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Content Advice



The books set in the Power of Zero world deal with the aftermath of the sexual exploitation of children. While Jack's story is one of recovery, healing, hope, and resilience, some readers might find it difficult. 
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Damn that brat and his stupid surprises! It was 7:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning, and Gareth stood in the kitchen with his second cup of tea. Despite the early hour, he was dressed and ready to go out, his mood veering between expectant and a tad annoyed. 

He didn’t object to early mornings, not even on a weekend. He did object—rather a lot as it turned out—to waking up in an empty bed and having breakfast by himself just as he was getting used to having Jack around.

It made him cranky when Jack returned to his Wimbledon home after work instead of staying with him. 

For one, he’d discovered that he slept better wrapped around Jack than he did when he had his large bed to himself. For another, Jack was prone to spend all night glued to his computer screens, drinking coffee, listening to the most unexpected music, and poking his nose into places he had no call to even know about. More than once had Gareth swung by Jack’s place on the way to work and found Jack still wearing the previous day’s clothes and without so much as an hour’s sleep to his name.

None of the late nights ever stopped Jack from doing his work—he was far too professional for that—but when Jack chased windmills, Gareth started to worry.

He understood that Jack needed that chase as much as he needed food, or that his windmills turned out to be bona fide dragons more often than not. He knew that, compared to other ways to spend free time, Jack’s was a worthwhile pursuit. Despite that, Gareth hated that each chase dragged Jack back into a mire he’d barely escaped. 

He liked it even less when Jack’s preoccupation forced them to spend the weekend apart.

Dealing with the aftermath of Ricky’s death and helping Nico and Daniel recover from their imprisonment in a brothel wasn’t easy on Jack. 

He put on a good front, but Jack was haunted by failures. Especially his own. The moments when Jack remembered the courageous boy, he’d known for such a short time, were growing less frequent, though no less painful. 

Some days, Jack sought refuge in loud music and long sparring sessions. On other days, he found his solace in Gareth’s hot tub, often in the middle of the night when he could be alone with his thoughts, the clouds, and the chimes of nearby church bells.

Christmas had been a turning point. 

Seeing Nico grow more confident dealing with a roomful of detectives and Daniel step up and confront his parents had helped Jack relax. He started to believe that he could have his own family made of people he chose. And he began to trust what was between him and Gareth instead of second-guessing everything either of them did or said.

He and Jack worked as well together as they had while they served. And Gareth was growing to love the time they spent away from their jobs, with or without the two boys they were working to make part of their family.

Nico and Daniel had started school again. 

For most of the week, they lived with Gareth’s mother, who was their official foster parent while the courts considered Jack and Gareth’s guardianship application. 

Weekends and odd days were spent at Gareth’s home or Jack’s, and over the last four months, they had found a comfortable routine doing normal, mundane things like shopping, cooking, or crashing out on the couch watching movies.

The two boys grew more comfortable around strangers. Nightmares became rare occurrences rather than the norm, and Jack lost the watchful, wary look. He laughed more often, and Gareth loved to hear it, though neither regular hours nor good food, cosy nights in, or great sex lessened Jack’s determination to chase down every person involved in Ricky’s death and Daniel’s and Nico’s imprisonment.

Gareth poured a third cup of tea. He kept one eye on his driveway and the other on the kitchen clock, glad that Jack wasn’t there to see him fidget. 

They had never discussed Jack’s need to dish out justice or Gareth’s misgivings about Jack involving himself without regard for his emotional or physical well-being. Gareth hadn’t mentioned his dread that Jack wasn’t there to stay, that one day he’d realise that being with Gareth stopped him from doing what he wanted to do. Even without those discussions, Gareth knew something was brewing.

Jack had been twitchy for the last couple of weeks, vacillating between chasing child molesters, trying to identify the recipients of the data that Nancarrow Mining’s former finance director had leaked, and working to fend off hacking attacks while tracing their sources. 

Jack’s low-key mutterings and the helpless smiles of Donald Frazer, his partner on Nancarrow Mining’s network security desk, made it clear that Jack had been unable to settle on any of his tasks. The only time Jack focused was when he was in the gym, beating the crap out of the company’s legal counsel, Aidan Conrad, who had become his favourite sparring partner.

When Jack had suddenly suggested a day out, Gareth had agreed without hesitation. If Jack needed a change of scenery to spill what bothered him, then Gareth was all for it.

A deep, throaty rumble broke the quiet of the morning and Gareth frowned. It didn’t sound like Jack’s beloved Gixxer, and anyway, he had been told they were not riding to… wherever it was they were going. The sound neared and settled outside his house, and when Gareth opened the front door and walked to the end of the drive, he came face-to-face with Jack Horwood—in a way he’d never seen or imagined him before.

He was used to Jack in skin-tight jeans and with a screwdriver between his teeth, bent over desks, or crawling into spaces rodents would have found restrictive. He was used to Jack in leather, astride his bike, and Jack in sleeveless tops and jogging bottoms moving through kata with grace and precision. He was even used to Jack the tease, meshing leather, music, and suggestive moves until Gareth thought his skin would catch on fire. Jack appealed to him whatever incarnation he chose, and this time around he had surpassed himself.

Long, low-slung, and roofless, with sexy, graceful curves, the deep green two-seater sparkled in the early morning sunlight. Jack sat snugly ensconced in magnolia leather, a dark green fleece top and matching cap complementing the colour of the car. Aviator sunglasses and fingerless driving gloves of soft black leather added to his rakish look. He grinned from ear to ear, revving the engine, playing with the throaty sound.

“Come on, Flynn, the morning’s wasting.”

“What the fuck is that?”

“Transport. Get your gear and get in before I wake the neighbourhood,” Jack sniped at Gareth’s question. “This isn’t a sound you can ignore for long.”

Gareth had to agree. The deep bass notes of the car’s engine rippled down the street and back again. 

He quickly ducked inside and reached for wallet, phone, and keys before he grabbed a jacket from the rack and sunglasses and a cap from a drawer. 

Moments later he stood beside the car’s passenger door and frowned at the lack of a visible door handle. Surely Jack wasn’t expecting him to vault over the door?

Jack’s laugh, carefree and enticing, bubbled up over the engine’s rumble, and without Gareth being able to see what he did, the passenger door popped open, ready for Gareth to climb in.

The seat was a surprisingly long way down. And once he sat, all he could see were acres of creamy hide and gleaming walnut trim, with a tiny slice of glittering green bonnet stretching out in front of him.

“Where did you get this monster?” he asked as he pulled the seat belt across his chest and Jack peeled away from the kerb with a deep V-8 growl that was sure to rattle windowpanes along the quiet cul-de-sac.

“It’s mine. Well, half of it is.”

“Who owns the other half?”

“Melanie Rookes.”

Gareth couldn’t help but stare. “What? How the hell did that happen?”

Jack’s smile was so wide even the crinkles at the corners of his eyes took note. “Old hat,” he confided, voice indulgent. “We were on assignment together and I sent her to find us some wheels. This is what she came back with.” He patted the steering wheel as he turned a corner and drove towards Kew Gardens. “I called her every name in the book, but we had so much fun with the thing, we kept it after we were done with the assignment. That woman’s one seriously talented mechanic, so Arnie stays with her most of the time.”

“Arnie?”

“I wanted to call him Tyson, but Mel wouldn’t let me. She has anger management issues.”

A surprised laugh burst from Gareth’s throat at that most absurd of understatements. Melanie Rookes was a talented mechanic, no doubt about it. She was a seriously talented sniper, too, provided that temper of hers didn’t land her in trouble. Gareth had served with her husband. He’d heard a few of the stories. “I can’t imagine the two of you together on assignment.”

“Don’t even try. It wasn’t pretty.”

Jack’s relaxed mood shifted to something darker, like the sun slipping behind a cloud. Gareth had seen far too much of that in the last six months. He stretched his hand across the centre console and skimmed his fingertips over the tattoo on Jack’s left temple, skipping over the arm of the aviators in the process. “Don’t go there. Tell me instead where you’re taking me.”

Jack’s grin returned. “You keep whining about the lack of decent oysters, and I’m sick of hearing it. I’m going to get you some of the finest oysters in England, and then I’ll watch you eat them until you pop.”

“You don’t even like oysters.”

“So not the point.” Jack shot back as he smoothly filtered onto the anticlockwise side of the M25, slid into the outside lane, and floored the throttle. Traffic was light that early on a Sunday and he clearly hoped to be off the road to hell before that changed. “The real point here is that oysters are one of your favourite foods. And you whine about the bloody things even when you’re at Simpson’s eating them. So now you won’t have to.”

The engine in the deep green car didn’t just produce speed. Gareth could feel the V-8’s rumbling growl through the soles of his boots and the seat of his jeans. The acceleration pressed him into the cream leather bucket seat, the wind tried to rip the cap from his head, and they garnered more than a few envious looks as they shot past much of the early Sunday traffic.

It wasn’t until they reached the junction with the M2 that Gareth got a clue. “Whitstable,” he pronounced, gaping. “We’re going to Whitstable.”

“Yes. I told you.”

“You did not.”

“Some of the best oysters in England…?” Jack repeated his words from earlier and Gareth was sure that, safe behind his sunglasses, Jack was rolling his eyes. “Where else would I take you?”

Gareth hadn’t planned on a day by the seaside. He hadn’t planned on oysters or on Jack being in such a mercurial mood… but he wouldn’t change it for the world. 

He relaxed into the hug of magnolia leather, rolled his sleeves up, leaned his head back, and enjoyed the sunshine, the company, and the deep throaty rumble of a powerful V-8.


      [image: ]Even that early in the day, Whitstable was a zoo. Cars and pedestrians clogged the narrow streets and traffic moved at an excruciatingly slow pace towards the seafront. 

To Gareth’s surprise, Jack knew which of the tiny back roads to take to get out of the snarl. It didn’t make their journey any faster but listening to Jack grumble and swear at speed bumps and extra-tight turns was unexpectedly entertaining. Just as much as finding that his ears rang with echoes of the engine’s purr even after Jack had stopped in a small grass-covered space that could hold at most half a dozen cars. The three that were already there were a battered van, an even more battered Land Rover, and a Volvo estate car with a roof rack full of surfboards.

“That’s some smart transport,” he commented, watching Jack retrieve the roof from the car’s boot and fit it in place.

“Driven right, it turns your guts to jelly. It’s unfortunate that these days I can’t demonstrate that and keep my license.”

“The advantages of being a spook….”

“…are few and far between.” Jack blipped the locks and turned towards the beach. “Come on, then, Flynn. Breakfast awaits.”

“It’s heading towards eleven. That makes it brunch, heathen.”

“Whatever. It’s food.”

The negligent wave was pure bait, and Gareth wanted to reach for Jack and pull him into a hug. 

Jack had a habit of avoiding displays of affection when he was most in need of them, and this morning was no exception. Instead of asking for what he needed, Jack headed for the beach, upping his pace when he spotted a blond man who waved from the door of a sprawling, sky blue hut.

He was tall—taller than both Jack and Gareth—and his broad shoulders and muscled arms spoke of strength. The bleached streaks in his thatch of pale hair were bright enough to be visible from half a beach away, and as they drew closer, Gareth noticed deep blue eyes that reflected the light off the water. 

The striking eyes weren’t what caught Gareth’s attention, though. No. He was taken aback by the sheer joy that lit up the man’s face as soon as Jack drew close.

It was… disconcerting.

As was Jack’s reaction.

Jack, who was usually so protective of his personal space, held up his palm to be slapped before allowing the other man to pull him into a hard, tight hug and hold on to him longer than necessary.

“You made excellent time,” the man praised, his voice a pleasant, low rumble that wouldn’t have sounded out of place in Jack’s TVR. “I didn’t expect to see you much before lunch.”

“Nah. We got out early and far enough down the M26 before it got crazy,” Jack explained, stepping out of the man’s hold and giving him the once-over. “You’re looking good.”

“So are you.” Something unspoken passed between them, and then the man’s gaze flicked to Gareth, who was silently debating if he had cause for concern. “I’m Dave. You must be the guy suffering from oyster deprivation.”

“Gareth.” He took Dave’s outstretched hand. “And yes, you’re right.”

“No worries. I can fix you right up if you follow me.” He led them around the side of the hut and onto a small deck overlooking the pebble strewn beach, where a table was laid for two with plates, glasses, finger bowls, and napkins. The hunger-inducing aromas of brine, wood smoke, and roasting garlic wafted from the open door of the shack.

“Beer or fizz?” Dave asked, despite it being early for lunch, and turned an appraising look towards Jack. “Or coffee?”

Gareth raised an eyebrow in question, but Jack, already stretched out in one of the comfy padded chairs, just waved. “Go ahead, I’m having far too much fun driving.”

“Fizz.” Gareth wasn’t surprised when Jack added a request for coffee a moment later. Jack would perish without a constant supply of caffeine; Gareth was sure of it.

The drinks arrived in due course along with a huge platter of oysters for Gareth and a plate of freshly smoked mackerel, a pint of griddled prawns in garlic and parsley butter, scallops Mornay, fresh bread, and smoked-salmon-and-asparagus flan for Jack.

“You’re not even gonna try one?” Gareth teased once he’d tested the supply and found it worth the early start to their morning.

“Not unless I’m starving and there’s nothing else around,” Jack said with conviction. “I prefer my food dead.” He waved at the selection of smoked and griddled fish on his plate. “And sort of cooked.”

“So, you’d eat a grilled oyster?”

“Oysters po’boys, devilled oysters, even oyster stew, I’ll eat. Live ones… no.”

Gareth stared until Jack grew uncomfortable and shifted in his seat.

“What?”

“Just thinking how long I’ve known you and how much I’ve yet to find out.” Gareth picked up another oyster shell and tipped his head back. The salty tang hit his throat and he shivered as his body remembered a similar sensation that had nothing to do with oysters, but everything to do with Jack. “I had no idea you’d own a car like this,” he said quickly to distract himself.

“Half,” Jack corrected. “And I wouldn’t own even that much if Mel wasn’t such a nutcase. No sane person would consider going undercover in that thing. But it made total sense to her.”

“Like nobody would think of becoming a spy with a tattoo on their face?”

“Oh, shut up.” Jack leaned his head into his hand, hiding the reminder he’d inked on his left temple.

“Do you see much of her?” Gareth didn’t admit that the idea alarmed him. Strife followed Melanie Rookes wherever she went, and Jack, who had seen enough strife for several lifetimes, didn’t need to get dragged into more of it by hanging with the wrong crowd.

“Gatting and Mel’s handler, Khandi, ran in a pack for a while,” Jack said while he ate. “We got roped into a lot of crazy stuff back then.”

Tom Gatting had worked with Jack during his time with MI6. He was the one who’d loaned Jack out to other agencies and who’d dragged him into cases Jack should never have been part of, just to score brownie points. Aidan Conrad had choice words to say whenever Gatting’s name came up, and Gareth wasn’t sure he wanted to meet the man. On the other hand, he’d never heard of Khandi, but knowing he was Mel’s handler didn’t inspire much confidence. Or too much.

“You’re wondering how he keeps Mel on the straight and narrow, right?” Jack smirked. 

He did that sometimes, got right into Gareth’s head and rooted around in it as if it was his own damned attic. It was disconcerting as hell. 

Gareth didn’t answer, just raised the champagne flute to his lips and enjoyed the soft bite of the bubbles on his tongue.

“You are,” Jack maintained. He balanced a piece of flan on his fork, admiring the contrast of bright green and soft pink. “It’s not that difficult, actually. Khandi’s no stickler for protocol and he gives her a long leash. Provided she doesn’t attract too much of the wrong attention, he has her back.”

Jack’s voice sounded wistful and Gareth frowned. “Gatting didn’t have yours?”

“Don’t make me laugh. The only arse Gatting looks after is Gatting’s. Everybody else is collateral damage.”

“Then I’m surprised you stuck it out as long as you did,” Gareth said, fizz and sunshine and excellent oysters momentarily forgotten.

Jack didn’t answer for a long time. He fished a scallop out of its creamy grave and devoured it with relish, mopping up the Mornay sauce with a chunk of crusty French bread. “It’s not wise to get on the wrong side of a hacker,” he said eventually. “Once he’d learned that, Gatting was okay.”

“Right.” Gareth refilled his champagne glass and watched Jack from the corner of his eye. “One more question and then I’ll stop asking, I promise,” he said. “Is that why you joined MI6? That they gave you more opportunity to do what you love doing? It’s just that I’m getting the feeling you’d have been bored had you stayed in the army.”

A little smile curled the corners of Jack’s mouth. “I didn’t leave the army because I was bored. You already know that. Neither did I join the service because I needed entertainment. I’ve always been plenty able to amuse myself. And you know that too,” he said. “Now ask your question and then shut up.”

“What did you do to keep Gatting in line?”

Jack considered him for a moment, green eyes narrowed and teeth digging into his lower lip while he thought. Then he nodded. “I tripled his mortgage.”

Choking on an oyster, even if it was one of the best in England, wasn’t an enjoyable experience.
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"That was one spectacular brunch,” Gareth sighed, mellow and content, as they wandered slowly along the beach. 

He hadn’t just eaten oysters until he was ready to pop and washed them down with a bottle of creamy, lemon-scented fizz. They’d also been ordered to stop by the shack on their way home to collect a cooler full of freshly caught, baked, and smoked goodies to take with them. And Jack, who took orders as well as a mule, hadn’t said a word against the edict. 

Now the surf was a soft rattle of pebbles and hiss of foam sinking through sand, the sun caressed his skin, and the salty breeze was surprisingly pleasant. It wasn’t summer warm, but nowhere near chilly either. “And this… this is perfect.”

The day got better than perfect when Jack shed his green fleece, showing off the steel-grey sleeveless top he wore underneath. Gareth feasted his eyes on the long, elegant line of Jack’s back and slid his gaze across wide shoulders down to strong, muscled arms and capable, long-fingered hands.

For someone who always complained about Gareth’s teasing, Jack wasn’t doing a half-bad job of it himself. He looked edible standing on the pebble beach, framed by the endlessly shifting grey-green wash of the sea and with the soft blue and white of an April sky above. 

Gareth could have sworn that the air around him grew just a tad warmer as Jack stretched his arms up over his head and arched his back, seemingly to work out the kinks, but drawing Gareth’s gaze inevitably to his pert arse and long legs, encased in snug black denim.

After over two weeks of drought, Gareth’s body took immediate notice of the display, especially when Jack pushed his aviators up to rest in his dark choppy hair, tipped his head back, and basked in the sunshine. 

Having seen in the past how quickly Jack’s skin caught the sun—he had looked like a local after a mere week in the desert—Gareth knew that people would ask him the following morning if he’d had a good holiday. But that wasn’t what made Gareth’s jeans grow uncomfortably tight. No, that reaction was due to him imagining Jack spread out on their bed, his skin gleaming golden in soft lamplight, and with the same blissful look on his face that he wore right then.

Damn the brat for playing his little games in public! 

Gareth drew a deep breath and then another, trying to calm his heart and mind. 

It didn’t work. 

Wishing the beach and everyone on it into the second circle of hell had no effect either.

“Perfect. Just… perfect,” he grumbled, catching up with Jack.

“Told you. Best oysters in England.”

As if that was what he’d been talking about. Still, he’d take any distraction right about then. “How would you know if you don’t eat them?”

“I told you. I eat them once they’re dead. And cooked,” Jack shot back. “And Dave used to beat it into me that Whitstable oysters are the bees’ knees and have been prized for their taste and quality since Roman times. So how would I dare contradict him?”

The smile in Jack’s voice as he related history was entirely too indulgent. Gareth’s mind switched tracks, from good and mellow to wondering once more if he had need for concern, if what had made Jack twitchy these last weeks was somehow connected to the tall blond man with the striking blue eyes. “How do you know the guy, anyway?”

“I was here on assignment for a couple of months. I worked for him.”

“At the Oyster Shack?”

“Yep.”

“And you don’t eat oysters.”

“Live oysters. Weren’t you listening? Would you believe he cooked an honest-to-God oyster stew for my last night here? Old family recipe, handed down from father to son since the Conquest and all that.” Jack’s grin was wide and wicked. “Not that I got a chance to taste it. I don’t even remember them scrambling the air ambulance to get me out of here.”

“What happened?”

Jack’s face went blank. “Oh, you know. Food poisoning or something.”

“Leave any scars?” Gareth asked sourly, not surprised when Jack smirked.

“Poison rarely does.”


      [image: ]They wandered along the beach, soaking up the sun and letting their brunch settle while they speculated how Nico and Daniel were getting on flying helicopters with Aidan, and talked about mundane things. 

After two weeks of near silence, Gareth enjoyed the return of their easy banter. Jack made him chuckle with his pungent observations about the people in their vicinity. He had a mouth on him when he was in the mood and hearing his scathing comments on some kid’s fashion sense or choice of music couldn’t fail to lift Gareth’s spirits.

Despite this, Jack’s earlier words lingered in his mind. When they swung by the Oyster Shack on their way back as instructed, he kept an eye on Dave, wondering if he’d been involved in Jack’s assignment or just involved with Jack. Given the comfortable interaction the two shared, either scenario was possible.

Not aware that Gareth was watching, Dave flirted openly with Jack, his smile bright and inviting. When Jack reached for the cooler full of food, he brushed his hand up Jack’s bare arm, and just as Jack started to turn towards the shack’s open door, he slung his arm around Jack’s shoulder to stop him. 

Wariness crept into Jack’s stance and seeing Jack step out of the loose embrace before it could grow into more eased Gareth’s misgivings just a little.

“So… home?” he wondered as they packed Dave’s box of goodies into the TVR’s cavernous boot. Wrapped in foil and Tupperware before being buried in ice, the delicate cargo had a good chance to make it home unscathed. Gareth took a mental inventory of his culinary resources and planned the week’s dinners, from grilled prawns with lemon mayonnaise when they got home to chili-laced crab cakes with coriander, and smoked mackerel and avocado salad after work the next day. “Or did you have plans for the afternoon?”

“I did, actually.” The sudden tension in Jack’s shoulders turned the easy tone into a bald-faced lie. “I’d love to take Arnie into the Weald and find somewhere peaceful to go for a walk.”

Gareth spoke Jack fluently on a normal day, but this was code he had trouble deciphering. It didn’t help that Jack wasn’t meeting his eyes.

“I’m surprised you even dare go near the place,” he said, only half joking. “Remember that exercise where it pissed buckets for five days straight?”

“God, yes!” Jack’s tight stance relaxed. He slipped into the driver seat, and the engine roared to life. “It took me weeks to get the iron filings out from under my fingernails.”

“And then you got lost in the Romney Marshes.”

“I did not!”

“You were so late returning to base, we almost sent out rescue teams.”

“Bullshit. Weston broke his ankle, if you remember, and that slowed us down.” Jack pulled out of the little car park and took corner after corner and speed bump after speed bump until they reached the main road. “I kept dreaming of flares for the longest time after,” he said, shaking his head. “And now that you’ve reminded me, I probably will again. Damn you, Flynn.”

“Only thing for it is for me to keep you awake. And you know what? I have a few ideas how to manage that.”

“I’m sure you do.”

The tilt of Jack’s head was pure provocation. Gareth suddenly hated the snug bucket seats and the leather-clad centre console that stopped him from putting his hands on Jack. The stream of cars surging around them was equally obnoxious. Why did people have to be out and about on a Sunday when Gareth wanted nothing more than a quiet, lonely corner to molest his lover in private?

Traffic thinned the farther inland Jack drove. Soon, the deep green car purred its way through rolling hills and tiny villages that snoozed in post lunch languor, and where only occasionally a dog decided to query their presence. Once more, Jack seemed to know where he was going, confidently picking his way through the Weald, taking smaller and smaller lanes without hesitation.

So far, their unexpected day out hadn’t brought Gareth any kind of enlightenment. As he had in the previous weeks, Jack vacillated between distracted and provocative, unable to settle and equally unable to explain what drove him or what he needed. 

Asking would only send Jack further into his shell. 

Pushing for answers would send him running. 

All Gareth could do was possess himself in patience and wait. For sudden insight. For Jack to crawl out of hiding and decide to speak. For pigs to fly, even.

When the car’s growling engine stopped, Gareth found himself surrounded by woods in a corner of the Weald he’d never been to before. The small car park was deserted except for a handful of cars, and Gareth heard only birdsong, the rustle of the breeze in the trees, and the faraway drone of a plane. They hadn’t passed any villages or farms during the last leg of their drive, and nothing around him hinted at human habitation.

The car park didn’t even have a sign.

“You know where we are, right?”

“Would you believe me if I said we’re eight miles from Canterbury?”

It was hard to imagine that a city full of tourists, bars, and shops was in hiking distance of this deserted corner of Kent. 

The air held the bitter, musty scents of pine and damp leaves and—barely detectable—the savoury smell of mushrooms. Most of the oak and beech trees surrounding the small, gravelled car park were just starting to unfurl their leaves, giving the afternoon sun almost unhindered access.

Jack unlocked the boot, ready to get out of the car and retrieve the TVR’s roof. Before he could move, Gareth wrapped a hand around his neck and pulled him closer until the centre console got in the way. 

Jack didn’t fight. He braced his elbows on magnolia leather and leaned across the barrier into Gareth’s touch. Their kiss was slow and languid, more teasing than enticing.

“Really not the car for that,” Gareth commented when he leaned back to put space between them. “Though I could imagine spreading you across that bonnet.”

“Yeah, let’s scandalise the locals,” Jack agreed and popped the doors.

It was the third time and Gareth still hadn’t figured out how it was done. Not that he’d been paying particular attention to the TVR’s doors. Though now that he’d started thinking about the acres of bonnet, he could see that the car had potential.

He turned to look for Jack, but despite having opened the boot, he wasn’t anywhere close to the car. He stood in the centre of the car park, staring at a beat-up green Rover.

“What’s the matter?”

“Not sure.” Jack’s voice was distant. “Thing gives me the creeps.”

“How?”

Gareth couldn’t see anything that might have set off Jack’s warning bells. The N-plated Rover 400 showed every one of its seventeen years of hard work. Flaking paint marred the sides, hinting at rust-eaten bodywork, and the car’s right wing had been replaced with one of a slightly different green. It wasn’t a car that invited a second look from anyone, but somehow it had immediately drawn Jack’s attention.

“Jack?”

He stared a moment longer before he shrugged and turned back to Gareth. “I don’t know,” he said, sounding apologetic. “Probably nothing at all. Fancy a walk?”

“Since that’s what we came here for….” Gareth wanted to reach for Jack, whether to distract him or shake him hard enough to rattle some sense back into that busy brain of his, he couldn’t have said. “Was there anywhere in particular you wanted to go?”

“Just… around,” Jack said as he found a narrow path that led into the surrounding woods.

“Liar. And crappy at it, too. How’d you ever make it as a spook?”

Gareth had merely meant to tease, but a dark flush crept up Jack’s neck, and he hunched forwards. “I wasn’t that kind of spook,” he mumbled when Gareth caught up with him.

“No?” Gareth wrapped his arm around Jack’s shoulders and felt him flinch at the contact. Jack was suddenly so tightly wound he was close to taking off. And that wasn’t something Gareth wanted to deal with right then. He cast around for something, anything, that could serve as a distraction.

“So, what’s going on with you and that Dave character?” he settled on, glad when Jack’s head shot up and he stared, caught out.

“Nothing’s going on. He’s straight.”

“Bullshit. He was all over you.”

The vehemence in Gareth’s tone brought Jack’s head around. The frown dissolved and the smirk appeared. “That jealousy I’m hearing, Flynn?”

Gareth felt the rush of heat in his neck sweep up the sides of his face. He held Jack’s disbelieving gaze regardless. “Would you blame me?”

“Wow!” Jack’s eyes grew dark. He got right in Gareth’s space until he could wrap his fingers in Gareth’s belt loops and tug his hips forwards. “That’s kinda hot. You wanting me like that,” he whispered.

And that quickly, much of Jack’s strange behaviour made sense. For a couple of breaths and a few rapid heartbeats, Gareth wavered between annoyance and relief. Then relief won out. 

Relief that he understood. 

Relief that he could fix what was wrong. 

Sometimes, working out what drove Jack was next to impossible. This time, the brat just deserved a solid smack or two for being an idiot!

“As if you weren’t aiming for just that,” Gareth grumbled, and pulled Jack tight against his chest. He didn’t care that he touched Jack in full view of anyone who might come down the path or that they entirely blocked the narrow trail down to the car park. This wasn’t Whitstable with its milling crowds of sun seekers. In this deserted corner of the Weald they’d be hard-pressed to meet one or two people even if they obstructed the path all afternoon. All Gareth cared about right then was holding Jack close and kissing him until they ran out of air.

As distracted as Jack had been over the last weeks, they’d not done much more than fool around in the shower once or twice. And the last couple times they’d had sex, Gareth had been content to let Jack call the shots. Which might have been the beginning of the troubles, the start of Jack doubting himself and what they had together. 

Gareth filed that thought for later and focused on Jack’s warm weight in his arms. Seeing his lover all eager turned him on. It always did.

It was Jack who pulled away. “Not what I’d intended when I talked about a quiet walk,” he said, and reached for Gareth’s hand. “Come on, I know a place.”

He started up the path, and half an hour later, the place he knew turned out to be a small, secluded clearing with a beautiful weeping willow at its centre. And an extremely convenient pile of logs beside it.

Right.

Gareth was about to comment on the uncanny coincidence, when Jack slowed and looked over his shoulder as if to make sure Gareth was still following him.

The two of them stood under a soft blue sky, on a hillside in the Kentish Weald, but from one moment to the next Gareth struggled to find enough air. The edges of his vision darkened and closed in, as if he looked down a long tunnel at Jack. And Jack’s eyes were a green so bright it lit the space between them with desire, naked want and… hope. So much hope it hit Gareth like a punch in the gut.

Two fast steps took Gareth to Jack’s side; another step brought them into full body contact. Jack wound his arms around Gareth’s neck and brought their mouths together for a kiss that was pure hunger. Messy, too, with tongues and teeth clashing without regard to propriety. 

Jack devoured Gareth’s mouth.

And Gareth had no problem with letting him.

Jack wasn’t timid in bed, but it was rare that he let himself go completely. He always held back just a little. Seeing him so out of control was six shades of hot. There was a lot of trust in that display, trust that Gareth hadn’t realised he’d earned. If anything, that made it an even bigger turn-on.

“Thank God you had brunch,” Gareth gasped as they drew apart briefly to find air. “Just imagine you were hungry.”

Jack shoved a fist into his shoulder in reply, then gripped his elbow and dragged him across the clearing to the pile of logs. “This’ll work, won’t it?” He stuck a hand into his pocket and pulled it out holding a foil square. “It’s got lube on it.”

“Really.” They’d given up on the condoms well before Christmas, so for Jack to carry one around meant he’d planned this.

“What can I say? I just… need it.”

Gareth dragged his lover close and bit down hard on Jack’s earlobe, relishing the indignant squawk that turned into a soft, drawn-out moan. He cupped Jack’s crotch and squeezed, holding Jack immobile, while his other hand got busy with Jack’s belt buckle and the buttons on his jeans. They popped one by one and then… commando, of course.

“There’s nothing wrong with needing it,” Gareth growled. He made no secret of the fact that he was pissed. “There’s also nothing wrong with having sex like a civilised person… in my bed. But no. You have to drag my arse to Kent at ridiculous o’clock on a Sunday to parade your ex-boyfriend… and then you just find a convenient pile of logs for me to bend you over? How stupid do you think I am?”

“He’s not my ex-boyfriend.”

“And I don’t care.” Gareth shoved Jack forwards and yanked his jeans down at the same time. “Arse in the air, brat.”

Jack caught himself on his hands and complied. He made a stunning enough sight—all tan skin and firm round flesh—that Gareth almost lost it. The deep purr rumbling out of Jack’s throat didn’t help him keep control either.

“And silent.” A sharp swat to Jack’s arse enforced the command and rocked Jack into the woodpile. “Not a sound until I tell you.” Red bloomed against tan skin, and Gareth had to bite his lip to stop himself from voicing his appreciation. He left Jack like this—bent over, exposed, and waiting in silence—while he dealt with the condom, endlessly turned on by the shivers washing through Jack’s frame.

There was no doubt that Jack needed a good fuck. And a little reminder of his place in Gareth’s life.

It wasn’t surprising given Jack’s past, but sometimes he fell back into that space where he thought he was worthless. It had happened before, back in February after Jack had helped Lisa build the prosecution case for the last of those involved in Mitrovic’s child prostitution ring. 

He’d grown edgier the longer the work had dragged, and the matter had come to a head around Valentine’s Day. 

Jack and Gareth had spent the day looking after Nico and Daniel to give Gareth’s mother a chance to throw a party. Gareth had booked them a few days in a lighthouse keeper’s cottage afterward. 

Somewhere remote, where they could leave the windows wide open to listen to the sea batter its fury against the cliffs. 

Somewhere nobody heard Jack scream when Gareth drove him crazy enough to let go.

Gareth draped himself over Jack’s back, one arm around his chest, the other hand palming Jack’s erection.

“There’s never a moment in any day when I don’t want you,” he breathed, lips just skimming the edge of Jack’s ear. “And when you need something, you come to me. I don’t care if you want to rant, need advice, or want me to bend you over my desk. You need… anything… you come to me.”

Gareth rocked his slick, latex-covered cock along Jack’s crack, doing little more than driving him insane with the touch and teasing pressure. His teeth scraped over every sensitive spot on Jack’s long neck, and his fist squeezed until Jack squirmed in his hold. 

“Do you hear me?” 

A shuddering sigh. A nod.

It was enough for now. Gareth’s fist moved fast and sure, working Jack the way he liked it. His tongue teased at the tender spot behind Jack’s ear that pushed Jack to the edge faster than anything else Gareth had yet discovered. 

And it worked as well as it ever did. 

Jack shook in Gareth’s hold, and then his muscles started to tense. He drew in on himself, curled forwards, and buried his face in his arms, the cotton of his T-shirt between his teeth to stop himself from making any sound.

Gareth found a nipple to squeeze, and just as the first shudder wracked Jack’s frame, Gareth shoved deep into his lover’s body, aiming to let the high of the orgasm temper the burn of the intrusion.

Jack shivered and Gareth gave him no time to sort out the conflicting sensations. Jack’s body was tight and hot, the build-up had been intense, and Gareth knew he wouldn’t last. Not with the sight and sound of Jack begging for it burned into his mind. Not with the trim body writhing against his.

He set a fast, hard pace, working Jack through his orgasm and into a level of sensation Jack never knew how to handle. His fingers twined into Jack’s silky hair and pulled his head up until Jack’s neck and back stretched at an angle that looked awkward but allowed Gareth to hit all Jack’s hot buttons when they kissed in a messy scrabble.

They rocked together, hard and insistent, Jack’s mouth open in a soundless moan. He reached up and back, lacing his hands behind Gareth’s neck. The shift drew Gareth impossibly deep, and with a few more hard strokes, Jack lost himself.

Gareth was right there with him. His body froze as the lightning in his veins poured out of him in a rush that left him gasping and nearly sightless.

Only Jack could make him this mad and desperate, could make him lose himself so thoroughly in the inferno of heat and passion they created between them. It was something Gareth cherished. Something he had no intention of giving up anytime soon, whatever Jack or fate decided to throw at him.
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“Thoroughly fucked looks great on you.”

“Feels great too.” Jack draped himself over Gareth. His fingers traced the defined muscles of Gareth’s chest and abs, loving the way the T-shirt hugged his torso. 

Gareth wasn’t one for overly tight clothing. Most days he hid the cobbled abs under loose rugby shirts or tailored suit jackets. Not that Jack had anything against the jackets, of course. Not when they showed off that perfect vee of Gareth’s back, from the wide shoulders and muscled biceps all the way down to the narrow waist.

But there was something enticing about being able to skim his fingers down Gareth’s chest and feel the ripples, of tracing down the ladder of ribs until his fingertips met hip bones. And settled peacefully in the sunshine, Jack took full advantage. 

He relished the languor that coiled through him like liquid smoke, and the total silence in his head. 

“Better than a bottle of whisky and no hangover.” 

Nobody but Gareth had ever been able to do that to him—but Jack was careful to keep that bit of news to himself.

“Is it really so hard to talk to me?”

Heat surged through Jack, half incredulity, half anger. He drew breath for a stinging retort… and stopped himself before the words on his tongue could spill out into the air. How could Gareth know that he found it impossible at times to sort out needs from wants from reality? Jack had never told him.

“Yeah, it is,” he sighed, struggling to get the words out. “When I get like this, it’s….”

“Okay.”

Gareth’s fingers massaged his nape, and Jack relaxed once more when he realised that Gareth wasn’t going to make him spell it out. Not this time.

“Just want you to know that it’s scary for me to guess,” Gareth said. “Imagine what could happen if I guessed wrong. Maybe we need a code.”

“Like a safeword, you mean?” Jack chuckled.

“Something like that.” Gareth was serious. “Something that tells me what you need when you can’t say it. Something neither of us can misinterpret.”

Jack thought about this while his body calmed and grew heavy, while his mind had a clarity he rarely achieved. Like many of Gareth’s ideas, this was a good one, and he was contemplating how he could communicate his needs, when Gareth’s arms wrapped tightly around him once more.

“You don’t have to decide now,” he murmured, face buried in Jack’s hair. “Just give it some thought.”

Jack managed half a nod before his eyes closed, and all he felt was home.
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“Aidan asked me out to lunch,” he mumbled, not moving.

“So he tells me.” Jack raised his head a couple of inches and glared until Gareth shrugged and added, “He wanted to know if you’d be interested in freelancing for him. Obviously, you’re more difficult to read than you give yourself credit for.”

“If you say so.” Jack dropped his head back onto Gareth’s chest and listened to the steady thump-thump against his ear. He should have considered the fact that Gareth and Conrad were tight. Should have known that the lawyer wouldn’t blindside a man he respected and relied on.

“You’re not, you know,” Gareth interrupted his thoughts.

“I’m not what?”

“Getting sloppy.”

“And you read minds now?”

“Yours. At times.” Gareth’s fingers wound in Jack’s hair and pulled his head up. The grip smarted, but the look in Gareth’s eyes—a mix of warmth and amusement—made up for it. “Remember that I’m one of the handful of people who can read you at least a little,” he counselled. “Aidan wouldn’t have waited that long to talk to you otherwise. He was trying to find the right time and asked me when he couldn’t work it out. The same goes for Alex.”

“If you say so.” Jack shrugged, not really concerned about that one way or the other. 

He believed that Alexandra Marston could puzzle out anyone given enough incentive. The woman had that kind of mind. Either he wasn’t sitting that high on her list of priorities—and as far as he was concerned, that was a good thing—or she wasn’t as good as the rumours would have it. 

That idea needed some consideration, but Jack was too comfortable right then to bend his mind to the task.

“So, are you gonna tell me about it?” Gareth prodded again.

“Do you really wanna know?” Jack pushed himself upright and crossed his legs. Almost immediately, he missed Gareth’s warmth and the peace they’d had between them for the last hour. “You’re part of it, aren’t you?”

Gareth crossed his arms behind his head and kept his eyes on Jack. “I am part of Dwight & Conrad,” he agreed. “I run ops for Aidan’s cases and—at times—I go out with them on assignments. If you’re goin’ to be working with Aidan too, then it’d be useful to know what you agreed with him, so we don’t cross our wires.”

It was said with such care that Jack winced. “Am I really that skittish?”

“You can be, yes.”

Jack had to own that one. When events overwhelmed him, he tended to escape to a safe distance, somewhere he could think. It made total sense to him, but those around him often misinterpreted his actions. 

Gatting had done it all the time. 

Even Khandi, who understood Jack better than anyone else apart from Gareth and Rio, had stood in a supermarket car park once, yelling blue murder at him. Given that, Gareth’s request was… reasonable.

“Well,” he began, grinning down at the gorgeous man stretched out in the grass beside him. “Meeting Conrad meant I had to get dressed.”








  
  

Dwight & Conrad
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Three Days Earlier...





"Damn, Horwood, you clean up well.” 

Jack settled in the suede-covered carved oak chair the waiter held for him and merely quirked a lip at Aidan Conrad’s comment. The ornate chair and the immaculately turned out waiter were on a par with his surroundings. 

When he’d seen the address on Aidan’s invitation, Jack had known that skin-tight jeans or his favourite leather trousers were attire so unsuitable for the exclusive private members club that it would get him turned away at the door. And while he regarded the relaxed dress code at Nancarrow Mining as a perk of his job, and happily lived in black denim, turtlenecks, and sports jackets every day, that didn’t mean he’d forgotten how to dress.

Judging by Aidan’s reaction, the move towards the expensive side of his wardrobe had been the correct choice. The charcoal suit was tailormade and fit like a glove, showing off his trim figure without drawing attention to it. The silver-green shirt matched his eyes, and his narrow tie was such a deep green as to appear black unless the light caught it just right. He’d taken time styling his hair and selecting his cuff links, and Aidan’s appreciative stare amused him no end.

“Amazin’ what addin’ a bit of starch can do,” Aidan drawled when the waiter had handed them the menus and left them alone in the oak-panelled splendour of the private dining room.

“What do you mean?”

“Well…you look smokin’ hot in jeans, but in a suit….”

Jack didn’t even blink. “You don’t swing that way, Conrad.”

“I’ve got eyes. And nowhere is it written that I can’t peruse the menu, even if I go dine elsewhere.”

“Gareth isn’t here to get riled by anything you say. So… wasted effort.” Aidan’s deep chuckle was contagious, and Jack quirked a lip. “Not that I don’t appreciate the chance to show off my wardrobe in such refined environs, but what’s this all about?”

“Straight up, eh? I really can’t see you as a spook.”

“If you equate spooks with power games, political bullshit, and conversations that dance around each topic then I certainly don’t fit,” Jack agreed. “I belong to the class of spooks that gets shit done.”

The waiter returned with their drinks and they placed their orders, Jack opting for ragout fin followed by a well-aged ribeye and hand-cut chips. 

Gareth was out of town with Julian Nancarrow, and Jack had plans for a long night doing what he did best: finding information that other people thought they’d hidden. Starting out well fed would be useful when 3:00 a.m. rolled around and he was close to drowning in coffee.

“Tell me what you’ve done.” Aidan’s voice interrupted his musings, and Jack huffed.

“You know where I worked,” he evaded, unexpectedly uncomfortable. 

“I do. And that wasn’t the question. I asked what you did.”

“I’m a…. traffic analyst,” Jack offered, taken aback when Aidan roared with laughter.

“Nice,” he said when he had his breath back. “Need to remember that one. Okay, give me a short list, then. What haven’t you done?”

“Gunrunning, homicide, terrorism.”

“You’re all about sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, eh?”

Jack had not heard his work chasing pimps, human traffickers, drug dealers, and organised crime lords described that way before, but he nodded. “Yeah.”

“Undercover?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Too long.”

“Surveillance?”

Jack leaned out of the way of the waiter placing his ragout on the table. Fragrant steam curled up from the scallop-shaped dish, and Jack sighed in happy anticipation when he caught the scent.

Growing up hungry had taught him to relish food and having Gareth and his kitchen fetish in his life had expanded his palate to almost gourmet levels. He really didn’t mind the extra hours in the gym. In his book, food was worth almost any sacrifice, and good food… well, Gareth’s food was almost worth committing a crime for.

He realised that Aidan was still waiting for an answer and drew his brows together. “Daft question,” he said.

“Why?”

“I’m a hacker. I watch people do stupid shit for a living. Do you know how many systems out there still use ‘root’ for a root password? That’s no more surveillance than walking through an open door is breaking and entering.” He ate a forkful of ragout, followed that with a bite from his toast triangle, and chewed thoughtfully. “When was the last time you changed your e-mail password?” he asked a few moments later.

“This morning, actually.”

“Six hours too late, Conrad,” Jack informed him. “You’ve used that password for eleven weeks and four days. And it was easy to guess.”

“Why you—”

“You started it.”

“I did,” Aidan admitted. He didn’t say anything more until the waiter had taken their plates and refilled their wineglasses. “I assume you were trying to make a point there?”

“I sort of was. But I’ll wait until I’ve heard you out. No point theorising ahead of my data.”

“Smart.”

“Just sensible. I’ve no desire to put my fingers in a hornet’s nest.”

“And yet, you do it all the time.”

“With adequate preparation.” Jack thought of a frantic phone call he’d taken the previous September and all the mayhem that had followed. He’d broken his own rules that afternoon and so much in his life had changed as a result. “In most cases,” he amended, and then listened as Aidan told him—over a perfectly grilled rare steak, hot salty chips, and more red wine—about a case where a client had been framed for embezzlement and would have gone to prison if the documents detailing what really happened hadn’t been found and produced in time.

Aidan was a good storyteller. He drew Jack into the unfolding tale and spun a tight yarn, making Jack root for the client until he caught himself and smiled. “Smooth, Conrad, real smooth. I’m sure the juries just love you.”

Aidan smiled, unrepentant. “Questions?”

“Plenty.”

Aidan’s dark eyes narrowed in pleasure at Jack’s response. He set his knife and fork on his empty plate and leaned back in his chair. “Shoot.”

“What exactly do you do? Besides holding a raft of company directorships, I mean.”

“I practice law. Yes, I’m on the board of various companies and look after their interests, but, for the most part, I’m a barrister.” Aidan handed a stiff, cream-coloured business card across the table. “Dwight & Conrad” was embossed in script on the front. “When the law needs help,” read the strapline underneath.

Jack took the card. “When the law needs help.” The various possible interpretations of that sentence intrigued him. “Continue.”

“This, being a barrister, isn’t my first career choice. You know I served.” Aidan hesitated. An expression close to pain passed across his face, there and gone before Jack could analyse the reasons. “I watched a friend get sent down for something he didn’t do, just because all available evidence pointed that way,” he explained. “I couldn’t stomach that, so I started to study law hoping that, one day, I could make a difference.”

Even without the clues in Aidan’s voice and posture, Jack could see where that one was headed. He wasn’t sure whether he was surprised or not.

“I tend to take cases that aren’t what they seem. In the case I told you about earlier, the client would have gone to prison for a good long time had he been convicted. All the available evidence pointed to him being the guilty party, yet I believed the story he told me and searched for evidence that supported his belief that he was being framed. Cases like this one are how it all started. And it’s still the bulk of what comes across my desk.”

Aidan fell silent and Jack rested his chin on his folded hands and waited. This wasn’t something he was going to ask about. Aidan had to tell him. They both knew it.

“Over the years, we’ve acquired a reputation,” Aidan continued once they’d both been served coffee and snifters of brandy. “I have access to a wide range of skills at short notice. And while most of my clients are referred by their legal teams, sometimes the police will ask for my help, or the CPS.”

Jack didn’t comment. He was content to listen to Aidan and enjoy the exceptionally good coffee. It made sense to him to share resources to get stuff done, even though in the past—in their hunt for personal glory—some of his superiors had disagreed with him. And Jack had gone and done what he felt was right regardless of politics and protocol.

“Do you get off on politics?” he asked when Aidan had grown quiet and contemplative once more.

“No, I don’t,” Aidan replied. “I’m as allergic to bullshit as you are. But—just like Alex—I’m damn good at it if I need to be.”

“Then tell me what takes precedence: truth and justice or keeping the shit from hitting the fan?”

“You really have to ask that, kid?”

“I really have to ask that.” Jack smirked. “Seeing you’re in bed with Alex an’ all.”

Predictably, Aidan choked on his coffee. Jack dodged the fist that came flying at his head and his smirk grew more pronounced. He liked that about the big lawyer. Aidan wasn’t even remotely stuck up and his glare was a good match for Alexandra Marston’s power-drill stare.

“Strictly speaking, I’m not in bed with Alex,” Aidan continued once he’d recovered his breath.

“Yet.”

“Shut up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Jackass. And as for your question: truth always takes precedence, and only once have I had to make that choice. The senior civil servant in question is serving time. And you, you annoying piece of spook-trained crap, knew that before you asked!”

Jack had known. For one, Aidan Conrad had intrigued him from the moment they met. For another, it wouldn’t do to turn up for a private, confidential meeting with the man without having done his homework. He nodded and raised his snifter of brandy in something that could have been an apology. Or a salute.

“And since you dragged Alex into this conversation… yes, at times we’re asked to do jobs for your old crowd. Usually stuff even they can’t be seen doing. You already have a reputation for that sort of shit, so I thought you’d be a good fit for Dwight & Conrad.”

Jack didn’t comment on Aidan’s conclusion. “Who is Marcus Dwight?” he asked instead.

Aidan’s expressive face clouded over and he stared into the amber depths of his brandy, as if the answer was hidden there. “Friend of mine,” he said after a time. “We served together. We planned this business together. I’d deal with the law, he’d oversee the… operational side. We had it all set up and ready to go.”

“Then what happened?”

“His last mission went goat fuck. They never recovered a body and Marcus is still listed as MIA.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Six years.”

“Want me to look into it?”

For just a moment, Aidan looked startled. Then the mask slid back into place. “Would you wanna?”

“Sure. Poking my nose in where I’ve no business to be is my specialty.” Jack left unsaid that he felt he owed Aidan. When Jack had been embroiled in a Scotland Yard investigation within hours of starting his job at Nancarrow Mining, Aidan hadn’t even asked to have his back. Like Gareth and Rio, he’d simply stepped up and offered support. Jack didn’t have many people in his life who bothered to do that.

“Just… be sure,” he cautioned.

Aidan scoffed. “Think I can’t handle the truth?”

“Most people can’t. You should know that.”

“I do. But Marcus isn’t a traitor. And that’s….” He hesitated. “To learn he’d sold out is the only thing I’d find impossible to handle. Everything else will hurt like a bitch, no doubt, but I can learn to live with it.”

“Okay.” Jack wondered for a second or two where to start his search. “It may take some time.”

“I get that. I appreciate that you’re going to look, you know?”

Jack nodded. He understood the need for closure. “You have mission details?”

“Some. The stuff that’s not classified and a few rumours.”

“I’ll need those. And anything else you hear.”

“Does that mean you’re in?”

The hint of eagerness in Aidan’s tone drew a smile from Jack. “You’re good for my ego, Conrad. But remember that point I was trying to make earlier?”

Aidan nodded.

“I’ve been doing something similar—more focused on pimps and child molesters perhaps, but similar—since I was fourteen years old. I’ve had a few close calls, most notably the one last September, but for much of the time I do what I do, and nobody is any the wiser.”

“That’s what we do.”

“No, it’s not. Not if it takes me mere minutes to hack your personal e-mail account. You may have some protection, given your background and position, and Alex may be able to smooth out some of the wrinkles with her clout and resources, but most of your team are neither police nor serving. They’ll catch heat if you don’t have their backs. And you can’t have their backs if you’re sloppy with your security.”

“You really don’t take shit from anyone, do you?” Aidan chuckled. “That’s one of the things I like about you. Would you say it needs a hacker to hackerproof what we do? If it does, I’ll hire you right now as a consultant. Regardless of whether you choose to come on board or not.”

Jack quirked a lip and gave a tiny nod. He could live with that.


      [image: ]Jack took his time in telling the tale. The woods around them were devoid of human voices. The humming of insects, birdsong, and the gentle swish of barely unfurled leaves surrounded them. 

He’d migrated from sitting opposite Gareth to resting against the willow’s trunk, close enough that he could feel Gareth’s warmth against his side. He leaned his head against Gareth’s shoulder, kept his eyes on the sky and the pale green leaves above, and recounted everything that had passed between Aidan and him, more to straighten things out in his own mind than because Gareth needed to know every detail.

“Have you ever met the man?” he asked when he was done. 

“Marcus Dwight? Yes, I knew him.”

“Opinion?”

Jack paid close attention, but Gareth neither flinched nor hesitated. “Straight as a lance. What are you thinking?”

“Nothing, yet. Wondering where to start looking. Whether he may have been a target. Who might have been interested… that sort of stuff. You came on board to do his job, right? Run the operational side of the business?”

“Mainly. Right now, Conrad goes out as often as anyone else, especially on the hairier assignments. But he doesn’t get any younger.” 

“And he needs to cover the law side of things.”

“That too.”

Jack was beginning to recognise the contemplative tone in Gareth’s voice, and it amused him. “You really want to see him shacked up with Alex, don’t you?”

“Why not? They deserve each other—and I mean that in the nicest possible way,” Gareth defended himself. “They’ve been dancing around each other for years.”

“Have you tried locking them in the stationery cupboard?”

Gareth groaned and Jack couldn’t get over the image of Gareth Flynn, matchmaker. The guy was working so hard to get his two friends to admit they had feelings for each other it was hilarious.

“Seriously, though, do you know what’s stopping them?”

“Aidan’s daughter.”

“She’s what—twenty-three or so? And she objects to her father—?”

“No.” Gareth rubbed a hand across the back of his neck, as if he could rub away the embarrassment. “Emily doesn’t object. It’s Aidan. He never thought of remarrying after his wife died. Emily was four or so and he was still serving. It must have been hell when he was deployed. He still looks out for her, like the overprotective oaf he is.”
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