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      “What the hell are you doing, Rafe?” Deacon asked, and edged closer, carefully.

      Rafe was too near the edge of the lake in the darkness, and he didn’t want to spook the man. He’d been watching him from a distance, but when Rafe stepped closer to the inky depth of water, Deacon had to step forward. The lake was icy cold and deep here, and ice collected around the edges. The crystal in the pale moonlight would have been beautiful but all Deacon saw was danger.

      “Looking,” Rafe murmured, and stepped even closer. The lake was around Rafe’s feet now, and Deacon realized that Rafe had stopped on a piece of ground that jutted into the ice.

      He wanted to tell him to move away, but that wasn’t his job.

      Neither of his jobs.

      “What are you looking at?” he asked, and casually stepped closer; just out of grabbing distance, but close enough to try to stop him if he jumped into the lake.

      “The ice is pretty here,” Rafe murmured.

      He sounded contemplative, quiet, serious, and Deacon didn’t like that one little bit. He’d once talked a jumper off a ten-story building, and Rafe’s voice had that faraway quality that spoke of a decision made and an action that needed to be carried out.

      “Come back,” he said; more ordered. He had to stay in character for now, but what if Rafe decided that he was jumping? What did Deacon do then? No one said he had to care about Rafe, but he did.

      This was week three, and he’d seen Rafe bullied, and ignored, and seen him close his eyes to it all. He hadn’t seen a family who had welcomed a bereaved nephew and cousin into the fold. All he’d observed was that Rafe shouldn’t be there.

      “What?” Rafe asked dreamily. Deacon had to think to remember what he’d asked.

      “Come away from the edge,” he reworded the instruction. “You don’t want to slip in.”

      Rafe let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “What if I do?”

      What?

      “Rafe—”

      “You could get me some skates, and I could glide on the water. I’ve never done that before; we didn’t have a lot of iced-over lakes in Miami. I’m surprised there is one here in California.”

      “It won’t last,” Deacon said, and stepped a little closer. “Only on the coldest nights and just at the edge, but the water would be cold if you swam in it.”

      He saw Rafe’s full-body shudder. “I don’t want to swim in it. It’s a horrible, scary lake, so deep you can’t see the bottom, and who knows what I’d find down there if I did.”

      The lake was on Rafe’s uncle’s land, a natural crack in the terrain with an icy spring that fed it. Deacon had a feeling there were a lot of things in its depths that were never meant to be found again.

      “I’ve skated on a frozen pond,” Deacon said, a little desperately – anything to get Rafe’s attention. “Back in Massachusetts, the pond in our town wasn’t deep, but it spread a good way, and it would ice over when it got cold.”

      After a moment’s pause Rafe spoke. “When was that?”

      Yes, he was talking back.

      “When I was a kid. I used to go skating with my best friend, Mac.”

      “No, I mean, how long did it… was it… I don’t know what I mean.”

      Shit, this doesn’t sound good.

      Deacon carried on. “There was always September first, and it was all rust and gold as far as the eye could see, and then you’d have the snow and ice and the cold of winter.”

      Rafe shivered and wrapped his arms around himself, and Deacon took a cautious step forward. Keep talking.

      “One day, maybe I’ll go visit there again in the Fall, and wait for the snow and cold so I can skate again. See my family, visit with friends.”

      Rafe nodded, as if he was actually listening. “Friends are good,” he muttered, and then the tension slipped away from him and his arms fell to his sides.

      What happened next was Deacon’s worries come to life. Rafe turned to face him, slipped on the ice that had crept onto the grass on the bank, and began to slide toward the water.

      Deacon grabbed for Rafe, any part of him, getting a solid hold of his arm and hand and yanking him back, stumbling away from the water and tumbling to the ground, Rafe a solid weight on top of him.

      He didn’t want this. He didn’t want sexy, intriguing Rafe sprawled over him, laughing like an idiot. He didn’t want Rafe at the lake, or even in the same fucking state as his asshole uncle and cousins. Trying to extricate himself from the pile of limbs he was tangled in was useless. Rafe was a dead weight, and seemed to be content being wrapped around Deacon.

      “Kid, you need to move,” he muttered, willing away the arousal that was zipping through his body.

      Rafe snorted another laugh. “You know I’m twenty-three, right? Legal in every state, or at least I think so.”

       “Get off me.” Deacon tried to buck him off, but Rafe was hard against him, and heavy, and clinging like a freaking limpet.

      “I know you’ve been looking at me,” Rafe murmured, dipping his head so they were close enough that Deacon could simply lean up a little and they would be kissing.

      Remember the goal.

      “Kid, Jesus,” he said, in an exasperated tone, which was heavily at odds with the arousal he was feeling at having gorgeous, sexy Rafe slumped over him.

      But the tone didn’t work, and Rafe wasn’t moving.

      In fact, he ramped the whole thing up so it was worse than before. He peppered Deacon’s face with kisses; small touches with each word, explaining why he wasn’t a kid and Deacon should kiss him back.

      For a while – seconds, hours, he didn’t know – he tried to get away from this maniac with the kissing and the laughter, and then abruptly things changed.

      In a smooth move, he twisted so it was Rafe on the ground under him, abruptly quiet and looking up at Deacon, his eyes wide.

      “Deacon?” he asked, his tone wary.

      And Deacon kissed him.

      He held Rafe’s hands to the icy ground and kissed him, pressed him hard into the mud and explored Rafe’s sexy, pouty mouth with a thoroughness that had him near to coming in his pants as they rocked against each other.

      This kiss was deliberate and needy and the want of it had been building ever since he’d arrived at the Martinez place.

      “Deacon!” a voice called in the darkness, and Deacon was off Rafe and up on his feet within seconds, holding out a hand to help Rafe stand. He brushed himself off, and Rafe moved back and away into the shelter of the nearest tree.

      “You got your eyes on him?” Chumo asked, his tone accusing.

      “Following him around the lake,” Deacon reported, then turned away from Rafe’s cousin, the least psychotic of them. “Need to go.”

      Chumo spun on his heel as though that was enough for him. His dad or brother had likely told him to go look for Rafe, and his job was done. When Chumo left, Rafe stepped back out with a soft laugh.

      “That was close,” he said, coming to a stop right next to Deacon, his hand brushing Deacon’s arm.

      Deacon rounded on Rafe. “Don’t fucking touch me,” he spat. Rafe blinked at him, startled, hurt in his expression.

      “I saw your eyes,” Rafe murmured.

      “Let’s get back.” Deacon turned to walk away, but Rafe didn’t follow.

      “And I felt that kiss,” he added.

      “I’m not repeating myself,” Deacon snapped.

      This time he sensed Rafe following, and they made their way back to the main house. Rafe said nothing and went to his room quietly. Only when Rafe was in his room did Deacon ever feel truly able to deal with his real mission; finding evidence to tie this family to terrible crimes that destroyed lives.

      This family, and possibly Rafe.

       

       

      Rafe closed his bedroom door behind him. He wouldn’t need to come out of his room now until morning, and if he was lucky he could avoid his family and get to school without incident. Of course, Deacon would be right on his tail all the way to college, but he could handle that.

      Or at least, he had been able to until just now.

      Now? Well, hell, it would be a hundred kinds of awkward, facing Deacon after that kiss and then Deacon shutting down on him so abruptly.

      For a second, Rafe had seen naked need in Deacon’s eyes, and then one word from Chumo and Deacon had pulled down the mask that was his hard-man persona. Rafe was convinced there was more to Deacon; he just didn’t know how to reach the man.

      But the need for it burned in him, and he had no clue why. Lusting after one of the bad guys was going to compromise everything he was there to do, but that wasn’t enough to stop him. He was losing his freaking mind.

      Lying back on his bed, he stared at the ceiling, and the unsettling feeling of being watched was back again. He hated this place, hated his family, just wanted to be back in Miami with his dad and his stories of how his mom had died. The only place he could find them again was in his memories, and he closed his eyes, thinking of one single day when everything had been okay. Of course, he’d never known his mom – she’d died a few weeks after he was born – but his dad had kept her memory alive with photos and stories. She’d danced, or so his dad had said, danced with crazy happiness in their kitchen, danced slow and crying when she was emotional; to hear his dad tell it, she’d been a whirlwind of motion. Every photo he had of her, she was smiling back at Rafe, but he didn’t have the photos here. They were boxed up in storage along with the rest of his life.

      Was I really going to walk into that water?

      The thought of it, of stepping into the ice, had been right there in his mind. He imagined the grief of losing his father slowly floating away as he sank to the bottom, and he rolled onto his front, his face buried in his pillows. The tears he cried were hot and fierce, but he didn’t sob, or shake; his grief was his alone.

      I don’t want to die.

      He hated his uncle, hated him with everything he had. He’d hated him as a child, and now, as an adult, when the grief wasn’t overwhelming everything else, he hated Arlo with every fiber of his being. His dad had been convinced that Uncle Arlo was evil.

      “Arlo hated me for marrying his sister,” his dad had always said when whiskey had loosened his tongue. “But I didn’t care. My Santanna was everything to me, and when she gave me you, I couldn’t have loved anyone more. We didn’t need her family.” And then he would correct himself. “We don’t need her family.”

      “Why did I even leave Miami?” Rafe muttered, and kicked the corner of the bed, wincing when the bed didn’t give way but his foot did.

      He should have stayed in Miami, in the house he’d shared with his dad, surrounded by photos of his mom; hell, he should have listened to his dad and left well enough alone.

      “Stay away from your mother’s brother,” he’d said over and over before he died. “That’s the bad side of the family. Your Uncle Arlo and his sons, your cousins, they are bad men.”

      Growing up, he’d begun to associate the word “bad” with his uncle and his two cousins, Felix and Chumo. They were all the way over the other side of the country in California, and that was pretty much all that Rafe had known.

      Until his dad had been dying and he’d told Rafe everything. Said he’d written everything down, located people who’d seen things, had evidence that Rafe’s uncle had killed Rafe’s mom. Beaten her to death. He’d gone to confront Arlo. He was sorry. He’d fucked up.

      What Rafe heard had made his blood run cold. It had also had him organizing his last semester in California, citing that he needed to be with family now his father was dead. The lie sat uneasily with him, but his old college had been okay with it all, the bereavement counselor positively beaming as she ticked all the right boxes about this newly orphaned young man finding family to take care of him.

      Grief at losing his dad, and a new acid of hate that was forcing its way into his heart, was what had sent him here.

      His dad had been his everything. The mild-mannered man had taken him to peewee baseball, the dentist, school, helped him with homework, and not once had he spoken about his life in Cuba, or his family.

      Not until that last week.

      Not until the car had hit him, and he’d laid dying in a hospital, and he’d told Rafe what he’d lived with for so many years.

      So many secrets that had changed Rafe’s life forever.

      He rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling again, considering how long he could keep up the pretense. He should have handed everything over to the cops, but then his dad would have been pulled into the mess posthumously, and his good name was the one thing that was left now of Héctor Ramirez; that and Rafe’s memories of his dad. He had details in his head of his mom’s supposed car accident, a statement from the first cop on the scene; she’d been run off the road just outside the town he was in now. Her car had been shoved off the road, but that had never made the official statements. The cause of the accident had been covered up; she’d been visiting her brother in California and she’d died tragically after she’d lost control of the car. Nothing about the dents that had to have been made by another vehicle. Everything had been covered up, or so his dad had thought. And the accident itself a cover-up for her being beaten to death by her brother.

      His dad had sworn that was true.

      Rafe didn’t know what to think.

      Then there was the hit-and-run responsible for his dad’s death, less than a week after the only visit he’d ever made to visit his brother-in-law in California.

      “I went to make him tell me what he’d done,” his dad had told him. “He told me he’d beaten his sister, as if it was okay, as if he was entitled. But I saw evil in his eyes. Always look into a man’s eyes, Rafael. It’s up to you to find out what he did.”

      The burden of this weighed on Rafe. He wanted to know how his mom had died, who had killed his dad. But now, here in this house, he was losing his mind in the biggest way.

      His Uncle Arlo had, of course, welcomed his beloved nephew with open arms, which Rafe had counted on – Arlo was big on family, and hadn’t batted an eyelid at his nephew living with him when Arlo was the only family Rafe had left. Particularly when Rafe had said nothing about his parents other than the normal exchange of superficial grief statements.

      “I miss them,” Arlo had said with great feeling.

      “Me too,” Rafe had said, keeping everything inside him.

      One thing Arlo hadn’t welcomed him into was the business. Nope, everything had been pushed away, and he’d been kept separate, even so far as being assigned a bodyguard, for his own protection. Deacon had been hired to keep an eye on him. Or at least that was what Rafe thought. It was no accident that Deacon had turned up a couple of days after he had, nor that he was always everywhere Rafe went.

      Rafe just needed to play the long game and get enough evidence together to back up his dad’s observations, see if they were more than just the ramblings of an old man, and then he could hand the whole lot over to the police.

      Then he could make his uncle pay.
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      Deacon should have known that Rafe wouldn’t stay out of trouble. He’d stayed in his room the rest of the evening, but the next day he was back to college, and when he came home his whole demeanor had changed. He had this look of determination on his face, and that was only going to end badly.

      He was only a few minutes ahead of Deacon going upstairs to his room, but that would clearly be enough to mess things up.

      He would have been right behind Rafe, but Bryan stopped him on the stairs.

      “Can we talk?”

      He was a barman, but he was also more; he used the drugs that Arlo sold. He was a good enough kid, laughed a lot, but he was trapped there by more than a job; he relied on being paid in heroin.

      “Later,” Deacon said, and tried to move past.

      “Please, Deacon…”

      “Later, find me later,” Deacon said, and moved past him, straight up the stairs.

      He heard the words long before he saw the people speaking them.

      “Little homo,” the voice dripped with sarcasm and hate.

      Felix, the older twin, arrogant asshole.

      “He’s not worth it.”

      Chumo, the peacemaker, younger twin.

      The third person around the corner wasn’t talking. Rafe never talked, never fought back, just closed his eyes and let it happen. And why wouldn’t he? He was shorter than Felix, not weak but certainly not hopped up on whatever the hell steroids Felix took to make himself bigger. He probably knew that his only chance was to play possum, close his eyes and hope the words, and sometimes violence, stopped.

      “You wanna tell me what you were doing in the office, homo?” Felix snapped, and there was the sound of a fist meeting flesh. Deacon wanted to step forward right there and then and get Felix bloody and unconscious on the ground.

      But he couldn’t.

      He had to hear what the answer to that question might be. He clearly hadn’t been the only one to notice that Rafe spent a little too long with his nose in places it shouldn’t be. Idiot man.

      Still nothing from Rafe – not a single word. Deacon fought the instinct to go charging around the corner, knocking the twins on their asses and blowing the cover he was trying so hard to keep solid. From the first look, Rafe had gotten under his skin, with his innocent eyes and his serious expression.

      And then last night had happened, and everything had changed in one single moment of insanity. One stupid-ass kiss and he’d realized that Rafe could be the very thing that destroyed two years of work.

      “Felix, stop.” Chumo actually telling his brother to stop? That was new.

      “Fuck you,” Felix snapped, and there was another sound of someone being hit. “Fucker’s all up in business that doesn’t concern him.”

      Deacon wasn’t gaining anything by standing there, apart from growing his already guilty conscience and fighting the desire to rescue Rafe and drag him right away from this toxic vipers’ nest. He stepped around the corner as casually as possible, sizing up the situation in a few quick glances. Rafe with his back to the wall, on the floor, his knees drawn up, his face buried in his hands. Next to him a bag was ripped, books strewn on the floor, and notebooks open at random pages full of words and doodles.

      “Felix, your dad is downstairs,” Deacon lied, and left it loose-ended, implying that possibly Felix’s dad wanted him, which would clear him from the corridor and the quieter Chumo would go with him.

      They didn’t move. If anything, Felix looked more determined, toeing at Rafe and cursing under his breath. Deacon tensed and thought on his feet. He dropped to a crouch next to Rafe and gripped his hair, tipping his face up.

      “What’d the little fucker do now?” he asked, seeing the split lip that was bleeding copiously down Rafe’s stubbled chin. Rafe’s eyes were tightly shut, and for a second Deacon wished he’d open them so that he could look right into them and reassure Rafe about who he was and what he was doing. He gentled his hold on Rafe’s hair and saw a faint flutter of his eyelids, but no sign of the pale green irises beneath.

      “Caught him in the office,” Felix said, posturing, his arms crossed over his chest. Felix wasn’t just a bullying asshole, he was his daddy’s son, and he was out to kill someone one day. Not that it hadn’t crossed Deacon’s mind that Felix could actually already be a killer. Too many missing people in this city for it not to loop right back to the psychotic bastard hating on his own cousin.

      Deacon sighed theatrically. “I’ll take care of it,” he said, and his tone brooked no argument.

      “I want to know what he was doing,” Felix insisted.

      “I said I’ve got it.”

      He stood up and went toe to toe with Felix. The man was dangerous, a mix of drug-fueled mania and the righteous indignation of a person no one had ever stopped. Least of all his doting father, who thought the sun rose and fell on his precious twins.

      Felix didn’t have any subtlety in his expressions; he either hated or didn’t, and there was a venomous hate in his eyes right now.

      “Back. The Fuck. Off,” Felix ordered. He was vibrating with rage, and his expression was becoming more unfocused as the red heat of temper climbed from his dark heart.

      Deacon could play this two ways. He could kill Felix, close his hands around that bastard’s neck and squeeze until he was dead, expose his cover, get himself killed. Or he could play his damn part and play it well.

      Forcing himself to relax, he stepped back and tilted his head in deference. “He’s all yours,” he said.

      Felix wrinkled his nose, then grinned. “Too fucking right,” he said.

      “I’ll tell your dad you’ll be down in a minute,” Deacon said, deceptively quiet, and he saw the indecision on Felix’s face. Felix never went against his dad, probably because he actually respected the old man.

      Felix kicked out at Rafe one last time.

      “I’m not wasting my time on him.” He poked Deacon in the chest, and Deacon had to fight the instinct to snap his hand back and break every bone in his fingers. “You find out what he was doing.”

      “Let’s go,” Chumo said, and backed away from the situation.

      Felix cursed, and Deacon steeled himself for Felix to get in one more kick or punch. He didn’t, but he hadn’t finished with the words.

      “I mean it – find out what the little fairy was doing,” he ordered.

      Deacon fought the very strong instinct to beat Rafe to a pulp, and stayed in character.

      “On it,” he agreed.

      “Fucker was going through⁠—”

      “I’ve got this,” Deacon interrupted.

      “Sir,” Felix added.

      “I’ve got this, sir,” Deacon replied dutifully.

      That seemed to be enough to have Felix stalking away, Chumo falling into his normal position a few steps behind. Now, Deacon had time to get Rafe to understand how much shit he was in.

      Only when he was sure they had gone did he crouch down by Rafe.

      “Get up,” he said, softening his tone a little, and nudged at one of Rafe’s hands with his own.

      “Go ’way,” Rafe muttered. It was a start – at least he was talking.

      “Get up, Rafe,” Deacon said, and nudged him again.

      Rafe scrambled away in a sudden uncoordinated move and used the wall to stand. For a while he kept his eyes shut, and he swayed in a dangerous manner. Deacon held out a hand to steady him, but it was as if Rafe knew what Deacon was doing, and he took a step back, his foot stepping awkwardly on a textbook. He windmilled his arms to stay upright, his eyes opening abruptly.

      This time Deacon got hold of him, gripping his shirt and then his arm, yanking him upright, then supporting him until he got his bearings. Only as soon as that happened, Rafe pulled his arm free and went into a crouch to pick up his books and stationery and all the loose notebooks. Deacon stooped to help, but Rafe let out this small noise that was equal parts pain and anger, and Deacon backed off. He knew a cornered, wounded animal when he saw one. Rafe stuffed everything in his bag and turned to leave, Deacon following.

      “What?” Rafe snapped, and spun on his heel. He was scarlet – with temper, or embarrassment, or pain, Deacon couldn’t tell.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Rafe didn’t sound fine; he sounded as though he was just about to crack in half.

      Deacon shrugged as if the way Rafe was standing and looking at him didn’t have a single iota of effect on him. “I need to find out what happened.”

      Rafe, all bristling temper, stepped up into Deacon’s space; a good six inches shorter than him, he had to crane his head back to look up at him, and there was fire in his eyes.

      “One of my cousins is a psycho, and the other cousin is a sycophantic asshole, and I’m going to my room to revise.” Embarrassment was abruptly lost in pure anger.

      He walked off again, and Deacon was right on his heels, only this time Rafe didn’t stop him or talk to him, only let himself into his room, then waited for Deacon to follow him.

      “Get on with it,” he said dispassionately, as if he was expecting something from Deacon. A beating, or hateful words.

      “Rafe—”

      “Fuck you, Deacon – you’re no better than they are.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Deacon snapped, then realized what he’d done. Was he really going to blow everything by exposing the true Deacon, the one who had kissed Rafe the night before?

      This was nothing like it had been in the darkness at the side of the lake; this was Rafe back in his hard shell.

      Deacon shut the door behind him, and only then did a flicker of fear pass over Rafe’s face. He clutched his bag to his chest, solid armor against whatever Deacon could do to him.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Deacon murmured.

      “I don’t believe you,” Rafe snapped. “I’ve seen you try it all now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hurting me, kissing me, confusing me – I’m not falling for any of it.”

      Deacon didn’t know where to start with any of that, and in the end he fell back to being as honest as he could.

      “Rafe, you’ve got to stop doing whatever it is you’re doing.”

      Rafe stiffened and tilted his chin in defiance. Deacon could see the moment Rafe’s shields came up and the lying began.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he said with fake confidence.

      Deacon sighed. Rafe was a pretty poor liar. Unlike his cousin, Felix, every expression Rafe felt was telegraphed on his face. That and the fact that he was gorgeous and sensitive and needed Deacon in his life was what had led to them kissing the night before.

      “Why were you in the office?” Deacon pressed. “Just give me some kind of credible reason here.”

      He needed to pass something on to the family. Security was his job, and that included coming up with a plausible reason why Rafe had been rooting around his uncle’s office. He had to stay undercover long enough to get this job done, and that started with balancing all the truths and lies that lay between him and Rafe.

      Rafe tipped his chin again and clenched his fists at his sides, looking every inch the scrappy fighter he needed to be to survive this poisonous family. “I was looking for a damn stapler,” he said.

      “Don’t lie to me, please.” Deacon didn’t have to be an expert in body language to see the tightening of Rafe’s jaw or the way he couldn’t quite meet Deacon’s eyes.

      Deacon wanted to shake the idiot. All Rafe had to do was get through his finals, and he could get out of this place. He shouldn’t be here in this place.

      “You lie to me,” Rafe said.

      And he wasn’t wrong. Deacon wanted to tell Rafe that he was there to take the Martinez family apart from the inside. He wanted to blow the cover that had taken two years to create. He wanted to haul Rafe into his arms and kiss him and promise him he would do anything to keep him safe. He couldn’t do any of that.

      He’d been guarding Rafe for three weeks now, and every single day the younger man had pulled at him in ways he’d never understood before. Deacon wasn’t stupid; he knew he was attracted to Rafe, to his tenacity, his bravery, and his goddamn stubbornness that one day could get him killed.

      “I want you to leave,” he said, not adding an explanation. It was a familiar refrain; he’d said the same thing the night before, just before he’d hauled Rafe in and kissed him.

      “No,” Rafe whispered. “I won’t leave.”

      “I can’t keep you safe⁠—”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “Rafe, please.”

      “No.”

      Deacon steeled himself to try a different direction, slipping back into the hard-man persona that was getting more impossible to find each day he was around Rafe.

      “Sit down,” he ordered.

      Rafe stared at him mutinously for a moment, then the fight left him and, with his bag still huddled close to him, he sat on the edge of his bed. Deacon moved closer and they began a short but terrier-like battle over the bag. Deacon finally got it away from him and placed it gently on the bed next to him. Then he reached out and pressed a hand under Rafe’s chin, raising his face and examining the cut where his teeth had torn into his soft lips.

      There was the smudge of red near his eye, and that would likely bruise as well. He softened at the hurt he could see there. Underneath the not very professional intrigue he had going on, Rafe was a quiet guy, happy to sit in the restaurant when it was empty and study. He had glasses he pushed up his nose when they had a tendency to slip down, and long, layered hair that hung around his face, giving him a gentle appearance. Startling green eyes were framed with long lashes and he had this way of staring at Deacon when he thought Deacon wasn’t watching.

      “Your face,” Deacon murmured, and using his other hand he brushed away Rafe’s hair. This was dangerous; this was caring about someone he had no right to care about.

      But Rafe didn’t react to the times Felix intimidated him or bullied him; he closed his eyes and let everything wash over him. He never called out, he never argued, and Felix was close to losing his shit with Rafe; any idiot could see that. Felix was a typical bully. He wanted Rafe crying and on his knees.

      Deacon was older than Rafe, and even as he looked up at him with soft eyes, Deacon could see the man he would become.

      “I thought you were different,” Rafe murmured, his voice breaking, so much emotion dripping from every syllable. “Last night, when you kissed me…”

      “That shouldn’t have happened,” Deacon interjected before Rafe could continue.

      Rafe raised his hand and settled it over Deacon’s. “You don’t belong here,” he said, his tone questioning. “You’re not the same as them.”

      Deacon wavered, leaned closer, and for a second he was going to kiss Rafe, just as they had in the dark. One kiss and he’d lost his fucking mind. Training kicked him back into line, and he leaned back, seeing the flash of hurt in Rafe’s eyes.

      “Your dad wouldn’t want you hurt like this,” Deacon murmured.

      “You didn’t know my dad,” Rafe said sadly. “You wouldn’t know what he wanted for me.”

      “I know his son well enough.”

      Rafe’s breath hitched. “You don’t. You can’t really know me, not yet.”

      “Go back to college, get your degree, be the best person you can be.”

      Jeez, now he was waxing lyrical. But Rafe only had one semester left until graduation in pre-law, finishing the credits online, and then he’d go on to law school as he was supposed to and he’d make a markedly different impact on the world than Deacon did. Rafe would be pure innocence, fighting for the little guy, making things right, and Deacon would continue to be on the blunt end of taking down the bad guys.

      Rafe looked at him, and his eyes glittered brightly with emotion. “Maybe you could be the one who makes me the best person I can be.”

      God, Rafe was going to kill him talking like that.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Deacon said, his tone hard. The years that separated them had been hard, and he was left with all kinds of scars on his skin and even darker marks on his soul. Yet Rafe looked at him as if he saw something other than his scruffy beard and his messy blond hair. He’d been looked at before, times when he guessed people had judged him and found him wanting, but that was part of his job. Rafe, on the other hand, stared at him as though he couldn’t get a real handle on what Deacon was.

      And that was dangerous, to Rafe, but most of all to Deacon.

      Rafe circled his wrist, but Deacon couldn’t guess if he was going to push him away or hold him still. His heart was sore; he hated undercover when innocent people were getting hurt, but this was bigger than Rafe. Bigger than anyone could know.

      “Deacon?” Rafe murmured.

      “What?” He was being lulled, pulled in by Rafe’s hesitant use of his name. He was leaning in, down, and Rafe tugged on his hand, rising to his feet. The kiss was so close that Deacon could feel it.

      Fuck. He could taste it.

      “Deacon…” This time there was no question on Rafe’s lips, and it was that which thrust Deacon back into the here and now.

      He snapped back into being the tough guy, the bad one who could physically wound Rafe.

      “Where do you hurt?” he asked, and cleared his throat at how gruff he sounded to his own ears.

      “Nowhere,” Rafe said, and he moved his chin away from Deacon’s touch. “Why didn’t you kiss me?”

      “Get some salve on that lip.”

      “Shit, Deacon.”

      “No talking. I don’t know why you think I would want to kiss you again, kid. Stay away from Felix.”

      Rafe crossed his arms over his chest, much as he’d used his bag defensively.

      “Get out of my room.”

      Deacon held himself rigid and met Rafe’s hardening gaze. “That was my plan,” he said dryly.

      Only outside the door did he realize how close he’d come to fucking everything up. Felix was making his way up the long corridor, intent in his walk. Likely he was on his way to check up on the situation. Deacon made a show of touching the knuckles of his right hand, and saw Felix glance down at them, a feral gleam in his eye.

      Felix came to a stop next to him. “You warmed him up for me⁠—”

      “You’re not touching him,” Deacon interrupted, and his cover slipped into place. “Your dad was explicit in his instructions that the kid was to be watched and that was it.”

      “Then he shouldn’t be in Dad’s office.”

      “He was looking for a stapler.”

      “And you fell for that?”

      “I don’t give a shit what he was doing. I have my orders, and if he steps out of line, then it will be me who does the beating.”

      “You work for me⁠—”

      “No, sir, I don’t. I work for your dad.”

      There was an epic staredown. At least it would have been epic had Felix not started muttering to himself and walked away after the first few seconds. There was something seriously wrong with this man that wanted to rail on Rafe at a moment’s notice. Something evil in Felix’s eyes that screamed of insanity. It wouldn’t be the first time Deacon had seen that level of craziness in the kind of people he got involved with, and it likely wouldn’t be the last.

      All he could do now was hope that, at least for the rest of the day, Rafe stayed in his room where he would be safe, and Deacon had successfully neutralized Felix.

      He’d known this gig wasn’t going to be easy, but he’d never expected to feel affection for one of the people he’d been sent to watch.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” he muttered to the empty corridor.

      A really bad feeling.
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