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      How Much For The Whole Night? started life as a short story, a very short story with a twist, and it dates back to when I first began to write and publish.

      It was never meant to be more… until it was! Mostly due to emails demanding I write the full novel, and to my brain which wouldn’t let Ethan and Josh leave with their story untold.

      Then of course, me being me, their story is now book 1 in a brand new series - Shadow Team. This is sideways connected to my Sanctuary series BUT you don’t have to read Sanctuary to understand this story of sex, love, and crime with a happily ever after, nor the second and third book!

      I hope you enjoy

      RJ x

      England, June 20, 2023
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            How Much For The Whole Night?

          

        

      

    

    
      A seductive stranger gives Josh everything he wants, but one night of lust could get them both killed.

      Driven by a combination of alcohol-induced recklessness and an overwhelming desire for something real, Josh ventures into a dark and seedy bar and finds a sexy, enigmatic hooker who entices every man there but rejects each of their advances. When Josh negotiates a price for one night of pleasure it’s him who gets to leave with sex on legs, but he can’t know that when his time with Ethan was over, he would be left shattered and forever changed by the encounter. Fleeing with his son, Ben, becomes the only means of ensuring their survival amidst the chaos of what comes next, and there’s only one man he can trust to keep them safe.

      A hooker who isn’t a hooker at all.

      Ethan is on the brink of completing a covert operation that will enable him to infiltrate a human trafficking ring. Yet, when his conscience clashes with his mission, Ethan disobeys orders, jeopardizing everything he's worked for. Forced to escape he takes Josh and his son, but he has nowhere to go, and now, their only hope lies in seeking refuge in an isolated safe house far from prying eyes.

      Protecting Josh, Ben, and a tuxedo cat called Oreo, is Ethan's priority. Only as he has no choice but to resume his undercover role, he must leave Josh and Ben behind, and when a gun is pointed at his head, his final thought is that he’s lost everything that matters.

      Can he make it home to his new family? Or will he have to die to protect the people he loves?
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        * * *

      

      The novel How Much For The Whole Night expands upon the events of an original short story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      God. I want.

      I wanted to celebrate what my life could look like as soon as the paperwork was rubber stamped, and my son was back with me permanently.

      I had the best lawyer, or at least the lawyer I could afford with my friend Connor’s discounted rate. I had evidence that suggested Ben shouldn’t be with my ex, and the judge was already sympathetic to my statement that my ex-wife’s partner was shady. Not that the judge had said that, but I saw him glance at me when my ex’s lawyer extolled the virtues of her fiancé, and we exchanged eye rolls. Well, I rolled my eyes, he stared at me.

      I guess that isn’t what I should have done with a judge, but I was in the right, and the judge gave every indication he agreed—even my lawyer was positive, and Connor wasn’t the most optimistic of people.

      Ben was coming home with me. To stay.

      So, I celebrated, caught a recurring ad in my inbox that advertised a queer-friendly place, and now I was here, two beers down on an empty stomach having a quiet celebration at Remington’s Bar, which according to the ad was the spot for a lonely man in the city to find company. Some switch had flicked inside me, a primal need had driven me from my blank-walled hotel room, an itch that twenty-four-hour porn had done nothing to scratch. I wanted… jeez… I didn’t know what I wanted… something… more. Another man holding me down. Skin stretched over hard muscles and being told to bend over, to take what I was given, to lose myself in the edge of brief pain and mind-blowing sex.

      I’d been celibate for four years. I was done with that shit now. I would go home and find myself a man I could love, live my truth, but for now I wanted to get off.

      Start my new life with a bang, because tomorrow, papers would be signed and I would have sole custody of my son.

      I was on the wrong side of town, in a bar with shadowed corners and the smell of sex in the air—and I watched the hooker from the moment he stepped into the bar; saw him leaning back, veiled eyes scanning the heaving late night crowd. He wore sinfully tight leather pants and a T-shirt that rode up every time he moved, revealing a tantalizing inch of beautiful, golden-toned skin. He didn’t talk to anyone, inclined his head when people approached him, and I could imagine the whispers of money in exchange for sin that poured from people’s lips.

      But the beautiful sexy hooker shook his head every time.

      His hair was short and tousled in a just-out-of-bed look, and he ran a hand through it, pulling it off his forehead and letting it fall back in the same artful disarray. His eyes were smoky and dark, lined with black, the harsh lights of the dance floor casting shadows over high cheekbones. He was obviously there for trade, and men approached him, sometimes subtly, other times lurching drunk into his path.

      I was so fucking hard, staring and imagining what he could do to me.

      I want him.

      The hooker teased anyone who got near. Leaned in close to them, offering them views of what they seemingly couldn’t have. A short guy in an ill-fitting suit was the latest, dollars held in a sweaty hand. He poked the notes into the top of the hustler’s too tight T-shirt, his body language needy.

      How pathetic was that guy?

      About as pathetic as me, probably.

      The hooker retrieved the money and spoke briefly to the man, who stiffened and backed away, cursing loud enough for the bar to hear, then shaking his head and grabbing back the money he had offered.

      What the fuck? Maybe Mr. Hot-as-fuck isn’t here for trade. Maybe he’s on a break? Or is it that no one is good enough for him? Is no one offering him enough money?

      Maybe I should offer everything I had to this man at the bar.

      Like my apartment.

      Idiot. Where would you and Ben live then? Not to mention Ben’s cat, Oreo.

      Maybe I’d offer my car then. Thing is he’d have to come back to my place to get it, but still, there were advantages in that. Although then he’d see my small home that I loved, but that was worn and tired. What would a hooker think of me then? A lost cause probably. Same as my wife who left me for a man with money, who then hurt my son, and …

      Stop spiraling.

      I focused back on the god, this sin personified, jutting his hip into the room, pants leaving nothing to the imagination, and I was harder than I remembered ever feeling. Lust and need boiled inside me, suppressing the exhaustion that had been my fight for my son. I’d be back in the suburbs tomorrow, with Ben, starting a new life where my son was part of everything, and where I was safe knowing no one could take him away from me. So, if I was going to do this, if I was going to give in to the lust, it needed to be now, and it needed to be with him, the epitome of everything I wanted.

      Everything I needed.

      I saw another man make a move, but this time, some inexplicable force drove me—Josh Anderson, accountant extraordinaire—to stand and walk from the shadows.

      My time. My turn.

      With my Bud Light in one hand, I mentally calculated that I had about six hundred dollars I could get from the cash dispenser, and hoped it was enough to give any offer I made credibility. Then I climbed onto the stool next to the guy and leaned into him, causing the oh-so-fucking-beautiful hooker to glance left, lower lip caught between his teeth, eyes narrowed.

      “How much?” I stared at six-foot-plus of seduction, finally resting back on the kohl-lined hazel eyes and at the heat and smoke I saw there.

      “You’ve been watching me,” he answered, just as softly, turning to lean against the bar. His arm brushed mine, and a frisson of heat sparked at the casual promise in the touch.

      “Me and everyone else,” I pointed out, raising an eyebrow. “How much,” I repeated, “… for the whole night?”

      “You couldn’t afford me,” the hooker answered, looking me up and down then smirking.

      “Try me.” I said as confidently as I could.

      Please try me.

      “I’d want at least two,” he said, brooking no discussion, lifting a beer to his lips, running his tongue over those same gorgeous lips to catch stray drops of the cold drink. I stared, fascinated, as his Adam’s apple bobbed, watched the hands, and the bottle, my cock threatening to break through my jeans.

      “Two hundred?” I could do that. Easy. I could even get twice tonight, and my chest tightened at the thought.

      “Two thousand, all night,” Hooker said, amused.

      Shit. Fuck.

      “I don’t have two thousand on me,” I admitted with disappointment.

      The hooker leaned into me, his warm breath on my face as he spoke, beer and whiskey, the scent of cologne, the tang of sweat from his sheened skin, the sum of it all intoxicating.

      “You have very pretty eyes,” he said, a thoughtful look passing over his face.

      I had pretty eyes? Jeez, had this guy checked in a mirror recently?

      “Josh,” I blurted, blushing, and squirming on the stool, waiting for some comment, some comeback. Like, what the fuck do I need to know your name for, you waste of space, useless, fucking useless.

      But he said nothing.

      “What do you want, Josh?” he asked me. The words were so low that I had to lean into him. The guy’s body radiated heat.

      What do I want?

      My lips on yours.

      Your hand wrapped around me, at this bar, in front of everyone. Now.

      “Want?” I finally asked, confused. I wanted S-E-X and surely, I was being obvious about this? I’d never done this before, but surely… surely the professional knew?

      Fuck. What if he wasn’t a hooker? What if he was playing with me? I watched him run his tongue over his lower lip and had to hold back a whine.

      “Who do you want me to be for you?” Hooker asked.

      “For me?” I thought about what I was being asked. I wanted to get off, I wanted to do that a lot. I wanted to lose boring-Josh, and fuck with that heavenly body, and for one night I wanted everything I was, everything I’d hidden, to feel real.

      “Who do you want me to be?” The hooker continued with this strange line of questioning in his growly, sexy voice. “Dom? Sub? Lover? Whore?” Jeez, this guy was insistent, his lips mere inches from mine.

      “I need… to… ” Jeez, shit, what answer was I searching for?

      “See if you are gay? Cheat on the wife? Scratch the itch? Whatever. Look me in the eyes… ” He paused as I did that, seeing flecks of amber in the green. “Who do you want me to be for you?” he repeated, no hesitation in his voice.

      I wanted the guy to fuck me, hold me down and help me lose six years of tension that had built inside me. “I want you to fuck me,” I said, pulling back, feeling I’d blown this. Was this guy a hooker who topped? Did hookers top? I thought I’d answered incorrectly when a thoughtful expression crossed his face.

      The hooker waited, watched, and then he stood, uncurling his frame from the bar, and standing tall—shit—so tall. He took my hand in a firm grip, tugged me away from the bar and I followed, aware that people were staring, and imagined they were wondering why he’d chosen me.

      Why am I different?

      He led me across the street to the no-tell motel I’d spotted on my way in—shabby, advertising rooms by the hour, and with straggly flowers in planters outside. Streetlights cast surreal shadows as we walked, the heat in me starting to change into a tangle of worry and fear. Should I trust this man? I’d never done this before; never picked up a prostitute, never been free of obligation to my wife to be with a man. What if no one knew I was with him, and this guy was a killer? What if… ?

      “Stop thinking,” the hooker commanded, and my cock hardened again, the authority in the man’s voice was everything. He guided me through the lobby, not stopping to talk to guy on the desk who didn’t even look up.

      “Do you have a room here?” I asked, my head spun as we climbed one flight of stairs, the carpet with its seventies pattern of brown on orange thinning and bare in places.

      The hooker didn’t say a word, and we reached a door that he pushed open. I stumbled in after him, blind in the sudden darkness of the room. The door shut behind us, leaving us standing in the half-dark as my eyes adjusted.

      What do I do now? What the hell do I do next?

      I faced the hooker as he flicked on a bedside lamp, and my ability to think at all fled as this image of sin that had chosen me at the bar proceeded to tug at his pants.

      “Five hundred for a fuck,” he said.

      “I need to get the cash; I only have a hundred on me⁠—”

      “Whatever. You pay me and I’ll fuck you.”

      His erection was outlined beneath the supple leather, hard and ready. He slid the zipper down oh-so slowly, revealing skin, and more skin, until that magnificent uncut dick was on display under my hungry stare.

      Holy fuck.

      I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.

      “You’re on the clock,” the hooker said conversationally. Piece-by-piece, he revealed more skin, legs that went on forever, and muscles, sculpted muscles, hard muscles…

      So, fucking hard.

      His chastising tone broke through my daze, and in ten seconds flat I was as naked, my shoulders rounding, kind of embarrassed what I was revealing to Mr. Gorgeous-guy-for-sale and his perfect pecs. The hooker raised an eyebrow at me, and I found it in myself to drop my hands and stand loose-limbed in front of my destiny.

      What now? Someone—anyone—tell me what I do next.

      “What now?” I said, this time out loud, hoping the hooker would do something already and take charge of all of this.

      “I fuck you. It’s what you are paying me for,” he said, and moved closer to me, his hands resting on my hips.

      “I should pay you, I need to go to an ATM, but I have a hundred⁠—”

      “Stop talking.”

      “But—”

      “Tell me what you want,” he snapped, almost impatiently, crossing to the closet and reaching for the top, every muscle flexing, and his ass… fuck, people could start a religion centered on the hooker’s ass. He stepped up next to me and turned me to face him, glancing back at the closet. “Do you want me to pin you to this bed, Josh? Huh? You want what the little wife won’t give you? You need a whore fucking you again?” He dropped a hand and gripped my cock this side of too hard and twisted it on the upstroke.

      Again? Wait, this was my first time with a hooker, or anything on the wild side—I’m an accountant, I’m a dad, I don’t do wild things. “I’ve never⁠—”

      He cut me off. “What filthy sexy things do you want me to do? Tell me.”

      Caught up in the erotic push-pull of this hooker’s touch, I could come there and then. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, what I could touch, what I couldn’t, what I’d paid for, what I hadn’t.

      Hell, I hadn’t paid for anything yet.

      Take everything I have. I need this.

      I settled for grasping the dresser behind me for balance. I didn’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t the constant talking, his voice dripping with sex.

      “… so hot for this, aren’t you, Josh, so desperate for my cock in your ass?” He smirked, using his free hand to tilt my chin so I could see into his eyes, demanding honesty, and I assumed this talking was all part of his service. It didn’t matter that it was only a step up from bad porn talk—it was enough to make me burn. “You want me to take you dry, hmmm? Maybe you wanna be punished for wanting a man, instead of your wife, huh?”

      I listened and was lost in his words, but then I realized what he said and let out a startled gasp.

      Not dry, not dry, jeez.

      I must have said something coherent, the hooker looking into my eyes with something akin to curiosity, and then an acknowledgment of what I didn’t want.

      “Didn’t think so,” he said.

      “She’s not my wife… we’re divorced… I⁠—”

      He chuckled, “She find out you like cock?”

      “I told her, she walked out, and my son⁠—"

      “I’m not your fucking therapist,” he muttered.

      He leaned into me from thigh to hip, the back of my legs pressed into the faux wood of the dresser and used the fingers of his free hand to twist the hard nub of my left nipple. Fuck. I couldn’t help the noises I made; I was hot under this professional’s hands, begging for more with every taunt and suggestion he threw at me.

      “So fucking slick and easy for me. You wanna come here and now. So, fucking hard for this… you want me to push you on the bed, hold you so you can’t move. Fuck you until you can’t feel anything but me. You want me to show you how it’s done?” He brushed his own erection against mine—this stunning, forceful god taking me to the edge. The hooker lowered his face toward the shell of my ear and I whimpered. “Hey Josh, you wanna know the name of the guy who is gonna get you on all fours on this bed, and fuck you ’til you can’t walk?”

      I nodded and heard myself whimper “please.” My words were jumbled and staccato-short and I stared up into his eyes, watching a fleeting confusion in their depths and wondering what that was, but it was gone all too soon. “Please,” I repeated. “I need this.”

      “Ethan,” the hooker said after a short pause. “Call me Ethan.”
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      Ethan

      I stared at Josh, so gorgeous, pretty, hard, and needy, and felt sick to my stomach.

      If I had to do this, then fucking Josh would at least be fun.

      His bright blue eyes were heavy with lust, and sooty black lashes swept Josh’s face as he shut his eyes tight. Seeing Josh’s lips parted in a moan, repeating my name over and over, it was all I could do not to bite down on his plump lower lip and then lick my way into that appealing open mouth. Groaning, I pulled myself back. I needed to get my head in the game, and I wasn’t going to expose my vulnerability like that. I focused on what I was doing—turning Josh into a pile of sobbing need in my arms.

      “Wanna suck me?” I asked, low and insistent. “Want me to force you to your knees, and make you suck me until I come all over your skin, rub it in… make you beg for me?”

      I felt Josh push at me and smirked, it had been a rhetorical question, but I understood the response. It was clear that Josh didn’t want to participate in conversation, he’d said he wanted to be fucked, and that was what I intended to do, because this was my case. I shoved Josh, twisting my fingers over the head of his hard length again; using every clever move I knew, living my cover, unrelenting, bending my head to bite a mark into the base of Josh’s neck that would be sure to show in court, hearing him keen at the prick of pain.

      “When I’m fucking you… ” I said, “you shout what you want, okay? You call my name, you shout for me,” I finished in broken sentences. A final twist of my hand was enough to send Josh hurtling into orgasm and he arched and lost it hot and wet over my hand. I watched, struck with an absurd flush of accomplishment as Josh bowed his head in completion, his breathing ragged. I hadn’t finished—hadn’t gotten enough—and knew I needed a two for one.

      I maneuvered Josh to the bed, giving him no chance to back out, hard at the view of pretty blue eyes and the instant submission. I manhandled him onto all fours, facing him sideways on the bed, all while checking the angles, then grabbed the lube and condom, letting them tumble next to him. Josh would still be high from his orgasm, but his harsh breathing made him sound as if he’d run a marathon, breath catching.

      “More,” he demanded, his eyes glittering with need.

      “I’m not stopping,” I reassured him. I wasn’t going to hang around waiting for the guy to get cold feet. I needed this to be fucking done because the conscience part of my soul was being destroyed here and it had to be worth it.

      Using enough slick to ease my finger into Josh’s tight hole, I added a second catching on the first, and there was the obscene slip-slide of wet on skin. I watched it with clinical fascination as lube dripped to the covers below, wanting this prep to be fast, but for it to be done well enough to matter. I twisted and touched, drinking in the delicious sounds of Josh beneath me as he pushed back on the fingers in his ass. I wiped my hands, then reached for a condom and sheathed my cock, then angled for the bundle of nerves inside him as Josh near sobbed my name as I’d asked him to.

      “Ethan, Ethan, fuck me, Ethan, Ethan.”

      It was enough to know that the client was aware of who I was, and who was taking him to places he had probably never been, enough to get myself off maybe.

      It had to look authentic.

      Sending a prayer to the gods guiding anyone who walked on the dark side, I entered Josh with little finesse. Pushing strong and deep into the body beneath me, I gripped Josh’s thighs as I rutted and marked the man who was paying me to make him feel. Leaning back for the right angle, I could watch as I buried myself time after time inside Josh, and fuck, I was close to coming.

      “More. Fuck you. More. Harder,” Josh demanded.

      I buried a hand in Josh’s short brown hair, twisting my fingers in it, making sure to pull his head to the left with a hard tug, leaning over him and grabbing a bruising kiss. It was vital Josh should be seen to get his money’s worth, and I was satisfied when Josh lost it again, without one touch to his hard cock. I didn’t come. I couldn’t. But I pretended I did, profanities on my tongue as I bent low, feeling the pump and grind of my dick inside Josh.

      I waited inside for five breaths—enough time to listen to the whimpers beneath me. There was an odd feeling in my chest, and I recognized it as regret, but not at what I’d done, instead it was that this wasn’t real, and I had to leave. I eased out and discarded the condom and pulled on my pants, catching sight of myself in the wall mirror, seeing the smeared kohl around my eyes, the sheen of sweat on my skin. This was wrong. I hated myself.

      “Time’s up,” I ground out, grabbing at Josh’s wallet, and taking out the folded notes in there, dropping it to the bed. It was empty now of all but photos of a kid with tousled hair and a toothy grin. Ben—the center of this entire thing.

      “I need to get more money for you,” he murmured.

      “No need.”

      “But—”

      “I said, no.”

      I couldn’t meet the sapphire eyes, sleepy and sated, as Josh watched me leave. This was my job, and I was damn good at it, and it was healthy that I suffered a moment of guilt.

      I was only human and I’d done the worst thing possible.

      I felt guilt that cameras had recorded every profanity, every thrust, and every moan of Josh Anderson’s walk on the dark side, all for his ex-wife’s lawyers to suggest he was an unfit father. All so his ex-wife’s fiancé could get his own way.

      I would be well-paid for this—I’d asked for twenty thousand for tonight, and hadn’t settled for one cent less, played my part well, got the video my potential new boss needed.

      That was all that mattered.

      Josh was pretty, cute, small in my arms, all Ivy League short hair, slim hips, and thoughtful blue eyes. No hardship involved at all, and Josh had gotten off. Twice.

      But he’ll lose his son.

      “Thank you,” Josh whispered, and I heard him as I walked away. Thank you? Who the hell thanked the person they paid to fuck them. I hadn’t gone halfway down the hall before something inside, something old and ingrained started to crack open, all because of those two freaking words. I stopped, catching my reflection in the dirty glass of the landing window. This was fucked up. All I could see a man who was losing his way when I knew he was fighting for custody of his son, and somehow, leaving him was proving difficult.

      Don’t fuck this up.

      Mission accomplished as usual, but I knew it wasn’t a victory I wanted.

      I shook my head. I was going to screw this entire thing up—it was a job, nothing more. I shouldn’t be worrying about consequences in situations like this—it was the end result I needed to think about. Josh would lose Ben at the hearing tomorrow, but I’d make sure he got him back.

      What if I couldn’t? The kid was as cute as his dad, pre-teen, same blue eyes.

      An innocent child.

      Pain knotted in my gut. Danvers would kill me if I fucked this up now.

      Please leave.

      I shook off my unease and took the stairs three at a time, landing in the foyer with a final jump. The reception area, behind bars, was empty of the usual guy who took a hundred-dollar cut for every client hookers brought here.

      I almost made it to the front door, but my feet were like lead, and I stopped maybe three feet inside. I couldn’t make myself go out into the street. My head was telling me to go, but my contrary heart told me to return to the room.

      “What are you doing, Cap?” the voice was clear in my ear, Ryder was on point for this tonight and my best friend sounded confused.

      “Can’t do this,” I muttered.

      “Cap?”

      “Comms off,” I said, and Ryder went silent.

      My heart hurt—seeing the picture of the boy I only knew as the one people were fighting over started to chip away at my resolve. With that final thank you from Josh—the innocent man I’d fucked into the mattress, I was finished. Cursing, I walked back up the stairs, this time slower, wondering what the hell I was going to say to the person I should never see again.

      When I arrived at the door and pushed it open, it was to see Josh sitting on the side of the bed. His head in his hands, he was half-dressed, his posture one of total defeat. He looked up startled as I moved past him into the room and crossed to the closet, my height meaning I could reach over the top and to the boxes sitting there, yanking down the top one and tossing it onto the bed.

      “It was recorded,” I explained, steady in front of a confused Josh, waiting for a reply.

      Then the realization hit, and color drained from his face, his blue eyes bright against pale skin as he opened the box to reveal a neat little recording device taped inside. Josh picked at the duct tape, pulling the device free and holding it in shaking hands. It was obvious he had questions, but nothing was coming out, and he was staring at the camera and then up to me, white as death.

      “Take it.” I instructed, “Destroy it,” I walked to the door, taking my leave of this whole sorry deal.

      “Wait,” I heard Josh call out after me, “Ethan?”

      I paused in my tactical retreat, turning on my heel, my face blank of the emotions churning in my stomach, emotions I should never let out.

      “You didn’t pay me to talk,” I bit out, staying in character, for what it was worth.

      Josh stared at me in confusion. “I didn’t pay you to hand me a camera that filmed us fucking either.”

      He had a point. I heard a thread of accusation in Josh, and then he sighed. What was it about this man and his thank-you that was causing me to throw months of work out of the window? I didn’t know what to say, my usual confidence destroyed by the stupid-ass morality that guided me now.

      “They paid me to fuck you, film you, I got a conscience. That is all you need to know.” I explained, taking a step back towards the door. Josh stared at me, and I knew I wasn’t hiding my emotions as well as I’d hoped. Josh wasn’t stupid, he would see through anything I tried to say.

      “Who paid you?” Josh asked, his voice trembling. “Was it Charles Rouxier? He’s the one my ex-wife is marrying, he’s… there’s something wrong with him. Something evil, and no one else sees it but me and Ben. Oreo hates him.”

      I didn’t know who Oreo was.

      “Anonymous,” I said quickly—there was no way I was getting into a discussion about State Representative Rouxier. “Something about a custody battle.”

      Josh shook his head. He had the weight of the world settling on him and was exhausted.

      “I want full custody of my son. He’s nearly ten, with his mother most of the time, he’s… I see him holidays… odd weekends… ” I couldn’t help but feel the pain in each of Josh’s halting words. “Ben—that’s his name—he needs me… he… shit… last time he came home I saw bruises.” He stopped talking, fear flashing in his eyes that he’d maybe said too much, and instead I watched as Josh focused on the recording device containing his fall from grace. “I’ve been so careful, stayed so safe, but if they film this, what were they going to do? Blackmail me into backing off?”

      I shrugged because he was too close with his observations. “It’s what they usually do.”

      “‘They’?”

      “Lawyers and shit.”

      Josh appeared defeated. Then he pulled some strength from inside. A determination to fight and to not let this go.

      “Do they pay you well?” Josh asked, and my heart shifted.

      “They did.” I stood my ground even as Josh took a step towards me, anger in his stance, calm, his chest bare, each muscle defined more than I would’ve expected from an accountant. “You were a means to an end, but you said thank you,” I admitted.

      “Hence the sudden conscience?” Josh asked.

      I winced; there was nothing but derision in his voice as he took his hands from his pockets and curled them into fists at his sides.

      “No. Fuck knows what caused that one. Your kid, the thank-you? I don’t know.” If I were to list more reasons, Josh’s blue eyes would be somewhere at the top. I shifted to one side as Josh reached past me and pushed the door shut, stiffening as I expected the first punch. I could take him down in one move, but maybe I deserved to be punched.

      Maybe I deserved to be hit so hard that it made him feel better.

      Instead, Josh moved back to the bed, turning his back to me and sighing, dropping his shoulders. I wasn’t stupid; because of me, Josh could have lost his son to his ex-wife and her politician husband-to-be on a more or less permanent basis. Josh had every right to be pissed, furious, disgusted, overwhelmed, but I assumed that he must still be riding the high of orgasm because he seemed exhausted. I wondered if Josh saw the sadness and regret in me at what I’d done.

      “Why did I do this?” Josh murmured. I wasn’t sure Josh was talking to me. “Why, after all these years did I give in to what I really want? The night before the final hearing for God’s sake?”

      “I don’t know—” I shrugged. I didn’t know what the hell was going on with any of this.

      It shocked me when Josh sighed, turned to face me, and then extended his hand. “Josh Anderson.”

      I hesitated; the decision I’d made was a little more complicated when it came to repercussions than handing over my name. To do that meant blowing a year of work, but there was something about Josh—a love for his son in the words he’d used that came over as vulnerable and defeated.

      Whether I liked it or not my cover was blown. Danvers would be furious; my team would be shocked at the sudden turn of events.

      I couldn’t sacrifice Josh on an altar of netting a clutch of crooked assholes, albeit drug and weapon-trafficking crooked assholes.

      What happened in this room was supposed to be the turning point of the case. It was an ‘in’ and a way for me to prove myself to Rouxier and whoever pulled his strings. If I could show I was a reliable person to use in these blackmailing situations then I could work my way inside the organization.

      What the fuck was I doing? This would destroy Josh and leave his son, Ben, in the hands of a sadistic criminal.

      I can’t do this to him.

      There must be some other way to do this. What if I could get Josh to play along? Would Josh believe a word I said?

      I took Josh’s hand, cursing that I had no ID on me to back up what I was going to say.

      “Myers.” I paused, well aware I was fucking up five months of surveillance and undercover work with one sentence.

      “Special Agent Ethan Myers. FBI.”
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      Josh

      I’ve seen interrogation rooms like this on reruns of Law and Order; sterile, empty of everything but the stainless steel table in the middle, a chair, and the ubiquitous mirror on the wall. Unlike the shows where the cops interview the guilty, the one who brought me in here hadn’t cuffed me to the table. I’d been given coffee, a bottle of water, and a sandwich that may or may not have been left over from 2019. The same cop asked me to wait, so waiting was what I did, even though a million questions spun in my thoughts about what someone on the other side of what I assumed was a two-way mirror might be doing. Was it Ethan out there? Were there others staring at me? What would they be saying about me if they were?

      Maybe that I was a fucking idiot?

      Maybe that I was the worst father in the world for giving in to my base instincts when all I should have been thinking about was my son?

      I hadn’t seen Ethan since cops or agents had led me away from the hotel, and the bombshell that the man I’d purchased for a fuck was an FBI agent was horrifying and humiliating.

      What did I do?

      I’m going to lose everything.

      The coffee was cold, and the sandwich sat untouched because the idea of eating made me gag, and sipping water made me nauseous. I turned the chair with my back to the mirror so no one could stare as I crumbled. One of the agents had asked for my phone and suggested I wait for assessment as to an arrest. God. I’d need to call in a lawyer if I were arrested.

      Connor might have been willing to help me battle one of the county’s most prosperous and influential men over Ben’s wellbeing, but he was also the last person I wanted to call. Friends since college, Connor—even as my lawyer—would lose his mind when he heard how much I’d fucked up when we’d been so close to making everything right.

      So, I sat alone, and it was the perfect torture to leave me in an empty room with regrets and fears laced with terror.

      Why!

      The door opened as if my growing need for answers had willed it, and a man walked in, dragging a chair behind him. Tall, clean-shaven, in a smart suit, he was precisely what I expected a federal agent to be like, and nothing like Ethan Myers who’d looked like a freaking hooker.

      “Why has no one talked to me?” I snapped. “I need someone to tell me what’s happened. Who was that man? Is Ethan Myers his real name? Is he really FBI?”

      “Special Agent Danvers.” the man introduced himself but didn’t offer a hand to shake. “Let’s talk about how much trouble you’re in,” he sat down and smoothed the seam of his pants.

      “Am I under arrest?”

      Danvers ignored me. “There are serious repercussions for what happened tonight, not least of which is how much this impacts your custody case. So, we need to talk.”

      “I don’t understand.” My chest tightened in fear as the man paused for a moment and stared at the ceiling as if searching for divine inspiration.

      “You got fucked,” Danvers said with a huff. “Literally and figuratively.”

      “If I’m not under arrest then I want to leave.”

      “Well, you can’t.” Another soft laugh, and the hackles rose on the back of my neck.

      “You can’t make me stay unless you arrest me.”

      “Arrest you?” He shook his head. “That would be entirely too easy.”

      “I want to call my lawyer!” Fuck it, I had to call Connor and get him to rescue me.

      “A lawyer won’t help you.”

      That sounded like a threat. “My family will be calling the cops.”

      Danvers raised an eyebrow. “You live alone. Your son is safe with the ex-wife you don’t even talk to. You don’t have anyone else meaningful in your life apart from your low-rent lawyer friend. Am I right?”

      I gripped the table and stood. “I’m leaving to see my son.”

      “After we’ve talked.”

      “I’m not talking to anyone until I see my son.”

      “Then we’re at an impasse.” Danvers sat back in his chair and stared at me.

      “I know my rights.”

      “‘Rights’?” He rolled his eyes. “You gave up your rights when you paid for sex. Sit down if you want to see your son again.”

      The threat was terrifying. How was this happening? “I’m leaving.”

      “Sit. Down.” Danvers’ voice made me shiver.

      “I don’t understand any of this. I’m leaving⁠—”

      Danvers unholstered his weapon and placed it on the desk as if to underscore the power imbalance. “Sit your ass down.”

      Nothing about this was right, not the absence of cops, nor lack of an arrest, nor Ethan and what happened back in the hotel room. Where was Ethan?

      “You’d shoot me to stop me from leaving?”

      Danvers gestured at the gun. “If I have to.”

      The door opened, and this time a familiar person appeared—Ethan. Gone were the leather pants and the loose shirt, and there was no trace of the eyeliner or the slick on his sensual lips. He wore jeans, hi-tops, an FBI T-shirt, a light jacket, and a neck lanyard holding a security pass. Even his tousled dark hair was smooth and neat now, but it was unmistakably the man who’d made me feel something for the first time.

      “I want to leave,” I pleaded with Ethan. If there was any connection between us—anything at all—then I needed his help. “Is my son in danger⁠—”

      “I’m here to debrief the target,” Ethan ignored my questions, and spoke to Danvers.

      “Not happening, Myers,” Danvers huffed a laugh. “You don’t get to step inside this room after tonight’s fuck-up.”

      Ethan stiffened, his lips thin, “He’s my asset, Danvers.”

      “The directive is to debrief⁠—”

      “That debrief is mine,” Ethan snapped. “I’m taking over now.”

      Danvers moved between Ethan and me, confronting his fellow agent, his hands in fists at his sides. “Over my dead body.”

      Ethan didn’t appear fazed by the threat. “Check your phone—orders are that I take over.”

      Danvers sneered. “Your part is done. You need to let the big boys figure this shit out now.”

      Ethan ignored him. “We’re going.” He gestured toward me. “Josh, you’re with me.”

      I didn’t know what to do; Danvers made my skin crawl and terrified me. Ethan was an unknown quantity, but right now, I wanted to be anywhere that didn’t include Danvers, and Ethan was giving me that chance.

      “I want to speak to a cop,” I insisted. “A real cop.”

      “I’ll take you,” Ethan reassured me.

      “You think he’s taking you anywhere near a cop?” Danvers snorted a laugh, and I stepped back from him. “You’re well and truly fucked.”

      Danvers turned to the table, reaching for his weapon, only he never got to it as Ethan tackled him to the ground and punched him so hard that Danvers fell back dazed. They grappled for a while, but Danvers crumpled in an unconscious heap after a final punch.

      “What are you doing?!” I froze in horror, and Ethan had to shove me out of the room before locking the door behind them.

      Ethan pulled his weapon and encouraged me towards the fire exit, saying nothing.

      “I’m not going anywhere until I’ve seen a cop,” I said with stubborn intent.

      With complete calm and deadly focus, Ethan pointed his gun at my head.

      “We’re leaving.”

      “What—”

      “Now.”
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      Ethan

      Shit! It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Kill the security cameras, grab the asset, and walk out of the federal building without stress—that was the plan. Not once did I imagine I’d have to put a gun to the asset’s head or knock out my boss. In another life, a better life, I’d never have gotten myself in a situation where I’d signed up for the skin job in the first place.

      I couldn’t see a way out.

      “You don’t have to hurt me,” Josh’s eyes were wide with fear. “I won’t say anything.”

      My resolve weakened for a moment—maybe it would be better to take Josh back inside, ignore everything I’d seen and done that made my skin crawl.

      I wasn’t the bad guy.

      I could leave and then he’d move on with his life.

      How long would any of us get to live after that?

      I needed to move the asset—Josh—find somewhere to stop and give myself time to think. I hoped that I hadn’t fucked everything up.

      “This way,” I gestured with the gun.

      Josh took a couple of stumbling steps backward, holding his hands out in front of him. “Please, you know I have a son. His name is Ben. Let me at least say goodbye. Please.”

      I didn’t have time to talk. We didn’t have long to get away from here—Ryder had warned me the hacked security protocols wouldn’t stand up for long if the feds rebooted the system. I was never happier to see the unmarked van ten feet ahead of us where the rest of my off-the-books team—loyal to me—were waiting. All I needed to do was get inside, and then I’d try to explain everything to Josh. I holstered my gun, then gripped Josh’s arm and dragged him toward temporary safety, but Josh fought so hard that even though I was bigger, stronger, and better-trained, it took me a while to get my footing.

      “Open the fucking van, dammit!” I snapped into my com.

      The side door opened, and my teammate and friend, comms specialist Ryder was right there with a deadly focused expression as he peered out.

      “Camera blocking only has another two minutes max,” Ryder reported. “Get a fucking move on.” He reached out and grabbed Josh, who struggled to get away, but between him and me, Josh didn’t stand a chance, and we shoved him into the van, slamming the door shut, and with the other agent in this mess—Luca—in the driver’s seat, we sped away from the building.

      “Let me go!” Josh tried to get to the door.

      The van swerved, Luca cursing in the front seat. There would be cameras tracing the van’s every move, CCTV and local stores capturing it as it sped past at the ass-crack of dawn, and it was getting lighter, making our situation worse.

      “What’s the plan?” Luca called from the front.

      “Let me out!” Josh shouted back, still trying to get to the door, although whether he’d survive jumping out of the moving van was debatable. Ryder placed a hand over Josh’s mouth and another around his shoulder to stop him from squirming.

      “You want me to shoot him in the leg?” Ryder asked, and Ethan’s eyes widened as he froze.

      “Fuck’s sake, Ryder, we’re not shooting him.” I yanked at Ryder’s hand across Josh’s mouth. “He’s scared.”

      “I need a fucking plan, Ethan!” Luca demanded.

      Fuck. Where do we go?

      I hadn’t considered much past getting Josh out of the building and away from Danvers, and I ran through places we could go without sticking out like a sore thumb. The city was quiet this early and it was too soon for commuters, so we couldn’t try blending in. There was no use in me regretting what I’d done or wishing I’d never pulled my friends into this—what’s done was done, and now we needed to get somewhere safe.

      “Take us into parking at the West Tower Mall. I’m going to have to contact Ali.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Luca was shocked.

      I knew it wasn’t regarding the choice of destination but the fact I wanted to bring his ex-wife into this. Luca and Ali’s marriage had ended in chaos, and the wider friendship group had split.

      “It was two years ago; she must be over it by now.”

      “Have you met my ex?” Luca snarled.

      “Well, it’s the only plan I’ve got right now,” I snapped.

      Luca cursed as he maneuvered around parked cars and ended up on the wrong side of the road for the next turn. Eight years deployed together before being recruited to various branches of federal agencies, the three of us trusted each other implicitly. Still, the fourth part of our old unit—Ali—was an unknown quantity, even if she could help us.

      “It’s not like I want to involve anyone else.” I reasoned and gripped the door for dear life as we careened around a slow-moving street cleaner.

      “She chose her path when she signed up for private work.”

      “It’s not like she’s hired security in a mall,” Ryder said. “It’s a private foundation doing good work.”

      “Ali’s off the fucking map with that Sanctuary Foundation, and it’s not a good plan bringing her in,” Luca was way past annoyed. “Y’know what Cap, maybe if you told us what the fuck you were doing with him, before you did it⁠—”

      “It happened too fast; I didn’t know what was gonna go down—hell, I didn’t know for real,” I defended as the van took another violent turn to the left.

      Ryder lost his grip on Josh, who fell into me, but at the last moment, Ryder caught us both to stop us from tumbling to the floor.

      “Take it easy on the bends, asshole!” Ryder shouted at Luca.

      Luca twisted the wheel, “You want to drive?”

      “I could probably do a better job than you!”

      “Fuck you!”

      I winced when Josh flailed and landed a punch on Ryder’s cheekbone. “Let me go!”

      Ryder didn’t react to the punch, instead he caught Josh’s hands and gripped them hard.

      “Listen. We’re the good guys and we’re here to save you and your son. You have to trust us—trust Ethan.” Ryder released his hold on Josh, then holstered his weapon to underline his statement. “That’s all I have to say.”

      Luca took another side road, using all the available shortcuts he knew, and entered the parking behind Target. The entry camera would have picked up the van, and as we headed down to the level connected to the lower mall, I considered every option.

      “This is where I split with the asset,” I announced. “I’m sorry, guys. I’ll get word to you as soon as I’ve got him safe.”

      “Fucking right you will,” Ryder yanked out a duffel and handed it to me before exchanging fist bumps. “Stay safe, Ethan.”

      “Will do.”

      “Give us ten to create a distraction, then leave,” Ryder added and rested a hand on Ethan’s shoulder, “got that?”

      “Got it.”

      Ryder climbed into the van, and I watched as it sped away with squealing tires, Josh right next to me, his body language screaming defeat. He stumbled back, but I gripped him. I couldn’t let him go now.

      “I want to see my son.” Emotion brightened Josh’s eyes as he tried to pull away. “Please.”

      “I need you to trust me.”

      “You kidnapped me⁠—”

      “The only way for you to keep your son safe is to come with me.”

      Josh took a step back, and I sensed that he was about to run. I pulled my weapon. Josh froze, raising his hands.

      “I’m not going to shoot you,” I said. “Take it.”

      I held out my gun to him, and he paled.

      “What?”

      “I’m trying to help you.”

      “You pointed a gun at me. You kidnapped me from the station. You fucked me and recorded it! How is any of that helping me?”

      “Take my gun. Then you can make all the decisions.”

      We stood at an impasse, but Josh lowered his hands, reached out, and with great caution took the gun from me. It was obvious he’d never held a gun in his life, clutching it awkwardly, his hands shaky, but after a pause, he pointed it right at my chest.

      “Take me to see my son.”
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      Josh

      I’m pointing a gun at Ethan.

      I’d never held a gun, let alone pointed one at a person, and I couldn’t stop shaking. Was the safety on or off? Would I actually be able to shoot if Ethan didn’t take me to see Ben?

      Where is Ben? Is he safe?

      Ethan’s gaze narrowed, and he took a step away from me. Was he going to run? Did that mean I wouldn’t get to see Ben? Was he going to leave without telling me what was going on?

      “Don’t move,” I snapped, and my hands started shaking more.

      “The safety is on,” Ethan explained, taking another step away.

      “You can’t go!”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Ethan took another small step back.

      “I’ll figure it out!” I didn’t know where the safety was, moving my fingers to see if there was a catch I should be flicking. I stopped when it hit me that I could shoot Ethan by accident, and there was no way in hell I would fire a gun at anyone, whatever the circumstances.

      “The safety is right there by your thumb⁠—”

      “I found it!” I lied.

      “I’ll show you.”

      “I don’t need you to show me⁠—”

      Ethan ducked, and in a smooth kickflip, I no longer had the gun, and somehow Ethan had it, and was holstering it with care.

      “I’ll teach you.”

      I stumbled back against a pillar, holding my hands in front of him, and stared in horror—not only shocked Ethan had taken the gun but that he wasn’t pointing it back at me.

      “Let’s go.” Ethan said. He retook my arm, tugging me down the on-ramp towards god knows where.

      “I need to make sure Ben’s safe. I need to get to court⁠—”

      “Let me think,” Ethan interrupted. “They want you. They want me. Your son is safest where he is, with neither of us anywhere near him. Ryder and Luca will keep an eye on your son.”

      “No, you don’t understand—I’m supposed to be in court in a couple of hours. “

      “That’s not happening. They pushed it back, and that’s all I know for sure. Fuck knows what strings they pulled.”

      “Who is they? You keep saying ‘they’.”

      “I don’t have time to… ” Ethan shook his head and shrugged off the backpack, rummaging inside it and yanking out a cell phone. He scrolled and connected and then had a one-sided and very brief conversation.

      “Where can we go? Okay... no, he’s not with me. No...I promise it’s me and the asset...jeez Ali. Okay.”

      That gave nothing away, apart from knowing he was talking to someone called Ali who was somehow connected to the maniac driver of the van. I was over this not knowing a fucking thing about what was happening, although I had no chance to fight or ask questions because Ethan was pulling me again, tugging me behind a pillar and then through a fire exit door, and into a stairwell. We climbed two flights, and Ethan let go, but I followed him because what else could I do? The court case was canceled. How had they done that—and who in God’s name were they? Was it Danvers? Was it Rouxier, Ruth’s husband-to-be? What did they want with me?

      “Wait,” Ethan commanded, raising his hand in a closed fist, and I stopped. I could see the mall food court beyond through the glass in the door, already full of customers sitting at tables, even at six a.m. No other stores would be open, but there were offices above the mall, so I guessed they were the workers. Ethan turned to me, straightened my jacket, pulling it closed, buttoning it, and then carding a hand through my hair to straighten it. I tried to protest, but Ethan did the same to himself, making himself look less like a guy on the run. He pulled a cap out of the bag, frowning as he rummaged. “Wear this; keep the bill low. Don’t walk with me; go slowly past the franchises, make it obvious you’re checking food out ready to make a decision, and then head for the far exit to the road. Please keep to the windows, head down, and don’t make any of this too obvious. Don’t stand out. Got it?”

      “Don’t walk with you. Head down, franchises, door, windows. Okay.”

      “I’ll go outside the door to the burger shack and place an order—I’ll have eyes on this door at all times. Any issue, anything that feels off, and you come out of this door like your tail is on fire. Got it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, wait for two minutes and then follow me, but go clockwise around the franchises, okay? Don’t look at me, don’t talk to me, pretend you’re on your own, casually considering breakfast before work.”

      I glanced down at my pants and shirt, which were crumpled and stained if a person was to look close enough.

      “Clockwise,” I confirmed.

      “Don’t run from me when I go, okay?” Ethan placed his hands on my shoulders and squeezed. “Please do as I say, don’t run. I’m the only one who can help you.”

      I hadn’t even considered running, but the thought was now niggling at the back of my mind. I could wait for Ethan to leave, then turn, and run in the opposite direction.

      Run where, exactly? What if Danvers finds me and wants to ask me questions? I was just an accountant… a dad. Who are they? What if they find me?

      “Josh? Are you with me?” Ethan shook me a little, and I blinked at him, catching his gaze, and seeing fixed determination in his hazel-green eyes. Somehow, despite everything, I trusted him.

      “Ethan, what is⁠—”

      “I gave you the gun; I could have hurt you, but I haven’t. I intend to save you and get your son back to you, whatever the cost. Are you with me?”

      Wait? There was a cost? This was the moment I decided to run or stay with the man who’d turned my life upside down.

      “I’m with you,” I said after a pause.

      Ethan stared at me as if he was checking for deception and then gave a sharp nod. “In two. I’ll be at the burger place, okay? I have your back. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      After I nodded, Ethan took out his gun, checked it, then holstered it, tucking his jacket close before heading out.

      And I waited.

      It was the longest two minutes of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      I took the order handed to me, fronted as if I belonged in with the suits and ties of the people waiting to start work, and paid in cash, so there was no audit trail. The guy behind the counter wasn’t asking questions or looking at me a certain way. It seemed as if he was half awake, which worked in my favor.

      “Have a good day,” the server mumbled and hid a yawn.

      “Thank you,” I said, then turned on my heel and walked with purpose, passing the tables and heading for the entrance. I was aware of Josh moving as instructed, and given how he must be feeling right now, he didn’t falter even if he was in shock. We had a lot to talk about, but unless we got out of the mall and away from cameras, there would be no talking. The doors to the food hall shut behind me, and for a second, I couldn’t see Josh, and everything I was trying to keep hold of began to slip away. But then Josh strolled around a corner as if he didn’t have a care in the world, the cap still low on his face. He walked past me as if he didn’t know me and then stopped to check the list of outlets and a mall map. He was waiting, and I had to pull myself the fuck together and guide him out.

      I headed to the main door into the stores and took a left, glancing once into a vast bank of windows in GAP, catching Josh’s reflection as I shadowed him. All too soon, we were through the main door. I stopped and pretended to check my order but instead scanned our surroundings, then walked with purpose toward the man standing by a silver Prius, who nodded at me. He’d parked well away from cameras, and the car was one of many silver cars in this world. I never doubted that Ali would get someone here for us but had no idea what organization or government department she worked for to get it done.

      I knew I trusted her. As long as Danvers and every other person involved in this mess hadn’t gotten to her first.

      Hell, Luca and her were divorced, but they still trusted they’d have each other’s backs.

      It was the residual of being Army Rangers together.

      This is a fucking mess.

      “Ali says that you owe her a Dime bar,” was all the man by the car said, and it was enough to know that this was our connection. I took shotgun, my heart in my mouth, until Josh slipped into the back seat and buckled up.

      “What now?” Josh asked.

      I had no clue what was happening next—all I knew was that whoever was driving had been tasked with getting us away from here as their priority.

      “What about cameras?” I asked the driver.

      “We’re dealing with that.” He joined the flow of morning traffic, which was heavier since it was nearly rush hour, and we soon blended in with all the other Priuses heading around Charleston.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Away from here,” was all the big man said, focusing on the flow of cars and heading out of the city. “There are coms… ” He waved at the glove box.

      I flicked the catch, pulling out the leather case and thumbing it open. Inside was an earpiece, a mobile, and a charging unit, and that was it. I scrolled the mobile contacts—four with their stupid made-up aliases related to candy—Dime, Mars, Corn, and White, all familiar and the remaining members of my Ranger unit. I put the ear bud in my ear and connected to Dime, aka Ali.

      She answered immediately.

      “What the fuck?” She snapped, which summed up how Ali felt about me popping back into her life after she’d cut us all off. I could prevaricate, skirt the subject, or hit the heart of everything in one go.

      “Rouxier, drugs, kids Ali—kids.”

      She was very quiet. “You’re still working on the Rouxier case?”

      “I never stopped.”

      “Jesus, Ethan, the fuck!”

      “If you’d seen what I’d seen… look, it was a skin job that went wrong.”

      “A skin job? For fuck’s sake, Ethan!”

      “It was the only way to get in with Rouxier, but I couldn’t go through with it, and I found out… jeez, I can’t trust any federal agency right now. The asset has a son⁠—”

      “Ryder already contacted me, heard Luca in the background. Are you telling me all three of you were in on this?”

      “We’re a team,” I instantly regretted saying that—we used to be a team of five, but Trey had died, and when Ali and Luca’s marriage broke apart, so did their unit. Ali had vanished, Luca had searched, Ryder kept what was left of our team ticking over with an almost OCD control, and as for me? Well, I’d been in the middle of any action I could find, desperate to hold on to a career that meant something.

      “We were a team until Trey...” She sighed. “Fuck it; I’m not going over that again. Tell me what you need.”

      “A lot of it is need-to-know,” I glanced at our stoic driver, who was very much eyes-front and focused.

      “Well, I need to fucking know,” Ali sounded on edge, “and Jake is very much on the list of need to fucking know otherwise, he won’t know where to freaking take you, asshole.”

      I guessed Jake was the one currently sticking to all the speed limits and acting as if we weren’t fleeing Charleston, and when he glanced at me with a nod, it was confirmed.

      “Drugs, human trafficking, kids.” I lowered my voice on the last part of that because the poison that I’d watched—that I’d seen firsthand—was evil. “It’s a long fucking story, but we need somewhere to hole up for a couple of days, somewhere we can safely stow the asset’s son.”

      “Hold that thought.” The line went quiet, but Ali was talking to Jake because he tapped his ear, murmured a soft yes, and switched lanes for the next exit, heading northeast on the 17 up the coast. “Start from the beginning,” Ali’s voice snapped back in my ear—she was a long way past being pissed.

      “Can this wait? The asset deserves to hear this first, and we need to get his son. There’s not enough to indict Rouxier with drugs, not enough to make it stick⁠—”

      “What?” Josh shouted from the back seat. “What drugs?”

      I had to ignore Josh. “I fucked up, and there are kids.”

      “What about Ben? What about my son!” Josh thumped the back of my seat. “What drugs? What is going on?”

      I held up a hand to stop Josh from talking, but Josh thumped the seat again, and there was the distinctive rattle of him trying the door handle. The sudden thought of Josh getting it open and rolling out of the car at fifty was enough for me to squirm in my seat and grab the nearest part of Josh I could—his knee.

      “Don’t be stupid,” I snapped. “We’re getting your son. Calm the fuck down.”

      Ali cursed. “And how is snapping at the asset working for you?”

      I ended the call. She’d call back, or she wouldn’t, but Josh was my priority, and him tumbling out of the car wasn’t on the to-do list.

      Josh yanked at the handle, frustrated at the lock, and ended up slamming a hand against the glass, then making a fist and aiming for it again. I unbuckled and scrambled to one side to reach into the rear, catching my elbow on Jake’s seat but getting enough of a hold on Josh to snap him out of his panic.

      “Your son is safe, we’re going to be safe, and once we’re there, I’ll explain everything.” Or at least what I can. “For now, please trust me.”

      Trust that I haven’t fucked everything up.

      Even though I probably had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      Panic gripped me, a red mist consumed me, and I was fighting—desperate to get out of the car and go to Ben. It was all I could think about—my boy was everything to me, and I would throw myself from a moving car if I thought I could get to him.

      He was the best thing I’d done in my life, and I wasn’t going to leave him to get hurt. The car left the road and headed past a gas station before stopping, and for a moment, I thought Ethan was letting me go, but instead, he clambered over between the two seats and held my hands tight, restraining me. When I stared into his hazel eyes, I saw that same absolute focus, and he stared back at me as the car started again, and I tried to release my hands, curling them so I could yank them free. I tried to use my body to push weight behind them, but he was too strong and had the upper hand, including a knee pressed against my groin. Memories of him holding me down flooded my brain, and I shoved them away.

      “You need to stay still,” Ethan demanded.

      “Where are you taking me? Let me the fuck out to get my son.”

      “Tell me about your son,” Ethan said. “Is he a good kid?”

      I struggled in his grip, but there was nothing I could do—I didn’t even have a burst of superpower energy, the kind that enables parents to lift cars off their loved ones—I was powerless, frustrated, and scared.

      “Tell me about Ben,” he repeated.

      But talking about my son wasn’t making him safe. Talking about him made me want to scream and cry and throw myself out of a moving car to get to him.

      “No—I can’t think—let me out, I need to… ”

      “I promise you that Ben is being extracted as we speak.”

      I glanced at Ethan. Extracted? What? “Ben?”

      “Ryder and Luca have him.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can show you. Can I let go?”

      I glanced down at our joined hands and couldn’t understand how our fingers were laced. It wasn’t so much that Ethan was restraining me—if anything, it was desperation that made me cling to him.

      I relaxed my hold, and he handed me an open bottle of water, which I gripped instead.

      “Breathe, okay?” he was asking me, over and over, but when I concentrated on the process of breathing, I realized I couldn’t make my body work; I was all over the fucking place, and every small thing I took for granted was going wrong.

      I glanced down at the bottle and took a long swallow of cold water, choking and swallowing, then trying to breathe and pretending I had any control over what I was doing.

      “Show me,” I demanded and waited with impatience for Ethan to remove a cell phone from his jacket and hold the screen up to me. A man I recognized, the one from the van who stopped me from falling, was filming and turned the camera to reveal Ben sat on the van’s bench seat, Oreo curled in his lap. Every cell in my body ached with love and fear, and I didn’t know what to say or do.

      “Ben.”

      “He’s safe. You’ll see him soon.”

      A strange lethargy washed over me, a blurriness in my vision, and I sipped more water. “When. How?”

      “We’re taking you somewhere we can regroup. Okay?”

      “And Ben will be there?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about Ruth?”

      “Ruth?”

      “Ben’s mom, my… uhm… my wife… ex.” Why were words so hard to say? My lips were numb, and my head felt weird. “The one … she’s marrying Charles Rouxier.”

      Ethan paused. “I have no intel on Ruth, but Ben has been extracted.”

      “She wanted Rouxier’s money; he was rich and … he was clever… and all she’d had was me. I want to feel sorry for her, but she won’t agree to me having Ben and it’s not like she even wants him.” Everything came out dripping with emotion.

      “I don’t have anything I can tell you about her right now,” Ethan said.

      I think he frowned, then he pressed his ear and murmured something. It was so odd, and I stared at him, attempting to make sense of him tapping his ear and talking to no one.

      “She didn’t want me. I didn’t want her,” I slurred. What mark was I leaving on life? I was nothing. A nobody. No wonder she fell for the guy with the money, politics, and acclaim. Acclaim? Wasn’t that people clapping? No, that was applause. Was that the right word? She wanted the big house. She wanted the money.

      “She never wanted Ben for herself. But Rouxier wants him to be some kind of political mascot, a way to make him look like a family man. She can’t have him because he’s part of her life. She can’t see what he’s like⁠—-”

      “Okay,” Ethan interrupted, no longer tapping his ear. “It will be okay. We’ll join Ben now.”

      “Ben,” I whispered, but maybe it was in my head because Ethan wasn’t reacting to me talking. If anything, he looked weird, and his features were all blurry. I wriggled in my seat, still feeling what I’d done last night, knowing what he’d done, what I’d done, and how everything had changed in my life.

      “Change of plan,” the driver announced, but I didn’t have the energy to move and scan past him to the road ahead.

      “What?” Ethan’s blurry expression hardened and came into focus as I stared.

      “We’re leaving the highway. Comms can’t clear all the cameras.”

      “Shit. Okay, I’m staying back here.”

      “Is he calm now?”

      “He drank the water,” Ethan confirmed.

      I stared at his face and then the water, lifting it to take another sip but somehow missing my mouth. Everything was blurry, but I felt so calm, and peace flowed through my body from my toes to my fingers. Ben was okay; the big guy from the van was watching him… Ry something… Ryan… Ryler… Tyler… Similar… Smiles… Silos… Cows… Farm… Sheep…

      My head was spinning, and I blinked at Ethan, who stared back at me.

      “Wha’ya’do?” I managed to force out. Something was wrong. My body felt strange; every movement was puffs of sugar… marshmallow… sweet… soft.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t let you hurt yourself,” Ethan explained, but I don’t know why he added the apology. He had Ben, or his friend did; that was all that mattered. I should care about Ruth. After all, she was Ben’s mom, my wife, ex-wife… we’d been happy for a while, right? Then, how did I know if she’d been happy? I’d been lying to her; I should care about her, but I’d seen Ben sleeping, heard Ethan apologizing, and saw the landscape whooshing past us as I moved one my fingers treacle-slow in front of my face. I closed my eyes and rested my head back on the headrest.

      “Is he down yet?” The other voice from the front asked—the driver—I didn’t know him, but Ethan trusted him, and I had to trust Ethan… right?

      “Not entirely,” Ethan replied.

      I felt his hand touching my forehead, patting my face, and all I could think was that I wished we were back in that room making love because only at that moment was everything clear in my head. Not that it was making love, it was fucking… it was…

      “Fucking… ” I muttered, but my tongue felt weird.

      “It’s okay, Josh… we’ll fix this.”

      And then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      I hovered by the door for the longest time. Maybe it was to stall having to join in the big-ass heated debate in the comms room, or it was because I needed to check in on Josh. He was still out of it, sprawled on a bed in this safe house, snoring lightly, his head turned away from me. I’d fucked him, gotten involved, found my ethics, discovered a possible leak in the department, kidnapped him, and drugged him, all while running around trying not to get caught by the nebulous bad guys who didn’t have names.

      When he woke up, he was going to kill me.

      “What did you do?” Ali asked from my side. She’d arrived at this cabin in the middle of nowhere, Virginia, a little after we had. Nothing had changed between us despite her breaking away from our team. She was still the same Lieutenant Alison Windward who’d pulled me out of a burning car in the desert, laid down covering fire to keep us alive, saved our asses more than once, and she was pissed.

      I don’t know what she was more pissed about—the fact I’d rolled into her life again, I was bringing Luca along with me, or that we’d stepped straight into the middle of the new life she’d been building. I didn’t know what she was doing now, that it was some private organization operating as both witness protection and strategic support. Whatever that meant.

      “What did I do when?” I said, blinking at her and feigning innocence.

      She rolled her eyes, then crossed her arms over her chest, and I knew that stance intimately. I might have been the team leader when we were enlisted, but she was the one in charge of this.

      “Josh Anderson, ex-husband to Ruth, son, Ben. In a custody battle. Wife dating republican state rep Charles Rouxier and engaged to same. You’ve been working this case for two years, yet you fucked everything up for some reason?”

      I winced at that. Josh had been nothing more than part of the case the FBI had been building—a small portion, collateral damage even. My team and I had taken a skin job at Rouxier’s behest to ingratiate myself with the guy, but yeah, I’d had an attack of conscience where it wasn’t all about getting the job done, whatever the cost. My head was so full of gruesome images from this case that I’d gone into sensory overload. This was the first time I’d fucked up with any case, and I always followed the rules before. I don’t know if it was reluctance to fuck Josh over and ruin his life because… or seeing the photo of his son, Ben… or was it that Ryder had discovered the leak in the department a week back, and we saw that as a team we were being set up to take the fall for whatever rules Danvers ordered us to break? Fuck knows.

      Instead of answering her, I nodded toward the door through to the tricked-out comms room. “How bad is it?”

      “You worked the case, Cap. You tell me how bad it is. I have a team that relies on me twisting in the wind, you’ve called in assets that are needed elsewhere, you’ve pulled in the last favor I owed you, and I have teammates behind that door demanding to know what is happening.” Her usual calm was splintering, and I felt so much guilt it weighed me down. I’d promised her we would leave her out of what we were doing; she told me she didn’t have the stomach for it, and she made me swear that what me, Luca, and Ryder were involved in was going to stay with us.

      And now look at me, standing here, with an unconscious innocent, a kid in trouble, and Rouxier was still sitting pretty in his family fucking mansion.

      “For the record, I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I couldn’t think of another person I’d want to turn to; you know I wouldn’t have involved you if I had another way.”

      She stared at me, and then let out a sigh. “I’m glad you felt you could come to me, Cap.”

      “You can call me Ethan, you know. We’re not in uniform anymore.”

      She snorted a laugh. “Ethan? No way, you’ll always be Cap to me.” Then she punched me hard on the arm. “Get your ass into the comms room, Cap. We have the kid handed off in ninety, maybe less. Did you know he’s bringing a cat?”

      A cat?

      A cat and a kid in the middle of all this shit?

      How could this go wrong?

      The small comms room was crammed with people who all wanted their say. I’d seen some fancy computers with horrors on their screens. Still, I’d never seen a bank of screens as complete as these. Images of the senator, the covert surveillance on Josh for the night we were due to set him up, IDs for me, Luca, and Ryder, even a profile for Danvers and a spider’s web of names with his at the center. I waited for someone to say something that made sense, but there was a heated debate about how messed up this was and seemed to contain the short, pithy “what the fuck” too many times to count.

      I cleared my throat. Nothing.

      “Guys,” I said loudly—still nothing.

      “Okay!” I shouted.

      At last, everyone stopped talking and faced me at the door, a couple moving to one side and letting me in. I didn’t know where to stand or what to do. I was forced to the front and then turned my back to the screens. Four other people were in the small six-by-six space left after the monitors took up most of the room. Of course, Ali was there, her gaze on one of the screens behind me. I didn’t have to look to know which one—she was only realizing the extent of the mess I’d been part of, and she’d known Danvers from when he’d recruited the team after discharge.

      Lucky for her she’d turned him down and gone to work for the Sanctuary Foundation instead.

      There was the driver guy who’d bought us here—he was observing at the back.

      I didn’t know the other two—the ones who’d been having a heated debate, a tall guy and a shorter one with a case full of attitude.

      The shorter guy spoke first.

      “Tell me again why you pulled us into this,” he demanded, temper flashing in his green eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter,” the tall guy said, “whatever, we’re not letting kids⁠—”

      “I get that. I don’t like it when we’re stretched thin.”

      Great, they were going to start another argument, and I forestalled it all by thrusting out my hand. “Ethan Myers, FBI, or more likely former FBI.”

      The blond responded immediately, “Nik, Sanctuary.”

      The shorter guy extended his hand with obvious reluctance. “Kayden, also Sanctuary, pissed that we’re even part of this. Doing a federal agent’s job and getting pulled into⁠—”

      Our driver placed his hand over Kayden’s mouth and growled. Literally growled. Kayden subsided, but he narrowed his eyes at me and was not in a good place.

      I focused on our driver, who sighed and extended his other hand. “Jake, I own and run Sanctuary.”

      I paused for them to explain, but it seemed they needed prompting. “Ali is with you, but I don’t know much about your foundation, or you… ”

      “All you need to know is that you’re safe here, your unconscious friend is safe, and the kid will be safe when he arrives.” This was from Jake, who still had his hand over Kayden’s mouth.

      “Don’t forget the cat,” Nik interjected. “I ordered in cat food and litter stuff.”

      “Good call,” Jake murmured. “You want to tell us what is going on from your perspective?”

      I nodded; my throat dry. “State Representative Rouxier, Valdez syndicate movement, and various tendrils of the same, out of Texas, and human trafficking.”

      Jake let his hand drop from Kayden’s mouth, but Kayden didn’t talk; instead, he scanned the screens and the pictures of the missing kids and put two and two together.

      “Children? Are they trafficking kids? That’s … fuck...”

      “We have thirteen connected missing child cases from this side of the border. God knows how many from south of the border, and we think this man… ” I pointed at Rouxier. “… is benefitting financially from it all.”

      Someone gasped at the door, and we all turned to face the new arrival.

      Only the wall was holding Josh up, and he was stoned, sick, and shocked all at the same time.

      “Is Ben here yet?” he grasped at the doorjamb. “You said… ”

      His words were slurred, and then he slumped down the wall when his legs gave way. Kayden was beside him in a flash, lifting his eyelids, checking his pulse, but I wasn’t far behind.

      “There is no way he should have woken up yet,” I said as I supported his weight and felt him go loose in my arm.

      Kayden side-eyed me. “His son in danger? Nothing will keep this man down.” He glanced up at the other Sanctuary people. “Nothing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Nine


          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      Something nudged my face… a soft something that made me open my eyes, coming face-to-face with a blurry, furry unblinking cat.

      Oreo? Ben’s Cat? Have I dreamed this whole thing? Was Ben here? Oreo should be tucked up next to Ben until it was feeding time. But he’s standing on my chest—Oreo, not Ben—staring at me and bumping my face until I woke.

      A dream. The whole horrible mess of the last day, two days, was a dream. I smiled up at Oreo, but my world was wobbly.

      “Hey bud,” I murmured and slipped out a hand to stroke him, catching it in sheets, fighting to make my hand connect to the cat. Maybe Ben’s tuxedo cat being here was a dream. Perhaps I imagined his soft furry head and his bumping nose?

      “Dad?” A weight landed on me.

      I knew it was Ben, and I gathered my son close, stopping him from rolling off the other side. Since he was a baby, he’d been an escape artist, climbing, jumping, and doing a million things that made my heart stop every time. “Dad,” Ben repeated as Oreo batted my face with one of his murder mittens as Ben and I called them when he fetched us half a mouse only a few weeks ago.

      Before everything went to shit.

      “I’m awake,” I struggled to sit up. It had all been a dream; there was no Ethan, no walk on the wild side, no guns, no hiding in the middle of nowhere. Only, the light was weird in here; I usually woke to light peeking through blinds on the right side of my face, but the light was on the left, and the bed felt…

      … it felt wrong.

      And was Ben gripping me too hard? And why was Oreo’s meow so plaintive?

      I snapped awake in an instant, and the genuine reason I was here in this weird bed, was that I wasn’t at home. I was in a different room, with my son and his cat, and no sign of Ethan, and…

      I gripped Ben tight and pressed a kiss to his head.

      “Daaaaad,” he whined and shoved at me to let him go, but I never wanted to let him go. He was my everything, meowing cat included, and I was keeping him with me, safe, whatever the reason.

      “Sorry, little man,” I whispered into his tousled curly hair, blond like his mom, and my son’s scent, weight, and warmth were so real I could cry.

      “I’m not little,” my nearly ten-year-old protested, and it was such a familiar answer that tears pricked my eyes, and my throat was tight.

      “You’re sooo little,” I teased.

      He wriggled from my grasp and then jumped on me, my breath rushing out in an oomph. I loved it all, the roughhousing, the love, the damn cat… it was proof of life.

      Which meant Ethan was here somewhere.

      Wherever here was.

      “You smell bad, Dad,” Ben wrinkled his nose and clambered off the bed, picking up Oreo, who was docile as anything with him, curled into his arms, and stared at me as if he could hypnotize me.

      Feed me. Feed me, human. FEED ME!

      I sat up with care, glancing around what looked like a hotel room—bland, a bed, a dresser with drawers, a door leading to a bathroom, I assumed, another door with a spy hole must lead to a corridor.

      A hotel, then.

      A hotel with trees and bushes outside a window with bars? Something wasn’t right when the inside was so neat and new with fresh linens and cream walls, yet the outside screamed no-tell motel. Bars on the windows weren’t a good sign, right?

      Someone knocked at the door as it opened a little and a face from my dreams appeared.

      “Ben is your dad awake yet… hey,” Ethan said when he saw me sitting upright. “Your son, I mean Ben, is here, safe.”

      “Given he’s sitting right there...” I wanted to sound sarcastic, but all that came out was a slurred mumble.

      Ethan winced. “Get a shower,” he said. “There are clothes in the closet, something that will surely fit, and come find me out here.”

      “Out where?”

      “Here,” Ethan said, the fucking asshole. “Hey Ben, you want to bring Oreo out for breakfast?”

      “Sure,” my gullible son said.

      I tried to reach him to stop him, but he headed out of the door with complete confidence, ducking Ethan, who went to tousle his head. “Ben⁠—”

      “It’s all good, Josh. I have him. Get a shower,” he sniffed the air. “You need one as much as I did!”

      He laughed at that, but it wasn’t a cruel laugh. Was he teasing me? Was this all some kind of game? I wanted to ask him, but he shut the door, and Ben was out there with Oreo and Ethan, and I was in here feeling like my strings had been cut. My bladder protested that I wasn’t moving, and I knew I was no good to anyone all over the place like this. I stumbled into the bathroom, blinking at the space-age shower, and pressing buttons at random until I had water hot enough to scrape off the funk of however long I’d been escaping from the FBI, running away, and fucking sleeping forever. The water was hot, and there was an array of gels and shampoos, and by the time I brushed my teeth using a new brush from an extensive collection, I was half human. Wrapped in a towel, I headed to the closet behind the bed in a nook I hadn’t even noticed before, and I opened the doors to reveal an array of clothes, all in different sizes.

      Overwhelmed, I found underwear still in new packaging and sweats that fit, but I didn’t have the energy to check T-shirt sizes, so I yanked the first one I found, pale pink with a tropical sun logo. Very stylish. Not. It was loose, probably meant for someone bigger than me, but it was worn and soft, and I began to feel human again.

      Dizzy, but human.

      I found socks and located boxes of trainers at the bottom of the closet, all the same, dark, in various sizes. Finally dressed, I closed the closet door and turned to face the mirror over the dresser. I looked like shit.

      Exhausted. Sick.

      I smoothed my hair as best I could and practiced a smile, all so I didn’t frighten Ben, and then with that smile pasted on my face, I opened the door Ethan had used, expecting to find a carpeted corridor with a ton of rooms off it.

      Instead, there were six doors, each with a keypad, but there were uncovered pipes and wires, very industrial chic, or at least that is what I thought industrial chic might look like.

      It was a guess which door to try, but I took the one set at a different angle than the others, assuming it was an exit. Fear bubbled like acid inside me. Where was Ben? I opened the door, poised (as much as possible) for action, and found myself in a kitchen with sofas and a large table.

      Was this an apartment?

      “Dad!” Ben exclaimed and appeared from a small area with more sofas and came straight to me to hug me. There was no sign of Oreo, so I assume he was off doing critical cat business.

      “Hey, Ben? Do you want to rinse Oreo’s bowls and put down fresh water? I think he’s done.” Ethan had followed Ben out and, for some reason, wanted Ben focused on something else. I grasped my son’s top.

      “Where are we? What the f—hell is going on?”

      “Ben, go check on Oreo. Your dad and I need to talk.”

      “Let go, Dad!” Ben wriggled, and I released my hold on him and watched as he disappeared through yet another door leading to a laundry room.

      “Where are we?” I asked again.

      “Safe house thirty-two,” he waved a hand as if that explained everything.

      “The fuck is⁠—”

      “You’re safe, the kid is safe, but you know what, coffee, something to eat, and then we’ll talk. Okay?”

      I wanted to demand to know everything now, but who did I trust, what did I say? Ben seemed chilled out here, Oreo was happy, and Ethan hadn’t hurt me, so… what now?

      He made me coffee, and I sat at the counter, eyeing the caffeine and toast he handed me.

      “Don’t worry, this stuff isn’t drugged,” he reassured me.

      A ton of memories assaulted me all at once. “You drugged me!” I snapped.

      He shrugged. “You wanted to throw yourself out of a car. What else could I do?”

      “Anything but drug me, asshole.” I glanced around, guilty that I’d cursed again, but Ben was still in the laundry room.

      “I’ll remember that for next time.” He smirked. The fucking asshole smirked. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to punch his smirky fucking face, and yeah, as soon as my hands worked properly, that was what I was going to do. But for now, I would listen.

      “Tell. Me. Everything.”

      “Okay, so I was born in ninety-two⁠—”

      “Don’t f—mess with me.”

      He held up his hands. “trying to lighten things.”

      “This isn’t a joke, Ethan.”

      He nodded, then, as quick as I could blink, his expression changed—became something much darker. “Someone is trafficking kids, and fuck Josh, you’re right in the middle of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Ten


          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      I should have spent more time planning a way to tell Josh what was happening. He was so white with shock, his gaze fixed past me and on the door his son had walked through. I tried to stop him, even gripping his arm, but he shook me off and stalked out of the room and right into where Ben and Oreo were. After a few moments of pause, I followed and stopped dead in the doorway. Josh was on the floor, his back to a tumble drier, Ben in his arms, and Oreo in Ben’s hold. The three of them were hugging, and I couldn’t see Josh’s face, but I didn’t have to see him to know he was probably in shock.

      I meant to explain that Ben was okay—that no one had touched Ben—that he’d been the recipient of Rouxier’s affection in other ways. Ben had been spoiled, as Rouxier bought his way into Josh’s ex-wife’s affections, with trips to Disney, gifts, and presents that told anyone who saw them that Rouxier was rich, and that Josh’s ex and her son should feel lucky. I backed out of the room and shut the door behind me, so he might not even know I’d followed him in, and then I sat at the counter.

      “Coffee?” someone asked from behind me, and I nearly hit the ceiling in fright. Some agent I was if a gentle offer of caffeine surprised me. Yet again, wanting to care for Josh left me vulnerable, and I had to harden myself to this before I messed up big time. “Jumpy much?” Kayden muttered as he crossed to the cupboard and rummaged for mugs. “Feeling guilty?”

      “What? No, of course not.”

      Something about Kayden made me wary. When I watched him with the other Sanctuary operatives, he was snarky, irreverent, and annoying, but a core of intensity contradicted his sarcasm. He wasn’t a person to suffer fools gladly, and he was the perfect man to be on my side against whoever was out there stealing kids and…

      I couldn’t even think about some of the images I’d seen.

      I hated they were even in my brain.

      I was glad I’d seen them because I knew I wouldn’t stop until I took the whole thing down.

      But then, why did I mess up with Josh? I’d put myself out there as someone who could pull a skin job and get me fucking Josh—every wild, loud, fucking second of it—on camera. That was supposed to ingratiate me with Rouxier, and what had I done? Fucking fucked up, that was what I’d done.

      “You’re second-guessing yourself,” Kayden pointed out as he handed me a mug and settled back to lean against the cabinet. “Beckett does that all the time.”

      “Beckett?” I glanced around, expecting yet another Sanctuary operative to be walking into the room.

      “Oh, he’s not here. He’s not one of us; Beckett’s my husband. Sexy as fuck and all mine.” He held up his left hand and waggled his fingers to draw attention to the platinum ring.

      “Uh huh,” was about all I could manage.

      Kayden eyed me with speculation, then placed his coffee on the counter next to mine and leaned in to talk to me. He wasn’t entirely in my personal space, but he was very close, which was unnerving.

      “You’re regretting that you fucked up?” Kayden asked, as if he was talking about my thoughts on the weather—as if he hadn’t yanked the elephant from the corner of the room.

      “What? No.” I lied.

      “But you did fuck up when you didn’t follow through on the whole fucking and filming thing, right?”

      At that moment, I wanted to punch Kayden in the face. I didn’t. “That’s not exactly⁠—”

      “You fucked up, and now you regret it.”

      I stared at him, and he returned the steady gaze and dared me to disagree.

      “Yeah, I fucked up.”

      “To be honest, it was a pretty shit plan. Who thought that one up?”

      Danvers, my liaison in the FBI, my boss, my… fuck knows what he was now. I didn’t know who to trust.

      “Nah,” Kayden continued, “don’t tell me I don’t want to know. But come on, skin jobs never work out well.”

      I glanced at the shut door to the laundry room. Kayden was right. It wasn’t the first time I’d used my body to get what I wanted—that was the whole point of the team—but Josh broke me because it was the shittiest plan in the history of plans. Other jobs where I’d had to fuck the bad guys were distasteful but necessary, but this job was the one with Josh… we’d connected, and I’d seen the pain in him.

      And his innocence.

      Kayden snapped fingers in front of my face. “What can you tell me about Rouxier?”

      That was a quick change in the subject, and I blinked at him, confused. “Um… you uh… you have everything we know.”

      “Nah.” He scooted back and sat on a stool, his knee knocking mine. “I mean, when you look in Rouxier’s eyes, what do you see?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Kayden frowned. “Okay, what do you see when you look into Josh’s eyes?”

      I was immediately assailed by more than a few imaginings of Josh’s sapphire eyes. “Confusion, hurt, fear.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What’s your gut reaction to him? Like, what kind of man is Josh?”

      “An innocent one.”

      “And would he put himself between his kid and a bullet?”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t even have to think about it. Still, this conversation was like taking a meandering walk in a forest and taking random turns that made no sense, and I was confused.

      “And what if the cat—Oreo—fell in a frozen lake? Would Josh go in and get the cat out?”

      “That’s oddly specific.”

      “It’s a good question,” he defended.

      I wasn’t sure where this was leading, but I felt Kayden was guiding our conversation carefully.

      “Okay, I’ll play. Josh would likely jump in a frozen lake to rescue Oreo.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?”

      “Well, why would he want to save the cat?”

      “It’s his son’s cat, and his son loves Oreo. Of course, the idiot would jump in.” And he’d better hope I was right next to him, helping him out.

      “So, Josh’s focus is on his son and ensuring the kid is safe.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, tell me what you see when you look at Rouxier. What’s his reason for being?”

      Rouxier’s reason for being? When we’d first come to this case, along with Ryder and Luca, we were tasked with scouting and collecting information. Surveilling Rouxier was like watching a masterclass in manipulation, but when we watched, it became clear that Rouxier was motivated by two things.

      “Money and an overwhelming need for taking things that belong to other people. That’s what makes Rouxier tick.”

      “So, he’s easily manipulated on the money side, then?”

      “Not so far. We tried to get in there through the whole video debacle, but what happened with Josh… It was supposed to be the start of me earning a place on Rouxier’s side… but I couldn’t.”

      “Because Josh was a good fuck?” Kayden asked crudely, although his expression didn’t match his words—if anything, he looked compassionate.

      “No, Jesus! Because… ”

      “You looked into Josh’s eyes and saw a man who would save a kitten from a frozen Manitoba lake.”

      Okay, what? “‘Manitoba’?”

      “Duh, of course, Manitoba. Dude, it’s fucking cold up there.” He rolled his eyes at me as if he was making perfect sense. “All I’m saying, you know the measure of a man, so stop beating yourself up over what you did because it’s done now. Yeah, you lost your chance to ingratiate yourself with asshole number one who only thinks of money and manipulating everyone, but you saved a kid and a man who would do anything also to save the said kid. Also, kittens.”

      I was baffled, but when I glanced up at Kayden, he offered me a soft smile. “Bet you feel better now, right?”

      “So much better,” I deadpanned.

      “Okay, so we have money as a motivator for Rouxier, and he likes to manipulate people, but to what end? Is it about control, respect, or desiring more money? He’s involved in trafficking; is it for cash, or is there a more perverse, darker side to him? Also, where does Josh’s ex-wife fit into all of this?”

      At face value, Rouxier had political ambitions that went much higher than the level he was at, and yes, it was all about the money and prestige and being untouchable.

      The door to the laundry room shut—hell, I hadn’t even realized it had opened, so much for my focus—and Josh leaned back against it. I imagine he was stopping his son from coming through, or at least to get a warning.

      “Ruth’s from a good family,” he murmured, and it took me a while to connect the dots. I need more coffee. “We’re talking old family money, respectability. We met in college, and for a while, she was okay to… be with me. She wanted more, Rouxier came into her life, and that was it. Ben never liked Rouxier, and the last time Ben came home after staying… ” He stopped and shook his head.

      “There were bruises,” I prompted, recalling the soft words he’d said to me in the hotel room. A night that seemed so long ago but was barely days behind us.

      “Yeah, on Ben’s arm, where Rouxier had dragged him out of the kitchen for eating a cookie before dinner, for God’s sake. Ben was scared, and Ruth never did a damn thing, all too lost in whatever future Rouxier was promising.”

      “Okay, this is good,” Kayden said. What was good about it? He tapped the table. “Rouxier has his focus on bigger, better things, we don’t know what evil shit is in his head yet, but we can find out. Also, his political aspirations are another way in. Not to mention ties to the cartel, who might be funding his political machinations.” He slammed a hand on the counter and made everyone jump. “We’ll fix this.”

      “And Ben stays here. Safe.” Josh said.

      “You’re not going anywhere. You both stay here. Safe,” I corrected.

      Josh looked as if he was going to argue, but the door banged on his back, and he stepped aside to let Ben through, who grinned up at him and handed him a mewling Oreo. “Can I get a drink, Dad?”

      And with that, I finished my weird conversation with Kayden when he headed to the comms room. I was thrown into a glimpse of domestic bliss as Josh made a drink for Ben, then himself, and the two of them went to the sitting area and cuddled up on the couch, talking about a book with aliens in it. My heart hurt from what I might have done to them, and I knew I would jump in a frozen lake for them both.

      And probably the cat as well.
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      I was reading to Ben, some way into our enforced protection, the same as I had every night.

      “Why are we here again?” Ben asked for what must be the twentieth time.

      I was about to start the next chapter when he blurted the question. It took me a few moments to come out of the universe of space pirates, and into the real world. One where Ben, Oreo and me were in the middle of nowhere, in a cabin that was both prison and haven, with men who talked about us as though we were something to be handled.

      Keep them safe. Keep them here. How do we fix it, so Josh and Ben are going to be okay? I’d seen some images on the screens, albeit it briefly. They were surveillance photos of Charles Rouxier, the kind I’d seen in TV shows, taken from long-distance, blurry, and nothing of what I’d seen made any sense. Charles in meetings, in his car, talking to various people—all images caught in stills from videos. All I knew was that there was something bad happening that could affect my son, and I would do anything to make sure that Ben was safe. Even sit on this sofa, read books, and never move.

      “It’s kind of like a vacation,” I began.

      He glanced up at me and sighed with added drama. “I’m nearly ten, Dad. I’m not a baby.”

      I caught the frustration in his eyes. At what point was it right for him to know things that impacted his life? What had he seen? Should I be asking him questions that might give me insight into why he wasn’t asking about his mom? I knew Ruth wasn’t hands-on; I knew he probably had a better relationship with the nanny Ruth’s old money paid for or, more likely, her new fiancé but, shouldn’t he be worried about her? Was that on me? I’d tried my hardest not to drive a wedge between Ben and Ruth, despite how hard she worked on pretending she wasn’t part of Ben’s life.

      There wasn’t much point in me being part of her world because I’d never brought value to the table. One month of dating and a drunken ten minutes of sex that created Ben and there was nothing the kid from the wrong side of the tracks could offer the prom queen, apart from confused shock that she’d wanted to be with me. Turned out it was a way to get Brad-the-football-guy’s attention by pretending to come on to the nerd—aka me—but the plan backfired when she realized she was pregnant. That wasn’t what I had to concentrate on today because this wasn’t about what happened back then—it was about now.

      “What do you want to know?” I answered.

      He heaved the sigh of the bewildered. I’d never lied to him before. I’d always been honest about how me and his mom fit into his life, and honesty was what he needed right now.

      “Everything.”

      “We’re here so that they can keep us safe,” I began. Safe from what, though? I didn’t know why I was here, or what in hell’s name was going on, apart from the fact that somehow Rouxier had tried to fuck with me by hiring a hooker to record us, but then the hooker was FBI, but then the FBI were the bad guys, or at least some of them were, and Sanctuary were the good guys, and so was Ethan.

      Or something.

      “Is Ethan the one keeping us safe? With the other men?”

      “Sure.” I wasn’t lying, but I also didn’t know what was going on. Ben focused back on the book between us, and for a moment I thought the conversation was done, and I was relieved that somehow in all of that I’d put Ben’s mind at rest. I should have known better because Ben had way more questions.

      “Safe from what?” he asked.

      My stomach fell—swooped and churned, my chest tightening, and a brief panic stealing my words. Who was trying to hurt us? What did Ruth know about it all, and was she putting Ben in harm’s way? Where did I start with any of this?

      “I got this,” Ethan interjected and startled us both. How long had he been listening?

      Oreo woke and stretched across my lap and Ben’s, but he was offering his belly for rubs, so I guess he wasn’t protecting his humans.

      “It turns out your mom’s boyfriend is like the person at school who is mean to everyone,” Ethan summed up and even looked quite pleased with himself, but I knew my son, and he was way too bright to be fobbed off with analogies about school.

      “I’m nearly ten,” he repeated with an implied duh at the end.

      “My bad, buddy,” Ethan said.

      I pressed a kiss to the top of his head and he tried to duck away from me. “What did Mr. Rouxier do?”

      Part of me—a hidden part that I would never admit to—was happy Ben didn’t call Charles Rouxier Dad, or Pops, or indeed, any variation of that.

      “He’s a bad guy,” Ethan said.

      Ben nodded. “He makes Mom cry sometimes, and he makes Dad angry even though Dad never tells me what he did, or even that he’s mad. He’s good at hiding stuff,” Ben glanced up at me when he talked about me.

      I smiled to reassure him. Was I hiding my feelings from Ben? I’d kept him away from the standup fights I’d had with Ruth or her lawyers over my rights, or over what Ben might want.

      “I’m sorry.” I apologized, because I thought Ben might need to hear that I was sorry if I kept things from him.

      “Anyway, I don’t like Mr. Rouxier, he’s mean, and he shouts a lot even when he’s trying to pretend he’s a nice man.” Ben shrugged, and left the rest up to our imagination. One day, when all of this was over, I would find Charles Rouxier, and I would strangle the fucking life out of him if I found out he ever hurt Ben.

      “Yeah, see? He’s a bad guy,” Ethan summarized again. “So, what we’re doing here is figuring a way to see what kind of bad stuff he’s doing, and then we’ll work out a way to stop him.”

      Ben leaned into me and pressed a cheek to my chest, and I hugged him that bit tighter.

      “What about Mom?” Ben asked in a small voice.

      I glanced at Ethan and wondered what in God’s name we could tell Ben. Not that I had much to tell—I was as much in the dark as Ben was over what part his mom played in whatever the fuck was happening.

      “Someone is keeping her safe, too,” Ethan reassured him, and even patted Ben’s knee. “She sends her love.”

      Did she? I stared at Ethan, and he gave no sign he was lying, but that didn’t sound like something Ruth would do. She had little in the way of love for anything other than money. Oh, and the burning desire to break free of her parents’ grip by finding someone else with money to replace what theirs had bought her. Still, Ben loved her, and he never had a bad word to say about her, probably because when he was at her place, it was more likely he spent time with his nanny than with Ruth.

      “And Nora? I wish she was here with me.”

      “Who’s Nora?” Ethan asked Ben.

      “She’s like my other mom?” Ben said the words in a question and glanced up at me.

      “A nanny,” I explained, and Ethan nodded.

      Ben sighed, “She’s new, though, and before her I had Lisa, but Lisa wasn’t as kind as Nora. Lisa made me eat carrots.”

      Ethan wrinkled his nose. “That’s mean.”

      Ben held out a fist to bump at that. Ethan didn’t miss a beat—even added the tiny explosion part after, which made Ben giggle. There was my boy, the one who laughed at the little things, the one who was everything to me, and I hugged him hard.

      “Daaaadd,” he whined, and I ruffled his hair. “Daaaaaaad!” His whine increased in volume.

      “Carrots help you see in the dark,” I repeated the words my mom used to say to me, and wished so hard she could have met Ben, but she’d been gone a long time now. Ben glanced up at me, his eyes narrowed as if he didn’t believe me at all.

      “That’s why we have nightlights, right, Ben?” Ethan joked.

      They exchanged another fist bump. I shot Ethan a you’re-not-helping look, but Ben was laughing, and it was a wonderful thing to hear.

      I was still smiling when I glanced back at Ethan and at first he seemed confused, and then he returned the smile with one of his own. His stupid joke about the carrots was a new side of him—something real that wasn’t him pretending to be a hooker, or an agent, or anything except a man who took the time to joke with my son.
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