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Chapter 1






He stared down at the SUV pulling up the
driveway. From his perch in the window, he had a good view of the
man as he stepped from the vehicle.

He sneered down at the dark-haired man,
noting how the guy tried to fix his appearance, straightening his
shirt, smoothing down his hair.

Fuck, another asshole of Brad's. Probably one
of his old high school buddies or college poker friends. Wonder
what this one wants. How much money did Brad shell out to buy off
this guy? Maybe he'll just go the fuck away before I have to meet
him.

His deep blue eyes tracked the guy to the
front door, before his hand returned to the notebook on his lap,
his pencil finishing the shading of the long sword, dripping
blood.






****






He looked up at the huge brick mansion in
front of him and whistled as he climbed out of his leased Ford
Explorer. He had parked off to the side of the large circular
driveway that was lined with small lights and brightly colored
flowers. The lawn was immaculate and looked so lush and green it
almost looked fake.

He slammed the door shut as he smoothed his
hands over the maroon button down shirt tucked into his black
jeans. He was beginning to think maybe he was underdressed.

Man, Brad, you've really
done well for yourself, he mused, self-consciously
raking his hand through his dark mocha waves. He stepped up the
brick porch and knocked on the huge double doors that graced the
front of the house.

A scowling man opened the front door, and his
heart jumped into his throat at the sight of the shoulder holster
and gun displayed so blatantly.

"Yes?" the deep voice growled down at
him.

"Um, Br--uh, Mr. Milburn invited me to come
by," he finally stammered. "I'm Jason Yates."

The hulk just grunted and stepped back,
allowing him to enter the foyer. The hardwood floors gleamed in the
sunlight streaming through the huge windows, but the air inside was
cool and smelled of fresh cut flowers. Upon glancing around he
found a couple of vases of large fragrant flowers on decorative
tables in the wide entryway.

"Hey, Jason, come on in!" A familiar voice
came from the side.

Jason sighed in relief at the sight of his
high school buddy, a familiar face in the overwhelming opulence of
the massive estate. After a quick glance at the scowling hulk,
Jason turned his attention to his buddy and grinned. The man was
gorgeous still, all muscle and shoulders and the thick thighs that
he used to watch run up and down the football field. Brad's dark
auburn hair was cut shorter now, and he looked more business-like
in his black slacks and crisp white shirt, but he still had that
gleam of mischief in his hazel eyes.

"Brad," he greeted warmly. "It's good to see
you again. Thanks for inviting me."

Brad grabbed his offered hand but immediately
pulled him into the guy clench, and Jason felt his heart beat just
a little faster. While at 6'2 he was no shorty, Brad towered over
him by a good three inches, even if they were fairly equally
matched in breadth.

"Come on in here," Brad's large hand spread
warmly over his shoulder, caressing it as he guided him to a large,
warmly decorated room off to the right. It was obviously the man's
home office. It had a huge mahogany desk that held a laptop, and
several locked file cabinets lined the back wall. A black leather
couch and love seat around a sleek black coffee table created a
comfortable sitting area.

Brad stopped at a small bar area to the left
of the doorway, setting out two tumblers and dropping in ice. He
poured scotch over the ice and handed one to Jason as they both sat
down.

"You have a really nice place," Jason said,
gesturing with the hand holding the crystal glass.

"Sit," Brad waved as he smiled and sat down
on the love seat as Jason sat in the corner of the leather couch.
"And thanks, but this isn't all mine," he said. "Well, it is, but
this," he swept his arm as if to indicate everything, "this is
inherited."

"Ahh," Jason nodded, taking a sip of the
ridiculously smooth and obviously expensive scotch. He knew his
high school friend had excelled in his construction business, but
he hadn't expected all this. Brad had been a determined kid, even
in high school, always looking to earn more money faster. Which, he
supposed, is what kept them closer over the years than they
probably would have been after high school--the knowledge of each
other's previous 'indiscretions'. Of course, Brad Milburn had gone
on to become a successful construction company owner, and Jason ...
well ... hadn't.

Jason sat forward, resting his elbows on his
knees. He swallowed hard as he stared at the table in front of him.
"Uh, Brad, I want to thank you again," he began awkwardly. Now that
he was face to face with the man who'd saved him from certain
bankruptcy, he was unsure of what the man would think of him. "For
bailing me out. You didn't have to do that."

"Jase, it was no problem," Brad smiled
easily, leaning back casually and crossing his ankle over his
knee.

Jason knew it probably wasn't much to Brad
Milburn to pay off his debt, but it meant everything to Jason. His
garage had been doing well for a while, but the last couple years,
with the downturn of the economy, his business had floundered and
he'd been falling further and further into the red. And with his
father now needing to be in a nursing home, he had seen no end to
the hole he'd fallen into. Brad had changed that.

Brad was his savior. His and his
father's.

Jason felt tears threatening to form when he
looked up at the grinning former football star.

"God, Brad, really..."

Brad dropped his foot to the ground and
leaned forward. "Jason, you're my friend. We go way back. Between
my business and inheriting my father's fortune, I think I can
afford to help out a friend or two."

"Well, I'm forever in your debt," Jason
admitted. "If you need anything... a good mechanic or ... well,
anything," Jason glanced up shyly, "I'm there."

"Well, I did ask you here with an ulterior
motive in mind," Brad said softly, putting his glass down on the
coffee table.

Jason frowned but knew he'd do anything that
Brad Milburn wanted. Brad had paid off his nearly half a million
dollar debt and paid the next year's worth of nursing home fees for
his father while Jason tried to find a decent job and get back on
his feet.

"I have an offer. A job offer," Brad
stated.

"A job?" Jason nearly choked. "Brad, you've
already done so much for me, you don't have to--"

Brad laughed. "Oh, don't think this is a pity
offer, Jase. In fact, you might not even want it after you find out
what you have to deal with. But I need someone I can trust for
this."

"Well, of course you can trust me, and if you
really need the help--"

"Oh, yes, I do, trust me on this," Brad
grinned. "And I like to know the people who work for me, who are
closest to me and my family, are trustworthy and loyal only to
me."

"Who else would I--" Jason frowned.

"You know me. I like to know what all the
cards are on the table," Brad said, his eyes boring into Jason.
"Know exactly how things will play out."

"You always did," Jason smiled, feeling a
little uneasy at the sudden seriousness of his friend's tone. "I
used to think you were cheating when we played poker."

Brad laughed slightly. "I did sometimes too.
I stacked the deck."

Jason's mouth dropped open at his friend's
admission. "You son-of-a-bitch. You made me go all-in, and then
wiped me out.

"I don't like to lose."

"Well, I didn't either! But I didn't cheat,"
Jason snapped, wondering now just how much money he'd lost to his
friend over their high school years.

"Don't worry, Jase," Brad smiled. "Haven't I
made it up to you?"

Jason had to concede that paying off his debt
had more than rectified any thought he might have of still feeling
cheated.

"See here's the thing," Brad cut him off,
leaning closer and staring down at him with his piercing hazel
eyes. "I'm very protective of what is mine. You saw Sam at the
door?"

Jason nodded as he remembered the hulk with
the gun. "Yeah? I wondered why--"

"Well, there are people who don't like the
fact that I have all this," Brad waved again at the expansive
house. "Some think I couldn't possibly have gotten it all legally
and some think they can take it from me."

Jason blinked in shock. "You aren't like...
stealing cars or selling drugs or something still?" Jason asked in
a hushed whisper, his mind flitting back to their high school days.
He'd left all that behind him, but in the last few months, he'd
found himself thinking about those days even more, wondering if
he'd have to go back to it.

"Fuck no!" Brad laughed at the worried look
in Jason's face. "But some people want to get any dirt they can on
me so they can steal my clients or take away from my business."

"Oh," Jason relaxed as he sat back a bit,
relieved that his friend was just worried about his business
assets.

"Which is why I make sure those closest to me
are people I can trust with my life," Brad said. "Hence, Sam out
there. He's been with me for years now. I helped him out of some
trouble he'd run into and he's been working as my body guard for
over four years now."

Jason smiled. "Seems like a nice guy," he
said sarcastically.

The auburn-haired man chuckled. "Oh, he's
okay. Just have to get to know him."

"Okay, so what do you want from me?"

"I need a bodyguard," Brad said bluntly.

Jason frowned and his eyes flicked to the
door. "But you have the hulk out there."

"The hulk, huh?" Brad laughed. "I'll
have to tell Sam you said that. No, Sam is my guard. I need someone to watch my little
brother." Brad turned to the door. "Sam! Can you get Devyn and
bring him in here, please?"

"Yes, sir," came the deep voice from the
hall.

"Your--?" Jason sat stunned. Since when did
Brad have a brother? He'd been friends with Brad all through high
school and didn't know the man had a brother. How was that
possible?

Brad chuckled as he took another sip of his
scotch. "I can see you're confused. He's not my real brother. He's
my step-brother. My dad married his mom about six years ago. When
dad and my new stepmom were killed four years ago in a car crash, I
became his guardian."

"Guardian?" Jason was having trouble wrapping
his head around the idea that Brad Milburn had children in his care
now. This was the man that he'd sat with in his basement smoking
pot on the weekends, playing poker with their buddies.

"Yeah, don't be so surprised, Jase. I am an
adult now, you know," Brad chastised.

"I-I know. I just--" Jason stammered, unsure
of what to say.

"I know, you can't imagine me with a kid,
huh?"

"No, not really. He didn't have any other
family?"

Brad shook his head sadly. "Unfortunately,
no. There's a grandmother--his father's mother, but she's in a home
in upstate NY with Alzheimer's."

"Well, shit," Jason breathed. "I'm
sorry."

Brad's handsome face turned darker. "Yeah,
well, he was lucky. He survived the crash that killed Dad."

And Jason thought he heard some bitterness
seep though in his friend's voice. Did he resent that his
step-sibling survived the crash when his father was killed?"

"So anyway," Brad sighed heavily, "It's Devyn
that I need someone to watch."

"Is this kid in danger or something? Why
would you need a bodyguard for your step-brother?"

An uneasy smile spread across Brad's face.
"Well, it's not so much to guard him from danger, as much as from
well... trouble."

"Trouble?" Jason quirked an eyebrow.

"Yeah. He's actually a bit... hostile. Gets
into fights. He's always hated me, and we've gotten into it a
couple times too."

"Really?" Jason was beginning to be worried
as to what kind of trouble this little kid could be.

"I have to home school him. He's a real
spoiled brat. I can't trust him to be on his own and not get into
trouble. He has several tutors that he goes to--"

"So, really, I'm his babysitter," Jason
surmised.

Brad looked a little sheepish. "Well,
technically--"

"There ain't no technically about it," Jason
laughed. "You want me to run this kid around to his tutors and
stuff and basically keep him out of trouble."

Brad grinned. "Yep, that's about it."

There was a knock on the doorjamb, and they
looked up to see Sam standing there. He pulled on the arm of
someone, then thrust them into the room.

Jason stared in shock.

It wasn't a kid. It was a beautiful young
man.

The teen who stood in the doorway with the
openly venomous look on his face glared at both of them. And Jason
knew he was in trouble.


Chapter 2











Devyn Kennedy.

Jason had been expecting a much younger
boy the way Brad had been talking, but this kid was easily sixteen
or seventeen years old. Shit,
Jason cursed under his breath, the kid was breathtaking, and
he was nothing like Brad. He was slim, long and lean, more of a
swimmer's body than the bulkier football type that Brad and himself
were. He wore an oversize black t-shirt and well worn faded jeans
that had holes in the knees and thighs. The boy crossed his arms
and glared at his step-brother with his crystal blue eyes from
under the flop of blond hair covering half of his face.

"Ah, Devyn, thank you for coming," Brad said,
knowing full well that the boy had obviously not come willingly.
Brad walked over to the blond teen who stood only about five-six
and stared down at him.

Jason rose too, wiping his hands nervously on
his jeans.

"I'm Jason Yates," he greeted with a smile,
holding out his hand. "It's nice to meet you."

The kid flicked his cool, icy eyes over at
Jason with a look of disdain before snapping them back to his
step-brother. When the boy refused to shake his hand, Jason dropped
it uneasily to his side as Brad glared at the boy's insolence.

"Devyn," Brad started tightly, gritting his
teeth, "Jason is going to be your new bodyguard. He's a friend of
mine from high school, and I believe I can trust him not to fall
for your tricks. He's in charge. You do what he says when he says
it, or you'll be answering to me. Understood?"

Jason couldn't miss the flash of fear in the
kid's eyes as they swept back over his taller frame, and Jason
wondered why the kid would be afraid of him already. He hadn't done
anything to the kid, yet.

"Understood?" Brad snapped angrily at the
boy's attitude.

The blond rolled his eyes in the way teens
always seemed to do in the face of an authority figure. Jason
figured he'd be seeing that eye-roll a lot. He almost expected the
boy to shout a resounding 'fuck you' at Brad, but he finally just
nodded, tightening his crossed arms.

Brad seemed satisfied with the kid's response
though and looked back at Jason. "Devyn is sixteen," he announced,
his hand slipping up to the boy's neck. Devyn tried to duck away
from his brother's hand, but Brad just tightened his grip. "And he
hates me, as you can see. But I still love him," Brad said, pulling
the kid's head closer and pressing a kiss to his temple.

Devyn jerked violently away from his
stepbrother, but Brad retained his grip on the boy's neck with a
tight smile, his brows quirking in a 'See? It told you so'
fashion.

Jason and Sam chuckled as the kid just glared
at his older stepbrother. "Like I said, he's a bit of a spoiled
brat. He's been caught stealing, trying to run away, fighting, and
he's even stabbed me once--tried to three times."

Jason's brows shot up in shock as he stared
at the lean young teen. He could see the normal teen defiance
oozing from the boy's body, but he wouldn't have thought that a kid
who had grown up in such wealth and with so many privileges would
be that much trouble. But then maybe it was the money that made the
kid such a spoiled brat.

"But he's under my care," he said, and the
boy stiffened, "and he knows I won't tolerate such abhorrent
behavior. Right, Devyn?"

The boy's defiance seemed to drain out of him
slightly as he nodded.

Jason wasn't sure if he could handle being
around such a bratty kid all day, every day, but he had to try. He
needed the job. And the money.

"If he misbehaves at all, you let me know,"
Brad said to Jason. "I think his last bodyguard started to go a
little easy on him," Brad frowned down at the kid, who shifted on
his feet uneasily. "You can't do that with them at this age. If you
give them an inch, they'll take the whole mile."

"What happened to the last guy? Was he
fired?" Jason asked, and the boy suddenly stiffened, meeting
Jason's eyes briefly. Jason could have sworn he saw sadness
pricking the depths of the boy's eyes.

"Unfortunately, Kieran had a motorcycle
accident a couple weeks ago. He's in a coma," Brad said softly.

"Oh, I'm sorry," Jason said quickly, not
meaning to have upset anyone.

"I feel horrible because I had just had to
let him go," Brad said, shaking his head. "I feel like it was my
fault."

"Your fault?" Jason queried, and he noticed
that Devyn was glaring up at his step-brother like he agreed it
was.

"Well, yeah. I think he was upset at being
let go and was maybe a little reckless--"

"Brad, you can't blame yourself for that,"
Jason offered gently as he slid his hand over his friend's
shoulder.

"Yeah, it's the fucking kid's fault," Sam
grunted from where he was leaning in the doorway.

The kid suddenly whirled out of Brad's hand
and swung blindly at the bodyguard behind him. The boy's fist
impacted with the hulk's chin seconds before the man's eyes blazed
with fury. Sam's arm swung instinctively to protect himself. Jason
jumped in shock as the boy dropped to the ground in front of
him.

"Devyn! Stop it!" Brad snapped when the kid
looked like he was going to come up swinging.

Jason instinctively reached down to help the
teen up but received an elbow to his solar plexus for his effort.
"Fuck," he grunted, as the kid staggered out of his grip and fell
into the hulk's.

"Little brat," Sam growled as he held tighter
to the kid's arm, waiting for Devyn to calm down and stop
struggling.

"Jason! Are you okay?" Brad asked in
concern.

"Yeah, I'm fine," he said.

Brad instantly turned on his young
step-brother. "Sam, take Devyn to his room. Now. I will deal with
him later."

The blond teen stiffened, glancing back
warily at his stepbrother through his long bangs. Jason could
nearly feel the hate radiating off the boy for his guardian before
he was pulled away by the hulking bodyguard.

"I'm sorry, Jason," Brad said softly.

"For what?"

"That you had to see that so soon. I love
him, but he's also a pain in the ass."

Jason chuckled. "What teenager isn't?"

Brad laughed, then ran his hand over
his face. "The kid really hates me. He blames me for everything; he
used to throw out accusations about me and Sam and half the staff,
and even some of my clients just to try to get me in trouble.
That's why I've had to home school him. He'd rant to his teachers
all this bullshit about how abusive everyone was to him. He's a
self-righteous prick. He stabbed me
in the arm, but thinks I'm
the abusive one if I defend myself. As you can see, he's very
volatile."

"I can see that," Jason said, rubbing his
tender side. "Has he always been like this?"

"No, I don't think so," Brad admitted. "I
didn't know him very well before the accident though. I was living
on my own at the time. You know my dad. He wanted me to make my own
way. So while he offered me a loan to start my construction
company, he never really 'shared the wealth' so to speak. I
struggled on my own for several years. So, I was already living on
my own when he started dating Jenna Kennedy. When he remarried, he
seemed to change his attitude about making it on your own. He
spoiled that kid. Of course, Devyn's mother was already wealthy, so
I suppose he thought that he had no right to limit the boy--being
just his stepfather and all."

Jason only nodded. Unfortunately, it was
probably the man's desire to be accepted by his stepson that had
led to the boy's recalcitrant behavior. The kid had been spoiled
and probably walked all over his mother and stepfather, and now
that Brad was trying to rein him in, the kid was out of
control.

"Since I didn't live with dad when Devyn came
to live here, I don't know much about what he was like then. Devyn
was only ten. Then there was the car accident four years ago. It
was a miracle that he survived. And Devyn was a mess after that. We
didn't know each other well, and suddenly he was in my custody.
Shit, I was twenty-four and suddenly had a twelve-year old kid to
take care of, I was a mess. I tried for a year to get a handle on
him. But Devyn just got worse and tried to make all those
accusations..." Brad sighed. He looked weary and suddenly older.
"And I admit, we've had fights. But the kid was ruining my
business, my plans. I thought he was a cute kid when he came to
live with dad. I didn't expect him to be so hard to control. I
finally had to homeschool him because of his ... negativity."

"Negativity?" Jason laughed. "That's what you
call that? He's an obnoxious little bastard. I'm surprised he
didn't yell a resounding 'fuck you' as he left."

Brad chuckled. "He probably would have, if he
could."

Jason frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Devyn's mute, Jase."

"What?" Jason's jaw dropped in shock. "What
like, he can't talk at all?"

Brad shook his head. "No."

At Jason's bewildered look, Brad continued.
"Three years ago, he had tonsillitis and pharyngitis. It was a
pretty bad infection. Dr. Hembry had to do surgery to remove his
tonsils."

"And the kid lost his ability to talk?" Jason
swallowed, feeling a little bit sorry for the kid who'd almost
decked him.

"Yeah, Dr. Hembry believes the excessive
inflammation of his throat may have caused paralysis of the nerves
of his vocal cords. He couldn't talk after his surgery."

"Shit, that sucks," Jason sighed. "Does that
happen often? I don't think I've ever heard of someone losing the
ability to talk from tonsillitis."

"Actually, it's not very common, but
unfortunately, it does happen. Dr. Hembry thought maybe if we'd
caught the infection sooner, maybe it wouldn't have happened."

"Did you sue?"

"No, of course not," Brad grimaced. "Dr.
Hembry is a good friend of mine. It wasn't negligence or anything.
It was an unfortunate side effect of the massive infection."

"Oh," Jason sat back on the couch. "Poor
kid."

"Poor kid?" Brad chuckled as he took a sip of
his now watered-down scotch. "Hell, you should be happy. At least
you don't have to listen to him curse you out every day like I did.
Personally," Brad leaned forward, dropping his eyes, "It's been a
blessing."

"Brad! How can you say that?" Jason
chastised. He may not like the attitude of the kid, but he wouldn't
wish him to be robbed of his voice like that.

"Jase, Jase, I don't mean it like that," Brad
waved. "It's just ... he was so... I don't know. I shouldn't have
said anything."

"So I guess his voice loss is permanent,
since it happened three years ago?"

"It seems that way. Dr. Hembry said there was
a chance that it wasn't. But it's been three years so I don't
expect it to change now."

"Does he know sign language or something?"
Jason asked, wondering if he'd have to learn how.

"No. He refuses to learn," Brad said,
glancing at the floor. "Doesn't like to admit is disability. He's
pretty stubborn."

"I see," Jason mused. "So how am I supposed
to deal with him?"

"I don't expect you to have a heart-to-heart
with him and mother him. I just need you to drive him to his tutors
and keep him out of trouble," Brad said. "I think that was Kieran's
problem--he tried to be a friend instead of doing his job. He let
the kid manipulate him into letting him out of the house."

"Really?"

"Yeah, Sam caught the kid trying to sneak
out. Not sure where he thought he was going. He'd talked Kieran
into leaving his door unlocked."

"You lock him in his room?" Jason
frowned.

Brad's brows shot up. "Hell, yeah. The kid's
tried to run away several times and tried to kill me more than
once. It's for everyone's safety that his door is locked unless
someone has an eye on him. And now that someone is you."

"Jesus, if the kid is so fucking dangerous,
why do you still have him here?"

"Because he's still family."


Chapter 3






Jason tried to wrap his head around
everything that he had learned yesterday. After he left the Milburn
estate last night, he'd gone back to his father's old house where
he had been living the last few months and packed up his clothes,
laptop and a few other personal items. Brad had shown him the small
room that he'd be staying in, apologizing for it not being bigger.
Jason had just shook his head--the room was almost bigger than his
whole apartment had been.

The room was on the opposite side of the
house from the kid's room, which Jason thought was a little odd
since he was supposed to be guarding the boy. But he guessed since
the kid was locked in until someone let him out, it probably didn't
matter. And Brad's room was next to the kid's, and apparently Sam's
room was across the hall from the two of them.

As he pulled up the long circular drive, he
took a few extra minutes to survey the house that would be his home
for the foreseeable future. The house was certainly beautiful,
sprawling out on several acres of land. While Brad had shown him
around the inside of the house yesterday, it had gotten late and
Brad said they'd see more of the outside today. Jason could see a
couple other estate houses to each side, but they were a couple
acres away with trees obscuring the views. He could even see the
foothills of the forest sprawling behind the estate with the
majestic Sierra Peak in looming in the distance.

Brad's father had definitely had money to
spend to have so much land on the outskirts of Santa Ana, Jason
mused. He knew that Brad had often resented that his father was so
tight-fisted with his money, never giving Brad more than a meager
living allowance. He'd heard Mr. Milburn's sanctimonious sermons
about how a man needed to make his own way in the world like he
had. Some of their friends had teased Brad mercilessly about his
father's miserly ways, but Brad had flaunted it their faces that he
didn't need his father for money. Jason knew that Brad had taken to
stealing to support his extravagant lifestyle; hell, he'd helped
him a couple times. When Brad had started selling dope though,
suddenly the guys who had ribbed him became his best buddies.

Jason knew that Brad had been doing it to
rebel against his father's dispassionate attitude towards him.
After high school, Jason had only heard from Brad once in a while.
The guy had gone off to college, while Jason studied to be a
mechanic, taking business classes on the side. They'd both talked
about their dreams of running their own businesses after they
graduated, and Jason knew that Brad's father had actually put up
the money to help Brad with his dream. So the man couldn't have
been all that bad. He just hadn't wanted to spoil his son against
learning about hard work.

As he stepped up to the front door, Jason
briefly wished that the man had thought the same about his stepson.
Maybe the prick wouldn't be so fucking spoiled and feel so damn
entitled to do anything he wanted.






****






"Hi," Jason greeted the hulk as he stepped in
the door.

Sam just nodded a greeting. Apparently, the
man wasn't much for talk.

"Jason," Brad called, his dress shoes
clicking across the hardwood floor, and Jason had the brief thought
that maybe he needed to get a couple of nicer outfits. "You
remember Sam Pratt, right?"

Jason nodded at the body guard behind him. He
had briefly met a few of the household staff, but didn't really
remember anyone's name--except for Sam, Sam was hard to forget.
Brad had said something about a couple of guys who basically ran
the house, and some guy who worked the stable and grounds along
with some kid he'd hired from next door. Jason figured he'd learn
them all eventually. "Sam's my go-to guy, if you need anything,
especially if you need help with Devyn. He's had to deal with him
when I can't find someone else to. Otherwise, Nelson Rainier, my
assistant can also help you." Brad pointed at a man walking towards
them with a briefcase.

"Hi," the shorter, older looking man greeted,
holding out his hand. "Nice to meet you. Jason, right?"

"Yes," Jason shook the man's hand. "Nice to
meet you, Mr. Rainier."

"It's just Nelson," the man laughed. "Brad,
we need to get moving to make that appointment in Long Beach."

"Yeah, yeah, just a second," Brad turned
toward where Jason thought the kitchen was. "Chris! Trent! Come
here!"

Two men that he remembered meeting briefly
last night appeared from the short hall that circled around the
stairs that lead up to the open landing on the second floor. They
were basically the housekeepers, Jason had deduced after Brad had
gone on about their various duties--managing the household,
organizing parties, etc--but it basically had come down to the fact
that they were very well paid chefs and butlers. He thought he
remembered that Chris did most of the cooking and was an
accomplished chef. Trent, Brad had confided later, had been a
college buddy who gotten caught up with some nefarious people and
Brad had helped save him from a long prison term--for what Jason
hadn't asked.

"Chris, Trent, I want you to show Jason here
around again. Make sure he gets settled in upstairs. Oh, and give
him a copy of the keys too."

"Sure, Brad," Chris said, waving Jason toward
the back. "Come on, Jason. Let me show you my domain."

Brad chuckled as he grabbed his sport coat.
"I'll see you later, Jason."

As his new boss disappeared out the front
door with Nelson and Sam, Jason turned to follow Chris and Trent to
the kitchen.

The back half of the house seemed to be one
large open space, several rooms flowing to make one grand living
area. The kitchen boasted stainless steel appliances and dark
granite countertops. A long counter/bar separated the kitchen from
the living area. There were a couple large white leather couches
with black and silver tables laid out around the room for optimal
viewing on the biggest TV/entertainment center that Jason had ever
seen. He managed to keep his mouth from dropping open in awe today,
but it was no less impressive seeing it for the second time. There
was a huge bar and pool table at the other end of the room, as well
as a professional style poker table.

Jason wandered over to the expansive glass
patio doors and stared out over the back of the estate. The patio
sprawled out to the in-ground pool, with several cushioned chairs
and an outdoor barbeque pit and bar. Towards the back of the
estate, he could see a stable, as well as a fenced in pasture
holding a couple grazing horses. There appeared to be a dirt track
that led out to the barn from the garage by the side of the
house.

He had the fleeting desire to explore the
grounds further. Heading out on a nice hike through the fragrant
pines and cedars of the forest behind the estate was rather
alluring. But he had a job to do right now, so he forced himself
away from the tantalizing view.

Trent took a set of keys from the counter.
"Here are your keys. The gold ones are to the house doors. The
silver one is to Devyn's room."

Jason looked up sharply as he took the keys,
remembering how Brad said the boy had to be locked into his room to
keep him from sneaking out or attacking anyone.

"Just how bad is this kid?" Jason found
himself asking.

Trent and Chris exchanged a strange look.
Chris turned and grabbed some eggs from the fridge. Trent cleared
his throat. "Look, we're basically the maids here. We clean and
cook. We both owe Brad our lives in one way or another."

Jason frowned at the two men, noting that he
hadn't answered his question.

"Brad like control, of his business, staff,
the house, everything--which includes Devyn," Chris said. "He's
always been that way, well, I guess you know that."

"Yeah," Jason nodded, unsure of the direction
the conversation was going. "So?"

"So, we stay out of it," Trent said. "Brad
and Sam, and now you, deal with Devyn, and we stay out of the
way."

"Okay..." Jason said slowly, still not
understanding why they seemed so evasive about the subject of the
kid.

"Just take our advice: do your job. Run the
kid where ever Brad says and keep him out of trouble," Chris
stated. "Don't think, just do it."

"Honestly, Devyn will probably ignore you
most of the time," Trent said. "He's pretty good at that now,
except with Brad and Sam, whom he seems to irritate to no end, just
because he can."

"I see," Jason said, shoving his hands in his
pockets. "Where is he anyway?"

"Still in his room, I would imagine; unless
Brad let him out."

"If he did, he's still upstairs," Chris said.
"I haven't seen him come down."

A fleeting worry crossed Jason's mind at the
thought that his charge have may run off before he really even
started. "Could he get out any other doors?"

"No," Trent stated, walking over to the patio
door. He flipped the deadbolt and yanked open the door. A piercing
alarm went off. He stepped over to the side, punching in a code on
a keypad and the alarm stopped. "The doors and windows are on the
alarm system. Come here, I'll tell you the code." Jason watched as
Trent explained how to turn on and off the alarm system. "So if
someone opens a door without punching in the code, the alarm goes
off. Devyn can't get out without setting off the alarm."

"Got it," Jason stated, realizing the kid was
basically a prisoner in his own home. He wasn't sure how he felt
about that. The boy did seem rather hostile, and had already shown
a violent side, so maybe it was for the kid's own good.

"You should probably go up and let him out.
I'll make some breakfast," Chris said, turning to unlock a cabinet.
Jason noticed that the knife block was stored away in it. Hmm,
apparently, the kid couldn't be trusted around sharp objects.

"Yeah, I'll go do that," Jason muttered as he
headed towards the stairs. "I'll just drop my bags off in my room
and then check on Devyn."

The wide staircase opened up at the top into
a comfortable lounge area. A huge TV was mounted on one wall across
from a plush leather sectional with ottomans. The back wall was all
glass windows and doors that opened onto a wide balcony that
boasted a table and lounge chairs. He couldn't wait to sit out
there in the evening and watch the sun set over the mountains. He
noted that the door had a keyed deadbolt and the alarm keypad was
half-hidden on the wall near the entertainment center.

He turned to the hallway to the right where
his room and another guest room were situated. There were stairs at
the end of the hall that led to the third floor where he knew there
were more rooms--Brad had said that was where Chris, Trent, and
someone named ... Luke or was it Lyle?... lived, but he couldn't
remember exactly who that was with all the information running in
his head from yesterday.

Jason opened the first door on the left to
the comfortable looking guest room. He was pleased that he had his
own bathroom, even if it was just a stall shower. The view through
his window overlooked the back of the estate and the looming
mountains. He had a moment's pang of jealousy of Brad owning such a
beautiful place, but it passed quickly as he realized he was lucky
to have just been afforded the opportunity to earn some money after
Brad had saved him from bankruptcy and paid his father's nursing
home expenses while he got back on his feet. With what Brad was
paying him, he could easily save up money while searching for a
long-term job that would keep him and his father comfortable. He'd
been lucky that he hadn't had to sell his father's home yet
either.

After dropping his bag on the floor next to
the queen-size bed, he took a deep breath and headed back down the
hall to the other side of the landing. Devyn's room was the first
one on the left, with Sam the Hulk's room directly across from it.
Brad's suite took up the end of the hallway, spanning from the
front to the back of the house. Brad had briefly shown Jason the
master suite last night on the quick tour, and Jason had been
impressed with the expansive room with its own fireplace and huge
bathroom with a massive whirlpool tub and shower that could hold at
least four people. The walk-in closet was as big as his old bedroom
at his father's place.

Stopping in front of the white door off to
the side of the second floor lounge area, Jason stared for a minute
at the keyed deadbolt on the door. Digging the keys from his
pocket, he slipped the silver one into the lock and clicked it
open. He knocked and waited for an answer. When he didn't hear
anything, he panicked for a moment, before he realized that the kid
couldn't answer him. He waited for another few seconds, wondering
if the kid would come open the door now that it was unlocked, but
nothing happened.

He finally turned the knob, slowly swinging
the door open.

"Hey, kid," Jason called as his eyes swept
the room.

The room was bigger than his guest room, but
he had expected that being that the kid lived here. There was what
appeared to be a large bathroom to the right and a walk in closet
to the left. A large king size bed dominated the room with a mound
of black and white pillows and a thick black comforter. There was a
stark black desk and chest of drawers and a huge black bean-bag
looking chair in the corner. The whole room was rather stark with
the glaring black and white contrasts. It didn't look much like a
teenage boy's room, with the exception of the towel dropped in the
middle of the floor.

For a second, he worried that the kid wasn't
dressed yet, but his eyes finally found the slim figure perched in
the window seat on the far side of the bed. The boy had a notepad
perched on his knees and his hand paused with the pencil hovering
over the paper as his icy blue eyes glared back.
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