the comfortable leather couches, the Persian rug he’d had shipped from Fallujah, the hardwood floors he’d buffed up after he’d bought the lease.

He’d always been an odd duck—too smart for his peers, too active for academics, too dry for people to get his jokes, secretly laughing at the dark, the macabre, with nobody to smirk with.

Suddenly the hackles on his neck lifted like a porcupine’s spines, and he found himself breathing very softly through his nose, scenting the air.

Silently, he glided by the table, picking up a cheese knife from the charcuterie board as he passed. Useless fucking thing, he pondered grimly, flipping it from hand to hand. Good thing he’d taken special classes in useless objects and how to make them kill. He paused for a moment, to the side of his bedroom door, still tasting the currents that swept in through the now open window near the fire escape.

Worn, well-oiled leather. The hint of an organic bourbon-scented soap, the faint hint of wine from a glass Gideon himself had set on the end table near his bed when he’d excused himself from the room.

The wine had been disturbed—and consumed.

Gideon’s heart rate, which had never climbed above sixty when he’d thought there was an assailant in his bedroom, suddenly skyrocketed.

“God, they were boring,” Joey Carlyle said from his cross-legged perch on Gideon’s bed. “I thought they’d never leave.”

Gideon tucked the charcuterie knife up his sleeve. “Well, if you’d knocked on the door and started talking about ripping out deer hearts, you could have sped them up.”

Joey grinned, the expression feral, like a wolf’s, in his strong-boned, insanely beautiful face. His skin—a pale gold—showed traces of his Native ancestry, but Joey Carlyle’s granite cheekbones and oval eyes really gave away the whole package.

Or at least the physically attractive package.

“That Elaine girl,” Joey said as Gideon sat down. “You nailed her yet?”

“Dr. Aiello?” Gideon asked. “Chief Forensic Pathologist to New York State? No. I’m a peon, Joey. She only dates stallions. The fuck are you doing here?”

He thought he might know, but that could only be wishful thinking. He and Carlyle had worked together for a while. Gideon’s contact with Constance had gotten him put on special assignment with Clint Harding for a year when he’d been in the service. Harding had been impressed enough to make him one of the first recruits for Harding’s task force. Natalia Denison had been the actual first—she’d been Harding’s partner in the FBI, then Kylie the texpert (as Carlyle called her) and wily, deadly Gail Pearson. A year and a half ago, Harding—operating on intel Chadwick couldn’t fathom—had recruited big, beefy Judson Crosby, who was an astoundingly good operative for all he’d started his life as a flatfoot. Carlyle, fresh out of the service and still twitchy, had come along about the same time.

For some reason Gideon had never understood—maybe it was his stillness in the wake of Carlyle’s constant motion—Joey Carlyle had gravitated to Gideon like a feral cat gravitated to a favorite yard.

He sought out Gideon’s company for assignments. Asked for his opinion. Hopped in his department issue SUV without being asked or ordered.

Opened his mouth and showed the edges of his pointy teeth when Gideon told a joke, which was a thing Gideon would love about him forever.

Gideon had always thought wistfully that would be brotherly love, right up until he’d smelled Joey Carlyle and the petrichor of September rain in the city.

“You’re a peon?” Carlyle asked, eyes darkening in the shadows. “You’re a… what?”

Gideon blew out a breath, not wanting to dwell on the melancholy of his own insecurities tonight. “It’s not important,” he said. And then, because he knew Joey after all this time—knew he’d never tell Gideon when asked straight out—he asked a sideways question. “What’d you think about the new guy?”

Carlyle’s eyes flickered, from the dim lamp to the open window and back. “Garcia?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“He’s great,” Carlyle said. “He’s half in love with Crosby already, and Crosby’s still in the hospital.”

Gideon couldn’t help the low moan that issued from his throat. “God. Yeah.” Crosby and Garcia had followed a hunch, and Crosby had ended up getting shot in close quarters. Even with Kevlar, the force of the bullets broke his ribs and punctured his lungs. He was going to be out for a while, and Gideon couldn’t help it. He’d felt protective over the kid—God, they all had. The rest of the squad, they’d nursed at the breast of the DOJ, all of them training for this job in one way or another through special forces, covert ops, or plain old book learning. Gideon had hit the Princeton for four years, Marines next and then finished the book learning with his PhD, but he’d been good at his job. Particularly the wet work. Something about his dry dispassion had made him clean, methodical, and not particularly remorseful, but that could be because he was called upon to kill very, very bad men.

Crosby had thought the world was fair until being a flatfoot in a shitty Chicago precinct had taught him different. He’d caught a serial killer single-handedly and headed off a gang war and then had stood up against the entire force when his partner had gone rogue. If Harding hadn’t picked the kid up by the scruff of the neck and hauled him to New York, Crosby would be dead already. Such a sweet baby boy, and he had thrown his heart and soul into his new job.

“He wasn’t supposed to last,” Gideon said fretfully, perhaps to mask his concern. “I took one look and told Harding, ‘Oh my God, he’s going to end up in the river if we don’t turf him somewhere else.’”

“I thought he’d done that himself with the fucking dogs,” Carlyle said, and while a stranger might have heard the disgust, Chadwick had been there the day Crosby had turned his back on the dogfight dog in favor of the drug dealer who’d trained it. Chadwick had dispatched one drug dealer, Crosby had dispatched the other, and Carlyle had ripped up his T-shirt to use as a bandage to keep Crosby from bleeding out—after killing the dog.

“He popped back up and learned,” Chadwick said, shaking his head. “But yeah. The ‘Oh God, they killed Crosby!’ game is old already. I would like to not see that boy in the hospital.”

“Do you want him?” Carlyle asked, his eyes on Chadwick’s face.

“I thought we were partners,” Chadwick said mildly.

“But you seem in love with Crosby.”

It was time for Gideon to interrupt. “No,” he said gently. “I’m not in love with Crosby. He’s a friend, like he is to you. We, you know, love the guy, but we don’t love the guy.”

“Garcia will,” Carlyle said. Why was it that only Gideon could follow him? It always seemed to him like Joey Carlyle left a clear and distinct trail.

“You think so?” Chadwick murmured. He closed his eyes in the dark, knowing he could because Joey would watch out for him. He scented the jacket again, the soap. The dark animal smell that was Joey Carlyle, that seemed to feed Gideon’s soul.

“I can see it,” Joey said. “They’re… they’re two halves, one coconut. Like you and me.”

“But Crosby and Gail are pretty tight,” Gideon said curiously. “I would have thought it would be them.”

“She’s like his sister,” Joey said. “Same pheromones, practically. They smell the same. Can’t you smell it?”

Chadwick grimaced. The “what do you smell” game was one of the other things they had that nobody else did. “Milk and blood,” he muttered, almost embarrassed.

“Yes,” Joey said, following him with ease. “They’re both wholesome and dangerous.” His smile went wolfish again. “Garcia isn’t wholesome—but he’ll wash off pretty with Crosby. They’ll be good once Crosby gets better.”

Chadwick let out a long sigh of relief. “That’s good to know,” he said, smiling. He didn’t doubt Joey’s faint clairvoyance. It was something they’d never talked about, but when Joey said, “Our subjects are in that building, overdosing,” Chadwick knew to bring his gun and put rescue workers on notice because Joey Carlyle wasn’t wrong about those things.

And sometimes he was right about good things too. He’d known Kylie, their texpert, wasn’t coming back from her honeymoon. He’d known Kylie had been pregnant probably before Kylie had. That was good. He’d known Gail Pearson, who looked like the Swiss Miss Hot Chocolate girl, was in truth a knife maiden with superlative skills who didn’t shy away from blood work.

And now apparently he knew that Garcia and Crosby would be a thing.

Good for them.

“Is that why you came?” Chadwick asked, his throat suddenly dry. “To tell me that Garcia and Crosby are going to be a thing.”

Joey shook his head, his eyes—a dark, dark ochre color—fastened upon Chadwick’s face like Chadwick was a magnet. Chadwick knew for a fact he wasn’t handsome. Every line or angle, from his nose to his chin to his cheekbones, was sharp and beveled like a hatchet, and he wondered uneasily what Joey Carlyle saw in him.

“Then what?” Gideon rasped, suddenly conscious of the moment. The soft patter of the rain on the deserted street below, the darkened, empty apartment, their proximity on the bed, the quiet harshness of their breaths.

The deliciousness of Joey Carlyle’s skin.

“Because Crosby is taken now,” Carlyle whispered. “Which means there’s only me.”

And Chadwick followed him there too. He swallowed—twice—because longing rushed up so thickly to block his breathing.

“Joey Carlyle,” he rasped slowly, “what makes you think that Judson Crosby—or anybody else for that matter—would ever be competition for you?”

Carlyle’s grin went full wolf right before he captured Chadwick’s mouth, and Chadwick was fallen upon and devoured by his desire.


Wolf Song

 

 

A Year and a Half Earlier

 

JOEY CARLYLE sat on the bus and stared at his phone, wishing he was better with tech. He’d spent years in special ops—a Green Beret, nominally, but so much on the fringes, practically a killer for hire or a tracker to paint the target on the deer.

He’d spent part of his childhood on the res, learning how to hunt and track and move silently, all from his mother’s father. He’d been able to sneak out of a lover’s bed from the age of fifteen, and he’d never been caught.

But dammit, he wasn’t great at keeping his father from tracking his goddamned phone.

We know you’re stateside, Joseph. Stop fucking around and come home.

Except his father’s home had never, ever been his home. The reservation had been his home until he’d turned eight and his father had shown up, wanting to “give the boy every opportunity.” Joey had opportunities, he’d thought then. He had opportunities to track game, to learn the different smells of the wind, the temperature of water as it formed ice in the tracks of his prey. Opportunities to learn how to cook venison and squirrel, and how to find shelter, how to hide in knotholes so small not even badgers could find him.

So no. Stevie Carlyle’s mansion, the place Joey’s mother had been working when Stevie had knocked her up, was never going to be Joey’s home. He’d visited his grandfather as often as possible after his grandfather—pressured, Joey was sure, by Stevie threatening to take resources away from the already struggling reservation—grudgingly allowed Joey to go.

“Learn to walk in the white man’s world,” old Joseph told him gravely. “You can’t hunt prey when you don’t understand how it walks.”

And Joey had gotten it then. His father, his father’s fancy wife, their employees, the kids he went to private school with—they were prey.

It was so much easier to be alone when you could think of your tormenters, the people who exiled you to corners or to your room or to the far end of the playground, as prey.

But you did not think of your prey’s den as a home, and Joey had never, ever fallen into that trap.

A thing that had probably saved his soul as he’d learned more and more that his father was prey in the same way a venomous snake was prey.

You only hunted a cobra or a cottonmouth if they were out to kill your livestock or your family. Otherwise you simply allowed them to be—and stayed away from their den.

Joey and his father had been engaged in warfare from day one. He’d been shipped off to military school at fourteen and had joined the Army at eighteen for a reason. And while his father had stopped sending him texts during his time in the service, Joey had known it would take him a minute, maybe two, to learn that Joey was stateside again.

But not without a plan.

I have a job, he texted. LEO. Stop texting me if you don’t want them to track your phone.

He’d lucked out. “The debacle,” as his COs had called it, had happened near the end of his stint, and before it had occurred, he’d been thinking “Hey, I’ve been here for six years, and I’ve learned a lot, but I’m pretty much done.” After the debacle occurred, he’d been recovering in the hospital and a persona non grata, which was when he’d gotten a letter—an honest to God letter—at the base in Bogota where he’d spent most of his deployment.

It had been from one Clint Harding—and it hadn’t listed his rank or anything, although the man was legend, and Joey knew he’d retired just before being promoted to colonel. That legend said it was to avoid being promoted to colonel, which made Joey worship him a little more.

I run a new alphabet agency, the SCTF, and your CO tells me you’d be an outstanding new addition. We need somebody with your particular skills, but somebody who can show deference to civilian well-being. Major Corrigan told me that you managed to keep an entire village safe from your own troops. He said that the US Army may not appreciate your inability to follow a bad order, but that he did, and he felt the entire human race would benefit from you having a place where your common sense and compassion are allowed precedence. I think my agency can be that place.

And Joey, who was not prone to shows of emotion, felt his eyes burn. They’d threatened to hang him as a traitor when he’d come in from that op, but everything he knew about predator and prey and the evil of senseless slaughter of deer told him that those people had needed to be protected, not mown down. He didn’t give a rat’s ass that the president himself had signed the order. Everyone knew that guy was full of shit anyway.

And while Major Corrigan hadn’t said anything—other than telling the three lieutenants out for his blood that they were in the wrong and Joey was welcome in his unit anytime—the fact that he’d been keeping a quiet eye out to make sure Joey landed after he’d practically been handed his papers wasn’t lost on him.

He recognized kindness because his grandfather had been kind. His grandfather had passed before he’d enlisted, but that didn’t mean Joey wasn’t grateful.

Even predators recognized the signs of an alpha, taking care of the young in its den.

And the letter from Clint Harding indicated the same thing. They’d be the best of predators, wolves or mountain lions who didn’t kill for sport but for food, and who cared for their helpless ones.

Joey had that letter in his knapsack, along with the paperwork showing he’d passed his Federal Law Enforcement Training Center courses in the last month.

Joey Carlyle had actually been stateside for a month, but he’d only in the last week been officially exited from the Army. Oh, his father must have some deep tentacles in the information superhighway, because he wouldn’t have dared text his son at FLETC.

You’re my son, Joseph—you belong in the family business.

You may have spawned me, but I will never be your son.

And with that he decided he didn’t need technology right now. He had the address of Clint Harding’s SCTF office in Manhattan, and he’d secured an apartment there using his own money, which he’d long since divorced from his father’s, although he’d made steady withdrawals from his trust fund, which he’d placed in his own accounts.

His father had stolen him from his grandfather when he was eight years old—he figured that money was still collecting on an old blood debt.

He definitely had enough money for a new phone.

With a yank at the old-fashioned window clips of the aging Greyhound, he tossed the phone out onto the turnpike, where it would be hopelessly shattered on the rolling pavement below.

 

 

HE WAS standing in Clint Harding’s office twelve hours later, his dusty Army duffel at his feet, the rubble of sleep in his eyes.

“You’re ready to work today?” Harding said, a kind smile on his craggy face. Harding was surprisingly tall, with broad shoulders that didn’t think of stooping, Nordic features, and a rather dominant nose. Still, he had that magnetic appeal that came with confidence and command. Would Joey hit that? Sure. Would it be necessary? No. “Wouldn’t you like to find a place to sleep, cop a shower, get settled first?”

Joey blinked multiple times and tried to squelch a yawn. “Not necessary, sir.”

“Well, as your SAC I’m going to have to disagree,” Harding said briskly, something about his voice recalling the military, which was probably a canny move on his part, because Joey took that as an order. “Do you have lodging?”

“Furnished apartment,” he said. He’d seen pictures. It was a spartan sanded floor, white tile sort of place. “Haven’t been there yet.”

Harding’s eyes widened. “Well, maybe you should check it out, hit your rack, get a hot meal, and be back here tomorrow. Don’t worry. Plenty of bad guys tomorrow.”

Joey wasn’t sure if Harding was mocking him or not, but he caught the kind crinkles at the corners of his eyes and realized that he was just making a joke.

God, he really must get to sleep if he was about to take issue with his SAC for cracking a joke.

“Yessir,” he said, giving a crisp nod. “Oh-eight-hundred?”

“We’ll have coffee and pastries,” Harding told him soberly. “But I suggest you eat before then. Trust me, the takeout sitch is target rich in this city.”

Joey grimaced. “Need a phone for that, sir. Mine was… damaged in transit.”

Harding grunted and pinched the bridge of his nose. “How far away is your apartment?” he asked.

Joey gave him the address, and Harding’s eyes did that widening thing again.

“That’s forty blocks away,” he said. “How were you planning to get there?”

Joey shrugged. “Walk? I understand there’s buses. I’ve got plastic.” And while his insouciance spoke of many years on his own, of tracking down prey in the jungle or wandering strange cities, he’d realized on the way in that nothing had quite prepared him for the human and concrete density of New York City. It wasn’t as humanly dense as, say, Myanmar or Tokyo, but there was an unyielding quality to all those tall buildings, the acres of automobiles.

And he felt very much like a sidewalk flower, searching for the sun.

He’d learned very early on to not admit weakness and to never be lost, but for the first time in his life, it hit him that now would be a very good time to learn to ask for help.

Harding didn’t make him ask.

“You know what? We’ve got nothing doing at the moment. The rest of the team’s on desk duty until we get a call. Kylie, our computer genius, usually runs point, and she’ll let us know if anything in our purview falls out. Here, let me call Chadwick. He lives in the city. He’ll be able to give you some tips. Let’s go.”

Joey barely remembered almost tripping over Chadwick on his way to Harding’s office. That would nag him later, how little he’d seen the man.

Sure, he was angular—face like a three-dimensional trapezoid, with a knife-blade nose and cheekbones that could cut steak. His mouth was a lean slash, slightly off center, as though he was trying not to let on that he saw the world sideways.

Joey, who had been silently laughing at fear, at his fellow students, at authority for his entire life, should really have seen the kindred spirit.

But right then all he’d seen had been Harding’s derpy friend.

He didn’t see much more as Harding called Chadwick over and told him they were going to run their new member to the home he hadn’t seen yet.

“You got an apartment in the Upper West Side?” Chadwick asked when he heard the address. “Fancy.”

“I have no idea,” Joey said, suddenly aware that he may have wanted to do more research about his new residence. He’d been so grateful for the job. “I was looking for a place I could afford is all.”

Chadwick didn’t say anything then, didn’t make fun of him, didn’t mention that if Joey could afford the Upper West Side that meant he could afford a hell of a lot. He simply gave a shrug.

“There’s people in Manhattan that know every back street, every restaurant, every building,” Harding said. “And every day they profess to be surprised. Or cheated out of real estate. As long as you got a place to hit the rack and hang your hat, we’re calling it good.”

“Other new guy doesn’t even have that,” Chadwick muttered. “Rooming with a DJ, for sweet fuck’s sake.”

“A good one?” Harding asked, and Chadwick shrugged.

“Making a name for himself,” he admitted. “Crosby’s big concern is the substance abuse in the apartment—not by his friend, which is funny, but by the hangers-on.”

“Not by the DJ?” Harding snorted. “That’s unlikely.”

Chadwick made an unconscious gesture then that, to his knowledge, only Joey noticed. It was a small double tap of his thumb against the base of his forefinger, and Joey wondered what it meant.

“I’ve met Toby Trotter,” Chadwick said. “He looks like he’s had some health problems—congenital most likely. I sincerely doubt he’d be abusing substances, but I can see how he wouldn’t want to make a big deal about it if somebody else was. I just think we need to keep a weather eye out for Crosby is all.”

Harding nodded. “He may do better than you think.”

“I’ve read his docket,” Chadwick said mildly. Then he gave Joey a sideways glance from slightly crossed hazel eyes. “I’ll get to yours.”

Joey knew guys in the service with eyes set like that—they were often the best shots, because they’d had to work hard to focus their entire lives. Suddenly he was a little uncomfortable. “Do I get dockets?” he asked, trying to be alert, and to his absolute horror, he let out a yawn. Oh God. Both sides of his family would be mortified.

“I emailed one to you,” Harding said dryly, “but apparently your phone was damaged. Chadwick, go get your shop. I’ll check him out a phone. You’re certified in every weapon we have—we’ll let you choose your service revolver tomorrow.”

So Joey found himself trotting—yes, trotting, because Chadwick was as tall as he was angular, and Joey had always been smaller and more slightly built. To his profound relief, Chadwick didn’t adjust his stride. That would have been humiliating, and it would have meant the man wouldn’t trust him when shit got real. Joey liked being invisible, but he wasn’t too keen about being underestimated.

“So what do you need to settle in?” Chadwick asked, with all the paternal warmth of an analyst asking how to boost internet output.

“Basic rations,” Joey replied, thinking protein bars, potable water, fruit. “Blankets.” He thought for a moment about clothes—because when he was stateside, he did love to dress well sometimes. “A leather jacket,” he said, because his trunk of possessions was currently in storage somewhere upstate, and after his father’s text, he was reluctant to go claim it. “And cleaning supplies.”

Chadwick blinked slowly, and for a moment, Joey wondered if he was flummoxed by something.

“Where are your clothes?” he asked, eyeing the duffel Joey had slung over his shoulder.

“I—”

“See, it would be one thing if you just wanted a jacket,” Chadwick said, as though musing to himself. “A jacket is warmth. Most of us are fans, particularly in the spring. You’re wearing a hoodie, so you apparently noticed it’s not warm yet. But leather is a choice. Most people who want a leather jacket have a style in mind. So you don’t have blankets for your bed yet, but you want a leather jacket. This implies you’ve had a leather jacket and it isn’t here. Where is it?”

Oh God. Joey was too tired for this. “A storage facility I can’t get to,” he said. “I miss it.”

Chadwick nodded as they hit the elevators, presumably for an underground garage. “Anything else there you miss?”

“Stuff,” Joey said noncommittally.

“Huh. Do you know it’s all still there?”

“No.”

“Can you check to see?”

“No.” Joey wasn’t sure whether to be irritated at the intrusion into his life or impressed.

“So it’s Schrödinger’s stuff,” Chadwick said, and laughed quietly to himself. Joey stared at him, trying to process. He knew who Schrödinger was—he thought he knew who Schrödinger was—but while he could probably run ten miles this tired and then swim twenty laps for fun, his brain, usually adept with recall and wordplay, had shorted out.

Predators don’t need to know who Schrödinger was, he told himself grumpily.

But Chadwick—whoever he was—wasn’t stupid. “Sorry,” he said as the elevator doors opened and he led the way to a guard kiosk to check out a vehicle and grab the keys. “Most of my jokes are really best in my own head.”

Joey had no idea.

All he knew was that, while the bus ride had been impossible to sleep through with every moment spent assessing the traffic, the stops, the way his father could possibly track him from Washington, DC, to NYC via Greyhound bus, as Chadwick talked and told him to hop in the back so he could chill while Chadwick negotiated traffic, Joey’s eyelids started to droop.

He didn’t worry about it. He’d gone without sleep for three days before. In fact it was part of covert ops training. Forty-eight hours was no big deal; he’d sleep when he got safe.

Then Harding got into the SUV, ordering Chadwick into the passenger’s seat because in his words, “My heart isn’t as young as it used to be.” The minute he turned the key, Joey’s head hit the seat rest and he was out.

 

 

HE AWOKE twelve hours later, on the fully made plain wood bed he’d seen pictured in the pamphlet when he’d leased his apartment. He was in the T-shirt and briefs he’d put on two days ago, but his jeans and hoodie were neatly folded and hanging on the chair at the foot of the bed. His duffel sat on the chair too.

He had to pee fiercely, and he wasn’t sure where the bathroom was.

He sat up and peered around, wincing at the sterility of the room. The comforter was nice—tan and green—although he couldn’t remember purchasing one. Oh Jesus, he hoped there was toilet paper.

He spotted the en suite bathroom and toddled in to sit on the throne with a blessed, blessed sigh.

Toilet paper, he noticed with relief, and a freshly opened package in the corner. Towels—two new towels in navy that matched the navy-and-tan patterned rug on the floor—hung from the rack.

And there was a new bar of soap with only one or two rinses in the soap holder, and a basic men’s shampoo/conditioner bottle in the shower.

Oh God, he felt ripe and rotten. When he’d finished his business, he grabbed the clean, dry, matching face cloth that was hanging with the towels and hopped into the shower, wondering who his fairy godmother was. He’d been told the place would be barren and ready for him to move in, but someone—the Realtor?—had apparently thought to welcome him here.

How did he get here again?

He was still wondering that after his shower. He put on his last clean clothes and hung up the towels before emerging into the living space in his bare feet.

He saw takeout bags in the new trash receptacle by the sink and, following his nose, opened the small refrigerator to find orange juice, Chinese food boxes (half-full), eggs, milk, cheese, jelly, and lunch meat. On the marble counter he saw bread, apples, onions, and peanut butter.

After he pulled out the takeout cartons, he found a table service for four in the cupboards, the same in silverware in the drawer near the sink, and a brand-new pan, stickers still on it, on the stove next to a new chef’s knife and a spatula.

He was still pondering his good fortune when the microwave binged and he heard a snore, choked off midway, and he found himself in a crouch, looking over the kitchen counter to the front room.

Chadwick—all six-foot-something of him—lay curled up on Joey’s couch, a spare pillow under his head, a tan throw—as new as the bedding in Joey’s room—thrown over his lean and angular body.

He was scowling toward the kitchen. “Oh,” he said groggily. “You found the food.”

“You….” Joey was at a loss. “You bought me food.” Lightbulb! “And bedding. And towels. And dishes. Holy crap.” He no longer had exhaustion as an excuse for being an asshole. “Thank you,” he said humbly, still trying to digest it all.

“Harding and I went halfsies,” Chadwick mumbled, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. “What time is it?”

Joey swallowed and checked his new phone, which was plugged in and charged on the counter. “Five o’clock,” he said. “Is that a.m. or p.m.?”

Chadwick laughed. “A.m.” He yawned. “Harding brought me my laptop, I worked here. You were so out of it, we didn’t feel right about just leaving you in a strange place. I mean, it was bad enough leaving Crosby with his roommate. Felt like leaving a puppy in a wolf den. We couldn’t do that shit again.”

“This Crosby must be the second coming,” Joey muttered. “You haven’t shut up about him.”

Another dry analytical laugh. “Just not our usual,” he said on another yawn. “God, five?”

“Early?” Joey asked.

“I usually get up at six thirty. I got department-issue sweats in the bag and a department issue in your parking spot. Let me get another hour in, cop a shower, and we can go in together. Any questions?”

Joey hated to ask, he really did, but… “Washer/dryer?”

“Behind the screen in the hall. I guess you had them installed when you got the place, like the fridge.”

Joey grunted. “Sleep,” he said. “I may take a walk, but I’ll be back in time to wake you.”

“’Preciate it,” Chadwick said, another yawn seeming to pull him sideways on the couch, dragging the throw with him.

Joey spent a moment watching him, thinking about the kindness—for that had been what had driven Chadwick and Harding—he’d been shown. Part of him was trying to retroactively panic. He’d shown his throat! He’d let strangers see him vulnerable! He’d barely let guys from the unit see him sleep. His room in his father’s house had been a landmine—soda cans on strings, squeaky toys, coffee tables placed at shin height—all of it designed to not let his father sneak up on him at any time.

The first night he’d spent in his father’s house, he’d woken up with his father’s knife at his throat, because his father had gotten around all the booby traps Joey had set up before going to bed.

Their relationship had only deteriorated from there.

He’d been eight.

And he’d never trusted his father.

But apparently he trusted these two men on his new team enough to not only sleep in front of them, but to continue sleeping while they put him to bed like the child he never had been and set up his apartment.

It was a welcoming. A homecoming that he hadn’t seen since his weekend visits with his grandfather.

Joey finished the Chinese food in the dark and the quiet—he never had turned on the lights. He could see fine in the ambient light from the windows. He was thinking that without realizing it, he had found a pack. Harding and Chadwick, at the very least, he could trust.

Without conscious thought, Chadwick’s little quip about Joey having “Schrödinger’s stuff,” popped into his mind, and it hit him then.

Schrödinger’s cat. Joey wouldn’t know if the stuff was there until he checked. Until then it was both there and not there, but since Joey had no access to it, they might as well believe it was not there.

Hence all of the “Schrödinger’s stuff” in Joey’s apartment.

The smile was there before he could stop it, but since nobody was awake in his new den to see it, he allowed it to be. Deer. He could be comfortable with Chadwick, with Harding, because they were deer.


Carnivorous Deer

 

 

“HOW’D THE new guy settle in last night?” Harding asked as Gideon poured his coffee. The coffee station at the SCTF was pretty swank. No cappuccino machine, but a choice of creamers, flavors, a French press, and hand grinders—caffeine was the blood in their veins, and Harding made sure it ran sweet and true while Gideon helped by finding the super fancy stuff. Not necessarily sugar, but the choice imported beans, the richest creamers, syrups instead of plain white granules—although there were plenty of those.

And the coffee cups had become a tradition.

Only Harding and Gideon would know this. For a short time, during a dangerous joint task force deployment in covert ops, Harding had been Gideon’s CO. They’d been far away, in the Afghani desert, living in a big tent with the other ten guys from their unit. Harding had provided them with a coffee station then too; nobody knew how he’d done it. Coffee and books—their unit had them when nobody else did. There were even (oh dear God!) cookies. Oreos and E.L. Fudge.

Gideon, one day when the boredom of “hurry up and wait” had been killing him, had asked his stepmom, Trish, if she could ship coffee mugs to the middle of the goddamned desert. He could never explain how he’d gotten the idea, but something about the depersonalization of the OD green and desert camo had worn on him worse than the heat. He listened to the men’s conversations, their music, their discussion of books, their families.

They were individuals, even Harding, who kept the best stone face on that Gideon had ever seen.

But still… Gideon had caught him laughing at jokes somebody texted him every morning. He’d seen him read every book in the lending library, and he and Gideon had discussed some of them at length. They both enjoyed political thrillers, because—as they both said often—nothing in the books was as scary as what they knew about real politics.

And on a daily basis, they donned native clothing and slipped into the desert to do dangerous things, and if they got killed doing them, nobody would ever know who they were, what they’d done, or what sort of men had died protecting their country.

He felt like they needed something to say “an individual was here.”

His stepmom—sweet woman from whom he’d never asked a thing until that moment—had asked for specifics and had come through.

He would never forget the day the case had arrived. Each cup had been wrapped with exquisite care, and the coffee cups were the sturdiest she could buy. There was a funny cartoon or inscription to match each man in the unit but no names.

They spent the day playing “match the coffee cup” and setting up the box they’d come in to hold them between uses. It was a wooden crate, and there was a hope the cups would sustain the periodic shelling that happened in their area.

Two weeks later, they’d gone out on a mission and had come back short one man. Garfield Molloy had died in Chadwick’s arms while Harding tried to bandage together what was left of his chest, and they were both hollow eyed and empty as they walked into their tent.

Then Harding saw the coffee cup, and for the first time in their yearlong deployment, Chadwick saw fury cross his features. He strode up to the coffee station, picked up the cup and stared at it, jaw working, and for a moment, Chadwick thought he’d shatter it on the hardpacked dirt beneath their feet.

He hadn’t, though. After a moment, his face had relaxed a little, and he’d allowed profound sorrow to cross his craggy features.

He held up the cup. It featured the orange cat from the comics, standing on the scale in bewilderment, accusing it of lying. While whippet lean, their Garfield had often contested facts like that. ”Naw, it can’t be this cold in the desert. The thermometer must be lying.”

“To Garfield,” he’d said softly.

“To Garfield,” the rest of the men said. Very carefully he set the cup down in the wooden crate, and it wasn’t taken out again.

They lost three more men before that mission was complete. Before the remaining eight men shipped home, they sat outside on camp chairs around a bonfire that they’d earned by making the area safe from insurgents and toasted their friends with their coffee cups—but this time filled with wine.

After the last toast, they hurled the cups at the rock they’d camped behind, one after another, the fragments and dust mingling, because they all knew that their friends were not the only parts of themselves they’d leave in the desert.

Harding and Chadwick had gone their separate ways then. Harding retired from the Marines and joined the FBI for five years, while Chadwick had finished his stint and gone on to earn the post-graduate degrees he’d contemplated before he’d signed up, and that done to join the BAU. When Harding secured the funding to start the first branch of the Special Crimes Task Force, designed to piggyback off the FBI’s infrastructure but answerable to and run by Harding himself, Chadwick had been the second person he tagged after his own partner in the FBI, Natalia Denison.

Between the three of them and their previous experience, they’d brought in computer genius Kylie Grant and—fresh out of FLETC—former NCIS officer Gail Pearson. And with the acknowledgment it was only until they could recruit two or three more officers, a slight, gentle-looking man named Harman Blodgett, who had worked for the FBI as a consultant—Gideon had used his services on occasion—and whose day job of all things was as an ER doctor.

And who, Chadwick had quietly deduced, had been Harding’s romantic partner for at least three closeted years.

Nobody said anything about it, although Natalia was very open about her wife and two children, one of whom had been born right before she’d accepted Harding’s invitation to this very new experiment.

The five of them had spent some time scouring reports of various stars of the ATF, FBI, and NCIS corps, searching for an indefinable something that would make somebody want to put their career on almost permanent hold to come work for a unit that was designed to protect the victims more than it was designed to make spectacular busts.

In the meantime, Harman Blodgett and Clint Harding had been called in to help a Chicago flatfoot who thought he had a serial killer on his hands and who couldn’t get a single goddamned person in his department willing to help him hunt the guy down.

After Crosby had brought the guy in single-handedly, his department had turned on him and had set him up to either be as corrupt as they were or to die, along with his bleed-blue parents.

Crosby had rejected that scenario too, but he’d needed a hand out of the windy city if he was going to survive.

And Chadwick had gotten word from a colonel who’d taken some of his criminology classes about a Green Beret who had defied orders to protect a village and like Crosby had practically earned a death sentence from his former colleagues for doing the right thing.

Harman Blodgett’s last day had been the day Joey Carlyle had enrolled in FLETC. Crosby arrived from his own training the day after.

Harding said the unit still needed three to five more people, but they had enough, and enough of them were highly trained and super intuitive enough to make do until then.

But Chadwick had taken a personal interest in making sure their new recruits landed. It was like those goddamned coffee mugs in the desert; sometimes simple kindness, simple smiles, simple acknowledgments of human beings under the uniforms and the orders, could make the difference between somebody coming back from an op or never coming home.

And knowing that if you didn’t come home, your brothers would remember you.

Harding hadn’t commented on the assortment of mugs that Chadwick brought in. He’d just taken his “Don’t make me talk about my feelings” mug and given Chadwick a nod. Natalia had spotted her “Goddess who smites” mug—complete with a lightning strike and pentagram—immediately. Kylie—who had recently become engaged at the time—smirked at the “Here comes the bride” cup with a sardonic twist of her full lips, and Gail had cackled at the cartoon cat holding the knife. Gail’s docket contained very classified details about Gail’s work in covert ops. She was disturbingly good with knives.

Harman had taken his mug with the teddy bear in scrubs with a stethoscope with a raised eyebrow at Chadwick, who had winked.

One of Chadwick’s clues to Harm’s and Harding’s relationship was that he’d heard Harding use the word Barchen to refer to Harm under his breath.

It meant “bear” and had obviously been an endearment.

Gideon had wanted Harm to know that the secret was safe with him.

So now he had two recruits to buy coffee cups for. It was actually not a bad task; it forced him to connect with people, to study them, not just as a subject as he had in the BAU, but as a friend.

He and Harding had doubts that Crosby would be there that long. The kid was good. He’d tracked down a serial offender on his own using personal intuition, street smarts, and a sort of dogged integrity that had also gotten him kicked off the Chicago force and almost killed for reporting a very unrighteous shoot by his racist partner. But he was also… well, sweet.

Gideon hadn’t wanted to say anything, but he’d seen the open admission in Crosby’s face that he wouldn’t have even dreamed about a unit like the SCTF, much less thought about applying. This kid had been born and almost died thinking Chicago flatfoot was the be-all and end-all of his existence, and frankly, Harding’s little experiment needed people to dream bigger than that.

But Gideon still needed to buy him a coffee mug, because just getting here was an accomplishment for Judson Crosby, and that needed to be acknowledged.

And as for Joey Carlyle….

“Thoughts?” Harding asked him after he’d shown Carlyle where to get outfitted for weapons and tactical gear and handle other administrative tasks.

“Feral,” Gideon said bluntly. “And I get he lived on pine nuts and universe juice for two months, keeping his own unit away from that village, but I think it goes deeper than that.” Carlyle was two months out of the Green Berets, and Gideon had been able to see his ribs still. Part of that was that FLETC was no joke, but Gideon had seen his appreciation for the food on the counter. He wondered if Carlyle would have survived on more pine nuts and universe juice if they’d left him to his own devices.

“Same,” Harding said. “You know who his father is.”

Gideon grunted. “Stevie Carlyle, of your higher-end mobsters. Yeah, I know. You think he’s getting away from that sitch?”

“I’d place money on it,” Harding told him.

“Or our lives.” Gideon didn’t flinch.

Harding grimaced. “Yeah. Or our lives. But he didn’t have to protect that village. Those people could have been displaced or killed and we never would have known about it. But he kept his own people off their backs while they found a way to get the whole village out of the way of Uncle Goddamned Sam. I think if he was a dyed-in-the-wool mobster’s boy, that sitch wouldn’t have bothered him one bit. His CO was adamant that Carlyle was absolutely on the side of using his considerable skills to protect people. And he’s obviously a survivor.”

Gideon wanted to protest that—the kid had slept long and hard after they’d guided him up the stairs to his apartment, and that wasn’t usually a survivor’s skill.

Maybe he felt safe?

“He’s planning weapons training today,” Gideon said, “while he gets used to the setup. What have you got for me?”

Which meant that the subject of Joey Carlyle was tabled for the moment until they could see him in the field. They’d both seen his marks and reports—he was dead-on with short work, knives, pistols, crossbows (crossbows? Holy crap!), and the like, and could apparently track a snowflake in a blizzard. But he’d never been partnered up. Clint Harding was adamant about not letting his people go into the field alone, which was a tough sell for everybody here except Clint himself and Natalia Denison. Kylie was used to working in her ivory tower as overwatch, Gail had obviously been sent on independent missions (she made a lousy honey trap, she’d told Gideon during her interview, but a really great hotel maid who could search things) but seemed to enjoy working with a team, and Harm—as Clint had noted grimly on more than one occasion—was practically an empath.

Sure, Clint’s boyfriend could kick tactical ass, which was surprising given his slender form and sweet little face, but he was really good at reading any partner’s emotional cues and then using that to advantage to track down a suspect.

If it hadn’t been for his barely suppressed tendency to psychoanalyze anybody he was in close quarters with, Gideon might have harbored a crush, but as it was, he was ready to wave the man a fond farewell.

And Crosby had always worked with a partner—the question now was could he ever trust one again.

Gideon had ridden with him a couple of times, and he wasn’t bad. For all he presented himself as a dumb flatfoot, he was intuitive and clear in his intentions and his communications, and as a pleasant surprise, he was pretty good at talking a suspect down from critical moments, only going for his weapon as a last resort. Natalia had reported the same things, and Clint was going to see how well he paired up with Gail.

Which meant that, depending on how things fell out, Gideon might be taking Carlyle on his first tactical or probative run. So wondering what they might have brewing was a good question. Gideon was going to want to be prepared.

“Turns out,” Clint said, going to his terminal and pressing a few buttons, “I’ve got something you may want to check out. Let Carlyle get settled in, and if we’re still quiet tomorrow, maybe start hunting down leads on this. Study it. I got a phone briefing, but I want your take.” He blew out a breath. “Blodgett’s going to regret missing this one.”

“Where’s it from?” Gideon asked, knowing the file had been sent to his computer. Yes, the iconic manila file folder still existed, but for a casual “Take a look at this, would you?” with somebody who still had clearance, a computer link worked too.

While not a leader—oh fuck no—Gideon had worked in Behavior Analysis, just like Harman Blodgett, and for a little while, like Clint and Natalia, and he hadn’t lost his clearance rating when he transferred out. In fact that had been part of the condition of his transfer—one that Clint had asked for and Gideon hadn’t.

But it had come in handy these last six months, and apparently it would now.

Three and a half hours later, Gideon’s eyes felt like sandpaper, and the water flask that sat at his desk was bone dry. He kept trying to drink out of the aluminum bottle and grimacing when there was nothing in it, but so far nothing had inspired him to get up and move.

It wasn’t until he reached for his water bottle for the umpteenth time and sweet, sweet nectar of life poured into his mouth, making him sputter, that he realized Joey Carlyle had been sitting at his desk, silently watching him for God knew how long.

“Holy fuck,” Gideon said, wiping his mouth off with the sleeve of his white dress shirt. The dress code here was much more casual than the FBI—but it was still “Look good to impress civilians.” Gideon went with a sport coat, oxford shirt, jeans, and those wonderful soft-soled lace-up things that were being worn as office-friendly now but let him tear up the street when he was running someone down.

He’d shed his sport coat the moment he’d sat and opened the damned file.

“If I’d been hunting you, you’d be dinner,” Carlyle said, and Gideon glared into those disturbingly red-brown eyes. According to his file, Carlyle’s mother had been born on the First Nations reservation near Carlyle’s father’s home in Massachusetts. The two had never married, and Joey’s mother had passed away when he’d been an infant. His grandfather had raised him until he’d turned eight, and then his father had taken partial custody, sending him away to military school when he turned fourteen.

Sounded like a dick move to Gideon, who would bet the kid missed his grandfather, but he wasn’t about to ask. He wasn’t going to ask where Carlyle got his skills at tracking and absolute quiet either. It was enough that the kid was like a ghost.

“Not when I think I’m safe,” Gideon retorted now, not liking that the kid thought of their office as a hunting ground.

Joey gave a slow processing blink. “Understood,” he said. “Apologies.”

Well, okay, then. “No worries,” he responded. “And thank you for the water. It was considerate.”

“When do I get a coffee cup?” Joey asked, surprising Gideon.

“When we know who you are,” Gideon replied. It was funny—he’d always been good at languages. Spoke Spanish, Farsi, and French. He found that talking to Joey Carlyle was a little like learning a new language. One with few words and lots of intuitive leaps.

Another slow processing blink. “Will I like it?”

Gideon cocked his head. “I hope so. They’re not supposed to make you feel bad. They’re supposed to make you feel welcome.”

A blinding thing happened with white teeth against his faintly dusky skin. His eyes narrowed, the apples of his cheeks popped out—a dimple emerged.

Oh dear God, it was a smile. Gideon could actually feel his pulse shoot up.

“That Crosby kid doesn’t have one yet.”

“He got here a week before you did,” Gideon said, wrinkling his nose.

“You should get him a puppy.”

Gideon shook his head. “Not until we know he’ll laugh,” he told Joey soberly. “It’s important.”

Joey sighed and nodded. “I’m done with weapons training. What else?”

Gideon longed to go back to his file, because the reading had been fascinating. People had been disappearing around Burlington, Camden, and Ocean counties—all of which were in proximity to New Jersey’s famous Pine Barrens.

Kathy Novacek, the profiler who’d started to build the case, had been sure the people had something else in common. They’d all lost—or gained—significant money in the stock market recently. Two of them were stockbrokers, which would make them guilty of insider trading, but she was having trouble pinning down the firm. Kathy didn’t follow the market, and while Gideon wasn’t obsessive, his father was, so Gideon could talk financial planning like the best of them.

The finances Kathy had sent over were a tangle, and Gideon should have given up and asked to show them to his father two hours ago, but God, he hated to cry uncle.

But Carlyle was important too. He had responsibilities to this kid.

“Where’s Crosby and Pearson?” he asked.

“Tracking down a drug addict who killed his dealer, but not for the reasons you’d think.”

Gideon cocked his head. “Really?”

“Yeah, Pearson knew the guy, said he wouldn’t hurt a fly. But the dealer was doing that free candy thing.”

“Oh God—grade school?”

“Middle school. The addict made six calls to the cops, but they ignored him. He took matters into his own hands, there’s a manhunt, and they’re off trying to keep the police from gunning him down.”

Gideon grimaced. “Well, that’s gawdawful and depressing.”

“But also they don’t need help,” Carlyle said.

“No, they do not. Too many of us looks like we’re taking over turf, and that’s not what we want. Okay. So how about you go get your computer setup from Kylie. She’s—”

“Over there.” He nodded to a closed door from which emanated Pearl Jam at top volume, which indicated Kylie was doing silent overwatch for Pearson and Crosby and a lot of research for Natalia and Harding. “In the SCIF.”
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