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      Los Angeles, 1989

      Edge’s brothers were fighting again. Right now there were raised hackles and low growls, but soon enough blood would flow. Edge snarled at them both and stalked out the door and onto the lawn, where the grass felt cool under his feet and the stars overhead tried to shine through the LA smog. He walked the length of the guest house to his favorite spot, a sort of cave between the building and some bougainvillea. His brothers could find him there easily enough, but they probably wouldn’t bother—too busy scrapping over which of them was in charge. As if it mattered. The boss was in charge, not them, and he always would be.

      The dirt in Edge’s little hideaway was soft and smelled of mice and lizards. He circled a few times before lying down, sighing when the chain around his neck jingled.

      He’d been so tired lately. He was still fairly young, still in good condition, and the boss made sure all of them were well fed. His duties weren’t usually onerous either: Keep an eye on the estate and anyone who entered. Report to the boss if anything was out of order or if anyone did something they shouldn’t. Neither of those things happened often; the boss ran a tight household. Edge supposed people were paid well if they pleased him, and if they didn’t, well, they were gone in a flash. Since maintaining security took so little effort, Duke and Holt had time to squabble over dominance and Edge often felt restless and at loose ends.

      But his boring responsibilities didn’t explain why he was exhausted. Not physically exhausted—he could run as fast as ever and hadn’t lost any of his strength. But… mentally. Emotionally. And that was stupid, because his kind wasn’t supposed to be susceptible to that. Such fatigue was for complicated people like the boss and for the movie stars and directors and producers and other famous and wealthy people who flocked around him. Not for simple beings like Edge, who didn’t understand why he felt this way and had no clue what to do about it.

      Endure. That was his choice: endure or die. And he wasn’t ready to die yet.

      He’d almost dozed off when a familiar whistle cut across the grounds. Three sharp notes that compelled him to his feet immediately and set him tearing across the lawn at full speed. Holt and Duke ran ahead of him, their dispute temporarily forgotten.

      The boss waited for them in a pool of light just outside the main house. He had a cigarette in one hand and a lowball glass in the other. Edge tried to judge his mood, but the boss was a hard man to read. Unless he was truly furious—an event that was blessedly rare—he usually appeared either mildly interested or mildly annoyed, depending on the circumstances. Right now he was tending more toward annoyed as he looked down at Edge and his brothers.

      “Change,” the boss ordered. “I wanna have a discussion.”

      Edge and his brothers exchanged a quick glance of mutual empathy. Changing fucking hurt, and they all preferred to do it in private. But the boss had given an order, and he was waiting for them to obey.

      At first it felt like being skinned alive, with every one of Edge’s nerve endings screaming in shock. But the worst part came next, when bones reshaped and sinews and organs repositioned themselves. When Edge was young, he’d howled in agony during the process. But he’d since been trained not to do that, and now he suffered almost silently, although a few moans still escaped.

      The change felt as if it lasted for hours, but in reality it took only a few minutes. When it was complete, Edge and his brothers stood panting and naked—except for their collars—in front of the boss, who had finished his cigarette but not his whiskey. Although Edge was used to nudity in both of his forms, he had to force himself not to fidget under the boss’s cool scrutiny; Duke and Holt stood more confidently. While the boss owned all three of them, he didn’t use their bodies the way he used Edge’s.

      “Got a new one coming in tomorrow. You know the drill. If he passes my initial inspection, I’m gonna stash him in the guest house.”

      Edge and his brothers nodded their understanding; this was the usual procedure with fresh prospects. Having them nearby allowed the boss to keep a close eye on them and to more easily draw them into his web. It also meant that the three brothers would be busier, security-wise, which they generally considered a good thing. It made their jobs more interesting. Duke and Holt looked eager to begin. But Edge had been losing his taste for this kind of excitement. He tried to tell himself that the boss’s fresh meat deserved what happened to them—they came almost begging for it, really—and if they didn’t fuck up, they reaped all the benefits they’d hoped for. None of them gave serious thought to the costs until it was too late, however, and the knowledge of what would happen to them turned Edge’s stomach. He didn’t know why he gave a shit.

      The boss focused intently on Edge, as if he’d read Edge’s thoughts. His eyes were black and shiny, and one corner of his mouth twitched into something resembling a smile. “This one’s going to be your responsibility, Edge. Sleep in the room next to his instead of the kennel. Let him fuck you if he wants. In fact, encourage him to fuck you.” He nodded to himself. “That always helps.”

      Edge gave the only acceptable answer: “Yes, sir.”

      After a brief pause, the boss nodded again. Now his smile spread into something frightening, like a death’s-head grin. He pointed at Edge with his free hand. “Come with me, pup.”

      Ignoring his brothers’ worried looks and the roiling in his own gut, Edge trotted after the boss into the main house.

      

      By the time Edge limped out onto the grand lawn, dawn was only a couple of hours away. Despite the burning and aching of his body, he changed back to his canine form. It always felt a little easier to deal with discomfort and unease in that body, and he healed quicker too. Besides, the boss would want him looking like a dog when the new prospect arrived in the morning.

      He walked slowly over the grass, his tongue out and tail hanging low. He briefly considered sleeping in his spot behind the bougainvillea, but rejected the idea quickly. Duke or Holt—whoever was on duty tonight—would come looking for him and would be pissed off if they found him there. He went to the kennel instead.

      It encompassed a large space on the ground floor of the guest house. Edge didn’t know what its original purpose had been or whether the boss had ordered it custom-built for the three of them. Four of them. There had originally been four. In any case, the big room had tile floors and four large steel cages, each with a dog bed inside. The cages almost always stood open, but there had been occasions when they were closed and fastened with padlocks. One set of doors led out into the center of the estate grounds, where the lawn and pool were located, and another set opened to the back of the building. They were motion-activated, which meant Edge and his brothers could come and go regardless of whether they had hands or paws. The rest of the room was sparsely furnished. A low-set sink could be turned on and off with a foot pedal, and a TV sat along one wall. Another door—this one with a regular knob—led to a toilet and shower they used when in human form. A closet and dresser held their meager allotment of clothing.

      That was it. A space not suited for humans, yet not exactly a real kennel either.

      Holt lay inside his cage. He opened his eyes when Edge came in but didn’t otherwise react, and Edge was thankful for that. He paused to drink some water from the sink, gave himself a quick shake, and settled into his own bed. He still hurt, but the familiarity of the worn fabric carrying his own scent comforted him.

      Dogs didn’t worry much about the future; Edge had been around enough real dogs to know that. But humans did, and sometimes he thought there was too much humanity inside him. Instead of falling asleep, he fretted over what would happen the next day. The boss’s new prospect. What would he be like, and how long would it take the boss to destroy him?
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      You weren’t supposed to make noise in the hallways of the Bureau’s West Coast HQ. That was the unwritten rule. Agents and admin staff crept, scuttled, or stalked, depending on their mood and inclination, but they kept their shoes quiet on the hard floors, and they didn’t talk. They certainly didn’t whistle or hum.

      Except for Terry Brandt. His footsteps echoed, and whatever song he’d been listening to on the car radio tumbled out of his throat and rolled down the corridors. But today he’d been given a good assignment—a great assignment—so he sang at the top of his lungs.

      A secretary stuck her head out of a doorway to scowl at him.

      “Hey, Nadine! It’s Love Shack, by some group called the B-52s. Number three on the Billboard charts today, according to the DJ.”

      “People are trying to work.”

      “Aw, lighten up. It’s Monday and we’ve got the best jobs in the world.” He banged three times on the door beside her as he sang the corresponding lyrics, then continued the song as he jangled his car keys and made his way to the parking garage.

      Although Terry had an office at HQ—a narrow, windowless space he shared with two other agents—he rarely used it. He spent most of his time out in the field, and when the time came for the torture of writing up his reports, he’d sit in a coffeeshop and scrawl them in longhand, later reading them into a Dictaphone for the steno pool to deal with. No way was he going to spend hours pounding away on a typewriter or, even worse, a computer. In his opinion, those glaring screens were more evil than any of the monsters he confronted at work.

      Some assignments required him to drive one of the Bureau vehicles, but Townsend had told him that this time, Terry’s own IROC-Z Camaro would be perfect. Good. Terry stroked its bright red roof before climbing inside. As soon as he started the engine, the Fine Young Cannibals blared through the speakers, and Terry sang along with them as he exited the garage.

      A lot of the people at work complained about the LA traffic. There was even a small contingent—mostly the nerds in the lab—who had been lobbying to have HQ moved somewhere quieter, like Sacramento. They’d never get their wish, though, and that was fine with Terry. He liked to roll on the Ten even when everything was stop-and-go, listening to his music and scoping out the other drivers. He wasn’t usually in a rush to get anywhere, not with the kinds of assignments he usually pulled, and his apartment in Culver City held little allure.

      Traffic at this time of day—midmorning—wasn’t actually that awful, and Terry made it from downtown to Beverly Hills in less than forty-five minutes. He had to pull over twice to consult his map, but he found the destination eventually, on a narrow street lined with tall shrubbery that obscured any view of the houses. Old cars and pickup trucks were parked up and down the street; they undoubtedly belonged to the staff who worked in the hidden mansions. Housecleaners, groundskeepers, pool cleaners, repairmen… it probably took a small army to take care of the fat cats who lived here, and the millionaires in question apparently didn’t want to sully their precious property with inferior vehicles.

      Terry, however, drove to the gate. His car was good enough for this guy, or else Townsend would have told him to take something else. Terry stopped the car and got out, smoothing his cream-colored jacket as he walked to the speaker. “Terry Brandt here to see Mr. Whitaker.”

      After a brief pause, a buzzer sounded and the gate slid smoothly to the side. Terry hopped into the car and drove in, following a driveway around a curve and down a hill, then whistling when he caught sight of the house. It was enormous—a long two-story structure of pale stone that looked as if it belonged to French nobility, although several towering palm trees served as a reminder that this was California. The driveway ended in a semicircular area that could have fit a dozen cars with room to spare but was currently empty except for a large fountain in the center. He parked, checked his hair in the mirror, and got out.

      Before he had a chance to decide whether he was supposed to just walk up to the front entrance and knock, a woman appeared atop the small flight of concrete stairs that led to the house. She was in her late thirties, beautiful enough to be a model, and wearing a white suit with wide shoulders and a slim, short skirt. She’d smoothed her dark hair into a poufy bun, and her heels were sensibly low. She smiled at him. “Hello, Mr. Brandt,” she called.

      He took a step toward her—then froze as three gigantic dogs materialized behind her and trotted past her down the stairs. The creatures had short, fawn-colored fur with black masks, and their powerful muscles rippled as they moved. Mastiffs, Terry guessed, although he wasn’t sure. Whatever their breed, each of them weighed more than he did, and those jaws looked heavy enough to take down a triceratops. The metal chains around their necks were oddly delicate for such large animals.

      Terry remained very still as the dogs surged closer, although he couldn’t stop his heart from racing and his breaths from coming faster. The dogs weren’t growling or acting aggressive—just intensely interested—and after a few sniffs, they stood back and scrutinized him with exceptionally intelligent eyes.

      The woman had come down the stairs and now held out her hand. “I’m Brenda Stroman.” After a handshake that was almost uncomfortably firm, she said, “Come with me, please.”

      She walked at a fast clip, Terry at her side and the dogs close behind. They went up the stairs, along a wide walkway of patterned concrete, and through a set of carved double doors. Based on the house’s exterior, the foyer looked more modern than he’d expected—black and white marble, a sleek curved stairway, an asymmetrical crystal chandelier. The dogs’ nails clicked on the floor as the entourage passed through a series of rooms full of couches, chairs, and large abstract paintings. Aside from the colorful artwork, everything was in shades of gray, cream, ecru, white, or black. Terry wondered if Ms. Stroman had dressed to coordinate with the décor. He marveled that any person could need so many rooms with places to sit. His own apartment had a tiny bedroom and a small living room with a kitchenette, and that was plenty for him.

      He expected they’d end up in an office of some kind. Instead she took him into a large room dominated by a chrome-edged billiard table centered on a chevron parquet wood floor. One wall held shelves filled with a variety of glasses and bottles of liquor, fronted by a bar with four stools. The other walls were painted steel-gray with glossy black wainscoting.

      “Wait here, please,” Ms. Stroman said. “Mr. Whitaker will be with you shortly.”

      She left, closing the door behind her, but the dogs remained with Terry. Two of them sat flanking the doorway, which made him uneasy, while the third took a spot at the opposite end of the room. Again, none of them seemed hostile, but they weren’t relaxed either. Vigilant. That was the word for them. They suddenly reminded Terry of his early years with the Bureau, when he’d been far too green to be trusted with assignments like the current one. He’d worked with a few other agents, providing security when sensitive items needed to be transported or when an agent wanted an extra set of eyes—and an extra weapon—to back them up.

      “Don’t worry,” Terry said to the dogs. “Just here for a job interview. I’m not gonna steal anything.”

      They didn’t react.

      After a few minutes of enduring their scrutiny, Terry grew bored and restless. He walked over to the bar and peered at the bottles on the shelves. Twenty-five-year-old Chivas. Eighteen-year-old Macallan. Amber cognacs, clear vodkas, and dozens of others. Terry had never been much of a drinker even when he used to go clubbing, but he recognized the brands and knew every one of them was top-shelf.

      “Does three-hundred-dollar booze really taste that much better than the twenty-buck stuff?” he asked the dogs. If they had an opinion, they didn’t share it.

      There wasn’t much else to look at, not even a painting. He carefully opened a door near the bar and discovered a bathroom with gilded fixtures and a mirror with an ornate gold frame. He shut the door.

      That left him with not much to do except stare back at the dogs. And since they might interpret that as a threat, he stared at the wall instead as he listened to the dogs breathe. They weren’t panting, but he imagined that they’d probably drool when they did, and then someone would have to clean up after them. Maybe there was a special servant for that purpose.

      Terry had owned a dog when he was a little kid, a medium-sized mutt of unknown parentage that his father had found as a stray. Her name was Wilma because Terry was a big Flintstones fan at the time, and in Terry’s memory, at least, she was the smartest, best-behaved, most loving creature ever to walk the face of the Earth. In reality she was probably entirely ordinary, but she was certainly his best friend and loyal companion. Three or four years after they’d adopted her, Terry’s parents died. His aunt had taken him in but wasn’t willing to deal with a dog as well as an orphan. Terry never did get a straight story regarding what happened to Wilma. He liked to think she’d found a new family.

      “Maybe someday I’ll get a dog,” he said. “When I have time for one. Wouldn’t work now, because you can’t just leave them at home all day. I bet even when your owner’s gone, you have plenty of other people around. Ms. Stroman, the housecleaning staff. And you have each other for company too. That’s good.”

      The dog sitting alone glanced quickly at the others and then away, as if acknowledging Terry’s words. Right. And maybe next he’d offer Terry a drink.

      If Terry were still a novice, he might have spent this time mentally rehearsing the role he was playing. But he’d been with the Bureau for eight years, had experienced a lot, and knew that it was better to be spontaneous. Too much practice made him wooden. So instead he thought about what he’d do if he were as rich as Whitaker. Own lots of cars, probably. Some nice threads. But beyond that? No idea. There wasn’t much he really wanted to buy.

      He was mulling over the relative benefits of hypothetical Lamborghinis and Ferraris when the door swung open and Whitaker strode in. He was in his sixties but looked younger, with a full head of silver hair and a trim physique. In his polo shirt and white shorts, he looked as if he’d just stepped off a tennis court, except he wasn’t sweaty or out of breath. After shooting a quick glance at Terry, he headed straight for the bar, where he poured himself a generous glass of scotch and took a slug. He didn’t offer Terry anything. He didn’t acknowledge the dogs either, and they didn’t move to greet him, which struck Terry as a little odd.

      Glass in hand, Whitaker approached Terry and slowly looked him up and down. “How old are you?” That was it—no greeting or introductions.

      “Twenty-six.”

      Whitaker huffed. “Here’s how it goes, kid. Rule One. My clients never lie to me. If I take you on, you’re gonna lie to the producers and directors. You’ll lie to the talk show hosts, the assholes sticking mics in your face when you’re on the red carpet, the fans who come running up to beg you for autographs, the pieces of tail you fuck in hotels. All that comes with the job—actors lie for a living. But every word you say to me’s gotta be God’s honest truth, or you’re out on your ass. Got it? Now, how old are you?”

      Terry grinned and shrugged. “I just turned thirty.”

      That brought a nod. “Better. Too old to make a start in the industry, but you can pass for twenty-five, so it’s all right.” He emptied the glass in one long swallow and set it on the billiard table, which Terry thought was a no-no. “What made a man your age suddenly decide to be a movie star? Or was it your secret dream all along?” He said the last part mockingly, with clasped hands and upward gaze.

      “I, uh, didn’t. I mean, I never really thought about it. But this guy came up to me while I was eating dinner, and—”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Whitaker waved a hand dismissively. “He said you have the face of an angel and oughtta be in pictures. I know that part.”

      What Whitaker didn’t know was that the long-time associate who’d referred Terry to him was also an informant for the Bureau. And it was Townsend who’d really chosen Terry, probably because Terry was young enough and good-looking.

      He tried an ingratiating smile, one that made him look not especially bright. “It sounded exciting—a great opportunity. I really appreciate you taking the time to meet with me today.”

      Whitaker didn’t smile back. Instead he stalked behind the bar, where he rustled in a drawer, eventually pulling out a crystal ashtray, a silver lighter, and a pack of Marlboros. He lit one of the cigarettes and left everything else on the bar. Then he spent a few long moments smoking and squinting at Terry. “Strip.” He ground out the cigarette.

      “I…. Excuse me?”

      Whitaker spoke with exaggerated slowness, as if addressing an imbecile. “Take off all your clothes.”

      Terry didn’t have to act dumb now—he felt dumb, and a hot blush spread over his face. “Why do you want me to undress?”

      “For Christ’s sake, I’m not gonna fuck you, kid. I gotta see what kind of raw material I’m working with here.” He lit another cigarette and took a long drag.

      Shit. Terry wasn’t exactly shy, but this felt weird.. The door into the room remained open, and the three dogs watched his every move. If he refused, the assignment would fail. So he slipped off his jacket and set it on the billiard table. His fingers stayed steady as he unbuttoned his shirt. The shoes and socks were easy—the slacks, less so. It took a force of will to strip out of his underwear and then just stand there, naked as the day he was born. He kept his hands at his sides and tried not to think about the gun hidden inside his coat.

      After what felt like a century of scrutiny, Whitaker jerked his chin. “Turn around.”

      Terry did, working his jaw as he faced the wall. He wasn’t embarrassed about his body, which he kept in good shape, but he hated being… examined.

      “Back this way,” Whitaker said, but when Terry reached for his clothing, he shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “I don’t feel—”

      “Shut it. You know what an actor is? A talking hunk of meat. You wanna be in the business, ya gotta learn that real fast. Everything you got there, from your pretty face to that big dick you’re probably so proud of, that’s a commodity that I’m gonna have to sell. I need to see if it’s worth the effort.”

      Terry had always been under the impression that actors—good ones, anyway—were a lot more than that. They were artists who used their talent and hard work to bring characters to life. But this didn’t seem like the right occasion to argue his point. “I don’t want to do porn,” he said.

      Whitaker barked a laugh and ground out his cigarette. “I see. You have standards. Look. It’s all porn—even the shit that wins Oscars. Doesn’t matter whether you’re playing Macbeth on screen or doing half of a DP of some bitch with tits the size of New Jersey. Either way, you’re selling your ass.” He came out from behind the bar, strolled around the billiard table, and paused to pat the dog that sat alone. The dog didn’t react. Terry turned to face Whitaker as he drew close—close enough to almost touch. Whitaker was shorter than him by three or four inches yet somehow seemed to loom. He smelled of scotch, smoke, and expensive cologne.

      “My actors do the big-budget kind of porn. No Oscars, but also no fucking. Action films. Buddy comedies. Slasher pics. Chick flicks.”

      “I’d like to do all of those,” Terry said. He put a little waver in his voice, hoping he sounded both eager and nervous.

      Whitaker had strange eyes—larger than they ought to be and with irises so dark that his pupils were invisible. Townsend had said that Whitaker was entirely human, but those eyes made Terry wonder.

      “Are you queer?” Whitaker asked quietly.

      Terry wasn’t exactly out at work, although Townsend probably knew. Townsend knew pretty much everything about his agents. Now, just for a moment, Terry considered lying. But the more falsehoods he accumulated, the harder it would become to play his part. Besides, Whitaker’s gaze seemed to penetrate him.

      “I’m gay.”

      Whitaker gave a slow nod. “The truth. Maybe there’s hope for you, kid. I don’t give a shit who you like to fuck. Hell, a taste for cock’s nowhere near as twisted as some of the shit I’ve seen. But you gotta keep it quiet. I can supply you with more ass than you know what to do with—boys who know to keep their traps shut. But if you’re gonna be a movie star, you can’t be seen with studs at the Probe.”

      “I don’t go clubbing.”

      “Why not?”

      “It makes me uncomfortable.” That was honest too. Although he loved to dance, he’d been afraid that being too open about his sexuality would get him booted from the Bureau. Later, some of the gay men he knew had become sick—young men suddenly wasting away to skeletons before dying. Terry had felt relieved he’d avoided the same fate, yet also obscurely guilty, as if by staying mostly in the closet he’d somehow betrayed others.

      “Well, that’ll make things easier. If I decide to take you on, I can get you all the tail you want. Safe tail.” For some obscure reason, he looked at the solo dog and laughed. The dog twitched his ears and turned his head away.

      “Will you take me on?” Terry asked.

      “Remains to be seen. I like to do a trial period.”

      Terry had expected this from Townsend’s briefing, although he didn’t know what the trial might consist of. And he really wanted to put his clothes back on, dammit. “Okay. Do you need to see me act? If you give me a script, I can—”

      Whitaker erupted in laughter. “No, kid, I don’t want to see you act.”

      “Then what do you want me to do?”

      “Whatever I tell you.” He set a warm, smooth hand on Terry’s bare shoulder. “It’s all about seeing whether you have the raw potential.” He took his hand away and glanced at his watch. “We need to wrap this up. Where do you live?”

      “Culver City.”

      The answering sneer clearly conveyed Whitaker’s opinion. “House? Roommates?”

      “I have an apartment by myself.”

      “For now, you’re gonna stay here. More convenient, and I can keep an eye on you. If this works out, you’ll buy yourself someplace nice after you sign your first contract. If it doesn’t work out, you can go back to your shithole in Culver City.”

      Fuck. Terry hadn’t anticipated being stuck so closely with Whitaker. But maybe this would mean he’d be in a better position to collect evidence, and anyway, he couldn’t think of a good way to refuse.

      “Get dressed,” Whitaker ordered as he marched toward the door. “Someone will come and show you where to go.” He whistled—three short, sharp tones—and the solo dog leapt to his feet and followed Whitaker out the door. The other two remained.

      It was a relief to have his clothes back on, even if the remaining mastiffs had stared at him the whole time. The best part, though, was knowing his gun was within reach again. Having to use it almost always meant an assignment had gone all to hell, with brute force the only way out, so he hoped he wouldn’t actually need the weapon. But it was a comfort nonetheless.

      “You guys are really well trained,” he said to the mastiffs as he waited. “I hope you get to do doggie stuff when you’re off duty. Chase tennis balls, dig holes, shit like that. Life’s too short to spend it all at work.” He snorted and shook his head at his foolishness. He’d heard life’s too short from Amos, the only man with whom he’d had anything resembling a relationship. Terry hadn’t listened to that advice—hadn’t even been willing to let anyone know they were together—and pretty soon they weren’t together anymore because Amos wasn’t willing to remain hidden in Terry’s closet. But Terry still had his dream job, right? And Amos? He was buried in Mount Sinai.

      

      Terry waited so long this time that he got tired of standing. Pacing seemed to unsettle the dogs, so he sat on a barstool and gazed at the shelved liquor bottles. On those infrequent occasions when he drank, it was cheap stuff. Nowadays, he was sometimes tempted to take more than an occasional belt, but he rarely gave in. An agent needed to maintain a clear head.

      He’d expected Ms. Stroman to return and guide him, but a man entered instead. He was stunning. A little shorter than Terry, but judging the way his tailored suit hugged his body, he was solid muscle. He had closely cropped dark hair, and despite his strong jaw and severe expression, his eyes were a soft brown.

      “Come with me.” A deep voice, but quiet.

      Terry hopped off the stool and followed him out of the room. To Terry’s relief, the dogs trotted down the hall in the opposite direction.

      “I’m Terry Brandt,” he offered as they passed swiftly through a dining room.

      “I know.”

      “And you are?”

      The man shot him a quick look. “Edge.”

      “Like the U2 guitarist?”

      The only response was a grunt.

      “I like U2. The Joshua Tree is an amazing album. I wanted to see them when they went on tour for it, but I was out of town when they were in LA.” In fact, he had been helping wipe out a band of ghouls near Reno, a nasty bloodbath that had almost cost three agents’ lives. “I hardly ever get to see concerts, which is too bad. I missed The Smiths too, and now they’ve broken up. Maybe Morrissey will do a solo tour. Do you listen to him?”

      Terry knew he was babbling. It was a technique he sometimes used to distract people: they assumed he was kind of an idiot and they’d fail to notice that he was actually concentrating on them or on his surroundings. It was a way to do some surveillance in plain view. But it was especially easy to act the bumbling fool in Edge’s presence. Focus, he silently warned himself. It doesn’t matter that he’s sexy.

      By now they had walked through another living room, this one bigger than the others, and out a set of the multiple French doors that gave access to the manicured lawn. Edge hadn’t answered Terry’s musical inquiries.

      “Is Edge your last name? Or a nickname?” Terry almost had to lope to keep up, and he had little chance to take in the scenery. Fountains and statues here and there, tennis courts in the distance, and, of course, a swimming pool big enough to host the Olympics. Pretty much what he expected with a Beverly Hills mansion, although the size of the guest house—big enough to qualify as a mansion in its own right—did surprise him. And it was apparently their destination.

      Edge led Terry inside and up a wide stairway with decorative ironwork railings. The interiors were decorated in dark wood, cream paint, and colorful tile. Terry preferred this Spanish villa look to the French chateau-modern interior of the main house.

      Wordlessly, Edge threw open the last door in the hallway and gestured at Terry to enter. It turned out to be a spacious bedroom with a sitting area and a full bathroom. It lacked a kitchen, but it was bigger than Terry’s apartment, and the furniture was nicer by far. The enormous canopy bed had such a high mattress that it came with a little set of steps.

      “Wow.” Terry wandered to the French windows and the balcony that overlooked the pool. “Nice.”

      Edge remained just inside the doorway, arms crossed on his chest. “Gym’s directly under you. Boss says you should use it. Use the pool if you want. Dial zero on the phone for meals and laundry.”

      “So it’s like a fancy hotel. Great. But what am I supposed to do besides work out?”

      “Boss’ll tell you when he wants something.”

      That wasn’t very informative.

      “What’s your job?” Terry asked.

      “Security.”

      That made sense. Edge looked as if he could hold his own in a fight, that was for sure. Terry was good at fighting too—the Bureau made sure of it—and he wondered who’d win if he and Edge went at it, hand to hand. But that got him thinking of things he’d rather go at with Edge. Things that were just as physical as brawling but felt a whole lot nicer.

      As if sensing Terry’s thoughts, Edge shifted his stance and cleared his throat. “Don’t go poking around. You need something, dial zero.”

      “Got it. I’m sure I can make myself comfortable here. But I’m going to need to get some things from my place. Clothes and stuff.”

      “Boss’ll have clothing brought to you.”

      “Okay. But I still need to grab a few things.” And he needed to call in and let the Bureau know what was going on.

      Edge stared at him a moment before nodding. “Be back within three hours—or don’t bother coming back at all.” He pressed his lips together as if stopping himself from saying more.

      “Is that your rule or Whitaker’s?”

      “Here, everything is the boss’s rule.”
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      Duke and Holt hadn’t smelled the gun, and Edge wasn’t surprised. He had always been the best of the three at catching scents, and this odor had been very faint. What did surprise him was his own reaction. As soon as the boss told him to switch to human form, Edge should have told him. Yet he hadn’t, and he didn’t know why. He hadn’t alerted his brothers either. Instead, he led the new prospect, Brandt, to the guest house, just as if he didn’t realize he had a gun in his suit jacket.

      And when Brandt announced his intention to return to his apartment and fetch his belongings, Edge had very nearly warned him not to come back.

      Now Edge made up the bed in the room adjacent to Brandt’s and wondered what the hell was going on. He belonged to the boss. A lifetime of training had taught him to be faithful to his owner, no matter how the owner treated him. After all, Edge’s body was the boss’s to do with as he might, and every aspect of his life lay entirely in the boss’s hands. As it should be. As was the proper way of things.

      Yet Edge found himself worrying about the well-being of a complete stranger who carried a gun.

      Brandt was a handsome stranger, true enough. He could easily have been a fashion model. Tall and lean, with slightly olive-toned skin and wiry muscles. Coal-dark hair, eyes that changed color depending on the light, flared cheekbones, wide mouth. Edge could picture him posing languidly on the page of a glossy magazine, wearing expensive clothing and a pouty expression, maybe with a wraith-thin woman draped against him.

      He’d been even more stunning naked. Edge had been in dog form then, which was just as well. As a man, he’d have felt his fingers itch to touch him. Caress him. To squeeze his ass and stroke his thick cock to hardness.

      But all of the boss’s prospects were pretty; it was a requirement of the job. The boss was willing to have them diet and exercise to get them looking the way he wanted, and he might even spring for plastic surgery to smooth away minor imperfections. But they had to be beautiful even without his improvements, or he wouldn’t even consider them.

      Edge had never worried about those attractive men the way he worried about Brandt—and none of them had carried a gun.

      Frowning, he walked to the window and surveyed the lawn and pool. Some of the groundskeepers were tending the rosebushes near the main house. The boss was proud of those roses, and Edge and his brothers were forbidden to piss on them. But Edge didn’t like them. Carefully trained to snake against trellises, the roses were tame. Artificial, almost. Edge preferred the bougainvillea, which had bigger thorns and twined wherever it wanted to.

      He checked the closet and dressers, which proved to contain ample clothing in his size. He didn’t mind wearing clothes, although some items felt unduly constricting, but he hated wearing shoes. He wished he could pick out his own clothing. If he were human and a free man, he’d spend his days with bare feet, a loose T-shirt of soft cotton, and comfortable shorts. Sweatpants if it got cold. He’d never wear suits, and he’d especially never wear ties. He shook himself and silently chastised his errant thoughts.

      Brandt had been gone less than an hour, and Edge had nothing to do but pace his room. His human form still ached from last night, and he would have preferred to be roaming the grounds, his usual daily task. There were some benefits to his current duty, however, including his temporary quarters. Tonight he could soak in the deep tub if he wanted and then sleep on the comfortable human bed. And he wouldn’t be in a cage—at least not one that was visible.

      Although the kennel had a television, Edge rarely watched it, mainly because he didn’t feel like fighting with his brothers over who got to choose the program. He wasn’t often interested in anything they wanted to watch. But now his temporary quarters had one too, and he had it all to himself. He switched it on, sat in the comfortable leather armchair, and spent some time being mystified by soap operas and talk shows. He wondered if human relationships were anything like the ones he saw on TV. If so, maybe he was better off than they were.

      Even in human form his hearing was sensitive, and he caught Holt barking near the parking area. Edge hastily turned off the television, shoved his feet into the despised shoes, and took off running. Holt and Duke beat him to Brandt’s car—Duke growling softly in rebuke when Edge rushed by—but he still got there just as Brandt slammed the driver’s side door.

      “Welcoming committee,” Brandt commented and then tugged a battered suitcase out of the passenger’s seat. “But where’s the other dog?”

      Edge reached for the bag, but Brandt held on. “I can carry it myself. You’re security, not a bellhop.”

      Perhaps he had something hidden in there. More guns? It rattled when he moved it. But he gave Edge a friendly grin instead of ordering him around like most of the other new prospects, which was a nice change. And when Brandt walked past Duke and Holt, he moved with a respectful confidence, treating them like a professional security detail rather than ignoring them or behaving as if they were mindless creatures.

      “I’ve got this,” Edge said quietly to his brothers, and they trotted away.

      “Wow. Those are some smart dogs.” Brandt watched them for a moment before hefting his suitcase and turning to face Edge. “Do I just leave my car here?”

      “Are the keys in it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Someone will put it in the garage.”

      Brandt scanned their surroundings. “Which is where?”

      “Under the house.” Camouflaged well by the landscaping and the contours of the property. The boss owned over a half-dozen vehicles, but he apparently believed it was gauche to look at them. He had a driver who doubled as his mechanic, spending most of his time underground like a goblin. Actually, he was small, wizened, and irritable, and he smelled odd as well. Maybe he really was a goblin.

      Brandt took his time walking to the guest house, and Edge didn’t have any reason to hurry him. What did the estate look like to Brandt? A luxurious dream? It had looked that way to Edge when he and his brothers were brought here, all of them hardly more than pups. But for some time now, it had seemed more like a prison.

      Back in his room, Brandt set the suitcase on the bed. “I’ve never stayed anywhere this fancy. Are there any house rules I need to know about?”

      “Don’t poke around.”

      “Yeah, you already told me that. Hell, I’d probably get lost in the main house without a guide. But you said I can use the gym downstairs, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” Brandt strolled to the TV cabinet, which also housed a stereo system. He lightly stroked some of the knobs but didn’t turn anything on. “Is noise okay? I like to listen to music. I have a Discman and headphones if that’s an issue.”

      “Noise is fine.” Nobody else was staying in the guesthouse except Edge and his brothers. Edge wouldn’t mind some music, and Duke and Holt could suck it up.

      “Great. Thanks.”

      Brandt spent several minutes inspecting his room and its contents, and then he unpacked his belongings. Aside from the Discman and a bunch of CDs, he’d brought a bag of toiletries, several sets of underclothes and socks, and a few T-shirts and pairs of jeans. Edge couldn’t easily smell the items from his spot near the doorway, but he didn’t notice anything remarkable. Except that Brandt’s jacket, which he hadn’t taken off, still smelled like a gun.

      “So,” Brandt said after tucking away the empty suitcase near the dresser, “do you watch me nonstop? If so, maybe I need to find something interesting to do.”

      Edge hadn’t realized how close his scrutiny had been. He pretended it was intentional. “My job is to see that you have whatever you need.”

      “Thanks. I think I’m set. Except… lunch?”

      “You can call for food.” Edge gestured toward the phone.

      “Right. Have you eaten? Want to join me? Or is that a violation of protocol?”

      No prospect had ever asked him this, and in fact, Edge had never shared a meal with a human—just with his brothers. The idea made his stomach clench uneasily. What if he did something wrong? He’d watched people eat, both in person and on TV, but maybe there were details he’d overlooked, things that would be obvious to a real person. But staying close to Brandt was his assignment, and the boss had ordered him to attempt to get very close. Refusing lunch wouldn’t help achieve that.

      “I’ll join you.”

      Seemingly delighted, Brandt used the house phone. Edge imagined that whoever was at the other end—some member of the household staff—was surprised at the request for two meals instead of one, but Brandt went blithely ahead as if this was no big deal. After he hung up, he turned back to Edge. “Can you tell me what to expect during my time here? I’m not asking for state secrets. Just, you know, a general idea.”

      Edge took a deep breath. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t forbidden from giving details, but the boss’s implicit policy was for Edge to keep his mouth shut. The boss would reveal what he wanted, when he wanted.

      But Brandt waited, and a few scraps of information wouldn’t hurt. Probably.

      “You won’t see much of the boss for a while. He’s busy. He’ll drop in now and then.” And he’d demand reports from Edge, but Brandt definitely didn’t need to know that. “He might ask you do some things. You should obey.”

      “What kind of things?” Brandt asked with a frown.

      “Don’t know.” Not the kinds of things he demanded of Edge—at least not at the beginning. Later, when Brandt was entirely within his grip, the boss might insist on more, although even then he’d likely be gentler. Human bodies were more fragile than Edge’s.

      “You’re not giving me a whole lot to go on, Edge.” Brandt sighed. “I feel like I should, I don’t know… rehearse or something. But I don’t know for what.”

      “Nothing to rehearse.”

      “Right.”

      Edge decided to throw him a small bone. “Soon he’ll have a party. He’ll introduce you to industry pros. Producers, directors.”

      Brandt rewarded him with a bright smile. “Okay, cool. I’ll look forward to that, and I’ll be on my best behavior.” Perhaps realizing that he’d drawn all he was going to get from Edge, Brandt selected one of his CDs and popped it into the stereo system. After he’d fiddled with buttons for a moment, loud music poured from the speakers, and he smiled as a woman sang about walking like an Egyptian.

      As if he’d forgotten Edge was there, Brandt closed his eyes, raised his arms, and swayed to the beat. His feet moved in clever patterns as his hips swung, and he was perfectly graceful.

      Sometimes Edge and his brothers would race one another. It was a good form of exercise and it appealed to Duke and Holt’s competitive natures, but it had originally been Butch’s idea, back when they were all new to the estate. The brothers, in their dog forms, would line up along one end of the long strip of grass that edged the estate and wait for a prearranged signal such as the start of a gardener’s lawn mower. Then they’d be off, each pushing to be the fastest. Their canine bodies were massive, not streamlined like those of sighthounds, but they were still capable of tremendous speed. Edge loved those moments—muscles straining, ears and jowls flapping, air streaming in through his nose and deep into his chest. He felt free then, as if he belonged only to himself. He always reached the limits of the property too soon, always ahead of his brothers. Butch had always come in last but hadn’t cared.

      But he didn’t want to think about Butch now.

      That sensation Edge had when running, that beautiful lightness in his core, was what he saw on Brandt’s face as he danced.

      But then the song ended and Brandt seemed to recall that he had an audience. He stopped dancing and turned the volume way down. “Sorry. I like that song. Do you like the Bangles?”

      Edge shrugged.

      “Well, what music do you like? Do you have a favorite singer or song? Or a genre you’re fond of? You seem like the type who might be into heavy metal.”

      “I don’t know.” Edge had heard music many times, on TV and during the boss’s parties, but he didn’t know what any of it was called. He’d never paid much attention because it didn’t seem to have anything to do with him. Music was a human thing.

      “You probably work long hours and don’t get much of a chance to listen now. But what about when you were a kid? A teenager? I remember the first record I bought. My aunt gave me a record player for my thirteenth birthday, and I used my paper-route money to buy Elton John’s newest album. I must have listened to that thing a thousand times, and ‘Daniel’ made me cry every damned time.” He paused and stared expectantly at Edge. “So, how about you?”

      Edge could only shrug. There had been no songs during his youth.

      He expected Brandt to drop the subject, but instead he came a few steps closer, his brow furrowed. “You really don’t have a favorite? Do you hate music?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, then. Hang on.” He strode to his stack of CDs, scanned the titles, and pulled one out. Then he replaced the Egyptian disc with the new one and looked over his shoulder at Edge. “I don’t own vinyl anymore, but now I have this one on CD.” He pushed a button and music began to play.

      For the first time in his life, Edge paid close attention to a song. Although he didn’t completely understand the details, he got the main points: one brother, scarred and damaged, leaving another. The words and melody made his throat feel too tight, as if his collar were strangling him, and he swallowed several times.

      When the song was over, Brandt stopped the CD and gave him a small smile. His eyes looked watery. “Did you like it?”

      Edge gave an honest answer. “Yes.”

      “Good. Let me show you some more.”

      He played several more songs then, naming all of the performers as he went: Pet Shop Boys, George Michael, REM, The Smiths. One of them, by a singer named Tracy Chapman, made his throat tighten again; it was about someone struggling to escape her constrictive life. What unsettled Edge even more, however, was the way Brandt watched him, gauging his reactions, seeming to truly care what Edge thought.

      Nobody ever cared what Edge thought.

      Brandt was trying to decide on the next song when one of the housekeepers arrived with a tray. Edge took it from her and she hurried away. When he walked toward the table in one corner of the room, Brandt stopped him. “Can we eat outside on the balcony instead?” He opened the French window in an inducement.

      The small balcony held an iron bistro table and two chairs. Shaded by the overhanging roof, it offered a sweeping view of the estate. Several groundskeepers were toiling away, and Holt was patrolling near the entrance to the main house. Duke wasn’t visible. Edge set the tray on the table and Brandt sat down. When Edge didn’t sit too, Brandt motioned at the chair. “Join me?”

      Seated across from him, Edge felt like an actor in a movie—a beast playing the role of a human. He kept shifting, trying to find a more natural position, but no matter how he held his back or angled his legs, he didn’t feel like himself. At least the food wasn’t difficult to eat, just thick roast beef sandwiches with potato chips and cut-up fruit. Maybe the cook had realized Edge was going to be eating this meal and, taking pity on him, had prepared something that wouldn’t require elaborate maneuvers to consume. The cook was always kind to him, sneaking bits of food when Edge was in dog form and saving him large bones to gnaw on.

      “Have you worked for Mr. Whitaker for very long?” Brandt winced. “Sorry. That sounded like a pickup line, but I didn’t mean it that way. Just being conversational.”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, that was a bad pickup line and I’m being socially inept, or yes, you’ve worked here a long time?” Brandt cocked his head and quirked his lips.

      “A long time.”

      “Ah. Do you like working for him?”

      “He takes care of me.” That was a good way to remain loyal without actually lying.

      Or so Edge thought, but then Brandt squinted thoughtfully at him. “My aunt took care of me too—even bought me that record player I mentioned—but that doesn’t mean I liked living with her.”

      Instead of answering, Edge uncapped his bottle of water and took a swallow. But as soon as the liquid hit his mouth, he coughed in surprise. The cook had sent up the fancy stuff that the boss and his friends drank; Edge hadn’t realized how odd the bubbles would taste. With Brandt looking on with concern, Edge took a second, more cautious sip. No coughing this time. And the bubbles were… interesting.

      Brandt, of course, drank his water smoothly. He did almost everything smoothly. He ate with elegance, even when it was only potato chips, and he moved his hands gracefully when he spoke. Sometimes when he wasn’t saying anything and wasn’t eating, he’d stroke his chin slowly with his thin fingers. What did his skin feel like? What would it taste like, swiped with a tongue?

      Edge realized he was staring and would have turned away, but Brandt raised his eyebrows and gave him a slow smile. The back of Edge’s neck felt hot, his heart beat faster, and his mouth went dry despite the water. He tried to calm himself as he emptied the bottle. The boss had basically ordered him to have sex with Brandt, so this obvious interest should have been a good thing. It’d make Edge’s job easier—and this wasn’t the first time he’d performed this particular task. But when the boss offered him up to potentials, Edge was simply a tool. Additional bait. He wasn’t supposed to be emotionally involved. But then, other potentials hadn’t invited him to lunch and conversed with him as if he actually mattered.

      Dammit. All it took was a metaphorical scratch behind his ears and he’d turned into a fucking lapdog.

      “You must meet a lot of famous people.”

      Edge blinked. “What?”

      “Celebrities. You must get to know a lot of them.” Brandt waved a hand toward the big house as if indicating the ghosts of past social events.

      “I see some.”

      “Hmm, see them but don’t get to know them, ’cause you’re security, not an agent like Whitaker. I get it. But at least you get to see ’em. I grew up in a little town in Wisconsin. Closest I got to seeing anyone famous was in fifth grade when the local weatherman came to do a presentation at my school. I’ve spied a few celebrities since I moved to LA, but….”

      “You’ll meet movie stars at the boss’s parties.”

      “Sure. And I’ll be a movie star if I play my cards right.”

      Edge nodded, then clenched his jaw tight.
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