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Content Advice



The books set in the Power of Zero world deal with the aftermath of the sexual exploitation of children. While Jack's story is one of recovery, healing, hope, and resilience, some readers might find it difficult. 
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Even only half awake and nursing the hangover from hell, Gareth Flynn had no trouble spotting Aidan Conrad. At six feet four, his friend towered over most people in the arrivals hall of Heathrow’s Terminal 1. 

Travel case in hand and dark blue wool coat folded over his left arm, Gareth trudged across the tiled floors, dodging people and rolling luggage. After spending many years slinging his gear on his back, he wasn’t fond of hand luggage whether it had wheels or not. He also hated dragging coats around when he flew, but in the middle of January Florence was as cold as London. Not bringing a coat would have been stupid. He didn’t like freezing his arse off any more than the next man.

Inside a crowded, stuffy airport terminal, even a three-piece suit felt too warm and too much of a bother. He shrugged his shoulders, hoping to loosen the shirt sticking to his back.

“You look disgustingly awake,” he complained as he drew level with Aidan. In tailored trousers, a pale grey cashmere rollneck, and black leather jacket, Aidan looked far too chipper for nine o’clock at night.

“You look supremely out of it.”

“Too much talk, too little sleep,” Gareth said, summing up the four days he’d spent in Italy.

“And an excess of alcohol.”

“Of course.”

The man Gareth had been to see would never pass up the opportunity to indulge in rare, expensive single malt to flavour the negotiations. And Gareth had a better head than Aidan for those kinds of nights.

Gareth’s higher alcohol tolerance was one reason why he and not Aidan had flown to Florence. The other was his knack for getting people’s co-operation. Gareth could convince the devil to hand over his pitchfork, while Aidan, when he wasn’t in the thick of the action, preferred to work his magic behind the scenes. Together, they made an excellent team, whether they worked for Nancarrow Mining or tackled one of the cases that landed on Aidan’s desk.

Their current caseload included a web of lies that was proving tricky to unravel. Gareth had been flying all over Europe bartering for information, coming home only to repack and head out again. He was tired, fed up, and close to selling his soul for a proper cup of tea. Something deep gold and delicately flavoured, worlds away from the tannin-dark, paint-stripper-strong brews he’d drunk over the last so many days. 

The Italians had a knack for brewing coffee Jack would approve of. 

They knew bugger all about tea.

“Did you get what we needed?” Aidan asked as he followed the stream of traffic from the airport.

“Of course. But it will cost you.”

Aidan made a rude noise. “I didn’t expect him to help us out of the goodness of his heart.”

“You owe him a weekend’s grouse shooting and a case of Islay malt.”

“Holy shit!”

“Told you.” Gareth yawned, the crack of his jaw carrying over the engine noise. “He had to postpone a visit to his favourite gallery in Dubai to help us. Such generosity doesn’t come cheap.”

The case had dropped on Aidan’s desk four days before Christmas, already urgent, and he’d called Gareth late on Boxing Day to ask for his help. They’d gotten so busy Gareth couldn’t remember when he’d last slept in his own bed. New Year’s Day after returning from Norfolk, maybe? Now, with the last puzzle piece in place, his involvement in the case was over. And he was too tired to do more than take comfort from the fact that an innocent man wouldn’t go to jail.

He unzipped his leather case and liberated a thin blue folder. “Doesn’t look much, eh?”

“I don’t care what it looks like as long as it does the job. He vouches for the data?”

“He does. It’s exactly what your client said it would be. To the last comma.”

Silence settled between them as Aidan drove. The smooth purr of the Jag’s engine was putting Gareth to sleep. He fought to stay awake, wanting to greet Jack and the boys and wash the travel grime off himself before he stretched out. He was about to lose that fight when Aidan roused him.

“Flynn. Where do you want to be?”

“No idea.” He and Jack had become Nico and Daniel’s guardians back in October and were buying a house together. Meanwhile, they switched between Gareth’s Richmond home and Jack’s house in Wimbledon. They spent more time in Richmond since Jack had put his house on the market, but Gareth didn’t want to assume. He reached for his phone to call Jack when the Westminster chime of Aidan’s car phone stayed his hand.

“Yes?”

“I’m told the flight from Florence landed on time, so you should be on the way back from Heathrow,” Aidan’s PA said. “You may want to come straight to the Inn. Rafael has a break in the Filbert case and he says it needs dealing with ASAP. I’ve taken the liberty to call in Dr. Horwood. He’s on his way here.”

“Understood,” Aidan acknowledged. The brief touch to Gareth’s shoulder was an apology. “We’ll need tea.”

“I should think so.” The amusement in her voice was impossible to miss. “Food and aspirin won’t go amiss either, I imagine. I’ll have everything ready when you get here.”


      [image: ]Mayfair after midnight could be romantic, Jack supposed. A place for gentle strolls in the moonlight and intimate dinners at a restaurant with muted decor, invisible waiters, and food that was out of this world. Somewhere streetlights washed translucent rainbows across the pavement and traffic noise dulled to a soft burble on the breeze. A place to watch lit windows blink out one by one as their owners called it a night and wonder over the lives they led. A place for murmured confidences, and steps that carried you home to red wine and cool jazz and from there to soft lights and softer sheets.

Yes, Mayfair after midnight could be romantic.

Unless it was a night in mid-January that offered nothing more enticing than freezing fog and clandestine endeavours. A night when his belly clenched with nerves while Raf and Gareth climbed up the apartment building’s fire escape, and one slip on the icy rungs would land them down in the alley with broken bones.

The opportunity to break into the penthouse had come late that evening, a slim chance after weeks of waiting. There’d been no time to make detailed plans, so all three of them were on the job instead of Raf going in alone. 

Raf would get them into the penthouse and open the safe. Gareth had studied the penthouse’s owner since the middle of November and knew what kind of document they needed to find. Jack dealt with the electronic surveillance system in the penthouse suite, and the security guard. There was no room for failure, no chance of a do-over if their attempt wasn’t successful. Aidan needed proof his client was as innocent of the drug-smuggling charge as he said he was. 

Going in as a team had been the only choice, even though Gareth had stepped off a plane just four hours earlier.

They divided the tasks to play to each of their strengths and got on with the job, assisted by the food, coffee, and aspirin Aidan’s PA had provided.

While Raf and Gareth searched the penthouse, Jack waited in the alley beside the block of flats. The narrow space was without streetlights and the glow from a waxing crescent wasn’t strong enough to cut through the shadows. Jack was grateful for the chance to hide in the gloom. He’d bagged Aidan’s Jaguar for this outing. It was less conspicuous in this upscale neighbourhood than their usual black van, which was functional, but lacked style and panache. It also lacked the powerful Wi-Fi hotspot Jack had added to Aidan’s mobile office, and the comforting smell of plush leather seats. 

Maybe the Chimaera he and Mel had brought back from an assignment, and the AC Ace he’d rescued five months earlier from a fiery grave, had ruined his taste for mass produced transport. Jack didn’t know and didn’t care. While the van would have been roomier, it wouldn’t have been as luxurious. And it wouldn’t have had a view.

He pushed the driver’s seat back as far as it would go to give himself room to turn without leaning on the horn. One of the three tablets he’d set out on the passenger seat showed the street view around the block. On the second Jack monitored the building’s lobby, the stairwells, and the lift. The third screen showed the inside of the penthouse flat.

The heart of the setup was Jack’s laptop, screen propped up on the dashboard and the keyboard resting on his thighs. It let him keep an eye on Gareth, Raf, and the whole neighbourhood without having to leave the car. 

Some days, being a hacker had distinct advantages.

Gaze fixed to his screens, he picked up his phone and dialled.

“It’s bedtime,” he said when the call connected. “I hope you’re not still playing Call of Duty.”

“We were doing homework, actually,” Daniel said.

“Well, give it a rest now. It’s late.”

“Where are you?”

“Sitting in Aidan’s car outside a house, keeping an eye on Raf and Gareth.”

“Gareth is back?”

“Yep. Aidan picked him up from the airport. They were on the way to us when Raf called him for help. And then Moneypenny called me.”

“Her name isn’t Moneypenny.”

“I know. But she acts like it.” Jack had a soft spot for Aidan’s PA, for the way she was never rattled whatever one of them said or did. “I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be. Are you okay to go to bed?”

“Yeah.” Nico’s voice came from a little farther away and Daniel echoed him.

“I’ll be there when you wake up. No… we will be there when you wake up. Gareth is done with his job.”

“Is he okay?”

“He looks as if he hasn’t slept in a week. Come to think of it—” Jack chuckled. “Ask him about the time he fell asleep over breakfast and ended up with a faceful of porridge.”

“He didn’t.”

“Ask him.” Jack caught movement from the corner of his eye and sat up straighter. “I need to go. You’re going to bed?” His fingers were already moving, directing the lobby cameras. He waited until he’d heard two sets of confirmations and good-nights before he ended the call.

The security guard who manned the apartment complex’s front desk had spent the last hour going over his fantasy football league team. Now he was earning his pay. He flicked through the surveillance screens, checked the status of all the electronic locks and alarms in the building, and ticked items off a list on the tablet beside him.

When he went over the penthouse alarms for the third time, Jack sighed.

“There is always one,” he whispered into Gareth’s ear and watched his gaze flick around the room in response. Gareth had placed himself in the centre of the open-plan penthouse suite. The position gave him a view of all entrances and exits except for the bathroom and bedroom windows. Those Jack kept an eye on.

“One what?”

“One nosey boy scout of a security guard.”

Gareth relaxed his tight stance when he heard the amusement in Jack’s voice. “Did he notice you inserting the loop?”

“There’s no need to swear at me.” Nobody spotted him inserting loops into surveillance systems. Not since he’d been a cocky thirteen-year-old breaking into off-licenses to protect the local street kids. He’d taken pains to turn off the shops’ alarm systems, but he’d forgotten about the cameras in the alley. The ones Rio had used to watch him. Once Rio had read him the riot act and pointed out where he’d gone wrong, he’d never made that mistake again. “You may want to wind it up. I mean, how long can it take to photograph three sheets of paper?”

“Get your arse up here and I’ll show you.” Raf worked on the wall safe’s lock, his broad back blocking Jack’s view. 

“Unnecessary. I can see you from here. I’ll distract the security guard, make sure he’s out of the way. Stick to the schedule. We don’t want the tenant of the joint to come home and find you setting up shop in his living room.” Jack’s fingers got busy and he chuckled to himself.

“What’s funny?”

“I’m going to open a few doors.”

“Huh?”

“Something Daniel asked me a while ago. Never mind. Yell when you’re ready to come down. We don’t want the guard catching you on the fire escape.”

He waited just long enough to hear Gareth confirm his instructions before he set to work.


      [image: ]The security guard had a mind of his own. It was damned inconvenient. At first, the man had followed where Jack had led him: to the delivery entrance at the back. On a normal day, the door would be locked and alarmed. Jack had unlocked it and opened it a tiny crack by playing with the electric latch.

The fact no alarm had sounded despite the door being open bothered the guard. He shut the door, then opened the control panel and made sure the alarm was set. Jack turned it off the moment the man closed the panel and then watched with glee as the guard opened the door.

Nothing happened.

The guard went through the routine again. Check the panel settings. Turn on the alarm. Open the door.

Nothing.

Defeated, he locked the door with a key he had on a bunch and bolted it for good measure. He even scribbled a note on the tablet he carried clipped to his belt, while Jack rigged something else for him to check. Something on the other side of the building.

The guard ignored the alarm.

He returned to the front desk, traded his tablet for a key he took from a drawer, and moved across the lobby to the lift reserved for the penthouse suite.

That… was a bad idea.

Once he reached the top floor of the building, a short flight of stairs would take him to the suite’s front door and close to Raf and Gareth. Too close.

Jack glanced at his third screen. Gleaming wooden floors, tall windows, and chunky furniture made up the suite’s living space. Leafy plants and flowering orchids sat on low tables. Jack had taken a liking to the garnet cushions and bronze-and-cinnamon coloured rugs, but he had no time to wonder where the interior decorator had found them. He couldn’t see Gareth or Raf anywhere, and his screen showed him the steel door of the safe wasn’t quite shut.

“Status?” Jack whispered into his comm.

“Going through the papers.”

“The guard’s coming up to your floor. He’s shed his tablet, so I can’t distract him.”

“Trap him in the lift?”

“Negative. The lift alarms are almost fireproof. I’ll try to slow him down. Be ready to drop from sight.”

“Affirmative.”

Jack’s palms grew sweaty despite Gareth’s calm tone. It was so much easier when he was the one doing the crazy shit. Watching from the sidelines was hell. “Why the fuck can’t I see you?” he complained.

“We’re in the bathroom.”

There was a beat of dead silence as Jack’s brain worked overtime.

“Opening a sealed envelope, if you really want to know.”

Jack breathed again. “Fuck you, Flynn!”

“Later.”

There was no time for a comeback. The elevator doors opened on the top floor and the guard stepped into a small reception area. He turned his head from side to side and Jack had no idea what he was looking for. Or at. The space was bland and boring with pale carpets and pale walls. Two spindly chairs upholstered in duck egg blue sat in front of the window, and a ficus benjamina shed leaves in a corner too dark to keep it healthy.

It wasn’t a space designed to linger, so why was the guard standing there as if he wanted to grow roots?

“Turn around,” Jack muttered under his breath. “This place is boring, and you’ll be so much more comfortable at the front desk.”

The guard didn’t listen.

He took the four stairs to the penthouse suite instead.

And he had a key in his hand.


      [image: ]“Get clear!” Jack hissed. “He’s coming in.”

“We’re fine.”

“I can’t fucking see you!”

“Good.”

Jack ground his teeth.

It didn’t help.

He took a deep breath.

That didn’t help either. He had to sit tight and watch the guard insert his key into the lock on the penthouse suite’s door, convinced this wasn’t standard procedure.

Moments later, he was sure.

The man switched on the wall sconces. He didn’t check the locks on doors and windows, or the safety of the apartment. He didn’t even notice the door of the safe standing open an inch. Instead, he made a beeline for the antique drinks cabinet in one corner of the long room. He lifted the cabinet’s lid to reveal a double row of bottles, grabbed one, twisted the cap off, and took a swig. Tension drained from his frame as the booze went down. His shoulders relaxed, and his stance softened. He raised the bottle for another mouthful, and then his head bowed.

It was the strangest performance Jack had ever witnessed. Especially when the guard then replaced the cap and set the bottle back into the cabinet. He lowered the lid, polished his finger marks off the wood with his sleeve, and left the apartment.

“What the fuck?” 

“Good question. Is he gone?”

“Yes.”

Raf stepped through the doorway leading to the bedrooms, Gareth a few steps behind him. “What was he doing?”

“Helping himself to a drink.”

“O…kay.” Raf dismissed the guard and his incomprehensible behaviour. “Flynn? What the fuck are you doing?”

“Checking out what had the guard so… ooh, nice, Armenian brandy. Good taste. Excellent taste, in fact. I approve.”

“Flynn!”

“Keep your hair on. I’m here.”

Jack’s lip quirked at the quiet, unhurried reply. He’d thought Aidan’s PA had plied Gareth with caffeine. But maybe Moneypenny was more devious than that.

“Did you find what we came for?” he asked as he watched Raf replace papers in the safe.

“Yes. Ready to leave in five.”

“I’ll clear the way.” Jack muted his mic before he could warn the two to take care with the ladder’s frozen rungs. Raf would only give him shit for sounding like a mother hen.

Now lubricated and visibly relaxed, the guard settled back at the front desk. The change in him was uncanny and digging into the guard’s past and present might have been amusing. But with Gareth and Raf due to climb down the fire escape, there wasn’t time. 

Fantasy football wasn’t the distraction it had been earlier in the evening. More alarms would look suspicious. 

They needed their final distraction.

Jack zipped up his jacket to show the red and blue logo of Lightning Fast. It was one of London’s newer, brasher courier companies, offering door-to-door deliveries whatever the hour. He clipped on his name tag and retrieved a clipboard and a padded envelope from the glove compartment. 

The package, addressed to one of the other tenants of the building, contained nothing more exciting than bubble wrap. And the form on Jack’s clipboard demanded the package only be released against a signature. 

“I’m going in,” he appraised his teammates.

“We’re coming down,” Gareth replied.

Jack stepped from the car, ready to make sure the security guard in charge of the building looked anywhere but towards the fire escape.
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The dashboard clock read 05:50 as Jack pulled the Range Rover into the driveway of Gareth’s Richmond home. The freezing fog had thinned and now hung in ghostly garlands between houses and parked cars. Lights glowed on porches and in the odd kitchen window, proclaiming someone had an early start. Most of their neighbours wouldn’t be up and about for another hour. 

Gareth was asleep in the passenger seat. He didn’t stir when Jack parked the car and switched the engine off. Waking him seemed cruel, even when a shower and a proper bed were only a few steps away.

“Gareth.”

There’d only been time for ‘hello’ and ‘how are you?’ when they’d met at Aidan’s chambers the previous night—and they’d had an audience for their reunion. Gareth had smiled at Jack, greeted everyone, and begged for proper tea. And Jack hadn’t missed the web of fine lines around Gareth’s eyes, and the fatigue weighing him down like a leaden cloak. 

Gareth had found his second wind while they worked, but now the courtesy light’s blue glow left him looking grey and worn. He’d shaved at some point during the day since only a dusting of stubble covered his cheeks. Not enough scruff to hide that he’d gone far too many hours without sleep. Or that he’d lost weight, driving himself as hard as he had. It was a complaint Gareth often levelled at him. One Jack had shrugged off too many times to count. He’d not realised how disturbing the sight was when the one not taking care of himself was the man you loved.

Gareth had made no attempt to drive them home once they’d finished their work. He’d climbed into the passenger seat and dropped off to sleep as soon as Jack pulled the car out of Lincoln’s Inn. 

Jack wanted to rub his knuckles over the silver glitter on Gareth’s jaw, but caution held him back. Were their positions reversed, he wouldn’t relish being woken by touch. Any unsuspecting Good Samaritan might end up skewered on the tip of Jack’s knife. While he’d never known Gareth to wake up swinging, there was a first time for everything.

“Gareth. We’re home.” Gareth’s eyelids fluttered as he fought his way to wakefulness. “Come on. There’s a bed waiting for you on the other side of the door.”

“I’d love to say let it wait and sleep right here.” Gareth fumbled with the seatbelt, fingers clumsy. “But I’m sure my back would tell me off come morning.”

“Your back, your head, not to mention the boys.” Jack locked the car and passed by Gareth to open the front door. “And it’s morning already.” 

The sleepless night didn’t even slow him down. Wide awake and ready for mischief, he planned to tuck Gareth into bed, brew a pot of coffee, and settle in his den to play until it was time to wake Nico and Daniel.

It was a good idea, except for the fact the two boys were already up, dressed and sitting on the stairs.

“Hey. What’s up with you two?”

“You got called out at nine o’clock last night. It’s six in the morning!” Nico blurted out.

“We were worried.”

“I thought we had a rule.” Jack didn’t miss a beat. “A rule that says it doesn’t matter where, when, or what—if you’re worried you call.” He made a point of checking his phone. “I don’t have any calls. Or messages.”

“We didn’t want to interrupt anything dangerous,” Daniel whispered.

Gareth opened his mouth, but Jack stopped him with a hand in the small of his back and a quick shake of his head. “Go crash,” he urged, “you’re asleep on your feet. I’ve got this.” He waited through two sets of greetings, then shooed the boys towards the kitchen, leaving Gareth alone at the foot of the stairs. “How long have you been sitting there? Let’s get some breakfast into you before I chew you out.”

He cut bread for toast and slapped a frying pan onto the stove to cook eggs. Nico and Daniel grabbed bowls, milk, cereal, and the ketchup bottle. Talk wasn’t necessary. They had a routine for mornings when Gareth wasn’t around. One where Jack cooked breakfast, no less.

Jack set plates of eggs, bacon, and hash browns in front of Nico and Daniel before he settled with his coffee on the other side of the big table. “Okay, this one’s my fuck up,” he began. “I shouldn’t have left you here alone when I couldn’t predict when we’d be done. I should have called Roz to come over or I should have taken you there before I went to help Aidan.”

“But—” Daniel hesitated. “You asked us. We said we’d be fine by ourselves.”

“You clearly weren’t fine if I find you sitting on the stairs like a pair of lost kittens when I come home. You didn’t tell me you were worried when I called you at midnight and you didn’t ring me. So next time I get called out I’ll make damned sure you’re not alone. I promise.”

“Jack, nothing happened,” Nico told him.

“We didn’t realise it until you were gone. We’d never actually been alone in the house—”

“We didn’t want to interrupt anything important while you were working and—”

“No.” Jack’s voice brooked no argument. “We don’t have many rules. This is a rule for a reason. Any time you’re worried, and I don’t give a damn where you are, who you’re with, or what it’s about… Any time you’re worried, you pick up the phone and call one of us. Is. That. Clear?” 

He got wide-eyed stares and a couple of reluctant nods in reply. 

It wasn’t good enough. “Do I have to write you a fucking memo and pin it to your foreheads?” He never raised his voice around the two. He simply swore when he wanted to make a point.

It worked. Even if Gareth gave him shit about it.

Right then, Gareth was asleep, and Jack needed to make a point.

He got the kind of nods he wanted to see and found a grin. “Good. That’s settled. Now, do you want to go back to bed for a bit after breakfast or shall we hit the dojo before I take you to school?”


      [image: ]Morning school runs were quiet affairs, as if the kids all dreaded the day. It made the noise level on the afternoon pickup run so surprising. Wave after wave of shouts and laughter washed through the space between school buildings and gate, all 600 kids letting off steam the moment their day was over. 

Since it was Friday, the din was especially fierce. Gareth was glad the previous night’s headache had subsided to nothing more than a bad memory. He still nursed a sleep deficit, but after a few hours of rest and some quiet time communing with his favourite teapot he’d almost returned to the land of the living.

That morning, he’d sleepwalked from the car to the bedroom and had slept like the dead from the moment he’d hit the pillow. He’d not heard Jack and the boys leave. He hadn’t heard Jack return from the school run to switch from car to bike to go to work. He’d slept until Jack’s call had woken him after lunch. And he’d had just enough time to shower and make a pot of tea before the Ocado van pulled into the driveway with a delivery of groceries.

Gareth had no idea how Jack would have managed the grocery delivery had he still been in Florence. Had he planned to work from home? Or would he have come home in his lunch break? Gareth wouldn’t ask—he already felt he was letting the side down by being away so much.

He liked the selection of ingredients he dug out of bags and boxes. Daniel had made the shopping list, that much was clear. And Jack had added enough of his favourites to let Gareth know exactly what dishes he’d been missing.

Gareth hoped for time to make use of all the fresh meat and vegetables. He wanted to try out a few of the recipes he’d brought back from Italy, before Aidan collared him with yet another case.

He hadn’t stopped spinning since Aidan’s call on Boxing Day. On days like today, when too little sleep combined with two weeks of too much alcohol, caffeine, and adrenaline, he felt every single one of his thirty-seven years, and the extra responsibilities he’d acquired since leaving the army weighed heavy on him.

He loved his new life. Heading Corporate Security at Nancarrow Mining suited his skills. Working with Aidan added the spice he might miss in his regular nine to five. And having Jack, Nico, and Daniel in his life provided the reason for long hours and strange conversations. 

He didn’t regret any of the events of the last fifteen or so months since Jack had turned up for an interview at Nancarrow Mining and they’d rescued two boys from a pimp. He loved to teach Nico and Daniel to trust themselves and others. He loved to watch Jack shed some of his armour and enjoy himself a little. He loved the challenges that came with settling into family life while being in the middle of selling two houses and buying a third. 

Gareth loved looking after people. Now the people he looked after were truly his, it gave him an even greater thrill.

But there were days like today, when he woke up to find the house spotless and groceries on the doorstep. When bills had been paid and a leaking kitchen tap no longer irritated him as it had before Aidan had turned his life into a circus. Days when the boys’ homework formed an orderly stack on one corner of the kitchen table and a list of chores with neat tick marks beside each item had appeared on the fridge. Days when he didn’t just wonder whether he was good enough for the people who mattered most to him but started to wonder whether he was needed at all.

Then he was grateful he had little time to brood and ruminate.

“Did the inky pasta come? Is it really black?” Daniel queried the moment he climbed into the car.

“Hello to you, too.” Amusement lightened Gareth’s mood. “Where did you hear about squid ink pasta?”

“I saw it in a recipe. It looked black and I didn’t believe it could be, you know? Jack ordered some so I can see the colour, and we can have it for dinner. He said the Italians make risotto with squid ink. And that it looks gross.”

“The risotto does, yeah. A bit like dirty laundry. Tastes good, though. The pasta looks stunning if you have pink shrimps with it. Or baby broad beans and bacon.”

“I will not eat anything that looks like dirty washing. That sounds disgusting,” Nico declared from the other side of the backseat. He’d wrapped his arms around Gareth’s throat for a moment when he climbed into the car, before he’d turned pink and scuttled into his corner as if the short display of affection had embarrassed him. “Can you write with it?”

“The cooking water? Probably not. You can write with raw squid ink. You just need to thin it down a little. By itself it’s more like paint.” He waited until the two had fixed their seat belts before he started the car. He expected to hear about their day at school or field more questions about food. What he got instead surprised him.

“Can we go into town and get something for Jack?”

“For Jack? Why?”

“We pissed him off,” Nico said.

“We want to apologise.”

Not hard to guess whose idea it had been. Daniel might be the more conciliatory one of the two, but Nico doted on Jack. Even if he didn’t like to let it show. “What did you do?”

“We told him we’d be fine home alone when Aidan needed him last night. And we didn’t call him when we got worried,” Daniel admitted after a bit.

“Did he chew you out?”

“Not really. He said it was his fault. It bothered him, y’know? Paul hit him while they were sparring this morning. Jack didn’t let him.”

Okay. Yes. Jack had to be more than distracted to let himself be hit. “Was he hurt?”

“He didn’t ask for ice, or anything. He just limped a little. Didn’t you see him when he came home?”

“I sleep with my eyes shut.” Gareth pulled up at the traffic lights by the station. “Any idea where you want to go?”

“Bentall Centre,” Nico said.

Gareth turned right, glad he wouldn’t have to hunt for parking. He imagined they’d be hitting the games store or the model shop in short order. He didn’t have a problem with either one.








  
  

Warning Bells
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A house with its front door open and yellow light spilling out into a frosty night was a welcoming sight. Being yelled at as soon as he climbed off the bike was special, too. It reminded him that what he had with Gareth, Nico, and Daniel was real. 

“You didn’t say you’d be late!” Daniel stood in the doorway like a wrathful god, the corners of his mouth pulled down. He’d traded his school uniform for jeans and a hoodie, and had a short apron tied around his waist. “We almost started dinner without you.”

“You didn’t have to wait,” Jack shot back. “I’m sure I can rustle up a cheese sandwich and find me a beer.”

“It’s Friday. And I’m cooking something new!”

“I know.” School finished earlier on Fridays. Since the weekly board meeting often kept Gareth late, Jack tended to do the school runs. Their way home led past two greengrocers, a convenience store, and Rachel Whitestone’s deli. Daniel loved to hunt through Rachel’s domain for ingredients he’d not seen before, and Jack had suggested weeks ago that he take the culinary reins for the evening. Daniel had come up with some tasty options from pasta with lemon and cream to risotto with three kinds of tomatoes—fresh, pureed, and sun-dried. He’d even made a fish pie one Friday that Jack had declared out of this world and requested they have again. This week, squid ink pasta had caught Daniel’s imagination. Without Gareth there to check the excesses, Jack had ordered everything on Daniel’s shopping list, along with a few things he fancied himself like dried Morello cherries and cubed venison.

Jack stepped out of his boots, grateful to be home even if home came with relentless questions. “Steph called this afternoon to ask if she could show someone around my house after work.” He hung up his leathers, not needing to say anything further. Daniel knew Steph Vernon, the estate agent marketing Jack’s Wimbledon house, since her husband ran the dojo where they all trained. He also knew that Jack made sure she was never alone when she showed his home to any potential buyer.

“Did they like it?”

“Dunno. It was big enough for what they wanted, I think. Apart from that? I’ve no idea. I answer questions about the restorations I’ve done and leave all the sales stuff to Steph.”

“Don’t you want to know who’s moving into your home?”

“By the time they move in it’s not my home anymore.” Jack slung an arm around Daniel’s shoulders and turned him towards the kitchen. “And no, it doesn’t bother me,” he said, answering the question Daniel hadn’t asked yet. “It’s not the first house I’ve sold, and we have something to look forward to.”

“Yeah, black pasta,” Nico greeted from his corner of the kitchen table. He kept only half an eye on the dinner preparations. The rest of his attention—and half of his face—were buried in a battered paperback. “Why did you even order this stuff? Have you seen what it looks like?”

“I know what it looks like. I’ve had it before. Hey,” he greeted Gareth, who had nicked one of Jack’s ancient anarchy t-shirts to wear with his jeans. His eyes were still shadowed, but he stood a lot straighter than he had this morning. “You look more awake.”

“Just a tad. I never even heard you come home to switch wheels. How did it go with the house?”

“Steph was happy.” Jack was glad he’d left Gareth a note. It saved a raft of explanations. He found a dewy bottle of Asahi next to his place on the big table and reached for it. “Thanks. And I thought it’s Friday?” Gareth and Daniel had far too many pots on the stove for a simple Friday night pasta dinner.

“We couldn’t agree,” Gareth enlightened him. “So, we’re making two variations.”

“And because Nico doesn’t want to eat any of it, Gareth is making fried chicken, too.”

“I’m not eating anything that looks like dirty washing,” Nico explained before Jack could ask. “Have you seen the water the pasta is in?”

“I told you! You get the same colour water when you cook purple broccoli.”

“Do you?” Jack settled next to Nico, stretched out his legs, and rested his chin on a fist. “Have we actually ever had purple broccoli?”

“It comes out green,” Daniel grumbled, and Gareth hid a smile. Daniel was serious about anything they cooked. Especially dishes he’d never made before. He could go into impressive sulks when something didn’t turn out the way he intended it to.

“Purple broccoli goes green when you cook it?”

“Purple French beans do, too.” Gareth settled the argument that wasn’t. “And yes, the cooking water looks as if you’ve washed your bike in it. Twice. But we don’t eat the cooking water. Right, Nico?”

“Right.”

Nico didn’t sound convinced, and the array of pots on the stove made sense. Nico wasn’t picky, but once he decided he didn’t like something—like raisins, goat’s cheese, or pickled beetroot—he wouldn’t go near it even if his stomach growled.

The day someone went hungry in Gareth’s house was Armageddon. Judging by the quantities of food Daniel and Gareth were setting out under Jack’s bemused gaze… Armageddon wasn’t today.

“I wasn’t even thinking about decorating when I came home.” Jack admired the contrast between the black pasta and the pale pink of steamed salmon and flash-fried shrimps. It was as vibrant as the mix of black pasta strands, neon green broad beans, and the charred darker pink of crispy bacon. With the warm yellow of cornmeal-coated chicken nestled in a bed of deep green watercress the table looked like a mood board for a hallway. Or a pseudo-Goth dining room.

“And now you think about decorating?” Nico, intrigued despite himself, poked at the squid ink tagliatelle with a fork.

“Now I do. Have a bit and see if you like it,” Jack encouraged. “It tastes like the sea, much like shrimps do.”

“So why do you put bacon with it?”

“Because bacon goes with seafood.” Daniel looked to Gareth for confirmation. “Like when we had scallops with black pudding.”

“We need to adopt a couple of girls,” Jack declared while he heaped his plate with a bit of every dish. “Goth girls. Then we can paint their room black and pink.”

“Yuck!”

“Don’t knock it. Salmon pink and black look stunning together.”

“I don’t think Nico’s objecting to your colour scheme,” Gareth observed. “You’ve got girl trouble?”

Nico swallowed his bite of fried chicken before he spoke. “Not me. Ow!” He glared across the table at Daniel, then offered a smile with too many teeth to be genuine. “Daniel’s the one who can’t get rid of them. Not that he tries very hard.”

“Girls in toto or one girl in particular?”

“Is she nice?” Jack threw in.

Daniel didn’t reply, and Nico stopped stirring the pot when Daniel threw him a look. Had this been Nico’s way of getting his own back for the black pasta? Jack hoped so. The exchange hadn’t been any different from the usual banter between the two. Or even between all four of them since they’d become a family.

There was no reason for Jack’s gut to sound warning bells. 


      [image: ]Jack wandered around the bathroom brushing his teeth when Gareth snaked his arms around his waist and stopped him. “Hey,” he mumbled around bristles and foam. It was just after eleven o’clock, earlier than they usually went to bed on a Friday night. Nico and Daniel had been drooping after their vigil on the stairs. And since Gareth still had a sleep deficit to make up for, Jack had suggested they call it a night as well.

“Hey.” Gareth rubbed his scruffy chin on Jack’s bare shoulder until goose bumps rippled down Jack’s skin. “Do you like your new Gundam?”

“I will. Once we’ve finished building him.” Jack rinsed his mouth and then stayed where he was, wrapped in Gareth’s arms. “Honestly, though? For some of the parts you need hands the size of a five-year-old’s.”

“Or Nico with a pair of tweezers. I’m debating ever letting him near Raf again.”

“Too late. He opens padlocks faster than I can.”

“You’ve taught them to pick locks?”

Jack had grown used to the half-appalled, half-fascinated look Gareth got at times. “Sure. I mean, they’re still learning, but they’re good enough to get out of places should they need to.”

“Oh.”

The comment brought Gareth up short and Jack leaned back into his hold to let him know he understood. “You keep forgetting what they’re up against,” he said. “Just because they’re ours now doesn’t mean they’ll never run into trouble again. There’s always the chance another pimp or an old client creeps out of the woodwork and tries to resurrect what was. I want to make damned sure they can get away if they need to.”

The courts had appointed them Daniel and Nico’s legal guardians on October 14, the day before Nico’s birthday. They’d turned Nico’s barbecue party into a double celebration, and the boys had moved in with them the day after. They stayed with Gareth’s mother at times, or with Aidan, who was fond of the two. But most days they were four around the breakfast and dinner table. 

And Jack loved every minute.

During October and November, he’d tidied and decluttered his house. He’d boxed up books and music, dismantled his big static computer room, and got rid of anything he no longer needed. He’d given the hallway a fresh coat of paint and fitted a new sink in the downstairs cloakroom before he’d called Steph Vernon for a valuation.

The care and elbow grease he’d lavished on the house paid off. Steph suggested a price far greater than he’d imagined and Jack didn’t argue. He signed his name at the bottom of the contract and told her to find him a buyer. If she achieved even close to the sum she’d suggested, he’d be a happy man.

The house went on the market in the week before Christmas. The number of people contacting Steph to view it made Jack feel optimistic about a quick sale, and the vibe he’d gotten from Steph’s latest clients had been more positive than he’d let on. If he had to make a choice between the half-dozen interested parties who’d seen the house so far, his money would be on the couple he’d met this afternoon.

“You’re rather thoughtful.”

Gareth’s arms tightened around his waist and pulled Jack from his abstraction. Having Daniel and Nico to live with them had put a crimp in their love life that they were still working to iron out. Nights in front of the living room fire had become a thing of the past. They’d grown more circumspect in how and where they touched. They locked doors when before they wouldn’t even have shut them. And with Gareth so busy helping Aidan, they’d not had nearly enough time with each other in the last few weeks. The slide of Gareth’s palms on Jack’s skin and Gareth’s breath in his hair were thus distracting in wholly different ways.

For a heartbeat or two, Jack let himself enjoy the sensations. Then he straightened. “Not thoughtful,” he said, determined to make a clean breast of it before they took matters elsewhere and words were no longer important. “I’m mad at myself.”

“About leaving the two alone last night?”

“I knew they’d tell you.”

“They did.” Gareth stepped back. “Come on. If you want to talk about it, let’s do it somewhere more comfortable than the bathroom.”

“I’m annoyed at myself,” Jack continued once they’d settled under the quilt. He draped himself over Gareth like an extra blanket, finding it easier to talk this way. The quiet thump of Gareth’s heartbeat under his ear soothed his agitation. Sometimes, the way Gareth’s breath sped and steadied told him how the man would respond. And lying in the dark with his head on Gareth’s chest let him discuss topics he’d normally bottle up and keep to himself.

Today was no different. 

“I thought I had it under control, y’know?” he admitted. “We’ve barely had Nico and Daniel three months and here I am, already fucking it up.”

“Daniel and Nico were more worried about you being mad at them. Hence the need to rush out and find a new Gundam to add to your collection.”

“Yeah, right. They should have called me when they got scared, granted. But I was the one who left them alone.”

“After you asked them what they wanted to do, and left them with phones, check-ins, and a raft of people to call.” Gareth must have felt Jack tense. He started to draw patterns on Jack’s back with his fingertips as he continued. “You didn’t abandon them, Jack, and they weren’t helpless. You’ve been working damned hard to make sure of that. We can’t wrap them in cotton wool. We’re making their lives as safe as they can be. We made rules to ensure they have help when they need it. That they didn’t follow the rules isn’t on you. It’s on Nico and Daniel.”

“But—” Jack wanted to argue. There had to be more to the fuck up than Gareth’s dispassionate assessment.

“But nothing. Actions have consequences. So does inaction. After this, you won’t leave them alone anywhere until they draw their pensions. And they’ll be yelling blue murder about it in less than six months. That’s part of the consequences of last night. They gave you a fright when you came home and found them on the stairs. They’ll have to pay for making that choice. Just as you’re paying for your choice with a load of guilt and doubt and overreaction when it comes to their future safety.”

Gareth’s fingertips drew figure eights on Jack’s shoulder blades. It was soothing. Until it suddenly wasn’t. If Gareth noticed, he gave no sign. But the distracting fingertips moved to draw patterns somewhere much further south.

“And while we’re at it… I’m sorry I left you alone to deal with everything while I went chasing crooks with Aidan.” Gareth’s voice was rougher than usual.

Jack shrugged. He didn’t have room to talk. Of the fifteen months he’d been working at Nancarrow Mining, he’d only spent twelve at his desk. On the heels of a large drugs find, Dr. Lisa Tyrrell from the Metropolitan Police’s Special Projects Division had asked him to help chase down the dealer. It had taken him three months undercover to complete the assignment. Three months when Gareth had continued to run their lives, when he’d looked after Nico and Daniel. Three months when Don Frazer and the rest of their team had to cover his work at Nancarrow Mining. Complaining when Gareth’s work took precedence for a while would be hypocritical. Jack had no intention of going there.

He missed Gareth when the man was gone. He’d rather not see exhaustion spread a fan of tiny lines around Gareth’s amber eyes. Or only have hurried conversations over Skype at unexpected moments. But this was all he minded. Looking after Nico and Daniel, dealing with the school, the groceries, and their house purchase didn’t bother him at all.

There was no need for the guilt in Gareth’s voice. Would words be enough to erase it and reassure Gareth? Jack didn’t think so. He stretched until they were skin to skin from shoulder to knee. He let his fingers play over Gareth’s ribs until the heartbeat under his ear sped up. “You’re sorry for leaving me alone? Well, as you’ve taken such care to tell me: actions have consequences. Do something to make up for it.”


      [image: ]“Do you know you have a hickey on your neck?” Nico yelled across the kitchen, startling Jack.

Saturday had started gloomy and grey, the gusts of wind rattling around the house a precursor of the forecast rain. It made Gareth’s kitchen, warm and lit to within an inch of its life, look and feel twice as cosy. The lights over the cooker were on, as were the spotlights and the light over the dining table, and Jack squinted into the brightness. Nico was curled in the window seat, a book in his lap. A streak of flour on Daniels’ cheek caught the light as he bent over a sheet of pastry, rolling pin in hand. And Gareth stood over the stove, busy stirring something that smelled delicious.

Despite being the last one down to breakfast Jack wasn’t awake enough to deal with a snotty brat intent to rile him.

He had shaved in the shower, not bothering with a mirror, and hadn’t noticed any hickeys when he dressed. If he had, he might have worn a turtleneck and not the first t-shirt he’d pulled from the drawer. As it was, he had no idea what he looked like. Gareth had gotten a touch possessive after they’d talked, and Jack had neither stopped him nor complained about it. He was glad to have Gareth back home and he’d enjoyed Gareth’s fierceness.

“It’s definitely a hickey. It’s gross.”

“Then it’s a good thing it’s not on your neck, isn’t it?” Gareth ruffled Nico’s hair on the way to the coffeemaker. “Leave Jack alone or he’ll end up cranky. He hasn’t had his coffee yet.”

“You’ve kept him up too late.”

“That’s none of your fucking business, Nico!”

“It’s okay.” Gareth set a mug of coffee in front of Jack. “He’s not wrong. On both counts.”

Jack had lost the taste for breakfast. He doctored his coffee with enough sugar to make it undrinkable. Then he grabbed his laptop from the sideboard and stalked back up the stairs. He had no idea what he was going to do or why he needed a laptop to do it. 

The hostility in Nico’s words had caught him like a low blow. He needed some time to recover.


      [image: ]Hiding himself away in his bedroom was juvenile. It was still better than losing his temper with Nico. An hour of solitude helped Jack calm down. It didn’t help him determine what was driving Nico, or how best to deal with it.

The knock on the door was hesitant enough to go unheard. The voice, with its slight waver, was not. “Jack?”

“What?”

“I’m sorry. Can I come in?”

“Sure.”

The door crept open until Nico stood framed in the doorway, holding a small tray with a mug and a plate on it. Jack smelled the coffee from where he leaned against the pillows and his mouth watered. Gareth had pulled out the big guns: the small bag of dark-roast Arabica beans Jack kept in the freezer for emergencies and special occasions. The coffee would be pitch black and treacle strong, and there wouldn’t be a grain of sugar anywhere near the heady brew.

“Don’t be a statue.” He beckoned, and Nico stepped forward until he stood right beside the bed, where Jack was curled up with his laptop.

“Gareth made venison pies for lunch. With cherries,” Nico said. “I helped.”

Nico didn’t like to cook, which made the small pie a peace offering. Jack couldn’t find anything cheerful to say in reply and it annoyed him. He reached for the mug on Nico’s tray instead and waved for Nico to sit down.

The teenager was as uncomfortable as Jack had ever seen him. He kept his head down and his eyes on the bedspread. It looked painful. And… wrong.

“I was trying to be funny, earlier,” Nico tried again after a time. “Gareth said I wasn’t.”

It was an explanation, not an apology. It told Jack a lot. “I didn’t find it funny, either,” he said between sips of coffee.

“I’m sorry.”

The hostile note in Nico’s tone frosted the phrase with a sudden sting. It confused the hell out of Jack. What did Nico have to be angry about? Unless…

“Are you mad at me because I left you and Daniel here when I went to help Aidan?”

“What?” Nico sat up straight. “No! You didn’t do anything wrong. We did.”

“Then why are you mad at me?”

“I’m not mad at you. I’m not!”

“Okay.” Jack set the empty mug down and reached for his laptop. The pie stayed on its plate, uneaten. A peace offering Jack wasn’t going to accept. Not when Nico was lying.

Jack knew he should make Nico explain what bothered him. But he didn’t want to have another fight. A real one this time. He started to type, while Nico stayed where he was, silent and scowling. His fingers plucked at the deep green bedspread, traced the quilted design over and over until he jumped up.

“I’m sorry,” he said one final time and left the room.

Jack’s fingers stilled. He thought about Daniel and girl trouble, about Nico’s fear of losing his family and being alone, about hickeys… And he considered the strange note he’d heard beneath Nico’s hostility. The one that had set off his internal alarms: disgust.


      [image: ]“Did you two make up?” Gareth arrived not long after Nico had stalked out. Jack was no closer to an explanation, and it annoyed the hell out of him. He always knew what the two thought, always knew what to say.

Until this morning.

Gareth’s grin brightened the gloom that had taken over his mind. He looked sleek and content, and he smelled of coffee and baking pastry, of cloves and cinnamon and heat. “Did you two make up?” he asked again.

“Not really.”

Gareth fell backwards across the covers and stretched his arms over his head. His back cracked, and he groaned in relief. “We were thinking of going for a run.”

“In that?” The January weather was as unsettled as Jack’s mind. The forecast rain lashed the windows and showed no sign of wanting to let up any time soon.

“We don’t rust. And it might help.”

“I don’t have cabin fever, Flynn.”

“You might not. Our obnoxious teenagers on the other hand… Nico’s in a right strop and Daniel’s not far behind. I’m thinking he’s jealous.”

“Jealous? Who? Nico? How d’you figure?”

“It all started at dinner last night, agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“When you said we should adopt a couple of girls.”

Jack stared into Gareth’s eyes, appalled by his own stupidity. “I did say that, didn’t I?”

“They dragged me over half the Bentall Centre to find a treat for you. Nico thought you were mad at them about not calling. He worried that you’d gotten hurt while sparring and—”

“—he thought I was fed up with having the two of them around and wanted to replace them,” Jack completed the sentence. How he hadn’t seen this one earlier, God only knew. “I’m an idiot. I know he’s afraid of losing his home again. I know that!” If throwing his laptop at the wall would have helped, he’d have done it in a moment.

“Jack.”

“What?”

“Do you realise that, for the last month, you’ve been a single parent with two jobs?”

“That’s no excuse.”

“No. But it’s an explanation.”


      [image: ]Nico was rarely without a book. If they let him, he’d read while eating dinner or brushing his teeth. The day he’d dropped his Kindle in the bath because Daniel had startled him had been truly memorable. It had also been the only time Jack had ever considered insisting the two boys sleep in separate rooms. 

Nico glued to a book was right and normal.

Nico in the living room pretending to read was not.

From his seat on the bottom step of the hallway stairs Jack saw Nico huddled in the big armchair by the fireplace, curled up as if he were cold. He had a book in his lap. But he hadn’t turned a single page in six minutes.

Way to go, Horwood, Jack admonished himself. Whichever way he looked at it, he’d made a spectacular hash of the situation. Nico seemed as miserable sitting there as Jack had felt curled up on the bed. Time to go do something about it.

“Does your misery like my company?” he asked, stepping into the room.

Nico flinched. He curled more tightly into himself, trying to disappear into the upholstery.

“I’d never do that, y’know,” Jack pointed out, settling on the arm of the chair.

Nico didn’t even pretend not to understand. The book went flying and he buried his face in Jack’s stomach, his arms tight around Jack’s waist. “I’m sorry,” he whispered just loud enough for Jack to hear. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, same here.” Jack returned the hug. “I thought I was joking too, y’know? And you didn’t find it funny either.”

“I didn’t mean to be a disappointment.”

“You weren’t.”

“We were. We should have called, and you were upset we didn’t. You even said it was your fault.”

“It was my fault. And I wasn’t upset, Nico,” Jack tried to explain. “You gave me a scare. If I can’t trust you and Daniel to call when you need us, I’ll be forever worrying whether you’re okay or not. When I saw you sitting there on the stairs, all I could think about was social services finding you. They don’t know the rules we have. They only know I left you alone and you were scared. They’ll take you away if they think you’re in danger.”

“NO!”

The answer came in stereo. Daniel stood in the doorway leading to the kitchen. “They can’t do that!”

“If they think you’re not safe, they can,” Gareth confirmed from behind him. “That’s why we have the rules. I understand why you didn’t call. I’m sure Jack does, too. Right?”

“Yes, I do. But understanding why you chose not to call doesn’t mean it didn’t scare the socks off me.”

“Like the dentist?”

Jack blinked at Daniel’s leap to the side, but then he nodded. “I suppose so.”

“Good,” Gareth concluded. “That’s sorted, then. Now get changed. We’re going running.”

“But… it’s raining out!”

Jack didn’t even bother to argue. He knew that voice. “We don’t rust.” He told the two boys what Gareth used to tell him years ago when they both wore uniform, what he’d told him again just half an hour earlier. “And we can jump in the hot tub after.”
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