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      Freedom came with a price—now the past demands payment.

      

      Jake swore that he would never take Tobias back to Freak Camp. But as they chase the secrets of Tobias's past, the truth leads them back to the prison where it all began.

      When a nationwide scandal erupts, shaking the very foundation of the Agency of Supernatural Control's iron grip, Tobias and Jake find themselves with unexpected allies—and a chance for revenge. But the price of justice may cost them everything they've worked so hard to win.

      In a world where your identity is determined by those in power, Tobias and Jake must decide: Are you what they call you, or who you choose to be? Their love survived Freak Camp's walls, but some demons are harder to escape than others.

      

      FIRE is the fifth book in the A MONSTER BY ANY OTHER NAMES series, an m/m paranormal romance. Readers are recommended to start with either book 1, FREAK CAMP, or book 2, FEAR. Please take note that FIRE includes references to past sexual and physical abuse, torture, and neglect of children, as well as scenes of graphic violence and death (not of the main characters). This series is the slowest of burns, but each book comes with a happy for now / happily ever after.
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      A MONSTER BY ANY OTHER NAME is a series about trauma recovery. The first book (FREAK CAMP) is the part of the story when the trauma takes place. The second book (FEAR) is an optional entry point to the series for those who prefer not to read those scenes in detail.

      The fifth book (FIRE) you are about to read contains consensual sex scenes; graphic violence and death; and references to those past scenes of sexual and physical abuse that happen to Tobias and other characters as minors.

      This is a hurt/comfort story to the max: for every ounce of hurt, there will be a pound of comfort down the line. It is a very slow burn, but each book guarantees a happily ever after.
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      The closer they got to the Crossroads Inn, the less fucking sure Jake felt about showing their faces.

      It was stupid to ride into Kansas like this in his gorgeous but maybe a touch recognizable car. Stupid to bring Toby into a place with this many hunters. Stupid to head straight into what could be a trap. And very stupid to arrive while still in the dark about who they were even looking for.

      But this wasn’t about following a case’s loose ends or checking up on a fellow hunter. It was about figuring out whether Toby was in danger and making sure no one had the jump on them.

      It had been three days since they’d left Roger’s after he told them people had been asking questions at the Crossroads Inn regarding unidentified freaks. Specifically, freaks who had entered Freak Camp in 1989—the same year as Toby.

      They only knew that detail because of his Freak Camp ID number, 89UI6703. It had been stamped on the collar Toby had worn around his neck every day of the eleven years he’d spent behind those walls. Jake had seen that number every time he’d entered the camp as a kid but never thought twice about it—not until the end.

      The first two digits, Toby explained, indicated the year the inmate entered the camp. The next two letters identified the type of supernatural: SS for shapeshifter, VP for vampire, WW for werewolf, and so on. He only remembered a couple other prisoners who’d had the same UI in their ID number that meant unidentified.

      Unidentified government bullshit, in Jake’s opinion.

      “None of us had any powers.” Toby shook his head, his gaze distant. “They ran a lot of tests”—Toby’s voice was measured, even, but Jake clenched the steering wheel hard enough to leave indents—“but never found anything. At least not on me.”

      Even the release papers that Director Jonah Dixon had handed Jake the day he’d taken Toby out of that fucking prison didn’t give a hint about what “unidentified” meant. They also didn’t say anything about why Toby was locked up in the first fucking place when he was all of five years old.

      “I don’t remember anything.” Toby stared out the windshield, his hands folded together in his lap. “Nothing of before, or how I was brought there, or when I arrived. My first memories have always been—” He broke off, shaking his head.

      Jake didn’t want to ask. He never had asked. To be totally honest with himself, he didn’t know if he could handle hearing about Toby’s first memories of his life in that place. He’d always known Toby was so much stronger than him, but he rarely felt like such a straight-up coward. Maybe he could get an adulthood gold star for knowing his limitations or whatever bullshit. He doubted it.

      The least he could do was not make this harder for Toby than it already was.

      They took a hotel room one town over (no sense being any more obvious than the Eldorado made them already) and got takeout for dinner. Jake spent the rest of that evening cleaning his guns, his knives, anything he could get his hands on. More than once he looked up, sure that Toby was watching him (and didn’t that suck, if Toby could tell that what they were doing wasn’t exactly smart). Each time Toby’s gaze was focused elsewhere. If his avoidance came from fear, it would have made Jake sick, but he was pretty sure that it was worry hunching Toby’s shoulders and keeping his hands moving. Kind of like Jake’s own, come to think of it. He couldn’t blame Toby for that.
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        * * *

      

      The silence between them in the motel was a strange thing, almost a conversation in itself. Toby didn’t want to break it, even if sometimes all he wanted was for Jake to laugh and tell him something random, like a movie reference or his latest suspicions on whether the Eldorado might have been making a weird noise. But there was too much under the surface.

      They moved around each other in the motel, sharpening blade after blade, putting them away again, repacking bags, silently aware that they may not be returning to this room. For his part, Tobias tried to will the knowledge to Jake that he was here for him, beside him for whatever danger they were about to face. He wasn’t completely sure it was working.

      “The Crossroads Inn doesn’t open until eleven,” Jake said, breaking the silence. “No use showing up until then.”

      The blade Tobias had been cleaning almost cut him when he twitched. Carefully, he put the knife aside. “You want to head over right at eleven, or later?”

      “Might be a lunch rush later.” Jake scrubbed at his eyes and ran his hands through his hair. “Yeah, showing up around eleven would probably be good. I’m not sure . . . yeah, as long as Barbara’s there, I can put in a word with her and then we can get the hell out.”

      Tobias nodded. That made sense. He didn’t know much about Barbara, and what he knew about the Crossroads Inn was mostly gossip and casual references picked up over the years, but he didn’t want Jake there any longer than he had to be either, not without backup. Objectively, Tobias knew that Jake wouldn’t face the same danger as Tobias from a room full of hunters. But by that same logic, he knew that Jake wasn’t as safe there as he had been when he had only been Leon Hawthorne’s son.

      Before he became a freakfucker, the voice in the back of his head whispered. Tobias shoved it away. It wasn’t true, either by Jake’s definition or literally. Still, plenty of hunters saw Jake that way now. Tobias had never heard anyone say so outside of FREACS (the only hunter they hung out with was Roger, after all), but he’d heard it countless times inside the camp. Those hunters held a derisive contempt for what they assumed to be Jake’s intention, like that qualified him as freakfucker in some way that didn’t apply to them.

      As Jake put it, if hunters and assholes were to be believed, screwing monsters didn’t make you a freakfucker. Giving a damn about them was the real crime.

      “You can drop me off somewhere in town before you go to the Inn.” Tobias hoped his voice was steadier and more certain than he felt. “Somewhere close, and you can meet me afterward.”

      Jake raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You’re not staying here?”

      Tobias didn’t want to be that far from Jake. He wanted to stay close enough to be there if shit hit the fan, even if it cost him his life. But common sense told him that waiting in the Eldorado while Jake walked into a bar full of hunters was not a good idea.

      “I want to be in town. I c-can’t go with you, but . . .” Tobias shrugged. “M-maybe a restaurant or something? Then you could come back after and fill me in.”

      Jake nodded, slowly, but his eyes were a little wild. Tobias wasn’t sure how much he was hearing, how much he was actually processing. “Yeah. I’ll be glad to have you there, Toby.”

      And that was good too.
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        * * *

      

      Jake dropped Toby at a little diner called Tina’s Cafe not far from the Crossroads Inn. He waved as Jake drove away, his backpack slung over his shoulder like he was an honest-to-God college student. Worry flashed through Jake that his looks would send up a flag, like someone would notice there wasn’t a college or anything in the area. Then he could have kicked himself. Tobias was young enough still to be in high school, so that was how he would pass. Just another kid trying to get some homework done without being bothered.

      Jake was stalling. He turned the Eldorado out toward the edge of town and the Crossroads Inn.

      Located an hour outside Dodge City in Coldwater, Kansas, the Crossroads Inn had been a watering hole for hunters as long as Jake had been alive. The rumors were that the owner, Barbara Mikhailov, had been a hunter at one point herself, or someone close to her had been, and that was why the place welcomed the profession. Jake had even heard that the establishment had been hunter-friendly before the ASC existed. It wasn’t a place where you went to flash your badge and give a report. Rather, it was an establishment that offered cold drinks and sympathetic ears for wherever life had taken you . . . or taken out of you.

      It wasn’t much to look at, but that was exactly the way the hunting community liked it. Just a basic bar surrounded by hay fields, just outside the tiny town. It was far enough from civilization that whatever was said (and whatever nasty might attack the place, should it come to that) could go unnoticed. Jake had only been there a handful of times with Leon, but he knew the regulars fairly well. It had been a good place to stop, lick their wounds, and catch up on whatever was going on beneath or around the ASC.

      The bar looked the same as Jake remembered. Dark, battered wooden siding and a handful of pickup trucks in the gravel parking lot. Jake scanned them but none were black like his father’s, and he didn’t recognize any of the other ones.

      Stepping through the door, he re-entered a world he thought he’d left behind for good. He’d been in bars since getting Toby out—hell, he’d been in bars with Toby. But here, hunting protocols were brazenly obvious for those with the training to notice. He walked over a Devil’s Trap scratched lightly into the floor, and most of the half-dozen men slouching at the bar were openly armed.

      They didn’t turn to look at him as he came in, but he could feel their eyes on him as he took a stool at the bar. It made his skin crawl. He hadn’t been expecting the easy camaraderie of years past: a backslapping greeting, a couple crude jokes, and all the beer he needed to wash down his sorrows. He also hadn’t expected to feel this much of an outsider.

      Barbara herself was tending bar. She wore her curly gray hair pinned up and a blue western-style button-down. While her eyebrows shot up when she saw Jake, her smile looked genuine. The mild edge of concern was real too.

      “Jake, long time no see. What can I get you?”

      It wasn’t noon yet, but Jake felt that the moment called for a drink. “Beer. Whatever you’ve got on tap.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Barbara moved back around the bar, grabbing the glass and angling it under the tap. Jake was very aware of the eyes of the other men on him. Their gazes felt like spiders skittering across his skin.

      In a haunted house with this level of unease and distrust, he would have expected an attack at any moment.

      Barbara set the pint down before him, and Jake took a swallow automatically, trying to wash out the acrid taste of that wariness. The fizz of the beer didn’t do much to dispel it.

      It took him another moment to realize that Barbara was watching him too. He wanted to believe that it was concern rather than shrewdness in her eyes, watching him down a beer at eleven in the a.m., but he wasn’t that stupid.

      Jake put his glass down deliberately, like it was delicate china and not a solid-as-hell bar glass.

      “So,” he said. “How much holy water is in this beer?” He wanted to keep it light, but his voice cracked toward the end (though whether from anger or something else, he couldn’t tell). His grip on the glass whitened his knuckles.

      Barbara winced, but she didn’t exactly look ashamed. She held up her thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. “Just a little.”

      Jake noticed that her other hand, the one resting someplace under the bar, hadn’t moved. He wondered if it was a shotgun or something else designed specifically to take out a supernatural threat. He forced his hand open, and the glass shivered and almost spilled on the bar. “Watch it, Barb, or I’m going to start telling guys that you water your drinks.”

      “Better safe than dead.” Barbara smiled, but her expression wasn’t particularly cheery. “I’ve watered plenty drinks in my time, kid, and everyone knows it. How’ve you been?”

      “Oh, just aces.” Jake didn’t think she believed him. Good. He was lying through his teeth. Barbara was a sharp woman, so she really shouldn’t believe him. “We’ve been good.”

      He realized what he’d said the second it left his mouth, and he knew by her eyes and the stutter in conversation around him that the others had heard him too. It raised his hackles, made him even jumpier. But he would not be ashamed of Tobias, and he would not be afraid of these assholes. So he said it again, loud and clear so everyone could hear him. “Yeah, we’ve been really good.”

      He was Jake fucking Hawthorne, and he wouldn’t have been able to look Tobias in the eye if he’d let the unsaid threat in that room shut him up.

      “You and . . .” Barbara trailed off, eyebrows raised inquisitively, and Jake nodded.

      “Tobias,” he said. “His name’s Tobias. And he’d be able to drink your damn holy water just as well as I can.” Better than I can. All the eyes in the room were on him now, he knew without looking.

      “You know that for a fact?”

      “Fuck I—” Jake stopped himself. She wasn’t sneering or threatening. She was simply asking the questions that he had to respect because it was part of the hunter life, even if he wanted to tell her to fuck off for asking them about Toby, who he’d rescued half-dead from behind the fucking walls of FREACS itself. “Yeah, I do.”

      Barbara relaxed a little, and Jake felt better. No one else’s opinion here mattered the way hers did. Barbara was the final authority on who was welcome in her bar. “Good. So, you been hunting, or what—just putting your feet up in the mountains?”

      Jake snorted. “Yeah, we’ve been hunting. Shut down a witch in Louisiana not long ago.”

      “You hunt with—” She visibly stopped herself, then restarted. “I’ve never known you to hunt with a partner.”

      “Toby’s good at it,” Jake said. “It’s a damn good thing he was there, or I’d be . . . well, let’s just say I wouldn’t be here driving that Eldorado up to your door. He’s got good instincts and . . .” He runs toward danger, not away, he’s fearless and brave and he cares so much more than me, sometimes it makes me think I’m doing it wrong. “He’s really sharp.”

      One of the men stood abruptly, and Jake’s hand twitched toward his pistol. But the man, who looked vaguely familiar, walked out of the bar without a backward look.

      “Good,” Barbara said, after a doubtful pause. “That’s good. Anyone has a right to get out of the life, but I’m glad you’re still in it.” She nodded at the empty glass in front of him. “Want another, or did you come in for something other than the refreshments?”

      “I . . . yeah.” Jake pulled himself together to ask the question he’d come in to ask. “So, any more news about unidentified freaks?”

      It took effort not to wince. He’d used the word without thinking. Maybe it was being back here in this bar, in a room full of hunters. The lingo came automatically, like a muscle memory.

      Barbara raised her eyebrows. “Who said someone’s been asking?”

      Jake raised his eyebrows back at her. “Harper.”

      “Ah.” Her shoulders relaxed. “Good man. Glad you’re still in touch.”

      He wasn’t going to be distracted. “So?”

      She grimaced, but it seemed more to do with a memory than with him. “Yeah. Didn’t like the guy much. Not a hunter. Identified himself as a reporter for some rag. He wanted to know about you, actually.”

      Jake stilled. “Really?”

      “Really. Sniffing after gossip that doesn’t concern him.”

      “Don’t suppose he left a name,” Jake said.

      Barbara cocked an eyebrow. “You know what, I think he left a card. Usually I’d throw it out, but something had me hang onto it this time. Let’s see where I stuck it.”

      She moved around to the other side of the bar, poking around underneath the cash register, then returned with a business card she held gingerly by the edges.

      Jake took it. Grant Gordon, it read. The card was cheap, the type crooked to the edges, but something about it felt ominous.

      “Thanks, Barbara,” he said, getting his wallet out as he stood and dropping a couple of bills on the bar. “That’s . . . good to know.”

      “Tell you what—I hear from him again, I’ll give Roger a call and let him know.”

      “That’d be great.” And Jake meant that from the bottom of his heart. “Hey, where’s Sara hiding these days? Thought for sure I’d find her over at the arcade.” Barbara’s granddaughter had been his on-again, off-again friend growing up, the most constant one he had after Toby. Probably said something about his childhood that Leon had frequented Freak Camp more often than the Crossroads Inn. Jake and Sara had forever been chasing and pranking each other, then testing their sharpshooter skills with a line of cans out in a nearby field. He hadn’t seen her in more than a couple of years.

      Barbara shrugged, suddenly reserved again. “Oh, she’s around. Not even a hunter can keep tabs on a teenage girl.”

      Jake paused, then tested the waters. “Well, I’d like to say hi before I leave town. Think I can catch her if I swing by tonight?”

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” Barbara’s smile was pleasant, but there was steel under her tone.

      One of the hunters closest to him—a burly man with reddish hair—snorted. “Cut the shit, boy. None of us are gonna let you get near that girl.”

      Jake rounded on him with a burst of adrenaline. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      The hunter—Gregson, the name came to him—glanced at him coolly, not yet bothering to face him full on. The little of his expression Jake could see was pure animosity. “We know what the fuck you’ve been doing with your Tobias.” The jeering disgust he loaded into Tobias’s name made Jake imagine smashing his high-strength glass on the counter and grinding the shards into Gregson’s eyes. “And you know why you’ve been making yourself scarce. So don’t go acting like you’re fit to show a girl a good time, ’less it’s some whore who won’t get any dirtier⁠—”

      Jake lunged out of his seat, his stool tumbling to the floor, and Gregson stood a split-second later.

      “Cut that shit out!” Barbara’s voice rang across the bar, freezing them both in their tracks. “Both of you know better than to start that shit here! Not another word. You either sit down and ignore each other or leave. One at a time, because I don’t need blood all over my parking lot either.”

      “I’m going,” Jake said. His heartbeat was pounding in his ears, but he felt clearheaded despite the adrenaline. He could see the face of every hunter in the bar, and they were all unfriendly. He knew almost all of them—some Leon had trusted enough to have his back—but he knew now that no one would take his side. Not even Barbara.

      Jake felt the eyes on him as he left the bar, could feel the threat in the air as soon as he moved away from Barbara. And he could swear, as the door closed behind him, that he heard someone mutter “freakfucker.”

      In the past, the Crossroads Inn had been like a second home—after Dad, the Eldorado, and the road. Now he felt more like he was walking out of a battlefield, bridges burning behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Tina’s Cafe was a cute little diner with mismatched chairs, heavy pottery cups, and round tables just the right size to spread out a few textbooks so Tobias could pretend that he was studying while he waited, worrying about Jake.

      Tobias drank his iced tea and turned pages just often enough that it could look like he was actually reading, all while listening for the Eldorado. Other vehicles came and went, but not the one he cared about.

      When a battered sedan pulled into the parking lot, Tobias didn’t pay it much attention. But when the hunter walked into the cafe—for that was what he was, unmistakably, though Tobias couldn’t recall ever seeing his face before—everything else in his field of vision grayed out, all noise dropping to a distant buzz. Tobias felt himself freeze, turn to stone in his chair.

      A second ago, Tobias hadn’t worried about how he looked, whether or not he fit in. Some days he did, but today had been okay. But the moment the hunter—who was not like Roger or Alex, not at all, he was every inch a Freak Camp hunter—came in, Tobias knew the game was up.

      The man had short cropped dark hair, peppered with gray. He was stocky and not as tall as Jake, but his face terrified Tobias. The cold, assessing gaze, the casual self-assured way he held himself, did not belong to just any hunter. A lifetime of pain had taught Tobias to brace himself when confronted with that body language, that calculating look.

      This one would recognize Tobias for what he was.

      Tobias could hope that stillness was enough to escape, to remain unnoticed, but he knew in the pit of his stomach that it was not. It never had been. Hunters always spotted him.

      The man walked first to the counter, though he didn’t order anything. His sharp gaze swept the room. Tobias knew that, even though his own eyes remained fixed on the floor ahead of him, still as a mouse before a cat.

      Then the hunter turned and strode toward him, unhurried but purposeful.

      In that awful, last moment, Tobias wished he could be the real that Jake had taught him to be. He wished he could leap up, hurl his chair through the window, escape or defend himself with a shard of broken glass. He would not win, but at least he would leave behind evidence of a fight. When Jake returned, he could put the pieces together. He’d be proud of Tobias, even though Tobias would be long gone.

      But there would be no fight. No sign of a struggle. Tobias would just disappear, and the other patrons would say he had left voluntarily with a hard-eyed man clad in denim. Why would Jake even bother looking for him?

      Then the hunter pulled a chair over to Tobias’s table and sat down next to him. Very, very close, so that Tobias felt the hot gust of the hunter’s breath on his cheek, and his knee touched Tobias’s, and that was the end of Tobias’s ability to think anything.

      His hands were still resting on the table, curled and empty, dead things. Tobias couldn’t feel them.

      “You’re Hawthorne’s freak, aren’t you, boy?” The hunter’s hand settled heavily on Tobias’s shoulder, gripping hard, as though he thought Tobias had the strength to run or leap up. “Still making him happy?”

      Tobias did not breathe.

      “You’re looking good, freak. Bet you are making him happy. I bet Hawthorne’s the happiest fucking freakfucker in the country. We’ve run together a couple times, and he was the best damn hunter I’d ever seen—after his old man, of course. Whaddaya think, is he getting better or worse pounding your freak ass every night?”

      The hunter’s hand left his shoulder, slipped down his arm and to his lap. Tobias tried not to react, not to make a noise, but he couldn’t keep some sound escaping his throat. It was too late, but he still strained for the sound of the Eldorado. Please, Jake, please—come get me one more time . . .

      “You haven’t forgotten you’re a monster, have you? You go on giving Hawthorne a good ride, because the day you fuck up—and you will, that’s the one thing you can count on monsters for—you’ll be lucky if he gives you a bullet and doesn’t stake you out somewhere as vamp bait. Maybe he’ll drop you right back at camp. Maybe I get to have a go when you get there.”

      Tobias tried to blank out while the hand traveled downward, tried to go somewhere that the hunter couldn’t reach him. The hunter couldn’t do any of those things that hunters had done freely at FREACS here, not in a tiny restaurant in front of civilians. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. But the hunter’s soft words rang in his head while he gripped Tobias’s groin roughly through his jeans.

      Tobias tried to remember that Jake wouldn’t hate him, didn’t hate him. That Jake knew these truths already and had never hurt him. If it comes down to that, Jake will just shoot you. He wouldn’t make you ask more than once.

      The hunter’s voice in his ear was a low rasp, too quiet for anyone else in the cafe to hear but loud to Tobias. “Heard you beg real nicely, don’t you, Pretty Freak?”

      There were things that Jake didn’t know, things Tobias hadn’t told him. He closed his eyes and listened for the Eldorado. If only he could run to Jake fast enough, if they could just get away, then Jake would never have to know.
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        * * *

      

      Still angry and a little rattled, Jake turned the Eldorado into the parking lot behind the little cafe where he’d left Toby. So some piece-of-shit reporter was sniffing around after him and Toby. And unsurprisingly, hunters were still assholes. At least Barbara hadn’t explicitly thrown him out—Jake had chosen to walk out when he did—which was something. Even so, he had a strong feeling that he was never going back to the Crossroads Inn during normal business hours again.

      The moment he entered Tina’s, the first—the only—thing he saw was Toby hunched at a table with the hunter who had left Crossroads before Jake. And the hunter sat close enough⁠—

      Jake’s blood ran cold with an unholy mix of rage and fear. Toby hated being cornered, flinched away from anyone who leaned in too close, but here he wasn’t moving. He sat hunched in on himself, as though he expected the bastard to shove a knife in him any moment.

      Jake would have punched the fucker’s face in just for crowding Toby, but for that defeat in Toby’s shoulders? He was going to do far worse.

      He moved before either of them saw him, fighting the urge to draw his gun in front of the civilians. Toby’s eyes were blank as the hunter’s whispers became audible to Jake.

      “Crusher’s been missing you real bad too. He never shuts up about how good you used to⁠—”

      Jake grabbed the sick fuck by the back of the neck and hauled him out of his chair. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Funny how calm his voice sounded in the last moment before his control snapped.

      “Hawthorne!” the pervert said, eyes wide. “Dude, man, relax. We were just having a chat about the good ol’—”

      Jake aimed two vicious knee kicks, catching him in the abdomen and groin, then shoved him face-first to the floor. The hunter made a high-pitched squealing noise and curled in on himself, and Jake had to think hard about whether he wanted to kick him in the face or drag him outside and gut him. The cafe’s patrons were staring at him, and he could see one of the waitresses, white-faced, fumble for a telephone. Toby was staring too, but it wasn’t relief in his eyes. There was blank terror, like he didn’t recognize Jake at all.

      The guy—Bentham, that was his name—dragged himself to his feet, one arm curled around his abdomen. The hatred in his eyes made Jake reach for his gun while stepping between the fucker and Toby.

      But Bentham didn’t make a move, beyond spitting weakly toward Jake’s feet, missing his boots. “Enjoy your slut, Hawthorne. I know a lot of men have. And he begged for it too. Right, Pretty Freak?”

      Before Jake could decide what to do (what he wanted was to kill the son of a bitch, but they were in public, in front of civilian witnesses), the piece of shit dragged himself out the door. Jake took a step after him, the desire for violence briefly overwhelming any other consideration, but a small sound behind him made him turn.

      Toby looked like he was a moment away from losing anything he had eaten that day.

      In an instant, Jake was back at his side, reaching for his shoulder. “Toby⁠—”

      Toby jerked away, lifting his shaking hands up to the sides of his face. “Don’t,” he whispered, eyes closed and breaths sharp and shallow. “Don’t, don’t, don’t.”

      Jake swallowed and took a half-step back, lowering his hands. He stared at Toby—hunched in on himself, what was visible of his face a tight mask—and knew he was gone far beyond what Jake could reach with a few words. They needed to leave this place and fast.

      “Toby,” he said at last, voice low and hopefully not too rough. “Let’s go, man. Let’s get out of here.”

      He didn’t know if Toby could hear him or if he’d have to touch Toby to get him to move—that would be the opposite of helping right now. But after a few awful seconds, Toby stood and turned shakily toward the door, head down, arms folded tightly across himself.

      Jake had to shove his books into his backpack and take it with him because Toby hadn’t even glanced at them. Jake kept enough distance that he could catch him if he tried to bolt—hadn’t happened yet, but that was something Jake had been afraid of every time Toby got triggered bad—but stayed far enough away that he wouldn’t be tempted to touch him, even if he stopped suddenly. Toby remained stiff as he stumbled to the Eldorado and stopped by the passenger door.

      Jake moved toward the driver’s side automatically, and then he looked at Toby again. He saw his hands clench on his shirt, how he wasn’t even looking at the smooth black door of their car. Jake swallowed, walked around, and tried not to feel anything when Toby backed away from him.

      He opened the door and took a step back. He wished Toby would look at him, but until they could talk, until that horrible look faded from Toby’s face, there was nothing he could do. “Come on, Toby. Let’s go.”

      Toby got in without letting go of his shirt.

      Jake’s hands hurt gripping the steering wheel too tight as they drove back to the motel, and it took an effort not to jerk the turns. It was just as hard to keep his words behind his teeth, not to curse himself aloud for ever leaving Toby alone when they were in the same town as the Crossroads Inn.

      But swearing wouldn’t do any good. Definitely wouldn’t help Toby. In half an hour they had lost—how many fucking months of progress? How long would it take this time before he could even reach for Toby’s hand without him flinching like he’d been shocked?

      Fuck, how long before Toby looked at him again?

      Bentham never should have left that restaurant in anything but a stretcher. Or a body bag. That fucker had touched Toby. And what he’d said, enjoy your slut, had sounded like bullshit to Jake, something a sadistic fuck would whisper to get a victim softened up—but Toby’s reaction wasn’t bullshit. Something had triggered him badly.

      Jake knew the vague outlines of what had happened to Toby and didn’t want to push in case something broke, but he had the terrible feeling that Toby had already broken.

      He didn’t want to even think about peeling back another layer of Toby’s pain, but Toby couldn’t stay in full-on shutdown mode. God, Jake had hoped he’d never see a shutdown like this again. He would do fucking anything if it meant that Toby would look at him again, trust him, wouldn’t flinch from him. If Toby would believe that Jake wouldn’t abandon him at a time like this.

      Jake kept silent until they were inside their room, door locked and barred, window shades drawn tightly shut. Toby drifted almost without seeming to notice what he was doing until he stood between the second bed and the bathroom: a silent ghost, the wonderful, slyly funny, caring person Jake loved lost within that pale, hunched-over shell waiting for the next blow.

      Though Jake could have gladly gone for something in his system significantly stronger than Barbara’s watered beer, Toby was skittish around alcohol at the best of times, and this was not that. Jake filled a little plastic cup with water and took it to him, careful to hold it by the top, leaving enough of the bottom free so Toby could take it without brushing his hand.

      “Drink,” he said, afraid Toby wouldn’t move without a verbal prompt.

      Toby took it at once, dropping his head back as he drained the cup, his gaze falling again as he handed the cup back. His eyes never once touched on Jake.

      Jake nodded toward the close-set twin beds. “Have a seat, Toby.” He kept his tone quiet—an invitation, not an order.

      Toby folded his knees as he sat on the edge of the bed, arms once again hugging his chest and hair hiding his eyes. When he spoke, it was soft and broken, a terrible beaten tone Jake hadn’t heard in over a year. “I’m sorry.”

      Jake nearly flinched. He hated hearing those words from Toby, and he almost choked on the frustration that threatened to bleed into his voice, his body language. “For what, Toby? It’s not your fault that fucker exists.” It’s mine for bringing you to a hunter town. And mine for letting that bastard still exist.

      Toby’s shoulders twitched, like he’d taken a hit and didn’t want to show it. His throat worked for a moment, but nothing came out.

      Jake rubbed his hand across his mouth, pressing hard. He didn’t want to do this. He really didn’t want to do this, but fuck, he had to ask. It was cowardice otherwise.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you tell me?” Jake’s voice was low and soft, but Tobias could not meet his eyes. He could not look up and see the slow disgust growing there, the accusations Tobias couldn’t turn aside because they were true. “Can you tell me what he was talking about?”

      Some days—the best days—Tobias had managed to forget that this moment would come. He had dreamed of it countless times, both sleeping and waking, and each time it had been the end. There was no other outcome possible, no way he would ride shotgun next to Jake in the Eldorado again after this. But even so, Jake deserved the truth. He had always deserved the truth, but Tobias had been too cowardly to offer it.

      He had always known, though, that when the moment came that Jake asked him for the truth, Tobias would not keep it from him.

      “I’m sorry.” He stared at a point just beyond Jake’s arm, right hand locked on his left elbow like that would hold him together while everything else crumbled. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t have, I should have held out, I should have waited for you—but it wasn’t for the h-hell of it, I swear it wasn’t. Only . . . only when it was important. When Kayla was crying, she couldn’t stop crying and that would just bring the guards and the smell⁠—”

      Tobias could feel it again: lying in the cold on the threadbare bunks, the disgusting slough of shifter skin, and the certain, sick knowledge that when the guards arrived, they wouldn’t have mercy on the girl-seeming creature weeping in terror near him.

      “Toby, Toby.” Jake was crouched beside him, hand outstretched but not touching. Tobias wished, with every particle of his filthy and worthless being, that he could meet and grip those fingers one last time. Ending it with that final touch would be a shocking kindness. “Slow down.” Tobias could feel his gaze like a burning heat, though he would not meet it. “What was important?”

      Tobias swallowed hard. “Blankets. Th-there was only o-one, and it w-wasn’t enough in the worst of w-w-winter. Food, s-sometimes, when it was r-really bad.”

      Jake stayed very still. On the edge of his vision, Tobias saw the revelation move over Jake’s face, into his body. He was still the way he was when a case slotted into place in his head, when they knew where the killer freak would strike next. If anything, that threatened to choke Tobias off even more.

      “Toby,” he whispered. “You’re saying that⁠—”

      “Yes, Jake, I sucked them off to get stuff.” Tobias let go of himself and locked his hands on the bedspread on either side of himself, turning his head with his eyes closed. He was braced for a blow, for the words he had dreaded for so long to hear from Jake. Fucking whore, this is not what I paid for, some easy piece of ass.

      Nothing came. Not a blow, not a word. Instead of relief, Tobias’s nerves tightened, his fears doubling. Worse than physical abuse, worse than any damning words, would be Jake walking out without a word.

      If these were the last moments with the man who was his whole world, Tobias couldn’t let Jake walk away without one last glimpse. He cracked his eyes open.

      Jake hunched forward, palms pressed to his forehead. He couldn’t look at him.

      Tobias swallowed, tried to find enough saliva to speak again. No use apologizing—he already had, and Jake wouldn’t want to hear it now (that was one of the rules Jake had gifted him: only one Sorry a day. But rules wouldn’t save him now).

      Hoarsely, he whispered, “I never let them fuck me.” One last bone. Maybe Jake would keep him around long enough for that. One last memory to cherish before whatever happened to him after. Even now, when Jake couldn’t stand him, Tobias still wanted it. Better Jake than anyone else, always. It wasn’t as though Jake would, or could, treat him any worse than Tobias deserved.

      But the longer Jake didn’t touch him, didn’t take him, the less Tobias could hang onto even that fragile hope. He was dirty, used, worthless. Maybe Jake would give him a bullet instead of taking him back to camp. Jake was so good, so kind. Tobias prayed for the feel of the barrel tucking up behind his ear, a hand on his shoulder—his last touch—holding Tobias down while Jake pulled the trigger. That would be better, so much better, than going back.

      When Jake finally looked up, Tobias cringed away from the anger in his face. Contained, suppressed, but so much anger that Tobias couldn’t see it without shaking. Jake’s eyes were red, as though he had been crying, or close to it, and his face was marked white where his fingers had pushed indentations into the skin.

      When Jake reached for him, Tobias flinched instinctively, and then called himself a fucking idiot. He knew that Jake didn’t get off on pain, and if Tobias wanted this to happen he would have to make it as good as possible for him or Jake might stop. He closed his eyes, tight enough he saw white afterimages, praying that Jake would touch him, wouldn’t be so disgusted that he went to the bathroom for whatever relief he would’ve gotten from using Tobias.

      When hesitant fingers touched his shoulder, Tobias almost cried in relief. He relaxed into the touch, pressing himself into Jake’s hand, eyes still closed.

      He felt the mattress shift as Jake moved to the bed beside him, felt the heat of Jake’s shoulder pushing against his, but he still didn’t look. Any flinch, any sound now, might drive Jake away. If he looked up and saw hatred and disgust in Jake’s eyes, Tobias wouldn’t be able to stop himself from reacting—even though everything depended on it.

      “Toby,” Jake breathed. He sounded frightened, unsteady, un-Jakelike. “Toby, look at me.”

      He couldn’t. He couldn’t watch it coming. Couldn’t make himself.

      Then he felt Jake’s lips against his cheek, and Tobias’s eyes snapped open.

      Kisses. He hadn’t thought there would be any more kisses. He hadn’t thought Jake would think him worth that gentle caress of mouth against skin, knowing now what he had done. Tobias didn’t even think about the possibility of Jake’s mouth against his again—disgusting, to think that Jake had been so gentle where Tobias had whored himself to so many others—but just the soft pressure of lips made Tobias relax, made him ready for whatever came next.

      Jake whispered in his ear, “I knew.”

      Tobias’s whole body recoiled from Jake’s. Finally he stared at him full in the face, astonishment making him bold (shockingly disrespectful, the Director would have made him pay). But it couldn’t be true. It simply couldn’t, though he didn’t think Jake ever lied to him before.

      Jake gazed back at him, his gray eyes sad, almost bleak. It was a terrible look for him, and absolutely Tobias’s fault. He would rather think about his own guilt and Jake’s sad eyes than what those words meant.

      “No,” he whispered at last. It was all he could get out.

      Jake gave one nod, never looking away. “I knew. It doesn’t change anything. It’s okay. I still love you just as much as always. Nothing’s gonna change that.”

      Tobias let out a low keening moan, pressing the heels of his hands to his forehead. “Y-you don’t u-understand.”

      “I do,” Jake said levelly. “I heard you, Toby, I swear.”

      Tobias could only swing his head from side to side in denial. No, no, no.

      “I get that those—evil motherfuckers made you sell yourself to survive.” Jake’s voice cracked. “And I hate them for it. Never you. Fuck, Toby, I’d have done the same in your place.”

      “No!” Tobias’s head jerked up, forgetting himself as he looked at Jake in horror. “You can’t—don’t say⁠—”

      “I would have,” Jake said flatly. “In a fucking heartbeat. And I wouldn’t have lasted as long as you⁠—”

      “Stop it.” Tobias put his hands to either side of his head. “Stop, stop, please.” He struggled to breathe normally while Jake remained, thankfully, quiet. Jake doesn’t belong in Freak Camp. He would never, never be there, never know. He couldn’t.

      After a few minutes, Jake said, “Toby,” and Tobias forced his hands away from his ears and turned to look at him. “I heard you,” he repeated.

      That repetition, that steadiness, finally hit Tobias. Maybe it was true. Maybe he could believe that Jake had known for so long and hadn’t walked away. No matter how little Tobias thought he deserved, Jake was still there. And he knew.

      Something broke inside Tobias, something big and awful, and he didn’t know what was on the other side. His shoulders shook, raw sobs tearing through him. Ever so gently, Jake put his arm around Toby’s shoulders. Toby sagged against him, and Jake tightened his grip, holding him close as he always did after each nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias didn’t sleep, not even after Jake had settled again beside him, his breathing easing into the steady rhythm of deep sleep. Tobias lay there, keeping his breathing even and slow so as to not wake Jake, and tried to make sense of what the fuck had just happened.

      He couldn’t think about it, couldn’t wrap his head around it. Jake had learned Tobias’s biggest, dirtiest secret, and instead of calling him what he was (whore, slut, monster), he had said he loved him, that he was perfect. That he’d already known.

      To hear that, after knowing that Jake understood what he had done in the camp, Tobias would have walked through fire without hesitation. It was hard to parse how he should feel now when he had expected so little.

      He laughed at that, perilously close to tears again.

      Jake shifted in his sleep, pulling him closer. Tobias relaxed, burrowing into his warmth and breathing in the heat and familiarity of him.

      He didn’t know where they were going from here. He still felt shaken and halfway to panic thinking of the revelation. But beneath that was the knowledge that two of his worst fears (the hunter pinning him to that chair, and himself confessing the worst to Jake) had come to pass, yet he was still here, sharing Jake’s bed. He wasn’t in any pain other than the echoes of his own fear.

      Tobias had never expected to come through either of those experiences intact. Now that he had survived them, he didn’t know where he was going or what waited ahead, but something had changed.

      Strange and remarkable as it seemed, the future glimmered with real hope now. Hope that stretched further than the here and now.

    

  

