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Content Advice



The Power of Zero series deals with the aftermath of the sexual exploitation of children. While it is a story of recovery, healing, hope, and resilience, some readers might find it difficult. 
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For Steve.

For rocks and kite strings and too many cups of tea to count. None of this could have happened without your high tolerance for disjointed conversation and random music.



And for the real Jack. 

I heard you.
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Midmorning traffic on the Strand was steady. Jack Horwood drifted with the flow of pedestrians—mostly tourists and visitors to the capital with the odd office worker out on an errand—past the Savoy Hotel and on towards Simpson’s in the Strand. The buzz and bustle reminded him of the morning after his viva exam when he and Tom had decided to treat themselves to a proper breakfast after a night out celebrating. And how that simple decision had turned into the grandest and most magnificent breakfast the two had ever seen. Or eaten. 

The Ten Deadly Sins? Was that what they called it?

He stopped outside the restaurant’s ornate entrance and snuck a peek at the menu. Yes, he’d remembered that right: everything you ever thought of eating for breakfast and then some. And they were still serving it.

Maybe, if this job interview worked out, he’d do it again. Heaven knew he needed it. He’d shed a lot of weight in the last nine months—his usual reaction to stress—and his suit sat a little too loosely on his waist. Though trying Simpson’s again without Tom might be only half the fun.

The last he’d heard, Tom Walken was off somewhere arid and rocky in the company of a hammer, preferring the life of a freelance mineral prospector to drawing a regular salary on the staff of a big mining company. Meeting for lunch at Simpson’s might be tricky, but just the memories made Jack wonder if his friend would consider working for the company Jack hoped to make his next home.

Compared to the elegance of Somerset House, the Victorian red brick and white trim edifice that housed Nancarrow Mining looked ostentatious, but Jack knew that the inside of the building had a very different feel. A bit like his redheaded friend, who resembled a model pretending to be a hoodlum but had his very own brand of loyalty and integrity. Jack thought that Tom would approve of Jack’s plans.

Jack Horwood had never had a job, before or after university, that did not involve the government in some capacity. He’d freelanced on projects for the secret service since he’d turned fourteen, so joining MI6 after leaving the army and gaining his doctorate had seemed the logical next step on his career path. It had taken the last couple of years, and especially his last assignment, for him to decide that it wasn’t the life he wanted. He wasn’t content to be written off as collateral damage. He didn’t aspire to be a pawn in someone’s power game. Nor did he want to be seen as a liability.

So, he quit.

And now here he was, looking for another job to fill his days. Something to pay the bills, if someone was asking. Another crusade to fight, if he was honest.

Jack slid out of the stream of pedestrian traffic and stopped in front of a store display. He had a few minutes to kill before his interview. He was also desperate for more caffeine, but that particular craving would have to wait until later. He wasn’t on duty, hadn’t been on duty for four months, yet he automatically scanned the crowd for conflict points, the traffic for threats, the surrounding buildings for cover and hideouts. When he checked his reflection in the glass before him, though, only his professional façade was visible: a light grey suit, the jacket fitted to his wide shoulders and slim hips, and a shirt the exact same eucalyptus leaf shade as his eyes accented by a deep green tie. His face, schooled into a calm mask, showed none of his thoughts, and the tattoo on his left temple was almost hidden by his mop of dark spikes.

Pretending interest in the store’s merchandise, Jack ran a fingertip over the tattoo. Though the choice to leave the army had been his and his only, he’d struggled with guilt and heartache, had felt lost and adrift and alone. For a time back there, he’d rarely ever been sober, but when he came home with that tattoo, Tom had finally flipped and kicked his arse into the next week, not realising until much later that the tattoo had been Jack’s way of grounding himself.

It seemed inconceivable that anyone so conspicuously marked would be good at undercover work, but Jack had a knack for it. Despite the tattoo, he could blend—better than most of his peers, who didn’t stand out to begin with. He never bothered pointing out that just having the tat was akin to wearing a sign saying this guy could never be a cop.

Undercover work wasn’t all Jack did or what he’d been recruited to do in the first place. He was a systems security specialist. An excellent one, if you read his appraisals. A damned hacker, if you talked to people at the receiving end of his skills. Analysing and sequencing data was second nature to him. He didn’t wait for loopholes. Neither did he go out of his way to find compromised systems—he simply created them when needed. Whether or not he was tattooed hadn’t entered into the equation until much, much later.

Jobs for his kind of skills simply were not advertised.

He’d taken time out after resigning from MI6, spent a couple of weeks on a beach, three weeks in a retreat practising kendo, and when he returned to England, he’d been ready for a new challenge.

With nobody but himself to answer to, he’d thrown himself into research, creating a list of companies that were under attack from their competitors. He even pulled a few all-nighters sneaking into networks to prove how vulnerable his targets really were. Just to refine his list.

Then he’d started his real job hunt. One by one he dissected each company: their books, leaders, projects, cash flow, customers, and values until only a handful were left. Five corporations that Jack wanted to work for. Five corporations with the mindset, projects, policies, and ethics to attract him. Nancarrow Mining was at the top of that list.

His watch buzzed a ten-minute alert, and Jack turned from his contemplation of what he now saw were women’s shoes. He took a breath and then a second, deeper one. The hint of pressure across his throat reminded him of the narrow strip of embossed leather that caressed his skin just under the edge of his tie, offering comfort and reassurance. Ahead of him loomed the huge metal-banded mahogany gates that guarded Nancarrow Mining’s headquarters. Beside the ostentatious entrance was a more sensibly sized door—for people without megalomania—and Jack smiled, at ease with the world and with himself.


      [image: ]Two hours later the world was still the right way up, and Jack got to see it through floor-to-ceiling windows from the executive floor.

The London Eye spun serenely.

The Thames flowed as it had since the last ice age.

And if he squinted and craned his neck a little, he could just make out red, open-topped buses between rows of trees, ferrying tourists along Victoria Embankment.

It didn’t bother him that he did all this while civilly answering questions and discussing security issues common to most larger corporations. If anything, the sightseeing kept him calm. His mind ran on at least two tracks for most of the time, and that wasn’t a habit he wanted to break.

He had hoped to find a kindred spirit in Donald Frazer, Nancarrow Mining’s own systems security specialist, and he wasn’t disappointed. The Scot was young for the job, but he was good. And fun to tease. Within moments of meeting, their discussion turned technical, and banter and insults followed shortly after. Jack deliberately played on his reputation, but Frazer wasn’t the least bit awed. He knew his stuff, and he wasn’t scared to call Jack out when he suspected bullshit.

“That’s about as logical as a first-generation Pentium,” Frazer commented on one of Jack’s assertions, making Jack laugh.

“I can prove it,” he baited, just as the room’s door opened behind him. Jack didn’t turn around to see who had entered. Not until his world flipped upside down and ground to a screeching stop at the sound of a voice he’d not heard in almost eight years.

“Horwood.”


      [image: ]Jack stared at a man he’d never thought to meet again, praying that his mouth was closed. Then a part of him remembered old times and old habits. He shot out of his seat, back straight, hands by his sides.

“Captain Flynn, sir!”

It confused him that his body acted without his mind giving directions, but the confusion fled when Gareth laughed. Jack remembered the sound of that laugh from his army days. The deep rumble had once had the power to turn an ambush into a training exercise. No wonder it sent shivers down Jack’s spine.

“Stand down, Horwood.” Gareth Flynn smoothed a hand over the lapel of his charcoal pinstriped suit. “No uniform, see?”

“Yes, sir.” Jack’s brain refused to process the facts. If this was a test, if Gareth wanted to see how Jack reacted under sudden extreme stress… then he’d just failed spectacularly.

“Are you about done, Frazer?” Gareth asked and turned to Jack when Donald Frazer nodded. “I’d like to discuss a few other issues with you. Would you care for lunch?”

Jack couldn’t have answered coherently had he tried, so he merely shook hands with Frazer before he followed Gareth from the room and into the nearest elevator.

Physically his former commanding officer hadn’t changed much. He’d had white hair in his twenties, and time had only added a few lines to his forehead and the corners of his amber eyes. Gareth Flynn stood tall, moved smoothly, and his presence had the solidity Jack had always loved. The silver hair was a little longer than Jack remembered, and it tried to stand up in spikes to rival Jack’s. It didn’t really suit Gareth Flynn’s chiselled features and tough image, but Jack found it adorable.

He watched the man from the corner of his eye while they braved the bustle of the Strand at lunchtime and dodged people carrying sandwiches and coffee to go. His memories were of Gareth in fatigues, sleeves rolled up and muscular forearms on display, but Gareth Flynn in a pinstriped suit that fitted like a second skin across his broad shoulders and was tailored to hug his narrow hips just as closely… well, that was downright hot.

“You’ve made a right name for yourself,” Gareth rumbled, voice raised a notch to be heard over the rattle and chug of a red Routemaster bus that passed only a few feet from the edge of the pavement. “But did you have to become a bloody spook? I had to pull in favours to find you, only to learn that you’d just quit your job and disappeared again.”

“You were looking for me?” Jack couldn’t quite wrap his head around that.

“For the better part of a year, I’ll have you know,” Gareth growled, sounding almost offended at the length of time it had taken. He slid out of the stream of pedestrians, leading them up the steps and through the entrance to Simpson’s in the Strand. The burnished copper sign saying simply “Simpson’s” looked as imposing as Jack remembered it. Entering the iconic restaurant’s hallowed halls felt like stepping back in time. Now as then, huge chandeliers lit the foyer and brightened the dimness of the wood-panelled dining room, their light dancing over crystal and china and adding a soft gleam to the table linens. The mouth-watering scent of roasting meat enveloped them like a welcoming hug, and Jack’s stomach reminded him that he’d skipped breakfast.

Gareth Flynn didn’t seem to need a reservation. He merely nodded a greeting to the maître d’ before the man conducted them to a quiet booth at the far end of the room.

Jack followed in silence. The world around him felt like a beautiful island paradise littered with land mines, a pleasant dream that could turn into a nightmare at any moment. It urged him to caution, to move with care, to listen rather than speak.

They settled into the soft cushions, and Jack’s brain unscrambled enough to let him ask a question. “Do you come here a lot?”

“Often enough for the staff to know that I want peace and privacy when I do.”

The answer was just this side of caustic, and Jack met Gareth’s eyes for the first time since the man’s surprise appearance at his interview. It wasn’t the smartest move in the book. The amber eyes burned with an intensity that snared Jack’s mind and took his breath. And that was before Gareth smiled.

A real, genuine smile curved the full lips into a tempting bow and crinkled the corners of Gareth’s eyes into spider webs of mirth. Jack felt the warmth of that gaze like a physical touch, and he let himself drown in the sensation, painfully aware of how much he had missed seeing that smile.

“What are you drinking?”

Gareth’s amused tone drew Jack from his abstraction. He blinked, noted the waiter by his side—where did he spring from? And how long has he been standing there?—and registered Gareth’s words.

“Just water, thanks,” Jack answered. He really wanted something a little more potent, but that would have to wait until he made it home. For now, he had to pull himself together and act like the professional he was. Hiding behind the menu while he chose his lunch helped him settle, and after the waiter had brought their drinks and taken their orders, he felt a tad more ready to deal with Gareth Flynn.

“When did you leave the army?” he asked, pleased when his voice came out level.

“Eighteen months ago,” Gareth replied, raising his gin and tonic in a brief salute before taking a sip.

“Why?” The question slipped out before Jack could censor, and he fought not to flinch. He wanted to know, but… “Sorry. Bad form to quiz the boss—I remember.” His brain stuttered over the old, familiar phrase. He hadn’t heard or used it in too many years, yet here it was. Out of the mouths of babes and idiots….

“Jack.”

Gareth’s tone, commanding and hesitant at once, made him lift his head. Gareth wasn’t smiling this time, and his gaze was unforgiving.

What did I say?

Their food arrived, distracting them both, and Jack was content to let the issue drop. He didn’t doubt that Gareth would revisit this if it bothered him. Leaving things unfinished had never been Gareth’s way. Jack concentrated on his lunch—the devilled kidneys served with his Barnsley chop were just the way he liked them, with a nice kick at the end—and wondered if Gareth’s habit of neatly tying loose ends was the reason for this meeting.

“Have you really been looking for me?”

“Yes,” Gareth confirmed around a mouthful of roast beef.

“Why?” This time, Jack didn’t flinch when he asked. This wasn’t quizzing the boss. He was… gathering intel.

“At first, I just wanted to catch up,” Gareth mused. “Then I joined Nancarrow Mining and thought you might enjoy working there.” He pinned Jack with a direct stare. “And I wasn’t wrong, was I?”

“No.” The stab of disappointment was swift and sharp, but Jack kept his face blank and his answer to a single syllable. He had approached Nancarrow Mining about a job, so he couldn’t very well argue with Gareth’s assessment. “Is that the problem?” he asked instead. “You no longer think so now that you’ve seen my CV and watched the interview?”

“What do you mean?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “If you’re trying to tell me that there isn’t a camera in that monstrous gilt frame behind the group of armchairs—”

… you can save your breath.

“I’m not,” Gareth interrupted. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d stop second-guessing me. If you possess half the brain everyone says you do, you must remember that I really hate being told what I’m thinking.” He set his knife down with a little too much force and clenched his fingers around the almost empty crystal tumbler. “I thought I’d beaten that out of you years ago,” he added under his breath.

Jack couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face. This was vintage Gareth, from the bite in the tone to the stilted language, right down to the hand reaching for a convenient missile. Not that the crystal tumbler would come screaming at his head any time soon, but the reminder was… nice. Another little piece of history verified, shifted from the realms of wishful thinking into the box marked “real and true.”

Jack relaxed against his seat’s cushioned backrest. “Tell me what it is, then,” he demanded with something close to his usual aplomb. “Why did you gate-crash the interview? If you think I fit so well, why not let bureaucracy run its course and surprise me on my first day?”

“Because I haven’t seen you in years,” Gareth replied, voice harsh. “Because you walked out without giving a single good reason. Because you’ve been avoiding all of us ever since.” He drew a deep breath and calmed himself with an effort. “Because I wanted to see if you’d avoid me if I stood right there.”

Heat washed across Jack’s neck and face. He’d known that Gareth would see his actions as a kind of desertion, but hearing the pain in the man’s voice as he recounted it hurt Jack on a level he didn’t think he could hurt anymore.

“I had a reason,” he told the linen-draped tabletop.

“I never disputed that. I just wish you’d trusted me enough to explain it to me.” Like Jack had done earlier, Gareth leaned back from the table and tried to relax. “Tell me one thing,” he said. “Was it PTSD?”

Jack drew a deep breath, grateful that Gareth didn’t pry. Grateful, too, that this was a question he could answer. He looked up, straight into a pair of intent amber eyes. “No.”

Gareth nodded, and his shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Fine,” he growled, before he pointed a finger at Jack’s face. “Now, what’s with that tat?”

“Don’t ask,” Jack groaned, wishing for a place to hide. Of course, there wasn’t one. Short of draping a napkin over his head or stripping off his jacket, there was little cover to be had while facing Gareth across a dining table. Just as there was no way in hell he’d admit his real reason for getting that tattoo. “It was an idiocy committed on the back of too much booze, okay?”

“Should have known,” Gareth snorted. “How could you be a spook looking like that?”

“It’s a gift.”

“No doubt. Do you use makeup?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Jack had been trained to change his appearance—and hide the tattoo—using both cosmetic and theatrical makeup, but Gareth didn’t need to know that. Or what Jack looked like while he hunted pimps through nightclubs.

The banter cleared the air, and both men stayed away from serious topics while they finished their meal and drank their coffee. Only when the grand entrance of Simpson’s closed behind them and they re-joined the throng of pedestrians on the Strand, did Gareth return to their earlier conversation.

“I want you to work for me.” Gareth’s voice was low and serious. “We’re more than busy. There’s plenty of competition, and the fight gets dirty at times. Provided you’re careful, you wouldn’t even have to stick to one side of the law only.” Gareth ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Listen to me. I sound like a used car salesman.”

He did, in an endearing way, but Jack was too tense to be entertained. “Gareth, I… I’ll think about it.”

“Yes, you do. Think. Usually too much.” Gareth waved a hand in the air, an odd aura of defeat surrounding him. “Go and think. But watch that you don’t think yourself out of something you actually want.”


      [image: ]Time sped and slowed in odd patterns when there were no means to estimate how late or early it might be. Being stuck in the dark made it worse, but Ricky had long given up asking for a light to be left on. Nobody cared enough to listen, and Ricky would rather not reveal another weakness for his keepers to taunt him with. Curled into a tight, tense ball, he huddled into his blankets. He buried his head under the lumpy pillow and tried to block out the sobs and pained shouts filtering through the thin walls from Nico and Daniel’s room next door.

The scent of patchouli hung in the locked, windowless room, so thick that he gagged if he breathed too deeply. His father used to wear it, and Ricky’s memories were full of insults, shouts, and pain, always accompanied by the sickly sweet, invasive scent. It made sense that Goran Mitrovic reeked of patchouli. The pimp got off on pain. He got off even more on inflicting it on others, though he tortured with more deliberation than Ricky’s late and unlamented father.

Ricky found no pleasure in being hurt, but he’d long since learned that being caned was sometimes better than the alternative: streams of strangers through his room at all hours, hard hands and rough mouths on his body, and nothing but threats and insults in his ears. Ricky barely heard the words anymore. Being apostrophised as a filthy, dirty whore didn’t bother him. 

He was better than that. 

He had choices.

Being caned was the easy way out sometimes.

Daniel didn’t agree, but the slender, blond teen didn’t deal well with pain or violence. Daniel could hide inside his mind—something Ricky had never learned to do—and it seemed to help get the younger boy through the days and nights.

Please, don’t do anything stupid! Just give him what he wants, Ricky begged silently. He knew that prayers served no purpose, but the sounds coming through the thin walls made him screw his eyes shut and address any higher powers that might perchance be listening. Or maybe he was simply hoping to connect with the youngest member of their little group, who refused to scream even though it might end the beating sooner.

The wall blocked the hiss of the whip, but it did little to muffle the sounds of harsh, rough laughter from the adjoining room. Daniel’s screams made Ricky bite his knuckles, made him flinch and shudder and drag the thin pillow tighter over his head, while Nico’s bitten off groans tore at his soul.

Ricky knew that Nico would rather take a beating than watch his friend being hurt and abused, that he frequently offered himself in Daniel’s place, to clients as well as their jailer. It had worked often enough that Nico had grown just a little too sure. He’d tried to spare Daniel when Goran was in a foul mood, and now both boys were reaping the fruits of his failure.

Ricky was wiser in the ways of their world. He had learned to pick his battles. 

It hurt, but he swallowed the urge to hammer on the walls to stop the torture. Getting in the way of Goran’s entertainment would accomplish nothing; might even prolong the violence if he misjudged. At sixteen, he was the eldest of Goran’s boys and had been in the man’s clutches the longest. That didn’t mean that Goran listened to anything Ricky said. Just like the other boys, Ricky was caged. The doors to his prison opened when Goran saw fit and not a moment sooner.

Ricky pulled the thin blanket tighter over his head and buried his face deeper in the pillow. The rough laughs, Nico’s broken sobs, and Daniel’s screams continued for some time. Ricky huddled under his covers, muscles tight, and kept his eyes wide open in the dark long after the screams had turned to silence.








  
  

Bait


[image: ]




Jack didn’t talk to dead people. Not when sober, not when drunk. He wasn’t often plagued by nightmares, either. The ghosts that haunted Jack Horwood were all among the living. And no nightmare matched the tortures his mind could inflict upon itself. 

He hadn’t bothered to change when he came home, merely shed his tie and the coat of his suit before reaching for a bottle of his namesake. Soul-searching didn’t require fine Islay malt. Neat Jack D. was plenty to get him good and drunk. Not quite sozzled enough to muzzle his brain, but close. 

It was as good as it was going to get. Any more whisky and he’d be throwing up his guts for the next six hours—a prospect that just didn’t appeal, not even for the sake of nothing but white noise between his ears.

This morning’s interview had rattled him, had upset the equilibrium he had worked so hard to attain. Now his world teetered out of balance. Reality and want clashed with options he’d not realised he had. 

Should he continue down his chosen road or take a turn towards something new? Confront familiar dangers or face unknown risks? 

He had to decide before the alcohol-induced fog thinned and his mind went down six tracks at once again.

He stood by his bedroom window and looked out over the sleeping neighbourhood of well-kept Victorian terraces and tree-lined streets. He lived in a decent part of town these days, where people had few reasons to break the law. At this time of night, the streets lay empty, quiet, and seemingly peaceful.

Jack knew better. He had seen the living nightmares that hid in dark corners come out and prey on the unsuspecting when the sun went down. He had run from them as a kid, dodged them as a teen, and now he fought them with all his strength.

His army career had been the first thing that Jack had chosen purely for himself. He’d felt accepted there. Safe. Which was ironic, given what they did for a living. Walking away had been torture, had derailed Jack more than he’d expected it would. And it had taken a long time for him to settle and to find a measure of equilibrium. But he’d done it.

Jack was proud of his hard-won peace. He wasn’t happy, but he hadn’t expected to be happy. He kept busy, and he was useful—that was enough.

He stepped back from the window and closed the blinds. Then he fell onto his bed, still half-clothed but with his decision made.


      [image: ]The ringing phone brought Jack awake. Pearly grey light filtered around the blinds—too bright for his migraine-grade headache. Too much thought and not enough water, his subconscious mind supplied helpfully as memories of the previous day and night returned. They explained the headache and queasy stomach, explained why he sprawled across his bed in shirt and trousers… didn’t explain why he had woken.

The phone. Right.

He rolled across the expanse of deep green quilt, wincing at the hammer blows inside his head, and snatched the phone from the bedside table.

“Horwood.”

“Good morning, Dr. Horwood,” said a voice that was too chipper for early morning. “This is Alexandra Marston, calling from Nancarrow Mining. We would like to offer you a position with our corporate security team. Can you visit the Strand office this morning to discuss your contract?”

Jack stared into the dimness of his bedroom, noting his keys on the dresser where he’d tossed them on coming home. The mostly empty whisky bottle lay on the carpet beside his shoes. His suit jacket and tie hung on the wardrobe door.

“Dr. Horwood?”

Jack roused himself a little. Answers. Decisions. A job he would love. A place to belong. Home.

“Sorry, Ms. Marston,” he said slowly into the handset. “I am flattered that you think me a suitable candidate, but I have to decline your offer. I will not be able to work for Nancarrow Mining. Thank you for your time.”

He disconnected the call before he changed his mind, or she tried to do it for him. 

The phone dropped to the bedspread. 

Jack knew that he should get out of his suit trousers and shirt, should find some aspirin and a bottle of water, should get some more sleep or go take a shower. The knowledge didn’t translate into movement. He continued to stare at nothing until the early autumn sun burned off the morning mist and bathed his bedroom in a light so bright it left no room for shadows.


      [image: ]At close to eight o’clock in the evening, traffic around Wimbledon was dying down. Gareth Flynn slid his Range Rover into a parking space close to Jack’s house, a little surprised to find himself on a street lined by trees and meticulously restored Victorian redbrick terraces. Given his penchant for petrol-powered crotch rockets and high-tech computer equipment, he hadn’t expected Jack’s taste in homes to run to Victorian splendour. Neither could he have guessed that Jack’s house would be one of the best kept on the street.

The deep red front door sported stained glass inserts set aglow by the hallway lights. The bow windows and porch trim were painted white, while black cast-iron railings edged the steps down to the basement, surrounded the small parking space for Jack’s motorbike, and marked the path to his front door. And the matching black and red tiles that covered the whole area looked like something out of a TV makeover show.

The house proved just as unexpected as he remembered Jack to be. Gareth had never been able to determine if the about-turns, false trails, and surprises had been deliberately crafted to confuse, or if they were… simply Jack. Gareth turned off the engine and sat in silence for a time, eyes narrowed in thought.

Am I an idiot for going after the brat like this?

He had been disappointed but not surprised when Jack turned down the offer of a position with Nancarrow Mining’s CorpSec team. Jack could argue himself out of a lottery win given enough incentive, so rationalising why he didn’t want to work with Gareth again wouldn’t be a difficult task.

Alexandra’s comment that Jack had sounded as if he was suffering from a gargantuan hangover had made Gareth wonder if there was still a chance to change the younger man’s mind. Determined to try, Gareth crossed the road to Jack’s front door and leaned on the bell.

“For fuck’s sake don’t you own a watch?” came Jack’s voice from inside the house. “You said I had two hours, and that wasn’t nearly enough time. I’m not a miracle worker!” The door opened, and the rant came to a sudden halt as Jack saw who stood on his doorstep. “Gareth?” he asked, voice uncertain. “Are you moonlighting for the Met now?”

“Holy Mother of…!” Gareth’s mouth fell open. Jack looked barely legal and was dressed like…. Words failed him, and even swearing would only get him so far. So he stared. At leather, tanned skin, and hard muscle. At what had to be one of the hottest sights he’d ever seen.

Jack Horwood was a mirage of smooth flowing lines and sharp angles. From long legs that looked even longer encased in sinfully tight black leather and knee-high boots, to the high collar on the sleeveless green shirt, the man looked simply edible. Bare arms showed off tanned skin and muscled biceps, and the waistband of the trousers sat so low, the tips of Jack’s hipbones peeked out. And the ridges of his toned abs…

Jack Horwood was a vision. Shocking, jarring, and utterly and totally wrong.

Jack had never looked his age. Not at seventeen when he’d joined Gareth’s unit, not at twenty-two when he’d left it. He’d grown up since then, had added more muscle and acquired that stupid tattoo, but very few people would guess his real age on meeting him. 

Gareth knew that. Had memories enough. But he’d never seen Jack look so vulnerable. Or so innocent. His cheekbones were sharp enough to cut glass, and not even a hint of shadow darkened his jaw. Liner and mascara had turned his eyes into pools of the deepest green, ready to snare and trap anyone foolish enough to look into them too long.

“Maybe you’d better come in, and I’ll explain,” Jack muttered and stepped away from the door.

Jack’s living room was cluttered with duffel bags that spilled their guts across the carpet. Two of the large bags held clothes, a third one smelled strongly of leather, and the fourth one—a large foldout case like the ones used by plumbers, travelling mechanics, or makeup artists—qualified for its own defence budget. It appeared to hold a specimen of almost every edged and pointed weapon ever invented.

Jack opened his mouth to speak, but Gareth stopped him. “If you’re going to say that it isn’t what I think it is, I’ll hit you.”

Jack closed his mouth, then his eyes, and took a deep breath.

Whatever else had happened over the years, Jack’s tried and trusted remedy for keeping his temper on a leash hadn’t changed. It looked just as adorable as it always had. “Are you moonlighting for the Met?” Gareth asked softly, and more for confirmation. The quantity of weapons in the room almost made it a foregone conclusion.

“I just help out now and then,” Jack replied, gaze level.

“By playing bait.”

“I’m good at it.”

“I can see that.” Gareth’s blood had caught alight the moment Jack had opened the door. Even irritated and distracted, Jack was devastating. Gareth didn’t want to imagine what Jack would be like once he focussed on his role. He might spontaneously combust if he did. 

Gareth sought for a distraction. Asking whether Jack’s work for the police was the reason that he’d refused the job at Nancarrow Mining seemed unwise. And it wasn’t in Gareth’s nature to push when it wouldn’t get him anywhere.

“Is it legit?” he enquired finally.

Jack’s lips quirked up at the corners. “They can’t take exception to what they don’t know….”

“I see. Whom are you baiting, anyway?”

The doorbell rang before Jack could answer. “It’s open,” he yelled in the direction of the hallway, and a moment later, a lanky blond man stepped into the room. He wore dark blue tailored trousers and a shirt of light blue silk that matched the colour of his eyes and carried a black leather jacket draped over one arm.

“We’re late,” he said before Jack could greet him.

“You may be late,” Jack shot back, rummaging in the smallest duffel bag. “I’ve told you before that I need three hours. Not two. Not one. Three. If you have a problem with that—”

“You can’t take any weapons,” the man interrupted. “They’re frisking.”

Jack sat back on his heels. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

“I’m not. No patrons through the door without a search—not even the kids.”

“Call it off,” Jack ordered, and his voice didn’t waver.

“Jack, I can’t.” The man’s bravado evaporated until he sounded desperate. “It’s the only lead I have.”

Jack shook his head, and Gareth was proud of him. His visitor pushed all the right buttons, making Gareth wonder how well he knew Jack, but Jack didn’t give in.

“I’ll not set one foot in that fucking place without a weapon! Not after the lousy intel you gave me last time,” Jack said. “Can you call for backup?”

“I’ve only rumours. Nothing that will convince a magistrate to give me a warrant.”

“Then I go armed or we call it off. You have two choices.”

“Three,” Gareth said and grinned when two startled faces turned his way. It was comical to see Jack recall his presence with a snap, while the stranger stared at him with clear suspicion in his eyes. “There are three choices.”

“What’s the third?” the man asked, but Gareth kept his eyes on Jack, not wanting to miss his reaction.

“What if I tag along and watch your back?”
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“You’d do that?” 

Jack’s wide-eyed stare was a balm for Gareth’s doubts. Jack wasn’t shying away from the idea of working with Gareth. Rather the opposite, if the gratitude in the green eyes was anything to go by.

“Fill me in, and I’ll keep you out of trouble,” he said, expecting a typical Jack briefing—where, what, and how in six sentences. Instead, he found the blond man planted in front of him, hands on hips and glaring.

“You can’t be armed, either.”

“I heard you the first time.” Gareth kept his face blank and his temper even, and he got a co-conspirator’s smile from Jack as his reward. Just a tiny tilt of lip, but it acknowledged a truth neither needed to voice.

“Clive, relax,” Jack counselled. “By the way, this is Gareth Flynn. Gareth, Detective Inspector Clive Baxter from the Met. Why don’t you get acquainted while I finish getting ready?”

“Skin trade?” Gareth asked as Jack turned and disappeared through the door and up the stairs. Given the way Jack was dressed, it was the most likely option. Baxter nodded, and Gareth wanted to ask how well the detective knew Jack, but he pushed the thought aside. “You do this a lot?” he asked instead.

“Not really, no. I was a liaison on one of Jack’s cases when he was…,” Baxter hesitated, and Gareth just waved for him to continue. He already had chapter and verse of Jack’s official activities. “We kept on working… together… afterwards, I mean.”

Jack came back into the room to grab yet another bag. The tattoo on his temple now looked like a clumsily applied sticker. He’d also changed from his green, sleeveless shirt into a long-sleeved, mustard-coloured one that was just slightly too big across the shoulders. Just that tiny change made Jack look younger, skinnier, and somehow even more vulnerable.

“What he means to say is that we both want to get the rats off the street, so we keep sweeping,” Jack explained.

“Don’t mix your metaphors. To catch rats you need a piper not a sweep.”

“Not if they’re dead rats.” Jack paused on his way back upstairs to watch the detective stare at the clock for the umpteenth time. “Clive, stop fidgeting.”

“I don’t want to miss him.”

“Then go ahead and set up. We’ll catch up with you.”

Baxter hesitated for just a moment. Then he nodded and turned towards the door. “Don’t be too long,” he admonished before he went out.

“Or all the ice cream will be gone,” Jack grumbled and turned to Gareth. His smile held an apology. “You don’t have to do this, sir.”

“I know.” Gareth hesitated but then forged ahead. “I saw your face when you told him to call it off.”

“It was the right decision, but…” Jack started over. “I would have hated it,” he admitted. “Word on the street is that this fucker goes after the youngest and most vulnerable boys. He’s a gorilla… uses violence to keep the kids in line. And Clive has nothing to….”

“What’s your objective tonight?” Gareth’s calm tone fought Jack’s rising agitation. It worked, just as it always had in the past.

“We have nothing on the man. And I mean nothing. So, ID. Photos, fingerprints… any evidence.” Jack’s eyes locked with Gareth’s. “And you still don’t have to do this.”

“Oh, I don’t know. After the day I’ve had, a spot of violence sounds appealing.” Gareth pulled out his scariest grin and laughed when Jack rolled his eyes. “Tell me this isn’t why you quit your job.”

“This isn’t why I quit my job,” Jack parroted and inspected his reflection in the hallway mirror. “It’s not always like this, either,” he said and waved for Gareth to follow him upstairs. “Most of the time, I don’t even leave the house.”

Gareth leaned against the doorframe and watched Jack use both hands and a tub of product to turn his dark hair into a spiky mop. He had no trouble believing Jack’s words. Jack and computers went way back. He’d had a reputation for being hell on a keyboard before he was old enough to vote—a reputation that had grown steadily over the years. Even without the data he had offered to support his application to Nancarrow Mining, it was obvious that he now played in a different league.

“I hope you’re taking precautions,” he said in a gruff voice, feeling like a parent giving the talk to their wayward offspring.

Jack didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Clive’s the one who wants to put perverts behind bars,” he said. “I just want them stopped. I don’t care how we go about it, but I do not plant or manufacture evidence. Ever.” He threw Gareth a look over his shoulder. “Just so we’re clear, sir.”

“So what do you do?”

Jack reached for a small bottle and uncapped it. He tipped his head back and dribbled clear liquid into each eye. When he turned to look at Gareth, his pupils were blown so wide and dark that Gareth had to swallow. Hard.

“Belladonna,” Jack explained and dropped the bottle onto the dresser. He slung a belt around his hips and cinched it. “I find men who use children for sex and make sure they’re taken out,” he said in answer to Gareth’s question. “I don’t much care about a few dirty pictures here or there, but the bastards who are buying… their choices have consequences. I make it easy for Clive and chums to find the evidence they need to prosecute. And if they’re told not to look….”

“I see.” And Gareth did see. He saw the evidence of Jack’s crusade, the quiet fury that made his movements quick and sharp. The resolve and determination that were evident in the multitude of supplies and guises, in the careful preparation, and in the way Jack turned himself into a weapon that would never be recognised or suspected as such.

“So I’ll be a pimp?”

“No,” came the swift reply. “No competition. I’ll draw his attention. You collect evidence.”

“What if someone propositions you?” Gareth would never know where Jack found that smile, but it was a valiant effort. It was even almost a smile.

“I’ll deal. Or we get out.”

“I vote we get out.” Jack wasn’t a helpless victim, but Gareth didn’t know if he could watch him having to deal with unwanted attention. Not when a fight would blow Jack’s cover, and he’d be catching hell from his boss the next morning for starting shit in public. “You have anything for a diversion?”

“Lollipops.” Jack pushed past Gareth and pointed to a blue cloth roll that lay open on his bed. “Remember those?”

Gareth remembered the ridiculous smoke bombs disguised as sweets they’d used on one of their training exercises. Whoever had come up with the things had clearly read too much James Bond and was channelling Q. “Really?” he complained. “Do you have to make me look like Kojak?”

“Who?”

“Never mind. Be grateful you’re not old enough.” He picked up a couple of the cellophane wrapped sweets—military issue, every last one—and pushed them into his pocket. “What does the target look like?”

“Caucasian male. Medium height and build, pale blue eyes, and light blond hair in a bob or a low tail.”

“That sounds like the guy who was just here. Baxter?”

“Don’t even. Clive may act like an arse, but he’s one of the good guys.”

“If you say so. Are we ready?”

“What do you think?”

Jack sashayed towards him like a model on a catwalk, and Gareth struggled for air just watching. “I’d better not tell you what I think of that getup,” he managed through half-clenched teeth. “Professionally speaking? Hot and not legal.”

“Good. Let’s hope the pimp thinks so.” Jack hesitated in the hallway. “Where did you park?”

“Across the road. Why?”

Jack grabbed a trench coat and slung it around his shoulders. “Don’t want to get you arrested.”

Gareth imagined himself being hauled before a magistrate for soliciting a minor. And Julian Nancarrow’s reaction when he found out. “You have a dirty mind, brat,” he groaned as they got into the Ranger.

“Sure,” Jack agreed. “But I was the one who thought of bringing the coat.”
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“You okay?” he asked as they neared the address Jack had given him.

A sweep of long lashes, a half turn of a head, and Jack’s gaze locked with Gareth’s. “Belladonna’s making me queasy.”

“Then why do you use that shit?”

“Gets the look. Stop here.”

“Hm,” Gareth grunted and pulled the Range Rover alongside the kerb when Jack pointed out Baxter’s Vauxhall parked up ahead. “So, you’re going into this tense and feeling queasy. Any other important intel you want to share?”

“Watch what you drink.” Jack got out of the car and shed his coat, throwing it into the backseat without another look. “Stick to bottled and keep it close.”

“What about you?”

Jack flashed a quick grin. “I’m broke. And clumsy.”

“As long as you’re careful.”

“I’m always careful.” Jack waved a hand to the detective in the car. Then he turned, took a couple of deep breaths, and started to walk down the street towards his destination as if he had no thought in his head beyond a good night out.

Gareth watched him go, sure that Jack’s queasiness, whether caused by nerves or belladonna, would make no difference to the outcome of the evening. Jack would get the job done, whatever he needed to do. This, in Gareth’s estimation, didn’t make it right. He watched until Jack had rounded the corner before he crossed the square to the waiting detective and climbed into the car.

“Are you two friends?” he asked as soon as he’d closed the door.

“Yes.”

“Then why d’you do this to him?” Gareth didn’t bother to hide the snarl in his voice. “You’re sending him into that club without backup… since when’s that in the playbook?”

“You said that you would back him up.” Baxter sounded confused, which only pushed Gareth’s ire up a notch.

”I will back him up. The point is that I just happened to be with Jack when you showed up. And you were pushing him into going alone and unarmed.”

“Jack can handle himself.”

“Again, not the point.” Gareth was growling now. “If you ask someone to risk their life, the least you do is provide backup. Don’t they teach that anymore, or do you just not care?”

The confusion on the Baxter’s face sent icy shivers down Gareth’s spine. Who was this guy that he ignored basic security protocol without batting an eyelash? That he was prepared to risk a friend’s life for a crusade? 

All of a sudden, Gareth Flynn was afraid. Not for himself, but for a courageous man with a crusade of his own. He couldn’t bear the thought of Jack being manipulated into risking his life for a cause. Even if that cause was just.

“If there were another way to get this done….” Baxter hesitated over his words. “I don’t often ask for Jack’s help. I know it’s dangerous, and I only seek him out when he’s the only option left.”

The careful words did nothing to ease Gareth’s disquiet, and he resolved to keep an eye on Jack’s interaction with the detective, whether Jack decided to join Nancarrow Mining or not. But that was for tomorrow. Right now, watching Jack’s back was more important.

“Detective, I don’t know you.” Gareth forced calm into his voice. “Jack trusts you, so I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. I won’t assume that you risk a friend’s life for brownie points. Or worse, a personal vendetta. But if I ever find out that you do….” I’ll nail your damned arse to the fence. He let the words sink in for a few seconds, then turned on his scary grin. “Now. Did you bring an evidence kit?”

“Yes, what do you need?” 

It seemed that Detective Inspector Baxter was more comfortable with practical matters than questions of ethics. Gareth didn’t find that at all amusing.

“A couple of bags and tape.”

Baxter numbered the items and handed them over. Gareth stowed the supplies in the inside pockets of his jacket and nodded his thanks. “Make sure there are units in the area, just in case we get lucky. You never know, you might have your perp behind bars sooner than you thought.”

Gareth was reaching for the door handle when Baxter stopped him with a question.

“What’s Jack to you, Mr. Flynn?”

The answer came easy to Gareth. “Family. Jack Horwood is family.”
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Snatches of synth and bass beat spilled across the street, along with flashes of coloured lights, an everchanging mix of red and green, of purple and bright white. A queue of gaudily dressed people snaked towards the club’s large metal doors where two towering figures stood guard. Those two were the harmless ones. Two slighter men beside the bouncers had control over who entered the club and who was turned away. One by one, they pushed waiting patrons against the wall and patted them down before allowing them inside. 

At least Clive has better intel this time, Jack thought, approaching the end of the queue. The pimp’s here. And as paranoid as reported.

Arriving obviously armed would have ended the night early. Not that Jack ever went unarmed, of course. Anywhere. Though that wasn’t a fact he advertised.

Next in the queue was a woman in a leather miniskirt and knee-high boots. She giggled and batted her lashes as she was told to lean on the wall. Hands roamed, and the giggle became an indignant squeak when fingers slipped under her skirt.

“Watch your hands, mate!” The woman spun away from the wall and glowered.

“If you want in, you follow the rules,” the man retorted, and Jack wasn’t the only one who heard the unspoken bitch at the end of that sentence. A young couple in front of him slipped out of the queue and turned back down the street, muttering about better places for a fun night out.

Jack couldn’t agree more, but he wasn’t here for fun, not when a good quarter of the kids in the queue didn’t look old enough to drink, or when the bouncers didn’t turn even one of them away.

When he reached the front of the queue, Jack leaned against the wall, hands beside his head as instructed. He flinched when rough hands slid up his legs and along his arse, but he kept his eyes open. The bastard was doing more than checking for weapons, but unless he wanted to break his cover, all Jack could do was fume about it.

Footsteps and laughter sounded from down the road, and Jack turned his head towards the noise to distract himself. Of the three approaching men, two were strangers, but they laughed and joked with Gareth as if they’d known one another for ages. The tight coil of tension between Jack’s shoulder blades unravelled a notch. Gareth had always had a knack for meshing with crowds, and some things, like the sun and the moon and Gareth Flynn, just never changed.

It warmed Jack that his former CO hadn’t been thrown by his disguise. It warmed him even more that Gareth hadn’t tried to talk him out of the job. Gareth Flynn might call him by the nickname he had bestowed on a snot-nosed seventeen-year-old, but he trusted Jack’s instincts and decisions enough to back him up without question. Unconditional support like that was worth more than Jack could adequately explain.

A sharp swat on his arse drew Jack from his thoughts. Without looking at the man—he had the face memorised already—Jack stepped away from the wall, his stash of weapons undiscovered. He entered the club when the bouncer waved him through and stopped just inside the doors to get his bearings.

The place was dark, which was a blessing given Jack’s light-sensitive eyes, and much larger than the outside suggested. Once upon a time, it had served as a workshop or a small warehouse. Most of the internal walls had been removed, leaving a wide rectangular space with two rows of floor-to-ceiling brick columns dividing two narrower aisles from the main part of the room. 

Raw red bricks formed the walls and scuffed, heavy-duty vinyl covered the floor and the lower half of the columns. Racks of spotlights made a grid pattern overhead, and a bar ran along the far side of the room, the chrome top reflecting the light. 

Tables and benches took up the aisle to Jack’s left. The dance floor occupied the centre. Emergency exit doors were to his right, between the kitchen entrance and the DJ booth.

The club was just starting to get busy. About half the tables were taken, and a few couples busied themselves on the dance floor while the DJ warmed up. Jack turned left and followed the line of columns, intent to confirm the layout of the place while he could still move unimpeded.

On the far left-hand side of the room, next to the bar, Jack marked a second emergency exit. And another door which, given the fact that it was guarded, could be an escape route or a way to private rooms deeper in the building. With the pimp’s paranoia and Baxter’s information that the man liked to sample the merchandise before he put it on display, either option was feasible.

The guard didn’t look as if he stood there just for decoration, and though Jack would have liked to take a closer look to confirm where the door led, he kept moving, heading in the direction of the brightly lit bar. He felt the man’s eyes on his back and resisted the urge to check his weapons. There was no need. The knives, wires, CS gas and Taser were exactly where he’d stowed them before leaving home. Besides, it was just a nervous habit he’d picked up after Gareth got shot. A habit he’d been too stubborn to do anything about.

Gareth was already in position when Jack drew level with the bar. He held a bottle of Stella in one hand and juggled a scrunched-up cellophane wrapper with the other while he watched the dancers.

With their emergency exit taken care of and their target not yet in sight, Jack relaxed enough to settle into his role. Leaning on the far end of the bar, he ordered bottled water and surreptitiously popped a couple of pills. They were just painkillers, needed to help with the headache caused by the flashing lights aggravating his belladonna-enhanced eyes, but people saw what they wanted to see, and Jack didn’t mind the covert looks he attracted. It all helped him blend.

He hit the dance floor a few minutes later, trying to ignore the knowledge that the man he’d fallen for when he was just seventeen was watching him. Thoughts like that would get him precisely nowhere. Much safer if he didn’t consider Gareth Flynn at all and concentrated on the kids swaying and bopping around him. Some were there for the music and a good time, some—wide-eyed and hesitant—were clearly there on a dare.

Two teenage boys, one blond, one dark, huddling at the far end of the bar, caught Jack’s eye. They clung together in a way teenagers never do, and both had their arms hidden in long sleeves despite the heat in the club. Dark-circled eyes darted around the room without pause or consideration, and when Gareth, alerted by a couple of quick hand signs and a look, brushed close past the two on his way to the men’s room, both flinched and shrank back further into their corner.

Likely candidates, those two. Underfed, scared as all get-out, and probably hooked too. At least the two had the sense to stick together. Another body close by to combat loneliness; a voice to chase away the nightmares…. Jack knew how little comfort this was, but it was better than no comfort at all. The fine line between giving in and keeping going, between a sliver of hope and total despair.

Jack wanted to hit something… somebody, but he kept his face expressionless and his body moving to the music. He pushed the memories down, put the rage back in its box, and buried it under layers of purpose and discipline. He thought he’d masked his fury well enough, but when he looked up, there was open concern on Gareth’s face and a question in the man’s eyes.

Out? Gareth’s fingers queried, and he meant it. The thought steadied Jack and he shook his head, grateful that their target chose that moment to make his entrance. He needed the distraction.

Clive’s description of the pimp—medium everything and white-blond hair—didn’t mesh with the reputation the man was supposed to have in the clubs. Jack had met a few gorillas in his time, and at first glance, his current target didn’t make the grade. The man was neither very tall, nor very broad and had no discernible fashion sense. He looked washed-out and forgettable despite the black leather trousers and vest he wore.

His sneer told a different story. One that convinced Jack that Clive had the correct man in his sights. The sneer and the way he swaggered in, arm around the shoulders of another teenage boy. This one had brown hair that flopped loosely around his head and brown eyes that seemed too big for his thin face. He walked docilely enough beside the pimp, but his eyes looked anywhere but at the man, and when the arm around his shoulder tightened, he turned his head away.

The small signs of defiance heartened Jack even as they made bile rise in his throat, and as the music got louder and the beat picked up, he decided that now was as good a time as any to make his play.

The pimp had settled on a bar stool close to Gareth and idly scanned the crowd while nursing a beer, the brown-haired boy close by his side. 

Jack moved from the dance floor to one of the columns in the man’s line of sight. He leaned against it, one knee bent so the sole of his boot rested on the black vinyl and the tight leather trousers showed off his long legs and the line of his arse. He draped himself against the column as if lost to the music and whatever chemicals he enjoyed for recreation, head back, throat bared, eyes closed, and dark spikes of hair falling every which way. The hem of his shirt rode up another inch to show off his abs, and a spotlight hit the tattoo on his face, making it stand out stark black against his skin.

The pose was an invitation. Jack knew exactly how he looked and what he offered. He’d practiced the move in front of a mirror over and over, and if he tilted his head just right and squinted through his lashes, he could usually watch his target lose their cool.

The pimp was better than most. He leaned forwards, clearly interested, but he didn’t get up or take his eyes off Jack. Instead, he waved to one of his men and pointed. And Jack dropped his lashes and waited.

“Hey, you!”

Jack ignored the rough voice close to his ear until the man prodded him. Then he lifted his head—slowly, as if it weighed a ton—and opened his eyes. “Yeah?” he slurred.

“The boss wants to talk to you.”

“Huh?” Closing his eyes completely hadn’t been a good idea. The sudden influx of light started fireworks in Jack’s head. He bit the inside of his cheek to stifle a pained groan before it could slip out and concentrated on breathing until his eyes adjusted.

“Guy at the bar wants to talk to you,” the rough voice repeated, barely patient. “Move your arse. He doesn’t wait well.”

Jack pushed himself upright and stepped away from the column with a small provocative sway to his hips. The pale-haired pimp was a little to his left, Gareth right in front of him. Both men were leaning forwards on their barstools, and both wore almost identical looks of eager interest.

Jack might have found that gratifying, embarrassing, or even faintly amusing, had Gareth not reached back towards the bar right then and snatched the pimp’s beer bottle from the counter. The bottle disappeared into the inside of Gareth’s jacket before anyone had noticed the man had even moved—and Jack felt a stab of disappointment swiftly followed by irritation.

They were on a job. That meant blending with the crowd and acting like those around him. And if Jack had known how distracting it would be to have Gareth Flynn watch his back, he would have chosen to call this off. Or declined Gareth’s offer. Maybe.

He drew close to the pimp, swayed a bit on his feet, and wasn’t surprised when the hand reaching out to steady him landed on his hip and slid over his arse. From the corner of his eye, he saw Gareth jerk and bare his teeth before the mission face slid back into place.

Jack put his arms behind his back and kept his eyes down. This was the hardest part of his act. Submission didn’t come easy to him, and he was far too old to still be bashful. He felt hungry eyes trawl over his skin, assessing, imagining, plotting… and he wanted to look up and memorise the faces of the men surrounding him. Just in case he ever found one of them alone.

“Look at me.”

Jack raised his head with apparent reluctance and focussed his gaze on the bar behind the pimp, watching the man from the corner of his eye. The pale hair was stringy and curled damply around the man’s neck. Something dark—blood? sweat?—stained the black leather vest in places. But right in Jack’s line of sight, the man’s grin lifted a cheek.

“I have work for someone like you,” the pimp offered. “What do you say?”

Jack swivelled his head as if he’d just woken in a strange place and looked around. “Here?”

“Here, or any other club I send you to. We also run an escort service.” He chuckled, and the sound trickled down Jack’s spine like a trail of ice water. “I can see clients going crazy over you. Especially when you’re bragging.” He let his eyes trail from the tattoo on Jack’s face all the way down his long legs to his boots and back up again. His gaze snagged on the stylised sixty-nine that adorned Jack’s temple. “Yeah.” He leered. “Especially when you’re bragging.”

The man threw his arm around the shoulders of the brown-haired boy beside him—not caring about the obvious way the boy flinched—and pulled him close. “Hey, Ricky, why don’t you give Bambi the tour? Explain how things work. Do it right, and I let you have the rest of the night off.”

He pushed the boy in Jack’s direction, and Jack had to fight not to reach out and steady the kid, pull him away from the bleach-haired pimp. It was a close-run thing, but he managed it, tilting his head in invitation instead. The youngster pointed towards a quieter corner of the club, and Jack fell into step beside him.

“You’re Ricky?”

“And you’re Bambi?”

The kid’s soft voice barely carried over the music, but the sarcasm in it was thick enough to spread on toast.

Jack offered a real smile. “I’m Jack.”

Ricky stopped next to a bench and waved for Jack to sit. They were still in the pimp’s line of sight—and Gareth’s—so Jack straddled the bench. Just in case the man read lips. If he had instructed Ricky to stay within sight, he might be paranoid enough.

When he’d first seen Ricky, Jack had thought that a bath, sleep, and a few square meals would do wonders for perking up the kid’s looks, but now that he could observe from up close, he felt uneasy. Ricky’s face wasn’t just spending-too-much-time-in-nightclubs pale. He was grey, and a thin sheen of sweat covered his skin, even though now and then, he shivered.

“You hurting?”

“None of your business.”

Jack backed off immediately. “Worked for the guy long?”

“Some.”

“Worth it?”

“Hell, no!”

The emphatic reply was so unexpected Jack recoiled, remembering at the last moment to mask his response and lean against the wall to hide it. And Ricky wasn’t done.

“Why would you even consider working for a bastard like that?”

“I need the money,” Jack said.

“There are other ways to earn money.”

“If I have to get groped at work, I might as well get paid for it.”

Ricky shook his head and mumbled something under his breath that looked suspiciously like idiot. When he looked up, his gaze held a large dose of pity. He leaned forwards, turned his head so his mouth was close to Jack’s jaw, and waved a finger at Jack’s tattoo. “You know what’s funny about this picture?”

“No?”

“You thinking that you’ll get off somewhere in all this.” Ricky shook his head once. “You couldn’t be more wrong. Oh sure, he’ll work you till you’re raw, and there are always johns willing to pay extra. But if you know what’s good for you, you won’t dare take any money… or pleasure.”

“I just want to save up enough,” Jack said, sticking to his role despite his growing concern. Ricky’s shivers grew more frequent, and his colour ebbed and flowed in a way that wasn’t normal. Jack reached forwards and placed an arm around Ricky. Only to feel Ricky flinch as soon as the soft touch brushed his back.

“You are hurt.”

“And you’re beyond stupid. Listen, if you don’t believe shit, believe me. You don’t want to get into this. Not with him. Once you’re in, nobody will help you get back out. No matter how loud you scream.”

Jack was grateful for Gareth’s presence only a few meters away. He met the man’s gaze, flicked his fingers as quickly and unobtrusively as he could through their old army shorthand signs for witness and out, before he returned his eyes to the boy opposite him.

“What if I… could?” Jack’s voice was a breath against Ricky’s cheek.

“Get me out of here?” Nobody could say that the kid was slow. “I knew you weren’t fried.” He rested his head on Jack’s shoulder, and Jack felt the tension in the slim body pressed to his. “What’ll I have to pay you for that?”

Jack didn’t flinch at the suspicion in the low tone. He blipped a brief look in Gareth’s direction, knowing the man would understand, be ready if the whole thing went south. “I’m here to take him down. I take any help I can get. But it’s not a trade. You want out. I’ll get you out.”

“Why?”

“Been there. Got out. Returning the favour.” Jack didn’t care that he was blunt. Ricky was smart enough to recognise lies when he heard them, and soft soap wouldn’t do him any good. So what if Jack’s words opened old wounds? They’d healed before. They’d heal again. Far more important was the teen slumped against him, all ragged breath and clammy skin. 

Ricky was hurt, and the devil of it was that Jack couldn’t tell how badly. He guessed that Ricky had been caned or flogged since every touch to his back made him flinch, but even a hard beating would not cause the symptoms Jack was faced with. 

The boy was showing signs of shock… and that wasn’t good. 

Not good at all.

He raised his eyes and found Gareth leering at the two of them. The look didn’t suit Gareth, but it got them what they needed. In no time at all Jack saw him talking to the pimp. Negotiating, if Gareth’s sudden studied disinterest was any indication. It was an obvious tactic, so obvious that the odds of someone falling for it were minuscule, but Gareth didn’t care about the odds. He just played. And won.

Relief washed through Jack when the pimp leaned back against the bar and waved at Gareth to proceed. He didn’t feel guilty about pulling out so early. They had the man’s fingerprints. Knowing Gareth, they probably had pictures. They even had a witness. But that witness needed a hospital. Fast.

Gareth didn’t hesitate. He rose and took the few steps across the room to where Jack and Ricky sat huddled together.

“Hey, boys, what’d you say to a little playtime?”

Ricky pressed himself closer to Jack as Gareth’s shadow loomed over them both, and Jack soothed him with a quiet sound. His nod, once he met Gareth’s gaze, was little more than a sweep of lashes, but its effect was instant.

Black smoke. 

Wailing alarms. 

And chaos.
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