
        
            
                
            
        

    
summer rain

Orgasmic Texas Dawn Series

Book Five

A. J. LLEWELLYN AND d.j. mANLY


Copyright ©AJ Llewellyn and DJ Manly: Summer Rain, Orgasmic Texas Dawn Series: Book 5:

Previously published in 2012 (Silver Publishing), 2014 (Amber Quill Press), 2017 (MLR Press).

4th Edition – re-edited and released 2023 by The Pele Press.

All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the original purchaser of this book ONLY. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

Image/art disclaimer: Licensed material is being used for illustrative purposes only. Any person depicted in the licensed material is a model.

ASIN:

Editor: Meg Amor

Cover Artist: Lex Valentine

Publisher: The Pele Press

Published in the United States of America

This book is a work of fiction. While reference might be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Warning

This book contains adult language and may be considered offensive to some readers. The author’s books are defined by the laws of the country in which you made your purchase.


…“So where we going for breakfast?” I asked.

Sean turned off onto a side road and cut the motor. He looked at me. “Are you really hungry?”

I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t get the chance. Sean yanked me forward by the T-shirt and pressed his mouth hotly against mine. My mouth opened and I moved my tongue around his in some kind of sultry, slow dance, while my cock began to do a dance of its own. Sean grabbed my face on both sides and kept our mouths together, hungrily devouring my lips until I couldn’t see straight. Then abruptly he released me and slouched back in his seat with a big sigh.

I waited, blinking, not sure what he wanted me to do at this point. But then he looked at me and said, “You shit!”

“Okay, one minute you’re kissing me and the next…what’s this now?”

“You deliberately put me on hold, tortured me. Is that your game?”

“I don’t have a game.” I sat back in my seat. “Not that I’m aware of,” I muttered.

“Why do I always fall for guys I can’t have.”

“Like Kieran?”

“Will you stop saying that!”

I looked at him. “First of all, I didn’t know you were fallin’ and secondly, why can’t you have me? I’m here.”

Sean started the engine and backed up. “Great. It’s settled then.”

“Ah, like what’s settled?” I grabbed the dashboard. “Can you slow down?”

“No. Can’t. I can’t wait anymore. I’ll pay.”

“For breakfast?”

“No, stupid,” he said, “for the room…”
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Dedication

Dedicated with love to the first responding police officers, firefighters, and emergency medical teams who rushed to Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newton, Connecticut in the wake of the second worst shooting on a school campus in U.S. history.

We know they were still trying to cope with what they saw there, even as they worked to investigate the awful crime that transpired and help their community cope with its aftermath.

The first responders were still traumatized, struggling with the fact that they weren’t able to save anyone, as they have been trained to do.


CHAPTER 1

“Okay, if you want to get the Vampyre Hearse today, all you have to do is tell me the names of the four little African-American girls the U.S. Marshals escorted to school in 1960 on the first day of integration.” My lover, Kieran Fox, sat on the edge of our bed, a new Toys“R”Us gift card in his hand as our little boy, Juan, stared longingly at it.

“Daddy.” Juan sounded exasperated. “Ask me something easier.”

“That is an easy question. I know the answer.” Kieran gave me a sly wink. “Don’t you, Jubilee?”

“No, I don’t. And don’t show off. Ask him something he can answer.” Actually I did know the names of the girls, since it was not only a proud moment in American history but one of the finest in the U.S. Marshals’ accomplishments. Juan was so sensitive and struggling so hard to learn English I didn’t want him to feel bad.

“Okay, okay.” Kieran rolled his eyes. “All right, Juan, who’s the best U.S. Marshal ever?”

“Wyatt Earp,” Juan said confidently, his longing gaze fixated on that gift card.

“Wyatt Earp?” Kieran looked scandalized. Juan grabbed the card and ran. “Hey, kid, he was only a Marshal for six months!” Kieran shouted after him, then glanced over at me.

I shrugged. “Don’t look at me. You’re the one who spent all weekend showing him those movies. He thinks Wyatt’s your hero.”

“Well…” Kieran took his rolled-up socks, slipped them onto his feet, and slid into his boots. Hot damn, he was a fine-looking man. He looked so sexy in his jeans that caressed him in all the right places.

“The only thing about Wyatt Earp that I envy is that he got to shoot up a mess of people and all they did was take his badge away.”

“Don’t get any ideas,” I joked.

“A fella can dream, lover. You going to the bank?”

Little pitchers have big ears as my mom used to say. Juan returned to the doorway, his new wallet in hand. I knew exactly what was in it. His school ID card, a piece of paper with all his emergency phone numbers, the five dollar note I’d given him for helping me with chores, and now the gift card. He was so proud of having things to put in that wallet.

“Are we going to the bank, Daddy? Can we go to the toy store, too?”

I couldn’t hold Juan’s gaze as I gathered my things. We’d so looked forward to the first official day of his school break. Instead, I had to go to the bank and re-sign the direct deposit forms for our mortgage on the three-bedroom house we had just bought in the suburb of Colleyville, Dallas. And Kieran was on his way to Washington to escort a convicted serial rapist.

We had been renting an apartment for the last seven months, looking for a town house, possibly a condo, but this sprawling ranch house was so amazing and even had stables and a horse. The horse’s name was Fairy. He was a boy…so this seemed like fate.

Kieran was getting ready to fly to D.C. with Sean Mercado, a rookie Dallas Marshal whom he was helping to train. Both Kieran and I work for the oldest branch of law enforcement in the nation. Kieran and Sean were going to extradite a violent rapist who’d been tracked down in our nation’s capital, right back here to Dallas. I watched my lover strapping on his firearms, checking that he had everything.

He was in a bad mood and I didn’t blame him. He’d tried so hard to hide it from Juan who seemed oblivious—thank God.

“No, baby,” I told the little boy who to me was our son in every possible way. I pulled him closer to us. “I’m going to take you to Aunty Pauline’s and I promise you I’ll pick you up very soon and we’ll go to the toy store and we’ll get ice cream, too.”

“Oh, boy!”

On Saturday, we’d received a letter from Child Protective Services telling us that we were unlikely to be able to legally adopt six-year-old Juan because we’re gay men. We’d put off dealing with it to enjoy our weekend with our son. Now, reality was biting us in the ass.

We were stunned by the letter and the malicious intent behind it. Never mind that Kieran saved the child who’d been sold into sexual slavery by his own parents who sent him from Mexico with a sex trafficker we’d finally nailed.

As long as Kieran lived I knew he would never forget the way Juan was presented to him when Kieran was posing as a brothel owner.

“It’s six, male, Mexican. Fifty grand.”

It’s. Juan had been viewed as a disposable object of sexual gratification. This didn’t seem to matter to CPS. And never mind the fact that we had survived numerous impromptu visits from CPS and had passed each and every test. Our case worker loved us. But according to CPS we were good enough to indefinitely foster Juan, but not good enough to claim him as our own.

Kieran was furious. He wanted to leave Texas for good, but leaving for good meant losing Juan for sure.

I smiled at Juan now. I’d take him over to my sister’s to spend a couple of hours with her. I wanted to talk to Mr. Lindstrom, the bank manager, about a reference. I had a nine-thirty appointment to sign the papers and I could broach the subject then. Dang. We had references up the wazoo and it didn’t seem to help. Now we had to pony-up money for psychological tests and mediation—with CPS. Mediation? I’d always thought couples getting divorced needed mediation, not couples trying to adopt.

“We need to call Luke,” Kieran said, referring to our attorney. “Look, I’ll be back tonight. The war isn’t over, sweetie. We’ll take care of it tomorrow. Just have fun with Juan after you go to the bank. What would make me happy is knowing you’re adding to the Vampyre Castle.” He raised his hands. “I vant to suck your blood!” He started making spooky sounds.

Juan shrieked ecstatically.

“Okay,” I said. I knew there was enough money on the card to buy Juan the hearse and a couple of swamp creatures, too. We’d invested a small fortune in all the accoutrements that made up this latest craze for kids.

For Juan, the kid who’d never had a single toy of his own in his life, it was like Disneyland.

Kieran kissed me. We all left the house, Juan clinging to Kieran’s leg. “Don’t go, Daddy! Don’t go!” He wept hot tears.

I knew how he felt.

Kieran picked him up and held him in one arm, putting his other arm around me. “I love you both.” He kissed my cheek and whispered, “Sorry I’m grumpy, babe. I’ll make it up to you.”

“Yeah, you will.” I gave him a swift kiss and we exchanged looks that held a lot of heat. I took possession of Juan.

“Marshals don’t cry,” Kieran told our son, who just cried harder.

“I know…do you want to wear my hat?” I asked Juan. I’ve become quite the master of distraction lately. I took him back inside and fetched my hat as Kieran drove off. I did what I had to do to get Juan excited again.

“Which toys do you want to take?” I asked him.

“Mmm…” He put a finger to his lips and thought about it. “I want the werewolf and the mummy.”

Back in the living room, his Lego Vampyre Castle and all its accessories had taken over the joint. He and Kieran had built a fort of bed sheets and sofa cushions over the weekend and I’d relented and let them keep it a few more days.

We picked up his chosen toys and closed and locked the front door. Walking over to my SUV, I buckled him into his booster seat in the back. He pretended to hate the thing but I knew he secretly liked it. It comforted him and made him feel special. He’d told me and Kieran he’d never had a child safety seat in Mexico. He’d had a lot of beatings, though. There were many faint and several still-healing scars all over his body and he had night terrors…terrors that were slowly subsiding.

No…Kieran was right. The war for Juan wasn’t over. I kissed my tiny man’s little face and he reached into the mesh bag attached to the back of the seat in front of him. He fossicked around for his can of bubblegum designed to look like Band-Aids. I could smell the one he began to chew. Lime.

I put my marshal hat on top of his head and we were on our way.

“Daddy, did you know there are nine hundred and forty-nine pointy pieces on the Lego Vampyre Castle?” he asked, stuffing another piece of gum into his mouth.

I roared with laughter. The kid sure came out with the most random, fascinating things.

“No, I didn’t know that.”

He kicked his little feet, pleased that he’d told me something new. I watched him anxiously in the rearview mirror but he seemed okay now. Wolfman was giving the mummy a serious beat down. I hoped this wasn’t the sign of a damaged mind.

Relax.

It was a pleasure to drive through our suburb, which had a delightful, small-town feel. With acres of farms and orchards all around us, it felt so good here. Though it was spring, it was already warm. There was a hum on the air. I liked living in a place with low crime and where families made up forty-six percent of the population. Juan was going to the same school as my sister’s twin boys, Andre and Philip. It was wonderful how my nephews had taken so quickly to Juan. They were so protective of him. Everyone was on Spring break now.

“Daddy, can I keep your hat on when I go inside?” he asked me as we rolled up to my sister’s bright and sunny three-bedroom town house. It had been part of the deal when she moved here to start work with the Marshals. When I looked back on our lives just seven months ago in dreary, rural Lone Trail, I felt relieved it was a thing of the past.

“Sure you can, sweetie.”

Pauline and the boys opened the door and greeted us.

Juan started to tear off with his cousins.

“Hey, mister,” Pauline called out. “Can I get a hug?”

My little boy ran right back, his eyes shining with happiness.

“Are we going for ice cream when you get back, Daddy?”

“Of course.”

“Yay!” the boys shouted and took off running for the living room.

“I’m sorry about the letter, babe,” Pauline said, looking over her shoulder to make sure the kids weren’t listening. “You’ll only be a couple of hours, right?”

“At the most.”

“Cool. I have to be at work by noon. Are you sure you can handle all three boys until tonight?”

“Of course,” I said, loving the sound of all three kids’ laughter.

She gave me a hug. “You’re a lifesaver. I can’t believe the babysitter got strep throat. At least she warned me this time.”

I gave her a cheery wave and took off. Chrissy had turned out to be a very unreliable babysitter for all of us. We’d have to hunt again. It wasn’t easy. Finding a good babysitter seemed impossible. They all started out okay and within a week or two there seemed to be some unwritten rule that they began acting wacky.

Outside the building, I roared the engine to life and headed on over to First Bank on Colleyville Boulevard. I parked out front and walked inside. There were about twelve people waiting in line. I glanced toward Mr. Lindstrom’s office. All the offices had glass walls so it was easy to see it was empty.

A man approached me. His nametag said Richard. “Good morning, sir. May I help you?”

“Ah…yes. Thank you. I have a nine-thirty appointment with Mr. Lindstrom. I have to sign some direct deposit forms for my mortgage account. When I was in last Friday your computers were down.”

“Oh…yeah…that was a mess. Look, um, Mr. Lindstrom is running late but let me see if I can find the paperwork for you. Shouldn’t take too long.”

“Thanks.”

He escorted me into one of the glass-walled offices, held out a chair, and switched on the computer. Then fussed around with papers and keys, and some electronic gizmo before gathering them all up again saying, “I’ll be back.”

I swiveled in my seat and watched him go back out to the main floor. It was a fairly new building and gave the appearance of being slightly tropical with its pale green paint, dark wood trim, and palm trees all over the place.

In the queue of people I was startled to see Chrissy, the babysitter. She was chatting animatedly with a man who stood behind her. I could see she was trying her best to be friendly and…God help her, flirtatious. He wasn’t having any of it. She happened to glance in my direction and I saw her mouth drop open. I gave her a little finger wave. She turned on her heel and left the bank. The man she’d been talking to moved forward. I saw the bump under his sweater top.

Gun.

I’ve been around enough assholes in my life to know bad news when I saw it. He kept glancing around furtively, looking nervous. Shit. He could have been a cop but I didn’t think so. I looked over at Richard, who still hadn’t returned. He was standing at his desk talking on his phone. I was certain we had trouble brewing. I tried to tell myself I’ve been a marshal too long and had so much shit happen in that time…but no. I could feel it in my bones.

Richard was still talking. I tried signaling him but he didn’t even glance in my direction.

I looked outside the main double glass doors and saw the security guard animatedly talking to a girl. They both held coffee cups.

Mr. Nervous in the bank line looked fidgety. A black SUV pulled up and idled out front.

Shit. And double shit.

I had to move. If I stayed here I’d be a sitting duck. I got to the floor as soon as I saw the backdoor of the SUV open and a man in a black balaclava getting out, an AK-47 in his grip. I hit the floor and tried to call 911.

Aw, shit! My cell phone was locked. Sometimes it seized up and if I tried too many times to unlock it, the damned thing assumed I was a cell phone thief and it would ask for a security code.

Shit! I rolled on my belly along the floor. I looked under the desk for any sign of a panic button. None. That was weird. I thought all banks had them.

I heard the screaming now and the voices telling everyone to get down on the floor.

Think, Jube.

I reached up to the desk and yanked down the phone. I couldn’t quite huddle underneath it, but I called 911.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“Put your wallets, purses, and cell phones in a pile in the middle of the floor!” a man’s voice intoned.

“This is U.S. Marshal Jubilee Mason. I’m at First Bank on Colleyville Boulevard.”

“Why’s that phone lit up? Who’s on the damned phone?” another male voice yelled.

“Three or more men have invaded the bank. Approximately twelve hostages,” I said. “They’re armed and dangerous. There’s an AK-47—”

“Sir, are you sure? None of the panic buttons have been activated.”

“Yes. I think it’s an inside job,” I said. “Why are you asking questions? These guys mean business.”

I heard the door to the office open.

“Sir…sir…are you there?”

I heard the footsteps and braced myself, ending the call. I could die right here. Kieran and Juan’s faces flashed before my eyes. I’d done everything I could.

I had a gun in my ankle holster but couldn’t reach it. It was Richard. He looked down at me.

“Who are you calling?”

“My…sister. She’s babysitting for me.” I showed him my cell phone. “It’s locked…I couldn’t get it to work.”

He gave me a weird look.

“Did you tell her?”

“No. I got her voice mail.”

“Sure you didn’t call 911?”

“Yeah. I mean, no, I didn’t.”

He took the receiver from me and heard the dial tone.

“What’s your sister’s number?”

I told him. I couldn’t believe when he pressed the buttons. I prayed she wouldn’t pick up the line. She didn’t. I could just see her cursing the damned phone when she had our three caballeros to deal with.

“Huh.” He hung up the phone. “Voice mail.”

I nodded. I took a chance. “She’s babysitting for me…my son was upset. I…I…heard the noise out there. I wanted to hear my little boy’s voice.” My own cracked and tears sparked my eyes.

I already knew that Richard hadn’t even looked for, let alone glanced at, my paperwork. He had no idea I was a U.S. Marshal. Let him think I was a sap who called his kid instead of 911.

“Give me your wallet and cell phone and come out and join the party.”

I swear my blood froze. If he caught a glimpse of the bigger wallet in my pocket he’d see my Federal ID and Marshal badge. He’d shoot me for sure. I gave him the money wallet and my cell phone.

“Get up, cowboy.” He waved a small handgun at me. He might have had it on him the whole time but I didn’t think so. I took a note of it being a Sig Sauer. Not as big as the one in my ankle holster, which, thank God, he hadn’t noticed.

He ushered me into the main room. Everyone was lying on the floor in a sort of haphazard circle. I saw a woman and two children huddled close to her.

Oh, boy. And to think I might have brought Juan here! The idea sent a rapid chill through me. I tried to walk slowly so I could take in the entire scene. A couple of frightened people glanced up as I approached.

The armed men were all in black, their jumpsuits the kind that hid a multitude of things such as bulletproof vests, extra ammunition, hand grenades…I didn’t know what to expect but had to be prepared for anything.

“Pick up the pace. Hands up, buster,” Richard said to me, poking my back with the gun. As soon as I could, I’d shoot this mofo. He thought he was goddamn Rambo.

Richard dropped my wallet and cell phone into the pile with everyone else’s. I couldn’t believe this was happening.

“Eyes down! Eyes down!” another man, the apparent ringleader, shouted. “Kiss the fucking floor, motherfuckers!”

Richard nudged me again, and I got down on the floor. Four men.

It worried me that Richard wasn’t wearing a mask. This didn’t bode well for the crew’s intentions of releasing us all.

I was worried that they’d see my ankle holster but the crying children beside one of the women distracted the ringleader.

“Shut up!” he screamed. He was already coming unglued and this operation hadn’t even started yet.

I heard a car screaming to a halt out front. Two of the men ran for the door. Through the glass doors I saw the weeping bank manager in his pajamas, handcuffed and his mouth duct-taped. Two men in masks shoved him into the doorway as soon as it opened.

This worried me because I was pretty sure the vehicle had a getaway driver and the SUV the initial crew had rolled up in, probably had one, too.

I glanced back over at the ringleader and realized he had the same body type as the man I’d seen waiting in line talking to Chrissy. He’d walked in to make sure everything was okay. He’d kept an eye on Richard, but he’d been nervous even then. He was a desperate man. That didn’t mean he was bright. But desperate men were dangerous men.

However, if I survived this and he got away with the cash, I could identify him.

Mr. Lindstrom took one look at us all as they shoved him in the door. I saw the horror in his eyes. Now I knew why he’d been late. He’d been held hostage, too. I knew he had a wife and kids and hoped they were okay.

For one brief second our gazes locked.

“Now, we can do this the easy way or the hard way,” the ringleader said. “Open the vault and get the money and we’ll be on our way.”

Mr. Lindstrom said something, but was hard to understand since he had the tape over his mouth.

“That didn’t sound like a yes,” the ringleader screamed. He whacked the bank manager in the head with his gun. I stared in disbelief as Lindstrom went down. Blood poured from the wound.

“Are you crazy?” Richard screamed. “He’s the only one who knows the codes!”

“You said you had a backup plan,” the ringleader said.

“No…I told you we needed him.”

Shit. The ringleader knelt and tried to waken Lindstrom. The kids were snuffling now, their mother the only one allowed to move as she put an arm over them trying to calm and quiet them. I looked around. Richard was in panic mode.

“I’ll get the first aid kit,” he said and sprinted from the room.

Lindstrom started to come to, which I wasn’t sure was a good or bad thing.

I was looking at all the exits, trying to figure out my game plan when I caught the gaze of a tall, well built, dark-haired man. He was dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved navy blue T-shirt.

Cop. He was a cop. I could just feel it although I couldn’t say why. There was just an air about him I recognized. His hand reached up toward his cell phone in the pile. Shit. I shook my head and he stopped. I saw the tattoo on his inner forearm. It looked like some sort of military tattoo.

Richard returned. He and one of the other men got Lindstrom to his knees.

“I’m fine, I’m fine.” Lindstrom moaned when they ripped the tape from his face.

No, he wasn’t fine. One of his teeth fell out with a glob of blood.

“God, he lost a tooth!” Richard was a queasy sort for a bank robber.

He held gauze from the first aid kit to Lindstrom’s face. Lindstrom coughed up more blood. Man, he’d hit that floor hard.

“Get him to the vault,” the ringleader screamed.

I used the moment while all four masked men, and Richard were distracted to reach down to my holster and liberate my gun. I shoved it under my shirt.

The ringleader sensed something happening but turned to find all of us lying there, still. The dark-haired man caught my gaze again and winked. He pointed to the door with his chin.

And I knew.

“Hot damn,” the ringleader screamed. “Cops are here!”

Shit.

Richard would know I’d called 911, except that he was busy screaming at Lindstrom now. Something about “override.” I had a feeling whatever had been the computer problems on Friday, the vault now wouldn’t open.

“The codes won’t override. I can’t do it,” Lindstrom whined.

Outside, I heard the stunning sound of gunshots being exchanged. The robbery crew obviously had armed accomplices out there.

Silence.

When I glanced over and saw two masked men at the door, I freaked. How many of them were there?

The dark-haired man had reached his cell phone now and palmed it. I had no idea what he thought he could do with it…text the bad guys?

The two masked men out front suddenly ran. I heard police sirens. Lots of them.

The guy I suspected might be a cop was staring at me. He was trying to communicate something to me, but what?

His cell phone was on now and I was worried the bad guys would catch him.

I saw him slide the phone under his palm and with the other hand he made a sign with his fingers. A few people around us were looking now. Holy cat! He was trying to tell me he was armed, too!

Okay. I had backup. He seemed to be looking at me for instructions. Yeah, well, that made sense since I had my gun hidden in my ankle holster.

Two of our captors returned from the back room.

“He got the codes to work. We’ll grab the money and—”

“Attention: This is Lieutenant Frank Jervis from the Colleyville Police Department. We have the building surrounded. There is no chance of escape.”

A phone in the bank rang.

Nobody moved.

“Answer the phone and identify yourselves,” the lieutenant instructed from outside.

The gunmen stared out at him.

“Whadda we do, boss?” one of them asked the ringleader, who kept peering out of the glass doors.

“Start baggin’ up the money. We’ll show these assholes we mean business. We’ll start shooting the hostages one by one. Startin’ with these damned noisy kids!”

The phone kept ringing as he pointed his rifle, but I was quicker than he was, plus he wasn’t expecting me to be armed. I grabbed my gun and fired off a shot that hit him in the head. He flew back and hit the ground. His gun went off. Everyone screamed.

And then all hell broke loose. I fired at another bad guy as the dark-haired guy got his own gun from under his shirt. He shot Richard, who’d grabbed one of the children. Richard was armed but the weapon flew out of his hand.

Two of the captors started shooting back but I got one in his shoulder and my accomplice shot at his knee. He crumpled to the ground.

I gave the dark-haired man a thumbs up. He nodded.

The stomping of feet distracted me. I fired off one more shot at a gunman, who fired at me. We both missed. The possible cop tackled one of the gunmen then a couple of the hostages opened up the doors and fled.

I exchanged another volley with the robber I’d missed and got him in the shoulder.

Several cops ran in, weapons drawn. Richard moaned as they dragged him to his feet.

“He shot me,” he whined, pointing at the dark-haired stranger.

“You’re lucky I didn’t kill you,” he replied.

The man didn’t talk like a Texan. He had a different kind of accent. In fact, he sounded like…Kieran. Canadian? I looked for Mr. Lindstrom and found him on the floor inside the vault. My dark-haired friend was right behind me. The moneybags were in various stages of being packed and ready to ship out but stepped over them and knelt to feel for Lindstrom’s pulse.

Dead. Damn.

When I turned, the guy looked at me. “My name is Nicholas Fournier—”

“You’re Canadian.”

“My accent, eh?”

“Yeah, and your name.”

“Well, I just wanted to say you’re impressive, and when there’s a nuclear war, I’m going with you!”

I smiled and shook his hand. “And I’d want you right there with me, buddy.” I saw blood on my hand and wondered where it had come from.

“I’m Jubilee Mason,” I said. “Are you a cop, or military?”

“I was in the military, special ops, a few years back and then well…I joined the OPP…ah…” he said when I looked miffed, “Ontario Provincial Police. Detective, vice squad.”

I nodded. “Oh.”

There was so much going on around us, yet I was fascinated to meet another Canadian in Dallas, not to mention a very good-looking one. What was it with these Canadian men? Were they all so damn handsome? This one looked like a Greek god, bronze skin, jet black hair…shit…and blue eyes. And my Kieran…well, he could stop traffic.

“What brings you here?” I asked, reminding myself that even though I was a married man, at least under Canadian law, I hadn’t gone blind. It was okay to look. Shit, Kieran did it, too, although he denied it.

Nicholas Fournier gave me a faint smile. “I’m on vacation actually, came here to meet up with someone I met online. Let me tell you, never do that stuff. It’s a big mistake.” He shook his head. “I’m kicking myself now.”

“Everyone gets taken once in a while.”

“Yeah, well,” he muttered, then sighed.

“Got lucky you being here at the bank.”

“I came in to check on my account. I was actually born in Texas.”

“Oh, so you’re a dual citizen like…” I paused. No need to explain my life history, although I felt at ease with this guy for some reason. Maybe because he reminded me of Kieran in some way.

He lifted an eyebrow.

“Ah, just this guy I know…” I smiled. “So what’s your story?”

“Yeah, my parents were both war correspondents. My mom is from Greece, my dad from Canada. In eighty-six, when Reagan was president, there were some navigation exercises around the Gulf of Sidra, an attack went down by Libyan missiles and the United States responded with missiles. My parents met during that time and fell in love. They were working on another story a few months later and I was born in Houston.”

“Romantic story.” I smiled.

He smiled back. “And you’re some kind of a cop as well, right?”

“I’m a U.S. Marshal.”

“I’ve always been interested in that branch of law enforcement.”

“Oh, we could use someone like…”

I felt a presence and saw Chrissy. What was she doing here in the vault? Her hand went up and, too late, I noticed she had a gun. She fired a shot, then another. We dropped down.

Somebody grabbed her and she screamed.

“Richard’s gun,” Nicholas muttered. “Man, she got awfully close to you.”

I was feeling really strange now. My heart was beating rapidly and my legs had started to shake.

“You okay?” he asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.

“No. I’m not.”

He was staring at me. I glanced down, and that’s when I saw the blood spreading. Fuck. That’s why I hurt so bad. I’d been shot.

I sank to the ground with Nicholas Fournier’s voice ringing in my ears.

“Just hang in there, Marshal. I’m gonna get you some help.”

I floated out of my body. Oh the pain…the pain was so tremendous I didn’t want to go back. I wanted the floaty, golden warmth I was feeling to remain. I didn’t want the pain anymore. I looked at my crumpled body. Shocked that I’d been shot.

All I could think was that Chrissy had been here but I hadn’t even realized. I knew it was her…oh God…she’d posed as one of the hostages. I thought she’d left the bank but she’d either gone to another part of it…or left and come back.

And then I saw Kieran’s face. No…I couldn’t be without Kieran. I couldn’t leave him behind.

Ice cream. Would Juan be worried that I hadn’t come home yet? How did I get back to the pain anyway?

I floated for a bit, then saw my sister running into the bank screaming. She had all three boys with her and they were crying.

Nicholas had the paramedics with him. It was the look on my son’s face that sent me back.

My son who loved me. I wished I could have shown that to CPS who didn’t think I was good enough to love him back.

I struggled to return as Nicholas Fournier spoke to me. I saw the cops holding back the boys, all three fighting to get to me. I didn’t want to leave them. Then I heard my father’s voice.

“Go get ’em, cowboy.”

And then the world went blank.


CHAPTER 2

“Why do we have to fly commercial to Washington?” Sean asked me just as the plane started to taxi the tarmac at the Dallas/Fort Worth Airport. I suspected he knew it was a stupid question and just wanted to encourage conversation. I was in a pensive mood and hadn’t said more than a few words to the poor guy since I’d picked him up at his house two hours ago. Sean already knew the procedure. The U.S. Marshals Department was not going to finance a JPATS plane to take us to D.C. to pick up Yan Bradley. The only reason we weren’t escorting him back commercial was because the guy had been labeled a dangerous offender.

I gave Sean a look.

He laughed. “I know that expression.”

The plane was already in lift-off. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I hated this kind of assignment. Furthermore, I hated everything about this job so far. All I’d done since I went through an accelerated form of U.S. Marshal training a year ago, was these kinds of shit assignments, escorting murderers, illegal persons, and guarding witnesses before testimonies. Court duty was the worst. I was an undercover cop, not a babysitter. And for some reason, now I was saddled with this rookie. Don’t get me wrong. He was smart, pretty good to look at, although as far as Jubilee should ever be concerned, I wasn’t looking…and he had the makings of a damn good law enforcement officer.

I knew this big, muscular guy had completed the full training course in Georgia. Passed with honors. He was enthusiastic and keen, reminded you of an eager young pup…and right now, that was irritating the hell outta me.

My head and my heart were having a shootout at the O.K. Corral, and I wasn’t sure anymore who’d be left standing. If Juan hadn’t been put in my arms by that scumbag cult leader who thought he was selling him to me, Jubilee and I’d be working for the Vancouver police right now back home in Canada. I’d be involved in some undercover assignment, doing what I was born to do.

But love was getting in my way big time. I loved that big lug, Jubilee Mason. Couldn’t do anything about that. Couldn’t or wouldn’t give him up. And he was willing to work in Canada, no questions asked, but Juan was here. I thought he’d be ours by now, but the politics in this country were kicking my ass, big time. My patience was wearing thin. Jubilee, I knew, was worried. When I got that letter, seriously, I thought of taking Jubilee and Juan and running. Two U.S. Marshals, fugitives from the law. Shit. They’d be escorting us back to the U.S. on the Justice Prisoner and Alien Transportation System.

“Did you know,” Sean said, reading his manual again, “Roughly three hundred thousand prisoners are transported by JPATS every year?”

I looked at him. The kid was a mind reader now? “Is that so?” I murmured, adjusting my sunglasses.

“Yeah. That must cost something.”

His knee brushed mine, and I moved my leg.

He murmured that he was sorry. I suspected it wasn’t an accident. I had a feeling that Sean Mercado was gay, and terrified to tell anyone. I also suspected he was attracted to me. Perhaps it was just a crush, or admiration, or…something. I hoped to hell he’d get over it.

I hadn’t told Sean anything about my private life. After all, we hardly knew one another. Although I figured he knew about me and Jubilee. Jubilee had decided to come out to his superiors just before he came to Vancouver and proposed to me. I heard the whispers, although no one had dared so far to come out directly and make any snide remarks to either one of us.

I knew they talked about us. I didn’t give a shit. I’d been out for years, and no one was going to push me back in. Jubilee was out now, too, and he tried not to give a shit either, but for Jube it was tougher.

I was discouraged. When I told Jubilee that we’d make our life in Dallas, I had this picture of how it would be. I’d be involved in exciting undercover work. We’d have Juan as our son, see Pauline and the boys, and wake up beside each other every morning. The reality was, my job sucked, and it looked like we weren’t going to get Juan ever. We didn’t get to see Pauline or the boys very often due to our schedules, except for babysitting exchanges, and sometimes Jubilee and I didn’t wake up next to each other for days due to our shifts. The last time Jubilee and I’d had sex was over a week ago.

I was frustrated and feeling sorry for myself.

Sean suddenly shoved the manual at me. “Read that.” He pointed.

“I’ve read that book,” I told him. “It’s got a weak plot.”

“Kieran, come on.” He nudged me, laughing. “It says here we can’t let the guy go to the washroom. Restroom breaks are traditionally allowed only during brief four-to-six-city daily stops. That’s not very humane.”

I laughed. Sean was pretty cute. He was always going on about humane this and that. That’s what distinguished him as a rookie. After a few years, he’d tell the guy to piss his pants.

“You’re laughing at me again,” he said.

“You’re funny. Listen, Sean.” I took off the glasses. “We’ll land in D.C.. We get off and we’ll meet the plane. It will be there. The prisoner will be on the plane already, waiting. There are no stops. We return directly from Washington. That’s it. If he can’t hold it for two hours, well…he’s got a prostate problem. The seatbelt light remains on the entire time. That’s the way it is.”

“What if someone does have a problem?”

“It doesn’t say that on his file.”

“No, says he’s a disgusting pig.”

“Right.” I closed my eyes again.

“You think he really raped sixteen men?”

“One of them was only fourteen,” I pointed out.

“He’s denying he murdered that boy. They don’t have enough evidence to convict him on that one.”

“That’s for the courts to decide.”

“He was a victim of abuse.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t make it right.”

“No, but it explains a lot. He grew up in an institution where he was sexually molested. Do you think he was getting revenge or something?”

I looked at him. “I’m not a psychologist. I don’t know what motivated him, Sean. I don’t care. Our job is to get him to Dallas, where he can face justice.”

“Why do you think it took so long to find him?”

“Crimes took place over the last ten years and were reported by gay men. That’s why it took so long.”

“You sound bitter.”

I hadn’t meant to. It just kind of came out of me every once in a while.

“Are you saying no one cared because the victims were gay?”

I looked at him again. “The last victim was fourteen. He was the only one not connected with the gay community. It took that to get the police off their asses.”

Sean sat back in his seat. After a few minutes, he said, “You’re right. I don’t think law enforcement people will ever come around. It’s a macho culture, you know?”

I turned my head to look at him. Yes, I knew.

“The only gay men who can make it in that world are the ones who hide it well, can pass…you know like…” He stopped.

“Like me?” I suggested.

He nodded silently.

“So, you know.”

“Everyone does. They talk in the locker room. They’re conflicted.” He laughed. “They know you were issued a personal invitation to join the marshals. They know you’re a crack shot, and were on a few landmark cases. You have medals and shit, and your dad is Nigel Fox. They admire you but they…well…you’re still…not…straight. It doesn’t register.”

“I’ll never be one of them, but I don’t want to be,” I said.

“Some of them say it isn’t true. They said it’s just a rumor.”

“That’s interesting. Maybe they’re right.”

“As for Jubilee, they think he’ll come around eventually.”

“Come around to what exactly? He’s hardly a teenager. What, they think it’s a phase? Maybe this bad Canadian fag corrupted him. We all know gay men give better blow jobs.”

Sean smiled. “Tell me about it?”

“Ha, ha,” I muttered. “Never mind. Pick up a book.”

“It’s all pretty stupid,” Sean commented. “It’s just that Jubilee Mason is larger than life. I became a marshal because of him.”

“Good, he can train you.”

“Not nice, Kieran.”

I laughed.

“He’s been team leader on cases that are like wet dreams to marshals. It’s hard to reconcile him being gay with his image.”

“It’s a mirage.”

“Be serious.”

“The thing is, we can pass, so…” I said tightly. “They can pretend. Maybe one day I’ll walk in dressed in a ballerina costume.”

“That I’d like to see.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“Best thing would have been to stay in the closet…I guess.”

I sat up then and looked at him. “Is that what you really think?”

“I…” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to be…you…for it to be…out that…”

“For people to know you’re gay?”

“I never said I was gay,” he snapped.

“Sean, Christ, come on. You’ve been checking me out since day one. My gaydar went off like a fire alarm when we first met.”

“You have a…big ego,” he muttered, then added, “sir.”

He was looking at me as if I might shoot him. He obviously regretted speaking to me like that. I started to laugh.

“What?” he insisted, looking uneasy.

“You kill me, Mercado.”

“I’m…well…you won’t tell anyone, right? I might just be experimenting and shit.”

I sighed. “No. It’s entirely your business. But think about this.” I met his gaze. “Men in Saudi Arabia get their heads chopped off for holding hands in the street.”

He fell silent for a second. “Forgive me, sir,” he said stiffly, “I’m not responsible for what happens to every gay man on the planet.”

“Aren’t you?”

“You’re Canadian,” he grumbled.

“What does that mean?”

“It means, you think funny.”

“I think funny?”

“You know. Let’s drop it, sir. Let’s not talk about it anymore.”

“Fine, so you stop checking me out then.”

He nodded. “Okay. I’ll try.”

“And move your knee.” I pushed it away with mine.

A few seconds later, I heard him snigger. I closed my eyes and smiled.

When we got off the plane in D.C., an unmarked van was sitting next to a Boeing 727. Three heavily armed guards were standing around the plane. The engine was running. As soon as they spotted Sean and me with our U.S. Marshals jackets on, one of them walked over.

“Fox?” He was a stocky man with a crew cut, badge swinging around his neck. He held out his hand.

I shook it, and showed him his ID.

“I’m Jack Newman.” He looked at Sean.

“My partner on the job, Sean Mercado,” I added. The two men shook hands.

“There are two men on board with him now, waiting. He’s been installed.” Jack Newman passed me his clipboard with some papers I needed to sign. I put my initials on the bottom of one form to verify pickup. “He’s a talkative one,” Newman added. “He doesn’t seem to shut up. No remorse. Sick bastard. Glad to get rid of him.”

Sean looked apprehensive.

I handed Newman back his clipboard. “Crew in place?”

“Pilot and co-pilot ready to go. Should be pretty routine.” Newman gave me a little salute. I headed to the stairs, motioning to Sean.

I was greeted by the pilot and co-pilot at the door. We exchanged handshakes and names, then proceeded to walk down to the end. A female marshal was standing guard over the prisoner. When she saw us, she nodded politely.

“He’s all yours, sir,” she said, quickly walked past, and exited the plane.

Yan Bradley was sitting in the middle seat with two empty seats on either side of him. He’d been handcuffed and shackled, with a belly chain supplementing the passenger-restraint system.

I pointed to the seat on the inside, and Sean slid by the prisoner and sat down. I took the seat on the outside. So far, Bradley hadn’t said a word. He just silently watched us. He was a man in his forties, with auburn hair and dark eyes, slender yet sinewy, not the kind of man you’d want to wrestle with. When I looked at him, he met my gaze and smiled.

The plane began to move forward, and Bradley said, “Must be my birthday.”

I didn’t bother to comment.

Bradley wiggled his shoulders, making contact with my arm. “Wish I could reach my cock. I’d have a real party. All they’ve been giving me is pussy. Guess they were waiting to give me the real deal. Um. I can smell the testosterone. Two beauties. We could have a real party.”

I turned my head and looked at him. “The only party you’re going to have, Bradley, is going to be in an isolated cell.”

He blew me a kiss. “I can still jerk off thinking of you.”

I laughed. “Knock yourself out. Jerk it until you bleed.”

He turned to Sean. “He ever fuck you, sweetheart?”

“Shut up,” Sean told him.

Bradley turned back to me. “He wants you bad. You playing hard to get, stud?”

I was losing patience. I couldn’t hit him. He was restrained. I’d have no excuse to do that. It was just blah, blah, blah, but I was in no mood. The plane was lifting into the air. Two hours, that’s all. I could do this.

“Hey, little boy,” he said to Sean, “Aren’t you sweet. You dream of your big, handsome partner here, hammering that sweet ass?”

“Look, fuck off,” Sean was half way out of his seat.

I reached over and grabbed his arm. “Sit down,” I told him. He was losing it. If I was ever in doubt that Sean was struggling with his sexuality, I wasn’t anymore. Bradley was not only a sadistic monster, he was a keen observer. “He’s just trying to get a rise out of you. Relax, and ignore him.”

“It’s not me, baby, who gives him a rise. It’s definitely you, Kieran Fox.”

I looked at him. I’d never told him my name. I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know me?”

“Saw your picture.” He licked his lips. “You’re a celebrity. They say you got great aim.” His gaze traveled the length of me. “You’re a great shot…you shoot…ah…well, Kieran.” He laughed at his joke. “You got the equipment.”

“You’re one sick fuck,” I told him. “Shut up. Go fuck yourself.”

He fell quiet. For a while, I thought he would stop talking and fall asleep. No such luck. Twenty minutes later, he was at it again.

“Rough sex, you like it, Kieran?”

“It’s Marshal Fox.” I met his gaze.

“Marshal Fox, sir. You like to give it, don’t you? How many times a day you fuck this sweet meat next to me here? Does he scream when you nail him?”

I cautioned Sean with my gaze when I saw the anger in his face. I checked the time. Another hour. I felt as if I needed a shower. Bradley was sweating. I swear he had a goddamned hard-on. Shit. Why me?

Sean was looking a little flushed. I looked over at him. “Why don’t you go splash some water on your face, walk a bit.”

“The seat belt lights are on,” he said.

I sighed. “Fuck them. It’s an order. Do it.”

“That’s the way.” Bradley laughed. “Um, a real Dom. We would have made a good team.”

Sean went to the bathroom, and I reared up and took Bradley by the chin. I tipped his head back and glared down at him. “Now, you listen to me. I’ll say this one time only. I don’t want to hear another word out of you, you understand?” I slid out my gun and held it to his head. His eyes widened. “I will shoot you. And I’ll say you were sick and I had to escort you to the bathroom and you grabbed my partner’s gun. I had to shoot you. What a loss to society. Are we clear, fuckhead?”

He nodded, and I withdrew my gun. I put it back in the holster and sat down. When Sean returned, Bradley was silent. In fact, he didn’t say a word the rest of the way. Guess he was talked out.

I was never so glad to land in my entire life. Sean and I took Yan Bradley by each arm and escorted him off the plane. A marshal’s van was waiting on the tarmac. Two marshals came to take him from us. I breathed a sigh of relief and Sean and I walked back toward the parking area to my vehicle. I noticed that Sean hadn’t said a word since we’d landed.

“Are you all right?” I asked him.

“What a creep,” he muttered.

I noticed he was shaken. “He was a sick man. Don’t take anything he said to heart.”

“What if he was right?” he asked me, meeting my gaze.

It didn’t register what he said. I shook my head as if I’d misheard, then my cell phone rang. It was Pauline. What in the devil was she calling me for?

Sean turned away. I fished for my keys and answered, “Hello?”

“Kieran! Thank God. You weren’t answering and…” She started to cry.

I gripped the phone. “Pauline. Calm down. What’s happening? What’s wrong? Are you all right? Put Jubilee on the phone.”

“I…I…can’t.”

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

Sean came over to me, giving me a curious look. He must have heard the panic in my voice.

“I…oh God, Kieran…it’s Jubilee.”

“What? What happened? Where is he? Pauline, Jesus!”

“He’s been…sh-shot!”

“Shot!” I ran to my car, motioning to Sean, who followed me. I put the key in the lock and got behind the wheel. “Where is he? What happened?”

Nothing. Just Pauline sobbing.

I slammed my fist onto the dashboard. “Where is he?”

“Baylor…he’s…oh God, Kieran…hurry.”

“The kids, where are the kids? Is Juan all right and—?”

“Yeah…it was the bank…hurry, Kieran…oh God.”

I couldn’t drive. I couldn’t even get the key to turn in the ignition. Sean took my key and I changed places with him. “Where am I going?”

“Baylor University Hospital. You know how to get there?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Hurry up.”

“What happened?” Sean asked, careening out of the parking lot.

“I…don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “She said Jubilee was shot. Jesus, he wasn’t even working. He was at the…bank.” I got on the phone and called Marshal Holiday, who was currently chief of staff. After three rings, he picked up. “Kieran?”

“What in hell happened to Jubilee? I’m on my way to the hospital now. Pauline called. She was crying. She said something about a bank. Was he shot? How bad is it? What in fuck happened?”

“Kieran, calm down now.”

“Calm down? I can’t calm down. What happened?”

“Where are you?”

“On my way to the hospital with Sean. Chief!”

“He’s in surgery. There was a bank robbery. Thankfully there was a cop on vacation in there, too, and he and Jubilee managed to subdue the—”

“In surgery? Where was he shot?”

“Kieran. Just get here.”

I threw the phone on the floor. Sean reached for me. He squeezed my arm. “I’m here. It’s going to be okay.”

I was half crazy when we got to the hospital. I raced up the steps while Sean went to park the car. Pauline was pacing outside the surgical bay. When she saw me, she threw herself into my arms. I couldn’t comfort her. I had to get to Jubilee.

“Where is he?” I shook her. “How bad is it?”

She shook her head. “They don’t know. They’re going to take out the bullet. He was shot in the stomach and…” She swallowed. “They weren’t sure if it hit any major organs. There was a lot of blood.”

“How long has he been in there?”

“Two hours at least. They won’t tell us anything. Nicholas has been wonderful. He’s been entertaining the kids outside in the park.”

“Who in the hell is Nicholas?” I didn’t want some stranger with my kid.

“He’s the cop.” She gulped. “He helped Jubilee in the bank.”

I sighed heavily, trying to hold back tears. I couldn’t lose it. Pauline was a mess, and I hugged her. Sean came up the stairs.

“Pauline,” I said, “this is Sean Mercado. He works with me.”

She nodded at him.

“Let’s go inside,” I said. “See if we can find out something.”

I tried to get news from the nurse on duty. All she would say is that Jubilee was still in surgery. I paced, thinking about what I would do if I lost him. No, I couldn’t even consider that. I needed to see Juan.

“Sean, stay with Pauline,” I said.

She got hysterical and grabbed my hand. “Don’t leave me.”

“I’ll be back. I need to see Juan and the boys,” I said.

Sean said some comforting words and I took my leave. I ran out the front door and scanned the parking lot. There was a park on the left in the distance. I dashed across the pavement and saw the three little figures sitting on the swings. A man sat on the bench a few feet away, shoulder length, black hair blowing around his head.

Juan spotted me first and came running at me. “Daddy!”

That set off Jubilee’s nephews, who screamed out, “Uncle Kieran!”

They almost knocked me off my feet but that was okay. I hugged them all to me and broke down, sobbing like a baby, which of course got them all crying, too.

I held on a long time, thinking about what Jubilee meant to all of us then calmed down a little, wiping my eyes. When I looked up, I saw a guy, perhaps my age, looking down at me. He gave me a sad smile. “I’m Nicholas Fournier. I’m so sorry about Jubilee.”

I stood. The boys clung to me. I cleared my throat. “You were with him.”

“Yes.”

“You a cop?”

“With the Ontario Police.”

I leaned down and kissed the boys on the head. “Go play, it’s okay. I’m right here.”

They clung to me a while longer, asking about Jubilee, then ran off to the swings.

“What happened?” I asked him.

“It was an inside job. It went wrong, and people started shooting. Jubilee and I were both armed. We managed to shoot a couple of them before they hurt anyone else. Jubilee had already alerted the police. We didn’t even know he’d been shot until we saw the blood.”

“He’s tough,” I said, smiling through the pain. “He wouldn’t even feel it until everyone was safe.”

Nicholas placed a hand on my shoulder. “He’s going to make it.” He met my gaze.

“Guess you figured, we’re a family.”

He nodded.

“Got hitched in Vancouver.” I laughed a little but it came out like a sob.

“What did you come back here for?” He made a face.

I looked over at the little boy on the swing. “He’s supposed to be ours. That’s the reason I’m here.”

“Supposed to be?”

We walked over to the bench. I took a breath. It helped somehow, talking with him. I don’t know why. Maybe I needed to be around a stranger. “Child Services may not let us adopt. We’re a same-sex couple, you know?”

“That sucks,” he said.

I looked at him and smiled, then laughed faintly. “Yeah, it does. I gotta’ get back.”

“How about I take these boys and feed them in the cafeteria?” He looked at his watch. “It’s supper time.”

“I owe you,” I said.

“No.” He shook his head. “It’s my pleasure. They’re good kids.”

We walked back to the hospital together. Nicholas carried Juan in his arms. I tried to keep it together for the boys. At the entrance, Nicholas headed to the elevator, and I went back to the waiting room.

Pauline got up when she saw me. “The boys okay?”

“Nicholas took them for supper. Any news?”

She shook her head.

“Who’s Nicholas?” Sean asked, standing beside Pauline. I saw that he’d gotten them both coffees.

“The guy who was in the bank with Jubilee,” I told him. “He’s a Canadian cop.”

“Really?” Sean said. “So what happened in there?”

I squeezed his arm. “I’ll tell you later.” I sat down and put my face in my hands.

About ten minutes later, the surgeon came down the hallway. He removed his mask and walked into the waiting room. We were all on our feet. The doctor looked at Pauline. “We got the bullet. We don’t think it did any major organ damage. We had to do some repair work. Your brother was lucky.”

“Is he going to be all right?” I insisted.

“It was touch and go. He’s not out of the woods yet. He lost a lot of blood but we’re optimistic. He’s young and he’s strong.”

“Can we see him?” I asked.

The doctor looked at Pauline. “Only family, and only one person tonight for just a couple of minutes.”

“I’m his…” I paused.

Pauline dragged me forward. “It has to be Kieran. Jubilee is his husband.”

“I see,” the doctor said stiffly. “You’re his sister. If you want to see him, you can go in.” The doctor gave me a firm look. “Just family.”

I was furious. “You fucking…son of—!” I stopped abruptly. “Don’t you know the laws have changed?”

Sean grabbed me and held me back until the doctor disappeared from sight. I was ready to beat the crap out of that guy.

“It’s not his fault, Kieran. He’s probably ignorant and old school!”

“Fuck him! That’s my husband in there.”

Pauline shook her head. “It isn’t right. I’m so sorry.” Tears ran down her face. She hugged me. “I’m sorry, baby. It isn’t right.”

I allowed the embrace, then pushed away from her. “Go and see him first. I need to calm down,” I told her. Then I left the waiting room. Sean followed me. I pushed the elevator button.

“Are you okay, Kieran?” he asked me.

“No,” I said, “I’m not fucking okay. You see,” I told him, “you see what it’s like… That good ol’ boy needs to be dragged into the twenty-first century. I’m not even considered family even though we’re married. But I’m not allowed to be a husband to Jubilee…or a father to a child no one wants. Where is the fucking justice…doesn’t love mean fucking anything to you people?”

The elevator rang and the door opened. Sean stepped in beside me. He didn’t say anything for a minute while I wiped my eyes. Then when the elevator opened and we walked out on the bottom floor, leading to the cafeteria, he stopped me.

“You’re right,” he said softly. “I’m a coward. I see hate everywhere and I don’t want to be hated.”

I looked at him.

“And you were right.” He swallowed. “I have been checking you out. And it’s not an experiment. I tried to date girls. Damn it, I don’t want to be gay, Kieran.”

“Right now,” I said miserably, “I don’t want to be gay either.”

“I envy you,” he said. “You and Jubilee… I want to be loved like that by a man like you but…”

I put up a hand. “You’re not ready to tell the world. Look, Sean,” I said, with a sigh, “it’s not my place to out you, okay?”

He nodded.

“If you’re ready, come out. If not, you deal with it the way you can. It’s your decision. No one can make it for you.”

“You’re so brave and I’m a fucking coward.”

“No.” I shook my head. “You’re no coward. I just can’t live a lie.” I threw my arm around him. “Come on, come meet the kids.”

I released him and walked into the cafeteria. I spotted the three boys eating French fries and hot dogs at the far table, but I could tell they weren’t really enjoying the hospital eats. They seemed to be using bites of food as pucks and the fries as hockey sticks. Nicholas Fournier had a coffee cup in his hands. He was talking softly to Juan, who was giggling. He was a nice man, gentle, and I was extremely grateful for his help right now.

We walked up to the table and Juan jumped up on his seat and reached for me. “Daddy!” I picked him up. “Everyone,” I said, “I’d like you to meet another marshal. His name is Sean Mercado. Sean, this is my son, Juan, Philip and Andre over there, Pauline’s boys, and Nicholas Fournier, the cop who was in the bank with Jubilee.”


CHAPTER 3

Nicholas Fournier was one heck of a slice of man-pie. And I’d met two others already since I started working for the U.S. Marshals. Jubilee Mason was a hot guy, but I admit to a huge crush on his partner, Kieran Fox. Nicholas and I shook hands. He looked rattled as he said, “Hey. Sean, nice to meet you.”

I agreed. Wholeheartedly. “Nice to meet you, too.” I was aware that I held his grip a fraction of a second too long, and then my cell phone rang. I recognized the first series of numbers as Texas Marshals. The name Trace Thatcher attached to it. Why did I know that name?

Reluctantly releasing Nicholas’ hand, I took the call. “Sean Mercado.”

“Hey, Sean, this is Trace Thatcher. I’m Jubilee’s partner.”

“Oh, right. Hey, Trace. I guess you heard the news?”

“Shit, yeah. I’ve been trying to call Kieran for the last few hours. I heard from central office you and Kieran touched back down in Dallas a while ago. Is he close by?”

Kieran caught my gaze.

“It’s Trace Thatcher,” I said.

His already deep distress became even more acute. “Mind if I use your phone?”

“Not at all,” I said and handed it over to him. I’d met Trace a couple of times. He was a big, black, commanding dude. A rarity in the U.S. Marshals. I’d heard stories that he’d sued them for discrimination and won buckets of money, then was virtually forced to resign. Jubilee had pulled him out of retirement in his tenure as bureau chief down in Tyler, Texas. Jubilee and Kieran had worked with him on numerous cases. I knew he was a trusted and loyal friend.

It didn’t surprise me really that he had returned to active duty. I’d spent the last five months actively studying the Marshals, especially during my intense seventeen and a half weeks of training at FLETC—the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia.

Forgiveness is not a sin…and the long arm of the law requires trust and a lot of cooperation I was learning. Fast.

Kieran didn’t talk to him very long. “He’s on his way.” He seemed relieved. He handed the phone back to me. Kieran looked a bit better now. Yeah, I could understand that. The family troops were rallying. If there were a nuclear war I’d want a guy like Trace on my team.

I glanced over at Nicholas Fournier. He was damned handsome, that’s for sure. I caught his smile and my heart flipped over. Easy, Sean. You’re just hard up. All this testosterone…bound to get you worked up.

Thinking back to my conversation with Kieran, I still couldn’t believe I’d said that perhaps I was experimenting with being gay. No. I knew I was gay. I just wasn’t very experienced. I’d joined the U.S. Marshals knowing a few things about the inner workings such as their intolerance toward gay officers as well as black ones. Neither was said aloud but it was there.

Everything I’d said to Kieran was true. Rumors were out there that maybe Kieran and Jubilee weren’t gay. To be honest I’d kinda hoped they were. Gay, straight, black, white, pink, purple, green…whatever…they are the manliest men I know. Kieran and I had partnered up and he had taught me well…in the brief time we’d worked together.

I sat, playing with the kids, trying to make little Juan smile. His gaze flew constantly to his father’s face. His cousins were doing a bang-up job of distracting him from the harsh reality of his other dad being shot.

Jubilee’s sister came into the waiting room. “Jube’s awake, Kieran. He wants to see you.”

Myriad emotions crossed his features.

“I want to go too,” the kids all chorused. Juan began to cry.

“Come on, baby,” Kieran said and picked up his son. Philip and Andre began to cry. They were so attached to Jubilee. Pauline knelt beside her sons for a moment. “You can come in soon, sweeties. Maybe later, if the doctors say it’s okay.” She quickly followed Kieran and Nicholas and I did our best to keep the twins occupied.

“Juan has the best Vampyre Castle,” Philip told me. “We’re getting one for our birthday.”

“My birthday, too!” Andre reminded him.

“I said our birthday, dummy.”

“I’m not a dummy. You’re the dummy.”

“No. You’re the dummy.”

I’d never seen the twins fight like this.

“What’s a Vampyre Castle?” Nicholas asked, cleverly intervening.

The twins fell all over themselves trying to explain. They were the sweetest boys really. The little one suddenly ran back to us in a tiny hospital gown and mask.

Pauline was right beside him. “Okay, Philip, the doctor said you can come in one at a time. Put on the mask and gown and you can see Uncle Jubilee first. Then it’s your turn, Andre.”

“I want to go first!”

“No, I’m first!”

“Hey, pal, why don’t you show me where to find a Vampyre Castle on my cell phone?” Nicholas asked, handing his phone to Andre. The kids were identical twins but Pauline had wisely given them different haircuts. Andre’s hair was shorter. Nicholas had already figured that out. Andre turned and grabbed the cell phone, happily distracted as his brother took the mask and gown away from Juan.

“Daddy’s sick.” Juan’s face fell.

“I know, sweetie.” I pulled him onto my lap as Pauline gently removed the paper booties from his black and lime Reebok Zigs. I knew what they were because they’d been my birthday present to him. Kieran and Jubilee had been amazing to me since the moment I’d met them and had tried hard to make me feel welcome. They’d even invited me to Juan’s birthday party. Social Services had shown up and their case worker had seemed pleased at the outpouring of affection Juan had from the couple’s family and friends.

Juan had loved his new athletic shoes. He hugged me hard. “I’m never, never, never taking them off!” he’d told me.

Kieran told me the next day that the kid wouldn’t even sleep without them.

Andre climbed into Nicholas’s lap. “See here? It’s out of stock. Mom bought ours last week.” He looked so happy as he patiently explained all the parts and pieces of the Lego castle. “You have to start with Rodney Rathbone and Jack McHammer…oh yeah…and the man bats. You shouldn’t wait too long to get the castle, though.”

“Why shouldn’t I wait to get the castle?” Nicholas asked. He winked at me as Andre looked aghast.

“Because you need the moonstones!”

“Yeah!” Juan said. “And they need to sleep!”

Oh, man, I don’t think those kids appreciated our manic laughter and they soon wriggled off our laps to play with the toys the hospital staff had lent them. They struck me as being a bit young for either boy but they played nonetheless, Andre as gentle and sweet with Juan as ever.

“So you’re a new U.S. Marshal?” Nicholas asked me, his voice low.

“Yep. Best job I ever had.”

“What made you want to join?”

Pauline returned with Philip and we went through the gown changing procedure a second time. We took Juan and Philip back out to the small playground and watched them.

“Being the oldest law enforcement agency in the country, the U.S. Marshals have always interested me,” Nicholas said. “I was pleased when Jubilee told me he was one.”

That made me smile. “Funny you should mention that. You asked me why I joined and I’ll tell you. Ever heard of the McDonogh Three?”

Nicholas shook his head. “Can’t say I have.”

“Well, you’re Canadian, right?”

He nodded.

“I’d never heard of them and I’m American…I’m originally from New Orleans and a couple of years ago when I was a rookie cop there, I was sent to Loyola University to do patrol work for a big symposium there. The three women who were once three little girls who became the first African-American children integrated into white schools, came to speak.”

“Wow…that must have been something.”

“It was.” I took a deep breath. “The U.S. Marshals were once involved in returning slaves to their masters but their proudest and to me most significant moment came when they got involved in the civil rights movement. The marshals escorted those little girls to school every day. I had no idea what they went through…those girls feel forgotten.

“Did you know that white parents pulled their kids out of class and when the white kids went back they were encouraged by the teachers to kick those three little girls…to ostracize them. One woman, Pam Foreman, had tears in her eyes when she described how her teacher gave every child in the class cookies—everyone except her.”

“I can’t imagine what that must have been like,” Nicholas said. “What did the marshals do about it?”

“Their best,” I said. “And that’s my point. The marshals who looked after those girls also feel forgotten. I have to say I feel emotional just remembering their reunion. They all cried. They are all a powerful part of the change in civil rights in this country but nobody ever acknowledges them. It’s taken me two years to figure out I wanted to be a part of the agency that changed the path to freedom.”

“That’s beautiful.” Nicholas sighed.

“I trained in Georgia, but they assigned me to Dallas. It was the first available appointment. I wasn’t happy at first because I like New Orleans, but now I’m glad to be here. Kieran’s been terrific. And Jubilee…well he’s my hero. He’s a hero to a lot of U.S. Marshals.”

Nicholas grinned then. “You should have seen him take on those bank robbers.”

“I can just imagine.” I paused. “And you helped him. You’re a cop?”

He shrugged. “Yeah.”

“What brings you here?”

He hesitated, and I thought for a moment I’d gotten too personal.

“I met a guy online,” he said, finally. “It was a frickin’ disaster.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. I was surprised he’d come all the way to Texas to meet a stranger but I’d heard weirder things in my marshals training.

“Hey, Sean.” I turned and saw Trace walking outside to greet us. He gave me one of his patented handshakes and one-armed bear hugs. I introduced him to Nicholas Fournier.

“Oh, man, thanks for helping out my partner. Kieran said you were in the bank with him. What’s the latest? They’re being so tightlipped in there.”

Kieran came out to us then in his gown and mask. He fought his emotions as Trace hugged him.

“He’s still in ICU but they say his condition is stable,” Kieran said. “That fucking bullet tore his stomach apart.”

“Daddy,” Juan said as he frowned up at his father.

Trace chuckled. “Out of the mouths of babes.”

“Sorry, partner.” Kieran bent down and stroked his son’s head. The three boys began to fight over the swings.

“Jube told me it was our babysitter who shot him,” Kieran said.

The three boys turned and immediately stopped squabbling.

“Chrissy shot Uncle Jubilee?” Philip asked.

Juan nodded.

“That’s what he said. Then he asked for a kiss.” Juan pursed his lips and kissed his own hand. The three boys started laughing and making kissy sounds.

“One day you’re going to fall in love and want some nice girl to kiss you,” Kieran said.

“Not me,” Philip said, screwing up his face. Andre and Juan made faces too. The adults around them laughed.

“They’ve given him some morphine. He’s going to be sleeping for a while. I s’pose we should find some place to eat,” Kieran said. “I know we ate hot dogs, but I’m hungry again. What does everyone want for dinner?”

“Hamburgers,” the boys chorused.

“Sounds good to me,” Trace said. “Can I stick my head in to check on my partner first?”

“Pauline’s done a great job bending all the hospital rules so far,” Kieran said. “Let’s see if we can’t break ’em all the way.” He glanced at me and Nicholas. “You’re coming with us, right?”

Nicholas and I exchanged glances.

“Sure,” I said.

“Count me in,” Nicholas said.

*          *          *

Kieran seemed preoccupied, which was understandable, as we drove in two vehicles over to the Twisted Root Burger Company over on Commerce Street, less than a mile from the hospital. Pauline had elected to stay with her brother so he wouldn’t be alone, even though he was asleep. Kieran was going to take her some food on our way out. I could see the strain on Kieran’s face as he parked his SUV.

The boys had all ridden with us, Nicholas in Trace’s vehicle behind us. I could see them chatting animatedly and wondered what they were talking about.

In the restaurant, the boys navigated the chalkboard menus glued to the walls like mini experts.

I had never been into the place before but could see why they loved it. It smelled good and as we waited in line to place our orders I saw some of the biggest, juiciest looking burgers I’d ever seen in my life heading toward hungry patrons. I was a bit stunned to see elk, buffalo, and kangaroo listed as meat choices but nobody in our party gravitated toward these eclectic options. The boys all wanted beef. Juan surprised me by asking for the Western burger, which involved bacon, onion strings, and jalapeños.

“He loves spicy, hot food,” Kieran said with a shrug. “We go through a lot of Tabasco in our house.”

I laughed when I heard him ordering the Sissy Burger and realized it really was listed that way on the board. It was a veggie burger and he asked for it to go so I assumed it was for Pauline.

Trace and I went for the spicy turkey with green chilies and avocado. “That sounds great,” Nicholas said and ordered that, too. We asked for several orders of French fries and Kieran and the boys insisted we all needed root beer floats. Who was I to say no?

I got a kick out of the fact that instead of being given numbers, we got celebrity names. The boys laughed when they got Justin Bieber.

“Here, you hold it, Uncle Kieran,” Philip said.

“You don’t like Justin Bieber?” Kieran smiled down at him.

“No. I wanted to be Thor.”

We grabbed our trays and took over three tables, eating and drinking quickly. We were done so fast my head was spinning. Trace leaned across the table and said, “Jube and I have a case to work tomorrow. He’s obviously not up to it and Kieran wants to stay at the hospital with him. You want to partner up with me?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “What is it?”

He grinned. “I like that you said yes before you asked what it was. I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock.” He stood. “Oh, and wear a suit. We need to blend in.”

Blend in? With what?

“I’ll let central know,” he said, “then I can brief you with their permission.” He was gone before I could ask more questions. Kieran dropped me and Nicholas near the bank where the shootout had happened since Nicholas’s aunt’s car was there.

I was shocked to see what a mess the place was. Police officers were still there and security personnel had the place surrounded. I noticed a couple of news crews loitering. The boys had already been there earlier in the day so it was no big deal to them but Kieran just looked haunted.

He got out of the SUV a moment before turning to us. “You okay with Nicholas dropping you home?”

“Sure,” I said. “No problem.”

“Pauline’s gonna take the kids home with her tonight. I’m gonna stay at the hospital. I don’t give a fuck what they say.”

I nodded. I wanted to hug him but he was back in the SUV already. He and the kids waved and they were off.

“You know…I wondered what it would feel like coming back here. When I think back to this morning it almost seems surreal,” Nicholas said.

I could still smell the gunpowder on the air…or so it seemed to me. It looked pretty damned real.

“My aunt thinks I should stay here,” Nicholas suddenly said. “I was in the bank paying a bill for her this morning. Trace just spent the time it took getting from the hospital to the restaurant convincing me I should apply to the Marshals.”

“Will you do it?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. It’s a lot of training. Seventeen and a half weeks, right?”

“Yes, but it goes by really quickly.”

“You say that now…” Nicholas joked.

“No, I’m serious. It was amazing. I mean…I got to learn so many things. We got to do it all. I worked with a forensic hoplologist and spoorologist. I’d never even heard of those before.”

“What are they?”

“He was a professional tracker. He could read the soles of people’s feet. He could tell you a million things about them by their shoe tread, too. That was the spoorology stuff. Then I learned legal stuff…high threat court trials. The hoplology taught us combat ju-jitsu, police ju-jitsu, hand-to-hand combat, search and seizure and how to deal with combative felons’ behavior, survival in the wild, surveillance, building entry and search… Kieran thinks a lot of this is boring. Compared with what he’s experienced as an undercover cop I can see why, but for me, it was a thrill.”

Nicholas stared at me. “Sounds pretty interesting to me, too. The survival in the wild stuff sounds fascinating.”

“Oh, it is. We trained in Georgia, like I said. We had this wild, commando type guy who took us out into the woodlands and we had to survive off the land for three days.”

“What was that like?”

“Oh my God, amazing. We went on horses. He left each of us in separate places with a tent, basic equipment, and our animals. He had tracers on each of us and left us there.”

I grew quiet for a moment. I had hated the first day and night. I’d never liked the wilderness. It took me almost twenty-four hours to realize why. I was afraid of myself. I was afraid of what I’d learn about myself. It was a lesson I’ll never forget.

“How did you survive?”

I grinned. “Hank taught us about living off the land. I was near a lake and I made my own fishing line and hooks. I built a fire using sticks. He taught us how to get edible fibers from trees and even weeds. Honestly…it was pretty incredible. He gave us old-fashioned tools and it all worked. He took our cell phones off us.” I shook my head at the memory.

“And you survived.”

“I survived.”

“You feel like coffee?” he asked.

“Sure. I’d love it.” And I really did want to spend more time with him.

We got into his aunt’s big, boxy, cream-colored Lincoln Continental. It had all the original leather interior, moon roof, and I saw, tilted steering wheel, AC, and what looked like the original radio.

“Is this a ninety-seven, ninety-eight?” I asked.

“You know your cars.” He looked impressed. “It’s a ninety-seven Mark V Bill Blass.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Thanks. My aunt rarely drives it. It belonged to my uncle, but she keeps it in his memory. Her feet don’t reach the pedals…even with the seat pushed forward.” He grinned. “You know this city about as well as I do. Where’s a good place for coffee, do you suppose?”

“We could go to one of the ubiquitous Starbucks,” I suggested. “There’s also a twenty-four-hour gay coffee shop called Cafe Brazil.”

“That sounds good,” he said. “Lead the way.”

I didn’t think I could. He had an older model car with no navigation but I used Google Maps, and the survival skills I’d boasted about were soon put to the test even with that because the sound wasn’t working for some reason. We laughed a lot, but I never got the feeling he was laughing at me. At Cafe Brazil, he found parking for the massive beast and we walked inside. Nicholas was damned hot. Though the place attracted a mixed crowd, it was easy to spot the gay guys. They were all craning their necks to get a closer look at my companion.

The waitress was a cutie pie and showed us to the quietest table she had, near the window.

“You don’t like this table?” Nicholas asked me, suddenly concerned.

“Can we sit over there, please?” I asked her. I pointed to another window table, one that looked over the side of the building, not the main road. I could also keep my eye on the door.

“Do you mind?” I asked Nicholas, who shook his head. As our waitress left us, he raised a brow.

“Are you going to explain?”

“Sorry. It’s just that…seventeen and a half weeks of watching my back…being brow beaten into never sitting with my back to a window or door, of being able to see who’s coming and going…it’s tough to forget that.”

“I can understand.” He turned in his seat. “But my back’s to the door. Now you got me worried.”

“Nope,” I said. “I got your back.”

He stared at me a moment. “You’re an interesting guy, Sean. You in a relationship?”

“Nope,” I said again.

Our waitress returned. “Can I get you fellas a cup of coffee?”

“Sure you can,” Nicholas said.

“We have a special dessert tonight, blue cheese cheesecake. Can I interest you in a slice?”

“It sounds revolting,” Nicholas said. “How about you, Sean, you game?”

“I’m game. Let’s share a slice.”

She beamed. Clearly she was getting commission or something out of each piece she peddled.

Nicholas leaned into me. “I wish…”

“You wish what?”

“That I wasn’t going back to Canada.”

“You’re definitely going?”

He sighed. “I keep going back and forth. I’d decided to return before I met you.” He blinked. “I mean…before I talked to you and Trace…and before I knew any of you. Jubilee is such a hero. And Kieran…God! The four of you have my head turned around. And those kids. Heck…those kids are the sweetest.”

“Aren’t they?” I felt such a well of despair I couldn’t climb out of, inexplicably. I didn’t say anything as the waitress brought the coffee with a whopping great hunk of cheesecake.

“My,” Nicholas said, “it’s so blue.”

I laughed because it was true. We took turns swiveling the plate around. The blue cheese ribbons wove through the creamy filling like little bolts of lightning.

“Tell me about the guy you met online,” I suggested.

“Oh…so you can hear the bad and taste…the um…” He forked a bit of the cake and tasted it. “Not bad. Not sure I’d want to eat the whole cake, but it’s kind of interesting, eh.”

I tasted it. The cheesecake itself was rich and creamy and the blue cheese actually worked well. “I love it.”

Nicholas laughed. “After eating tree bark and weeds, I’m sure anything tastes good to you.”

“No,” I said, grinning at him. “I’ve lost my appetite for peaches. Ate too many out there in those damned woods.”

He laughed. We spent the next two hours talking, laughing, and ordering too many cups of coffee. When he drove me home, I explained how I had discovered I was living in the coveted “M Streets” section of Dallas. The M Streets—McCommas Boulevard, Morningside Drive, Mercedes, Merrimac, and Monticello Avenues—made up a neighborhood steeped in tradition and Tudor style houses. I invited him up to my place on Merrimac. Not for anything else than to prolong our contact.

“The marshals found me this apartment,” I told him. “You want to take a look at it?”

“Sure,” he said.

My place was on the second floor of a sprawling complex. I had two floors that included a hot tub on the deck overlooking the swimming pool downstairs. The apartment was great.

Nicholas loved it. Suddenly, I felt the simmering attraction between us flare into something more. He shoved me against the wall and kissed me. I could taste cheese and coffee on his tongue. I wanted more…oh, so much more. Then my cell phone rang, damn it. It was Trace. Between fierce kisses, I talked to him. We were on for the following morning. He confirmed my address. I ended the call right after he said, “I hope you’re getting an early night.”

With my hard cock grinding against Nicholas’ I didn’t think I’d be getting rest any time soon. We kept kissing each other and I was hoping when he took his mouth away from me that he was going to ask where the hell my bedroom was. Instead, he said, “I should get going. Is there any chance I can see you tomorrow night?”

Hell, fuck yeah! It took me a moment to compose a more dignified response. “Hell, fuck yeah!”

He laughed.

So much for dignified.

“Call me when you’re off your assignment. I’m gonna think about everything we discussed. Maybe I can delay my trip a few more days. I don’t have anything to hurry back to.”

“Good,” I said.

“Is your assignment tomorrow dangerous?”

I didn’t respond at first. Jubilee’s going to the bank shouldn’t have put his life in jeopardy but it had. “Maybe,” I said. “To be honest.”

“Be careful.” He kissed me good night. “You have parents, Marshal Mercado?”

“Yep. And a brother and a sister. They’re all in Louisiana.”

“So we’re both orphans here.”

“Yeah, I guess we are.” That got me another kiss, and once he left, I contemplated a swim but the building had strict pool hours and I was certain to get them wrong. I settled for a long, cold shower, dried off and flopped onto the sofa, remote in hand. The only thing worth watching was an episode of The First 48. It was a follow-up episode to a real-life homicide and the aftermath of a woman’s murder, including the trial. It got me thinking about my job in the morning. Since Trace had mandated formal wear, I assumed we were protecting either a judge or a visiting politician. I fell asleep, remote in hand.

I could still taste blue cheese and Nicholas’ kisses in my mind.

*          *          *

Trace collected me a little before seven and, man, he looked sharp in his new suit and tie. He placed the case file in my hand.

“We are protecting the district attorney, nice lady by the name of Marisa Applegate. She’s in the middle of a horrible homicide case, and one of the two perps who’s incarcerated ordered a hit on her from inside the prison system.”

I’d been close but not quite, about who our subject was.

“You’re kidding. Stuff like this really happens?”

“Yeah. His cellmates, two of ’em, told the guards. They turned it over to the governor. Jubilee and I worked on her protection duty last week but the court had the day off Friday.”

“Any news on him?”

“He’s on the mend. They still have him in ICU. That was a bad gunshot…but I spoke to Kieran and he seemed upbeat. He said Jube woke up an hour ago asking Kieran if he bought Juan’s Wolfman toy yet.”

I grinned. “That sounds like Jubilee.”

Trace and I drove the rest of the way into the exclusive suburb of Highland Park in silence. I wondered how a DA could afford such lavish digs and asked Trace.

“It’s a safe house,” he said, barely disguising his annoyance. “We don’t leave our subjects like sitting ducks. Last night, she had a different crew keeping a watch over her. She’s married with two kids. Did you read the file?”

“Almost done.” I bent my head to the task. It was a revolting case. A teenage girl had ordered a hit on her own family, including her parents and her two younger sisters. She and her boyfriend had been soliciting men to shoot them all. They found two, promising them they could keep whatever money or jewelry they found during the gruesome murders.

Now all four of them were in prison. The girl’s mother was the lone survivor and was testifying against her. The person who’d ordered the hit on the DA was the teenager’s boyfriend. I was appalled by the circumstances, especially the brutal way the girl’s family had been killed, all because they disapproved of her boyfriend.

Trace called our subject to let her know we were out front. She waited until we reached her front door before opening it.

We escorted her to the vehicle. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I met Marisa Applegate but she was no southern belle. She was beautiful, but very businesslike, on her cell phone in the backseat. I sat beside her, keeping a watch out for vehicles approaching too close from the back or sides.

I caught Trace’s approving nod in the rearview mirror and felt a surge of pride. He drove to a private parking lot behind the courthouse. For the first time, I sensed Marisa Applegate’s tension.

“Mr. Thatcher, did my kids call you yet?”

“Yes, ma’am. Their duty officers called. They’re hiking in the Great Trinity Forest. They’re havin’ a great time in summer camp. I just got a text. The kids will call you in twenty-five minutes on your cell.”

“Thank you.” She looked at me. “I heard about Jubilee. The hospital said he’s in a stable but guarded condition. Thank you for stepping into the breach.”

“It is my honor to serve and protect you, ma’am.”

She smiled at me. She put her hand on the door, but waited until Trace checked the parking lot and came over to her side. I rushed around and joined him. As we walked to the courthouse, she tried for humor.

“Tell me,” she said to Trace, “does my bulletproof vest make me look fat?”

Trace and I looked at her, looked at each other, and laughed.

We escorted her into the building, through the whole security rigmarole. Security gave us a tough moment when they wanted to check both our weapons at the same time, leaving our subject unguarded, but we prevailed.

In one of the private chamber rooms, the DA removed her shoes and paced the floor as she and her associates ran through their schedule of witnesses.

Her cell phone rang and I saw her face light up. Trace and I stood with our backs to the door. We’d take a bullet for her if we had to. She made me think of Kieran and Jubilee, of Pauline and the three boys. I thought about Marisa Applegate’s family and how her own kids must be worried that some fruitcake behind bars had ordered a hit on her. A fruitcake who’d already stabbed a seven-year-old frightened, little girl to death as she hid in her bedroom closet.

I’d take a bullet for Marisa Applegate. I’d take a bullet for those kids, too.

My cell phone rang. I had it on vibrate. I checked the readout.

Saw you on TV. I’m proud of you. NF.

My heart skipped a beat. Heck, I was like a teenager reading those words. How had we made the TV? Where were the news crews? I realized it must have been on the courthouse steps when we’d been forced to go in through the main entrance and the security checkpoint. This was probably a high-profile case but I’d been in training away from everything for more than four months.

Marisa Applegate began the morning session by calling to the witness stand the neighbor who’d heard a faint scratching at his front door in the middle of the night. He’d opened it expecting to find a cat or a possum and saw to his horror his neighbor, covered in blood. She’d been shot in the head and chest but somehow survived.

“Annabelle did this,” she’d told him.

The defense tried to protest, saying it was hearsay. Nice try. The judge allowed the witness to continue.

It was damning evidence. I looked across the courtroom at the girl, Annabelle, trying so hard to look demure in her white shirt, plaid skirt, and the pink bow in her hair. But I saw it. I saw the cold, dead look of a heartless killer in her eyes…

I had to wait until the court took a mid-morning break to text Nicholas back. He wanted to have dinner. He’d booked a table at some fancy restaurant, he told me.

After I’d exchanged a few messages with him, I felt excited. Really excited. He’d extended his trip a few more days. Maybe I could convince him to stay.

I was in a buoyant mood the whole afternoon. The state’s case was going well. The witnesses, two of whom were the hired thugs who’d turned on their employers, spoke eloquently.

And just as we were wrapping up things, my cell phone vibrated.

I checked the readout.

We need to talk. ASAP. NF.

Shit. It was the story of my life. Did I want to hear, “Hey, I’m sorry, but I’ve thought about it and I don’t want to go to dinner with you after all?”

I had to wait until we’d dropped Marisa home before I could call him back.

“What’s up?” I asked, barely managing to keep the anger from my voice. It was stupid to feel the way I did, but then he surprised me.

“I need to cancel dinner but I hope you’ll be pleased with my reasons why.”

“Why?” I asked. I never could resist bait.

“I’m on my way to the Marshals’ course. New one starts tomorrow. But I need to get there tonight. They’re gonna do a rush physical on me.”

When I didn’t say anything, I heard the panic in his voice. “Are you there, Sean?”

“I’m here.”

“Are you okay with this?”

“More than okay.”

There was a brief silence between us.

“I heard I can have visitors. I hope you’ll come out and see me.”

“That would be great,” I said.

“We can Skype and text and talk…I watched that trial on TV today just so I could look at you.” He chuckled. “I’m sorry about tonight.”

“You owe me a fancy dinner,” I reminded him.

“Come visit me in Georgia. I’ll give you that and more.”

“Not in Georgia, you won’t. Visitors can’t stay on base or in your dorm.”

“So…we’ll have to wait. You know what they say about waiting for the right time, for fruit to ripen…it’s the sweetest fruit of all.”


CHAPTER 4

Everything was happening so fast, my head was spinning round. I’d been on vacation from my job on the Toronto Police Force initially. Now, I’d given my resignation and here I was at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia.

Over the course of a week, I’d come to Texas to meet a guy who wasn’t who he said he was at all, became embroiled in a bank holdup, met another guy who was damn interesting but scared the crap out of me, and joined the U.S. Marshal training program. My life was passing by my eyes before I could really experience the stress.

My first night on the base was one I was sure would go down in history. The moment I reported, I was handed a pair of sweats and a T-shirt by a guy with a crew cut who looked like he wasn’t sure what a smile was for.

“Founder,” he barked at me, “you got sport shoes?”

“Ah, it’s Fournier, sir,” I said.

He glanced up at me from a paper he was holding in his hand. “What kind of name is that? Foreign yay?”

I winced at the pronunciation but it was better than Founder. “French, sir.”

“You don’t look French.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

“And it says you were born here in the U.S. of A.”

“I was, yes.”

“Someone called in some special favors for you.” He pointed at me. “You think you’re special, Founder? Do you? Do you think you are special?”

“Ah…no.”

“You think you deserve special treatment?”

“No.”

“You got sport shoes or not?”

“Yes, in my bag.”

“Put ’em on, and report to the gymnasium. I’ll be there in ten.” He turned around and shuffled some papers. “We’ll find out just what’s so special about you.”

I had no idea where the gymnasium was but I figured I’d better find it in a hurry. I located the gym, changed in the locker room, and waited. The guy in the crew cut marched in. He narrowed his eyes at me.

“Samson, that’s my name but you can call me sir,” he announced, his voice echoing in the gym.

“Yes, sir,” I said. I’d been in the military, as well as through the police academy. I knew the protocol.

He came closer. “I’m going to run you through the wringer, Fouray. You hear me?”

“Yes, sir.” I wanted to laugh. He was never going to get my name right, probably didn’t want to.

I was in tip-top shape. I’d always been athletic, ran five miles a day, worked out three times a week, and played softball for the police department at home. During the course of two hours, that little worm tried to break me. He failed.

Grudgingly, he marked pass on my sheet, and shoved the paper at me.

“You are not to do anything before you see Marshal Rosewood at o-seven hundred tomorrow morning. Don’t be late, Canuck. Rosewood doesn’t like tardiness. Now, get your stuff and follow me.”

I was given a uniform, a lock for my locker, shown the showers, and the cafeteria. I was led to a bunk in the barracks, all the while trying to keep everything straight as my leader rattled off information. The room with the bunks was empty. I wondered where everyone had gone to. Samson handed me a rule book.

“Memorize it,” he grunted and left me to my own devices.

Exhausted, I climbed onto the bunk, face-down and fell asleep. I opened my eyes at 0600 to see a flurry of activity around me. All fresh-faced recruits. I felt old in comparison at twenty-eight. They looked like kids. Hell, they were kids.

I showered, changed into the uniform, and walked into the cafeteria. Lining up for coffee and brown toast, I passed on the eggs and bacon. I was very particular about diet and I didn’t, as a habit, eat bacon. I sat by myself, watching the time, then emptied my tray and made my way back to the admin office. A secretary at the desk gave me a big smile. She was a pretty brunette around my age and she had that heavy southern accent that sometimes I had trouble understanding.

“May I help you, sugarplum?”

“I’m Nicholas Fournier,” I told her. “I’m here to see Marshal Rosewood.”

She gave me an appreciative look. “I’ll tell the marshal you’re here. You can have a seat. He’s been waiting for you. Real excited. Now I see what for.”

I sat down feeling a little uneasy as she announced me. Not sure what that comment meant but I didn’t have to wait long to find out. A door opened to my left and a big man stood there, his hair a mess of silver. He came out into the waiting room, his hand outstretched.

“Nicholas!”

I took his hand and shook it. “Marshal Rosewood.”

“Please”—he pumped my hand—“come into my office.” The man glanced at the young woman. “I’m not to be disturbed.”

“Yes, sir.” She winked at me when the marshal walked toward his office. I did a double take. People were really friendly around these parts.

The marshal waited until I walked in, then closed the door behind us. His office was simple but large with teakwood furnishings and leather padded office chairs.

“Sit.” Rosewood waved at the chair. “Coffee?”

“No thanks, I just had some. Oh,” I said, reaching in my pocket for the fitness form, “I was told to give you this.” I pulled out the folded sheet to hand to him.

Rosewood waved his hand. “I don’t need that. I heard.” He smiled. “You passed with flying colors. The marshals here should be in your condition.”

I held the form in my hand.

“I have to say when Trace called me and told me what he had for me I thought it might be Christmas.”

“Sir?”

He laughed. “Modest, too. I like that. Usually there is an application process. We waived all that for you. I accelerated it by doing some checking on my own.” Rosewood lifted the pad of paper in front of him. “You joined the Canadian military on your eighteenth birthday. You completed your education and earned a degree in chemical engineering in two years. Three years of active duty in Afghanistan, special operations, earning two medals for going above and beyond. You were honorably discharged at your request in o-seven. That summer you joined the Toronto police academy. By o-ten, you’d taken the detective exam and were working vice. Am I right so far?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“You speak three languages, am I right? English, French, and Greek?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I see that you picked up some Pashto and Dari, the official languages in Afghanistan.”

“I don’t speak them that well,” I confessed. “I have a conversational knowledge of those languages, as well as Spanish.”

Rosewood sat back at his desk and laughed. “Nicholas,” he said. “I spoke to your lieutenant in Toronto. He said you’d already warned him about leaving. He was very disappointed when you resigned. You’re one of the best detectives they’ve had on the force in a long time.”

“That was nice of him to say.”

“Nicholas, he wasn’t being nice. He was being honest. They’re very sorry to lose you. But their loss is our gain.” He leaned across the desk. “I came to one conclusion reading your history; your superior intelligence and thirst for adventure causes you to become easily bored. You need to be challenged. And somehow you jumped the hurdles the army and the police put in front of you, and it wasn’t fun anymore. Am I right?”

I considered what he’d said for a moment. It was true I needed the bar to be set a little higher each time. “I believe you are,” I replied.

He smiled. “Your parents are war correspondents, both of them highly intelligent, enjoy being right in the middle of things.”

My eyes widened a little.

He laughed. “I did my homework,” Rosewood told me. “I’m not in the habit of accelerating someone through the basic training that I don’t think is up to it. Nicolas Fournier, we are very pleased that you want to be a U.S. Marshal. I’m going to do my damnedest to make sure we challenge the hell out of you.”

I smiled and nodded. “I like the sound of that, sir.”

He stood. I stood with him.

“I’m going to exempt you from a few things that will just be a waste of time and resources. You will have to pass a series of seven tests, however, but during the training courses, I will be training you for other things that go beyond the basics. Your knowledge of several languages and your engineering background can be put to good use. I’ve exempted you from things like driving techniques, search and seizure, firearms training, first aid, prisoner search and restraint, building entry and search, and surveillance techniques. You need only show up for the exams.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“You will attend the following courses”—he gave me a list—“as there are differences between the two countries you need to familiarize yourself with.”

I saw legal training, courtroom evidence and procedures, officer survival techniques, and high threat trails listed. “Sounds good.”

“Come with me.”

I followed him into the outer office.

“Gloria, do you have a schedule based on the list of courses I gave you for Mr. Fournier here?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, handing me a computer printout.

“There will be time slots that will indicate time with me for other training. It may require we go off base. This is to be kept confidential,” he said.

“Of course,” I said.

Rosewood slapped me on the back. “Welcome, Nicholas.” With that, he turned and walked back into his office.

“You must be pretty special,” the secretary said, causing me to turn and look at her.

“I beg your pardon?”

“To be exempted from all those courses. You must be special.”

I smiled at her and walked out, checking to see where I had to be and when.

Over the course of the following weeks, I fell into a routine. Pretty much like it had always been with me, I was the odd man out. Once it was established that I was exempt from a whole lot of stuff, and that everything came easy, I was either held in awe, or disliked. It had been like that for me in school, too. It was only in the army as a team leader, I felt some comradeship, and it was mostly because people depended on me to keep them alive. On the police force, many of the officers didn’t like it when I made detective so young but I was a person constantly striving, searching for something, taking one risk after the other.

It had been lonely growing up, except for my aunt, who sometimes traveled with us. She was a freelance photographer who worked for my parents. I was closer to her than my own mother. My parents were always somewhere else. I had a private tutor and nanny called Clarissa, and she’d look after me when we traveled and made sure I studied. I’d been all over the place by the time I was in my teens. I was an only child and my parents treated me like an adult from the moment I turned six. I never had many friends.

In my adolescence, I discovered gay sex, and went wild. The old saying of having one in every port rang true. Every city I found myself in, there were pleasures of the flesh to engage in. I was well experienced in the arts of pleasure, having had teachers from Bangkok to Florence. But none of them captured my heart. I think I was attracted to the military because I had always been surrounded by soldiers. Whenever war broke out, my parents were there. I admired the soldiers who worked for the UN. I watched them give chocolate bars to kids and rescue civilians caught up in tragedy. My parents were appalled when I joined up. They wanted me in the Peace Corps. I wanted action.

Then after years of sleeping my way across Europe, and working my way through the Canadian gay scene, I became drawn to someone on the Internet. I should have known better than to fall for that. I had police friends who worked with Internet crime. I knew all the traps and I fell into every one of them. It was at a time in my life when police work was beginning to bore me. The only place to go was up the ranks and I didn’t want to be a lieutenant. Too much desk jockeying. The gay bars were putting me to sleep as well. Too many drama queens, too many complications involving closets.

So when I was off duty, I sat in my apartment and chatted with guys online, exchanging pictures. Sometimes, if they were local, we’d hook up for the night. Usually it was a disappointment. When I started talking to Texas25 in a gay chat room, we hit it off. He described himself as five-ten, one hundred seventy pounds…muscular, eight inches cut, with blond hair and blue eyes, and asked me what I looked like. I told him I was six four, one hundred ninety, muscular, and had black hair and dark brown eyes. He asked for a picture. I sent him one of me in uniform because he said cops made him hard. He told me he was a lawyer, and was doing an apprenticeship with a Dallas law firm.

When I asked him for a picture, he sent me a dick pic but nothing else. I invited him to Skype and wanted a picture of all of him. He claimed his photos were old and the cell phone screen was broken. The camera had stopped working but he’d send me some. Ditto for the Skype feed. I had vacation time coming and my aunt now lived in Dallas, so I figured that Texas25 and I could hook up. He told me his name was Mike. When I suggested we meet, he sounded keen. He asked for my aunt’s phone number and said he’d call me during the time I was visiting. When I asked him for his number, he told me he was sorting out a new cell phone but might have to change his number. It should have made me suspicious. Hell, changing a phone was easy. Everything was automatically uploaded—including your number.

We’d gotten along so well online that I didn’t want to believe this guy wasn’t legitimate. We’d connected and it was rare I connected with anyone like that. I took the plane to Dallas and rented a car. My aunt was happy to see me and we spent some quality time. I tinkered around on her old Lincoln until I got it running, and turned in the rental. I worked on her yard and her crummy plumbing.

After not hearing anything from my mystery man for two days, I asked my aunt if anyone had called for me, thinking he’d mixed up the days. The answer was no. I sent him an email, no response. I was beginning to think he didn’t really want to see me then I got a message. It said simply: Nick, I am madly in love with you. You are the man of my dreams. Can’t wait to meet. Call me. There was a phone number. Enthused, I called the number and waited.

A voice answered. “Nick? Is that you?”

“Mike? Where are you? Let’s meet for coffee or ah…?’

“I have to tell you something before we meet, okay?”

“Okay.” I didn’t like the sound of that.

“I’m not exactly like I described. I suspect you’re not either. Whose picture was that?”

I was dumbfounded. “Mine.”

“You’re really this gorgeous Greek god…really a cop?”

“I don’t know about the god thing but I’m a cop. And that was me. Are we going to meet or not, what’s going on?” I was already feeling pretty wary but wanted to see it through.

“Okay,” he said hesitantly. He gave me an address of a coffee shop not far from my aunt’s house. I could go by foot. “Be there in twenty.” He hung up.

My aunt didn’t want me to go. “What if he’s some kind of a maniac?”

I laughed and gave her a hug. “I can handle it.”

She grinned. “I forget who you are, Nicky. You’re still a little boy to me.”

I kissed her quickly and left the house. I waited over an hour in the coffee shop. The only one in the place besides me was a chubby, little bald guy in his fifties in a trench coat. I drank two cups of coffee and figured he wasn’t coming. I got up to leave. The little guy in the corner rose as well. He looked at me. No, no, no, I thought. Don’t let this be Texas25.

“TOvice?”

My jaw opened. Yeah. I was TOvice, as in Toronto Vice.

He came closer. “God, you’re gorgeous.” He looked me up in down in a seriously creepy way.

I wanted to kick myself. “Texas25?” I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t want to be rude, on the other hand, I was seriously pissed off.

He nodded. “Surprised?”

“Astonished.”

“I’m not what you expected, I guess.”

I just stared at him. “You lied to me. Are you even a lawyer?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m a clerk in a law firm, though.” He beamed.

I noted the wedding band on his finger. “And married.”

“Unhappily.” He sighed. “I really expected you to be a disappointment.”

I gave him a tight smile.

“So,” he moved up close, “wanna fuck me?”

“No, I…” I shook my head. “Look, I think this meeting is over.” I walked out of the coffee shop with a heavy heart. That was the last time I’d do the Internet scene.

He followed. “Just because you’re Mr. Gorgeous…a macho cop with a killer body…wouldn’t even consider fucking someone like me. And yet we connected.” He grabbed my arm. “We connected, you and I.”

I looked at him. “Yeah, we connected through a lie. Nothing you said was true. I feel like an idiot.”

“I’m in love with you, Nicholas.”

Oh my God, I thought. “We never talked about love. I just came out to visit my…Jesus.” I began to walk away.

He came after me. “Please don’t, Nicholas. I’m lonely. I’m trapped in this marriage and you’re so beautiful.” He started to cry. “My life is slipping away from me. I’m so lonely.”

He stopped, turned into an alley and sobbed like a child.

I sighed and turned back. Yes, deep down, I was a softie. I put my arms around him, hugged him a moment.

He calmed down and apologized. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Come on. Let’s get a drink, Mike. Your name is Mike, right?”

“Yeah, honest, Mike Romero.” He beamed. “My wife is outta town. Nicholas?”

I paused, glanced at him. “Yeah?”

“Will you take me to a gay bar? I’ve never been to one. Too scared to go alone. Will you take me and dance with me, once?”

I rolled my eyes but damn it, I felt sorry for him. I threw my arm around him and gave him a hug. “One dance, Mike, and then that’s the end of the romance between Texas25 and TOvice, okay?”

So I went dancing with the poor guy, and I left him standing on the corner at the bus stop. He was smiling, ready to go back to his mundane, little life. He asked for a kiss goodbye and I kissed his forehead. That was as much as he was getting.

Needless to say, I was disappointed. Then I went to the bank the next day and had a real adventure. I was sorry about Jubilee, but personally I welcomed the distraction. Then, well…there was Sean. He was young, and hot and…um, I could taste those kisses. But you know, I hesitated to call him once I got to Georgia. I don’t know why. I’d made one stupid mistake with Texas25, and maybe I should just slow down. Sean texted me a few times and I answered with the line that I was very busy and would be in touch soon. He wanted to come visit but Rosewood had claimed my weekends with his “extra” training.

Life was moving super-fast. I was sailing through my courses, and developing an almost father/son thing with Rosewood. He’d really taken me under his wing.

“I always dreamed I’d have a son or daughter that wanted to follow in my footsteps,” he told me one night as we shared a drink in his office. “I have one son, afraid of his shadow. Became an accountant of all things! He’s got a wife and three kids. A better father than I ever was, though. Maybe you can’t be both.”

I was thinking about Kieran and Jubilee. That you could be both. I didn’t contradict him. Rosewood seemed like he wanted to talk about his regrets. God, I had them already, and I was half his age.

“Good guy, my son. Not law enforcement material.” He laughed, then looked at me. “But you. I saw those tapes of the bank robbery. Impressive. You and Jubilee Mason made quite a team in there. I trained Jubilee and Kieran, you know. Kieran was accelerated like you. You remind me of Kieran, restless, craving danger.”

“I don’t know Kieran that well.”

“You will. You’re going to be right up there with the best of them, Nicholas. You’ll make a fine addition to the team I’m putting together.”

“A team for what?” I asked him.

He smiled, reached over and patted my hand. “You’ll see. You want danger? I’ll give it to you tenfold. There’s something coming and it’s like a time bomb ready to explode. I’ve had to put it on hold until Jubilee is ready. Latest report is, he’s doing well.”

“I know,” I said. Sean sent me updates all the time. Sean. Yeah, I could really use a little down time, but again I held back. It wasn’t just Rosewood. It was the way Sean looked at Kieran. I’d noticed it when they were in the same room. It was sure he was carrying a bit of a torch for the guy, couldn’t blame him. But maybe that was just an excuse. After all, Kieran was Jubilee’s. There was no question of that. That night when I was with Sean, kissing him, I could have had him. He wanted me. I felt it, but there was this sweet innocence about him. It was intoxicating, yet it seemed forbidden and different. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have walked away.

I guess that’s why when my cell phone rang and I saw that it was Sean, I almost didn’t answer. Almost. I picked it up just before it switched to voice message.

“Hello,” I said.

“Nicholas.” He sounded relieved. “Shit. I’ve left ten messages.”

“Sorry. I’ve been—”

“Busy? You said that. You don’t want to see me, do you?”

“Why would you think that?” I clutched the phone.

“What do you want me to think? You’ve been there almost six weeks and nothing but a few brief text messages.”

“How’s Jubilee?” I changed the subject.

“He’s getting out of the hospital.”

“Will he be ready to go back to work?”

“In a week or so…Nicholas?”

“Um?” I sank down on a bench outside in the courtyard. I could hear laughter coming from an open window. Some of the guys were playing poker. I hadn’t been invited.

“I…thought maybe we had something, or…could have. Now, I have the impression that you regret what happened.”

“Nothing happened,” I said, then I realized what I’d said.

The phone went dead.

I stared at it. “Damn it!” I yelled aloud. What in hell did I have to say that for? It was true it was just a kiss. It wasn’t like I’d spent the night hammering the guy but…it meant something to Sean. Hell, it meant something to me, too…maybe too much. I clicked into his number and waited while it rang. I got his voice mail.

“Sean, I’m gonna call back. Please pick up this time. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it—”

When I called back a minute later he picked up on the second ring.

“Hey,” Sean said. “You were saying?”

I laughed. “You want me to grovel?”

“Yes, please.”

I laughed now. “Fine. I’m sorry.”

“Are you on your knees?”

I grinned. “No. Would you like me to be?”

“Oh, God, yes, please.”

“Are you having impure thoughts, Sean?”

“Ah…you might say that. All I know is I can’t stop thinking about you. Is that wrong?”

“Depends.”

“On what?” he asked.

“If you’re going to do something about it, or not.”

“I’d like to. Don’t you have any free time?”

“Not much.”

“Oh.”

“You can come up Sunday, if you want.” I don’t know why I said that but I wanted to see him.

“Can we go somewhere…alone?”

“You’re not planning on corrupting me, are you?” I teased.

“That was my plan but…I don’t think I can do it.”

“Why not?”

“I think I’m the one that might end up being corrupted. Have you been with a lot of men?”

I paused. The answer was more than he would want to hear. “Some,” I said.

“Nicholas?”

“Is that important?”

“I don’t want to be compared.”

“Is that what you think I do, rate the men I sleep with, or something?”

“I haven’t been with many guys, Nicolas.”

“I know.”

“What do you mean, you know?” He sounded alarmed. “You could tell?”

I laughed. “You’re so sweet.”

“Sweet?”

“Yeah, sweet. And yes, I could kinda tell.”

“Well, I could tell that you’ve been around. So there.”

“Are you saying I’m a slut?” I chuckled.

“I’m saying…we…so…how many?”

“I don’t count, Sean. I don’t put notches on the bedpost.”

“Did you love any of them?”

“No.”

There was a pause.

“Sean? You there?”

“Yeah. It’s just that you answered without thinking.”

“I didn’t have to think. I know.”

“You’ve never been in love?”

“No. Have you?”

“Ah…not sure.”

“What about with Kieran?”

“Kieran?”

“Come on, Sean.”

“Kieran is off limits. He’s Jubilee’s. They’re so in love, it’s insane. I should get so lucky. Don’t you want that?”

“I suppose. It doesn’t happen all the time.” I noticed he didn’t deny his attraction.

“You have to find the right guy. It’s beautiful.”

I laughed.

“You think I’m pathetic, don’t you?”

“I think you’re sweet.”

“Big, tough, macho man.”

“You should talk.”

“No, I’m sweet, remember? So, can I come or not?”

“Come if you like. That’s your business, but don’t use porn. It’s passé.” Nicholas grinned.

“Ha, ha, I mean on Sunday.”

“Sure, if you want.”

“I know how to get there.”

“I bet.”

“Bye, Nicholas.”

“See you Sunday,” I said and hung up. I held the phone for a while. I wasn’t sure what would happen but I knew I wanted to see him.

I was anticipating and dreading it.

*          *          *

Sean arrived early and called me before dawn. “Hey.”

“Do you know what time it is?” I got out of the bunk and walked out into the crisp, gray dawn so I wouldn’t wake the others.

“I couldn’t sleep. I drove all night just to get to you. Actually, not really. I just love that song, but a plane and a rental car were involved.”

I smiled. “Where are you?”

“Looking at you.”

I scanned the parking area. There was Sean on his phone, walking toward me. He was in uniform, while I stood there in a white T-shirt and a pair of boxers. I closed my phone and he approached, his gaze sweeping over me.

“God, you’re really hung,” he said in a hushed whisper as he stood in front of me.

I shook my head. “You sleep in that uniform or what?”

“I went through hell here so I never take it off. Of course,” he said softly, “you might persuade me with the right technique.”

“I thought they didn’t let riff-raff wander around,” I said teasingly.

He reached out and grabbed the material of my T-shirt. “Only sex perverts who work for the U.S. Marshal Service are considered an exception. Get dressed, I’ll buy you breakfast.”

I smiled. “Give me ten minutes to take a shower.”

His teeth indented his bottom lip. “That’s a thought. I’ll wait over on the bench.”

I watched him walk away. He was too cute. And I hadn’t had any for six weeks. That made for an explosive combination. I showered quickly and pulled on jeans and a fresh T-shirt. When Sean saw me heading in his direction, he rose from the bench and we walked to his car in the parking lot.

A few minutes later, we were waving to the guard at the gate and Sean was speeding down the road.

“So where we going for breakfast?” I asked.

Sean turned off onto a side road and cut the motor. He looked at me. “Are you really hungry?”

I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t get the chance. Sean yanked me forward by the T-shirt and pressed his mouth hotly against mine. My mouth opened and I moved my tongue around his in some kind of sultry, slow dance, while my cock began to do a dance of its own. Sean grabbed my face on both sides and kept our mouths together, hungrily devouring my lips until I couldn’t see straight. Then abruptly, he released me and slouched back in his seat with a big sigh.

I waited, blinking, not sure what he wanted me to do at this point. But then he looked at me and said, “You shit!”

“Okay, one minute you’re kissing me and the next…what’s this now?”

“You deliberately put me on hold, tortured me. Is that your game?”

“I don’t have a game.” I sat back in my seat. “Not that I’m aware of,” I muttered.

“Why do I always fall for guys I can’t have.”

“Like Kieran?”

“Will you stop saying that!”

I looked at him. “First of all, I didn’t know you were fallin’ and secondly, why can’t you have me? I’m here.”

Sean started the engine and backed up. “Great. It’s settled then.”

“Ah, like what’s settled?” I grabbed the dashboard. “Can you slow down?”

“No. Can’t. I can’t wait anymore. I’ll pay.”

“For breakfast?”

“No, stupid,” he said, “for the room.”

I smiled. “Oh. Aren’t I even going to get breakfast first?”

He looked at me. “Are you better on a full stomach?”

I threw my head back and howled with laughter.

“What did I say?” he asked.

I was still laughing when Sean pulled into some motel with the vacancy light burned out.

“Well,” I said, getting out. “It’s not the Ritz.”

He looked at me. “Agreed. Come on.” He reached out and took my arm. Before I knew it, he was pulling me across the field behind the motel and down a small embankment by a river.

“I get a feeling you know this place,” I said.

He grinned. “See, I’m not Pollyanna.” He took off his marshal’s jacket and then his shirt.

I watched him with great interest. “I never said you were Pollyanna. You don’t look like Pollyanna.”

He placed his hands on his hips. “I appreciate that.” He dropped to the grass. “Okay, off with them.” He waved his hand.

“Just like that, eh?” I grinned. “Do I get breakfast after?” I lifted an eyebrow.

“Depends if I like what I see.”

“Oh, okay.” I laughed. I pulled off the T-shirt. “What do you think? Worth some toast and coffee at least?”

“You’re so beautiful,” he said softly. “Take off the rest.”

I glanced around.

“No one comes here.”

I winked at him. “Someone will come here today.”

He actually blushed, and I undid my jeans. I looked at him. “How about you take off yours, too? Only fair.”

He nodded.

I pulled off the rest of my clothes while he did his. He seemed a little shy, holding the pants on his lap. I found it endearing. I walked over to him and saw him swallow hard.

“Jesus,” Sean moaned, his gaze zeroing in on my cock, “that’s worth a full course breakfast.”

“Well, Marshal, if you want it,” I taunted, “come and get it.” And with a Tarzan yell, I jumped in the river.


CHAPTER 5

It was a wrench leaving him.

I drove my rental car back to the Brunswick Golden Isles Airport, a four-mile drive from the motel I’d stayed at. I’d take a commercial flight via Delta Airlines back to Dallas/Fort Worth. Man, it was fucking hard to leave him.

“We’re just getting started,” Nicholas had said to me as he’d kissed me good-bye in my room. I hadn’t dropped him back to FLETC, at his request.

“I’ll take a run, it’s only a mile,” he said. There was also the need for some discretion. He’d held my face in his hands as his mouth devoured mine. I could still taste his tongue on mine. I wasn’t worried anymore about seeing him again. I wasn’t questioning my sexuality. I liked men. One in particular.

The heat, the chemistry between us was intense. I had a short drive but short enough to put my favorite diva Celine Dion’s song “I Drove All Night” on repeat.

The lyric “this fever for you is burning me up inside…” Man, it was just how I felt about Nicholas.

We could not stop touching or kissing from the first moment we got our hands on each other’s naked bodies. It had been a fiery encounter the whole time but our tempos raged between slow, fast, and welcome to emergency. The sex had been wonderful, all of it. He was everything I’d hoped for in my first real encounter with a man. He’d been patient and excited in equal measure.

Nicholas and I had showered together before we both had to leave. We towel-dried each other, the most tender we’d been with one another all weekend. I kept thinking about the way he’d patted my back dry. His hands had moved to my ass.

“I plan to fill it up,” he’d said. “I need to leave you with a reminder of what’s what.”

I saw him disappear from the mirror, heard him go into the bedroom. I knew he was getting a rubber. I’d gone from being Johnny-no-fuck to Johnny-fuck-me-now in just a day. He knelt behind me and his tongue dipped into my ass. I loved what he did to me. He got me good and ready, but still, he fumbled with the rubber, opening it with his teeth.

“Fuck me,” I whispered, still amazed that I wanted it so much when my whole body felt aflame.

He straightened, smeared me with the cold gel coating from the condom as he rolled it onto himself, and then he let me have it. In the position I was in, standing, butt slightly pushed out, it felt like hell for a few seconds. He tilted my hips and seemed to know exactly how to angle me so I’d be begging for his cock, begging for him to come inside me.

I was watching myself in the motel mirror. I’d never seen myself fucking before. The outline of his body, his muscular arm around my hip was a major turn-on. He jerked on my cock. I loved that we came together.

I felt the twitch of his cock inside me.

“Don’t pull out.”

But he did. He then bent and bit and sucked my hip, leaving a huge hickey there.

“It’s a marshal tattoo,” he said, kissing me.

I cleaned up and got my act together. A little hard when all I wanted was a slow-motion repeat with Nicholas Fournier.

I broke out of my hot daydream as I took the turnoff for rental car return and lamented that I had to turn off the music. I removed my iPod from the vehicle’s dock and pocketed it.

“Hey, I love that song,” the woman at Budget rental cars said.

I grinned as I stepped out of the car. I left the key in the ignition at her request and retrieved my bag from the passenger seat. She did her thing checking over the gas gauge, the miles, even though the vehicle came with unlimited mileage. She walked around the car checking for damage.

I waited curbside and she finally came back to me with an electronic stub, giving me the all clear. I pocketed it. I was dressed in jeans and a shirt, my training uniform back in my bag. I’d only put it on for Nicholas. Marshals travel in civilian clothing but I can always tell when someone’s made me as a marshal.

As I rode the short distance via the courtesy bus to the terminal, I checked my voice mail messages. Kieran had called me three times, Trace twice. I called Kieran back first without checking voice mail. He picked up on the second ring.

“Hey,” he said. “D’you have fun?”

“The best. Just turned in the car. How’s Jubilee?”

“I’ll tell you how he is. He just walked our son over to the park. They’re having pony rides today.”

“That’s fantastic, Kieran.”

“Isn’t it? I’m so proud of him.” He paused. “He wants me to go back to work so I said yes. I know he wants normal. He’s going to stay home and be very quiet this week. Next week he starts a little light rehab but he’s not ready for work yet. We’ve found a new babysitter. My dad has this hot new girlfriend who has a nanny service in Canada. She found us a wonderful woman right here in Dallas through her networking system.”

“That’s great,” I said. “No more heists.” I couldn’t believe the words slipped out of my mouth but Kieran laughed.

“I know, right? We can’t believe the résumé Consuela sent—Consuela is our new babysitter. She’s worked as a nanny for the former Texas governor. She has two college degrees, speaks five languages…or is it six? And she has extensive first aid training.”

“She sounds amazing.”

“I feel very comfortable leaving my man and my little boy in her hands. She’s a competent woman.”

“That’s great!” I grinned as I disembarked from the bus, thanked the driver and walked up to the Delta Airlines section. It was all self-check-in and I wasn’t checking my bag, but the computer wouldn’t let me print out a boarding pass.

“Hang on,” I said in the middle of Kieran’s flow. “I keep getting an error message that I need to see a ground attendant.”

“Oh, that’s no big deal,” he said. “They know you’re a U.S. Marshal and no doubt they want you to deputize the flight.”

“Wow…okay.”

“It’s no biggie but it means you can’t drink and they’ll put you in one of the aisle seats down the back.”

Ten seconds later, a male ground attendant approached me. With Kieran holding the line, the attendant did exactly what Kieran said he would.

“We’ve had a rough morning,” he said. “The local bureau of the U.S. Marshals told us you were in town, and we’re wondering if you’ll monitor the flight for us today.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “It would be my honor.”

And it was.

“Good response,” Kieran said in my ear.

The man seemed so relieved. “Here’s your boarding pass, sir. Enjoy your flight.”

As I strode toward security, Kieran assured me I would be treated as any other passenger. “The flight crew will know who you are and they’ll reach out if there’s a problem.”

The place was hopping.

As I stood in line, Kieran said, “So listen, since I’m back on deck, Trace and I need to share you. Tomorrow you’re mine. I was thinking maybe you could come by later for a barbecue. Juan misses you and Jube wants to hear all about Nicholas. I figured you could come over, have an early dinner with us and I’ll explain tomorrow’s job to you.”

“Sounds like a plan. Actually, I can’t wait. I’m seriously crashing from a Nicholas high.”

“I’m in touch with that emotion,” he said. “What time does your flight get in?”

“One-thirty.”

“You parked at the airport?”

“Yeah.”

“Just drive straight here and don’t even ask if you can bring anything. We have everything right here.”

I was happy, actually. We ended the call as I had to remove my shoes and belt and deposit my wallet, cell phone, and cabin bag into the plastic boxes lined up on the conveyer belt. I had to alert security that I was a U.S. Marshal. I showed the first officer my badge. He took me aside. I handed him my bag with my weapon, a neat little Glock, my license to carry, and then I went through the x-ray machine. They were very cool, very cooperative. I passed through to the other side where I collected my stuff, squashed my feet back into my shoes and walked to the departure gate.

In the men’s restroom, I transferred my gun to my ankle holster, zipped up my bag and stepped out to grab a seat. I had thirty minutes until boarding, so I went through my phone messages. My dad called just as I was about to text Trace.

“Sean?” he said.

“Hey, Dad. How are you?”

“Very well, very well. Son, are you able to come home for Thanksgiving?”

The question surprised me. I was trying to get through the day let alone thinking about six, seven months from now.

“That’s my plan. Why? Is everything okay?”

“Your mother saw the news reports about your partner.”

I frowned into the phone. “But…Dad, I told you both about what happened to Jubilee.”

“It didn’t hit home until she realized he has a partner and a little boy. Son…you think you might come home sooner than Thanksgiving?”

“Sure, Dad. I’m not sure what my work schedule is like, but I promise I’ll organize something within the next few weeks.”

“Okay…but make sure you do. The woman is freaking me out over here. She’s saying we should have encouraged your first career suggestion of being an actor.”

“I was nine when I said that.”

“She rues the day she pooh-poohed that idea.”

I laughed. I loved my parents…adored them actually. But my mom was inclined to be dramatic.

“Great. How was your date this weekend?”

How the heck did he know that? My attention wavered slightly. A mother and child had moved to seats right opposite me. The kid held a thick book I was certain was one of the Harry Potter books. I was one hundred percent certain it was not Fifty Shades of Gray.

“It was great.” I felt a little guilty that my first full weekend off I’d gone to visit Nicholas instead of my parents. “Dad…” I suddenly became aware that the woman opposite me was staring at me. She was listening to me. I didn’t hold her gaze. I tried to figure out what was going on.

I smelled a tidal wave of alcoholic fumes and was surprised that they were coming from a young woman, possibly in her twenties. She had inserted herself between mother and son, much to the mother’s consternation. The young woman seemed nice enough. She was holding a pillow in her arms, her cabin bag poised between her feet. She was chatting in the overly loud way inebriated people adopt when they are trying to appear sober.

“Everything all right?” my father asked.

“Yes. Listen, I’ve been thinking about it. You and Mom should come visit me. I have two partners now and I want you to meet them. You could come for a week if you have time. Even if I’m working, the apartment is wonderful. I have a pool, a gym, a hot tub on the deck.”

“Say, that sounds real swell. Any chance we can meet your new man?”

“He’s in Georgia, training.” I wondered how he knew about Nicholas. Dang. My brother. I’d mentioned Nicholas to him. Justin was going through a severe breakup and he’d taken some comfort in the fact that I’d actually met somebody I liked. My parents knew I was gay, but that so far my inclinations were academic.

Justin, who’d been very supportive of me and had sat right beside me when I came out to Mom and Dad, had recently split with his girlfriend, Camilla. I’d urged him to follow her to the Congo where she was doing anthropological work, but the truth was, Camilla loved her work more than him.

He loved her more than…anything.

“Bring Justin,” I said. The poor guy had just lost his job in a restaurant in New Orleans. It had gone under and he was looking for work. A very talented sous-chef, he’d won ten grand on the TV show Chopped, and he’d hoped the notoriety would get him a new job. My sister, Justine, Justin’s twin, was happily married with two kids. She was the only one who’d done everything correctly but I never got a sense from my parents that Justin and I had disappointed them.

“We’ll try to talk him round, but…you really mean it about a visit? Can you handle me and your mom for a whole week?”

“Sure I can. Bring Valium.” He chuckled. I had to get off the phone. The woman opposite was being a nuisance to the kid sitting beside her.

We said goodbye and ended the call. I pretended to scroll through my messages but I was really tuning into the conversation in front of me.

“I feel so…deprived that I didn’t get to go to Hogwarts,” she was saying to the kid.

He grinned at her. Like I said, she was being friendly, but she was on the edge of being drunk and it was only ten a.m. He smiled with the indulgence of a child who feels embarrassed for an idiotic adult.

She turned to the boy’s mother. “Wouldn’t you just love to be able to send him to warlock school?”

The mother flashed me a look of concern but responded. “Not really. I couldn’t afford all those robes and wands!”

It was a funny response and I could no longer pretend I hadn’t tuned into their chatter. The seats at the gate were filling fast. I laughed like everyone else, which seemed to ease the tension in the atmosphere.

Suddenly one of the ground attendants made an announcement that our flight would be delayed by at least twenty minutes, which didn’t sit too well with Miss Hogwarts, who flounced out of her seat and over to the counter.

“Do I have enough time to get a drink at the bar?” she asked.

We could all hear her and there was a lot of laughter about her well-oiled state as she raced toward the concourse shops.

“She’s already three sheets to the wind,” the kid observed. He was a trip. He buried his nose in his book.

My cell phone rang. It was Trace.

“Where you at?” he asked, a chuckle in his voice.

“At the airport, headin’ back.” I hadn’t told Trace about Nicholas. I’d just mentioned I was going out of town for the weekend. He sighed.

“One of the state’s witnesses died yesterday,” he said. “That’s the only reason I’m lending you back to Kieran. Trial’s on hold until Wednesday.”

“Which one?” I asked.

“Ferdici.”

“Someone got to him?”

“No. Natural causes. They think he had a heart attack in his cell. Sucks the big one, don’t it?”

Aware of the mother opposite me giving me her full attention, I asked, “How’s our girl?”

“She’s fine. She’s the one who called and told me.”

I liked Marisa Applegate, the Dallas District Attorney who was prosecuting the big murder trial herself. First she’d found out one of the incarcerated defendants was trying to hire a hit man to bump her off and now—this. One of the two men he’d hired for the first crime and had turned state’s evidence was dead.

Trace said we’d talk later and I ended the call. Nicholas was on the other line. I tried not to show my excitement but it was hard. I was nuts about the guy.

“Are you on the plane yet?”

“Nope. We got delayed.”

“Vraiment?” he asked. I was getting used to him slipping French into his conversation with me. “I hope for a day or two. Come back. I’ll make it worth your while.”

I laughed. He was adorable and I was already hooked. “I know you will.”

The ground crew announced the flight was starting pre-boarding procedures.

“That didn’t take long and I was just thinkin’ how nice it would be to have some Cajun cock right now,” Nicholas said. “Bummer.”

I laughed. “Any time. Just say the word.”

“Next weekend.”

“That’s two words.”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

“Yes.”

“One word,” he responded. “Very good. Travel safe.”

We ended the call. I cast a glance around for my favorite drunk, but she was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she’d fallen asleep at the bar. She had been carrying a pillow with her after all.

I boarded the flight and took my seat. Now I had a weekend date set up with Nicholas, I felt a lot better. I was excited, actually. Leafing through the in-flight magazine I pondered the food choices and the movie lineup. I wanted Canadian cock but it wasn’t on the menu.

Damn it.

Just as I was feeling comfortable, I heard a commotion. My favorite drunk was causing a stink a few rows ahead. The female flight attendant was trying to calm her down.

“I want a vodka tonic!” the woman screamed. A second, then a third flight attendant joined the first, all of them trying to calm her down. The mother and son who had been sitting beside her were now in the seats behind her. The boy turned, looked at me and shook his head.

My training had indicated unless there was an actual physical threat to the passengers or crew, I was supposed to wait for flight attendants or the captain to ask for help. But this was too much. The woman was clearly out of control and shouldn’t have been allowed to board the flight in the first place.

I unbuckled my belt, rose from my seat and strode toward the small group just as one of the flight attendants broke away from the discussion.

“Just coming to get you,” she said.

“No problem, I’m here now.” I eyed the male attendant. “Can you help me?”

“Absolutely.”

“What is her name?” I asked him.

“Brenda.”

I knelt beside her. “Brenda, I’m Deputy U.S. Marshal Sean Mercado and I’m sorry but I have to accompany you off this plane.”

“Why?” she asked, her eyes brimming with tears. “My daddy just died! I just went to his funeral yesterday.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” I gently eased her out of her chair. She was initially combative but I realized she’d dropped her pillow. The Harry Potter fan handed it to me. I thanked him and, together, the flight attendant and I helped Brenda off the plane. She was remarkably docile once we got her back into the departure gate.

“Is there somebody I can call for you?” I asked her.

“No. Yes. My sister.” She gave me the number. It was wrong. We tried again and got it.

I spoke to her sister, who told me she hadn’t thought Brenda was okay to fly when she left her apartment that morning.

“I’ll come right now and get her.”

One of the ground crew called security and two female officers came and collected her. Brenda was now hysterical.

They were very kind to her.

“Lots of coffee,” I told them.

Brenda wept as they led her away. I re-boarded the flight, and as I passed Harry Potter and his mom, she grinned at me.

“I knew you were a U.S. Marshal. I just knew it!”

Smiling back at her I took my seat. I wished all my cases were as easy as this one.

*          *          *

I rolled up to Kieran and Jubilee’s house around two-thirty. Kieran had told me not to bring anything but I couldn’t resist bringing Juan something. The child had wormed his way into my heart. I’d found a drugstore nearby that had a huge pack of water pistols in all kinds of weird flying saucer shapes in bright, sparkly gel colors. They were pretty cool. So cool I wanted to play with them myself. I also picked up a six-pack of beer.

Juan and a pretty, dark-haired young woman opened the door. The little boy danced from foot to foot and held up his arms for me to pick him up. I did. I was pleased to see he was still wearing the running shoes I’d given him.

“You must be Marshal Mercado,” the woman said.

“Please, call me Sean.”

“And I’m Consuela. I see you already know Juan.”

“He’s my friend,” Juan announced, almost strangling me with a tight hug.

I was having trouble balancing him and the gifts I’d brought. “You want to see the present I got you?” I asked.

“A present! Oh, boy! I love presents!”

He allowed me to set him on his feet and I handed him one of the oversized shopping bags in my hand. He tore it open. He squealed and screamed, made a great big fuss of his new toys and ran off to show his parents.

“Dadddeee!”

“You have a big fan,” Consuela said. Her eyes sparkled, and I found myself being pulled in to her warm charm. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, really, but with a name like Consuela, I thought she’d be older, but she wasn’t. In fact, with her lovely, glossy, shoulder length, black hair, beautiful face and trim body, I was already thinking she’d be perfect for my brother.

We walked into the kitchen together, where Jubilee was putting the finishing touches to his steak marinade.

“You’re just in time!” He winked at me. “Juan’s already filling up the water pistols. I hope you brought some swim trunks.”

“They’re in the car.” I went out to get my overnight bag. I’d rinsed out my swim shorts the night before but now they smelled of hotel soap, and, wonderfully, of Nicholas. He’d popped a note into my belongings. As I changed in the guest room, I sat on the bed to read it.

——

Sean,

I lay awake watching you sleep late last night and this morning. I kept debating whether to wake you. The little angel on my left shoulder said I should let you rest, the devil on the right…argghhh…he wanted to wake you up. I missed you and you were right here. It’s only going to be worse when you aren’t. When I can’t hear you breathing.

Thank you for being here, for making this journey. And for putting up with me. I hope we can have something…be something…together.

Most of all I long to watch you dream again.

N. xoxo

——

I sat for a moment with the note. I loved it. I tucked it back into my bag. I’d had no idea he’d been watching me. Like a sap, I took the note out again and re-read it. He liked me. Good.

I liked him, too. I put the note back in and stepped out into the hallway. I could hear Juan crying now.

“No, no,” he kept saying. “Shoes on! Shoes on!”

“But, sweetie, your shoes will be ruined if you swim with them.” Consuela was kneeling beside him in his bedroom. He wept hot tears.

“My shoes,” he said.

Oh, the kid broke my heart. I knew he’d never had anything of his own before he arrived here, and the shoes were a big thing with him.

“Sweetheart, nobody’s taking them away from you. I tell you what, how about we put them outside on a chair where you can see them. You love swimming. You want to swim, don’t you?”

“My…shoes,” he said again, his little voice pitiful. I looked to my left. Kieran and Jube were there, pinned to the wall, listening. I was horrified when I saw that Kieran had a gun in his hand.

I pointed at him and jabbed my finger toward the kitchen. The two men exchanged looks and retreated.

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

“She made my son cry.”

“You cannot shoot the babysitter!” I muttered.

He quirked a brow. “I can if I want.”

“Give me that. It’s not even loaded.” Jube took it out of Kieran’s hand. He burrowed the weapon in a high cupboard.

“She’s great with him,” I whispered.

“I know. I just hate to hear him cry.” He said this just as Consuela emerged with Juan, who was wearing bright green board shorts, and clutching his shoes and a couple of water pistols in his arms.

He still had pools of tears in his eyes, but he looked up at me. “Marshal Sean, will you play with me?”

“Of course I’ll play with you.”

He beamed at me.

Consuela led the way outside. She was very patient with Juan, who had to pick out the perfect chair for his shoes. When he was certain it was in the correct position where he could keep an eye on them, he raced me to the pool. I wasn’t sure about his shooting skills, but he sure was. He had a good aim, the little runt.

I swallowed bucket loads of water as he fired at me again and again. He laughed and laughed. Kieran walked around the pool, watching and joining in with a water pistol shaped like a space gun. Then they both picked on me. They double-teamed me. I was so going to get Kieran for this.

Consuela was there in her swimsuit and a wrap but she quickly left us, admonishing Jube for carrying a heavy tray of meat outside.

“You’re not supposed to lift anything.” She turned to Kieran. “Honestly. Can’t you do something with him?”

“I can think of one thing.”

Jubilee laughed.

“Go on,” she said, waving them away. “But be quick about it.”

“Seriously?” Kieran looked all perky all of a sudden.

“Juan is in good hands,” I said. “Go. Enjoy your…nooner.”

“Oh, boy!” Jube said.

I suddenly realized where Juan had picked up that little phrase. The kid was waiting for me on the other side of the pool and squirted me right in the face with his water. He was so damned proud of himself. I had to admit, as he jumped into the water and began refilling his weapons, he had the makings of a future sharpshooter.

*          *          *

Kieran and Jube had the unmistakable glow of slaked lust in their aura as they came back to us later. Consuela and Kieran took over cooking duties. Jubilee wore a T-shirt over his board shorts. It was hard for him to pick up Juan. His stomach and ribs still hurt.

“That bullet frickin’ ripped my insides apart,” he told me. He rarely complained. He was just being matter-of-fact. He had to sit down so his son could climb on his lap, and climb he did.

We chatted about Jube’s progress until Kieran got a call. I did, too. We checked our cell phone readouts. Operation: Winner. Green light.

“Damn.” Kieran looked at me. “We gotta book.”

Juan was very accepting of us leaving, but needed to put his shoes on to accompany us outside. I got dressed in the outfit I’d been wearing, combed my hair as best I could and checked my weapons. I had everything I needed.

Jube and Juan held our hats and walked us outside. Kieran and Juan had an emotional embrace, but I was pleased that Juan didn’t cry. He hugged me goodbye, solemnly handed me my hat, which I had left on the entry table when I arrived, and hugged me again.

We waved at our little trio as we drove off in Kieran’s SUV. He fiddled with the radio and we zipped onto the marshals’ frequency. We changed it three times a week and as we checked in, he announced, “Fox and Mercado feeling lucky today!”

I guessed we were going to a casino. Operation Winner, feeling lucky.

A printout arrived in the backseat where he kept his portable printer. I studied the photo of a hard-looking young Latino man. He had a solid build, close-cropped hair. Not particularly handsome or ugly but he was identified as a Ramblers gang member. I’d done some homework on gangbangers as part of my training.

The Ramblers were a fierce, tight group that patrolled their neighborhood, even their own families with frightening ruthlessness.

“We got news that this asshole was in town. He likes to gamble. We’ve had field operatives at two casinos. One is a makeshift game that moves around town. We’ve had two undercover officers involved in that one, but Louis Marks never turned up in those.

“He likes Pai-Gow Poker…has good luck with the table games, too. We figured he’d head to Easy Street Casino—”

“That’s near the Oklahoma border, isn’t it?” It was one of the many Native American tribal casinos strewn across the U.S.

“Right. About an eight-minute drive.”

A voice came on the radio. “We have a visual on him. He’s been gambling all morning. Winning huge, but he’s on the main floor now.”

Kieran shook his head. “Don’t know why they didn’t notice him sooner. He’s quite distinctive.”

“Really?” I squinted at the photo. He didn’t look distinctive to me.

“Yeah. Now you get the problem. They’ve been circulating that old-ass photo to the field ops. That’s what he looks like now.” He pointed to his glove compartment. I opened it and extracted a sheaf of papers. Wow. Big difference. The guy had lost maybe thirty pounds and had what looked like a tribal tattoo down the right side of his face.

Holy shit. Now I looked closer, I realized it was a gun. A big, black revolver. Tattooed on his face.

“Yeah, freaky, huh?”

“What’s he wanted for?” I pawed through the paperwork.

A voice came on the radio. “Fox, Mercado, the winner’s sittin’ here playin’. Happy as a lark. Shit. He’s winning, too.”

“Better than losing. He’ll try and push his luck.” Kieran looked at me. “Buckle your seat belt, we’re gonna be speeding.”

I did as I was told. He ramped the speed up to ninety on the I-35 heading east to I-90. A highway patrol car sped up behind us, then fell away when they realized we were marshals. Meanwhile I read the paperwork.

Louis Marks had been wanted since April 2, 2010 on a $500,000 warrant for charges of first-degree robbery and first-degree assault. He had beaten up two women over a game of three-card poker on a Louisiana casino riverboat. As I read, we received another printout from dispatch. A casino security officer had spotted Marks. He had alerted the tribal police, who requested our help in arresting Marks. Our field operatives had only become involved once the police knew they had a hot potato in their house.

“See what I have to put up with?” Kieran cracked. A new voice came on the radio. Trace Thatcher.

“What’s your ETA, Fox?”

“Twenty minutes.”

He wasn’t wrong. We’d made the journey in just forty-seven minutes. My whole body shook and my stomach was back in Dallas, but we plunged into the casino and arrested Marks just as he was busy arguing with a cocktail waitress about the quality of the casino booze.

“Huh,” she said as Kieran got Marks onto the floor, hands behind his back and the cuffs on him. “He thinks I’m gonna serve him Blue Sapphire vodka when I know you guys are about to arrive?” She smirked as we took him away.

We loaded up our suspect. I rode in back with him as Kieran climbed into the driver’s seat. Trace approached our car.

“Just raided his room and found drugs, money, guns, all the toys a boy needs.”

Mark’s head fell back against the seat.

“Excellent,” Kieran said.

We drove our prisoner to the local jailhouse. We booked him in and he looked subdued as the charge officer told him he’d be extradited to Louisiana the following day, right after he made an appearance in a local court on drugs and weapons offenses.

As we walked out of the jailhouse, Kieran called Jubilee. “Hey, babe, any barbecue left for us?” He grinned. “Excellent. Tell Juan we’re on our way.”


CHAPTER 6

The expression on Gloria’s face when I walked into the office reminded me of the kind of look someone gives you just before they tell you that you have only six months left to live.

“Hey, sugarplum,” she said. “When are you going to propose? I’m still waiting?”

She always used the same line, and I always responded the same way. “Sorry, Peaches, you know I’m not the marrying kind.”

We always laughed although it was getting rather old now. I was quite used to her flirting but she seemed to do that with a lot of the recruits.

“What’s up?” I asked.

She lowered her voice. “Marshal Samson, that’s what up. You sleep with his Momma or something? That man is out for your hide.”

I shuddered at the thought of sleeping with the female double of Samson. “You know I’d never cheat on you.”

Gloria was right about Samson. That guy had been seriously out to get me since the moment I’d arrived, and he still couldn’t pronounce my name.

The door to Daniel Rosewood’s office opened, and Daniel stood there. He looked perturbed as he motioned to me. “Come in, Nicholas.”

I saw Marshal Samson standing there in the middle of the office as I entered. There was a file in his hand.

I nodded at him.

He glowered at me.

Daniel Rosewood closed the door. “Sit down, Nicholas.”

I took a seat.

“You too, Herbert,” Rosewood snapped.

Herbert? I sat back in my chair and waited. The first thing that came to mind was that someone had seen Sean and me in the water last weekend. Damn. Could they boot me out for that?

“So.” Herbert Samson shoved the file at me. “Explain this!”

I narrowed my eyes, and looked at Daniel Rosewood curiously. Daniel sighed heavily and waved his hand at me as if he were fed up with the entire thing already. I opened the file and glanced at the sheet. “These are my test scores.”

“Right.” Samson pointed at me. “So, how did you do it?”

“How did I do what?”

“Cheat? How did you cheat on the exams?”

“Now, Herbert,” Marshal Rosewood interjected, sounding annoyed. “We don’t know that for a fact. I just said we’d bring him in to talk. That’s all. Nicholas, no one is accusing you of anything.”

“I didn’t cheat,” I replied, placing the file on the desk.

“One hundred percent on every written exam you’ve taken so far. How is that possible?” Samson demanded, hands on hips.

It wasn’t the first time I’d been accused of cheating. In school, I used to put the wrong answer on purpose so the teacher would stop suspecting me of cheating on tests.

“Well?” Samson insisted.

“Samson, calm down,” Marshal Rosewood told him. “Nicolas, I apologize for this. Marshal Samson has raised this issue and so I’m compelled to give it my attention. But if you say you didn’t cheat, I believe you.”

“I didn’t cheat.” I shrugged.

“You didn’t even study!” Samson accused.

“I read the books.”

“Give me a break.” Samson turned to Rosewood. “I demand he retake the exams this afternoon.”

“All of them?” I protested.

“All of them, in one day, in an isolated room where I can watch you.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Rosewood replied.

“I’ll do it,” I offered. “On one condition.”

Samson stared at me.

“If I get the same scores, I get a full apology, and for the remaining six weeks of this program, you no longer have anything to do with my supervision or my evaluations.”

“What do you say, Herbert?” Daniel Rosewood glanced at him.

He eyed me. “I don’t care what your conditions are. I know you cheated. Today, you will take the exams again after lunch in a place I can watch you every minute. Is that clear?”

“Very.”

“Everyone is going to see you for what you really are, a fraud, and then you’re outta here.”

“Herb,” Rosewood said as the man brushed by me on his way to the door, “You do realize that Fournier here has an IQ of over 160, which puts him at genius level.”

“Doesn’t mean Fouray doesn’t cheat on tests,” he sputtered and walked out.

Daniel looked at me. “What did you do to get him on your bad side, anyway?”

“I have a tendency to do that.”

Daniel Rosewood got up and closed the door. “People like you will always feel a little alone, Nicholas. Brilliance has a price. I read a summary of the psychological tests you did a few weeks back. You have a fascinating profile.”

“So, I’m certifiable, right?” I laughed but I was uncomfortable talking about that stuff.

“Unfortunately you’re sane. You have the ideal profile for a U.S. Marshal. Logical, rational, and not prone to be overly emotional. You are compassionate, but would never allow compassion to stand in the way of duty. If you weren’t a lawman, you’d make a great assassin.”

“Lovely.”

“Not sure you’d make such a great husband, however.”

I winced.

“Sorry about that. Men like you rarely do. You don’t need enough, or at least you’d never admit to needing.”

I fell silent.

“Nicolas, I know it couldn’t have been easy growing up the way you did. You were all grown up before your time, weren’t you? Your playground was a war zone. There were bombs and guns going off all over the place. It made you who you are today. You don’t make friends easily, not only because you intimidate them, and yes, they envy you, but because you’re a loner by nature. Doesn’t mean you’re not lonely. You’re a little afraid to get close.”

I swallowed hard. Daniel Rosewood had just read my soul. No one had quite put it that way before. I can say that for the first time in a long while, I felt fear. He was waiting for me to say something. What could I say to that? All I could think of, ironically, was Sean, and how I’d rather impulsively left that note for him to find. I’d felt connected to another human being for the first time in my life but it frightened the hell out of me.

Daniel Rosewood had a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t feel it for a moment then I looked up and it was there.

“It’s okay, Nicholas. That’s why I chose you for this. You’re made for it. Your intelligence, facility with language, and military training are the perfect combination. I’m setting up a meeting for you this weekend. You’re going to be briefed on the assignment and you’ll meet someone from Washington, an attaché to the CIA.”

The CIA. Holy Fuck. Well, there went my date with Sean.

“Retake the exams,” Rosewood told me. “You’ve got three days to cram in everything else. You think you can do it?”

I nodded.

“Good because you’re going to be a U.S. Marshal when you fly to Dallas.”

“Dallas?”

He nodded.

“Samson’s going to love that you make me a marshal this fast.”

Daniel Rosewood grinned. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face. And remember, Nicholas, you can’t tell anyone where you’re going this weekend, no one.”

That afternoon I retook three exams in a small cubicle while Samson watched me like a hawk. I was surprised he didn’t strip me naked before sitting me down. He wouldn’t even let me go for a pee.

When I handed him the tests I completed in a record two hours and a half, he muttered something under his breath. I just smiled, then reported to Rosewood again. Two of my teachers from the other classes were in his office. They showed me what I’d need to cover in the next two days in order to meet the marshal requirements.

I read over the course material that night and took two exams the following day, and another two on Friday morning.

By Friday afternoon, Rosewood pinned a badge on my T-shirt.

Sean had texted me at least four times. I’d been too damn busy to text him back. I had too much to tell him yet there were things I wasn’t permitted to say. That evening, I took my phone out into the courtyard after dinner and called Sean.

“Nicholas?” He answered right away. “Are you okay?”

“Sure, why?” I had mixed feelings about people fussing over me too much.

“You never texted me back.”

“I couldn’t. I was too busy. Sean, I have some bad news.”

“Oh, no.”

“I have to be somewhere else this weekend.”

“Another guy, is that it?”

“No, nothing like that. All I can say is they made me a marshal and I have to do something.”

“That’s impossible. Training’s not over.”

“It is for me. I had to cram a lot of stuff into the last few days, and remember, I had a lot of training already due to the police force and the military.”

“So what is it they want you for?”

“I really don’t know. Marshal Rosewood needs me for something. I can’t say any more.”

“It is dangerous?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Silence.

“Sean?”

“What?”

“It was nice, you and me. I usually don’t want to see the guy again so soon…sometimes not at all.”

“Great. How many guys we talking?”

“Not important. Listen. It was different for the first time. I actually felt…connected to someone. It’s not easy for me.”

“I want to know you. Will you let me?”

I laughed. “Not sure you’d want to know me really.”

“I do want to know you. There’s so much inside, so much under that gorgeous macho hide of yours.”

“Gorgeous and macho? Wow, say it again.”

“Stop it,” Sean laughed, “want me to say you’re a great fuck, too?”

“Yeah. That would be nice.”

Sean laughed again.

He had a nice laugh.

“So, if I can’t see you this weekend, when can I see you?”

“Soon,” I said. “I promise.”

“So, what are the rules around this thing we got going?”

“Do we need rules yet?” Okay, I was feeling weird.

“I do.”

“Why?”

“I’m feeling insecure.”

I chuckled at that.

“Nicholas…can I say I don’t want you fucking any other men?”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “It’s a little soon for that, isn’t it?”

“No, damn it, it’s not too soon. You want to sleep around?”

“I didn’t say I wanted to sleep around. I said…I’m not used to restraints or being exclusive. It’s new for me.”

“I think we have a problem then.”

“Sean, listen. I…”

“I have to go.”

The line went dead. I wanted to throw the phone across the courtyard. Why wasn’t I good with this stuff? Why in the hell was I always saying the wrong thing?

“Nicholas! There you are.”

I turned to see Daniel Rosewood walk toward me across the yard. He looked a bit frazzled.

“Yeah. What can I help you with?”

“You have a meeting at the Marshals’ headquarters in Dallas first thing in the morning. Our contact from Washington is going to be there. You leave tonight, Marshal Fournier. Get your stuff together. Meet me at my office in an hour and I’ll give you what you need.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it? You’ll now be working out of the Dallas office. We’ll set you up with a place to stay for a few days at a hotel, after that, you’re on your own in an apartment the office can arrange for you if that works.”

“Okay, thanks.”

He paused. “You look like crap. Someone run over your grandma?”

“No,” I smiled faintly. “I’m fine, just tired after taking all those tests, that’s all.”

“By the way, you passed everything with one hundred percent, except for one exam you retook for Samson. You got 99.”

“Question six on the first exam. I marked none of the above. The correct answer was A.”

“Yes.” Rosewood shook his head and sniggered.

I watched him walk away.

*          *          *

Marshal Headquarters, Dallas

I hadn’t slept much the night before. I had a nightmare. I was in Afghanistan but this time, I wasn’t a soldier. My father was there, too. I could see him typing away on his laptop. In the distance, there was the sound of gunfire. It sounded so hollow, like pebbles hitting tin cans. Kaader waved at me from below the balcony. He wanted me to go out but I wasn’t allowed. It was too dangerous.

“I can’t,” I told him in English.

He seemed to understand. Then we were together somewhere I couldn’t make out. It was dark and he kissed me. So embarrassed afterward, and afraid someone had seen, we quickly parted. It was a scene to be repeated again and again.

“My best friend,” Kaader said suddenly. “You won’t forget me, will you?”

It was so real, I felt as if he were there with me. “No, I could never forget you.” His father made him fight. He was older than I was, eighteen, considered a man, and the first time he shot someone, he came to me, bloodied, shaking, and I held him while he cried.

I was sixteen and he’d been my first love, my first lover. He made love to me in one of the rooms my parents had rented above the drycleaners when they were off documenting the war. I was sure we’d be together forever. Kaader. I saw his dark eyes shining at me, felt his hot breath on mine, then he was dead, half blown apart by machine gun fire.

I sat up in bed, breathing hard, with tears drying on my face. Nothing but the air-conditioner hummed away in the hotel room. I was alone.

Sean. I couldn’t lose another lover.

I got out of bed. The sun had risen in the sky and I looked out at the gleaming Dallas high rises. There was no desert here, no Taliban lurking around the corner, only cattle ranches and oil wells.

I walked into the U.S. Marshals’ office well ahead of time. The place was buzzing, law enforcement people scurrying back and forth, people behind glass partitions on the phone or busy tapping away at their keyboards.

I was thinking about Sean, and how he’d just hung up on me when I balked at the fidelity thing. Was it over? I hadn’t given it much of a chance, had I?

And then my worst nightmare happened. There he was, Sean Mercado looking slightly rumpled, looking beautiful and appealing and…hurt…his gun holstered over his shoulder. He stared at me as if I were a ghost who had just climbed out of a wishing well.

My shiny new marshal’s badge was stuck on the lapel of my leather bomber jacket, and Sean’s gaze landed on it.

“Hey,” I said.

“Nicholas?” He came closer. “What the hell?”

“I was told to report to a meeting.”

“You couldn’t have told me you were going to be here? When did you get in?”

I looked around to see if anyone was looking at us. “Late last night.”

He looked miffed.

“I didn’t know until the last minute,” I added. “When I got in, it was too late to call and…”

He laughed. “Okay, okay.”

“You hung up on me.”

“I didn’t mean to.” He took me out of the main corridor and pulled me into the restroom. Luckily it was empty.

“That’s okay. I probably deserved it.” I was against the wall. He was standing close, too damn close. Yes, I wanted to kiss him.

“I have no right telling you anything. I—” He broke off. “We aren’t in a relationship.” He looked at me. “Are we?”

I laughed a little. I couldn’t help it. Sean’s eyes revealed everything and right now they looked pleading.

“You’re laughing at me.” He socked me in the arm.

“Ouch.” I rubbed my bicep with a grin.

“So sleep with every damn man you see, if you want.” He backed away.

I couldn’t tell if he was serious or joking. “Every man I want? Are you pouting?”

“No. I don’t pout. I’m a U.S. Marshal for Christ’s sake. We don’t pout.”

That really made me laugh. “Oh. Well, you look pouty to me.”

He sobered and glared at me. “I’ll hit you again.”

“Didn’t know you had such a violent streak. There are meds for that.”

“Never mind.” He grinned. “So, ‘fess up. What are you really doing here?”

“I’m stalking you.” My eyes widened dramatically.

“Nicholas! You are not.”

“Seriously, I don’t know, Sean. Yet.”

“It must be pretty important because Jubilee and Kieran are here. And Kieran says he wants me with him.”

“Oh?” I tried to be surprised. “And you want to be with Kieran, of course.”

“You are jealous.”

“He’s quite a catch.”

“Oh yeah.” Sean smiled. “But I prefer to live. Jubilee would shoot me, no questions asked, if he even suspected I was sniffing around his man.”

“Remember that.”

“I will. Anyway, got my eye on another.”

“Is that so?” I smiled.

He nodded, his gaze boring into mine.

I cleared my throat. “Ah, glad to hear Jubilee is up and around.” I began to calculate how I was going to get out of the restroom.

Sean was way ahead of me. He grabbed my arm. “Don’t go.”

“I have to go.”

“Kiss me first.”

“Sean,” I groaned when he pressed closer, but yeah.

It was Sean who started the kissing. He pinned me against the door and smothered my mouth with his. I didn’t fight a hell of a lot.

When someone started to push on the other side of the door, I scrambled to get out of the way.

“What the…hell…?” It was Kieran. He pushed in. Then when he saw us, a big smirk appeared on his face. “Oh. Hey there, Nicholas, Sean.”

Wow, that guy made a serious impression. Damn, he was a handsome brute. I felt a foreign stab of jealousy when I thought of Sean working with him…alone.

“Hello, Kieran.”

“I hear congratulations are in order. They fast-tracked you like they did me.”

“Yep. And thanks.”

“We were just…” Sean began, looking stressed out. “Ah…Nicholas was just showing me…we…”

I gave Sean a look. He was so transparent.

Kieran wasn’t about to help either. He just folded his arms across his chest and lifted an eyebrow.

“Sean was telling me that Jubilee is doing well,” I said.

Kieran chuckled and turned to wash his hands. “Yeah, he’s doing great. We had a bit of an argument about him coming in today but the brass insisted.” He shook his hands and wiped them on the towel. “Something major is going down.”

“You knew Nicholas was going to be here?” Sean sounded accusatory.

Kieran furrowed his brow. “They told us this morning. What’s going on with you two anyway?”

“Nothing,” I said.

That got me a dirty look from Sean. I added, “Much.” Didn’t help. The dirty look grew stormier.

“Better quit while you’re ahead, buddy,” Kieran remarked and left the washroom.

“What do you mean by nothing much?” Sean demanded.

“Think we better get out there,” I murmured. “Meeting is going to start soon.”

“Hmmm.”

I walked out into the corridor. Sean followed.

I was actually looking forward to seeing Jubilee again, pleased that he was up and around, recovering from his gunshot wounds. When I saw him walking in my direction, I smiled.

He gave me a hug. “Nicholas. I’m real happy to see you.”

“I’m happy to see you, too. On the mend, I see?”

“Feeling pretty good, although Kieran scolded me for coming in.”

I envied him in so many ways, and it had nothing to do with his topnotch reputation as a U.S. Marshal.

Kieran walked over with a tall, bald man. “Nicholas Fournier,” Kieran said, “this is Marshal Kawasaki, the head honcho here.”

“Glad to have you aboard, Nicholas. Call me Matt. I read your file. Impressive.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Ah, Matt,” he corrected.

“We’re waiting for Agent Royale,” Matt Kawasaki said. “He’s running a little late. His plane was delayed a bit. Have some coffee. We’ll meet at the debriefing room in about a half hour. Nicholas, you have some paperwork to do at the admin office. Please do that before you leave today…if you want to get paid.”

I smiled. “I won’t forget.”

Kawasaki placed a hand on Jubilee’s shoulder and steered him down the hallway.

“So, Kieran, what’s going on anyway?” Sean asked.

Kieran shook his head. “I have no idea. I just know Jube, Nicholas, and I were handpicked for this one by someone higher up the ladder.”

Sean frowned.

Kieran placed an arm around his shoulders. “And I handpicked you to be Jubilee’s partner.”

“Oh.” He grinned. “Jubilee? You mean I’m working with Jubilee Mason? Wow.”

Kieran looked at me. “I get no respect.”

I laughed as Sean looked a little horrified. “I didn’t mean…I…well…it’s just Jubilee is…”

“You notice how he’s always doing that?” I teased.

Kieran nodded.

“Shut up, you guys,” Sean warned.

*          *          *

Government Agent Walter Royale reminded me of a man eating a sour pickle and actually enjoying it. He was a distinguished-looking man in his fifties, with steel gray eyes and matching hair. He had this habit of chewing on his bottom lip, and he didn’t believe in wasting words. In fact, it was as if each word had been calculated to the maximum. I was afraid he’d exceed his word limit and they’d never get to the end of it.

He had the room searched for bugs before he sat down at the conference table, then he looked around at each of us before he began to speak. The chief marshal was sitting closer to him, and Matt kept looking at him in expectation each time the man leaned forward. Finally he spoke.

“Niagara Falls. Does that mean anything to you?” He looked at Kieran, who seemed surprised to be asked.

“Ah, well…yes…are we talking New York, or Ontario?”

“Both,” Royale replied. “Sum it up for me.”

“People go there to get married, see the falls. Ontario is a big tourist place, bustling, but the New York side is falling into disrepair.”

“Pretty accurate,” Royale said. He looked at me. “Mr. IQ. Know anything about cooking?”

“Cooking?” That wasn’t what I expected at all.

“Yes, as in Greek cooking. You are Greek, aren’t you?”

“Half.”

“You speak the language, courtesy of…” he paused, checked his laptop, “tutoring in the Greek language. The language is important to Greeks, what with the Turks and stuff. Don’t you have three different versions of the same letter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Complicated, and not a pretty language.”

“I suppose that depends on who you ask.”

He laughed. “Good answer.”

“Jubilee,” he turned to him. “Ever heard of The Rebels’ Edge?”

“Outlaw biker gang? Gun runners, prostitutions, gambling, a hand in all that stuff.”

“That would be it, and Nicholas here is very familiar with the Taliban.”

I stiffened. “Taliban?”

Agent Royale stood. “Given the economic state of our little town in New York, and its proximity to the Canadian border, the Rebels’ Edge have pretty well set up shop. They are buying up property and running stuff, taking their orders from their parent group in New York City, the Demon Spawn. Sean, can you get the lights please?”

Sean flicked off the lights, and Agent Royale pointed to some photos on the screen ahead. “The Canadian government has been working with us diligently on Homeland Security issues. We have reason to believe there are some terrorists living in the province of Ontario, associated with some criminal elements from Quebec and Northern Ontario.”

Photographs of a depressed Niagara Falls, New York came on screen. “Law enforcement agents in Niagara Falls were poised to bust up a big drug ring. We have reason to believe that a thirty-million-dollar shipment was supposed to happen. An informant squealed then recanted and the whole operation went belly-up. We lost track of the guns. Pure and simple.

“This was embarrassing to the Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. What they called Operation Fast and Furious case brought them under scrutiny. The ATF is under two investigations into why it allowed at least two thousand firearms to be illegally purchased and then lost track of the guns’ whereabouts.

“Two hundred of these weapons showed up at crime scenes in Mexico, and two semiautomatics were recovered after a U.S. Border Patrol agent was killed south of Tucson.

“We’ve been informed it is set to take place as a cover for a bigger deal. A weapons cache worth ten times that. We’ve been watching the gang and we’ve seen a new surge of activity at the casino in town. There’s an influx of these gang members, who are buying up property and also smuggling guns across the Canadian border, to criminal elements, who in turn sell to the terrorists.

“The Greek restaurant we are sending our agents into also seems to have abnormally high activity, a lot of late-night patrons…and I’m betting they’re not there for the gyros.

“We have intercepted gun shipments from New York City before they arrived in the Niagara region. But we have no way of identifying the Taliban sympathizers without nabbing the suppliers.” A picture of a man and his wife standing outside a Greek restaurant called Pegasus Star, flashed onto the screen. “Six months ago, this man, Giorgios Papadopoulos, was on the verge of bankruptcy, now he’s part owner of the casino and building an addition onto his restaurant. We suspect town officials are involved with the bikers and this man’s restaurant is their meeting place, and perhaps wherever the guns are stored.”

The agent passed around some booklets. “This is all the information we have.”

I glanced through the documentation. I could already see where this was going.

“Mason, you and your partner, Mercado, will need to do some further research into what we already know. We need to find the routes these guns are taking and stop them before they get to Niagara Falls, New York. We’ve beefed up border patrol, but we are still not sure how they’re getting into Canada. You will bring together a team to take care of that and also try to track down anyone else who may be involved. “

“Nicholas, Kieran, I’m going to need you to go under on this one. I’m assembling a team here because none of you have had any dealings with the New York crew…the marshals there are busy dealing with a child sex-trafficking ring. Some of you were involved with taking one down here so I know you can be counted on.”

I caught a glimpse of Jubilee’s face. Not happy.

Kieran on the other hand looked like it was his birthday, and I can’t say I wasn’t hyped up either. I didn’t dare look at Sean.

“Nicholas,” Royale said. “You speak Greek, can you pass for one?”

“Yes, sir. I guess.”

“You also speak French?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You can pass for one of those, too? Is it perfect?”

“My father is French.”

“Perfect. Papadopoulos is about to lose a cook. Brush up on your kebabs.”

Kebabs. Not my specialty.

“And, Kieran,” he turned to him, “I’ve heard some good stuff about your undercover talents. You’re about to join the Rebels. We’ll set it up to get you in without too much fuss. Can you ride a bike like you own it?”

“Yep,” Kieran said. “Sure can.”

Jubilee was standing beside me. He glanced up when he heard that and muttered, “Oh hell, no.”

I gave him a sympathetic look. Jubilee just looked pissed.

Royale’s phone rang. He excused himself and left the room.

Jubilee was the first to speak. He threw the booklet down. “Why in hell can’t they just get someone who’s already a biker to do what needs to be done?”

“It’s okay, Jube,” Kieran said.

“Okay for you. You like this stuff. Scares the crap outta me.”

I motioned to Sean and he walked over to me. “Think we should let them—”

“Too late,” Sean said.

The door opened and closed, and Royale stood there.

“So, go over the information, and, Mason, set up your task force. Kieran, we have a specialist to work with you for a few days, bike protocol, language, etc.” He handed Kieran a card. “Jubilee, I want to see a task force set up before next week, and, Nicholas, you’re on your way to Niagara tomorrow.”

Wow, this was happening fast.

“You got a job interview. You will have new identification papers, and a résumé. I suggest you go to the library here and find some cookbooks.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll do that.”

He was on his way out already. Sean whispered in my ear, “I’ll teach you.”

“Teach me what?” I teased.

He grabbed my arm. “To cook Greek. On one condition, you teach me something Greek in return?”

“I can do that.” I chuckled. “But first I need to go to the office and do paperwork, and you are working, aren’t you?”

He nodded. “Off at three. Meet you then?”

I smiled. “Okay, here in the lobby.”

“Great.”

I watched Sean race off, not sure if he knew how to cook or not. I had a feeling my mind wouldn’t be on cooking anyway.

On the way to the administration office, I spotted Kieran and Jubilee talking in the hallway. Jubilee looked a little more relaxed. He squeezed Kieran’s arm and headed for the elevator. I waited for Kieran to catch up.

“Everything all right?”

Kieran sighed. “Jubilee is a big, overprotective worrywart.”

I laughed. “But?”

“But I live for this stuff. I can’t wait. It’s driving Jube nuts already. What about Sean?”

“He wants to teach me to cook Greek.”

Kieran chuckled. “I bet.”

I think I blushed. “He says he knows how.”

“Maybe in bed,” Kieran said softly. “Where you going, cook?”

I shook my head. “To fill out forms.”

“Well, you’re headed in the wrong direction. Down the hallway.”

“Thanks.”

“Nicholas. I have your back, remember that. You helped Jubilee in that bank. I will always owe you.”

I nodded. “And I have yours, brother.” We clasped hands and Kieran left me to be buried under bureaucracy.

At three o’clock sharp, Sean met me in the hallway. “How you making out?”

“I’m all signed in and then some.” I sighed. “Everyone has been great.”

“You ready?”

“Always.” I winked. We took the elevator.

“Behave. I mean to go shopping.”

“Shopping?”

“For food. If I’m going to show you how to cook, I need food, don’t I?”

“You were serious.” I stared at him.

“Of course I was. I can cook.”

“I thought you…” I trailed off as the elevator dinged.

“You thought I was just going to take you home and let you have your way with me?”

“Well, yeah,” I said.

He grinned. “Well, that, too…but after I make you into a cook.”


CHAPTER 7

“Sean,” Nicholas said to me, “I had no idea you were actually going to teach me to cook.”

“Well, lover,” I said, “you gotta fake it ’til you make it.”

“Actually, can I confess something…” He has a mischievous grin on his face. “I can cook.”

I roll my eyes and feel like slugging him. “Well, don’t I feel like an idiot.”

“But I really haven’t cooked Greek food before. As a boy, I wasn’t expected to cook. I must say, though, it all smells so good.” He gave an elaborate sniff. “Olive oil, lemon, garlic…can I say it’s um…all Greek to me?”

I laughed. “Yes, you can. Slide these cubes of lamb onto the skewer. You can always use a little olive oil on the stick first to make it easier. See, like this.”

I rubbed oil up and down the shaft…er…skewer…and then slid a piece of lamb onto it.

“That thing is positively erotic in your hands, Sean.” He put his hand on my ass and squeezed. I had to concentrate.

“Slide it down, not too far because you want to be able to grab the ends of the skewers and turn them once they’re cooking. Now. Add a slice of onion, a piece of green pepper, another piece of lamb—”

“What if I don’t like lamb?”

“You’re Greek. It’s not allowed. And trust me, most of your customers will. Either that or chicken. They might ask for other types of meat but stop being a smartass.”

He grinned at me and I felt my cock go bonkers in my pants when his other hand moved right across it and grabbed. He had that effect on me. He was easily the sexiest man I’d ever met…and that included Kieran. I was experiencing some conflict. I wanted to cook with him but he was squeezing my cock and my ass, his tongue creeping a line across my jaw. His mouth met mine and he kissed me.

“How many pieces?” he asked, suddenly releasing me. I have a computer game called Burger Bustle where an angry customer accuses slow burger slingers of, “Y’all are toying with my emotions.”

Well…Nicholas Fournier was doing a damned good job with mine.

“About six,” I said, “unless your new employer wants less.”

He slid the pieces on easily, and I fired up the skillet.

“They cook very fast, a couple of minutes on all sides. You don’t want to overcook them,” I warned. He watched me, one hand on my ass still. He drank some of his beer. Man, I wanted him. When the skewers were ready, I turned off the heat.

“Now, you may have to serve them like this, or fork them off the skewer into a piece of pita bread. We went over the difference between gyros and kebabs.”

“I remember it well. As if it were only a few minutes ago, in fact.”

“There you go, being a smartass again.” I grinned. “Try that.” I popped a piece of lamb in his mouth. He chewed dutifully.

“It’s excellent. I like how you kept dabbing the half lemon, oil, and oregano onto the skewers. Very tender and tasty. A bit like you really.” He squeezed my ass. “I’m thinking of a different kind of meat now, teach.”

“Oh, you are, are you?”

“Can you guess what kind?”

“Pork?”

“Not exactly.”

“Salmon?”

“Mmm…no.”

“Eel?”

“You’re getting closer.” He got closer, too, pulling me to him. His kisses turned demanding, not that I wanted it any other way. I had to move my hand, which almost fell in hot oil, but he grabbed it just in time.

“We need to get you to bed,” he said. “The kitchen’s a dangerous place for you.” He checked that everything was turned off and grabbed my hand.

“Which way, Marshal Mercado?”

I pointed up to the room on the opposite side of the living room. I liked the sunken space with its steps down to the fireplace and a great sofa I’d fantasized about fooling around with him on. I would have said so but he had a mind of his own apparently.

He led me to my room and took a cursory look around. “Nice. Let’s try out the bed.” He kicked off his shoes, threw me onto the bedspread like I was a sack of rice and pulled off my shoes. He undressed me quickly and then threw off his own things, flinging his socks into the air.

“I knew you needed to go to bed,” he said, straddling my body. “Look at your cock…all hard and everything…” He grinned at me as he took both our cocks in his hand and began sliding his hand up and down them. It felt so good the way he touched me. He looked into my eyes as he began riding my thighs. Back and forth. We scooted farther up the bed and he kept me in his grip. My cock felt like he would break it. He suddenly got off me and bent his head to me. His tongue caught my now-flowing juices. Tender at first, he began to suck relentlessly on my shaft.

The sound of another man sucking my cock was one I’d lived for all my life and hadn’t realized it. I couldn’t believe how hot it was. It was all I could hear…that and our impassioned breathing. It wasn’t the first time he’d sucked me but I’d been too immersed in my feelings…the newness of it all the first time to just enjoy the sensations he stoked in me.

Nicholas moved off me, bent his head farther down and began sucking my ball sac. He sipped on my balls. He hadn’t done that last time. He drew the skin into his mouth and tugged. Holy heck…I was going to come. He knew it, too. He stopped what he was doing and climbed up my body again. His legs straddled my shoulders and arms and he fed me his cock. I was surprised how much I could take in my mouth in this position but I sucked him like a pro. I took him in all the way to the base of his thick cock.

He eased back and forth, feeding me, taking it away and all the time my cock jutted against his hand which he held behind him. Each time he slid away from me, my cock met with his ass crack. He let it rub up and down. Was he going to let me fuck him?

Nicholas smiled at me, moved off me and got between my legs. He shoved my knees up and began licking my ass. He lowered me down enough that he could suck my balls again. This time I wasn’t going to make it.

“Oh, baby,” he said and lifted his head to suck my cock deep into his throat. I came, gushing blistery, white-fire flumes that didn’t stop. He stayed on me as I thrashed beneath his body. His arms and shoulders pinned me to the bed. I choked on my own breath. I reached for the rubbers I’d kept in my pocket and handed him one. He had to fuck me. Now.

And he did. He was rolling that thing on and shoving his hard shaft into me. He eased up a little because the lube was sparing on the brand I’d bought. I wanted him in me, though, and was too excited to stop. He pushed harder, deeper, kissing me. I tasted my heat on his tongue. When he got all the way in me, my cock came to life again.

He could feel it and toyed with me, rubbing it against his belly. I grabbed his ass and begged him to fuck me.

Oh, God, it was intense. I didn’t come again but I could feel his surge within me and it felt absolute. He kept his mouth on mine, eager for more…as much as I was.

“Good thing I didn’t know you in college,” he murmured between kisses. “I’d have flunked out.”

*          *          *

I awoke around four a.m. and found Nicholas doing push-ups. I wondered how long he’d been at it. I heard him counting to four hundred. Busy guy.

Now I couldn’t sleep, so I made coffee and read over some of my case material.

I heard his cell phone ring and he came into the kitchen, hot, sweaty, and all kinds of yummy, kissed me quietly, grabbed a cup and sloped off to the bathroom. I stood against the sink a moment. Sipping my own brew, I realized it wasn’t a bad feeling. I’d never woken up with a man in my house before. This is what it would be like, I realized. We’d both have our assignments. We’d both have our moments of being preoccupied…focusing on work.

If he let me, I wanted to be the best damned partner he’d ever had. I wanted us to be friends, lovers, confidantes. I wanted to be his go-to guy when business was done. Kieran had once mentioned to me that he and Jubilee hadn’t exactly come together immediately and it had taken time. I could see it happening here. I could stand back and not expect the candies and flowers and constant phone calls…for now.

But I did want to see where it went. We were both heading to Niagara Falls. We’d have to pretend not to know each other…act like we weren’t lovers.

My gaze returned to the material in front of me. A lot of it was depressing. I hadn’t thought about Niagara Falls much in my life. My few reference points were Lucy going over the falls in a barrel to win money on I Love Lucy…no…it was another woman. That’s right. Lucy is on a radio show trying to win money. The previous winner went over the falls and hobbles onto the set in a full body cast having broken every bone in her body…

I also recalled Marilyn Monroe playing a homicidal housewife in the movie, Niagara. My only other reference point was that people went there for their honeymoons.

I heard the bathroom door open and Nicholas was striding naked toward me, a towel in his hands as he scrubbed at his head. “I gotta go, gorgeous. Thanks for a fantastic night and the er…lesson with meat.”

“My pleasure. Remember to treat your meat tenderly.”

He grinned. “I’ll do that. And look after the eel for me.”

I burst out laughing. I was like a giddy teen. In a lousy effort to appear less so, I said, “This is an interesting case.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Did you know a seven-year-old boy went over the falls in 1960 after a boating accident and survived?” I asked.

“I see we read the same info packet. I was intrigued by the sixty-three-year-old stuntwoman. Annie Edson Taylor, the first person to survive a trip over the falls. She did it in a barrel she made herself in 1901.”

“A stunt woman? I didn’t get to that part, yet.”

“Yep. She needed the money the notoriety brought her.” He paused. “I wonder if that’s where they got the idea for that old I Love Lucy episode.”

“That’s so funny.” I laughed. “I was just thinking about that!”

“Gotta love Lucy.”

We grinned at each other.

“Hey, you know, we’ll see each other in Niagara Falls and—”

“No need to say it. We’ll be working and we have to pretend not to know each other. I get it.”

“I wasn’t going to say that but it’s true.” He leaned into me and kissed me. “I’m gonna finish my coffee and get out of here. I have a car picking me up in an hour.” He paused. “I had a great time. I really like you, Sean. Stay safe on this job.”

“You, too.”

He nodded. “To be continued. Okay?”

“Absolutely.” I got another kiss, then let him get himself together. I sat at the table with my work stuff. I wanted to be an asset in his life, not a liability.

How…weird…

I was suddenly recalling dating advice my mom had given my teenage sister. She’d never given me and Justin advice. For us it was basically, go forth and multiply. For Justine it had been don’t act needy. Don’t call too much. Let him chase you.

Leafing through my notes, I decided I was proud of myself for not saying anything stupid this morning to Nicholas. I hadn’t asked about calls…or future dates. I wanted him to see I could cope with dating another U.S. Marshal.

I forced myself to focus on the material at hand. There was Nicholas’ barrel lady. I read about her stunt…her fears of being confined to a poorhouse. I frowned when I got to the next bit.

He returned with his empty coffee cup and stuck it in the sink. He came and kissed my head.

“Don’t get up. I’ll see myself out of barrels.”

“Barrels?” I laughed.

He turned. “Guess I’ve got them on the brain.”

“Don’t get in one and throw yourself over the falls, okay?”

He smiled. “Well…that depends on how much money I’m offered.”

“Did you know that before they allowed your stuntwoman to go over the Falls they put a cat in that barrel and threw it over?”

He looked at me. “It survived.”

“Contrary to rumor at the time, yes.”

“What is it that you’re trying to tell me here?” he asked.

“People are shit bags. Don’t trust anybody in Niagara Falls.”

The smile he gave me was disarming. “Except for you, Kieran, and Jubilee…not a chance. I trust very few people…anywhere.” He winked at me and was gone.

I sat alone with my thoughts for a while. It depressed me that one of the most naturally beautiful places in the country had become so economically depressed that its resurgence had come at the cost of crime, grifters, and big-time gun-running.

Checking the time, I saw that I had forty-three minutes before my car arrived. I finished reading my work. I washed the dishes, made the bed, showered and dressed, following my instructions to pack and wear very casual clothes, plus one good suit with two changes of shirt and tie.

I checked my gun, cleaning it quickly and sliding it into my ankle holster before the car arrived. I had no real idea what the immediate future held. Did any of us, though? My granddaddy was always fond of saying, “If you want to make God laugh tell him your plans.” He wasn’t the encouraging, “you can be whatever you want to be” kind of grandfather. To be honest, he was kind of a downer but I loved him.

He’s been gone twelve years and I still do. He was a dapper man who always wore a suit and tie. He thought every day was Sunday and therefore he should wear his best. He went out of his way to avoid unpleasantness… I guess because there was a great big hole in his heart the emotional size of the Grand Canyon—losing my gran to cancer—and he insisted on keeping things pleasant always.

I remember going to the county fair in New Orleans with him when I was a kid. I must have been about seven. We ran into one of his friends who asked if we wanted to see the rodeo. I was desperate to see the cowboys and all the bulls…

“Naw,” my granddaddy said. I asked him why when we walked away and he said, “Most of those animals will wind up at the slaughterhouse tonight.”

“Life is about death,” he said. “We never know when our time’s up, but those poor creatures. They know. Most are barely walking when they leave here. They beat ’em mercilessly cruel. I don’t want to see that and neither do you.”

“But you rode the circuit,” I reminded him.

“That’s how I know,” he told me. “It’s what I always want to forget.”

I didn’t understand at the time. Now I do. His heart was so hurt everything touched him. He just wanted the sadness to stop…

I stared at my work packet. When Annie Edson Taylor made her decision to plunge over the Falls, the area was experiencing a severe economic depression due to the slowing of the timber industry. She took matters into her own hands. She made choices.

In many ways, Niagara Falls was going through another depression. I thought about Giorgios Papadopoulos, the owner of the Greek restaurant, the Pegasus Star. What desperation had brought him to make a decision like running with the guns?

My cell phone rang. My car was here. I guessed I would soon find out.

*          *          *

Jubilee and I met with our group leader in the airport parking lot where we got our passports and e-tickets. My name was Joe Cordon and he was James Butler.

“What are we doing exactly?” I asked, but Jube steadfastly refused to discuss it. We chatted about movies, books, family, everything except work on the three-hour and change Delta flight from Dallas/Fort Worth to Atlanta, Georgia. We had a ninety-minute stopover before our connecting two-hour flight to Buffalo, New York, the American side of Niagara Falls.

We picked up some quesadillas at a food cart and took them to the quietest spot we could find, standing against the farthest wall of the packed departure gate. I might as well have been eating cardboard but I swallowed the food down, chasing them with a can of Pibb Xtra.

“You ever been there?” We’d been talking about movies but I knew he was talking about our destination.

“No, never. You?”

He hesitated. “Yeah. My sister got married there.”

“She did? Wow…”

“It’s going to be hard for me going back there. Oakie, her husband…we were so close. We all had grand dreams. Then he got killed by the Taliban…and now I’m going to Niagara Falls to fight ’em myself. In Niagara Falls! Doesn’t seem real.”

He seemed suddenly very down. Up until now he’d been great.

“Why don’t you call Juan?” I suggested. “I bet he makes you feel good.”

He hung his head. “It’s killing me to leave him. He cried and cried this morning. Then he offered me his shoes. You know…the ones you gave him. He said they have superpowers and would keep me safe.”

Oh, God…out of the mouths of babes…

“You’ll be home with him soon.” I knew Juan was staying with Pauline, Jubilee’s sister. “And, Jube, when we get back, I’m buying him a second pair if he’s gonna be lending the ones he’s got.”

He laughed then. “He’s the sweetest kid, isn’t he?”

I nodded. Our conversation turned to I Love Lucy and the barrel.

“Can you believe they sent a cat down Niagara Falls?” he asked me.

We kept up a peppy exchange on the flight, until we landed in Buffalo.

“What now?” I asked.

He nodded ahead. A chauffeur was standing with a sign reading BUTLER. “That’s us,” he hissed. “Go along with everything I say.”

I was so startled I didn’t respond. I just scuttled along behind him.

“Take my bag, you clown.”

Say, what? I caught the handle of his roll-along just as the chauffeur caught our gazes.

“Mr. Butler, sir! Your car is right out front.”

“Thank you. Hurry up, Joe, we’ll be late for our game.”

He was acting pissy and—

Acting.

Okay, he was playing a role. Why hadn’t he told me?

“I didn’t get a chance to brief you,” he said as the chauffeur ran ahead and opened up the trunk, loading our bags into it. When the driver got into a heated exchange with a parking cop, Jube said, “I’m a high rolling gambler. You’re my bodyguard. I didn’t say anything because I wanted that startled look to be part of your repertoire. We want them to think we’re a couple of morons.”

“We do?”

“Yep,” he said as the chauffeur held open the back doors. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to sit beside Jubilee or behind him but since the driver was still holding the door open, I assumed I was supposed to join him in the back.

Judging by the expression on his face, my stupid, dumb bodyguard routine was already working…

He offered us champagne. I declined, which I thought a bodyguard would do, but Jube drank some. I had a feeling by the way his mouth pulled as he sipped that I’d made a wise decision. Uh-oh…would a dumb bodyguard make a smart decision?

As we drove along the streets, I was surprised how depressed it looked. Yes, I’d heard about it but it was sickening to see it. My granddaddy would have hated it. Most of the restaurants and bars had seen far better days. A few stores were shuttered. When we arrived at the entrance of the very over-the-top Seneca Niagara Casino and Hotel it seemed almost offensive in comparison with the reality of the New York side of the scenic resort.

“The better views are on the Canadian side,” Jube told me as our driver retrieved our bags and escorted us to the front desk.

Jube did a good impression of a Texas hick but with the sawbucks he was suddenly peeling off for the concierge, the chauffeur, and the bellboy, I realized he was playing a rich idiot. Everyone’s faces lit up at the loosened bills flowing in their direction. I tried hard to look like a big galoot and I did actually feel like one. The place absolutely reeked of cigarettes. I couldn’t believe it. Even Vegas didn’t allow smoking in its casinos anymore.

We took the elevator to the twenty-fifth floor, where the bellboy was quickly replaced by a smarmy guy with a too-big suit and a crocodile smile to match.

“Sir…your game starts in thirty-five minutes.” He darted a gaze at me. “In the Swan Room.”

“Very good. We’ll be there.”

The man hovered, clearly expecting some money. He got it. I waited until Jube closed and locked the door to the suite before even thinking of asking questions. He held a finger to his lips, unzipped his bag and flipped open the lid. On top of his clothes was a doll. I stared at it. Juan’s favorite toy, his Wolfman.

Jube looked like he was about to lose it. He stared at it a moment and then grabbed the doll into his arms, holding it against his chest.

Tears seemed to pool in his eyes but he breathed deeply, shook his head and touched the doll’s fierce face with a gentle finger before burrowing the toy in his bag. He held up a finger and rifled through his bag a moment, producing a bug detector. He found three. Surprisingly he kept them all there. He grinned at me suddenly, looking pleased.

He handed me a sheaf of papers from his suitcase and I stared at them. It looked like dialogue, cheesy dialogue from a third-rate mafia movie. As I skimmed the words he began talking.

“You’re not wearin’ that are ya, Joey boy?”

I read my line and glanced up, trying not to laugh. “Yeah, why not, boss?”

“This is Niagara Falls. Ya gotta dress up.”

“What the hell for?” I said.

He pulled the Wolfman out of his bag suddenly and held it up, miming its menacing scream. I mimed being frightened right back at him. The hardest thing I’d ever done in my life was not laughing out loud as he tucked the toy back in, kicked off his running shoes and began getting dressed.

“What’re you getting all dressed up for?” I asked.

“The game, Joey, the game.”

I was guessing it wasn’t tennis.

“I gotta win this time, Joey. Gotta take home somethin’.” He blew a kiss up at the corner of the wardrobe where he’d found a bug. “I hate leaving with nothin’.”

“There’s plenty of it,” I said. “Plenty of oil in them fields…”

I couldn’t believe I was saying this shit.

“Yeah. I know.” He sat on the bed and put on his shoes. I could tell by his sudden grimace his stomach still had its sore spots.

I was surprised when his cell phone buzzed. I could hear it. He grimaced slightly.

“Gotta give myself a shave,” he said loudly.

Nice cover.

He kept up the inane dialogue as he opened the hotel room door and a guy in jeans came in. He handed Jube a small attaché case. Jube took it. The guy nodded, pointed at me, then at Jube who was dressed and gave me the “hurry up” signal. I took my suit out of the bag and dressed hurriedly. Damn. I’d forgotten dress shoes.

I was mortified.

The two men shook their heads at me. The guy rolled his eyes, looked at my feet and mouthed, “Size?”

I mouthed back “10” and he left the room. Jube and I kept up a ridiculous conversation about how he was thinking of investing in bridges, and restaurants. He was contemplating fracking as a viable enterprise.

“Gotta do somethin’ with all my loose change,” he said, letting go of a braying laugh that totally cracked me up.

“Yeah, boss. Fracking. That’s the deal.” I rolled my eyes. I really had the worst dialogue in this script.

The guy who’d brought the attaché case returned with a pair of dress shoes in a size ten. God knew who they belonged to because they were still warm but I put them on. He pointed at my script and made a “keep going” gesture. Meanwhile, I read my next line, which really did channel my inner Neanderthal.

“Say, boss,” I said, “what is fracking?”

Jube grinned at me. “A way for us to spend my money, Joey. Where’s my cigars?”

He stared at me. How was I supposed to know? There was nothing in my notes. He suddenly held up his marshal’s badge and pointed to the other guy. He wanted me to give my badge to him. I hated parting with it, but Jube handed his over, then reached for the notes in my hand. Both sets went with the guy who scuttled out of the room.

“You found my cigars!” Jube chortled. “You took your time, Joey.” He winked at me. “We got everything? Excellent. Now, let’s play.”

He handed me the case and I took it, as he peeled off a few bucks and left them on the table with his cigar box. I hadn’t known him long but I’d never seen Jube smoke those damned things in his life.

I walked down the hallway with him. We passed some hotel maids frantically cleaning what looked like a completely trashed room. Over the noise of two vacuum cleaners, I asked Jube, “How many times you been here?”

“With these guys? First time. Last week was Atlantic City.”

We got to the elevators and he pressed a button.

“So glad you could come with me this time, Joey!” He clapped me so hard on the shoulder I almost careened right into the doors. The elevator pinged. He pressed the up button instead of down. How did he know where to go?

He’d received instructions. I figured something else out, too. He expected our room to be searched by somebody…who?…so he’d removed our most valuable weapons and the script.

We walked out on the thirtieth floor, where the room was smokier and stinkier than the lobby had been. Man, I didn’t think I could breathe. I took in the array of characters. Money oozed from everyone’s pores. I heard a jumble of accents and Jube got fussy when somebody else’s bouncer wanted to frisk me.

“Son,” he boomed in his best Texan twang. “If you wanna know if mah boy is packin’ heat, of course he is! You think he’s gonna let me walk anywhere with a million dollars catch and no way to protect me? Think again!”

Things looked like they were going to turn ugly but all the feathers of all the peacocks were soon smoothed over. I was frisked, my gun examined and removed for the duration of the game. I was worried about Jube getting frisked but I recognized the man doing the frisking.

Trace Thatcher.

I worked hard not to show even a glimmer of recognition. I have no idea how Jube pulled it off…or Trace for that matter because they were extremely close friends.

Jube was packing. I knew that. He was wearing an ankle holster like me.

“He’s clean,” Trace announced.

Oh…the whole thing was a set-up. Jube was insinuating himself into this group of players. Splashing money, losing some, winning a little…but evidently happy to throw money behind the things he was enjoying.

He settled in for a game of poker, and Trace did his best impersonation of a bouncer-cum-bartender. Jube drank vodka tonic in a high-ball glass. He played well, winning a couple of hands, then he seemed to deliberately lose. I mean, I stood behind him, like the other goofball bouncers with their expensive charges. I could see his cards. A royal flush…a straight flush.

Then he allowed himself a win.

“Good thing I brought more cash,” he tittered and ploughed through quite a bit of change.

One of the men who was having a really bad night looked enviously at Jube’s attaché case. “Can you float me until next week?” the guy asked.

“Of course, of course I can.” Jube snapped his fingers at me and I retrieved the case from the table behind me. “What’s next week?”

“Big game. On the Canadian side. Some powerful friends will be in town to play,” a man all dressed in black said. “We might have some business to discuss with you. An investment opportunity.” He had a heavy Latin-American accent but spoke excellent English.

“Ahm all ears,” Jube said.

“Be there same time next week. The Casino Haven…”

“Casino Haven,” Jube repeated.

“You come to the Greek restaurant first.”

“We’ll be there.” Jube looked up at me. “Won’t we, Joey?”

I nodded and smiled like a dumbass.

He lent some money to the idiot who’d wanted it. The yutz lost it in a risky hand. A full house. I had a feeling the cards were marked but I couldn’t tell.

Jube had blown three-quarters of his money when he excused himself at the exact same moment half the table stood. They all shook hands, promised to meet next week. Somebody returned my gun and I picked up the attaché case. Somehow Jube had ended up losing all that cash but he looked ecstatic.

“Our work here is done,” he said in the elevator. “You wanna grab dinner someplace away from here then head to the airport?”

“Sure,” I said.

“But next time remember your shoes.” He grinned. In our suite, the money he’d oh-so-casually tossed around was still there but the place had been picked through. We packed quickly and the guy who’d brought the case came back for it.

He held up four fingers. “Four men,” he mouthed. He gave us back our badges and held his hands out for my shoes. I gave them back to him.

Jube and I made a big deal of checking out to go try our luck on the Canadian side. A car picked us up out front, and Jube sat beside me grinning from ear to ear.

“How did it go?” asked the driver.

“They swallowed it, hook, line, and marked bills. It was beautiful.” He turned to me. “What did you think of them?”

“Creepy. Cheaters.”

“That about sums it up,” he said cheerfully. “You feel like hamburgers?”

“Not without Juan,” I said.

He laughed. “No…you’re right. Let’s get steak instead. You know who those guys were?”

“Nope.”

Our driver stared at us in the rearview mirror.

“Some of the most savage drug dealers and gun runners in the country. Yep. We just danced with the devil.”

“And we’re about to whirl around the floor with them again,” I said, already nervous about the next poker game. God…as Jube called his son, all I could think of was Nicholas…and what the hell was happening to him now…


CHAPTER 8

I’d always enjoyed preparing a nice meal for friends. I found it relaxing. Some wine and conversation, and if I was with Sean, well…I had a pretty good idea how the evening would end. But I’d discovered that cooking for hours on end in a badly ventilated kitchen was really not my thing.

I wasn’t complaining. I’d had to do worse things in my life, especially in the military. I knew this was a critical undercover assignment, and I was determined to impress the brass on my first time out. But after this was over, I knew I’d never go near lamb again as long as I lived or it was forced on me by my yiayia—my Greek grandmother.

The Pegasus Star had once been one of the most popular restaurants in Niagara. I was shocked to see how shabby and run down it was, compared to the photographs I’d seen. It was in dire need of a fresh coat of paint, and the exterior steps just beside the chipped, white statue of a huge horse, were crumbling.

My first encounter with Giorgios Papadopoulos, a heavy-set man with a bald head whose English consisted of a lot of cussing and the consistent use of “Move your asses!”, was interesting to say the least.

He seemed embarrassed about the look of the place, and assured me that it had already undergone some repairs and was about to get a major makeover.

“Don’t worry.” He waved his hands around. “You may have the impression the restaurant is run down. We have been so busy, no time to renovate, but this is going to be beautiful soon. You’ll see. You won’t have to work in an ugly place.”

All these plans despite the fact the restaurant was rarely full. When the economy had gone sour a few years back and the customers stopped coming, Giorgios Papadopoulos had begun to get desperate. I knew from his file that he had been deeply in debt until just recently. He’d made some bad investment choices, and for some time lived way beyond his means. He needed money, and a lot of it, to sustain the lifestyle to which he’d become accustomed. A big house, luxury cars for himself, his wife, and his two daughters, a boat, and vacations in the South several times a year didn’t come cheap. From the way he talked, looked like his luck was picking up. I knew it had nothing to do with a sudden influx of hungry customers.

I assured him I thought the restaurant was very nice.

He just shrugged as if he couldn’t care less what I thought. To say Mr. Papadopoulos wasn’t the nicest man I’d ever met was an understatement. He really enjoyed hearing himself talk, a lot. His wife, Elena, was just the opposite. She rarely said boo, and had a face like a prune. You couldn’t get her to smile. I didn’t blame her really, married to that guy.

His twin daughters, Diana and Helen, were chatty as hell, strutting around in their low-cut, clingy tops and short skirts. They talked about only one thing, men, and with one goal in mind, marriage. I had the feeling I was placed on the list of possible husbands as soon as I walked in the door. I wasn’t sure how one got taken off that list but I was going to try my best. Helen was the boldest and she came into the kitchen often to talk shit about her sister. One day, she hugged me from behind and actually goosed me.

I wagged my finger at her, but I couldn’t give her hell. Her father was very protective. The least little thing and they ran to Daddy. What the girls wanted, they got. Probably part of the reason he’d gotten himself into the muck.

“Are you preparing more of that yummy tzatziki sauce?” Helen asked one day.

I moved quickly out of the way of her wandering hands as she moved closer.

“Yeah.” It was the one thing I did know how to make. My grandmother’s recipe handed down. The key was fresh cucumber and a good dose of garlic.

“It’s yummy,” she said. “You can rub it all over me later and lick it off if you like.” She winked.

Great, I thought. I looked out into the dining room, hoping there was a customer. I smiled when I saw the old man who came every day. “Mr. Adams is back.”

“He can wait. He only wants Greek potatoes and pop, and to stare at my boobs. You think they’re big enough, Nicko? Di says hers are larger. Maybe a push-up bra?”

“Mr. Adams thinks so,” I reminded her.

“You are such a tease,” she giggled and strolled out to the dining room.

A tease? When did I get to be that? I put the fresh sauce in the fridge and prepared to heap some fries on a plate.

Helen came to the window. “The usual.” She made a face.

I was ahead of her. I slid the plate with hot Greek fries across to her. She took it to the table, and spent some time chatting with him. He was just lonely.

When the back door to the kitchen opened, I turned to see the boss. He looked out of breath, and a little red in the face. “I’m going to need you to work tonight, late.”

“Okay.”

“You can wait tables, too.”

I eyed him.

“Special party. Place is closed. My girls are not allowed here tonight.”

“Anything special you want me to prepare right away?” I asked him in Greek. I figured the Rebels were coming. Helen had already mentioned how these guys “took over” the place every second Friday of the month.

“Lots of that sauce you do, chicken, and souvlaki. Now, listen,” he said, coming up beside me. “I don’t want you to freak. We got a bikers club coming in. Nice bunch but they get a bit rowdy. They rely on discretion, you hear me? Don’t go repeating shit you hear!”

“I’m just the cook,” I said.

“Good boy. And if you’re asked to leave, you go on upstairs to your room and stay there quiet like. Okay?”

“Sure.”

“And there’ll be some extra bonus money in it for you if you play your cards right.”

He left the kitchen and picked up the phone in the dining room. He was talking to contractors. The roof had been redone, but he wasn’t satisfied with the job and was haggling over the price.

I prepared the various marinades for the meat as I listened in. I took out some olive oil, garlic, oregano, thyme, and lemon juice to mix with the red wine vinegar. I couldn’t help but think about Sean, the night he showed me how to make the kebabs—or souvlaki in Greek—on skewers and how I skewered him later. I smiled as I worked, my cock a little stiff thinking about him. Then I heard the bikes.

I walked to the food window and glanced out. I could see the motorcycles. Nice bikes, expensive.

The boss put down the phone. “Damn,” he said. “They’re early. Cook, cook! Move your ass, Nicko!”

I went back to it, wondering if I was about to see Kieran tonight. When the back door opened, I looked up, surprised to see Helen walk into the kitchen.

“They here?” she asked, looking flushed.

“Yeah. Just arrived. And you’re supposed to be somewhere else.”

“Where’s Pops?” She tiptoed over and peered out into the dining room.

“Outside.”

She grabbed my arm. “You gotta help me, Nicko.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Help you do what exactly?”

“I gotta see him. I gotta see Gaston.”

“Who is Gaston?”

“He’s the leader of the Rebels Edge.”

“Shit. Helen. You’re not supposed to be here. I’ll lose my job and…this Gaston, does he…are you involved with him?”

“No. Not yet but it’s in my plans. Pops won’t let me get close enough. We’ve talked. He’s dreamy.”

“Helen,” I said, “he’s the last guy you want to be involved with. Bikers aren’t dreamy.”

“I plan to let him fuck me tonight. You’re going to help me.”

“I am not going to help you do anything,” I snapped. “Now, get out of here…and—”

The front door opened. A burst of voices were all talking at once as the boisterous gang members shuffled in. There was laughter. I could hear the boss trying to be understood in his broken English, bending over backward with hospitality. “Place is yours…all yours…anything…anything you want!”

Helen patted her hair. “I’m going out there. I can serve the beer. Gaston has got to sit up and take notice.” She whirled around to show off her short skirt and high heels.

I grabbed her, tried to make her see reason. “Helen, bikers have a code, and it’s not what you think. You’ll get passed around from one to another. They don’t do girlfriends unless one of them decides to make you their old lady. With those guys, it’s share and share alike. Don’t do—”

“Look, there is…” She paused, glanced through the window. “Who’s that?”

I didn’t know who she was referring to until she pointed at him.

Kieran. Holy shit. He was the hottest looking biker I’d ever seen.

“Forget Gaston. That’s for me.” She licked her lips.

This was going from bad to worse. Kieran was dressed in ragged jeans and chaps. On his broad shoulders hung a jean vest, and he had tattoos that I assumed were fakes all over his naked chest. He wasn’t wearing the same colors as the others. On his jacket was written “Demon Spawn.” Um, the parent gang. That’s how he’d infiltrated.

His beard was a little scruffy, and he wore a bandana on his head. Sexy as hell, all male, and totally biker. Damn, if I were into bikers… I hid a smile. You couldn’t tell me Jubilee wouldn’t go for that fantasy if he got the opportunity. Hope they had time to play a little before Kieran was out of character. It would certainly heat me up.

I was so stunned at seeing Kieran that I had loosened my hold on Helen. Through the door she went, making a beeline for Kieran. That’s all he needed.

The minute Helen came out into the dining room, there were whistles and cheers. Her father stood in the middle of the floor, looking as if he were about to fall over. He could blow this thing for all of us if he got too overprotective.

I wiped my hands on the towel and walked out into the outer room. “Boss,” I called, “can I see you a minute?”

Daddy’s gaze was on his daughter as she preened for Kieran. Kieran was playing his part to the tee. He reached out and roughly pulled Helen onto his lap, much to the approval of the other guys. I caught his eye and he glanced at me fast, then away.

The next thing I knew, the boss was cursing a blue streak in Greek.

I took the boss’s arm and practically dragged him into the kitchen. He was none too happy. “Calm down,” I told him. “It will be all right. Now that she’s out there, you can’t just take her out. Those guys will raise a stink. Let me take care of it. I’ll watch out for her.”

He pointed at me. “If anything happens to my little girl, I will…”

I felt like telling him I wasn’t the one who was up to my ass in biker crap putting his little girl in danger, but that was for a much later time. “Let me serve up some beer, okay? They look thirsty.”

A few minutes later, I set three pitchers of beer on the table. There were ten bikers in all, including Kieran. They didn’t bother using glasses. They just picked up the pitchers, passed them around and hollered for more. I brought more.

I’d been here for almost a week and I’d had a few opportunities to explore the place. The basement below was locked solid, and each time I got around to going down there, I was either interrupted or short on time. I knew they kept the drugs and the guns there.

Gaston, the Rebels’ leader, was sitting at a separate table now in deep discussion with Giorgios Papadopoulos. Kieran had pushed Helen off his lap and come to join them. I filled up several pitchers and went about my business.

Then Kieran motioned to me. “Hey, you,” he said. “Waiter?”

I walked over. “Can I help you?”

“You can translate. We don’t think our friend here understands.”

Gaston, the leader, glanced up from the table and grinned at me. “We’ll have to kill you after.”

Kieran laughed.

I feigned alarm.

Kieran slapped my back hard. “No sweat, kid. Just listen and repeat. Then forget it. Or I’ll kill you myself.” He met my gaze, a hint of danger there.

If I hadn’t known better, that look would have scared the shit out of me. I nodded. “Go ahead.”

Gaston looked at Giorgios. “We got another investor in our enterprise. He’s a rich Texas dude with too much money. He’s itching to get his hands dirty, a little pissed at the U.S. government for all the taxes he has to pay.”

“Didn’t think the rich paid any taxes in this country,” I muttered.

“Are you being smart?” Gaston asked me.

“No, sorry, just thinking aloud.”

“Well don’t think, just translate what the fuck I say, dude. This guy likes to play cards.”

I translated quickly.

Giorgios nodded and looked at me. “He wants some card action after hours here?”

I asked Gaston the question.

“He does. He wants games free from the stakes of the casino…big games. He’ll share the winnings. He also wants to invest in our product.”

“What’s the percentage?” Giorgios asked after I told him what Gaston said.

“Five percent,” Gaston replied.

Kieran had been silently listening up to that point then he spoke. “You’re forgetting. I gotta take back a deal to the Spawn. This dude is cutting into our profits. Why should we let him in at all?”

“He’s gotta direct line to the U.S. Marshals Service he says, a man inside that will turn a blind eye, and even lead the bloodhounds down the wrong trail. You know the heat’s been breathing down our necks, man. We gotta have contacts inside,” Gaston said.

“Can this rich guy assure us of this contact?” Kieran asked. “Spawn members won’t vote for this guy being cut in without proof. Bring us proof.”

Fuck he was tough.

“You’ll get a chance to question him tonight. He’s on his way from winning a shitload of money at the casino,” Gaston said.

I translated some of it to Giorgios, who told me his answer was that they could have anything they wanted, as long as they kept paying him.

Gaston said, “Bien.” He glanced at me and smiled.

That look spoke volumes. My gaydar was activated big time. I spoke to him in French and asked him if he was from Quebec. “Êtes vous du Québec?”

“Oui,” he said, surprised I spoke French.

I told him I was French on my father’s side. He asked me where my father originated from.

“Saguenay–Lac-Saint-Jean,” I replied. It was a lie. My father’s parents were from Quebec City actually but I recalled from the file that Gaston Lemire grew up in Lac-Saint-Jean. I’d been there enough to fake it.

He was caught, enthralled. He invited me to sit and drink with him. Poor Giorgios was stuck making all the food, with Helen running around like crazy serving it. When someone knocked at the door an hour later, I looked up from where I sat in the corner with a half-drunk Gaston, to see another biker walk in, big and burly. He was met with a round of cheers, as six heavy stacked, scantily dressed strippers were hustled in.

Immediately the women were helped up on tables in their six-inch heels, and someone yelled for music.

I told Gaston I’d put something on the jukebox. It was a good excuse to get away. The guy had been rubbing my cock through my jeans under the table for the last half hour. It was getting a little much.

I found some heavy metal stuff and jacked it. Giorgios gave me a nasty look from the kitchen, sweat pouring down his face, and I shrugged.

“Get in here and give me a hand, move your ass,” he stammered.

Helen shoved a platter piled with chicken pita at me. “They’re pigs.” She sniffled. She glanced over at Kieran. “I haven’t had a minute. The guy is a succulent honey bear. Can you get him to the can?”

“You want me to ask that guy into the bathroom? No way,” I said.

“It’s the least you can do. Obviously Gaston is hot for you. I had no idea.”

Apparently neither did anyone else. I didn’t think being gay was exactly a fad among bikers, unless it was rape for retaliation. “I’m not Mr. Love Match. You want him, go after him.”

“Fine. Don’t help me. I’ll get Rick myself.”

Rick. Okay.

“Rick” stood in the corner, quietly sipping some beer and watching a naked blonde with pasties over her nipples hump a table leg. I could tell it was thrilling the hell out of him. I wanted to laugh.

Helen walked up and moved close to him. “Rick” placed an arm around her and drew her close. It was weird seeing Kieran with a woman like that. God, he was good. It looked completely natural. He started kissing her, running his hand under her miniskirt.

There was a banging at the door. Gaston stood and walked over, two members at his side. The door opened and my heart skipped a beat. Jubilee and Sean. Jubilee looked like a character right out of Dallas, and Sean, well, Sean, was so sweet with his white cowboy hat. My heart melted seeing him. I wasn’t sure who he was supposed to be, but then the way Jubilee shoved his hat at him, I assumed Sean was his servant or something.

They were both patted down, their weapons laid aside. Gaston took some time talking to Jubilee while Giorgios peered over my shoulder, trying to figure out what was going down.

I moved closer and put the pita down on the table, only to have several hands reach over for them and their owners gobble them down. I glanced over at Kieran, who stood still, casually stroking Helen’s hair now, while she rubbed God knows what on him. There was no expression on his face but his gaze was riveted on Jubilee.

“Get those whores off the tables,” Gaston yelled out. “Turn the music off, Nicko.” He glanced at me.

Two minutes later, all was quiet.

Kieran strutted over to where Jubilee and Sean stood. He gave Helen a push back. “So, this is our rich boy from Texas, is it?”

I just recognized a twinge of a New York accent as he spoke. Damn, I couldn’t help but admire his act. He had it down completely.

Jubilee slowly let his gaze travel over Kieran. “Now, who might you be, boy?”

Kieran made a distinctive move in his direction. Shit. Gaston stood in the middle. “This is the VC of the Demon Spawns, Mr. Butler.”

“You look like a Demon Spawn,” Jubilee told him.

Kieran lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t look like your boy either.”

“He’s joking, Rick,” Gaston said.

“And who’s that guy you’re with?” Kieran asked him.

“This here is Joe, and he’s not to be messed with.”

Kieran laughed. “Right.”

“I don’t like him much,” Jubilee said to Gaston of “Rick.” “I’d rather deal with you.”

“That’s too bad,” Kieran interjected. “The final decision rests with the Spawn, not with the Rebels. Convince me to let you play with us, and you got a deal.”

“We might have to dance,” Jubilee told him, his face straight.

I hid a smile.

“I don’t…dance,” Kieran threw back at him, “especially not with cowboys.” He turned to Gaston. “I want to talk to this Texan alone.”

“I go nowhere without my bodyguard, bad ass,” Jubilee replied.

“Well, three’s a crowd.” Kieran eyed him. “Why not let your boy enjoy the ladies for a bit while we enjoy each other. You trust Gaston?”

“Sure, him and me got a rapport, don’t we, Gaston?” Jubilee looked at him.

Gaston nodded. “You might say we do.”

The boss was wiping his hands on a towel now. He began to complain in Greek that he should be privy to anything going down in his place.

“What in hell is he saying, stud?” Gaston demanded.

Stud? That was me, I guess.

Sean lifted an eyebrow and shot me a look but otherwise remained quiet.

“Ah, he wants in on the conversation,” I replied.

“I’m not going without my bodyguard, Joey,” Jubilee insisted.

“Well…” Kieran sighed. “Come on, then, bring the Greek waiter and the scary bodyguard, we’ll meet in the back room.”

Gaston paused and looked at Giorgios. “You, too. Let’s go.”

We all filed into the back room. Kieran closed the door. He reached out and pushed Jubilee into a chair. Joey stepped forward. Jubilee stopped him. “It’s okay. This boy likes it rough.”

“You listen, cowboy,” Kieran placed a booted foot on the chair between Jubilee’s thighs. “How do I know you’re not the heat?”

“You don’t.” Jubilee met his gaze. “But you look like a man who can take the heat nevertheless.”

“You want to invest?”

“I want a way to make my money disappear and settle back in my pockets again. I’m sure a man like you can understand that,” Jubilee said.

Giorgios kept asking me to translate, which annoyed me. I was enjoying the show, watching the professionals at work.

“Prove to me you got a contact that’s worth us letting you in,” Kieran insisted.

“First I need to see what I’m investing in, pretty boy,” Jubilee said. “And you are a very pretty boy.”

Kieran scowled.

“Fuck that,” Gaston interjected. “You’re in for five percent. That’s big.”

“Five percent of nothing equals nothing.” Jubilee shrugged and pushed Kieran’s boot aside. “Show me the stockpile and I’ll prove to you I got a contact that will lick your balls for ya.”

Kieran pushed open the door. “I can get that pretty Greek girl out there to do that for me, Texan. Gaston, deal with this asshole. You wanna’ show ’em what we got, go ahead, but it’s on your head.”

Damn, that was genius.

Gaston pointed at Jubilee. “I’ll show you, but if you double-cross me…if we get any interference on the next transport, I’ll take you to the Spawn’s club house and leave you there for Rick to play with. Is that understood?”

“That would certainly be interesting but I’m not quite ready to meet my maker.”

“I’ll show you, but the bodyguard stays here.”

Jubilee nodded at Sean. “Have a beer. Watch the ladies.”

I turned around and summarized what I heard to the boss. He seemed satisfied and told me to get my ass to the kitchen. “I can’t cook any more. I want to enjoy the ladies too. I have needs.” He grinned and walked out.

Sean turned to look at me. “Stud?”

I smiled.

“That biker called you stud. He have a reason to do that?”

I shrugged. “I really don’t know, Joe.” With that I walked out into the hallway. Kieran met me there and pulled me down the hallway to the bathroom. Um. Helen’s dream.

“Jube is witnessing the stash.” He took a gun out of his waistband and handed it to me. “We got a van outside. Jube will give them a signal, then you need to be prepared to join the party.”

I nodded and walked back to the kitchen without a word. I spied Helen and motioned to her. She came over. “What?”

“I want you to stay here with me in the kitchen.”

“Why?” She smiled.

“I don’t want you out there, okay?”

“You jealous, Nicko?”

“Jealous? Oh…yeah, that’s it. Jealous,” I said, nodding when I saw Sean walk by. He nodded at me. I placed a hand on her head and pushed her to her knees. “Get down!”

Her hands moved up my leg, her face even with my groin. “Oh, Nicko,” she cooed.

I swatted her hands away. “Behave,” I muttered, taking out the gun.

She glanced up at me and gasped when she saw the weapon.

“Police!” a voice yelled. “Open up.”

And the bullets started to fly.


CHAPTER 9

When it was all over, half the room’s occupants were either dead, on their way to the hospital or heading to the pokey.

Gaston was in handcuffs, threatening to kill Nicholas.

“Go for it,” he seethed.

Giorgios sat in the middle of his shattered restaurant, sobbing like a child. “My Pegasus! Just when I was getting it all fixed up! Now I gotta start all over again.”

The poor, dumb fuck just didn’t realize it was all over. Jubilee, Kieran, Nicholas, and I assembled the few chairs that were left intact. Nicholas poured him an ouzo. The guy was shaking badly.

Government Agent Walter Royale strode in and took a seat. He gently explained to Giorgios that he had two choices. He could go to the pokey like the rest of them or he could be a witness for the prosecution of a big and deadly crime gang with ties to the Taliban. Nicholas quickly translated to make sure he understood clearly.

“Taliban? You mean that’s true? I was never sure I believed them.” He shook his head. Then the rest of what Agent Royale said apparently began to seep in.

“Witness protection?” he asked, “But what about my family?”

“They can go with you,” Jubilee said.

“And do what? Sit in a motel room all day? I’ve seen those movies. My daughters wouldn’t like that.”

“No,” Kieran said. “Not like the movies. You’re given new identities. A new start. You’ll have a case manager that you stay in touch with. You can open a new restaurant.”

“Really?” he looked excited now.

Kieran nodded. “Yep…a new restaurant, a fresh start.”

“No more guns…” It came out as a sigh. “You got no idea what it’s been like.”

We all sat, silent.

“I’ll do it,” Giorgios said. “I know all the players. I took photos sometimes. Would they help?”

“Absolutely,” Agent Royale insisted.

“I hope we go someplace nice. I always wanted to go to Hawaii!” Giorgios glanced around at us hopefully but none of us could tell him where he’d be relocated. He looked at Nicholas.

“Can you come and cook for me? You make such good souvlaki, Nick!”

“Sorry,” Nicholas said.

Giorgio seemed so disappointed.

As Agent Royale led him away, I nudged Nicholas. “So, my lesson paid off, huh?”

“You’re a good teacher,” he deadpanned. “Got any other tricks up your sleeve?”

Kieran grinned at us and checked his watch. “The only part about being a marshal that I hate is we do the sting, the takedown, and never get to count the guns. I wonder how many they got?”

Within the hour, we learned that our small crew had achieved what the Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives had not. We took this crew down fast because they thought we were a bunch of dumbasses. And we had a witness on the way to protected custody.

I tried to imagine Giorgios’s daughters handling their new circumstances…the way they’d strutted around with their boobs and butts…

“The missing firearms plus a whole bunch more were in the warehouse,” Agent Royale said. He looked satisfied as we met up with him and Trace Thatcher for bacon and eggs on English muffins in the snazzy and spacious Tim Horton’s coffee shop attached to the Comfort Inn in the heart of Niagara, Ontario’s business district.

“Agent Royale, you should have seen Jubilee and Sean play those drug dealers,” Trace said as he forked a pile of hotcakes. “They’d look at him and ka-ching! The dollar signs flashed in their eyes.”

Jubilee grinned. “The hardest part for me was pretending to lose all the time. Sometimes, it hurt.”

“Poor baby,” Kieran teased.

“I think we can look forward to the state of New York finally paying attention to the city that plays host to one of the great wonders of the world,” Royale said. “I keep thinking about that chick who threw herself in a barrel over the falls out of financial desperation. Niagara has always been a tough, tough place, but I’d like to bring the magic back. Say, have any of you been to see the falls?”

“Been a bit busy,” I joked.

“See it. It’s worth it.” Royale picked up the check. He shook each of our hands and thanked us. “A pleasure working with you all,” he said.

He left us, a shiny black car out front waiting for him.

“Wonder where he’s off to now?” Kieran asked.

“Mmm…maybe he’s gonna spank a few ATF guys’ butts?” Trace suggested, making us all laugh.

“We really should see the falls,” Jubilee said. “I’d like to go. I think my sister would like that.” He looked a little emotional and I saw Kieran’s hand move to his thigh under the table. “Last time I was here was for Pauline’s wedding. She and Oakie were so happy. I feel like we took the bad guys down for him today.”

I held up my coffee cup. “To Oakie,” I said softly.

We all clinked cups. “To Oakie!”

“I’d like to take in the falls before we go home,” Jubilee added, “but first…” He fingered the lapel on Kieran’s leather vest from his biker outfit. “I’d like to enjoy a little biker action.”

Kieran laughed. “Let’s meet up here again in one hour.”

Nicholas looked at me. “I’m no biker, but I wouldn’t mind some action.”

“My ears!” Trace joked. “What am I supposed to do whilst y’all are doing the fandango?”

“Here.” Jube handed him a Smarty Pants toy store bag.

“What’s in that?” Trace’s eyes lit up.

“Some Lego stuff for Juan, but I’m sure he won’t mind if you play with his Monster Fighter Mummy for a bit.”

“Oh, boy!” Trace looked in the bag. “What a haul!”

Nicholas took me to the room he’d been staying in at the motel. It was a nice room but I had to grin at the smell of unwashed cook’s clothing piled up on the floor.

“I detect souvlaki and lemon.”

He groaned. “Please. All I keep thinking is that I never want to go near lamb again.” His gaze was so intent I forgot about everything else.

“We’ve come a long way since our first motel room encounter, Sean.”

Yes. Yes, we had.

I wasn’t petrified anymore. I knew I wanted his hands, which were already on me, roaming my shoulders and back. The expression on his face tore at me.

“I freaked when the gunfire started,” he said. “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been hit.”

He pulled me to him. We began to kiss, hunger gnawing at us. I’ve never undressed so fast in my life. The tattoo on his arm drew my attention. I kissed it and the scars I’d begun to dream about at night. We jumped onto the bed. Pillows and bedding scattered as we began rolling around trying to get our mouths on each other’s cocks.

I won. But then, I’d been planning this stealth operation for weeks.

He hovered above me, and I sucked his cock into my mouth. He began to tease me, taking it away, feeding it to me once more. I kept trying to hold him in but he was in a mood to play so I raised my head and began sucking his balls as they dropped down over my face. He liked that, I could tell. They were so big I could only suck one at a time but he kept them where I could access them.

Freeing my hands from beneath his body, I gripped his hips and pulled him up higher so that my tongue could seek out his asshole.

“Yesss!”

I kept licking and licking, getting closer until he moved from a kneeling position to a crouch above my face giving me clear access to him. He moaned as he rubbed back and forth against my probing tongue. He tasted so good. I pushed him against the bed, opening up his strong thighs. I’d never been so dominant with him before but he liked it, judging by the wicked smile. I put my face right back in his place, licking, sucking, moving from ass to cock to balls, and back again. He rocked against my mouth, pushing, arching, his breath coming quickly. And then he rolled away from me and pushed me onto my back.

He began to lick my face, kissing me, gently sucking his way down my body, his tongue making a path then coming back again each time. He left me feeling dizzy with desire as he finally tongued my ass and cock. He began to alternate between licks and finger strokes and then, mercifully, his cock began stroking, striking at me. I loved the way his cock swept across my ass cheeks as he opened my legs wider.

One glance at my face, then he dropped down and began furiously sucking my ass. I almost came but he stopped just in time. By the time he entered me I was bashing the bed with my fists, my ass bucking up from the crumpled sheets. Yes, yes, he was in me.

Finally.

He fucked me with relentless, seeking thrusts, his body close to mine, my cock trapped between our now very warm bellies. Oh…I was gonna explode.

Nicholas withdrew from me, then slammed back in again. My cock erupted as he fucked me hard and deep, him on his knees, balancing himself with his elbows as he drove into me with a desperate surge. I wrapped my body around him, my senses screaming…

Hold tight.

I was still coming when he came inside me, his body pounding at me. Lips, cock, ass tongue…I wanted it all. Everything he had to give. I felt his powerful orgasm as my ass muscles helplessly crunched down on his cock.

“Oh…” He never finished what he was going to say. But his mouth said it all as he sought mine in a kiss I wished could have gone on all day.

As we hurriedly showered and changed, our cell phones rang. We both got the same message. Debriefing in our Dallas headquarters at seven o’clock the following morning.

“We’re working together again.” He looked happy at the prospect.

“Looks like it, huh?”

His gaze narrowed. “Why do I get the feeling you know something about this case already?”

“I don’t, but I was with Jubilee when he got a call. We’re working with the Texas Rangers on some big case.”

“Texas Rangers, eh?” He grinned.

In the hallway, we encountered Jube and Kieran. They’d received calls, too.

“Ready for some waterfalls?” Jube said, changing the subject. We collected Trace and the driver who’d brought me and Jube from the airport. The vehicle rolled to a stop outside the motel. Jube and I had left our bags back at the casino in New York, but they were now in the trunk where Trace, Nicholas, and Kieran dumped their things. Trace seemed sad about parting with the bag of Lego.

“I’m sorta partial to that ghost train you got Juan. I checked under the table. That thing really glows in the dark!”

“Is it just me or is Lego a hell of a lot more interesting now than when we were kids?” Jube asked.

“No, you’re right. We were deprived.” Trace grinned.

“We need to be at the airport in two hours,” our driver warned us as he dropped us outside the Niagara Falls park entrance.

“No problem,” Kieran said as we all got out.

He didn’t look happy, but we all ran like little kids, looking over the railing as Jubilee purchased tickets for the half-hour Maid of the Mist boat ride which was about to leave. We were offered black ponchos, which we took as a man with a microphone announced, “Welcome ladies and gentlemen as we ride right into the mist of North America’s oldest attraction!”

I thought it was apt that we were taking a tour on the boat named after our favorite barrel girl.

The boat was packed as we took off across the water. Spray soared up toward the hot, shiny sun, then shimmered back over us. I’d never seen anything as breathtaking as the falls. I wanted to soak up every wonderful second. And I prayed for it all, every last shop window and brick of the city playing host to it to be as beautiful as this.

Nicholas moved in closer to me. I could feel his breath tickling my ear.

“I’m so glad I’m sharing this with you,” he said over the sights and sounds of nature at her finest.

“Me, too.”

“You asked me a question back home.”

“Oh? Which one?” I kept my eyes on the falls. I’d never wanted anyone or anything as much as I wanted a chance with Nicholas Fournier.

“About, you know…not dating anyone else.”

“Oh, that question.” I looked at him then as water spray shot over us both, covering us again. It made us laugh and laugh. It was like a summer rain.

“I think I want that,” he said. “I think I want that…a lot. Do you?”

He was staring at me, his gaze so heated I could feel my cock getting hard. Damn, he had that effect on me.

“Well,” I said. “I’m already falling for you, hook, line, and…barrel.”

The falls’ dramatic drop sounded like a lion’s roar, spraying our faces, the exhilaration matched in our wild grins.

“Summer rain,” Nicolas said, his thoughts echoing mine. He put his arm around me, raising his face to the falls for more.
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