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        SUBJECT: ARCHER

      

      

      “Come with me. He’s this way.”

      Dr. Thomas Mulvaney didn’t remove his coat—just increased his pace to match the frantic footsteps of the tiny woman before him. Dr. Magdalena Mendoza. He’d come a long way to meet her. She appeared in distress but, perhaps, she always seemed in a hurry. As she led him through a maze of darkened hallways towards the bowels of the enormous state-funded facility, a shiver slid along his spine. There was no way he would find his way out of there without a map or a guide.

      When they reached a place where four hallways intersected, Dr. Mendoza used a key on her belt to unlock a heavy door, leading Thomas to yet another corridor—this one lined with large steel doors with tiny square windows, which one could use to peer inside.

      As they walked the halls, the lights within the rooms wavered, like they were in the middle of an electrical storm…or a horror movie. A storm did rage outside—not one of rain but snow. An electrical storm made sense in a way. Everything about the atmosphere was charged with an almost palpable energy, like static electricity. The air, the lights. Part of him wondered, if he just reached out his hand, would he encounter some kind of invisible barrier?

      Even Dr. Mendoza seemed galvanized. Her hands twitched at her sides, her clothing wrinkled and clinging in places, and her frizzy blonde curls fought to escape the clip that contained them. Her chunky heels clicked on the peeling linoleum tiles, the motion lights kicking on as she passed each sensor.

      Thomas did his best to keep up with her, forcing himself to pay attention. He blamed his second glass of Chardonnay for his unease and inattentiveness. When Dr. Mendoza abruptly stopped in front of the second to last door, Thomas almost ran into her, startling her and causing her to stumble back a pace or two.

      “My apologies,” Thomas murmured, tipping his head.

      She wiped her hands over her skirt, like she’d just realized her clothes were rumpled. “This is him,” she said in a clipped tone.

      Thomas peeked inside, his eyes going wide. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      Inside the room, a chubby boy with thick black curls and dull eyes sat tucked into the farthest reaches of the padded cell. His hair was matted with blood, his previously white sweats saturated with the now browning liquid. It was everywhere.

      “It’s for his own safety,” Dr. Mendoza assured him. “The blood isn’t his.”

      Thomas studied the boy who sat in the corner, his knees pulled to his chest, swaying side to side as he stared straight ahead, clearly close to catatonia. There was a pull to this boy, but if he was already showing fits of violence, he wouldn’t work for the study. He had to get them before they found a bloodlust.

      “Tell me what happened,” Thomas said gruffly. “Whose blood is it?”

      The doctor’s face flushed. “Another patient’s. Christopher Kelleher.”

      The name rang a bell, but it took Thomas a good thirty seconds to place it. When he did, his stomach sank. “The pedophile?”

      It was a famous case. A sadistic seventeen-year-old boy with a history of assaulting and torturing children as young as six. He should have been tried as an adult and gone away for life, but he was a white boy from a wealthy family and a high-priced defense attorney had convinced them a bench trial would be better than a jury of his peers.

      Thomas was certain the judge was on the take. It was the only reason for a violent pedophile to end up in a level six mental health facility instead of a federal penitentiary. Being under the age of eighteen had landed him right smack in the middle of mentally unwell children right in his preferential age range.

      Christopher may have been mentally ill, but he’d known exactly what he was doing when he’d assaulted those children. He’d enjoyed it. He was a narcissist and the worst kind of psychopath.

      “Why was this child left alone with a predator?” Thomas finally asked.

      Dr. Mendoza clearly anticipated the question but squirmed at having to explain herself. “While Christopher was waiting for his therapy appointment, another patient had an incident just outside the office, pulling all the techs and leaving Christopher in the waiting room. Nathaniel was in the playroom next door, waiting for his own therapist.”

      “Nathaniel is the boy?”

      She nodded, closing her eyes, like she was trying to gather herself together before saying, “He attempted to…assault Nathaniel. He fought back. Viciously.”

      Thomas’s heart twisted as he looked in at the small boy. “What does that mean, Dr. Mendoza?”

      “When Christopher attempted to…orally assault the boy, he—” She shivered. “He bit it off.”

      Good. “Where is he now?”

      “Christopher?” she asked. “Oh, he’s quite dead.”

      “Dead? Blood loss?” Thomas questioned.

      She nodded. “Yes, but not from the bite…though, I suspect that would have eventually killed him as well. But there was a plastic bow and arrow set. You know the kind with the spongy ends that just sort of bounce off?”

      Thomas nodded. “Yes?”

      “He snapped the arrow in half and then started stabbing at Christopher’s crotch with the jagged plastic. Managed to sever his femoral artery.”

      Jesus. “Have you spoken with the boy since the incident?”

      She looked in through the window. “We have. Christopher didn’t go down without a fight. He got a few blows to the boy, hence the slight bruising on his face.”

      “What did the boy say about the altercation? Was he upset?”

      She shook her head slowly. “Nope. He very matter-of-factly told us that he was done letting people touch him like that.”

      “He was done letting people touch him like that.” The implications were obvious. Painfully obvious. The boy had clearly been harmed before, likely more than once. “What’s his history?”

      “Parents unknown. He was left at a fire station when he was only four days old. He was born addicted to heroin, had a rough start, and was a bit small for his age, but he made up for that rather quickly. He’s been in the same foster home for years. But then his parents called us, saying they couldn’t handle him anymore. They said he’s been wetting the bed, attacking the other children, attempting to harm his parents. They’d been locking him in the closet for his own safety,” she said, her tone implying that she didn’t believe their story.

      “Was there any hint of a violent nature prior to this altercation with the other patient?” Thomas asked.

      Dr. Mendoza’s face was bleak. “No. He’s been with us for a week or so. He’s a quiet, articulate child. He was covered in bruises. They’d clearly been yanking him around and possibly using corporal punishments.”

      “Any sign of sexual abuse?” Thomas asked.

      She gave a heavy sigh, gazing sadly at the boy through the window. “No overt signs, but with his skittishness and with his declaration after the assault, I imagine there was something like that.”

      “Why did you lock him in there if he was calm?”

      Dr. Mendoza looked startled. “We didn’t. When the doctor attempted to examine him to ensure Christopher didn’t give him a concussion or hadn’t injured him in some less obvious way, he went crazy. He was yelling, screaming, tearing at his skin, slamming his head into the walls. It took three techs just to get him on the ground to sedate him.”

      Thomas’s head snapped around to stare at her. “You sedated him? How old is he? Six?”

      “Five,” she said.

      “You sedated a five-year-old?”

      Dr. Mendoza’s spine stiffened. “We had no choice. He would have hurt himself.”

      Thomas tamped down the rage boiling within him. “I’d like to speak with him, please.”

      She gave a wary sigh but opened the door as he asked. “I’ll have to lock you in. But I’ll stay here and watch from the window.”

      Thomas nodded absently, no longer focused on the other physician. When he heard the door shut and the lock click back into place, he slowly approached the child.

      When he was a foot away, he said, “My name is Thomas. May I sit with you for a moment or two?”

      The boy looked up at him, slow-blinking. After what seemed like an eternity, he shrugged, pulling himself closer to the corner, almost cowering away from him.

      Thomas slowly removed his coat before sitting across from him and laying his coat across his lap, leaving plenty of distance so the boy didn’t feel trapped. “What’s your name?”

      The boy shrugged once more. “I don’t remember.”

      Thomas frowned. “You don’t remember? The doctor said your name is Nathaniel.”

      The boy’s fury was instantaneous, but the drugs kept him from reacting violently. The only true indications of his feelings were the way his face twisted in disgust and the venom in his words as he said, “That’s my foster dad’s name. He’s not nice. I don’t want that name.”

      “Well, what name do you want?” Thomas asked.

      The boy shrugged. “I don’t care.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Thomas said, but he let it go for the time being. “I heard you had a very trying day. Are you okay?”

      The boy looked up at him with a frown. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Someone tried to hurt you. You were forced to defend yourself. How did that make you feel?”

      The boy looked at him like he’d grown a second head. “It didn’t make me feel like nothing. I don’t like being touched. He touched me. He wanted to hurt me. Nobody is gonna do that again.” He looked Thomas in the eye, his expression steely. “Ever.”

      “Feeling safe is very important,” Thomas said. The boy continued to study him. “What if I told you I could make it so you never feel unsafe again?”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed, and he began to fidget with his fingers, picking at his cuticles. After a minute, he said, “How?”

      Thomas chose his words carefully. “By training you to protect yourself, no matter what—or who—comes at you.” The boy seemed to mull this over, saying nothing. “Would you like to come live with me?”

      The boy scrutinized him. “Why?”

      Thomas wasn’t surprised by the question. Both Atticus and August had asked the same question. “Because I am looking for sons of my own. You would have two brothers. They’re special, like you. Would you like to come home with me and meet them? If you do, I promise you’ll never feel vulnerable again.”

      “I’m not vul-nable,” the boy muttered.

      Thomas did his best to hide his smile. “No, you’re certainly not.”

      The boy huffed out a breath through his nose, giving Thomas another feral look. “If you hurt me, I’ll kill you,” the boy said, his expression fierce. “And them, too.”

      Thomas nodded sagely. “Nobody is going to hurt you. But if they do, you have every right to defend yourself, by any means necessary. What do you think? Would you like to come with me?”

      “I guess,” the boy said.

      “Well, then, there’s just one more thing. A name. If you don’t like Nathaniel, we’ll make you a new one. In my family, we have a tradition where all the siblings in the family have the same first initial. How about a name that starts with A?”

      The boy shrugged.

      “Do you have any ideas?”

      The boy shook his head. “No.”

      Thomas ran through a list of A names in his head before his gaze fell to the blood saturating the boy’s clothes and how it had come to be there. “How about Archer?”

      The boy’s gaze darted to Thomas, studying him in a way that made him feel a little on edge. Finally, he said, “Yeah, okay.”

      “Perfect. Before we can go home, we’re going to have to change your clothes. Would you be willing to shower and get changed so we can get out of this place?”

      “Alone?” the boy asked hesitantly.

      The question fractured Thomas’s heart. “Yes, alone. Nobody will ever invade your personal space again without your permission. I promise.”
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      “This is, by far, the most important and delicate phase of the project. Of course, we’d want our people in on the planning and implementation,” Thomas Mulvaney said, addressing the man directly across from him.

      There were nods around the conference table, a sea of familiar faces—some old, some new—who were all on Thomas’s side.

      Beside his father sat Molly Shepherd, the leading expert on not only recognizing psychopathic and sociopathic traits in adolescents but the treatment of those pathologies. A unique skill set born of necessity had spawned the project for which they were now all deeply entrenched. Beside her sat her two sons, Jayne and Mackenzie, known as Shep and Mac, respectively.

      The man Thomas was trying to convince was Marshall Kendrick, a bored and jaded bureaucrat with the highest level of security clearance and zero tolerance for people questioning him. He stared them all down with an imperiousness that only came from years of government work before giving a disingenuous smile. “Thomas, Molly, I understand your concerns. This project is your baby, but we’ve been raising these subjects—”

      “Children,” Molly snapped.

      The man waved a hand dismissively. “Yes, children, for fifteen years. I would hope, by now, you would have some faith in our qualifications.”

      “No offense,” Archer said, uncapping his bottled water. “But nobody with any sense has faith in their government.”

      Kendrick gave Archer a pissy look before running a hand over his black suit jacket. These guys really did like to dress like the Men in Black. They were doing stuff equally as shady, he supposed. Maybe more so. Nobody knew for certain whether aliens were real, but psychopaths? Those were real. Archer should know. He was one.

      “We’ve created every aspect of this project,” Molly reminded them. “But this is where we see our social proof. This is where we let them off their respective leashes and make sure the training worked. We will not agree to allowing government agents to handle this last phase of the study. It has to be our people. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “One misstep could ruin everything,” Thomas added.

      “They’ll never agree to that,” Kendrick said.

      “Bullshit,” Shep muttered. “Don’t act as if you don’t have complete and total control over how this project is staffed and run.”

      “And don’t act like there isn’t a room full of suits just like you listening to every word we say right now,” Archer added.

      “We’re not buying a used car. Stop pretending that you have some manager in the back you have to clear this with. The buck stops with you. All of you. We’re not leaving here until you agree with our terms,” Shep said with a cold stare.

      Kendrick’s lips twitched in an aborted smile. “I find it rather amusing you both brought your children to fight your battles for you. If I had known, I would have pulled my son from his eighth grade field trip to Magic Mountain so he could play, too.”

      “Is your son also a psychopath, Mr. Kendrick?”

      They all turned to the man who had spoken. He was intimidating, even by Archer’s standards. He stood at six foot, but he was a wall of muscle, like a defensive lineman. He had a bald head, a full beard, and umber skin that contrasted deliciously with his perfectly tailored white button-down.

      “Who are you again?” Kendrick said, tone chilly.

      “Jackson Avery,” the man answered, flashing an equally frigid smile.

      He was another piece in the weirdly incestuous puzzle that was Project Watchtower, known to those on the inside as The Watch.

      “Jackson is the owner of a global security agency called Elite Protection Services, outfitted with former special ops soldiers and highly trained former law enforcement agents,” Thomas said, giving Jackson a nod.

      In addition to that, Jackson was the on-paper employer of the Mulvaneys’ off-book hacker, Calliope Castellanos. As if that wasn’t confusing enough, Jayne Shepherd, the son of Molly Shepherd, had once worked security for Jackson, which was how they all became hopelessly knotted together.

      “And what does that have to do with The Watch?” Kendrick asked.

      “You’re going to need highly specialized operatives for this last phase. Those with not just military training but the knowledge to guide a legion of young psychopaths.”

      Jackson had brought the Vice President of his company along for the meeting, another intimidating specimen known as Lincoln Hudson. He was taller than his boss, with a high and tight haircut, a five o’clock shadow, and a face that said fuck around and find out.

      “Why would I need you for that, exactly?” Kendrick asked.

      Linc’s mouth was a grim line. “Because you also need people who can help calibrate the moral compass of those same psychopathic young adults and, no offense, but no deep cover operative is going to have the judgment or restraint needed to accomplish the task.”

      Yeah, no doubt both Jackson and Linc were sexy. Definitely sexy enough to tempt even Archer. But both men were married, their respective spouses lounging by the pool somewhere. In fact, every non-Mulvaney at the table had a wedding ring except one man: Mac Shepherd.

      The proverbial thorn in Archer’s side. As morally righteous as a saint, but, goddamn, if he didn’t fuck like a sinner. Archer snarled internally as his mind began to wander. This was the sixth time since meeting that they’d been in a room together. And the first time one or both of them had managed to keep their clothes on. But never again. Ever. Ever, he emphasized to himself, hoping his dick got the message.

      “For the Watch to be successful, you need someone who can guide these young men into making the right choices. But you also need men who can ensure their technique is sound, their alibis are tight, and that their relationships with their handlers are…appropriate,” Mac said, his gaze flicking to Archer, then back to Kendrick.

      Archer snorted. It was no secret that Mac found Archer to be less than appropriate as a ‘handler.’ He was certain Mac had gotten more than his fill of psychopaths sharing DNA with one—his twin brother, Shep. But that hadn’t stopped Mac from letting Archer blow him in a hotel conference room or Mac bending him over the desk at the new Watch facilities. Fuck. He definitely shouldn’t be thinking about that.

      Archer tried to adjust himself as discreetly as possible beneath the table. Mac wasn’t even Archer’s type. He liked younger, deviant types. Pretty boy dancers and porn stars. Mackenzie Shepherd was one step above a choir boy and pushing mid-forty. He was also tall and sleekly-muscled with shocking red hair, a mass of freckles, and eyes so molten gold Archer had sworn they were contacts. But no, Mac was just a goddamn unicorn with pretty eyes, a huge dick, and a fucking conscience that would make Jiminy Cricket look like Ted Bundy.

      “What is it you’re proposing, exactly?” Kendrick asked.

      “Molly and I want total control of the program. The curriculum, the cases, the staffing. You get all the research, all the glory, and you get to bring us the targets. But we vet them first.”

      “Absolutely not,” Kendrick barked. “You’re fucking mad.” At the raised brows he received, the man scowled even harder. “Ugh, you know what I mean. This is a government-run project.”

      “No,” Thomas snapped. “This is a government-funded project. Up until this leg of the project, we determined the children, who raised them, and how they were raised. We chose their schooling, assessed their strengths, chose the best candidates to get to phase three, and determined how best to handle the…failures. This is our project. These are our children. Don’t push me on this. I do not need your money to fund this project.”

      “But you do need our research,” Molly added.

      “We could just simply continue the study without either of you. I think we’re more than capable of taking it from here,” Kendrick said, tone snide.

      Thomas scoffed. “I’ve raised six psychopaths to be the most effective, deep cover agents to ever exist. They move between their public life and their private duties effortlessly. They’ve managed to find partners, and one of my sons even has children. I did that. Molly did that. And, not to put too fine a point on it, Mr. Kendrick, but I also cleaned up your mess when you asked me to. How is your son, by the way?”

      “Matthew? He’s—” Kendrick cut himself off, face turning eggplant purple with fury as he realized exactly to whom Thomas referred.

      The others appeared confused. All but Molly. Archer had sussed out years ago that Kendrick was Aiden’s biological father. How he’d come to end up in Thomas’s care at the age of sixteen was still an unsolved mystery. One Archer didn’t care enough about to look into. Though, after seeing Kendrick’s face, perhaps he was more interested than he’d been just two minutes prior.

      Kendrick’s phone rang. He glanced down at it, and the color drained from his face. He picked it up and answered it. “Yes?”

      They all sat and watched as he listened. “Yes, sir,” he said just before hanging up.

      When he spoke again, his voice was far more composed. “How is it you plan on running this program?” He pointed to Thomas. “You’re a billionaire, always in the spotlight.” He pointed to Molly. “And you split your time between teaching and the lecture circuit. How do you plan on giving this the attention it needs?”

      “Simple,” Thomas said. “We pick the two people we trust most to make those decisions in our stead. My son, Archer, will run the program with Molly’s son, Mac.”

      Kendrick looked at each of them in turn. “Your son, the drunken gambler, is your pick? Really?”

      Archer grinned. “The rumors of my drinking have been greatly exaggerated, as you well know,” he said with a wave of his hand.

      That was an understatement. Well, more a fabrication, a carefully crafted persona to hide Archer’s true mission—liaison between the government players and his busy father. High stakes poker games in shady back rooms hid a lot of sins. As for why he kept this persona in place, even with his brothers? That was harder to say. At this point, he’d been lying to them for so long it seemed rude to tell them the truth now.

      “Fair enough. I suppose it makes sense with him being a psychopath and all, but what exactly are your qualifications, Mr. Shepherd? Weren’t you a…nature photographer?”

      Archer shifted in his seat, uncertain why the man’s condescending tone towards Mac irritated him so much.

      Mac didn’t so much as bat an eyelash before flashing a grin that did things to Archer’s insides, saying, “I’m still a photographer. However, before I became an award-winning wildlife photographer, I was a highly decorated soldier who did two tours in Afghanistan and one in Iraq. I’m also a skilled survivalist, a tenth degree black belt in Judo, and I speak three languages. One of which is psychopath.”

      “Is that all?” Kendrick asked drolly.

      Archer was tempted to pipe up and mention he fucked like a porn star, but with a resume like Mac’s, it seemed unnecessary and in poor taste given the company.

      “He’s also an exceptional cook,” Shep said, clearly not agreeing.

      If anybody else had said it, Archer would have thought he was being sarcastic, but Shep wasn’t built that way. Like August, he was sometimes more android than human. Mac most definitely got all the sarcasm.

      Kendrick rubbed his hands over his face. “You know what? Fine. You want these two in charge,” he said, pointing to Archer and Mac. “Fine. But I approve all staff brought in by them.” He thumbed a finger at Jackson and Linc. “I’m also bringing in my own team. There are seven men. All former agents, all highly trained handlers. That’s non-negotiable. We roundtable monthly for progress reports, and this program needs to be fully operational in less than six months.”

      Thomas and Molly exchanged glances. She shrugged. Finally, Thomas looked at the man and said, “Done.”

      “Excellent,” Kendrick muttered, already standing.

      “How quickly can you get us your agents’ files to review for the onboarding process?” Jackson asked. Kendrick glowered at him, but Jackson was unflappable. “They’ll have to be vetted just like our men. Besides, there’s going to be a learning curve for all of us. It behooves us to know their strengths and weaknesses before that begins.”

      “I’ll have my secretary get you their files as soon as…” Kendrick started, then trailed off.

      “As soon as what?” Linc asked.

      Kendrick sighed, his words tight with irritation. “As soon as I get them to agree to this insanity.”

      As soon as Kendrick left, the group stirred. There was a small amount of small talk and plans to all meet up for dinner, then they all made their way to the conference room exit. Somehow, Archer and Mac were the last ones to leave the room. He was almost to the door when large hands slid into the back pockets of his jeans, dragging him back against a warm chest.

      “What are you doing?” Archer asked, his treacherous dick already hardening behind his zipper.

      “Giving you my room key,” Mac murmured, slipping the plastic card into his back pocket. “I miss hearing you moan.”

      What a fucking asshole. “As I recall, it was you moaning, not me. Hard to tell with all the heavy breathing. You should really try adding some cardio. Your stamina needs a little work.”

      Mac pressed his lips to Archer’s ear. “Hard to maintain any composure around you when you go to your knees for me so fucking easily. When you bend over for me so fucking readily.”

      Archer’s heart was slamming against his ribs, and he wasn’t sure whether he was turned on or infuriated. Probably both. “Go fuck yourself,” Archer murmured calmly.

      Mac snickered. “Why would I fuck myself when I’ll be balls deep in you in an hour or so?”

      Archer rolled his eyes, pulling the room key from his pocket and attempting to give it back to Mac, who ignored it. “Sorry, Tarzan. It’s you and your hand tonight.”

      Mac slipped past him in the doorway, rubbing against him in the most obvious way possible. “See you in an hour.”

      “You’re fucking mental,” Archer told him, following him down the hallway, room key held before him. “And I need a fucking drink.”

      “I thought the rumors of your drinking were ‘greatly exaggerated,’” Mac teased, pushing the button for the elevator. Archer took the opportunity to stick the room key back in Mac’s pocket, unable to ignore the thick outline of his cock in those faded jeans.

      “You make being sober a chore,” Archer muttered.

      Mac stepped onto the elevator, turning to face Archer, who stayed where he was. When Mac realized Archer wasn’t joining him, he sighed, pressing the hold button. “You know, for a psychopath, you sure do take the fun out of casual sex.”

      Archer smirked. “For somebody whose brother is a psychopath, you’d think you’d know better than to taunt one.”

      Mac grinned, letting go of the hold button. “My brother isn’t a psychopath, he’s a high-functioning sociopath. And I like to live dangerously.” The doors were almost closed when he tossed his room key back at Archer, who caught it reflexively. “See you in an hour.”
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      Mac checked the clock by the bed again. It had been ninety minutes since his heated exchange with Archer and, still, he hadn’t shown up. He would. Mac knew he would. And he’d be pissed about it. Which only heightened Mac’s anticipation. He liked how…resistant Archer pretended to be. Almost as much as he liked how easily he went down for him anyway.

      There was something about how different Archer was with him. Archer spent most of his time convincing the world that he was a raging alcoholic with a penchant for gambling and other risky activities. When he spoke with others, it was always with this lazy, amused intonation, like he knew some secret the rest of the world didn’t. But that wasn’t who Archer was at all. Not with Mac.

      He picked up his phone, pulling up a picture of Archer. One he’d taken the last time they were together. It was a side profile of him staring out the window in nothing but a pair of jeans, clinging low on his hips. He’d given Mac an irritated look but had subtly changed position, like he knew his angles. As a Mulvaney, Mac imagined it came with the territory.

      Still, he’d kept the photo and looked at it often. He couldn’t help himself. Mac saw the beauty in things—had an eye for it. And Archer was beautiful. Almost impossibly so. He had thick chestnut curls that brushed his collar, bold brows, and brown eyes surrounded by lashes so long and dark they gave the appearance he was wearing eyeliner. Or maybe he was wearing eyeliner. With Archer, it was hard to say.

      Mac traced the lines of the photo. Archer’s skin was the warmest shade of bronze, and given what a nocturnal animal he was, Mac could only imagine it was a gift of heritage and not a love of the sun. He wasn’t overtly muscular, more lithe, like a swimmer. It made it easy for Mac to throw him around a little.

      Or it would if he’d just get there already.

      He tried to ignore the niggling doubt creeping its way under his ribcage, but it seeped in anyway. Maybe this time Archer wouldn’t show. Maybe he was tired of this game? Maybe Mac pushed him too hard, teased him too much? But he couldn’t help it. Archer wouldn’t allow himself a pleasure if it wasn’t hard won. That was just who he was as a person.

      That was why he couldn’t believe Archer’s brothers truly thought he was an alcoholic. Archer was all about restraint. From the way he made his living to the way he killed his victims. He liked the thrill, the anticipation. Archer liked to be edged by life.

      There was a single knock on the hotel room door. Mac grinned, whipping it open, a biting comment on his tongue at Archer’s tardiness. Instead, he stopped short at the doughy-faced man wearing an inscrutable expression.

      Mac scanned the man quickly. He didn’t recognize him. Probably wouldn’t remember him if he had. The man was…utterly forgettable. That was Mac’s first impression anyway. Forgettable.

      The man wore a khaki jacket and a hat of the same color, like a uniform, with weird tendrils of inky black hair poking out from the sides. There was something weird about the hair; it set Mac’s teeth on edge, made him stand up a little straighter. The man continued to stare down at a package he held.

      “Can I help you?” Mac said, a sliver of unease settling under his skin.

      It could be the man was at the wrong room, but there was something about the tension in his body, like a snake ready to strike. The man raised his head, his gaze cold and lifeless. Mac took a step back just as the man raised his right hand. Mac had barely enough time to register the gun with its suppressor pointed center mass before he was catching the man’s wrist, pivoting it away from him and slamming the door, catching the man’s forearm between it and the frame.

      There was a sickening pop and a crunch, then the man screamed as his elbow gave. Mac tried to drag him into the room, but the man charged into him with his shoulder, forcing him to stumble back just enough to give him time to turn on his heel and bolt down the hallway.

      Mac didn’t even chase him. He knew it wouldn’t matter. He sighed, shutting the door and leaning against it, his gaze straying to the television with its spiderwebbed glass and very obvious bullet hole.

      Well, shit.

      What the fuck was he going to do about that? At least he was in Vegas. It would hardly be the weirdest thing to happen there. Probably not even the weirdest in this hotel. Vegas was like the Wild West. Every man for himself.

      He snagged his phone and dialed his brother, who answered on the first ring, voice gruff. “What’s wrong?”

      Shep and Mac weren’t as close as some twins, but he knew his brother probably sensed something was amiss. “We’ve got a problem.”

      There was a stretch of silence, then his brother said, “You’re out of towels kind of problem, or we need to hide a body kind of problem?”

      Mac sighed. “There’s a bullet hole in my television and a pro hitman running around with a broken elbow kind of problem.”

      “Who is it, Sam?” Mac heard Shep’s husband, Elijah, ask. Then, he listened to the sound of rustling sheets, like his brother had been in bed. It was barely three in the afternoon. “No, don’t go. We were just getting to the good parts,” Elijah whined.

      “I’ll be right back,” Shep assured him. Mac listened to the balcony door slide open and shut again before his brother said, “You think they found you?”

      Mac scrubbed a hand over his face. “I suppose this could be about Project Watchtower but, unless the rest of you also got a hitman as a concierge, it seems unlikely.”

      “Our concierge was a barely legal brat named Bradley who openly ogled my husband then held out his hand for a large tip without the slightest bit of shame.”

      Mac’s lips twitched in a smile. His brother was always so literal. “What I’m sure is one of the many pitfalls of being married to an A-list celebrity,” Mac said before forcing himself back to the subject at hand. “But yeah, I might be on their radar again. This dude was bad at his job, but he was definitely a pro.”

      “What do you want to do about it?” Shep asked.

      “For now? Nothing. Until I identify the men in those photos, we’ve got nothing. If I don’t know them, I can’t handle the problem. If there’s a hit on me, the only way to fix that is to take out the people holding the cash.”

      “What are you going to do in the meantime?”

      Mac shrugged. “I’ll be safe enough once I’m at the school.”

      There were perks to having a new job at a top secret private military installation, even one that looked like an elite boarding school. Even without students, the campus was guarded on all sides by a ten foot tall security fence and a rather impressive military police force.

      “I think we need to get Mom and Thomas involved,” Shep said. “They have better resources.”

      Mac shook his head as if Shep could see him. “There’s nothing to tell right now.” There was another knock on the door. “Gotta go.”

      He hung up before his brother could argue. This time, he grabbed his gun from his bag, hiding it behind the door, heart pounding as he slowly opened it. Relief flooded him as he took in a rather grumpy Archer wearing a loose white linen shirt, open enough for Mac to have a good view of chest hair.

      Usually, he would tease him about how miserable he looked, but, this time, he hauled him in by the shirt, closing and locking the door before slamming him against it. “You’re late, Katniss.”

      Archer’s withering glare flicked upwards. “Are we still doing that?”

      Mac grinned. Archer hated Mac’s creative nicknames for him. “Do you prefer William Tell? Robin Hood? Arrow?” he asked, capturing his mouth in a kiss.

      “You could just use my name,” Archer muttered, not kissing him back.

      Mac threaded his fingers into Archer’s hair, tugging his head back to drag his lips and tongue along his throat before pressing his mouth to his ear. “Oh, but then you’d have no reason to be mad at me. And I know how badly you need to pretend you don’t want to be here.”

      Archer said nothing, proving Mac’s point almost as much as the hard length of his cock pressing against Mac’s thigh. Mac covertly let the gun slip from his fingers onto the table. If Archer noticed, he didn’t say anything.

      “Fuck you,” he muttered.

      “We can play that way if you want to, but I think you’d miss having my cock buried inside you.”

      It was always like this with them. Mac as the aggressor, Archer pretending he was somehow being blackmailed into being there, into being with him, like he hadn’t come of his own free will.

      “Come on, Katniss,” Mac teased, trying to kiss Archer’s unyielding lips once more. “Don’t leave me hanging. Nobody else needs to know how much you love this. What happens in Vegas and all that.” If possible, Archer grew even more irritated. Mac sighed, taking a step back. “Do you want to just go—”

      Archer snagged his shirt, yanking him forward, sealing their mouths together. There it was. Fuck, he’d missed this. Missed the taste of his tongue and the desperate way Archer clung to him, kissing him like Mac was his real addiction.

      Mac ripped his mouth away, spinning Archer around and shoving him against the door. He yanked the hem of his shirt, lifting it up and off, biting at Archer’s shoulder as he worked his belt open. His button and zipper soon followed, then Mac was shoving his pants down to mid-thigh. He fell to his knees, mouthing at the mounds of his perfectly rounded ass before spreading him open and burying his face within.

      “Fuck,” Archer whispered fiercely, his head thunking against the door.

      Yeah, Mac had definitely missed him. The way Archer’s back arched as he tried to fuck himself on Mac’s probing tongue. Like he needed more but hated it.

      Mac would give him what he needed, especially if what he needed was Mac tasting the most secret parts of him. He worked his tongue up and down the crevice of his ass, probing at his hole, teasing behind his balls, rubbing his face against his cheeks until Archer was panting above him.

      “Enough,” he snapped. “Fuck me.”

      Mac chuckled low, getting to his feet, already opening his own pants as Archer reached back and forced two fingers into himself. Holy fuck, that was hot. Mac lost himself for a moment, transfixed by long tapered fingers disappearing into Archer’s hole, before reaching for the lube sitting next to the gun on the small entry table. He slicked himself up then batted Archer’s hand away.

      Archer hissed as Mac breached him, his discomfort obvious, but, still, he pushed back against him. “You good?” Mac asked between gritted teeth, not keen on hurting him.

      Archer made a sound of disgust. “Fuck off.”

      Mac gripped his hips and slammed home, enjoying the gasp that ripped from Archer’s lips. “You make it real hard to be a gentleman, Katniss.”

      “Christ. You talk too fucking much,” Archer managed, voice strained.

      Mac chuckled again. He pulled out, driving back into the tight squeeze of him. He buried his face against Archer’s neck, the warmth of his skin and the spicy scent of his cologne making his balls tighten. He was already far too close.

      Maybe it was the near death experience. Maybe it was hearing the way the air escaped Archer’s lungs with each hard thrust or feeling the racing of his pulse beneath Mac’s lips. Whatever it was, he couldn’t get enough of him. Mac reached around, closing his still slick fist around Archer’s length, jerking him in time with each stroke.

      Soon, Archer’s strained breaths became tiny moans and then sharp grunts, letting Mac know he was getting close as well. Too close. Mac released Archer’s leaking cock, spreading him open to watch himself drive home again and again, using him hard until his orgasm was slamming into him like a truck, pleasure spiking through him, his hips spasming as he emptied himself inside the perfect heat of Archer’s body.

      He didn’t pull free of Archer, just wrapped one arm around his waist and his other hand around his cock, jerking him with a slow, methodical pull that had Archer cursing in frustration.

      Mac smiled against his shoulder. “You want to come, Katniss?” Archer remained silent, trying to drive himself into Mac’s fist, his irritation obvious. “Come on. Say it. Tell me you want me to make you come. Tell me how much you missed this. Missed me.”

      Archer scoffed, voice tight. “Is that what you need to hear? That someone needs you? Wants you?”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Mac said with a sheepish laugh. “But I’m not the one trying to get off here. You just hate how well I know you. How much you need to work for it. I know the anticipation is what has you hard and leaking into my hand right now, knowing I control when you come.”

      Archer made a frustrated noise in the back of his throat, but his head fell back against Mac’s shoulder in a way that made his cock, still buried inside him, attempt to rally. There was something so submissive in the gesture, the telltale sign that Archer was moments away from submitting, to giving himself over to Mac.

      He spent the next few minutes jerking him, fast and then slow, fast and then slow, until Archer no longer seemed to care whether Mac saw how desperate he was. This was his favorite Archer. Undone Archer. His hands reached behind him to grip at Mac’s thighs, like he wasn’t sure how to get him to give him what he wanted.

      “You ready, Katniss?” Mac rasped against his ear. “I am. I can’t wait to feel you come on my cock. It might even make me hard enough to fuck you again. Think you can handle two loads?” Mac’s hand flattened over Archer’s taut belly. “Fuck, I want to fill you up so bad, watch my cum leak out of you. Would you like that?” he asked, working him just like Archer liked.

      Archer didn’t answer, just gave a shout as he came, his release hot on Mac’s fist as he continued to work him. By the time Archer’s body was done clenching and unclenching around his, Mac was hard again. He pushed Archer harder against the door so he knew he wasn’t done with him, one arm across his shoulders and the other around his waist as he did as he’d promised, fucking into him hard, the only sound his harsh breathing, his mouth pressed to Archer’s shoulder as he used him again, coming in his hole a second time before collapsing against him.

      After a minute, Archer pushed him off, turning as he righted his clothing, clearly intending to walk right back out the door. But then his gaze strayed. “What happened there?” he asked.

      Mac buttoned his jeans, following Archer’s gaze to the television with the bullet hole. “Drive by,” he quipped.

      “From the thirtieth floor?” Archer said drolly, picking his shirt up off the floor. “Impressive.”

      “Mm,” Mac said, noncommittal.

      “Is there a reason someone decided to take a shot at you? Other than your personality, that is?” Archer asked, adopting that lazy, bored tone he saved for strangers and his brothers, for everyone but Mac, really. All trace of the brooding, disagreeable Archer evaporated before his eyes.

      “No clue,” Mac lied. “Maybe I cut him off in traffic. Maybe he had me confused with someone else. Maybe he thinks I’m part of an international government conspiracy to create deep cover operatives out of psychopathic children. Hard to say, really.”

      “You know you should tell the others, right?” Archer asked, donning his shirt before walking to the mini-bar and grabbing a water, breaking the seal and draining it in a single go.

      “What’s to tell?” Mac countered.

      “Someone took a shot at you in your hotel room. Why are you being so peculiar about this?” Archer asked, eyeing him shrewdly.

      “Why are you using such fancy prep school words on me?” Mac asked, deflecting once again.

      Mac had no idea why he wasn’t willing to tell Archer the truth. But every time he opened his mouth, the words died on his tongue.

      Archer stared at him expectantly until he said, “This has nothing to do with my mother or her research. I’ve got it covered. Don’t worry about it.”

      Archer continued to study him for a long moment, then shrugged, tossing his now empty water bottle into the trash as he walked by it. “Have it your way,” he said dismissively, already to the door. His hand paused on the door handle, then he reached into his pocket and produced Mac’s unused keycard. “Here. This won’t be happening between us again.”

      A grin crept across Mac’s face. “Whatever you say, Katniss.”

      Archer rolled his eyes, tossing the card on the table when Mac refused to take it. Then he was gone and Mac was alone. He slid the door guard in place, then crossed to the bar, grabbing a few of the tiny liquor bottles and bringing them over to the bed, Archer’s absence leaving an uncomfortable stillness in his wake.

      Mac cracked a bottle, draining it in one go with a wince, then reached for the remote before remembering the bullet hole. He sighed. Maybe he’d just nap until dinner.
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      “Mulvaney?”

      Archer jerked his head upwards, realizing his focus had wandered. “Yeah?”

      The man studied him through narrowed lids. “I thought the drinking thing was a lie.”

      Archer rolled his eyes at the tree of a man standing before him. He was in his mid-forties and dressed like a college professor, with his button-down and rolled up sleeves. He had dark hair and a thick beard, both already shot through with silver. Waylon Boone. Code name: the Sin Eater.

      Boone had a name that sounded like he should be sitting on hay bales strumming a guitar, but a physique like a man who ripped tree trunks apart with his bare hands. Neither of which were Boone at all.

      Boone had spent most of his life masquerading as a principal at a school for the children of diplomats. In reality, he’d been a deep cover operative and assassin for the CIA, meaning he was as smart as he was pretty. He was also the new Dr. X for the Watch, where he would be in charge of roughly a hundred plus psychopathic twenty-somethings.

      “I’m not hungover, I’m jet-lagged. I flew in this morning after taking out a target that couldn’t wait. And this coffee tastes like it looks. So, forgive me if I’m a little rough around the edges.”

      It was a lie. Well, not really a lie, more a half-truth. He had taken out a high-value target last minute so that August could attend the girls’ parent-teacher conference. Even if Archer couldn’t fathom what the hell any teacher would have to say about two one-year-olds that was groundbreaking enough to warrant an emergency conference. But they were August’s children, so they could have done anything from murder the class goldfish to solving a Rubik’s cube. It was hard to say.

      But that wasn’t why he was distracted.

      Just beyond the large glass makeshift conference room was a gym the size of an airplane hanger, and right smack in the middle was Mac, wearing thin black pants that hung low on his hips and literally nothing else, not even shoes. He had been training for at least an hour. An hour throughout which Archer had pretended to look at his phone while waiting for Boone to end his conference call. An hour throughout which he’d sported an uncomfortable erection at the sight of sleek muscle and a sea of freckles.

      Archer had watched Mac move through a series of complicated kicks, flips, and jumps, and had watched him wield a bo staff with lethal ramifications to a rubber doll. Now, the man was wielding a fucking broadsword. An actual fucking broadsword. Like, what the fuck? Was this all for Archer’s benefit? Was he showing off?

      “Don’t we need Shepherd for this?” Archer asked, voice raw.

      He coughed, then reached for his coffee, trying to regain some sense of composure. He dragged his gaze away from Mac and the loose pants that did nothing to contain the monster dick he was hiding within them.

      “He and I already went over the first pass of recruits and staffing last night,” Boone said, “but—”

      Archer flinched. “Last night? How long ago did he arrive?”

      Boone looked startled. “Mac? He arrived before me. As far as I know, he’s been here since that meeting in Vegas.”

      Archer’s stomach soured. “How cozy,” he said drolly.

      Boone gazed at him, confused. Were Boone and Mac…? Archer mentally shook himself. No. Was Boone even gay? Did that matter? Archer wasn’t exactly gay either. He had no preference either way. What did it matter? Why the fuck would he care who Mac fucked and who he didn’t?

      Once more, his gaze strayed. Mac had stopped what he was doing to guzzle water. Archer watched his throat convulse with each swallow, liquid pouring from his lips to coat his chin, then his chest, like something out of a fucking porn movie. He shifted, uncomfortable.

      Get a grip.

      It took far too long for Archer to realize Mac was watching him, too, watching Archer stare at his Adam’s apple bobbing with each swallow like a fucking creeper. Mac smirked, arching a brow. Archer scoffed, forcing himself to look away. Asshole.

      When he forced his attention back to Boone, the man was giving him a quizzical look. “You sure you’re alright? We can do this later if you wanna catch a few hours of sleep first?”

      Archer rapped his knuckles against the table, sitting up straighter. “I’m fine. Let’s get started.”

      Boone gave a single nod, then turned and slapped a photo up on the white board. Their tech wasn’t up and running yet as the place was still being built all around them, hence them hunkering down in what would eventually be an observation area for the gymnasium.

      Archer gazed at the face of the child before him. Well, not a child but close enough. Old enough to have graduated college. He was an odd-looking creature—rather androgynous looking. He dressed like he worked in a chocolate factory but had hair like Depp in Alice in Wonderland. He was standing in a black blazer with no shirt and a thick black X tattooed over his heart.

      “Payton Skinner, code name: the Mad Hatter. Adopted son of Roland Skinner, the oil tycoon. Was raised in Texas until the age of seven before being sent to Westchester Academy in Colorado where he was schooled using Molly’s curriculum and your father’s disciplinary tactics.”

      That would make Payton part of the first graduating class from Westchester. Archer remembered there had been much debate about allowing the students to branch out on their own for the four years of college. Some thought it could lead to some kind of murderous Rumspringa, but Thomas assured them that it was a necessary step in assessing whether they had instilled the restraint needed to proceed to the next level of training.

      Boone tapped the photo. “He’s intelligent, audacious, and charming when he wants to be.” Boone sounded almost fond. Interesting. “He has ten confirmed kills under his belt and seems to thrive in chaos. He managed to get both his Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in video game design in only four years and, with the help of a lucrative Kickstarter campaign, is currently in the process of designing his own game.”

      It was important these operatives had not only the means to hide their secret identities but also a separate life far removed from the shady government work they’d been tasked with doing.

      Still, something was off. “Okay, so what’s the bad news?”

      Boone sighed, leaning a hip on the table. “He tends to play with his food before he eats it. He has a propensity for torture and violence, tends to leave a calling card behind in the form of finger-painting Xs in blood all over his crime scenes. Always gloved, but still. He’s also increasingly manipulative. According to his file, he had no problems coercing his teachers into just about anything, despite Molly’s and Thomas’s extensive staff training. He could be a loose cannon.”

      Archer cocked his head. “So, why is he your first pick?”

      Boone stared at the photo for almost a bit too long. “Because I think I can break him.”

      There was an undercurrent to his words, but Archer couldn’t quite place what it meant. It was a very deliberate choice of words. “Is that so? Why?”

      Boone shook his head. “Because I was him.”

      “A psychopath?” Archer asked.

      “No, a hothead. A violent hothead. I thought everything could be solved with violence before a judge gave me the option of jail or the military.”

      Archer didn’t doubt that the military had made Boone the man he was today. He also didn’t doubt the man when he said he could break him. There really wasn’t any harm in bringing the boy on board. The program had no problem disposing of their broken toys.

      He was about to say as much when a low voice said, “Yeah, but he’s not a hothead. He doesn’t kill because he’s angry. He kills because he likes it.”

      They both turned to look at Mac, who was now standing in the doorway with a towel draped around his neck, his hair and body still slick with sweat, his nipples hard enough to cut glass.

      Archer could smell him from across the room and it was doing nothing to quell the hard-on pressing painfully against his zipper. “As much as it pains me to say it, Mac’s right. There’s a difference between a kid acting out and a predator with a lust for torture. But it’s not a deal breaker for me.”

      Boone looked back and forth between the two of them. “You know the rules. I need you both to agree before I can move him forward.”

      Mac sighed, leaning against the door frame, folding his arms across his chest. “He’s risky. He’s leaving a signature behind at crime scenes. That’s a huge red flag.”

      “This whole pile of candidates are red flags,” Archer argued. “If we don’t try to rein him in, who will? What happens if we unleash this killer onto the world with zero guidance?”

      Mac gave him an overly patient look. “And what happens if he gets caught? Do you really think he has the discipline to keep his mouth shut? He’s been raised as a spoiled rich kid his entire life. He clearly doesn’t like the word no.”

      “Neither do you,” Archer fired back, then snapped his mouth shut at Boone’s shocked expression.

      A slow smile crept across Mac’s face. “Actually, I’m a huge fan of the word no. I just like to consider it a jumping off point for negotiations.” To Boone, he said, “Do you really think you can handle him?”

      Boone’s gaze flicked to the boy’s photo, then back to Mac. “I’ve spent the last fifteen years of my life as a deep cover operative for the CIA. You think I haven’t dealt with my fair share of psychopaths? One twenty-two-year-old kid with a God complex isn’t going to be the first one to best me.”

      Mac looked at Archer for so long it felt as if his gaze was burning a hole in his flesh before finally saying, “Yeah, alright. Student number one. Payton Skinner.”

      Boone rolled his eyes. “Alright, perfect. Let’s move on to potential student number two.”
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      By the time Archer stormed out of the conference room, he was ready to commit a few felonies of his own. Mac had fought him on every goddamn candidate, obviously just for sport, playing devil’s advocate, while Boone watched the two of them with a mixture of confusion and irritation.

      Archer knew all about irritation. Since Mac had waltzed into his life, Archer felt like he had a hornet’s nest living in the pit of his stomach, and every time Mac came into view, it was like somebody had kicked it. He stormed down the hallway, the echo of his boots on the marble floor following him as he went. If he caught up to Mac, he was going to kick his ass.

      It would only be worse this afternoon when they started going over the staffing options. Options he’d already approved prior to Archer’s arrival but sure as shit would argue over just to infuriate him. Archer needed to go find a place where he could punch a hole in a wall or jerk off. Maybe both.

      When he rounded the corner to another seemingly empty hall, a hand darted out of the office on the left and dragged him inside, slamming the door shut hard enough to rattle the frosted glass panel that hid them from the few people roaming the halls.

      Mac slammed him up against the wall, putting a hand around his throat and slanting his mouth over Archer’s, his tongue already sliding inside. Archer refused to engage, no matter how much he wanted to. No matter how warm Mac’s skin was or how soft his lips were or how fucking good his tongue felt massaging his.

      After a moment, Mac pulled back to press kisses along his jawline. “What’s wrong, Katniss? You look like you just swallowed a hand grenade.”

      “Fuck you,” Archer muttered.

      Mac chuckled, the vibration sliding over Archer’s nerve endings like silk.

      “I remember you being wittier,” Mac teased, sounding not even a little irritated. Of course, he wasn’t. He got off on pissing Archer off. This was his version of foreplay.

      His arms snaked around Archer, and he bent his knees to grind their hips together, the friction and pressure causing a pleasure-pain that made Archer bite his bottom lip to stifle a moan.

      “Mm, so fucking hard for me already. I bet you were rock hard that whole meeting. Were you thinking about me? Thinking about my cock driving into you? Do you miss me inside you? ‘Cause fuck, I’ve missed being inside you.”

      Archer ground his teeth until his jaw ached, refusing to give Mac the satisfaction of the truth.

      He caught his leg around Mac’s, flipping them so Mac was the one against the wall. “I haven’t thought about you at all.”

      Mac’s grin was infuriating. “For a psychopath, you’re a terrible liar.”

      Archer shrugged, schooling his expression into one of casual disinterest. “Or you’re just delusional. You’re not fucking special.”

      “Aw, now, you’re just hurting my feelings, Katniss,” Mac said around a laugh. “But you can make it up to me. How about you get on your knees and suck me off? I’ve been dreaming about that mouth for weeks now.”

      Archer glowered at him. “You really think it’s that easy?”

      “I think you’re that easy,” Mac countered. “If I’m nothing special, why does it matter? Just a little casual sex between frenemies.” Did that man just utter the word frenemies? What a fucking douchebag. Archer’s stomach dipped as Mac caught his gaze. “Unless I am special? Is that the problem? Do you need a little romance? Am I not giving you enough attention?”

      Archer snarled, crashing their mouths together until he tasted blood. “You’re such an asshole,” he muttered into his mouth.

      “It haunts me so,” Mac countered, his hand tangling in Archer’s hair, pressing on the top of his head as if reminding him what he wanted.

      Well, fuck what he wanted. Archer had been smelling Mac’s scent for the last ninety minutes and he wasn’t quite ready to go to his knees for him. He dipped his tongue into the hollow of Mac’s throat, groaning at the tang of his skin before dipping his head to tease at his nipple. When Mac moaned, Archer bit at it, tugging and sucking before moving onto the other side.

      “Fuck, yeah,” Mac rasped, his thumbs hooking in the waistband of his flimsy pants, dragging them down until his cock sprang free. “Look at what you do to me. I’ve been half-hard for hours just knowing you would be here this morning.”

      Archer’s chest tightened, those hornets taking flight within him until he burned inside. He didn’t even remember going to his knees, but there he was, burying his face in the nest of curls and inhaling deeply, taking Mac in hand, stroking a few times just to feel the heavy weight of his length on his palm.

      Fuck, the smell of him was intoxicating, like a fucking drug, like he could come just off the scent of him alone. Archer nuzzled at his balls, licking over them, sucking them into his mouth one at a time, his cock hard enough to cause permanent damage.

      Mac gripped his hair harder, rubbing his cock against Archer’s face, before rasping, “Don’t be such a fucking tease.” Mac took himself in hand, rubbing his precum along the seam of Archer’s mouth. “Be a good boy and open up for me.”

      Archer huffed out a furious breath through his nose. That shouldn’t make his cock leak. It shouldn’t. Mac was such a condescending asshole. When Archer didn’t do as Mac asked, he caught his chin between thumb and forefinger, prying his jaw open so he could force his cock between his lips, driving into the back of his throat in one hard thrust. “So fucking stubborn.” Mac groaned. “Come on, suck me. Give me what I need. I’m so fucking ready.”

      Archer’s mouth closed around him, sucking noisily as Mac fucked into his throat. Archer tore at the button and zipper of his own jeans, plunging his hand into his underwear and taking himself in hand, stroking in time with Mac’s brutal thrusts.

      Fuck. He was already so close. Mac had been edging him since well before the meeting started, and now, he was so close to getting his much-needed release. As he worked himself, pleasure sparked along his nerve endings until goosebumps erupted along his skin and he could feel his orgasm building.

      “Christ, Katniss,” Mac huffed, voice like gravel. “Your fucking mouth is so goddamn perfect. Almost as perfect as your ass. If you had any idea how many times I’ve jerked it thinking about this? About you? About watching my cum drip from your tongue?”

      That was it. That was all it took. He moaned around Mac’s cock as he spilled over his hand, his whole body convulsing, his brain falling offline for a brief moment.

      Then, Mac was pulling free, yanking Archer’s head back. “Open your mouth for me.” It wasn’t a request. Archer’s mouth fell open, his gaze locked onto Mac as he stroked himself, staring down at Archer with an intensity that would have made him blow his load if he hadn’t already.

      “I’m gonna come,” he said through gritted teeth. Archer couldn’t stop himself from sticking out his tongue. He closed his eyes just as Mac came, his release streaking over his lips and chin, his cheeks, hell even his forehead, before Mac drove his cock back into his mouth. “Suck me clean.”

      God help him, he did. He sucked and licked and savored until Mac finally pushed him away with a pained grunt. Archer stayed where he was, dragging air back into his lungs. He blinked his eyes open just in time to hear the click of Mac’s phone as he took a picture of Archer’s face.

      “What the fuck?” Archer growled.

      Mac grinned, handing Archer the towel he’d had around his shoulders earlier, hauling him up and licking the cum off his cheek. “Don’t be mad, Katniss. It’s just for me. I might not be special to you, but you’re special to me. I’m an old-fashioned guy. Besides, I need something to tide me over until I’m fucking you later.”

      It was on the tip of Archer’s tongue to tell Mac he would not be fucking him again later, but he was honestly tired of being wrong. If Mac wanted him later, Archer would let him. He’d be pissed about it, but he’d let him.

      “Why are you fighting me on every goddamn recruit?” Archer asked.

      Mac plunged his tongue into Archer’s mouth before saying, “Because I love pissing you off. You get all flushed and furious. Nobody else gets that side of you. Just me.”

      Archer stopped short. It was true. He spent most of his life as a casual observer. Very little in this world roused enough interest to make him mad. He found his brothers’ antics hilarious, his father’s rules optimistic, his in-laws mildly amusing, and his nieces to be fascinating but rather dull conversationalists.

      But, for all intents and purposes, Archer rarely cared about anything enough to make him angry. It was hard for him to feel anything at all, really. Always had been. For as long as he could remember, only the most reckless and dangerous things had excited him. Including Mac.

      He didn’t look dangerous, but he was. Not just physically dangerous. Anyone who looked at Mac would know he could handle himself, but he seemed so affable, so willing to be the good guy, that nobody realized just how cunning he could be. Nobody but Archer, it seemed.

      So, he guessed that made them even in that respect.

      “Come have lunch with me, Katniss,” Mac said, taking the towel and cleaning Archer’s face like he was a child.

      “No.” At Mac’s arched brow, Archer sighed. “I have to get a few hours of sleep before our afternoon session, and I need to talk to Thomas.”

      Mac sighed. “Fine. I’ll see you this afternoon, I guess.”

      “Could you try not to be such a fucking asshole?” Archer asked.

      “Only if you agree to not make me work so hard tonight,” Mac countered.

      Archer huffed out a breath through his nose. “Fine.”

      “Good,” Mac said, heading for the door. Hand on the knob, he turned and gave Archer another grin. “Oh, and wear something slutty.”

      He was gone before Archer could give him the finger he deserved. Christ. How were they going to work together like this?

      He couldn’t worry about that now. He really did have to give Thomas a call and let him know how the morning went.

      He’d leave out the blowjob.
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      Mac left Archer in the conference room, unable to keep the smile off his face. Archer’s arrival was always a welcome respite from the clusterfuck of his current predicament. That predicament being the giant fucking target on his back. He wasn’t one to run away from his problems, but he didn’t know how to fight an enemy he couldn’t see.

      His brother’s hacker friend, Webster, had been doing his best to identify the men in the pictures Mac had accidentally taken, but it was like a needle in a fucking haystack. Maybe Shep was right. Maybe he should involve Thomas and his mother. At least then they’d bring in Calliope. She was the only hacker Mac had ever heard of with a government clearance higher than the president of the United States.

      The walk through what was once a military base was always a bit of a head trip, like walking from a dystopian apocalypse into a thriving city. The gymnasium he’d just left was one of the original buildings. In true government fashion, the structure didn’t have an ounce of personality. Just a concrete block without so much as a single window. But if one followed the paved walkway past the bank of solar panels, they’d see the creeping progression from military installation to stately college campus.

      They’d razed barracks and hangers down to the foundations, and in their place, they’d built a university that would have made Harvard weep with envy. They’d made lush green grass grow in the desert heat and oak trees that appeared to be thriving. There were aged brick buildings complete with creeping ivy and Latin quotes inscribed over the arched entryways.

      It created a bizarre cognitive dissonance. To Mac’s knowledge, the scientific and technological advances necessary to allow a place like this to thrive in the middle of nowhere didn’t exist. It made the entire thing seem…fantastical. Like he’d fallen asleep on the subway and somehow woken up on the train to Hogwarts. The only way to keep himself from going insane was to not think too hard about it.

      Mac still didn’t fully understand the scope of this project created by his mother and Thomas. The children they’d placed with prominent members of society had all been sent to “boarding school” at Thomas’s and Molly’s Westchester Academy before being sent on to a non-government-run institution for four years. But not all the children from Westchester had made it. Not all would be accepted for Project Watchtower’s final phase. Which begged the question…

      What happened to the rejects?

      It was a question nobody seemed eager to answer, and that lack of an answer left Mac unsettled. Deep down, like his brother, Shep, his mother was also two very different people. One, a loving mother who baked cookies and bandaged his wounds, and the other, an impartial doctor willing to see through a project that seemed so at odds with the goals she’d once set for her own child.

      Maybe it was because she’d realized that Shep, despite her desperate attempts to stop him, had become a killer anyway. He only killed those who deserved it, but who determined what was a righteous kill and what wasn’t? Apparently, that would fall to Mac and Archer. A job for which neither truly felt qualified.

      Thomas said they would be the angel and devil on the Watch’s shoulders. Mac wasn’t sure which of them was which in Thomas’s scenario. When Archer was submitting to him, he hardly seemed like a murderer with hundreds of kills under his belt. If anything, Mac felt like the bad influence. Maybe because that was the role Archer had given him.

      He found himself smiling as he entered the staff quarters, following the paneled wooden hallway with its portraits of famous historical figures to his room at the back. He started stripping off his sweaty clothes before the door had even shut behind him, treading naked to the bathroom before wrenching the handle to scalding, then padding to the side table to put his phone on the charger.

      He pulled up the picture he’d just snapped of Archer on his knees covered in Mac’s cum. Fuck. He was half-hard just looking at it. Tonight couldn’t get there fast enough. Maybe Archer would hold up his end of the bargain and be good for him. Just once. Part of Mac just wanted to grab dinner and try to crack open the hard candy coating of Archer’s psyche, but the other part knew Archer would fight that more than he did their attraction to one another.

      He frowned as he saw he had a missed call from his brother. The reception was spotty out there. He’d clearly called sometime between when he’d left the gym and when he’d reached the staff quarters. He dragged his gaze from Archer’s dirty face, intending to call him back when he saw a text. He clicked it and paused. It was just two words and a photo.

      Found one.

      Mac frowned at the picture. The man staring back at him looked not at all like any of the three men he’d encountered in the most desolate part of Big Bend. This man had a receding hairline, watery blue eyes, and Chiclet-like teeth that screamed cheap veneers. He wore a gray suit stretched tight at the shoulders. Mac squinted at the photo. Maybe if he added scruff, twenty pounds, and some cheap Bass Pro Shops fatigues.

      Fuck.

      He jabbed his finger against the phone icon and waited as it connected.

      “‘Sup, Mac Daddy,” a low, throaty voice purred from the other end of the line.

      Mac chuckled despite himself. His brother-in-law was a strange creature. How Shep—who had less personality than a Star Wars droid—had ended up with life-of-the-party Elijah Dunne was one of the world’s greatest unsolved mysteries.

      “Hey, Hollywood. Where’s my brother?”

      Elijah sighed. “Shower. I wore him out.”

      Mac snorted. “I really don’t need to know anymore than I already do about your freaky voyeuristic sex life.”

      Elijah scoffed. “We went for a run, you perv. Maybe you’re already thinking too much about our freaky voyeuristic sex life? Hmm?”

      Mac shook his head. He could easily lose an hour verbally sparring with Elijah if he didn’t end the conversation now. “Can you just let him know I need to talk to him?”

      “About the cop?” Elijah asked, voice rising an octave.

      Mac’s brows knitted together. “The what?”

      “The guy in the photo. He’s a cop. Judd Dunegan.”

      “A cop?” Mac echoed. “How do you know that?”

      Elijah scoffed. “I mean, it’s Calliope. She’s got, like, NSA-level facial recognition software. This is your guy. He’s a Texas cop. Well, border patrol.”

      Border patrol? What? His brain suddenly snagged on Elijah’s first words.

      “Wait. Calliope?” Mac snapped. “What do you mean ‘Calliope’? What happened to Webster?”

      There was a long pause as Elijah most likely realized he’d let slip something he shouldn’t. “Listen,” Elijah finally said, his voice animated, “Webster’s amazing at what he does. And he has dimples for days and looks great in a pair of jeans…but, like…he’s no Calliope. Sam made an executive decision and got her involved.”

      A heavy feeling of dread settled over him. “Did he tell Mom?” Mac asked.

      “Um…”

      “Did. He. Tell. Mom?” Mac asked, emphasizing each word.

      “No?” Elijah hedged.

      Mac blew a breath out through his nose. “No?”

      Elijah’s pitch began to climb. “I don’t think he did?”

      “Christ. What’s this guy’s name again?”

      “Judd Dunegan. Calliope is running down everything she can about him now. Sam just wanted you to know there was some movement on your case. I can have him call you but he’s just going to tell you what I did. Want me to have him call you when Calliope gets back to him?”

      Mac grunted his irritation. “Can you just get me Calliope herself?”

      “I’ll see if I can make an introduction,” Elijah said, as if Mac was asking to meet a celebrity.

      “Yeah, you do that. And tell my brother he’s an asshole while you’re at it.”

      Elijah gave a delicate sniff. “I won’t be doing that, but you have a wonderful day.”

      Mac snorted. “Oh, you, too.”

      He hung up, heading to the bathroom, grimacing when he realized he’d left the water on and it was now frigid cold. Fuck. He grit his teeth and braced himself, stepping into the icy spray and washing quickly. When he finished, he wrapped a towel around his hips, turning off the water only to hear his phone ringing.

      He made his way into the bedroom, dropping onto the edge of the bed, sighing when he saw his mother’s face on the screen. That little liar. That was what Mac got for believing an actor. Of course, his brother had blabbed. For a sociopath, he was such a mama’s boy. Mac was tempted to ignore her but he knew for a fact that would only make things worse. He swiped to answer.

      “Hi, Mom. What’s up?” he asked, hoping this was just a well-timed coincidence.

      “Don’t you ‘what’s up’ me, Mackenzie Alexander Shepherd. How could you not tell me that someone tried to kill you? What is wrong with you?”

      He was going to kill his brother. He loved his mother more than anything in the world, but she was overprotective of him to say the least. At least she was now that he was an adult.

      “I don’t know? If only I had a therapist mother to diagnose me?” Mac teased.

      Having a brother with a propensity for obsession and violence lent to a bit of helicoptering on his mother’s part, leaving Mac to care for himself. Now that they were grown, his mother seemed to be attempting to make up for lost time.

      “You’re not going to charm your way out of this one. Is that why you were suddenly so eager to take me up on this offer to help run the program? You needed a safe place to hide?”

      Mac sighed. “I mean, yeah, kind of. But I definitely like what I’m doing. The job has some excellent”—Mac thought of Archer on his knees with his cock in his mouth—“perks.”

      Mac could practically hear his mother gnashing her teeth at his cavalier attitude, but she should’ve been used to it by now. His brother was so intense, Mac had been left with no choice but to go with the flow. So, that was what he did. He just floated through life trying not to let anything touch him.

      “What exactly did you see?” his mother finally asked, clearly not willing to lose the plot.

      Mac shrugged, even though she couldn’t see him. “Hardly anything. That’s what’s so weird. I was exploring some of the less accessible parts of Big Bend, snapping pics like I usually do, when I stumbled on three men in cheap camo holding military grade assault weapons. But, even then, I didn’t really think anything of it ‘cause, you know, Texas.”

      “And they became immediately aggressive?”

      “No. They seemed surprised at first. I was, too. It wasn’t until they spotted my camera that they became…hostile.”

      His mother snorted. “Hostile? Three men chasing you through the desert with assault weapons is hostile, Mackenzie?”

      Jesus. Was there anything his brother hadn’t blabbed about?

      “Can you stop using my whole name, please? You’re freaking me out. And it’s not like it was the first time I’ve been chased through a desert, Mom. By much better shots, I might add. But if the guy is a cop like Calliope says, maybe I stumbled into a sting operation or something?”

      “Cops don’t send hitmen after people who stumble into sting operations and they certainly don’t chase them down while shooting at them. Besides, you took the picture to the authorities and they said nothing about any type of operation.”

      “Well, they wouldn’t, would they? They also didn’t take a report or give any indication whatsoever that they gave a shit. They told me three men in the desert with guns was hardly a newsworthy event. Cops do protect their own, though.”

      “But he’s not a cop. Not really,” his mother said. “Calliope told me he’s the commissioner for border patrol…in Texas.”

      Yeah, the commissioner for border patrol was definitely not the same thing as a cop. Not that he expected Elijah to know that. “I don’t know, Mom. Maybe they thought I was a smuggler or a coyote?”

      “If that was the case, they wouldn’t go to the trouble of tracking you down and sending someone to kill you. They clearly thought you snapped a picture of something or someone they didn’t want you to see. Maybe you need to look at those pictures closely?”

      As if he hadn’t already done that. “Yeah, I’ll do that. Please, don’t worry about this. About me. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “Oh, I know you will be. I’m not letting this go. Calliope will be at your disposal and Thomas, too. This smacks of something bigger, and I’ll not have my son putting himself in danger because he doesn’t like asking for help. On second thought, send the pics to Calliope.”

      When had his life gone so off the rails? He was starting to miss roaming the country with only his camera.

      “Mom—” There was a knock on the door. “Mom, I gotta go. I love you.”

      “Love you, too, Ginger Snap.”

      Mac shook his head at the ridiculous nickname but said nothing. He walked to the door, whipping it open to find Archer standing there slouched against the doorframe.

      Mac frowned. “What…” He looked at his watch. “I thought we were meeting later tonight, Katniss?” Archer arched a brow. What was Mac even saying? Archer was just the distraction he needed. He tugged him inside, reaching for the knot on his towel. “Not that I’ll ever refuse you on my doorstep. I always have time for you.”

      Archer’s hand gripped Mac’s where it rested on the hem of the towel, stopping him. “That’s not why I’m here.”

      “Oh. Okay, then. What’s up?” he asked, his disappointment evident.

      Mac met his gaze, his brown eyes boring into him. “Why didn’t you tell me somebody was trying to kill you?”

      Mac frowned. “What?”

      Archer ignored Mac’s feigned ignorance. “The bullet hole in the television? That was a hit, wasn’t it? Somebody wants you dead.”

      “Nobody wants—” He cut himself off, his brain jumping the track. “Wait, how do you know the bullet in my television was a hit attempt?”

      Archer rolled his eyes. “Shep told your mother, your mother told my father, my father then reached out to me to ask why I didn’t tell them any of this as if I was your personal fucking babysitter.”

      Mac’s insides twisted at Archer’s casual dismissal of him before internally chastising himself. Archer was a psychopath. They weren’t the warm and fuzzy type, Mac knew that more than anybody. He shook off his hurt, but not his annoyance.

      “While I’m always open to role play,” Mac said, now cranky. “You’re not—in fact—my fucking babysitter, which is why I didn’t feel the need to involve you in my personal shit. You were quite adamant about keeping whatever this is strictly physical.”

      Archer’s hand still lingered over Mac’s. “If someone is trying to kill you, it affects all of us.”

      Mac gave a humorless laugh. “How so?”

      Archer raked his gaze over Mac in an involuntary motion, like he’d just realized he was mostly naked. Mac instantly started to harden under his scrutiny, Archer’s heated gaze moving over him like a caress. Fuck, he wanted to drag him against him and bury his face against his skin. He’d never thought much about pheromones before Archer, but whatever he was giving off made Mac want to roll in it like fucking catnip.

      “Because we’re about to have a hundred plus people living here,” Archer murmured.

      As if Archer could read Mac’s thoughts, he leaned back against the doorframe like he wanted to put some distance between them. Still, he didn’t move his hand from Mac’s towel. Fuck, that was distracting.

      “Here, being on a top secret military base in the middle of the fucking desert with armed guards posted all over the property?” Mac questioned.

      Archer shrugged. “Regardless. My father wants me to help you.”

      Irritation spiked in him once more. He leaned in, bracing his free hand over Archer’s head, his voice going low. “But you have been helpful, Katniss. You could win a merit badge for all the help you’ve given me.” He dragged his lips along Archer’s cheekbone. “Feel free to tell your father how you helped me this morning by getting on your knees for me. Or about that time a couple of weeks ago when you helped me by letting me fuck my load into you not once but twice. Or you could even mention how you were so fucking welcoming when you bent over that cold metal desk when we first toured the facility.”

      “Why do you do that?” Archer asked, voice raw.

      “Do what?” Mac countered, his lips ghosting over Archer’s.

      “Try to distract me with sex?”

      Because it’s the only time you want to be near me? But Mac didn’t say that. “What can I say? You make me fucking horny, Katniss. I can barely think when you’re this close to me.”

      Archer inhaled sharply, his hands skimming Mac’s bare torso like he couldn’t stop himself. “Look, whatever this is aside, my family is good at this. It’s what we do. Just…let me help you and both our parents will be happy.”

      “You can help me by turning around and facing the wall,” Mac murmured, rubbing his lips over Archer’s jaw.

      Archer lowered his head enough to catch Mac’s mouth in a kiss, his tongue darting inside before he seemed to remember he didn’t want this. That he didn’t want Mac. The hands on his chest were suddenly pushing him gently away. “Look, neither of our parents are gonna let this go. I’m going to help you. It’s settled. But, right now, I have a…thing I have to do before our afternoon conference with Boone.”

      Mac took a step back, scanning Archer’s face, lightning flaring through his insides. “What kind of a thing?” he asked, unable to hide the tension in his tone.

      “Are you…are you jealous?” Archer asked, his tone somewhere between amused and annoyed. “It’s a family thing,” he assured him before muttering, “It’s always a family thing.”

      That was one thing they definitely had in common. He shook his head. “Fine.”

      Archer raised a brow. “Fine, you’ll let me help you?”

      Mac rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll let you leave and see you at the conference.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass,” Archer muttered.

      “I’d say I’ll try to be more gentle next time, but we both know you don’t want that,” Mac quipped. At Archer’s flat stare, Mac sighed, then asked, “We’re still on for tonight, though. Right?”

      Archer gave him a long look, raking his gaze over Mac’s body like he had the night they first hooked up. “Yeah, I’ll be here. But this conversation isn’t over.”

      “Whatever you say, Katniss.”
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      Archer pulled up Calliope’s name three times before dropping the phone back on the small table. Mac seemed determined to refuse his help, even if it would make both their lives fucking easier. But that was Mac. Stubborn. Single-minded. Aloof. A giant pain in the ass. Always taking liberties. But that was Archer’s fault. He’d set up this game. He’d made the rules.

      But he had to make the rules. Their first night together was supposed to be their only night together. Total strangers. No strings attached. That was how Mac had gotten Archer to admit he only dated men who were easy to forget, easy to manipulate and control for a night, because his life was complicated enough. Because being a contract killer—a psychopath—made it hard to give up control, even if that was what he really liked. Being manhandled, coerced, pushed around a little bit.

      And that night, Mac had done just that. He’d said all the right things and done all the right things, he’d teased and toyed and played with him until he didn’t know which side was up or down, and that was supposed to be the end of it. Even when they’d met again in that conference room and realized who they were to each other, it hadn’t mattered.

      Mac had refused his mother’s job offer. But then he’d changed his mind and that one night had turned into another and another. Because Archer had told him exactly how to turn him on, and Mac refused to stop using that knowledge against him.

      But they wouldn’t work together as a couple. They couldn’t. It was hard enough keeping the lies he told his family and the rest of the world straight, but bringing another person into it who also had to keep up the lies? It wasn’t fair and it wasn’t safe for the family. At least, that was what Archer kept telling himself.

      His phone—his “work” phone—vibrated over the wooden surface. Archer stabbed at the answer button then put it on speakerphone. “I don’t have a lot of time,” Archer said by way of greeting.

      “I know none of you have feelings, but could you at least pretend to follow social norms when talking to me?” Noah grumbled.

      Archer frowned at the phone. “What?”

      Noah huffed. “It wouldn’t kill you to say hello.”

      “We don’t know that,” Archer mused. “But hello. Where’s Dad?”

      Archer reclined in his chair, dropping a booted foot onto the desk, slipping into character, very much wanting to put Mac out of his mind. He pulled the knife from his boot before grabbing a pencil from the cup, beginning to carve tiny chunks from it.

      “Where are you?” Noah asked as the A/C kicked on, the hum filling the small room.

      “Hotel,” Archer said, offering no further embellishment.

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. It was kind of like a hotel. Or maybe a dorm room. Built for functionality, not for comfort. Still, he had his own bathroom and a queen-size bed. He imagined the students wouldn’t get the same. So, while it wasn’t luxurious, it was far better than some of the other shitholes he’d woken in over the course of his life. Which was good, seeing as how he was going to be there for the foreseeable future, especially now that somebody wanted to kill Mac.

      That thought had teeth, making his chest tight, though he couldn’t place why. Mac wasn’t Archer’s problem. He’d said it in a dozen different ways.

      “Hello?” Noah sang into the phone.

      Archer snapped back to attention. “Sorry, I…dozed off. The game went late.”

      “Are you drunk?” Noah asked, tone accusatory.

      “No, and I don’t like your tone,” Archer slurred. “I’m hungover.”

      There was a long pause. “I thought you were on the job?”

      Shit. “I’m multitasking.”

      “You can barely single-task,” Noah said.

      Noah was on a tear today. “Rude. I do all the tasks just fine.”

      Noah made a sound of disbelief. “Two game nights ago, you got lost in Dad’s house and they found you sleeping under the pool table.”

      He hadn’t been drunk or lost, he’d been exhausted, and playing Secret Hitler with a bunch of psychopaths could take years to get through. “You’re being dramatic,” he said, waving his hand with the knife in it as if Noah could see the gesture.

      Noah snorted. “Like, no offense, but I don’t know how you’re as good at killing as you are.”

      “Full offense,” Archer countered without heat, contemplating staying in this character permanently. Being the drunken reprobate was just…easy. Like Mac. Archer shook his head. No. That wasn’t true at all. Mac wasn’t easy. He was a giant pain in the ass, and he argued over everything and acted like he was in control. No, he was in control. Because Archer had given him that control.

      “So, what did Dad want? I took out the target as requested. There were no issues. Is there something else?”

      “No. It’s just the normal debriefing. You’ve done this a million times. You good? You seem even more…scattered than usual.”

      Scattered. That was the perfect word for it. All the different pieces of Archer’s life had just scattered like a puzzle and it was all Mac’s fault.

      “How did you know Adam was the one for you?” he heard himself blurt.

      “He slaughtered a group of pedophiles for me,” Noah recalled.

      “That was it? He murdered a bunch of people?” Archer could do that.

      What? Why was he even thinking about Mac that way? He’d literally just told him he was a giant pain in the ass. And Mac had turned it into an excuse to try to fuck him again. He’d almost let him, would have let him if he hadn’t had to do this debriefing thing with Noah. Something about Mac just sucked him in every time.

      “No.” Noah sighed. “I don’t know how to put into words why Adam was the one for me, except that he, like, supports me with extreme prejudice.”

      “Extreme prejudice?”

      “Yeah. If I told someone the sun was made out of cheese and that person disagreed with me, Adam would kill them if I asked him to. No questions asked. No explanations necessary. He doesn’t care about right or wrong. He doesn’t care if I’m crazy or if I’m unreasonable. He’s always on my side, no matter what.”

      “Oh.”

      “Also, our crazy totally aligns.”

      “Your crazy?” he echoed.

      “Your brother is obsessive by nature. He can’t help it. It’s who he is. And I am needy—compulsively so. I had a fucked-up childhood. So, I need someone who is violently possessive of me. It's not healthy, but it works. We work. It’s no different from the others. Everybody in this family is nuts. It’s just finding someone whose crazy matches your own. Why?”

      “No reason,” Archer muttered. He’d already said way too much.

      “Did you meet someone?” Noah asked, practically salivating through the phone.

      “No.”

      “Oh, my God. You did. You totally did. Who is he? Do I know him? Does Dad know? This is amazing. Wait—” Why Archer had to wait, he didn’t know. Noah was having this conversation with himself. “Does this guy know about your little problem?”

      Archer’s brows knitted together. “That I kill people? He knows.”

      Noah snorted. “That you once drank an entire battalion under the table during fleet week, then ended up with alcohol poisoning that took you out for days?”

      Oh, yeah. That. None of that had happened. He’d been in DC at a ridiculously boring private meeting regarding Project Watchtower. But he couldn’t tell his brothers that so he’d…embellished. “Not a problem.”

      “He’s not an alcoholic, too, is he? Because that can’t possibly be healthy. Like, I think you have to have, like, two separate but equally fucked-up bad habits. Like, maybe he has a weird vomit fetish. That would be helpful in your case.”

      “I’m sorry I even brought this up,” Archer muttered.

      “No, wait. I’m sorry. Okay, so if he doesn’t have a problem with the drinking and he likes you and he knows that you like killing people, what’s the problem?”

      “He’s just so…infuriating.”

      “Ohhh…tell me more,” Noah said, like he was settling in with popcorn.

      There was no way he was spilling any of his inner thoughts to Noah. He was a blabbermouth and the rest of the family would know immediately. “He just comes in and takes charge and thinks he knows everything and is entitled to everything, and he just struts around looking like sex on a fucking stick for literally no reason at all.”

      “Wow. Yeah, you’re fucked. You really like him.”

      “I said he’s entitled and infuriating.”

      “Listen, if Lucas or Jericho had said that, whatever. But for you, this is practically a love letter. When has any person ever had any kind of profound effect on you? Ever? Name one. I’ll wait.”

      Archer opened his mouth and shut it again, then blew out a breath through his nose like a bull. It was so similar to what Mac had said to him that night in the bar.

      “None of these boys will hold your interest. You only play with them because they’re forgettable.”

      Archer had given him a once-over and a dismissive smile. “Make no mistake. I’ll forget you, too, darling.”

      Mac had pressed against him, lips against his ear. “Come to my room and let me prove you wrong.”

      And he had. All night. It was the first time Archer had ever bottomed, ever let go of control. Ever just let someone use him. And he’d fucking loved every minute of it—had made no fucking secret of it. And now, Mac knew. Mac knew just how easy it was to make him yield. And it wasn’t that Archer didn’t want to give in. He did. Every fucking time. So badly it ached.

      But giving up that control in the bedroom made it hard to keep the mask in place. Mac already knew way too fucking much about him and that was dangerous. Not because of his heart. He didn’t understand love or empathy or any of that shit, but knowledge was power and Mac had all the power between them.

      “It’s already gone too far. I need to break it off. He knows too much about me. About us. It’s dangerous.”

      “What do you know about him?”

      Archer stopped in his tracks once more. He knew he was a vet. That he was a photographer—one who loved taking pictures of Archer in compromising positions. Which should have bothered him more than it did. He had an identical twin brother who was a sociopath. But other than that…Archer didn’t know anything at all.

      “Hello?”

      “This is ridiculous,” Archer muttered.

      “You could just, you know, get to know him? Like, go on a date? Ask him about himself?”

      “That’s not something I’m capable of. A relationship between us would be impossible.”

      “Why? Is he a cop? That didn’t stop August. Hell, if anything, it was a challenge.”

      “Are you telling me I should take life lessons from August?” Archer asked.

      “Well, you could. He might be the most bloodthirsty of all of you. But he’s also the most stable. August has his proverbial shit together. And, honestly, you should, too. Like, drinking yourself into a coma every night at your age is kind of sad.”

      “I’m not that much older than Adam, you little shit,” Archer snapped before remembering that family Archer didn’t give a shit about any of this.

      “Listen,” Noah said, using that voice he saved for psychopathic temper tantrums. “I’m just saying, it wouldn’t kill you to give the guy a chance.” There was a pause, then he said, “Unless this guy would, like, potentially kill you or something, which, honestly, in this family isn’t exactly a deal breaker.”

      Archer sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Thank you. This has not been at all helpful.”

      “Just remember, you need someone whose crazy is the opposite of yours. I’ll tell Dad that you’re officially debriefed.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Archer managed, disconnecting before Noah could say goodbye.

      Did Mac counterbalance him? Not on the surface. On the surface, Archer projected this devil-may-care attitude. He was a drunk, a gambler who played fast and loose with Daddy’s money. But that had never been who Archer was.

      In reality, he was his father’s most trusted advisor. The one who knew all his father’s government dealings. He spent most of his life looking for literally anything that might thrill him. Or interest him even a little. He wasn’t crazy at all. Just bored. So fucking bored. The only true thrill he got was from killing.

      And from Mac.

      Christ.

      Before he could stop himself, he was heading back down the hall to Mac’s room. When he was at his door, Archer took a deep breath and let it out, steeling himself for the mission at hand. He raised his fist and knocked…hard. Too hard. Aggressively hard. Mac snatched the door open, gun in hand, blinking in surprise when he saw Archer standing at his door.

      Again.

      Mac lowered his gun. “I thought you had a thing?” he said, his confusion obvious.

      “I did. I did the thing,” Archer said, pushing his way into Mac’s room.

      Mac watched him walk past then shut the door, observing him with the same trepidation one might give a wild animal that had just appeared out of nowhere. “Oh, okay, then.”

      Archer sat down on the corner of Mac’s bed, trying to ignore the weird pit in his stomach. “You need to let me help you figure out who’s after you.”

      Mac rolled his eyes. “You’re so goddamn stubborn. Just tell your dad that I’ve accepted your help. It’s not that hard. You lie all the time.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I…like you?”

      Mac’s brows ran for his hairline, his golden eyes wide. “You do?”

      Archer gave a heavy sigh. He had no idea if this was what Noah had in mind or if Mac’s crazy matched his or if he just really liked the way Mac fucked him, but he knew that Mac was the only thing in his entire life that had ever mattered. He actually cared if Mac died and he couldn’t say the same about anybody else who didn’t share his last name.

      Still, he wanted to be honest. “Yeah. But I really don’t like that I like you.”

      It felt good knowing he didn’t have to lie to Mac. He knew all his darkest secrets.

      “Okay. I feel like there’s a lot to unpack here, Katniss. What’s going on?”

      “See. That. I don’t like that you know how to get under my skin. You call me Katniss because you know it bothers me. But now, it doesn’t bother me. Now, I like it. And that bothers me.”

      Mac opened his mouth and then closed it again. “I—So, you don’t want me to call you Katniss or you do?”

      Archer gave him a look like he was stupid. “I do. Keep up.”

      “I’m really trying,” Mac assured him.

      Archer couldn’t seem to stop himself from word-vomiting all over Mac. “I also don’t like that you take pictures of me without my permission.”

      “I’m…sorry?” Mac said, a hint of embarrassment creeping into his tone, his cheeks turning cherry red. “I’ll delete them.”

      Archer gave a single nod. “I do like the sex.”

      The grin that spread across Mac’s face was near feral. “Oh, I know, Katniss.”

      A shiver rolled along Archer’s spine, turning to goosebumps as Mac kneeled between his knees. Archer’s hand reached out for him without thought, pushing through the shock of red hair. “You can’t just…use your superpowers to bully me into things when we’re in public, though.”

      “My what?” Mac asked, amused.

      Archer’s insides twisted. He shook his head, trying to find the right words. “You do this thing where you look at me and I just…give you whatever you want. You can’t do that when we’re in public.”

      “But I can in private?” Mac asked, hands settling on Archer’s thighs.

      “Yeah, obviously,” Archer muttered.

      Mac sighed, meeting Archer’s gaze. “Where is all of this coming from? Is this a very twisted, roundabout way of getting me to let you help figure out my hired killer problem?”

      “It’s coming from my stupid brother-in-law, who says I need to find someone whose crazy matches mine. Except, I’m not crazy. I’m just a psychopath with a secret life.”

      “Well, I’m not crazy either. And I know all about handling psychopaths. It’s why they hired me. It’s why they hired you, too,” Mac reminded him.

      “No, they hired me because someone needs to be calculating in how we choose our targets and you have a bleeding heart the size of your dick. But that’s why we need some ground rules. Because when you want something…I want to be the one to give it to you.”

      Mac’s mouth opened and closed again. “Yeah, you’re definitely a psychopath.”

      “Was that in question?” Archer asked, frowning at Mac.

      “No, but I forget sometimes because you’re so fucking…responsive. Like, when I want something, you just give in so easily. It’s addictive, but I forget that it doesn’t come from a place of emotion, just…pleasure.”

      Archer frowned. “I have emotions. Maybe not all of them but some. And I know that you make me feel…something. Even without the sex.”

      “You’re giving me whiplash today, Katniss.”

      Archer got where Mac was coming from. None of this made any sense. And any other person would have gone running for the hills. But Mac truly was the psychopath whisperer second only to possibly Noah. Maybe this would send Mac running. It might save them both some trouble.

      Archer leaned back on his hands. “We’re going to be working together. Every day for the foreseeable future.” When he wasn’t running home to keep his cover. “I would just rather we both be on the same page.”

      “I’m not even sure we’re reading the same book here, Katniss. Just…tell me what you want.”

      “You. I just…want you.”

      “I wish you could say that without looking like you swallowed barbed wire,” Mac confessed.

      Archer shook his head, searching for the words to make sense of what he was feeling. “Have you ever seen videos where blind people see for the first time after a corneal transplant or a deaf person gets a cochlear implant?”

      Creases formed in Mac’s forehead. “Yes?”

      Archer took Mac’s hand, playing with his fingers, refusing to look at him. “When they remove the bandages or turn on the implant for the first time, there’s this shock, this pain response to the stimuli. They flinch away from the light or the sound because it’s overwhelming to them, because it’s new and unfamiliar and it hurts. That’s what this feels like. You make me…flinch. Because having feelings—any feelings—for another human being is completely new.”

      Mac gripped Archer’s chin, forcing his gaze to his. “What do you need from me, Katniss?”

      “A date.”

      Once more, Mac blinked at him. “What?”

      Archer steeled himself. “I need you to go on a date with me.”

      “You just gave me a third-act speech about feelings so that you could ask me on a date?”

      Archer could feel his insides withering as he realized Mac was right. Christ. If this was what having feelings for someone was like, he was canceling his subscription. Still, he couldn’t deny it now. “Yeah, I suppose I did.”

      Mac leaned into his space, giving him a chaste kiss that lingered. “Yes, I will go on a date with you. But I’m paying. And picking the place.”

      Archer rolled his eyes. “You’re a control freak.”

      Mac gave him another kiss. “I blame my unresolved childhood trauma.”
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      By the time the meeting ended, they had several names on the board. Kendrick had handpicked each one in exchange for allowing the Elite team to choose the rest. They were all Boone’s former colleagues—assassins turned handlers—with their code names listed above their photos.

      Mac was dying to know the stories behind these handles. Boone was the Sin Eater, but alongside him sat the Bone Collector, the Grave Robber, the Whipping Boy, the Plague Doctor, the Resurrectionist, and the Witch Hunter. All terrible jobs tied to history, for sure, but how had each of them been assigned their names?

      Boone had decided to keep the tradition alive—something both Molly and Thomas would have approved of—by giving their new employees similar code names. Neera Adebayo, the school’s new public relations specialist, was known as Fuller. Mac had to look up what a fuller was. They were in charge of dirty laundry. Boone clearly fancied himself a comedian.

      Neera would keep the eye of the public where it needed to be—off their students—by any means necessary. Mac was glad to have her. There were several others who’d been brought in. People with jobs one might not expect in a school for assassins.

      A drama coach, a makeup artist, a costume designer, even a dancing instructor. All had to be thoroughly vetted before they could be brought on board. Signing on at the Watch was essentially signing your life away. There were many things that went into making sure these public figures could be seen when needed but also hide in plain sight when necessary. Things that spies and assassins just couldn’t do.

      “I think this is a good place to stop for the day,” Boone finally said a little after six. “Let’s pick this up again tomorrow?”

      Archer and Mac both nodded. Boone snagged his phone from the conference table and left them without so much as a goodbye. That was fine with Mac. He walked to where Archer still sprawled in his office chair before sitting on the table and using his legs to turn him to face him. Archer raised a brow but didn’t attempt to flee, which was a step in the right direction as far as Mac was concerned.

      He pulled the chair towards him, then leaned down into Archer’s space. “When are you taking me on this date, Katniss?”

      Mac was still reeling a bit from Archer’s flushed and rambling speech a few hours ago. It had been raw and real and so very Archer that Mac was pretty sure he’d fallen a bit in love. Or maybe he was already there and that had just sealed it. Mac never liked to examine these types of things too closely. All that mattered was that Archer had let him in, even if it was just a crack. If you punched enough cracks into even the most solid surfaces, eventually they gave way.

      Archer flushed once again, like he was embarrassed about Mac bringing it up. “I can’t tonight, but maybe tomorrow.”

      “You have plans for tonight? Should I be jealous?” Mac asked, trying to keep his tone casual when he was already pre-emptively jealous.

      Archer smirked at him, like he sensed Mac’s true feelings. “Yes, I’m meeting six men in a dark, smoky room so they can give me all their money.”

      Mac blinked at him. “What?”

      Archer rolled his eyes. “I’m working. I have a poker game that starts at nine. Off the strip. High rollers.”

      “You promised me this morning that you would meet me tonight and that you would be…friendly. Were you lying to me, Katniss?” Mac asked, voice husky.

      Archer shook his head. “No. But that wasn’t a date, was it? That was a hookup. We haven’t spent more than an hour together with our clothes off since we met. I assumed I’d have time for both activities. But a date requires more planning.”

      Oh. Right.

      Mac was an idiot. One heartfelt speech and his brain slid onto the floor. Still, Archer was wrong. A date didn’t require more planning, just more time. “I’m coming with you. Watching your game can be our first date.”

      Archer scoffed. “No, you’re most definitely not coming.”

      Mac frowned. Why didn’t Archer want him to see him play poker? “Yes, I definitely am.”

      Archer stood, planting his hands on either side of Mac and leaning in until they were millimeters apart. “There are men out there trying to kill you. No. You’re. Not.”

      Mac locked his hands around Archer’s wrists, brushing their lips together. “You just said it’s six guys in a dark room. Do you think they’ll know who the fuck I am?”

      Archer slanted their lips together in a much longer kiss before saying, “There will be cameras. Did you forget that you have a brother who looks just like you who’s married to a famous movie star? People are going to notice.”

      Mac ducked Archer’s next kiss to bite along his jawline. “Is it live?”

      Archer sucked in a breath when Mac nuzzled that spot just under his ear, faltering a bit. “Well, no. But it will eventually be televised.”

      Mac ran his tongue along the shell of Archer’s ear. “And we’ll be long gone by then, safe back here in our cozy top secret military base.”

      “You’re so goddamn stubborn,” Archer said, even as he tilted his head to get more of Mac’s attention where he wanted it.

      “I know you are, but what am I?” Mac taunted, but then locked his legs around Archer, holding him tight as he pulled back to look at him. “Come on, Katniss. Let me see you how the rest of the world does.”

      Archer sighed. “The rest of the world sees me as a drunk who is lucky at cards.”

      “Does that bother you?” Mac asked.

      Archer frowned. “No. I could care less what the world thinks. They’re just an audience. This is a role I play so I can do my real job.”

      “Your real job of killing people,” Mac stated.

      “Does that bother you?” Archer countered.

      Killing indiscriminately bothered Mac. Killing the innocent infuriated him. But the men Archer killed weren’t innocent. The men the Watch would kill weren’t innocent. They were monsters.

      And not just monsters who preyed on the vulnerable, isolating them so they could pick them off one at a time. The men the Watch went after, the ones Mac and Archer were tasked with choosing, those men annihilated populations. Had killed and enslaved nations. Had helped others do the same.

      And Mac was a soldier. He’d probably killed more innocent men than Archer. It wasn’t as if the military had given him a choice. Overseas, it was kill or be killed, but in war, both sides thought they were the righteous ones, and they were both right…and both wrong. War only benefited those in power, never its people.

      “No, Katniss, your body count doesn’t bother me,” Mac answered. “What kind of hypocrite would I be to take a job here while condemning the people I employ?”

      “The usual kind,” Archer said, but not with any malice. If anything, he seemed unusually relaxed while held hostage in Mac’s unrelenting grip.

      That made Mac’s whole body warm. It made him want to drag Archer back to his room and do dirty things to him. Would Archer still get all squirmy and uncomfortable? Would he still let Mac take charge? “What time do we leave?”

      Archer sighed. “Well, now that certain other activities have been back-burnered—”

      “For now,” Mac interrupted. “I still plan on being inside you later. Just so we’re clear.”

      Archer’s gaze went all hazy. “Seven-thirty. We’ll leave at seven-thirty,” he repeated. Mac couldn’t stop himself from capturing his lips once again, letting his tongue dart inside to taste him. Archer melted against Mac, giving in just as he always did, but then pulled back, making eye contact. “We need some ground rules.”

      “Ground rules?” Mac parroted.

      “For tonight. You can’t distract me. You can’t hold eye contact for too long. You can’t make fun of the person I am when I’m out there. My life depends on it. Yours probably does, too.”

      Mac cupped Archer’s face. “I would never put you at risk, Katniss.”

      Archer gave a stilted nod. “These guys take this shit real seriously. It’s a lot of money on the line. You need to sit quietly and let them forget you’re there.”

      Mac grinned. “Got it. I’ll leave my air horn and foam finger at home.”

      Archer acted like Mac was being taken home to meet his family. Ironic since Mac had already met Thomas. Saying that, he was dying to meet the rest of the family. As someone raised alongside a sociopath, he imagined a household full of psychopaths would be a wild ride. His mother would probably lose her metaphorical shit. Though Molly already knew the Mulvaney children. They just didn’t know it.

      Archer rolled his eyes. “You’re an ass.”

      “It’s true,” Mac acknowledged. “So, what’s the etiquette during these poker games? Is there, like, a player’s spouse section, like in sports?” Mac teased.

      “Yes, in their homes—” Archer said, narrowing his eyes at Mac. “Did you say spouse?”

      Mac stopped short. He had said spouse. It just slipped out. He shrugged, not mad about it. “Yeah, I guess I did. Weird.”

      “Yeah, weird,” Archer echoed, eyeing him dubiously. “I’m going to go shower and get into character. Meet me in my room whenever you’re ready to go.”

      Mac was tempted to invite himself to the shower but felt he’d already pushed his luck too far. Just because Archer had given Mac a third act speech didn’t mean they were quite ready for invading each other’s spaces or marriage.

      Even in Vegas.
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        * * *

      

      Mac knocked on Archer’s door at exactly seven-thirty, smoothing down his white button-down nervously. Archer snatched the door open, but then turned around without so much as a hello, leaving Mac to follow. He contented himself with leaning against the door, watching as Archer donned several black corded bracelets, an ancient-looking signet ring, and a black cord with a cross on it.

      This was not the Archer he knew. His Archer favored worn jeans and soft fabrics. This Archer wore leather pants, heavy black biker boots, a white henley, and a long black coat. He looked like he fronted some kind of pirate rock band. But fuck, if it didn’t look good on him.

      When Archer came within reach again, Mac snatched him by the shirt and hauled him in, sealing their mouths together in a thorough kiss. As always, Archer stiffened, then melted against him, his fingers curling into Mac’s shirt like he needed something to keep him on his feet. Feeling Archer give in made Mac’s dick hard. Every fucking time.

      “Damn, Katniss. You look good enough to eat,” Mac teased against his lips.

      “See, none of that,” Archer said, pulling back slowly. “I don’t know how to be public me with public you yet.”

      Being with Archer was going to be complicated. Dating any Mulvaney would have been troublesome, but dating one who hid who he really was, even from his own family? That added a degree of difficulty Mac had been attempting to avoid his whole life. If it had been any other person in front of him, Mac would have said thanks but no thanks, but this was Archer. And he couldn’t get enough of him.

      “Well, we have to figure it out eventually. Right?” Mac challenged, hoping it wouldn’t be Archer who decided to bolt on him.

      Mac’s stomach churned when Archer hesitated, but then he nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.” He patted Mac on the chest awkwardly before turning to grab his keys. “We’re taking the Rover.”

      The Rover was Archer’s two-hundred thousand dollar matte black, custom Range Rover gifted to him by Thomas for his last birthday. Archer treated it with the same care and consideration one would give a newborn baby. Actually, Mac was fairly certain Archer would give far more consideration to his Rover than to any infant.

      “Can I drive?” Mac teased, knowing Archer would scoff.

      Keys hit him squarely in the chest, forcing him to scramble to catch them before they hit the ground.

      “Yeah, sure. Just don’t fuck it up,” Archer said on his way out the door, leaving Mac to ponder what had just happened.

      After a moment, he grinned, then trotted off to catch up, arriving just in time to pop the lock and open Archer’s door for him.

      Archer gave him a confused look.

      “What?” Mac asked. “It is a date.”

      Archer rolled his eyes, but Mac caught the smile he tried to hide.

      Once on the road, the headlights provided the only light in the darkened desert. The two lanes stretched out for miles before meeting up with the crossroad that would take them to the strip. For most of that ride, they were still on the base.

      Mac didn’t turn on the music or even try to force a conversation. Archer seemed content in the silence, and Mac was loath to break it. Still, when Archer casually placed his hand on the console between them, Mac couldn’t resist placing his hand on top, just to see what Archer would do. Relief surged through him when Archer threaded their fingers together.

      Archer’s poker game was, in fact, taking place in a darkened smoke-filled room, but that room was housed in a small, seedy-looking casino that smelled like a hundred years of cigarette smoke and spilled liquor. The pungent scent of cigar smoke punched him in the face the moment they entered, but Archer didn’t seem to notice, simply pulling Mac deeper into the room.

      The poker table was set up in the center and there were plenty of tables and chairs for spectators, but, at the moment, people seemed content to ignore the seating, instead standing around and chatting in small clusters.

      Archer took them straight to the bar and ordered a whiskey neat then deferred to Mac to order his own beverage. Mac ordered the same, clinking his glass to Archer’s before taking a sip, letting the smooth amber liquid burn its way to his stomach.

      Mac had worried he’d be underdressed in his jeans and untucked button-down, but there was truly no need for concern. It was like a costume party at a police station. There was a man wearing goggles on his head, another with more face tattoos than a SoundCloud rapper, a woman in short shorts and a backwards baseball cap, and a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a 1940s gangster movie.

      “Who are these people?” Mac asked, bemused.

      Archer chuckled, taking another sip of his drink. “Players. They’ve got a lot of…personality.” He pointed to a man across the room. “See that guy over there who looks like the Unabomber?” Archer asked.

      Mac’s gaze landed on a man in a sweatshirt with the hood up and a pair of Aviators. “Yeah?”

      “That’s Dustin Lasky. They call him Kazinsky for obvious reasons. A master poker player, but likes to make jokes to distract people. He’s kind of a class clown, and he’s married to that lady over there.”

      Mac followed Archer’s gaze to a woman with snow white skin, jet black hair, and lips painted blood red. She wore a white dress with a belt and shoes the same color as her lipstick. It was like she’d stepped out of a Good Housekeeping ad from the fifties.

      “And she gets all dolled up in costume to support him?” Mac asked, somewhat impressed.

      “Oh, no. She’s here to play. They call her the Housewife. She might look like she spends her days cutting the crust off her sandwiches, but she’s a Yale law professor who wins way more than she loses and is ranked higher than her husband, who made twenty million last year.”

      “Wow,” Mac said, impressed.

      Archer nodded. “Yeah, she’s aggressive.”

      “Aggressive?”

      “Do you know much about poker?” Archer asked.

      “Not a damn thing,” Mac admitted.

      Archer grinned. “In poker, opens and raises are considered aggressive moves, while calls and checks are considered passive. Kate—that’s her real name—she’s really aggressive out the gate and has no fear. She’s good at convincing a table she has them beat before the cards have even been shuffled.”

      Mac studied the side of Archer’s face. “What about you?”

      Archer took another swallow of his drink. “Me? I’m what they call a loose-aggressive player.”

      Mac smirked at him. “Do tell.”

      Archer smirked back. “My style confuses people. Makes it hard for them to get a read on me. I can often beat them because they can’t tell if I truly have a good hand or if I’m just bluffing.”

      Before Mac could comment, a woman in a fitted black pantsuit and a sparkly bustier approached, giving Archer a wide smile. “Archer, you made it.”

      Archer rolled his head towards the woman, giving her a wolfish grin. “I told you I would, love. You have so little faith in me.”

      She gave him a knowing look. “The last time I had faith in you, you puked in my koi pond and killed my fish.”

      “It was one time,” Archer drawled, his tone flirtatious. “And you said you forgave me.”

      Mac wasn’t sure if he should be jealous or charmed by this version of Archer. Did this version of him like women? Was Archer bisexual? He wasn’t sure which bothered him more—that he didn’t know, or that Archer might be flirting with this woman right in front of him. Even if it was just acting.

      “Forgive, yes. Forget, never,” she said, her gaze snagging on Mac. “Who’s this delicious-looking man?”

      “A friend,” Archer said.

      “Oh,” she purred. “Does he want to be my friend?”

      Archer grabbed Mac’s hand and raised his arm, sliding underneath it before laying it over his shoulders like an expensive mink stole, keeping their fingers intertwined as he gave her a haughty look. “Find your own friends, love, or I might have to visit your koi pond again.”

      Mac hated how much he loved Archer’s territorial display. The woman gave the two of them a thorough once-over before schooling her features into an exaggerated pout. “Boo. You used to play well with others.”

      “I used to do a lot of things, love,” Archer said with a wink.

      Like what?

      She sighed. “Nice meeting you, whatever your name is,” she said, then sauntered off, hips swaying in a way that even Mac found somewhat mesmerizing.

      “Who was that?” he asked, amused.

      Archer chuckled. “She owns this casino.”

      “Does a small casino like this do well?” Mac wondered aloud.

      Archer snuggled closer. “You know that koi pond I ruined?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Each one of those fish cost me almost two thousand dollars to replace.”

      “Jesus,” Mac muttered. “Wait. Did you really puke in her pond?”

      Archer nodded. “Yes, but only to cover up that I knocked over a bottle of acetone while trying to make some impromptu chloroform after a target of mine showed up at a dinner party she hosted.”

      “I have no words,” Mac finally admitted.

      “I do. Let’s have another drink.” Archer waved over the bartender and asked for the whole bottle. “Put it on my tab.”

      Once the bartender left, Mac said, “I thought the drinking was a rumor.”

      Archer gave him a sexy smile. “I’m not an alcoholic, but I’m not a fucking Quaker either. Besides, this is for the both of us. A little liquid courage for our first night out as a…whatever we are,” he said, filling Mac’s glass dangerously high before clinking them together. “Bottoms up.”

      Mac leaned into his space, pressing his lips against his ear. “Oh, you will be.”

      Archer turned to face him, running his nose along his cheek, purring, “Pace yourself, darling. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”

      That was what Archer had called Mac the first night they’d met in that bar. When Mac had approached him, he’d been chatting up this chubby-faced twink who definitely had designs on being Archer’s next sugar baby. It had been so clear that Archer wasn’t into it or him. That he was just going through the motions.

      When Mac had propositioned Archer, he’d given him a dismissive look and said, “I’ll forget you, too, darling.”

      Something about Archer’s dismissal had started a fire in Mac that he hadn’t been able to put out, even after he’d buried himself in Archer later that night. It was only then that he’d realized Archer had never done that before. It had been the single hottest night of Mac’s life. Still was. No matter how many times he buried himself inside Archer, it was never enough.

      Mac smacked a kiss on Archer’s cheek. “I like when you call me darling.”

      Archer gave him a slow, well-practiced smile. “Then drink up, darling.”

      Mac did as Archer said, the expensive liquor going down far too easy. By the time the players took their seats, Mac was pleasantly buzzed, sitting at a two-seater table where he could see Archer’s pretty face.

      The koi pond casino lady took the seat beside him. “You’re the first,” she said cryptically.

      “Excuse me?” Mac said.

      “You’re the first man he’s ever brought to watch a game who wasn’t related to him.”

      Mac’s insides went all warm, but he wasn’t sure if it was pride or the liquor. “Oh.”

      “Mm,” she said, noncommittal. “I’m Harlow, by the way.”

      “Mac.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she said, flagging down a server to refill her champagne, making it clear she was there for the long haul. That suited Mac just fine. She smelled much nicer than the dude wearing a bottle of cologne at the table to his right. She also had no problem narrating the game for Mac when she realized he had no idea what was happening. The better Archer played, the goofier Mac’s grin became.

      Though, that was probably the liquor. Mac had rounded past buzzed and was sliding directly into hammered territory. Archer, despite the game, seemed to be keeping as much of an eye on Mac as he was his opponents, which spoke volumes about his skill.

      Most of the game was filled with easy chiding and the occasional snide comment, but when Archer forced the SoundCloud rapper to fold on a good hand, the kid flung his cards down. “It’s easy to be aggressive when you’re playing with Daddy’s money.”

      Mac’s fury flared, his hands fisting on the table. As if he knew it would piss Mac off, Archer glanced up and gave him a wink before looking back at the kid and tipping his glass in a mock salute. “And tomorrow, I’ll be playing with yours.”

      “Fuck yeah,” Mac muttered. “You tell ‘em, baby.” Harlow chuckled beside him, drawing his attention. “I’m going to fuck him so hard later someone’s going to call the cops,” Mac said, nodding his head. “And then I’m gonna convince him to marry me.”

      Harlow smirked and drained her champagne in one go. “Mazel tov.”

      “Fuck yeah,” Mac said, draining his as well.
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      Archer didn’t know why the sound woke him. Maybe it was his hangover amplifying every single noise, or maybe it was a heightened awareness honed over decades. Whatever it was, that slight, almost imperceptible thump had him cracking open swollen lids to find a man holding a gun with a suppressor. That gun was aimed right at Mac, who snored softly beside him.

      “Mac!” Archer shouted, grabbing him and rolling them both to the floor on the opposite side of the bed where they fell naked, their limbs tangled, just as the man squeezed the trigger. Feathers puffed into the air as Archer grabbed blindly at the nightstand for his gun, relieved to find it there, dragging it down just as the lamp exploded beside it. Another bullet punched a hole in the window as he thumbed off the safety.

      The man stopped firing, probably realizing Archer was now armed as well. The moment he lifted his head over the side of the mattress, this fucker was going to take it off. Mac made eye contact with him and pointed under the bed. At first, Archer didn’t understand. But then he got it.

      He peaked beneath the fabric that hid the bottom of the bed, relieved to see it wasn’t a solid box. There was barely a one-inch strip of the man and the floor visible on the other side, but it was enough. He honed in on the man’s booted foot, taking a single shot, smirking when the man howled. That was when Archer raised his head and fired, the bullet hitting the man in the temple, spraying blood and brain across the once white wall.

      The man sort of hung there for a moment then collapsed onto the floor. Mac was already on the move, snagging the comforter and laying it beside the man, rolling him onto it before rifling through the dead man’s pockets, likely looking for any type of identifier.

      The shrill pitch of the phone ringing beside him was like a shard of ice in his ear canal. He snatched it up before it could ring again, schooling his voice into something as calm as possible. “Hello?”

      “Um, Mr. Mulvaney. This is the front desk,” a meek male voice said from the other side of the line.

      Of course, it was. Who else would be calling on a landline? Archer tried to push down his impatience. “Yes?”

      “Um, our valet said the suite beside you thought they heard…gunfire? Do you need assistance? Should I call the police?”

      Mac watched him intently as if waiting for Archer to tell him they needed to flee. “What? Gunfire? Oh, no, that was just the surround sound my father had installed. We just got a little carried away watching a movie. We’ll keep it down. We apologize for startling the valet. We’ll make sure to tip appropriately.”

      “Oh, of course. Thank you, Mr. Mulvaney. And congratulations again.”

      Then the line disconnected. Congratulations? On the surround sound? On not being dead? Archer shook the thought away. They didn’t have time to worry about some front desk attendant.

      Mac’s brows ran for his hairline. “They bought that?”

      “My father pays people very well to keep this suite available to us. They don’t really want to know anything. It’s far easier for them to just take us at our word. After all, my father is Thomas Mulvaney. He wouldn’t harm a fly.”

      Mac shrugged, grimacing as he dissected the man’s wallet, flinging pieces of paper onto the floor. “Nothing. No ID, no credit cards. Not even a parking slip. Definitely another fucking pro. Goddammit.”

      Archer’s head throbbed, but he forced himself to think. “I need to call my father.”

      Mac didn’t even argue, just nodded grimly. “I need to get dressed.”

      Archer looked around the room, searching for his phone, which he usually kept on the bedside table regardless of where he was staying. It wasn’t there. Mac didn’t actually get dressed but sat on the corner of the bed, digging his palms into his eyes. “Where are we?”

      “My father’s suite at the Golden Palm,” Archer said, looking around just to reassure himself he was correct.

      “Right,” he grunted, as if he should know that information. “And how did we get here again?”

      That was the million dollar question. “I-I honestly don’t fucking remember.”

      Archer rubbed his temples, racking his brain to remember a single thing that happened after the poker game. Archer had won a lot of money. Mac had helped himself to a lot of booze. That much Archer remembered. He had also over-imbibed, which was rare nowadays.

      They had opted for a car service instead of the Rover. Mac had given him a handjob in the back of the limo. Had he returned the favor? After that, it was mostly just flashes. Them playing blackjack in the casino. And losing. A lot. Them buying shit in the gift shop. Them drinking at the bar with two men dressed as gladiators. Them taking pics in front of the fountain at the Bellagio. Them making out in a darkened hallway like teenagers. Them fucking in the shower. How did they even have time to sleep?

      “What time is it?” Archer asked, looking around for any type of clock.

      Mac looked at his watch. “Two-thirty in the afternoon. Shit. Boone’s gonna be fucking furious.”

      Yeah, their first meeting had been scheduled for nine that morning. They’d clearly missed it.

      “Shit.” Archer stood, looking for their abandoned clothes. He started in the bathroom since they’d clearly been in the shower at some point. He was relieved to see their clothes piled on the floor, though some looked unfamiliar.

      He found his phone in the pocket of his jeans, relieved again to see there was some battery left. He frowned when he saw several missed calls from Thomas and well, everybody else in the family. Fuck. What now? Had Avi and Felix desecrated another hotel room?

      Archer winced thinking about the corpse in the next room. Pot calling the kettle black at this point, he supposed. Whatever the drama was, it could wait until they dealt with their own hotel room drama. He made his way back into the main room where Mac was rolling the body up into the comforter, still very much naked.

      Archer allowed himself a moment to peruse all those freckles as he pressed the button for his father and waited for it to connect. He didn’t have to wait long.

      “There you are,” Thomas snapped. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Archer blinked at his father’s tone. “What? I know we’re late, but Boone—”

      Thomas cut him off. “You know, I expect this from the others, but not you. You’re the one I never have to worry about. Except, here you are, and you’ve made a huge fucking mess.”

      Archer looked down at the corpse and then at the corners of the room, scanning for any cameras. Did Thomas have this place wired? He looked once again at Mac. Had they had sex in this room? Had his father seen that, too? Surely, he was just being paranoid. “How did you know?”

      “How did I know?” Thomas shouted, exasperated. “It’s all over the goddamn internet, Archer. What do you mean, how did I know? Did you really think you could get married in some cheap Vegas wedding chapel and it wouldn’t be national fucking news?”

      Archer felt like he had an anvil in his stomach. “Come again?”

      Archer wanted to deny it. Wanted to tell his father that there was clearly some mistake, but he knew it wasn’t. The congratulations from the front desk clerk suddenly made a lot of sense, as did the black band on Archer’s left hand. A band that had gone unnoticed up until that moment.

      Holy shit.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Thomas asked.

      Archer’s stomach sloshed aggressively. “At the moment? I’m hungover, there’s a dead body in my hotel room, and you’re screaming at me.”

      “What do you mean there’s a dead body in your hotel room?” Thomas whisper-growled into the phone.

      “I suppose, technically, there’s a dead body in your hotel room,” Archer managed. “What do you mean I’m married?”

      “What?” Mac snapped, his eyes bugging out almost cartoonishly as he did a double take of their left hands, lingering on the rings they both wore.

      Mac also had a wedding band, a polished wooden one that looked hand-carved and expensive and exactly like something Mac would want. Jesus. They’d not only gotten married, they’d put some thought into it.

      Archer dragged his focus back to Thomas as he continued to snarl his words into the phone, clearly agitated. “What do you mean, what do I mean? Please, tell me that you weren’t actually drunk when this happened. Please, tell me that my level-headed son who I trust with top secret military access wasn’t actually so hammered he doesn’t remember getting married.”

      Mac stood and went into the bathroom, returning with his own phone, expression pained as he stared at the screen. Archer imagined if Thomas knew, so did Molly. Between their two families, this was going to be a fucking circus.

      “Alright, I won’t tell you,” Archer said, once more desperately trying to fill the holes in his memories. “There has to have been some mistake. I’m sure of it,” Archer lied.

      Mac turned his phone towards him, giving Archer a pissy look. It was a post from TMZ showing Archer and Mac clutching each other under a garish floral archway while an Elvis impersonator officiated what looked very much like a wedding. Not a Mulvaney wedding, but a wedding just the same.

      “Or not…” Archer said. “I mean, I don’t know why it would be that big of a deal. We’re both consenting adults.”

      Archer knew exactly why it was a big deal. They were Mulvaneys. They were under constant scrutiny. They were secret undercover murderers, and Archer had just married a man whose mother was known as the psychopath whisperer. Like, literally, that was what people called her.

      But he didn’t say any of that. He didn’t have to. His father was already way ahead of him. “Because you married a man who is a dead ringer for a man who is already married…to a goddamn A-list celebrity. Do you know how many hours my publicist spent this morning assuring reporters that your new husband is not, in fact, a polygamist, but is instead just the identical twin of Elijah Dunne’s husband?”

      That hadn’t even made it to Archer’s list. “Oh. That. Right. Listen, Dad, I get it. I fucked up. But maybe we can save the lecture on my impromptu nuptials so we can address the dead body in the room?”

      Thomas growled out his frustration, then said, “Shower, get dressed, and get out of there. Make sure you put the do not disturb sign up on the door. I’ll get a crew out there to clean up this mess. How bad is it?”

      Archer winced. “It was a headshot.”

      “Christ. What do you and your brothers have against hotel rooms?” Thomas muttered.

      “He was trying to kill Mac,” Archer said. “What choice did I have?”

      Thomas grunted. It was bad when his father went monosyllabic. When he decided to forego words altogether, they were treading into Aiden territory. Still, he finally sighed before saying, “Yeah, your husband dying of a gunshot wound on your wedding night after a rushed Vegas wedding would have been an even bigger disaster.”

      “See? Silver linings,” Archer said faintly, watching as his naked husband put the phone to his ear, his expression bleak.

      “Hang on,” Thomas snapped, then left Archer to do just that.

      After a moment, Mac said, “Hey, Mom.”

      Archer couldn’t hear what she was saying, but he could hear how she was saying it. Mac didn’t say a word, didn’t even attempt to get a word in, just nodded as if she could see him. It was clear he didn’t like upsetting his mother.

      Archer didn’t like upsetting Thomas either. It helped to avoid lectures like this. But Mac looked sad, then guilty, then sad again as he paced around the corpse on the floor. “I know, Mom. I know. I—yeah, of course, I know—I’ll apologize to Jaynie—then what do you want me—no, it wasn’t a mistake—I—we—Mom! Stop. I’m sorry. I said I’m sorry.”

      Thomas sighed. “You have thirty minutes to get out of there and get yourself in the public eye. Try to look like you’ve never been more in love before.”

      “Um, okay? And then what?”

      “And then the two of you get your asses on a plane and come home. I’ll call Boone and let him know the project is on hold for the next week. We’re going to get this all sorted out, including who is after the newest Mulvaney spouse, and then we’re going to figure out exactly how to play this. Do you understand me?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I got it. Wedded bliss, then home.”

      “Unbelievable,” Thomas muttered, then he was gone, leaving Archer to watch Mac try to extricate himself from his own conversation. When it looked like there was no end in sight, Archer finally tapped on his invisible watch, letting him know they were on a time constraint.

      “Mom, I gotta go. We had an…unforeseen complication. Thomas can fill you in, but I have to be out of here in the next twenty-five minutes.” There was another brief pause. “Yeah, I love you, too.”

      “My dad says we need to shower and then go be seen in public looking in love. He’s sending a crew to clean this up.”

      “And then what?” Mac said, looking around the hotel room. At some point, they’d knocked over a champagne bucket. The bottle sat empty on the floor and there was a darkened spot where the ice had melted.

      They’d clearly partied like they were in an eighties hair band last night. Archer’s head throbbed. And now, they were paying the price. He needed a gallon of water and a bucket of Advil and to brush his teeth. It felt like he’d spent the night licking the carpet.

      Mac nodded, then walked into the bathroom without another word, yanking the water to scalding. Archer went to the sink and grabbed one of the two wrapped toothbrushes, handing one to Mac who took it without a word.

      Mac seemed to be rolling things around in his head, his gaze unfocused as they scrubbed their teeth. Once he’d rinsed, he stepped into the shower, then gave Archer an expectant look. “You coming or what?”

      Archer blinked in surprise, but stepped into the large space, giving Mac plenty of room just in case he was furious with Archer for letting this whole thing happen.

      Mac clearly had other plans. He dragged Archer against him under the water and slammed their mouths together, his tongue stabbing inside. Archer’s cock hardened against Mac’s hip as he bit and sucked at his lips.

      “What are we doing?” Archer asked between harsh kisses.

      “You’re turning around and facing the glass, and I’m going to fuck you until we both feel better,” Mac growled, spinning Archer around and forcing him up against the foggy barrier.

      Archer moaned as Mac’s lips slid along the slick skin of his neck and shoulder, then his jaw. All Archer could do was tilt his head to the side, giving him better access to whatever part of him Mac wanted. “We have to be quick…”

      Archer’s warning died on a gasp as Mac sank two fingers into him, working them in and out roughly, rasping against his ear, “Fuck, you’re wet, Katniss. I guess we’ve already done this once. I told you I can’t get enough of you. I guess now I don’t have to.”

      Mac slid his fingers free and then the blunt head of his cock was pressing against Archer’s hole. He didn’t even wait for Mac, just eased himself back onto the thick length of him. God, he was huge. It was the perfect type of invasion, driving the chaos of the day from his mind.

      Once Mac was buried inside him, his arm went around Archer’s waist, holding him against him so he could pound into him again and again like he had something to prove. Maybe he did. Archer didn’t care. This was exactly what he needed. Mac inside him, surrounding him, his breath on his skin, and his hand jerking him off.

      Usually, when they came together like this, Mac purred filthy things into Archer’s ear. But not this time. This time, he was just holding him tight, his panting breaths puffing against his cheek. It somehow made the whole thing more real, more intimate, like there were no barriers between them, not even words. There was nothing to distract Archer from how fucking intertwined they were on every level.

      Mac came first, biting down on Archer’s earlobe with a grunt as he filled Archer up for what had to be at least the second time since they’d entered the room. Archer expected Mac to keep jerking him off but he dropped his hand, turning him around, then fell to his knees, swallowing Archer’s aching cock in one go.

      Archer’s knees almost gave way. There really wasn’t anything this man wasn’t good at. Christ. Pleasure shivered along his nerve endings, every drag of Mac’s sucking mouth hurtling Archer towards his own release until he had to say, “I’m gonna come.”

      Mac moaned around him, three fingers forcing their way back inside his hole to press on that tiny bundle of nerves. And that was it, that was all it took. He cried out, his hands fisting in Mac’s hair, his body practically bending in half as he came hard enough to see stars.

      After a minute, Archer pulled Mac to his feet and sealed their mouths together, tasting himself on his tongue. When he stepped back, Mac surprised Archer by dropping a kiss on the top of his wet head before grabbing the open bar of hotel soap. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      It occurred to him then that he never really took the time to appreciate how fucking beautiful Mac was. He was almost supernaturally gorgeous. He was toned and sleek with freckles literally everywhere. His hair was an impossible shade of auburn and his eyes a greenish gold that Archer had never even known existed before they met. Archer was tempted to take the soap away from Mac and wash him nice and slow.

      But there was no time for any of that. When Mac was lathered, Archer took the soap, doing the same, finishing up their shower as quickly as possible.

      Only once they were dressed and heading for the door did Archer dare to ask, “Are you good?”

      Mac looked at him in surprise. “Me? Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Archer frowned at him, trying to tell if this was some kind of coping mechanism or if maybe Mac was more of a sociopath than Molly Shepherd had thought.

      “We’re married,” Archer said slowly, holding up his hand as evidence, waiting for the reality of the situation to finally sink in.

      Mac looked at him like he was crazy. “Yeah, I’m aware. I have one, too,” he reminded him, giving his left hand a little shake.

      Archer studied him intently. “The fact that we’re married isn’t freaking you out even a little?”

      “Is it freaking you out?” Mac countered, examining Archer in return.

      Archer stopped short, checking in with his own feelings on the notion for the first time. He was married to Mackenzie Shepherd. They were married. For better, for worse. For richer, for poorer. Or however that went.

      Forever. He would be looking at that face for the rest of his life. He would be fighting with that stubborn man for the rest of his life. He waited for the panic to set in. Or, at the very least, some sort of irritation at the thought of having to share his space and his life with another human being. But it never came.

      Maybe it was because he was a psychopath. But Archer didn’t think so. Whatever this feeling was…he couldn’t put it into words. There was a weird sense of calm that washed over him at the thought of being married to Mac. One that made no sense.

      Maybe it was because it was a mistake easily remedied. They could just go and have it annulled. That was the thing about Vegas. Marriage was easy in but also fairly easy out. Especially when you came from money.

      But the idea of dissolving their marriage had the exact opposite effect on Archer. It made him…agitated. Mac was his. Just his. And now he had the ring and the papers to prove it. Wasn’t that what Noah had said? Find someone whose crazy matches yours and then legally bind them to you forever so they could never leave you?

      He was paraphrasing but it was the same thing, really.

      “No, I’m not,” he finally said. “Should I be?”

      Mac gave him a grin as they entered the hallway, closing the door behind him and putting the do not disturb sign in place before taking Archer’s hand and leading him towards the elevator. “You’re worth billions of dollars. I own a ten-year-old Jeep and a seven-thousand dollar camera. We have no prenup. You tell me.”

      Archer laughed. “If you want money, you married the wrong Mulvaney.”

      “Even without your father’s money, I’ve seen what you’ve earned in tournament winnings,” Mac teased, bumping their shoulders together.

      Archer shrugged. “I donate it.”

      “All of it?” Mac asked, surprised.

      “Yeah, to children’s hospitals. Just don’t tell anybody. It doesn’t really go with my reputation as a drunken reprobate.”

      Mac stopped short. “You’re serious.”

      Archer nodded. “Yeah. So, if you were hoping to marry rich—”

      Mac dragged him in for a deep kiss that made Archer’s head spin. “That’s really fucking hot, Katniss.”

      The bell dinged for the elevator, and then the doors slid open. “Oh, okay,” Archer said, confused.

      “I’m starving,” Mac said. “I hope they’re still serving breakfast.”

      Archer collapsed against the wall beside Mac, sliding into character. “It’s Vegas, darling. Of course, they are.”
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      Mac had never been on a private jet before. He’d previously thought of it as a fairly elitist and outlandish thing for a person to possess. Unless that person headed a family of psychopathic vigilantes. In which case, it was most likely very handy for providing alibis and avoiding paper trails. Still, part of him felt guilty for taking a plane that housed just him and Archer and a crew of four.

      Archer clearly didn’t feel that way. He sat sideways in his seat, his legs draped over Mac’s lap, sunglasses in place as he snored softly. He couldn’t help but smile. Even hungover and exhausted, Archer was sexy as hell, maybe even more so. He hadn’t shaved, and his hair had dried somewhat curly after their shower.

      Their personal belongings were back on the base, but Archer had said it wasn’t an issue, and he was right. When they boarded the plane, there had been clothes waiting for them—all of them perfectly sized—which was odd until Mac realized that meant, at some point, Archer had learned his clothing sizes, even his shoe size, and that wasn’t something a casual fuck would do.

      While Archer slept, Mac contented himself with reading story after story of Archer’s supposed drunken escapades, and there were many. Falling asleep during a fundraising dinner for the president, fighting three men in a bar…alone.

      “What are you doing?” Archer asked, voice raw from sleep.

      “Did you really steal a cage of puppies someone had left on the tarmac at the airport?” Mac asked.

      Archer gave the barest hint of a smile but didn’t move from his half-reclined state. “Are you Googling me?”

      Mac grinned, squeezing Archer’s calf. “I love Googling you. One of my favorite pastimes,” Mac said, infusing his words with as much filthy promise as he could muster with a hangover of his own. “So, did you?”

      “Yes, I did. They were crying and hot and they’d just been left there. So, I took them.”

      “Why?” Mac couldn’t help but ask.

      Archer frowned. “Because it was the right thing to do.”

      “Did you feel bad for them?” Mac asked.

      “Are you hoping that, deep down, I’m not an emotionless monster?”

      Mac shook his head. “I know you’re not an emotionless monster. My brother isn’t either.” Archer slid his sunglasses onto his head, studying Mac like he thought he was lying. “Did you know many studies show that the difference between someone displaying psychopathic tendencies growing up to be a predator or growing up to be just like everybody else mostly comes down to nurture, not nature.”

      Archer smirked. “But I am a predator.”

      Mac laughed. “No, you’re a poker player who moonlights as an executioner. You kill because it needs to be done. If you were a predator, you’d never stop hunting. While sadistic psychopaths can hide in plain sight and pretend to be normal, there’s usually something in the eyes. When you look at their eyes, you know they’re…stalking you, studying you. It’s like being watched by an animal. You don’t look at people that way.”

      Archer seemed to consider that. “Do you think my father is wrong for what he’s done? Do you think raising children to be killers is wrong?”

      “I think if your father had raised you in a vacuum, had set you up in a lab and studied you, taught you only to kill, then he would have been wrong. I think he would have made you predators. But he raised you with love, taught you to respect life, even if you couldn’t empathize with it, and he taught you how to defend it. I used to believe that our justice system, though flawed, worked. Now, you and I both know that’s not true and that leaves us with a decision. Accept the status quo or remove the threat before it harms again. I think you know which I choose.”

      “And this program your mother and Thomas have created?” Archer asked, his hand finding Mac’s and playing with his fingers. “Do you think they’re depriving these people of a normal life?”

      “I think what we’re doing is a necessary evil. I think these children were being raised in horrible conditions and our parents placed them in loving homes and ensured they were raised with everything, including a somewhat…unique skill set. They aren’t forced to participate in the program. We know that. They have the right to refuse us.”

      Archer’s expression told Mac he wanted to ask another question but was either hesitating or trying to formulate just what it was he wanted to say. Finally, he looked him in the eye. “Are you worried…about waking up married to a killer?”

      Mac sighed. “We’re all killers, Katniss. Me, you, Thomas, my mother, my brother. People are dead because of decisions we’ve all made, directly or indirectly. Nobody’s innocent here. The only difference between you and me is that some of the people I’ve killed likely didn’t deserve it, and if I let myself think about that, I would probably dig myself into a hole so deep and dark I’d never find my way out. You are uniquely designed for what you do and I envy you for it.”

      Archer sprung forward, dropping his booted feet to the floor. Before Mac could even guess at his motives, he’d spun himself around so that his head was now in Mac’s lap, his feet kicked up on the wall of the plane.

      “What are you doing?” Mac asked, amused.

      “I thought we were talking,” Archer said. “This way you can talk and rub my temples at the same time. I don’t know if you know this, but I’m a bit of a lightweight when it comes to booze.”

      “How do you keep this up around your brothers? Like, don’t they notice you not drinking? What…do you, like, dump it into some potted plant?” Mac asked, squeezing Archer’s temples as he asked.

      “I bring my own bottle. It’s almost always iced tea. I pretend to be weirdly territorial about my liquor. Given my reputation, it’s actually far easier for them to believe I’m an alcoholic than to believe I’m not. What reason could I have for lying to them?”

      Mac stopped short. “Why do you lie to them? Was that Thomas’s idea?”

      Archer’s eyes were closed, his face relaxed as Mac continued to stroke him. “No. When my father realized I was good at poker, he pulled me into his office and said he wanted me to choose that as my…profession? I didn’t know anything about Project Watchtower back then. I was barely over drinking age. But as you can see, every gambler has a…persona they take on, a character they assume while at the table. Being a drunk took away all accountability and made for easy alibis when I needed to take out a target.”

      “But why lie to your brothers?” Mac persisted.

      “Because it was mine,” Archer said.

      “What do you mean yours?”

      “Living in a house with not only six brothers and my father but a whole stable full of staff members, nothing is sacred, nothing is private. Nothing. But if everybody saw me as this drunken pirate character, then who I really am would be just mine and I could show the real me to whoever I wanted. Or not. After a while, it became a part of who I am, so I’m not lying, exactly. I really am both of those people, just not at the same time.”

      Mac pushed his fingers through Archer’s hair, a weird surge of protectiveness overwhelming him when Archer sighed and burrowed his head closer to Mac’s stomach. Archer was both those people. He’d seen it last night. There was the Archer who needed to be edged until he couldn’t breathe, who needed to feel like he’d earned every shred of pleasure. But then there was this carefree, charming, cavalier Archer who Mac was equally in love with.

      Mac’s fingers froze in Archer’s hair. Love. He was in love with Archer. Maybe he had been for a while. He looked down at the ring on his finger. Only in Vegas would the realization that he loved his spouse invoke this level of confusion.

      “Are you alright?” Archer asked, cracking open one eyelid to look up at him.

      Was he? He wasn’t sure. There was no guarantee at all that Archer wanted to stay married to him, jokes about marrying rich aside. Hell, there was a very good chance that Thomas Mulvaney would freak the fuck out—rightfully so—and demand they annul the marriage immediately. And don’t even get him started on his mother’s reaction. The “I’m so disappointed in you” speech ripped Mac’s heart out every time.

      “Hey. Are you having some kind of medical event because you look two seconds away from drooling. What happened to you?”

      “Nothing. Sorry. I just had a…glitch.”

      “A glitch?”

      “Yeah, I just got deep in my thoughts and it took me a minute to find my way back.”

      Archer nodded in understanding. “Oh, like a mind palace thing? August does that shit, too. But you’re good?”

      “Yeah, Katniss, I’m fine.”

      “Tell me more stuff about psychopaths,” Archer said, once more nesting his head deeper into Mac’s lap.

      “You keep doing that and we’re gonna end up joining the mile high club,” Mac warned.

      “Patience, darling,” Archer murmured. “But talk to me. My hangover likes the sound of your voice right now.”

      Mac couldn’t hide the smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “You really want me to bore you with science stuff about psychopaths?”

      “Mm, but do it while you play with my hair.”

      “Jesus, I had no idea I’d married someone who was so needy. This feels like a bait and switch.”

      “Well, good luck getting out of it. My father treats marriage like it’s a gang initiation. Blood in, blood out, homie,” Archer said, not sounding even the slightest bit upset about the prospect of life with Mac.

      A bit of Mac’s anxiety eased away, but not all of it. There was still the matter of his mother and Archer’s brothers to deal with. But they would worry about that when they landed. For now, his husband wanted pets and boring stuff about psychopaths, so that was what Mac would give him.

      “Did you know they used MRI scans to map the brains of tons of psychopaths and believe that psychopathy comes from two key areas of the brain? The striatum and the prefrontal cortex. On MRI scans, the connection between the two was found to be weaker than in those who didn’t display psychopathic tendencies. So much so that some neurologists have said they can spot a psychopath simply from their brain scans.”

      “Do you believe that?” Archer asked, sighing when Mac ran his finger along the length of his nose.

      “Do I believe that you can tell someone displays the physical characteristics of a psychopath by MRI scans alone? No. And I’ll tell you why.”

      “Please do,” Archer said, taking Mac’s other hand and threading their fingers together.

      Mac laughed. Hungover Archer was an entirely different Archer than sober Archer or even drunk Archer. “A neurologist did a study mapping the human brain, and when he didn’t have enough research subjects, he used his own family, himself included, as subjects for his double blind study. When he got the scans back, he was alarmed to see one of the patients showed a classic ‘psychopath’ brain. He broke protocol and looked up who it was so he could see about getting that person some help. Turned out…it was him. The happily married neurologist with several adult children who had never harmed a hair on a person’s head—had never even wanted to—he was the psychopath.”

      “So, what does that tell you?” Archer asked.

      “Me? I’m no scientist. I was just raised at the feet of one, but like I said, it comes down to nature versus nurture. It’s like studies where they took twins and raised them in completely separate environments. Some things remained the same—traits, tendencies, hell, sometimes names, haircuts, dispositions. But outside influences also affected them greatly. I think it’s the same for psychopaths.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I think if you expose a psychopath to violence and pain, you’ll wake those predatory parts of the brain. If you raise that child to be kind, to understand bodily autonomy, boundaries, and right from wrong…you get people like you. Like my brother.”

      “But my brothers and I were abused when Thomas found us. We’d all been through some form of trauma in our lives already. I think that’s why he believed he was saving us. Taking an already loaded gun and pointing it at a deserving target.”

      Mac shrugged. “Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he found you early enough to undo some of the early trauma. But imagine if he hadn’t found you. The foster care system is full of kids who get yanked out of one shitty situation and forced into one far worse than the one they left. That could have been the same for all of you. You just never know. We’ll never know if your father or my mother are doing the right thing. We just have to believe they are.”

      Archer was silent for a long while. “We need to figure out who’s after you. Whether you like it or not, you have the full force of the Mulvaneys on this case. And they’re going to go at this hard.”

      Mac sighed. “I know.”

      Archer studied him. “Why does asking for help bother you so much?”

      Mac gave a bitter laugh. “I don’t think we have enough time to unpack that today, Katniss.”

      Archer’s brows knitted together. “I’m serious. What’s the big deal? Surely in the military everybody worked as a team?”

      Mac gave a dismissive shake of his head. “In the military? Yeah, of course. It’s our job to work as a team. But in my civilian life, waiting on someone to help me with anything has never really worked out for me.”

      Archer frowned. “What do you mean?”

      What did he mean? He knew what he wanted to say. The truth. But saying the truth out loud felt like such a fucking betrayal to someone who’d sacrificed everything. Maybe not for him, but she’d sacrificed nonetheless. Still, Archer had let Mac in, had let him see who he really was without question.

      “Are we really doing this now?” Mac asked, stomach churning.

      “What else do we have to do on this flight? I’m too hungover for more sex, we’ve already eaten… Don’t spouses tell each other their deep, dark secrets?” Archer chided gently.

      “Why aren’t you more freaked out about waking up married to me?” Mac blurted out.

      “Why aren’t you?” Archer countered. There was no way Mac was answering that. Archer smirked. “That’s what I thought. Stop changing the subject. Why has asking for help not worked out for you?”

      “I love my mother,” Mac started, heart squeezing, hating himself for even thinking the words, much less saying them. “But when you have a brother like mine—as I’m sure you know—they require constant care and supervision. When my mother realized what Shep was…how he was…she threw herself into saving him. She went back to school and got her PhD for him. To figure out how to help him. She doted on him and loved on him and she poured every bit of herself into making sure my brother didn’t become a monster. That didn’t leave a lot of time for the rest of us.”

      “The rest of you?” Archer asked.

      Mac nodded. “Did you know I have a sister? Katie?”

      Archer’s eyes went wide. “No. I thought it was just you and Shep.”

      “Yeah. Mom tries to separate her from all this. When we’re home in California for visits or holidays, it’s all big family dinners like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. But growing up, Katie and I didn’t get much attention. Not from my mother. But Katie had my dad. He doted on her because she was the only girl, and she used that to her advantage. Not that I blamed her. But Jaynie had Mom and Katie had Dad and I had…me. So, I just learned to be self-sufficient. It was easier than asking for help and hearing the excuses that always followed.”

      “You’re not close with…Jayne?” Archer asked, like his brother’s name was foreign on his tongue. “You’re identical twins. My brothers are creepily close. Too much so if you ask some. Is it not the same for you?”

      “Jaynie and I are close in a way you can be close when one of those people is very neurodivergent. Like, sometimes, my brother seems more android than human. It wasn’t like he didn’t try, but things don’t always connect for him. But I love my brother. I would die for him. He’d die for me. I love my mother. But none of that changes the fact that asking for help in my family sort of just fell on deaf ears.”

      Archer sat up gingerly, then stood. Mac opened his mouth to ask what he was doing, but before he could, he was kneeling over him then settling in his lap, wrapping his arms around Mac's neck.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this, but you will have the exact opposite problem with my family. They will be all up in your business. They will ask a million questions, get involved in shit that doesn’t concern them. They will press you to know every deep, dark secret you have and then try to force you into therapy. You will never know a moment’s peace.”

      “Jesus. Did I marry a Mulvaney or join a cult?”

      “Yes,” Archer said. “And that’s not all. The feelings faction of the family—Noah, Zane, and Felix—will love bomb you until you want to scream, and then they will use that to make you one of them. Lucas and Jericho have made it out unscathed for the moment, but I promise you, you can’t hold out forever. My family is like an invasive type of vegetation. They…creep up on you.”

      “I—” Mac wasn’t sure what to say. “Okay.”

      The curtain yanked open and a tiny brunette in a pencil skirt and white button-down shirt popped into the cabin, her eyes going wide when she saw Archer straddling Mac with Mac’s hands planted on Archer’s ass. “Oh, my—I’m so sorry. I—”

      “What is it, love?” Archer asked, making no attempt to leave Mac’s lap. Which was fine with him.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Mulvaney. Or is it Shepherd now? Or do you hyphenate?” she babbled.

      Archer gave her a patient smile. “Did you need something?”

      “Mr. Mulvaney—” She paused again, her face screwing into one of concentration often saved for math or disarming nuclear weapons. “Um, the older Mr. Mulvaney, I mean. Your father, um, Thomas…”

      “I’m familiar with him, yes,” Archer teased. “What about him?”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out. “He said he’d be meeting you at the tarmac.”

      Archer frowned, looking around for his phone, only then remembering that he’d switched it into airplane mode in an attempt to avoid his family. “Ah, yes. Thank you.”

      She hesitated still, her gaze creeping over the two of them with interest, before saying, “Is there anything I can do for you? B-Both of you? Or either of you?”

      Mac’s brow shot up, a slow smirk spreading across his face. “Like what, exactly?”

      She seemed to snap out of whatever headspace she’d been in a moment ago. “Would you care for some food or something to drink?”

      “No, I think we’re good,” Mac said.

      “Tell the others not to disturb us until we’re descending? Thank you.”

      She bobbed her head, backing away like she was addressing royalty and couldn’t afford to turn her back on them.

      “Did she just try to shoot her shot with the both of us?” Mac asked, amused.

      “Mm. I think so, yes. What a curious little creature she is,” Archer said, then dismissed her to settle himself better over Mac, wiggling until they were touching in all the right places.

      “Do not start something you don’t plan on finishing, Katniss,” Mac warned.

      Archer rocked himself against Mac. “Now where’s the fun in that?”

      Mac snagged Archer’s wrists and dragged them behind his back, then captured his mouth in a kiss that got progressively dirtier as it went on. When they finally separated, Mac wrapped his arms around Archer then deposited him into his own seat. “None of that. I’m not going to meet Thomas at the airport having freshly defiled his son.”

      “Tease,” Archer pouted.

      “Oh, please,” Mac said, leaning in to nose at the spot behind his ear. “You love holding out on me.” His tongue darted out to lick over his pulse. “You love making me work for it.” He bit the shell of his ear. “ I love it, too.” He slid his hand between Archer’s legs, his thumb tracing his cock. “I love when you pretend to resist, when you pretend you don’t want me, even when I can fucking smell it on you. It makes it so much hotter when I’m buried inside you and you’re clawing at my back panting my name.” He removed his hand and sat back. “We’ll finish this discussion tonight.”

      “I fucking hate you right now,” Archer growled, the outline of his erection obvious.

      Mac chuckled. “Yeah, but you’ll be loving me later.”
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      Thomas’s car was waiting on the tarmac when they touched down. Archer did his best to ignore the ache in his head but slid his sunglasses in place in a poor attempt to avoid the shock of the UV light on his already throbbing eyeballs. He really wished he wasn’t having this conversation with his father while hungover, but he could almost hear Thomas telling him that if he didn’t like the situation then he shouldn’t have gotten drunk in the first place.

      When Mac grabbed Archer’s hand and threaded their fingers together as they left the plane, he didn’t pull away. Mac seemed nervous. He had a right to be. The problem was, Mac was likely worrying about all the wrong things. He was worried about the wrath of Thomas, but that wouldn’t fall on Mac. That was all on Archer.

      What Mac should have worried about was meeting the other Mulvaneys. That would be a trial by fire—one Mac seemed certain he could handle. But that was because he had experience with Shep. But Shep was one high-functioning sociopath. The Mulvaneys were an army of overbearingly invasive psychopaths who had zero boundaries when it came to hazing new family members. They could be overwhelming in large numbers.

      But if they were going to run target acquisition for a school for psychopathic Gen Zs, this was as good a test as any. Boone. Shit. He needed to at least text the man and apologize for them running off and missing a meeting. He didn’t want any conflict with the instructors before they even started. The most important thing about the Watch was ensuring a united front. Psychopaths were excellent at finding chinks in armor and exploiting them. But that was a problem for another day.

      The driver waiting outside the car rushed to open the limo door as soon as they were close. Archer crawled in first, eyes going wide when he realized his father wasn’t alone. Mac fell into the seat behind him, his face falling. How had Molly Shepherd beat them both to Thomas?

      “Mom,” Mac said with a stilted nod. “When did you get here?”

      Though she was older than Thomas, Mac’s mother looked shockingly young when she wasn’t dressed for business meetings. She currently wore jeans, a sweater, and a pair of well-worn converse sneakers, her red hair flowing over her shoulders.

      Sitting beside Thomas with his tailored dress pants and zip-front cashmere pullover, she looked almost like a college student. Archer wasn’t sure if it was genetics or a good plastic surgeon, but given how Mac was aging like fine wine, Archer imagined it was the former.

      Molly gave him a grim look. “Three hours after this hit the newsfeed, Katie gleefully called me asking if I’d heard from you and then let me know that I’d apparently inherited another son-in-law overnight.” Molly examined Archer. “I have to admit, I honestly wasn’t sure you’d ever get married. I certainly didn’t see you settling down with a Mulvaney.”

      Archer could feel Mac deflate beside him. “Sorry.”

      “What were you two thinking?” Thomas asked, shaking his head. “Do you have any idea the shitstorm this has caused?”

      Archer still wasn’t sure what the big deal was. In the grand scheme of his past hijinks, this probably didn’t even make the top ten. He didn’t understand why the rest of the world would give a shit that he or Mac were married.

      “I get that it caused a stir because the media thought it was Jaynie, but I don’t get what the big deal is? We’re adults. We’re legally allowed to marry each other,” Mac said, like he was reading Archer’s mind. “Like, who cares?”

      “Given my many other ‘drunken’ escapades, this one seems fairly innocuous, no?” Archer asked, his hand sliding over Mac’s and squeezing without thought.

      Molly and Thomas both appeared to hone in on the gesture as a single unit before looking at each other. When Archer tried to remove his hand, Mac held firm, manipulating their arms until their fingers were once more intertwined.

      “Have—” Molly cut herself off, looking once more at Thomas then back again. “Have you actually been…dating?”

      Archer looked to Mac, who flushed straight to the tips of his ears. He’d never seen Mac embarrassed before. It was weirdly adorable. When Archer continued to look at him, he shrugged like he was telling Archer he wasn’t touching the question.

      Archer sighed. “We’ve been…seeing each other for months. We just didn’t want to put a label on it.”

      That wasn’t entirely the truth, but Archer didn’t think it was necessary to tell their parents he’d been letting Mac bang him like a screen door in a hurricane. It didn’t seem conducive to furthering discussions.

      Still, Molly scrutinized her son. “Is this true?”

      Mac leaned his weight against Archer. “Yeah. We’ve been…close…since the first time we met for the initial Project Watchtower meeting.”

      About as close as two people could be. Though, technically, they’d met the evening before, with neither of them having any idea who the other person was. But that hardly seemed relevant. Truthfully, none of this seemed relevant. Mac and Archer were grown men. He didn’t see how this was really anybody else’s business. But he didn’t say any of that.

      “What do you need us to do?” Archer asked. “To fix this?”

      “I suppose that depends on whether this wedding was intentional.” Thomas grimaced. “Based on the numerous encounters and videos floating around the internet, it appears you two were completely…”

      “Hammered,” Molly finished.

      “That,” Thomas agreed. “Do you intend to stay married, or are you looking to have this annulled? The attorney says we can have it done in—”

      “No annulment,” Mac said, voice firm. “I’ll sign a prenup or whatever you want, but that’s it.”

      Archer looked at Mac, shock rocketing through him at the conviction in his voice. Their parents seemed equally stunned. Had Mac been thinking that Thomas or Molly might demand they annul the marriage? That just wasn’t Thomas’s style. Once people knew their secret, Thomas would prefer they were tied to the family for life. Of course, Mac had always known their secret, so the circumstances were much different.

      “Archer?” Thomas asked.

      The best thing they could do for each other was get this annulled. They knew next to nothing about each other in the grand scheme of things. Archer didn’t know Mac’s favorite color. Hell, they’d never even slept in the same bed together sober. The smartest thing they could do was annul the marriage and just date. See if they were compatible. See if Mac could handle living a double life with Archer. Noah always said marrying a Mulvaney was a full-time job. It came with constant lies, cover-ups, lying to cops, lying to everybody. But being married to Archer required that Mac also know how to lie to his brothers for him. That was a lot to ask of someone without first warning them.

      Still, when he opened his mouth to say as much, what came out was, “Yeah, what he said. We’re not getting divorced.”

      Thomas rubbed his bottom lip for a moment like he was deep in thought. “Okay, then,” he said, as if the matter was settled. “I’ll contact the publicist and let her know this wasn’t a drunken fluke, that the two of you have been dating for a while and are very much in love. I’ll say you met on a trip to Vegas months ago and have been dating ever since. Now that the world knows you haven’t absconded with the husband of an A-list celebrity, it will likely die down quickly. But that’s only one of the problems we’re dealing with right now.”

      Molly nodded. “Yes, obviously the primary matter now is the Watch. Kendrick has some concerns about the two of you heading the project as a married couple. He thinks it will affect your judgment.”

      “I don’t see how?” Mac asked. “As we said, we’ve been together for months and it hasn’t affected our ability to do our job. Our constant arguing is part of the reason it’s taking forever to nail down the staffing and first year attendees.”

      Archer nodded. “I’m honestly surprised Boone hasn’t tried to shoot one or both of us by now.”

      Molly appeared to mull it over, finally nodding. “I’ll smooth things over with Kendrick, but it’s likely going to cost me something. He never misses an opportunity to try to force his way deeper into the project.”

      “How do you plan on handling this with your brothers?” Thomas asked.

      Archer frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, how are you planning on explaining your surprise husband to them? As far as they knew, you were single. Not a word of Mac this whole time. Now, you’re married. Telling them this is a drunken fluke seems disrespectful if you intend to stay married. Do you plan on keeping the same cover story you’re telling the rest of the world? You’ve been dating in secret since meeting in Vegas?”

      Archer truly didn’t care what his brothers thought or why he even needed to explain it to them, but he nodded. “I’ll tell them whatever you like.”

      Molly and Thomas looked at each other like they had several more questions for the two of them, but then Molly sighed. “Then I guess we can move on to the most important issue.” She looked at her son. “The one you’ve been ignoring for months. We need to figure out who it is that wants you dead and why. And we somehow have to do it in less than a week or Kendrick is going to come down on all of us for delaying Project Watchtower.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thomas and Molly insisted on stopping for lunch at a well-known restaurant in the area, letting Archer and Mac know it was for the cameras, so they better play their parts. Looking hungover and in love was easy enough for Archer. He was pretty sure he was both. Though, he had no idea what the latter felt like or if he were truly even capable of such a thing.

      Either way, by the time they made it to the mansion, some of Mac’s stress seemed to have dissipated, with his shoulders no longer sitting up around his ears.

      Once they were through the front doors, Thomas escorted Molly to the war room while Mac and Archer lingered behind.

      “Are you alright?” Archer asked once they were out of earshot.

      Mac sighed. “I’m fine. Just hungover. And tired of feeling like I’m being hunted. Nothing about this makes any sense.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Archer promised, smacking a kiss on the back of Mac’s hand before dragging him along to catch up with their parents, refusing to look back to see what Mac had thought of Archer’s impulsive gesture.

      He stopped short inside the war room, Mac plowing into him hard from behind. But he barely noticed. He was focused on the room. The entire family sat inside. All of them. Well, not Aiden, but he’d stopped calling them his family a while ago. But everybody else was in attendance…even Cricket. What the hell?

      There wasn’t a single empty seat. Zane and Felix sat cross-legged on top of the conference room table along with Cricket. Noah sat in Adam’s lap. The others had their own seats but had been forced to crowd together to make sure everybody fit around the large surface. This was going to be a goddamn circus.

      “What are you all doing here?” Thomas asked warily. “I didn’t call a meeting.”

      “We know,” Noah said. “That’s why we’re so suspicious.”

      Thomas eyed Noah. “Why would I need to call a meeting?”

      Noah gave Thomas an incredulous look, but it was Asa who spoke. “Archer just married a stranger via Elvis impersonator without a prenup. One would think that would at least get us an invite to the mansion for a cover story party. But you haven't contacted a single soul.”

      “Yeah, when Felix and I got blood all over that hotel room, there was a meeting,” Avi reminded him.

      “And when I kidnapped Zane and chained him to the radiator,” Asa said.

      “Or when August decided to break into Lucas’s house and stab himself…conversations were had. Why does he get a free pass?” Noah asked.

      Molly Shepherd took a step closer to her son as if worried they’d been lured there as some sort of human sacrifice, but Mac simply looked amused. “Sounds like our wedding was nothing compared to your family’s bizarre courting rituals,” he murmured.

      Thomas made a disgusted noise. “How did you all even know we’d be here?” When nobody spoke, Thomas’s gaze floated to the speaker in the center of the table. “Calliope?”

      There was a moment’s hesitation, then a meek, “Yeah?”

      “Did you tell them we’d be here for a meeting?” Thomas asked.

      Calliope made a noncommittal sound. “I…may have mentioned it?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Archer and Mac have been dating for months. They just made it official sooner than expected.”

      “So, you knew they were dating?” Atticus asked, tilting his head and studying Thomas like he studied a slide under a microscope.

      “Yeah, of course. Molly and I both did.”

      “Is she Molly?” Zane asked, pointing.

      Thomas flushed, realizing his error. “Allow me to introduce Mac’s mother, Molly Shepherd.”

      “Dr. Molly Shepherd?” Avi asked.

      “The psychopath whisperer,” Lucas said, sounding slightly enamored of her.

      “I thought I was the psychopath whisperer,” Noah said grumpily.

      “You are,” Adam assured him, smacking a kiss on his cheek.

      Archer watched as August nudged Lucas, giving a slight head jerk in the woman’s direction. Lucas lurched to his feet, crossing the room and offering the woman his hand.

      Before Molly could offer hers in return, Archer slapped his brother-in-law’s hand away. “Don’t touch him. It’s a trap. He’s just going to try to weasel his way into your head and poke around a bit.”

      “Oh, you must be Lucas, the psychic,” she said, not unkindly.

      He nodded. “Nice to meet you.” To Archer, he said, “I wouldn’t poke around in a stranger’s head without permission.”

      Archer gave him a look. “You would if August asked you to.”

      Lucas flushed but said nothing, hurrying back to the seat beside his husband. Fucking busted. This wasn’t a family meeting, it was a fucking ambush and he and Mac were pinned down.

      “Now that introductions have been made,” Thomas said. “You can all go home. Bye.”

      Nobody moved. Asa and Avi crossed their arms over their chests in an eerily syncopated manner, but nobody spoke. Everybody just sat there in silence, appearing to size each other up.

      Finally, Atticus said, “Yeah, no. I think we should stay. We have more questions. A lot more.”

      Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment before schooling his features into a patient look. “Such as?”

      “Such as how Archer came to be married to the son of a woman who studies psychopaths for a living?” August asked.

      “Yeah, that seems like one helluva coincidence,” Cricket said.

      Thomas’s gaze darted to Archer. Was this what Thomas had truly worried about? Somehow, it hadn’t occurred to Archer that Molly Shepherd would be the weakest link in his chain of lies. Not that it was her fault. But her mere existence made the entire story implausible.

      Had that been why Thomas had brought her there in the first place? Was this all part of some lesser known master plan of his? How the fuck was Archer going to keep this up now? It was easier when it was just him and Thomas. They’d been playing this game for so long that it no longer felt unnatural, but lying to his family—forcing Mac to lie to Archer’s family—was just one more variable to track. Fuck.

      “How exactly did you two meet?” Jericho asked.

      “Yeah, tell us about this love connection,” Felix prodded, dropping his elbows onto his knees and leaning in.

      “Vegas. We both happened to be there at the same time,” Mac said. “We met in a bar off the strip. He was hitting on some baby-faced boy with a lip ring and I couldn’t resist. Luckily, he found me more interesting.”

      It was the truth. That was how they met. It just wasn’t the whole truth. But it was hopefully close enough to appease the family bloodlust for the moment.

      “Something isn’t adding up,” Zane said, looking back and forth between them.

      Or not. Shit. This was what happened when they let crime reporters into the family.

      “Yeah, I call bullshit,” Adam said.

      The others all nodded their heads, looking around the room as if to confirm their suspicions. Archer could feel his irritation turning to anger. He never interfered in their business. Ever. He might mock them if they invited him in, but he never went and sought out information not freely given. This overt invasion into his personal life was grating on his nerves.

      Hands sank into the back pockets of his pants, pulling him back a step. Archer allowed it, leaning his back against Mac’s chest, letting him hook his chin over his shoulder.

      “Woah,” Noah whispered, staring at the two of them. “This is surreal.”

      “He looks like he’s in love,” Zane said to Felix.

      “He does,” Felix agreed. “He also looks sober, though, so it’s hard to tell.”

      “Enough,” Thomas said, holding up a hand. “I think it’s time to tell you all the truth.”

      Archer startled at that, eyeing his father warily. “What do you mean?”

      Atticus gave him a sharp look. “What do you mean, what does he mean? Don’t you know? I feel like we’re all in dress rehearsal and nobody even has the script. What is going on with you guys today?”

      Archer’s heart thudded against his ribcage, but he deferred to Thomas, not quite ready to divulge all his secrets without reason. He closed his eyes briefly, focusing on the warmth of Mac’s body bleeding into his.

      When he opened his eyes, Thomas was on the other side of the conference table, his hands braced on the solid oak. “I think I need to explain how Molly and I know each other.”

      “We know her research inspired this project,” Asa said. “But that doesn’t track with Archer’s meet-cute with her son.”

      Avi nodded. “It can’t possibly be a coincidence that they were in the same bar in Vegas and that their parents not only know each other but also happen to be in the psychopath business. It doesn’t track.”

      “Well, I will explain it if you could all shut up for just thirty seconds,” Thomas said, giving them each a stern look.

      Archer watched as several pouting faces emerged. None of them liked having their hand slapped by Thomas.

      When they all quieted down, Thomas sighed. “For the last several years, Molly and I have been working with the government on Project Watchtower.”

      “Project Watchtower?” Noah echoed, looking to the others, who all either shrugged or said nothing. “What’s Project Watchtower?”

      “It’s a highly controversial, top secret project that takes my study of you boys and scales it to a national level, only this time with the goal of creating deep cover operatives to eliminate global security threats,” Thomas said.

      “You’re training baby psychopaths to be assassins?” Atticus asked, giving his father a hard stare.

      “It’s far more in-depth than all that, but that is how Archer and Mac know each other. So, if that clears things up, you’re all dismissed. Unless you’d like to stay and help figure out who is attempting to kill our most recent family member.”

      “That clears nothing up,” August said coolly. “Why does Archer know about this project but the rest of us don’t, including Noah, your successor? Do Archer and Mac both work for the project? And if Archer does know about it, which he clearly does, why is it that only he knows? Why not tell the rest of us?”

      “Because he’s in on it,” Avi said, like a light bulb had just gone off in his head. Archer gave him a look of surprise, which only seemed to further Avi’s suspicions. “All those trips to Vegas where you claimed you had games, yet there was no record of you going and no target to eliminate. You’ve been working for Dad off-book on this project.”

      “That makes no fucking sense. Archer is drunk more than he’s sober, and drunk Archer can’t be trusted,” Atticus said.

      “Okay, that’s not tr—” Archer started.

      Atticus cut him off. “Archer once stole a super yacht. He kidnapped a monkey worth a hundred thousand dollars. He stumbled on stage during a Broadway show. His criminal record alone wouldn’t allow him the security clearance necessary to be a parking lot attendant at the Bellagio, much less a government asset.”

      “You stole a monkey?” Mac asked, amused.

      “It’s a long story, darling,” Archer said, reaching back to pat his cheek.

      “Why would you even want Archer on a project like that? Aiden’s closer to Vegas than any of us and, while he’s an asshole, he’s not a drunk,” Jericho said before looking at Archer and saying, “No offense.”

      Archer waved an arm. “Oh, none taken.”

      “This project has been underway for several years, as I’ve said. At the time, Aiden was barely speaking to the family. Archer was the next best thing. His gambling allowed for him to be in darkened back rooms without drawing suspicion. That’s all there was to it.”

      “You still haven’t told us how Archer managed to get clearance with a record,” Adam said.

      “Or how Mac is involved,” Cricket added.

      Felix held up a finger. “Or how someone whose blood is eighty proof manages to complete any kind of task efficiently enough to warrant a job training spies.”

      “Wow,” Archer said, a sense of calm washing over him as Mac slid his arms around his waist. “I’ll remind all of you that I bring home more per year than any of you.”

      “Yeah, by gambling,” Asa said, like Archer was a loan shark or something.

      Adam flicked his gaze upwards, his expression pissy. “You showed up at our house last week wearing two different shoes.”

      “It was a fashion statement,” Archer countered, exhausted.

      “And why wouldn’t you tell me about this project?” Noah asked Thomas, looking like a kicked puppy.

      “Because you weren’t ready yet,” Thomas said with a smile he saved only for Noah.

      “But Archer is?” Noah blurted. “He’s literally shit-faced twenty-four seven.”

      “Rude,” Archer muttered. “Why am I the asshole here?”

      “I’m sorry, but it’s true,” Noah said, his voice ratcheting higher with every word. “None of you are making any sense at all. None. Not you. Not Mac. Not this project.”

      “Noah, you’re getting worked up for nothing,” Thomas said patiently.

      Noah’s mouth fell open. “Nothing? You said you don’t keep secrets from me. You said I was like your son. You said you trusted me the most. You are the level-headed one. You are the one who drives home how we always do the right thing, make the right call, never falter in our commitments. There’s no fucking way you’d trust Archer with something this big unless…” Suddenly, Noah’s eyes went wide and he looked at Archer accusingly.

      “Unless what?” Adam asked.

      Noah continued to stare at him, and Archer watched in real time as his brother’s fiancé let the pieces drop into place. “Unless you’re faking it.”

      “Faking what?” Zane asked.

      “Drinking,” Noah spit, jaw thrust forward.

      “Our carpet says otherwise,” Adam reminded him with a smirk.

      But Noah didn’t laugh or smile or say a word. He was locked on Archer, gaze boring into him with laser focus. Archer’s skin grew hot as tears sprang to his brother-in-law’s eyes. Christ. Why was he so upset? No, not upset. Betrayed.

      Silence fell on the room as everybody seemed to process Noah’s accusation. His brothers looked nonplussed, but their wheels were clearly turning over the idea. Felix and Zane looked more scandalized than anything. But it was Noah—and now, by extension Adam—who looked furious. And hurt.

      “That can’t possibly be true,” Felix said. “Like, that would be insane. Who fakes being a raging alcoholic for years?”

      “Deep cover operatives,” Noah seethed.

      “I’m not a deep cover anything, Noah. I’m just me,” Archer lied.

      The look on their faces made it clear nobody believed him. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Just tell them the truth,” Mac whispered in his ear. “Nobody’s buying your story anyway. Better to just rip off the Band-Aid.”

      Archer closed his eyes, squeezing them tight. “Fine. I’m not an alcoholic. I don’t really even drink alcohol except when put on the spot…or when I want to get married by an Elvis impersonator, I guess.”

      The tears in Noah’s eyes spilled over down his cheeks. “Wow.” To Adam, he said, “I want to go home. Now.”

      Why was Noah so upset? Archer supposed he spent more time with Noah and Adam than any of the others. He often crashed at their place or went out to bars with them. Noah was usually the one to take off his shoes or cover him with a blanket if he passed out on their sofa. But he didn’t think it warranted that level of reaction. But what did he know? He had no such feelings on the subject.

      Felix and Zane glared at him, but he didn’t think they were mad about his deception so much as they were mad he’d hurt Noah somehow. Archer tried to snag the boy’s arm as he walked past. “Noah—”

      But Noah dodged him. Adam bodychecked him hard enough to knock both him and Mac off-kilter, shoving a finger in his face. “Fuck off, Hannah Montana. Just fucking stay where you are.”

      Hannah Montana?

      “You’re mad, too?” Archer asked, bewildered.

      “Yeah, I’m mad. You just ruined my whole goddamn night. We were going to have sex and then eat chicken wings, but now, he’s going to be a drunken, sobbing, couch burrito for the rest of the night. He thought you two were close, asshole. You’re lucky I don’t kick your ass for this.”

      With that, they were gone, leaving the rest of the family behind, staring in silence.

      After a minute, Avi snorted, the sound echoing in the quiet. “Hannah Montana. I get it. Good one.”

      Christ.
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      With Archer’s brother and his—fiancé?—gone, the mood lightened slightly, though the three people perched on the table still glared at him. Mac assumed this was the ‘feelings faction’ of the family who Archer had insisted would attempt to recruit him. He was willing to go out on a limb and say he’d been permanently blackballed from membership now simply by association with his gorgeous but deceptive husband.

      Mac’s brain snagged on that thought and held. Husband. That still didn’t feel real.

      Archer made quick work of the official introductions, then walked to the now empty seat and offered it to Mac’s mother, who took it gratefully, turning to study August like she was finally getting an up-close look at a famous sculpture or museum painting. When he turned and gave her a rather chilling smile, she returned it but didn’t break eye contact. Mac had to suppress a laugh as August’s smile faltered. Leave it to his mother to unsettle a sadist.

      August Mulvaney definitely wasn’t his mother’s first face-to-face encounter with a psychopath. But he was certainly her most fascinating subject on paper. She’d followed him from the beginning of Thomas’s research, and now, she gazed at him with all the chill and finesse of a fangirl meeting her idol.

      Why couldn’t his mom play bridge like other people’s mothers instead of staring dreamily at sadistic psychopaths? He looked at Archer, acknowledging that he’d stared dreamily at this particular psychopath more than once. So maybe the hypocritical apple didn’t fall far from the psycho-loving tree.

      Before Mac could dig too deeply into what that meant for him long term, Thomas cleared his throat. “We have a situation we need to deal with. There have been two attempts made on Mac’s life in the last month alone. Hired professionals. Poorly trained but pros nonetheless. So, if you’re staying, you’re helping. If you want to see yourselves out, do so now. The personal Q&A session has officially closed. We’re moving onto business.”

      Everyone around the room looked at each other, but only the woman perched on the table hopped to her feet. “I have two babies waiting for me in the nursery. I’ll show myself out. Good luck finding your hitmen,” she said without a trace of humor.

      She was clearly used to the family antics. “Who is she?” Mac whispered.

      “Lucas’s and August’s baby mama,” Archer said. “She’s family.”

      Mac gave a single nod. He was going to need a pen and paper to keep all these people straight. There were at least fifteen people in Archer’s immediate family alone, not counting the babies the girl had just mentioned. The thought of August Mulvaney raising a child, much less two, was wild. Mac was surprised his mother hadn’t demanded an audience with the girls yet.

      “Let’s go, Calliope,” Thomas said, his tone implying he had not forgotten she was responsible for the ambush they’d just endured.

      There was a sigh over the speaker, then a picture popped up on the large screen in the room. Mac’s photo. The one of the three men who had tried to kill him that day. They were all so forgettable.

      “What are we looking at, Calliope?” Atticus asked.

      “One of the pictures Mac took when he was at Big Bend near the border. When those three men noticed him with a camera, they tried to kill him. Did I get that right?” Calliope asked.

      Mac nodded. “Yeah. At first, we all just sort of looked at each other, surprised to see anybody in such an isolated part of the park, but they saw my camera about the same time I noticed two of them carried assault rifles.”

      “Don’t they just issue assault rifles to people when they move to Texas?” Felix asked with an eye roll. “Like a welcome gift?”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of weird they would freak about you photographing them holding guns in Texas,” Zane agreed, frowning at the picture.

      “I don’t think the guns were what they were worried about him photographing,” Calliope said.

      As they watched, the screen zeroed in on a small patch at the bottom of the photograph, blurring and clearing over and over as Calliope continued to enhance the image. When it finally sharpened for the last time, the group found themselves staring at a pair of shoes. Well, cowboy boots. Cowboy boots in a horizontal position. Someone was lying in the grass at their feet.

      “Mac stumbled onto…what? An execution?” Atticus asked.

      “I believe so, yeah.”

      “Okay, so I get that gunning down a man in the middle of a national park is bad, but bad enough to hire hitmen to cover this up? The time and expense needed to track down Archer’s husband—God, that’s so weird—and send pros to take him out seems excessive,” Zane said.

      “Not really,” Mac countered. “I checked into the park so the rangers would know where to look if I didn’t report back within my window. They wouldn’t have to work hard to know where to look for me. I have a rather distinctive look, clearly.”

      “Not that distinctive,” Atticus muttered, leveling a narrow-eyed stare at his husband, who didn’t seem to notice right away. When he did, he grinned.

      “Don’t be jealous, Freckles. You’re the only redhead I see,” the man—Jericho—said, smacking a kiss on his cheek.

      Mac got to watch the older man turn red to the tips of his ears before he mumbled, “Better be.”

      Mac’s mother looked like she was seconds away from pulling out her notebook; he just didn’t know if it would be to take notes or ask for autographs. The woman looked positively star-struck.

      Still, she was the one to say, “But when you went to the cops, they blew you off.” To the others, she pointed to the man in the middle. “That guy there? He’s the commissioner for border patrol. There’s no way he wouldn’t be able to track down my son, but he’d also know the cops had basically told him that it was likely a misunderstanding. So, why are they still coming after him?”

      “Some people really hate loose ends,” Asa said.

      “Yeah, especially when they have something to lose.”

      “I might have an answer for that,” Calliope said. “Well, partially. Okay, so more like an answer that just causes a lot more quest—”

      “Calliope,” Thomas snapped, cutting her off.

      “Geez, alright, getting to the point,” she said, almost to herself. “Like Molly said, the man in the middle is Judd Dunegan, the commissioner for Texas border patrol. But this man here? His name is Ronald Egan. And he’s the head preacher of a rapidly growing sect of evangelical wack jobs out of Texas who are pushing some extremely radical viewpoints right now.”

      “Have you seen the state of our country? Be specific,” Asa said.

      She sighed. “Some of the highlights include gay people aren’t human, women should still be burned at the stake, reptilian lizard people are controlling our government, and minorities are the devil. You know, all the fifties’ greatest hits.”

      Mac rolled his eyes. “I mean, he sounds like a piece of shit, but, politically speaking, he’s hardly a lone wolf when it comes to shitty hot takes.”

      “I think you’re focusing on the wrong thing here,” Jericho said. “The question is why is the head of border patrol meeting up with some militant anti-minority zealot, and what does it have to do with the corpse at their feet?”

      Calliope scoffed. “Oh, it gets weirder. I haven’t introduced contestant number three. Eric Rapke. Attorney-at-law.”

      “What kind of attorney?” Lucas asked.

      “Immigration,” Calliope said, tone grim.

      Mac gripped Archer tighter instinctively, warmth blooming in his belly when he let Mac hold him closer. “An immigration attorney, the border patrol commissioner, and a racist preacher meeting in the middle of the park with assault rifles. What the fuck is happening?”

      “Well, hold onto your butts because I am almost positive I’ve tracked down the owner of those garish cowboy boots pointing towards the sky,” Calliope said. A picture of a bloated purple-faced man appeared on the screen beside an evidence bag containing those very same ugly cowboy boots. “They fished this guy out of the river a couple days after Mac took this picture.”

      “Who is he?” Mac asked.

      “Ford Harvey, former head of a border shelter where they were detaining immigrants who came over the border illegally,” Calliope said.

      “Do you think we’re dealing with cowboy commandos?” Jericho asked.

      “With what?” Zane asked.

      Mac had never heard the term either, but one look at Jericho’s face and Mac knew he wasn’t going to like whatever the man said next. This was a fucking nightmare.

      “There are men who like to cosplay as border patrol. You know the type. They go out fully armed dressed like toy soldiers, looking for border crossers and coyotes. If they can’t find them, they try to destroy things that might help them. Smash water bottles, destroy food left for them, get rid of blankets. If they do find them, then they’ll beat them up or kill them. I won’t even go into what these fuckers do to women,” Jericho muttered.

      “Can we just ice these three and call it a day?” August asked. “No money for the hit. Hit canceled. Our newest family member is free to continue to go on corrupting future generations with Archer. Problem solved.”

      “Here’s the thing,” Calliope said. “When was the last time people in these kinds of positions were the lackeys? The higher ups don’t do their own kills. Do you think whatever these guys are up to will stop with them?”

      “I think the crisis at the border is probably too big a problem, even for us,” Zane said.

      “Yeah, maybe Dad could call his top secret military friends and ask them to handle it?” Avi said with a smirk.

      “Enough,” Thomas said, sounding more tired than anything.

      “We can’t just forget about this, right?” Felix said. “Like, our dad was from Mexico. He was here legally and still had to deal with guys like this all the time. We’re not actually saying we’re going to do nothing?”

      “Felix is right. There are so many questions,” Zane added. “If this Harvey was killed because of what he does for a living, then why did they need access to ICE detainee camps? Why is the head of border patrol working with an immigration attorney who is supposed to be helping these people? This has to go deeper than just a bunch of cowboys, right?”

      They all looked to Thomas, who sighed. Thomas looked at Mac. “I leave the decision to you. Eliminate the immediate threat and leave it, or follow the breadcrumbs and see where they lead?”

      What did Mac say to that? He wanted the threat eliminated. Nobody wanted to be a target, but those four people having been in close proximity to each other carried horrifying implications. There was something inherently sinister about a group of men with that much power congregating together in an area where their victim pool would be plentiful and vulnerable.

      Mac hooked his chin over Archer’s shoulder, murmuring, “What do I do?”

      Archer tipped his head, rubbing his cheek against Mac’s. “I’m pretty sure you already know the answer to this one.”

      Archer was right. Mac sighed. “Let’s dig into it. We need to know where this leads, even if it’s nowhere.”

      “Where do we start?” August asked.

      Thomas scrubbed a hand over his face. “Mac and Archer can head to Texas. Calliope, you know what to do. I want a deep dive on all four of these men. We know at least one of them is an extremist with racist ideologies. If they’re up to something shady together, there’s a good chance they share his views. Let’s see how deep the rabbit hole goes.”

      Calliope was already typing fiercely. “Got it.”

      “Good. The rest of you are on standby. If this is some kind of cowboy commando situation, eliminating the threat is going to take a multi-tiered approach.”

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing our father has high-level government connections,” Atticus muttered, tone sulky.

      Asa rolled his eyes. “Let it go, Elsa.”

      “Bite me,” Atticus shot back.

      Asa bared his teeth like a rabid dog, which only seemed to irritate Atticus further. It was Jericho who patted him on the shoulder. “Relax, Freckles. He’s just trying to piss you off.”

      Atticus crossed his arms over this chest. “Fine, whatever. It was still a dick move.”

      “Agreed,” the other brothers said in tandem.

      Thomas closed his eyes like he was praying for patience, then looked over at Mac and Archer. “You guys fly out tonight. I’ll have the jet on standby. Keep a low profile. We don’t want to spook these guys before we’re ready, and if they see you in Texas, they’re going to know something’s up and take advantage. Head on a swivel. Got it?”

      Mac and Archer both nodded. “Yeah, we got it.”
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        * * *

      

      Thomas left a car for them at the airport, a utilitarian Jeep Wrangler fully gassed and ready to go. Mac took the wheel again, with Archer seemingly content to hold his hand and gaze out the window into the night sky. Calliope had dropped a pin to their rental in Terlingua but had said nothing else about the accommodations.

      It was probably for the best. Burner phone or not, the less they spoke about locations, the better. It hardly mattered. At this point, Mac and Archer probably would have slept in a hole in the ground as long as they didn’t have to dig it themselves.

      The day had dragged on, Mac’s hangover and lack of sleep making him feel like he’d rinsed his eyes with acid and dried them with sandpaper. Even on the jet, they’d only managed a few hours of sleep on the short flight before having to force themselves into consciousness for another drive across another desert.

      After making a quick stop at a twenty-four hour convenience store, they found the property Calliope had reserved. It was, for all intents and purposes, in the middle of nowhere. They passed a small rickety fence—good for nothing more than to mark the property line—then pulled up to an adobe home built directly into the side of the mountain.

      A sign on the property claimed the house was located in the Terlingua ghost town. Mac hoped those ghosts were willing to take the night off because he was too tired for rattling chains or floating books or whatever it was desert ghosts did to harass the living. He took the bags from the car, pulling an exhausted Archer behind him, releasing his hand long enough to enter the combination on the keypad attached to the front door, dropping everything but the groceries just inside.

      There was a small kitchen to the right and a dining room table to the left. Further in was a living room with three closed doors. As long as there was a bed behind one and a bathroom behind the other, this place was the Four Seasons as far as Mac was concerned.

      He set the food on the counter, then turned to Archer, wrapping his arms around him, smiling when Archer snuggled deeper. Was this truly the same man who had fought him every fucking step of the way for months? “Do you want to shower first or eat?” he asked Archer.

      “Sleep. I want sleep first,” Archer said, even as he worked his nose under the collar of Mac’s shirt to press his lips to his throat.

      “You need to eat something or you’ll wake up starving in three hours,” Mac said, tugging him towards the table, pulling out a chair, and pressing on his shoulders, forcing him to sit.

      The fare at the convenience store had been somewhat limited, so they’d grabbed pre-made sandwiches that looked as appetizing as mayonnaise-covered cardboard, some chips, and a few bottles of water. They’d get real food in the morning after they’d scoped out the property and Calliope had some intel on their targets.

      Mac took the food from the bags and placed it in front of Archer, who stared at it grimly. When he made no attempt to eat, Mac sat beside him and calmly unwrapped the sandwich, tearing a piece off and holding to his lips. Archer scrunched up his nose and shook his head. “No, thank you.”

      Mac rolled his eyes. “I will hold you down and force-feed this to you, Katniss.” Archer snorted, but Mac just stared him down. “Try me.”

      Archer studied Mac like he wasn’t sure if he was serious or not. Mac arched a brow. “Open up.”

      Archer glowered at him but finally relented, taking the offered bite and chewing sullenly. Mac had to fight the urge to laugh. This was yet another side to Archer. He’d met the gambler. The killer. The reluctant object of Mac’s affection. Now, he was meeting the toddler who just wanted Mac to baby him a little. That was fine by him.

      Mac fed himself in-between the bites he gave Archer, then cleaned up the mess they made. They showered together, exchanging lazy kisses and lazier hand jobs, then fell asleep naked and still slightly damp.

      It was the silence that woke him. He’d fallen asleep to the sound of Archer snoring. Now, there was nothing. He felt for him on the bed beside him but it was only empty space. He listened, wondering if he was in the kitchen or the bathroom, but when he heard only silence, he stood, walking naked to the bedroom door, searching the house. With every empty room, his heart rate ratcheted higher, his pace increasing.

      He grabbed sweatpants from his bag, shoving his legs into them, pushing his feet into sneakers as he dragged a hoodie over his head. He used his phone as a flashlight but grabbed the gun from his bag on the way out the front door.

      Outside was pitch black. There was an overhang with a small fire pit and two chairs, but they were empty. Mac kept his weapon at his side as he prowled the perimeter of the property, some of the tension leaving him when he noted the Jeep was still there.

      Mac rounded the corner of the property and stopped short when he saw the light of a cell phone. Something unclenched inside him. Archer lay on top of a freestanding wooden platform, only the faint outline of his silhouette visible.

      Mac sighed, his heartbeat finally starting to regulate as he walked to the platform and climbed up the ladder. Archer had made himself a nest of sorts with blankets and pillows. “You scared the shit out of me, Katniss.”

      Archer reached up and grabbed his empty hand, tugging him down. “Sorry. I just…couldn’t sleep. Well, I couldn’t stay asleep, anyway.”

      Mac frowned as he sat. “Why?”

      Archer sighed. “I don’t like you being here.”

      Mac felt his words like a kick to the stomach. “Wow. Is that any way to talk on your honeymoon?” Mac asked, trying for humor but feeling a bit like he wanted to cry.

      Archer looked at him in confusion. “What?”

      Mac had supposed it was too much to ask that Archer, who had fought him every step of the way, would suddenly just slip into their marriage like it was nothing. But still, he hadn’t expected his bluntness to hurt so much. “I know being with someone all the time is probably new—”

      Archer frowned. “Don’t be stupid. I didn’t mean I don’t like being here with you. I mean I don’t like you being so close to the people trying to kill you. It fills me with this weird…something. The thought of you being in their crosshairs makes me feel like I can’t breathe, like I’m having a heart attack or being pressed to death.”

      Mac was starting to relate. His own heart felt like it now lived in his throat. Archer was so good at playing the part of a neurotypical person that sometimes Mac forgot things like fear and worry and concern were completely foreign to him. But he felt those things for Mac and that terrified him a little in the best possible way.

      He laid down beside him, burrowing under the covers and snaking his arm beneath Archer’s head. “Nobody even knows we’re here yet.”

      “They’ve already tried to kill you twice. If I had woken up even ten seconds late yesterday, you wouldn’t be here,” Archer said, his voice pained and full of something akin to confusion. “You would just no longer exist in my world. In any world. And I don’t know what to do with that knowledge.”

      Mac rubbed his nose against Archer’s hair. “But you did wake up.”

      “But what if next time I don’t?” Archer asked, shaking his head.

      Was his murderous husband really out there staring at the stars, moping about how precious life was? Why did that make Mac both incredibly sad but also impossibly happy? He dropped a kiss on Archer’s temple.

      It was strange to feel like he knew Archer so well while hardly knowing him at all. Was it possible to understand someone at an atomic level? To feel like the way your energies synced bypassed all the bullshit that couples eventually came to hate about each other?

      Because that was what it felt like with Archer. Every single day, the man surprised him. It was like he had a million different facets that he showed to Mac sparingly, but Mac felt like he understood Archer better than anyone in the world, even his own family. Or maybe he was just stupidly in love and not thinking clearly at all.

      “I’m not afraid of dying,” Mac said. “But I would hate to leave you behind just when I finally managed to get you to stop hating me.”

      Archer scoffed. “I never hated you. And you knew that. Which only made how much I wanted you even more irritating.”

      Mac hid his smile against Archer’s hair. “How badly did you want me, Katniss?”

      Archer curled into him, his cheek resting on Mac’s bicep. “Bad enough that I put aside years of pretending to be someone I wasn’t for one night of being exactly who I wanted to be for you,” he admitted, voice muffled.

      Unguarded Archer was lethal, his words landing with maximum force on Mac’s heart. “You can’t just say shit like that without warning me.”

      Archer’s hand snaked up under Mac’s hoodie, his fingers following the knobs of his spine, his words barely there as he said, “I’ve spent so much time playing this part for the world. And I stayed in it because it was easy. It was comfortable and safe and mine. But now, I have you. I have this. And I am so addicted to us…that keeping you alive feels selfish. If anything happens to you, nothing will fix the hole you leave behind.”

      Mac couldn’t breathe from the weight of Archer’s whispered confession. He didn’t know what to say. So, he didn’t say anything. He rolled on top of him, threading his fingers in his hair to tilt his head, capturing his mouth in a kiss that he hoped conveyed every thought and feeling he was choking on in that moment.

      Archer’s arms came around him, his legs hooking over Mac’s hips. He could feel Archer’s cock hardening against his and couldn’t stop himself from rolling his hips, groaning at the friction. Archer’s hands slid into Mac’s sweatpants, gripping his ass to pull him against him until they were both moaning into each other’s mouths.

      Mac couldn’t stop kissing him, couldn’t stop himself from grinding against Archer like they were two teens making out in the back of a car. He couldn’t stop, not even to push their clothes out of the way. He didn’t want to let him go. He couldn’t let go. Archer’s hands spurred him on, his hips rising to meet him until they weren’t even kissing, just panting, both of them nearing the point of no return.

      When his orgasm hit, he tightened his grip on Archer’s hair, burying his face against his neck, unable to stop himself from rasping, “Fuck, I love you,” against his skin.

      Archer’s blunt nails dug into Mac’s ass as he continued to work himself against him a few more times before his breath punched from his lungs, his face hidden against Mac’s chest.

      They just laid like that for a while, sweat chilling on the back of Mac’s neck in the cool desert air.

      Finally, Archer said, “I think I love you, too. That’s what scares me.”

      Mac wanted to tell him not to be afraid. But that seemed stupid after two death threats. Their entire lives revolved around danger. It just did. Archer led a double life. He killed people—bad people—for a living. There was no guarantee they’d grow old together. But, deep down, in the core of his being, Mac knew they would be okay somehow. But he didn’t know how to explain that to his husband.

      He rolled back onto his side, pulling Archer with him, tucking him under his chin. Overhead, the sky was just starting to turn, no longer a deep indigo but also not the peachy pink of dawn. They laid there until the sun arrived, Archer dozing off and on.

      “Statistically speaking, in our line of work, our life expectancy is fairly limited. I don’t think we can expect the fairy tale happily ever after,” Mac finally said softly, not even sure Archer was awake enough to hear him.

      “Wow, you should be a motivational speaker,” he muttered against his chest, poking him in the ribs.

      Mac grinned. “That being said, we have recently landed ourselves a pretty cozy gig babysitting a bunch of murderous one-percenters. It’s not exactly a dragon and a moat, but armed military personnel comes pretty close.”
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      Archer took another sip of his coffee, staring into the liquid like he was hoping it would tell him his future. It was better than the alternative, which was looking up into the face of his gorgeous but overly nurturing husband, who stared at him with gold-plated heart eyes. He’d never get used to calling him that. His husband. Who he’d word vomited all over last night.

      Some part of Archer wanted to blame the morning’s sudden feelings purge on his hangover or lack of sleep. He wasn’t a feelings person. He had never thought himself capable of that level of self-awareness, but not only had he been flooded with all those…emotions, he’d somehow thought it was a good idea to voice them to Mac. Emotion driven, perma-good guy Mac.

      He’d hoped after their make out session last night, Mac would do the right thing and just ignore Archer’s love bombing. But no, the bastard had been silently watching Archer all morning, and it was honestly starting to freak him out. This was the second time he’d made an impromptu declaration to Mac in the span of a week.

      If Archer didn’t get it together soon, he was going to start writing sonnets or some shit, and he was already on the brink just worrying about keeping Mac alive. He couldn’t afford to care about him any more than he already did or anybody within a ten-foot radius of him was a dead man walking.

      Where the hell did that fall on the psychopathy spectrum? Was this what his brothers had felt when they’d collided with their significant others? Did they feel like all the air was sucked from a room when they appeared? Had they then told them about those feelings? How the fuck had they ever looked them in the eye again?

      Archer had done a lot of embarrassing shit to keep his drunken cover in place. He’d stolen things, passed out in public, said and done things that would make people with any sort of moral compass crawl into a hole to never surface again. Hell, he’d seen the inside of a jail cell more times than he could count on both hands, but nothing felt more embarrassing than laying his heart bare to Mac.

      That wasn’t normal, right? Why did he feel so exposed?

      Fuck.

      “Are you going to look at me sometime today, Katniss?” Mac finally asked, sliding from his chair to the one beside Archer.

      Archer’s gaze darted upward then back down to his coffee. He took another tentative sip. “I’m not sure yet,” he muttered.

      “That’s going to make kissing you difficult,” Mac said, leaning his head on Archer’s shoulder, giving him that same puppy look from earlier. “And I’m kind of addicted to kissing you.”

      “That sounds like a you problem,” Archer said grumpily.

      Mac grinned, then nosed his way along the column of Archer’s neck. “It’s an us problem. We’re married, remember?”

      Archer’s lids fluttered at the feel of Mac’s skin pressed to his. Fuck, why did he have that effect on him almost instantly? Get it together. He forced himself to focus on anything but how Mac’s hand was now traveling up his thigh.

      “See, that. That right there is why I don’t want to look at you,” Archer griped, shaking Mac off him to meet his gaze sullenly. “I think I liked it better when you were taunting me all the time. Stop looking at me like you love me and want to…buy me a puppy or something.”

      Mac’s lips twitched in an aborted smile. “Do you want me to buy you a puppy, Katniss?”

      Archer huffed out a breath, screwing his face into what he hoped was a tough look. “I’m going to punch you in the face.”

      Another slow grin spread over Mac’s face, revealing teeth so perfect they had probably bought some dentist a condo in Malibu. “Do it. Just remember, if you fuck up this face, you’re the one stuck looking at it for the rest of your life.”

      Archer made a frustrated sound. “Ugh. Stop it. I can’t concentrate with you just spewing your lovey-dovey vibes all over me.”

      Mac tipped his head back and laughed. Archer sucked in a breath. He’d never heard Mac laugh like that before—just this sound of pure joy. It set off a feeling low in his belly and made his dick hard. This level of connection wasn’t sustainable. It couldn’t be. How could someone be so invested in another person so quickly? Archer hated it.

      Archer made a face. “Just put your heart eyes away.”

      “I always had heart eyes for you, Katniss. From the second I found you in that bar. But I’ll put them away…on one condition.”

      Archer wanted to kick him. “What’s the condition?”

      Mac’s smile slid away, and he gave Archer a look that made him feel like he sat there naked. “You come over here and say good morning properly.”

      Archer’s heart fluttered again. “No.”

      Another smile spread across Mac’s face. Not the one he’d had a moment ago, but the one Archer had seen a million times when Mac was in full seduction mode. The one he used when he was taunting Archer into giving him what he wanted. “You can say no, but we both know you’ll do whatever I ask.”

      Archer’s insides shivered. Even this was Mac giving him exactly what he wanted. “Make me.”

      Mac gripped the bottom of Archer’s chair, yanking him close until Mac’s knees parted his. Then, he was suddenly straddling Mac’s hips, his arms locked around Archer’s waist, holding him hostage. “If you insist,” he said, his lips brushing against Archer’s in a barely-there kiss.

      Archer clutched the back of the chair as Mac’s tongue teased at the seam of his lips. When Archer chased his mouth, Mac retreated. “You sure, Katniss?” he teased. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t like.”

      Archer grabbed Mac’s chin, then tilted his head, crashing their mouths together like he wanted, groaning when Mac’s hands squeezed his ass and pulled him close until their hips collided. Fuck, that felt good. Good enough for Archer to get lost in the way Mac’s tongue explored his mouth while his hands explored the rest of him.

      When Mac tore his mouth away to drag his lips from the dip in Archer’s throat to his chin, Archer let him, rolling his hips against the hard length of Mac’s cock, which was blatantly straining against his zipper.

      They were like fucking high schoolers. Before Archer’s most recent trip to the Watch, all their previous encounters had always had a very singular focus. Get in. Get off. Get out. Sure, they’d exchanged hand jobs, blow jobs, and all manner of things, but it was all with the goal of getting off as fast as possible so that Archer could run away. They’d never just enjoyed each other’s bodies without the goal of orgasm.

      It felt like they were making up for lost time, learning to explore each other knowing there was no real rush. It was a wholly new experience for Archer who’d never been close to anybody. Not even his family.

      It was a testament to Mac’s skills that it took far longer than necessary for the ringing phone to penetrate the fog of Archer’s lust. He pulled away to grab his phone off the table, but that didn’t stop Mac from his explorations, his hands sliding up under Archer’s henley, his teeth nipping Archer’s throat in a way he knew would have his brothers mocking the marks on his neck later.

      Calliope. Archer swiped to answer just as Mac’s tongue found the shell of his ear. “What’s up?” he asked, a little breathless.

      “I’m assuming Mac is…with you?” Calliope asked, sounding amused.

      Archer’s breath hitched as Mac’s hand traveled up his thigh to trail his thumb along the outline of his cock. “Where else would he be?”

      “I need to speak with him,” Calliope said, her tone sharpening at Archer’s impatience.

      He tried to push Mac’s hand away, but he persisted, palming him with intention, temporarily making Archer forget all about Calliope until she cleared her throat loudly.

      Archer sighed loudly. “If you wanted to talk to him, why didn’t you just call him?”

      “I did. He didn’t answer, grumpy pants,” Calliope fired back.

      Mac pointed to his phone, which appeared to be charging on the kitchen counter across the room. Archer rolled his eyes, then hit the speaker and dropped the phone onto the table. “There. Now, you’ve got both of us. What’d you find?”

      “I’m going to assume your attitude problem has to do with me interrupting you on your honeymoon and ignore it,” she said. “As for what I found? Some answers. But more questions, honestly.”

      “What does that mean?” Mac asked, voice distant as his other thumb trailed along Archer’s bottom lip, his heated look making warmth pool low in Archer’s belly.

      “These guys are idiots,” she said. “I have no idea how the IRS hasn’t caught up with them. They aren’t doing much to hide that they’re definitely up to something shady. They’re blatantly spending far more than they make, installing hundred thousand dollar pools, buying boats, enjoying lavish vacations. But it’s hard to pinpoint where the money is coming from or why. They might be idiots, but whoever is paying them isn’t.”

      “So, we don’t know what they’re up to?” Mac asked, his hand pausing on Archer’s crotch.

      Calliope sighed. “I can tell you the funds are coming from someone well insulated behind shell companies. And that these same companies, which are paying these men as consultants, are also shoveling a ton of money into the campaigns of some very fringe extremist politicians. But I can’t tell you who they are. Yet.”

      “But we have no evidence suggesting that these companies have anything to do with why they’re trying to take me out?” Mac asked. “Maybe it’s just a coincidence?”

      “I can’t say with a hundred percent certainty that it’s linked, but if I was betting on it, I’d put my money on them being connected. Speaking of, we have some bad news.”

      “What does that mean?” Archer asked.

      “Well, your impromptu wedding seems to have spooked them. I found Mac’s contract on the darknet. I flagged it so it would alert me whenever there was any interaction on the post. This morning, I got a ping. They’ve doubled the contract to six figures. I’m assuming it’s because Mac is now a Mulvaney. Elevated risk. Elevated reward. You know what this means?”

      Mac grimaced. “That amateur hour is over. This is going to bring in a much higher caliber of pros.”

      “Fucking awesome,” Archer muttered.

      Marrying Mac had just made him an even bigger target. The Mulvaney name was meant to protect him, not make things worse.

      Mac squeezed Archer against him tighter, forcing him to adjust his position on his lap. Mac didn’t seem to notice.

      “I’ll be fine. I can handle myself,” he said. “What else can you tell us about the men in the park? If we can figure out how they’re all connected, maybe we have a shot at figuring out who’s holding the contract. Just because these guys can drop a hundred K on a pool doesn’t mean they could pay out a six-figure hit undetected. There’s gotta be someone else calling the shots, no?”

      Calliope didn’t acknowledge Mac’s question. Maybe it was rhetorical? “Here’s what I have. Eric Rapke, attorney-at-law, graduated top of his class from an ivy league school, could have gone and practiced law anywhere but set up shop in the middle of a Texas border town after marrying Desiree McNamara, a former Texas beauty queen turned religious zealot, who runs one of those charities where people go overseas to minister to people who don’t want them there. I’ll give you three guesses who her stepbrother is.”

      “The militant preacher who tried to shoot Mac?” Archer asked.

      “Ding. Ding. Ding,” Calliope said without enthusiasm.

      “So, Ronald Egan and Eric Rapke know each other through the wife. How does the border patrol guy—Dunegan—fit into the puzzle?” Mac asked.

      There was a sound like a chair squeaking, then Calliope said, “Dunegan is also connected to Rapke through the wife. She and Dunegan are childhood besties.”

      “So, we should be looking at the wife, then. Could she be the one siphoning money through her charity?” Mac asked.

      “Here’s the thing. Desiree McNamara-Rapke is Texas royalty. She’s an heiress and a Texas debutante. She has access to enough money to finance a hit and probably plenty of money to send to extremist lunatics, but so far, all the numbers check out for her charity. She takes a rather generous salary for herself, but other than that—on paper—she and her husband look like squeaky clean pillars of the community.”

      “You think she’s innocent?” Archer asked, unable to keep the surprise from his voice.

      “No, not by a fucking long shot,” Calliope said. “I think they’re all as dirty as the clothes marinating in Dimitri’s gym bag.”

      “Dimitri?” Mac mouthed.

      “Her son,” Archer mouthed back.

      Mac nodded, looking like he was attempting to absorb that information.

      Calliope continued, unaware of their side conversation. “But that doesn’t mean proving it is going to be easy. And there’s no guarantee that whatever is happening ends with her. But until we know what’s happening, we can’t know who’s involved. I can keep digging but I think we need to handle this with kid gloves?”

      “So, what’s our next move?” Mac finally asked.

      Archer leaned towards the phone. “I say we kidnap the weakest link and torture them until they tell us what we want to know.”

      “What part of kid gloves do you not understand?” Calliope asked. “These aren’t repeat offender scumbags that people won’t miss. Her father is a prominent figure in the community. If something happens to someone in her inner circle, it’s going to make the papers and they’re going to know we’re onto them. That’s going to send them into a panic and they’ll go for Mac even harder.”

      In any other instance, Archer’s response would have been, “Good” or “Who cares.” Any chance to push the target into making a mistake was usually fine with him. But Archer had already fucked up once. That last guy had been a hair’s breadth away from putting a bullet in Mac’s head. He’d been standing over him, finger on the trigger. And he’d been bad at his job. Six-figure contracts were going to bring in career problem solvers. Paid assassins. They wouldn’t be sloppy.

      Archer wouldn’t risk it. He just wouldn’t.

      He gave a low growl. “We need to get close to these guys. Check out this church. Check out this charity. Get someone into that law firm if need be. They came for Mac in Vegas, and with the new bounty, we have to assume they know about our wedding. Which means we’re both burned. They’ll spot us a mile away. Shit.”

      “Likely. The two of you weren’t exactly subtle,” Calliope chided. “It was probably better when they assumed Archer married Shep.”

      Mac’s eyes lit up. “Maybe that’s what we need to do now.”

      “You want me to divorce you and marry your already married brother?” Archer deadpanned.

      Mac rolled his eyes. “No. Let’s get Elijah and Shep down here. They can run subterfuge. Elijah comes with his own security team, so they’re safe. But if people see me, they might assume it’s Shep, and while there might be photos, no pro is going to risk taking out the husband of an A-list celebrity by accident.”

      “Until you’re seen with me,” Archer reminded him. “Then they’ll know who you are and kill you on sight.”

      Mac deflated back against the chair. “What’s your suggestion? Do you have a better idea?”

      Archer clenched his teeth until his jaw ached before finally saying, “Better? No. Safer? Only marginally.”

      “What’s your plan?” Calliope asked.

      Archer sighed, scrubbing his hands over his face. “I need my brothers.”

      “Your brothers?” Mac asked.

      Archer nodded. “Yeah. Someone is going to have to investigate, and if we’re right about why the hit on you has suddenly gone up, you and I are too visible.”

      “Your father is Thomas Mulvaney. All of you are high profile,” Mac said.

      Archer shook his head. “Yeah, but my father does business here in Texas all the time. If, by some chance, someone does recognize one of my brothers, it’s unlikely they’ll put two and two together before we get the info we need. Who’s available, Calliope?”

      “Immediately?” Calliope asked, hedging.

      Archer’s brows knitted together. “Obviously,” he said, tone pissy.

      They listened as Calliope’s nails hammered away at her keyboard for a solid two minutes before she finally said, “Maybe we should just go with Mac’s plan.”

      Archer rolled his eyes. “What? Why? They can’t all be too busy. They’re just slacking off.”

      Calliope sighed. “They’re not all busy, no. You can have Adam…and Noah.”

      Archer froze. Noah. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What was he going to do about that?

      “Can’t I just have Adam?” Archer asked.

      Calliope cleared her throat delicately. “Adam said, and I quote, ‘Fuck him. I’ll help him when he fixes what he broke. Until then, he can eat a bag of dicks’. So, no, Sunshine. You can’t just have Adam.”

      “Any chance Noah’s realized it’s nothing personal and has decided to forgive and forget?” Archer asked hopefully.

      Calliope snorted. “Fucking hardly.”

      “What about Aiden? He’s practically a hermit. How busy can he be? Get him out here,” Archer said.

      Mac gave him a stern look that made Archer feel like a little boy. “Just talk to him, Katniss. You owe him an apology.”

      “Mac’s right. I get why you lied to them. Well, not really, but I get that you thought you had your reasons, but you know how Noah is. You broke his heart. If you don’t fix this, Adam’s going to carve yours out with a rusty spoon. You know how he gets when Noah is even mildly inconvenienced. This is far worse than that.”

      “But why, though? Why is he so upset?” Archer asked, genuinely confused.

      “It's a good thing you’re pretty, Buttercup, because you’re so dense sometimes,” Calliope said. “This family is Noah’s only safe space. He thought he finally found people who liked him, respected him, trusted him with all their secrets. How many times has he taken care of you when he thought you couldn’t take care of yourself, no questions asked? Imagine learning all those times you were faking it? He feels stupid. Humiliated. Like you were pranking him. He’s not like your brothers, you know that. You’ve taken advantage of that.”

      Had he? Had he taken advantage of Noah? Archer racked his brain. Sure, he spent the most time with Adam and Noah. They were the most available. Up until the twins got married, they were always traveling either for work or for…wet work. Aiden was always gone, and Atticus and August were all about their work. Adam and Noah had always been willing to hang out, go out, or just spend time with him.

      Why had Archer sought them out when he was home? Because being with them pretending to drink was better than being alone. And Archer hated being alone with his thoughts. While he lacked the ability to fully feel things like guilt or empathy, he was no stranger to one feeling: self-loathing.

      In the deepest, darkest parts of Archer, the part he never acknowledged, he hated himself. There was no rhyme or reason to the feeling. It was just always there like a piece of ice in his heart he could never melt. This burning disgust for himself he didn’t dare look at or address. What the fuck was wrong with him?

      He chased the thought away. He couldn’t deal with this shit right now. “Fine. Get them down here and I’ll handle Noah. Somehow.”

      “You got it…Katniss,” Calliope quipped.

      She hung up before Archer could form any type of comeback. When he glanced at Mac, he was studying Archer with that same intensity from this morning, concern just pouring from him like toxic radiation, making Archer feel hot all over.

      “You good, Katniss?” he asked.

      Archer squared his jaw, shaking his head in wonder. “Seriously? I’m fine. I’m not the one whose heart is broken. I’ll make things right with him and everything will be fine. It’s not a big deal.”

      “I know you well enough to know you don’t believe that,” Mac said, wrapping his arms around Archer’s waist once more when he shifted on his lap.

      “Then you should also know me well enough to know I don’t want to fucking talk about it,” he said, pushing Mac’s hands from him and getting to his feet, sidestepping Mac’s attempts to pull him back.

      “We’re not done talking,” Mac said, voice grim. “You can’t keep running from things. I won’t let you.”

      “Watch me,” Archer said, sounding childish, even to himself. “I’m going to take a shower.” When Mac stood, Archer pointed a finger at him. “Don’t follow me, Shepherd. Just…don’t.”

      Mac looked taken aback, then gave Archer a disappointed look that felt like a shard of glass between his ribs. “Have it your way, Katniss. I’m gonna take a walk.”

      “Good,” Archer mumbled.

      Mac shook his head, then walked out the front door, leaving Archer standing there. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before letting it out. What the fuck was wrong with him? Archer decided it was a lack of sleep because it was better than the alternative. That he was wrong and everybody else was right when they implied he was the problem.
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      Mac didn’t go for a walk. It was too hot. Instead, he sat on the porch in one of the Adirondack chairs beside the fire pit, running the morning’s conversation over and over in his head. He couldn’t shake the feeling he’d done something wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was that had upset Archer.

      Mac knew this was all new for him—that Archer wasn’t someone who had experience with dating or intimacy, or anything even remotely close to a serious relationship. Mac wasn’t either, but he’d thought they’d both acknowledged that about themselves. Last night, Archer had been so open and honest that it had maybe lured Mac into a false sense of security. Until he’d woken up alone. Again.

      Had he somehow pushed Archer too far, too fast? Had he given him some indication that he needed him to be something other than what he was? Why was he so mad at him? Fuck. He wasn’t used to this. Mac didn’t do long term relationships. Never had. It didn’t pay to get too close to people. It hurt less when they forgot him.

      Mac would have asked his brother for advice but Shep was practically a robot. He’d never been one for feelings or emotions. Hell, he was so literal his own husband said he was more android than human.

      His husband. Elijah. He needed Elijah.

      He pulled his phone from his pocket, finding the number he sought and hitting the call button. It rang twice before a gruff voice said, “What’s wrong?”

      “Why does something have to be wrong?” Mac muttered, annoyed his brother seemed to think that was the only time he called. Even if maybe it was. “Can’t I just call my brother to talk?”

      “Clearly,” Shep said. “We’re talking.”

      Mac could never figure out if his brother was joking or not. But that didn’t matter. Shep wasn’t who he was looking for. “Where’s Hollywood?”

      “In California, about six miles from LA,” Shep said. “Is that all?”

      Mac took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Any other day, he would have smiled at his brother’s weird idiosyncrasies, but today, it was just another reminder of how badly he was already screwing up his own marriage. “I need Elijah. Is he there?”

      “Why didn’t you just call him?” Shep muttered, mirroring Archer’s earlier gripe to Calliope.

      “Because you wouldn’t let me have his phone number. Or did you forget that part?” Mac asked.

      His brother grunted. “Oh, yeah. Right.”

      There was a sound like shuffling, and then Elijah said, “What’s up? Trouble in paradise already?”

      “Why do you say that?” Mac asked, tone just defensive enough to confirm his brother-in-law’s question.

      Elijah snorted. “Because you’re technically on your honeymoon and, yet, you’re calling me. Who you’ve never called. Ever. In the history of ever. Not once in all the time I’ve been married to your brother.”

      “Jesus. I get it. Damn,” Mac said. “But I don’t think hiding from a hitman qualifies as a honeymoon.”

      “If you’re fucking in a house that isn’t yours after recently getting married, I’d say it qualifies as a honeymoon. But my normal is slightly skewed given my celebrity status and being married to a sociopath, so what do I know?” Elijah asked.

      They technically hadn’t fucked at the new house, or maybe they had depending on how one defined sex. But Mac didn’t have time to Bill Clinton his way through the definition of sex. He was too busy spiraling about his already floundering marriage. They hadn’t even been married seventy-two hours.

      “I think I already fucked up.”

      Once more, there was a sound like fabric rustling. “Already? How? What did you do?” Elijah asked.

      Mac slunk even deeper into the Adirondack chair, kicking his booted feet out in frustration. “I don’t know. Like, everything seemed fine. Then last night, Archer had a kind of, like…emotional outburst, where he said a bunch of sweet stuff. But now, this morning, he’s, like, mad. At me. I don’t know what I did wrong. He seemed fine when we—well, he seemed fine until this morning.”

      “Huh,” Elijah said unhelpfully.

      “Huh?” Mac parroted, irritated.

      “Yeah, huh.”

      “I’m gonna need more help than that, E,” Mac growled.

      “Why didn’t you just call Mom? She’s the psychopath expert,” Elijah reminded him.

      “Because she’s not married to a psychopath,” Mac said.

      Elijah made an ambiguous sound. “Technically, neither am I. My husband is a high-functioning sociopath. Like Sherlock.”

      “Elijah,” Mac said, sounding slightly whiny, even to himself. “Fucking focus, dude. Does my brother ever have, like…human emotions?”

      “Your brother is right here,” Shep said. “Just so you know.”

      “Oh, I know,” Mac said. “I just don’t care. I need real help here. I don’t want him to be mad at me.”

      “How do you know he’s mad at you?” Elijah asked.

      “He called me Shepherd and wouldn’t let me shower with him,” Mac said, sulky.

      Elijah sucked in a breath. “Oof.”

      “Oof? Seriously?” Mac asked, two seconds away from hanging up.

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. It’s just so weird that you ended up married to a psychopath after avoiding your family for so long,” Elijah said.

      There was no malice in his tone, more a sense of wonder, but it hit Mac hard, anyway. He hadn’t been avoiding his family, had he? He left because nobody noticed him. Had they felt his absence? Was he reading into this? Jesus. What was Archer doing to him? Literally six months ago, he’d been living carefree, just fucking his way around the world without ever having to worry about another living soul.

      Now, he was in the middle of an existential crisis because his psychopath husband had used his last name in a conversation and wouldn’t let him shower with him. Fuck. “I should have stayed in the jungle. Everything was fine until I came home to the States.”

      “Do you mean that?” Elijah asked patiently.

      Mac growled again. “No. Of course, I fucking don’t. I just don’t know what I did wrong.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Elijah assured him. “He’s just not used to caring about another person. When you can’t feel things like other people do, you get used to being insulated. Your brother used to describe it like trying to touch things with gloves on. You can still feel the thing, but it’s distant. Disconnected. It’s the same with your man. He just took the gloves off. Things are going to feel weird and a little too close until he gets used to it. He’s not mad, he’s uncomfortable and probably a little embarrassed.”

      Mac let Elijah’s words sink in. Was that it? He’d certainly acted embarrassed this morning. His heart squeezed at the thought of Archer being ashamed of his feelings for Mac. He thought back to high school and his first boyfriend. How all those feelings felt so raw and life or death. Now, he knew it was nothing, just hormones and puppy love, but Archer had never felt anything remotely like that. Ever. Until Mac.

      Mac had made a psychopath feel things. That was…something. Right? “What do I do?”

      “Don’t let him off the hook. Don’t let him put the gloves back on. Don’t let him push you away. He needs to know you aren’t going anywhere, no matter what. But if there’s a comfort zone, a way to push him without overwhelming him, start there. He needs to think of you as his safe space, but that isn’t easy with someone like him. So, push him, but not too hard. Baby steps.”

      What were baby steps when dealing with a psychopath? Why was this so hard? “Yeah, okay.”

      “Good luck, bro.”

      “Thanks. Love you,” Mac said without thought.

      “We love you, too,” Elijah said.

      When he disconnected, Mac continued to sit there, staring into space for a moment. Where was Archer’s sweet spot? When did he feel safest with Mac? When had things changed for them? He froze. Archer had just practically fucking told him at the breakfast table. He was on his feet and walking back into the house before he could overthink anything.

      Mac found Archer standing in the bedroom, naked except for the towel slung low on his hips. Fuck. At first, Mac ignored him, walking to his bag and grabbing the lube he’d snagged at the store and tossing it on the bed.

      Archer followed the lube with his eyes then turned to scowl at Mac. He ignored it, walking up to Archer and spinning him away from him before dragging him back against him, his lips finding the column of his throat, licking over his still damp skin.

      Archer tried to squirm free from Mac’s arms, but he refused to relent. “Stop fighting me, Katniss,” he rumbled.

      “Fuck you,” Archer said, still struggling, though not with any real effort.

      “Nah, Katniss. Not today. Today, I’m going to fuck you and you’re going to let me,” he said against his ear.

      Archer pulled away from Mac’s lips. “What if I say no?”

      Mac’s hands explored Archer’s belly, tracing the ridges there, thumbs stroking down, following the vee of his hips beneath the towel as he dragged his teeth across Archer’s shoulder. “Are you saying no, Katniss?” he asked, voice low.

      Archer didn’t answer. Mac could feel the rise and fall of his chest, could see his dick tenting the towel. He’d stopped actively fighting him, so Mac kept exploring. He kissed Archer’s damp hair, his ears, the back of his neck, wherever he could reach, desperate for the feel of him, the smell of him, whatever it took to fill this sucking hole of need inside him. He didn’t want to fight with Archer.

      His hands continued to roam, cock throbbing when Archer moaned as Mac played with his nipples. He sagged against him, his head tilting so Mac had better access to his neck and the shell of his ear. He definitely seemed on board, but Mac needed to know for sure.

      “I need the words. Are you refusing me? Tell me now,” Mac said, pressing his jean-clad erection against Archer’s ass.

      Archer turned in his arms, winding them around Mac’s neck as he slanted their mouths together, his tongue plunging into Mac’s mouth. His relief was instantaneous. He tore the towel away, his hands finding Archer’s ass and lifting him off his feet, depositing him on the bed and following him down. He wasn’t worrying about foreplay or feelings. If Archer needed to be reminded of how this started, Mac was more than happy to give him the reminder.

      He kissed his way down his body, forcing his legs apart and spreading him open, spearing his tongue against his entrance. He tasted like soap and skin and he couldn’t get enough. Archer’s hands twisted in his hair, holding him against him, riding his tongue with a wantonness that made Mac ravenous.

      He grabbed blindly for the lube, slicking up his fingers and forcing both inside at once. Archer’s responding moan had his dick throbbing painfully behind his zipper. Mac swallowed him down as Archer fucked himself on Mac’s fingers, clearly too far gone to care about their earlier fight.

      Mac couldn’t take it anymore. He needed to be inside him. Now. He rose up to get rid of his clothes. Archer followed, going for Mac’s button and zipper while he yanked his shirt off and tossed it over the side of the bed. Archer shoved Mac’s jeans down just enough to get them out of the way, then fell onto his back, shoving the lube into Mac’s hands.

      Fuck, that was hot. He worked the fluid over his cock, groaning in pleasure just from the feel of his own hand. As soon as he was pressed against Archer’s hole, Archer reached between them and held Mac in place so he could sink onto his cock. “Christ, Katniss.”

      Archer didn’t say anything, just wrapped his legs around Mac’s hips, pulling him against him tighter, goading Mac to bury himself in the heat of his body in one go. They both groaned at the sensation. Mac found Archer’s mouth again, fucking his tongue into his mouth in time with each desperate thrust, swallowing every needy sound Archer made, thirsty for validation that Archer still wanted him.

      Mac caught Archer’s wrists, pinning them to the bed, watching as his pupils blew wide, his gaze going hazy. Yeah, he still wanted him, wanted this. The relief was euphoric. This was Archer’s sweet spot. His happy place was Mac buried inside him. It was Mac’s happy place, too. The happiest of all places. Fuck.

      He buried his face against his neck. “You’re mine, Katniss. You hear me? I’m not fucking going anywhere. And neither are you. We’re in this for life. If you run, I’ll fucking find you. I need you to know that. I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

      Archer didn’t respond, but his legs tightened around Mac’s hips again, and once more, he tilted his head, giving Mac more access. It was the closest thing to a confession Mac was likely to get. He took it, kissing whatever skin he could reach. “Fuck, you feel good. I’m already so close,” he warned before releasing his wrists to wrap his hand around Archer’s flushed cock.

      Archer batted him away and took himself in hand, eyes finding Mac’s as he stroked himself. God damn. Mac couldn’t tear his gaze away, matching his thrusts with Archer’s motions until he was past the tipping point, barely hanging on, watching Archer who was sweating and breathing hard. Finally, he gasped, “I’m gonna come.”

      “Thank fuck,” Mac muttered, driving into him for two more strokes before his own orgasm hit as he felt Archer coming from the inside.

      When Mac collapsed onto him, Archer didn’t push him off, so he considered it a win. He snaked his arms beneath Archer and held tight, part of him still worried he would attempt to run on him. Instead, his hands found Mac’s back, his fingers tracing random patterns on his damp skin.

      It was such a small thing, but it left Mac feeling choked up, like he couldn’t breathe without effort. Clearly, Archer wasn’t the only person struggling with new feelings because this certainly had never happened to Mac before. He buried his face against his neck once more. “I’m sorry if I upset you,” he managed.

      “You didn’t,” Archer finally said. “I upset myself.”

      Mac clung tighter, suddenly unwilling to let go. “I know this is all new for you. It’s new for me, too. If that helps.”

      “It doesn’t…not help,” Archer said awkwardly.

      Mac opened his mouth to say he’d take what he could get but what came out was, “Just don’t make me leave. Please. Don’t push me away. I can’t handle it. I need you too much.” Archer went completely still beneath him. Mac wasn’t even sure he was still breathing. When Archer’s chest began to rise and fall once more, Mac kissed his neck. “How’s that for awkward confessions?” he asked nervously.

      Archer gave a soft laugh. “Pretty good, honestly.” His fingers started to comb through Mac’s hair. “I can’t promise you I won’t bolt again mentally, but you have my permission to keep dragging me back. Because I don’t think I can live without you at this point.”

      Mac couldn’t stop himself from grinning against Archer’s skin. He didn’t say anything, just clung a little tighter. That was more than enough.
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      Archer had faced down pedophiles, serial killers, and numerous other monsters since he’d become a Mulvaney, but he couldn’t recall a single time he’d been more leery of a confrontation than the one he was about to have with Noah. Someone Archer had once counted not just as a brother but as a friend. Maybe his only friend.

      It had taken Archer an hour to convince Adam to bring Noah to him at the desert house and another twenty minutes for Archer to convince him to let him talk to Noah alone. That was how the two of them had ended up sitting on the edge of the platform outside—the same one Mac and Archer had slept on the night before—staring out over the shrubland.

      Archer stole a glance at Noah. Thomas had entrusted the boy with so much responsibility in such a short amount of time that, sometimes, Archer forgot how young Noah actually was. Not even twenty-five years old and already leading a group of psychopaths around by the nose. And he did a good job. In many ways, he was more of a son to Thomas than any of them had ever been or ever would be. They just weren’t equipped.

      Still, sitting there with his legs dangling over the platform, clinging to a giant corgi-shaped Squishmallow pillow, Noah looked like a little kid, especially with the heat putting his freckles on full display. It was the pillow Archer had bought Noah on a trip home from Vegas. An impulse airport gift shop buy after a particularly gruesome kill. He didn’t know what had compelled him to buy it other than he’d bought them for his nieces and had instantly thought of how much Noah loved dogs and comfort items.

      “Does the fact that you brought Nugget with you mean you’ve forgiven me?” Archer asked, hoping Calliope was wrong and Noah wasn’t angry anymore. Things would be so much easier if Noah wasn’t mad anymore.

      Noah clung to the pillow tighter, turning to glower at Archer. “I only have it because I used it to sleep on the plane. Besides, it’s not his fault you’re a lying liar who lies.”

      Okay, so, Noah definitely wasn’t over it. “I lied to everybody. Not just you.”

      Noah’s mouth fell open. “Seriously? That’s it? You wanted to talk to me alone so you could tell me that I shouldn’t be mad because you lied to all of us?”

      Archer’s insides twisted. “Noah…” He trailed off. He didn’t know how to fix this. He was definitely looking for more than just an apology. Noah wanted an explanation, but Archer wasn’t sure he had one. Not one he could articulate with any elegance. Fuck.

      “Can you at least tell me why it bothers you so much?” Noah’s eyes went wide, his expression contorting with hurt and anger. Archer held up a hand. “I know it’s not your job to explain to me why you’re mad, but I truly don’t understand it. I don’t get why it bothers you that I was faking being an alcoholic. What exactly is it that hurt you? I’m not being a jerk on purpose. I just don’t get it.”

      That seemed to bring Noah up short. He frowned, burying his face in the pillow for a long moment. Archer didn’t push him. Noah was easily overwhelmed when it came to personal shit. Especially if said personal shit involved Thomas. And this involved him, even if only inadvertently. But it wasn’t Archer’s place to apologize for Thomas. His father was on his own.

      Finally, Noah looked at him. “How many times have I scraped you up off our bathroom floor? How many times did I tuck you in on our couch? Drag you home from a party? Defend you to Thomas—who fucking knew you were faking it.” He shook his head. “You guys must have had a huge laugh making fun of how gullible I am. Like, it must have cracked you up how stupid I was.”

      Archer blinked at him. Making fun of him? “What? Nobody was making fun of you. I didn’t create this whole fake life and fake persona to trick my family, especially not you.” That wasn’t exactly the truth, but it really hadn’t been his intention when it first started.

      Noah’s gaze floated away then back again. “Why? Why do you do it? Why hide behind this character? Like, it isn’t even necessary. Just having a job as a professional poker player would have been enough of a cover for Thomas’s operation. Why did you have to lie to the whole family? Why did you have to lie to me? Why let me take care of you?”

      Archer opened his mouth and shut it again. Why had he let Noah take care of him? The answer flashed into his head in the form of a memory. A memory that sent a lightning bolt of pain through him. A flashback to a time he’d spent years working to forget.

      He licked his lower lip then met Noah’s gaze. “We have something in common, you and me. Something other than my brother. Did Thomas ever tell you about my past? About who I was before I became Archer Mulvaney?”

      Noah shook his head, squeezing the plushie tighter. “No.”

      Archer suddenly wished he had something to hold onto as well. Not for comfort, exactly. But maybe for courage. He hadn’t talked about this in so long. He hadn’t talked about it ever. “I spent the first six years of my life in the foster system. I was placed with a couple before I was even a week old. That’s how much thought the system put into my placement.”

      Archer tried to ignore the images flooding his brain. The acrid smell of burning chemicals, the filth, the pain. But it was hard to keep it at bay. “They were both heroin addicts. I imagine they weren’t when they originally took me in, but in all the memories I have, they were high. And violent. My foster dad, he…liked to touch me in ways he shouldn’t.”

      Noah turned towards him slightly, studying Archer’s face. “Like Holt did to me?”

      Archer nodded slowly. “I don’t remember when it started, but when I was six, I started fighting back. Not that it did much good. But that was when they started beating on me, locking me in the closet, withholding food as a punishment. When I made life too hard for them, they put me in a psychiatric facility and told the staff they wouldn’t be coming back for me.”

      “Jesus,” Noah muttered.

      Archer nodded. “While I was in the treatment center, I was almost assaulted by another patient, but I killed him. That was when Thomas found me and I became who I am today.” Noah nodded, chewing on his bottom lip. Archer felt compelled to add, “I’ve never told another soul this. Not even Mac.”

      Noah watched him, still guarded. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      Archer shook his head then sighed. “Because Mac has made me realize that, maybe, whether I know it or not, some of the things I’ve done have less to do with my psychopathy and more to do with my past. I’ve never wanted to be…close to people. I never liked being touched. Not as a child. Not as an adult. Not until I met Mac, anyway.”

      “Because of the abuse?”

      Archer shrugged. “Maybe. I guess. Even after Thomas adopted me, I never really felt like I belonged there. At least, at first. I went from being an only child who was isolated all the time to being one of three, then one of five, to finally one of seven. Even in a house as big as Dad’s, sometimes it felt like I couldn’t breathe.”

      Noah nodded but said nothing. Archer took a minute to gather his thoughts. He hated these emotional purges that seemed to keep bubbling out of him lately. “My job involves a lot of theater. A lot of misdirection. A lack of emotion. This drunken pirate act of mine started as a tool to throw off my opponents. But I realized quickly that it also got me out of a lot of family obligations that made me uncomfortable. When Dad said he needed my help with Project Watchtower and that the help revolved around continuing my act for the cameras, I was more than happy to do it.”

      “But why?” Noah asked, bewildered. “I get having to keep up appearances for the cameras, but why with us? Why with me?”

      “Being irresponsible kept me from having to do the hard work of faking my humanity. People look through you when you’re in the throes of an addiction. It’s too hard for them. My brothers didn’t care if I was drunk all the time. They accepted me at face value as long as I didn’t become a liability. Dad knew the truth. It was easier for everybody if I just stayed the person I pretended to be.”

      Archer watched the muscle in Noah’s jaw tic as he seemed to grind his teeth. After a minute, he asked, “Did you fake it with Mac? He didn’t seem surprised that you were faking being an alcoholic.”

      Archer sighed again. Why was being honest this fucking hard? “The first night we met, he met the fake me. At least, I tried to be the fake me. But he just…saw through it somehow. He was going to be just another one night stand. We didn’t know who we really were to each other then. We didn’t even know each other’s names until we met face to face in the Watchtower conference room the next day.”

      “And that’s when you started dating?”

      “That’s when we started hooking up. Reluctantly. Well, on my part, anyway. It was too real. I didn’t have my mask on with him and it was too intense. But I just couldn’t say no to him. No matter what. Like, he was just too persistent. Besides, in order to gain clearance, Thomas had to make sure everybody involved in the project understood that my drinking was just a cover for what I did, both as an occupation and as a secret killer. It was essential for the project to know the truth.”

      “But not me. Because Thomas didn’t trust me enough to know about the project,” Noah said, looking away.

      Archer tilted his head, reaching out to turn Noah back towards him. “It’s not my place to tell you why Thomas didn’t tell you about Watchtower, but, if I had to guess, it’s twofold. One: it’s a top secret government project and you haven’t been given clearance yet. Two: you’ve already got enough on your plate just handling the seven of us. I think it’s less about trust and more about time and bureaucracy. Dad would have told you eventually, when he knew you could handle the added obligations that come with knowing about Watchtower. It’s a huge undertaking. Mac and I are leads on the project but there are hundreds of people involved, including Dad and Molly.”

      Noah shook his head. “None of this explains why you didn’t trust me enough to tell me the truth. Even if you didn’t tell me about the project, you just kept letting me baby you and take care of you. What the fuck, dude? I felt bad for you. I worried about you. I helped you shower and cleaned up your puke. I dragged you out of the bushes and even kept you from getting mugged one time.”

      Noah wasn’t wrong. He’d done all those things and more for Archer over the last three or so years. “I know. And I let you.”

      “Why?” he asked, bewildered.

      “Because I liked you taking care of me,” Archer blurted before flushing to the tips of his ears.

      Noah recoiled like Archer had hit him. “What?”

      Archer closed his eyes, scrubbing his hands over his face. “It was…nice. It was nice having someone care enough about me to not let me sleep on the balcony or in the bathtub. It was nice knowing someone didn’t want me to sleep in my own vomit.”

      He realized he was telling the truth. He might as well tell Noah all of it. “And for the record, the night you cleaned up my puke and helped me shower, I wasn’t drunk, but I did have food poisoning. I wasn’t faking that. I went to your house that night because I felt like shit and I knew you’d take care of me.”

      Archer couldn’t look at Noah while saying it. It felt too real, too intimate. Not intimate like with Mac but a different intimacy altogether. A family thing. Something he’d never truly experienced with his brothers or even Thomas—though that was entirely on Archer. Noah had somehow broken through the walls he’d put up when it came to family. Noah was so good at taking care of people that Archer had sought him out to take care of him.

      “Why didn’t you go to Dad?” Noah asked, tone hopeful, almost like he already knew the answer.

      “Because I didn’t want him to take care of me. I wanted you to do it,” Archer mumbled.

      “Because you consider me family?” Noah pushed, a small smile starting to form.

      Closer than family, really. But Archer couldn’t say that. “Yes. You’re my family.”

      Noah launched himself into Archer’s arms, squishing the pillow between the two of them. “You’re my family, too.”

      Archer hung onto Noah while he clung to him, relief flooding through him. He wasn’t sure why he suddenly cared so much about so many people but he wasn’t sure he liked it. No, he definitely didn’t like it. But there was nothing much that could be done about it now. He supposed he should just be grateful that Adam wasn’t going to keep threatening his life every time they were in the same room together. Maybe he’d finally stop calling him Hannah Montana.

      When they separated, Archer asked, “Are we good now?”

      Noah seemed to think about it. “Yeah, we’re good. But if you lie to me again, I’m going to kill you.”

      Archer wasn’t sure if Noah was kidding or not. He’d never struck Archer as particularly violent, but nobody had ever really thought to cross Noah before, so he was just enough of a wild card to give Archer pause. “Noted.”

      “Good.”

      “We should go inside. We need to figure out what we’re going to do about Mac’s problem,” Archer finally said.

      “Okay.” Noah got to his feet and marched off without so much as another word.

      Archer sat there for a moment, watching Noah walk away, suddenly unable to shake the feeling they’d been playing poker and Noah had just called his bluff. Had Noah just played him? Was that all an act to make Archer feel bad? Or did Noah just forgive that easily? Maybe Noah was a psychopath.

      Huh.
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      “No. No fucking way.”

      “Adam, it’s the smartest move,” Noah said, giving his fiancé a patient look Mac had only seen mothers use when appeasing toddlers on the verge of a tantrum.

      Adam crossed his arms over his chest, his sleeveless T-shirt emphasizing his muscular arms and driving home the size difference between him and Noah’s slighter build. “I don’t care about smart. It’s too dangerous.”

      Mac sat on a dining room chair, facing the back of the seat, legs sprawled. He was staying out of this fight. He wasn’t willing to be the reason anyone put themselves in danger, especially not Noah, who seemed like a good kid. He glanced at Archer who was kicked back, his booted feet on the dining room table in a look weirdly reminiscent of his public persona. Maybe it was hard for him to drop the act even though everybody knew about it now. Or maybe this was just part of who Archer was all along.

      “It makes the most sense,” Archer said, tone bored. “You’re being aggressively overprotective again.”

      Adam grabbed Noah’s arm, hauling him close and wrapping both arms around him, squeezing him as tightly as Noah had that stuffed animal he’d brought with him. The boy didn’t even flinch at the possessive gesture, just sighed as if this was something he endured often.

      Adam didn’t seem to notice. “I have to be overprotective of him. You people only care about the mission. And sorry, not sorry, but I’m not sacrificing my future husband for the sake of your current one.”

      The look Archer gave Mac almost made him laugh. It was that look he’d seen other couples share but had never actually had the opportunity to participate in himself. The ‘these people are ridiculous’ look. The one that said I’m so glad we’re not like this. But Mac was like that in some ways. He wouldn’t sacrifice Archer for anybody else, and, deep down, he knew Archer felt the same.

      Archer thought the best course of action was to send Noah into the church undercover to see if he could find a way into Egan’s office to plant a bug. It was the fastest way to know what they were up to, and whether it stopped with just those three and Mac, or if this was part of a much larger conspiracy.

      Archer dropped his feet to the floor, sitting up straighter. “Nobody is asking you to, bro. He’s going to walk into a church on a busy street and pretend he’s watched a couple of racist YouTube videos and wants to join their cause. We’re not asking him to strap a bomb to his chest. The worst thing that could happen to him in there is a paper cut.”

      Adam somehow clung even tighter to his fiancé. “They’ll recognize him.”

      Archer shook his head. “Noah is the least visible of all of us. You’re a camera whore, but Noah isn’t.”

      Adam rolled his eyes. “He’s famous because I’m famous.”

      “But is he, though?” Archer asked. “You’re a former model. The only reason people know you now is because you’re the slacker son of Thomas Mulvaney. The average person doesn’t know what a billionaire’s significant other looks like.” He looked at Mac. “Help me out here, darling. Do you know what Jeff Bezos’ wife looks like?”

      Mac’s eyes went wide at Archer’s casual endearment, but he did his best to recover quickly, shaking his head. “I don’t even know what he looks like,” he admitted.

      Archer waved his arm. “See? Noah will be fine. Put him in jeans and a red ball cap and he’ll fit right in. Look at him. Look at those freckles. They’ll eat him up with a spoon in there.”

      “What if they figure out he’s Mexican? You haven’t seen their recruitment videos. They’re not fucking around. They want to torture and kill people just like him.”

      Mac got Adam’s point. Sending someone of Mexican descent into a place specifically targeting immigrants was a bold choice.

      Archer shook his head. “Do you think these morons look past skin color? They see all Mexicans the same way. Their tiny brains can’t fathom that light-skinned, light-eyed Mexicans exist. They can’t see past their own hatred. Noah has no discernible accent. He was raised here in the States almost his entire life. They’ll see that fair skin and those freckles and they’ll never question it. You know I’m right,” Archer said. “You just hate being away from him for any length of time because you’re codependent and borderline toxic.”

      If Archer had said that to any other person, they might have kicked his ass. Adam didn’t so much as flinch. He just continued to stare down his brother.

      “Noah doesn’t do field work,” Adam said, jaw thrust forward.

      Archer rolled his eyes. “But he could. He’s perfectly capable. You’re the liability here. We can’t have you rushing in there like a fucking maniac at the first hint of trouble. Noah knows what he’s doing.”

      “Noah. Doesn’t. Do. Field. Work,” Adam reiterated, emphasizing each word like Archer was a moron.

      Noah placed a hand on Adam’s arm. “Babe, I can do this. I’m just going in and having a conversation. They’re not gonna question me. At least no more than they would anybody else.”

      The change in Adam’s body language was startling. Adam had been holding Noah hostage in his arms for almost the entirety of the conversation, but the moment Noah reached up and touched his forearm, all the tension seemed to drain from him. “It’s not that I think you can’t do it…”

      Noah glanced back over his shoulder at him. “I know. I get that you’re afraid I’ll get hurt, but it’s hardly the scariest thing I’ve ever done.”

      Adam scoffed, giving Noah a scornful look. “Yeah, and the last time you went off on your own, I found you with a gun pointed at your head.”

      “That was three years ago,” Noah reminded him.

      “Yeah, and who knows how many other times it would have happened if I wasn’t there to protect you,” Adam said, sullen.

      “Yes, yes. I owe my life to you,” Noah teased. “Now, can we please get on with the plan? We’re on a tight timeline. Thomas said Mac and Archer have to be back on base in six days. That’s no time at all.”

      “Noah’s right. We’re on a time crunch. And he’s our best bet. We’ll put a mic in his ear. We can listen the whole time. If he’s in trouble, he can just say the word and we’ll get him out of there. This isn’t Waco. We’re not sending him into a gun-filled compound with armed guards,” Archer said.

      Adam arched a brow. “We don’t know that.”

      “Okay, enough,” Noah finally said, though not with any malice. “I’m going to do this. I’ll wear an earpiece. You guys can sit outside at a reasonable distance, and if I get into trouble, I’ll use a safe word and you guys can come in guns blazing. We’re wasting time here.”

      “What’s the actual plan, though?” Adam asked. “Noah goes in there, talks to this Egan dude, and then what? He’s not exactly going to spill all the horrible shit he and his buddies are up to. He’s not going to tell Noah how he killed some guy in the desert and now has a hit on Mac. What’s the end game here?”

      “Do you think you can get close enough to bug his office?” Mac asked. “He might not tell Noah, but a guy like him loves the sound of his own voice. If he’s willing to go on stage and tell his parishioners that he wants to kill gays and brown people and burn women at the stake, imagine the shit he’s bragging about behind closed doors.”

      Noah shrugged. “I can try. If nothing else, I can suss out who the major players are in the church and then we can go old school.”

      “Old school?” Archer asked, amused.

      “Yeah, Dad doesn’t want us torturing the major players because they’re too visible, but there’s no reason someone else in the inner circle couldn’t go missing. Someone less visible? Torture seems to work in our favor almost a hundred percent of the time,” Noah said with the same tone he’d use to discuss the weather or dinner options on a Tuesday.

      This was Mac’s family now. Torture and espionage were his new normal. He’d spent most of his life wanting to have a family that noticed him, while running from the fucked-up family who didn’t, only to come full circle and find a whole new crazy family with the same fucked-up issues as his own. Only this time, he was right in the middle of all the controversy. Life was fucking wild.

      “Just don’t push too hard,” Mac said. “If you go in there like you’re fishing for information, you might tip them off.”

      Noah nodded a little too enthusiastically. “Yeah, I know. I’ll play it cool.”

      Mac didn’t know Noah well enough to say whether he was truly capable of that or not, but since Archer didn’t appear worried and he clearly cared for Noah, Mac imagined he meant it when he said it would be fine.

      “What are you going to tell them?” Archer asked.

      Noah shrugged. “That’s the easy part. I’m going to tell them the truth…just not the whole truth.”
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      “Coms check,” Noah said.

      Mac sat in the backseat of the Jeep, grateful for the limo tint on the windows. Thomas really did think of everything. He pressed the button on the mic. “Check.”

      Archer sat in the driver’s seat with Adam riding shotgun, watching closely as Noah crossed the street, hands in his pockets. They’d gone back and forth on how he should dress for his role as wannabe radical, debating whether to dress him like a bible salesman or like the teens they’d passed in the parking lot of the Dollar General.

      In the end, they’d gone with the latter. It was far easier to radicalize young males. They needed Noah to look vulnerable and angry. They’d chosen a pair of faded jeans, a sleeveless shirt much like Adam’s but they’d cut down the sides to reveal his ribs. A red ball cap he’d bought from a gift shop a block from the house hid Noah’s two-hundred-dollar haircut and completed the look of disaffected youth.

      Ironically, the church wasn’t a church at all but a former department store they’d rented out and turned into a sprawling meeting house. The storefront was still glass but they’d frosted it over, making it impossible to see inside. The low visibility was agitating Adam even more than he was earlier. He sat, body tensed, tracking Noah like a predator.

      Mac was the keeper of the mic. Nobody trusted Adam not to backseat drive, whispering commands into Noah’s ear, which would only distract him and cause him to lose focus. They could all hear, but only Mac could respond if needed.

      When the doors closed behind Noah, Adam blew out a breath through his nose. “If anything happens to him, I’ll burn that whole building down.”

      “He’s good. Have a little faith in him,” Archer said.

      “I have faith in him. It’s the rest of the world that always lets him down,” Adam muttered.

      “Can I help you, son?” a male voice said over the speaker.

      “I sure hope so,” Noah said, with a Texas accent so on point Mac turned to look at Archer in surprise. Maybe he was better equipped for field work than the Mulvaneys realized. “I saw those videos online. I came to help.”

      There was a long pause, then the man said, “Are you looking to become a member of our congregation?”

      “If it means helping get rid of the infestation coming into our country, I am,” Noah said with a venom in his voice that turned Mac’s stomach.

      He knew it was the type of racist dog whistle these people thrived on, but it was still shocking to hear someone like Noah say it with such anger.

      “He’s really good at this,” Archer said, glancing at Adam, who still stared at the closed doors.

      From Mac’s angle, he could see the .45 on Adam’s lap and the way his fingers casually hugged the grip. He was more than ready to go in there and kill for Noah, even if it would blow up the entire Mulvaney empire. It was foolish, but Mac admired Adam’s devotion to Noah over all other things. It was weirdly aspirational.

      The man laughed at Noah’s words. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, son. While I appreciate the sentiment, you need to be careful.”

      “Careful?” Noah asked, lowering his voice like he thought the man might be hinting at something.

      They’d watched enough of those YouTube videos for Mac to know the man talking wasn’t Egan. Egan spoke every word in a sort of conspiratorial tone that made people paranoid. Hell, he was paranoid. He talked about anybody who wasn’t exactly like him as if they were the enemy. Mac wasn’t sure if the man truly believed it or if it was part of a much bigger, deeper plan. Either way, the man Noah encountered wasn’t him.

      “We’re always looking for people to join the fight, but not everybody here is…aware of the war we’re fighting at the border. Some of the ladies here are just worker bees. We like to keep them away from the more…unpleasant aspects of our work. If you understand my meaning.”

      Mac rolled his eyes. What a fucking tool.

      “Oh,” Noah said, drawl on full display. “I get you. Sorry.”

      “It’s perfectly all right,” he said, sounding like he clapped Noah on the back or the shoulder maybe. “You know what? Let’s go back to my office and talk.”

      Adam somehow grew even more tense when Noah said, “Alright.”

      They could only listen to the sounds of the people inside as the man led Noah through the building, and they could only guess how many people were in there based on what they heard. Quiet barely-there conversations, office machines purring, women laughing, doors opening and closing. The sound of shoes scuffing over tiles.

      There was the squeak of hinges and then the sound of a door shutting. “Where’s Pastor Egan?” Noah asked. “Don’t I get to meet him?”

      The man gave a low chuckle. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, young man. But, as you can imagine, Pastor Egan has a lot on his plate. I’m in charge when he’s not in. My name is Mel Boseman. Talking to me is like talking to him. Now, tell me why you want to help us with our cause.”

      Mac snorted. Cause. Yeah, right.

      Archer was already pulling out his cell phone. “Calliope, I need a complete rundown on a man named Mel Boseman. He’s part of Egan’s church.”

      “On it. Give me ten.”

      She disconnected as Noah seemed to bristle at the man’s question. “My reasons are my own,” Noah snapped. “Does it matter?”

      Again that low, almost condescending laugh. “Well, son. We get a lot of people in and out of here saying they’re ready to commit to doing the lord’s work, but when push comes to shove, they lack the courage of their convictions. If you want a good man like Pastor Egan to take your request to join seriously, you need to explain your reasoning.”

      Noah seemed to shift in his seat. “You won’t tell nobody, right? Nobody but him?”

      “What’s your name, boy?” Boseman asked, not unkindly.

      “Darryl. Darryl Miller,” Noah said without hesitation.

      Damn, the kid was cool as a cucumber.

      “Well, Darryl, I promise your story won’t go any further than me and the pastor. And you can trust my word,” Boseman said.

      Mac wouldn’t have trusted the man if he told him the time while standing in front of a clock. Everything about his tone said he was a snake oil salesman.

      Noah coughed, then cleared his throat. “Yeah. Um—yeah, okay. Sorry. This is just hard.”

      “Take your time,” Boseman said.

      When Noah started talking, his voice trembled. “When I was little, real little, we lived in Columbus, just across the border in New Mexico. When I was four, two men came over the border and took me from my mama in the middle of the day. Just snatched me from my yard and threw me in the trunk.”

      Noah fell silent. Mac looked between Archer and Adam. Archer’s expression was grim, Adam’s was fury. This was the truth Noah had said he’d tell. His truth. Jesus.

      Noah once more cleared his throat. “They abused me…sold me to others. They eventually got bored of me and dumped me but not before the damage was done.”

      “Disgusting,” Boseman muttered. “They’re all monsters.”

      Noah sniffled. “They ruined my life by being somewhere they didn’t belong. I’ve been waiting my whole life to ruin theirs right back.”

      Mac locked eyes with Archer, who shook his head. He didn’t want Mac asking questions.

      “See, that right there is what I’m talking about. They’re vermin. They come over here and do nothing but cause harm. I think Pastor Egan will be…sympathetic to your plight, if you catch my meaning.”

      “Yeah,” Noah mumbled. “Um, could I trouble you for a glass of water?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Boseman said. There was a click and then the man said, “Cheryl Lynn?”

      They waited while the man called for the woman who Mac could only imagine was the keeper of the water. Silence stretched. Then the man said, “I swear that woman is never at her desk. Probably gossiping with Ms. Michelle in the nursery. I’ll just go grab it myself.”

      “If it’s not too much trouble,” Noah said, voice stuffy like he was on the verge of tears.

      As soon as the door clicked, Noah asked, “Where should I put this thing?” His tone didn’t hold even a trace of the sadness from seconds ago. Give this kid a fucking Oscar.

      “Somewhere not super obvious. Avoid the desk. Look for something with dust on it. Something he’s not likely to suddenly get rid of,” Mac said.

      “Got it,” Noah said.

      They listened as he moved about, hearing his soft exhale as he fell back into his seat. Adam’s phone rang, Noah’s face appearing on the screen. Adam frowned but answered quickly. “What’s wrong?”

      Noah didn’t answer right away.

      They listened as the door to the office opened and Boseman said, “Here you go.”

      That was when Noah started talking to Adam. “Yes, ma’am, I do know what time it is. No, ma’am, I didn’t forget. I wouldn’t do that. I just had to make a stop. I’m already there, I promise. Practically right around the corner. You can probably already hear my truck. Five minutes and I’ll be there to get you.”

      Noah was clearly already working on his exit strategy. He disconnected and they listened as he said, “I’m awful sorry but I forgot I have to pick my mama and grammy up right now. I forgot it’s Bingo night. Could I maybe come back and talk with you and Pastor Egan again? You think he could use someone like me?”

      “Well, I can’t say for certain, son, but I think you should come back on Sunday for sermon and we’ll get you face to face with him so he can see for himself what a good boy you are. Now, go on, you don’t want to keep your mama and grandmama waiting.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      Archer put the Jeep in drive and headed around the corner and down the block to their agreed meet-up spot. Mac wasn’t sure Adam breathed again until Noah hopped into the back beside Mac, a huge grin on his face.

      “How’d I do? Not bad, right?” he asked.

      Adam tossed his gun into the glove box then spilled over into the backseat, leaving Mac no choice but to wait until he’d squeezed himself into place before maneuvering himself into the front seat with great difficulty. Archer snickered at Mac when he finally clipped his seatbelt into place, sweaty and red-faced from the effort.

      “What? It’s not like I could hop out of the car and jump in the front seat?” he said, defensive.

      “I didn’t say a thing,” Archer said, amused.

      Mac rolled his eyes, but then grabbed his hand, lacing their fingers together.

      In the backseat, Adam clung to Noah. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Trudging all that shit up again,” Adam said.

      Noah scoffed. “I’ve told this story so many times it feels like it belongs to someone else by now. I just hate that I had to imply it was border jumpers who hurt me.”

      “Technically, it was,” Adam said. “They just crossed into Mexico to take you.”

      “And nobody ever brought me back,” Noah said, sounding a little sad and tired. “Let’s not go there. Check to make sure the bug is working and then stop somewhere we can order food. I’m starving.”

      And that was the end of it. Just like that, Noah had moved on from his tragic backstory, snuggling against Adam and talking excitedly about what had just happened like he’d just made his acting debut. Mac supposed he had. He just had to hope something good would come from it.
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      By the time they made it back with the food, the sun was already setting, painting the sky in oranges and pinks that looked like something out of a movie. They skipped eating in the small kitchen and instead opted to sit around the coffee table, where they watched Noah eat like a man who’d just been found on a deserted island.

      After dinner, they called Calliope back, to finally get the scoop on Boseman.

      “What have you got?” Mac asked, directing his question to the phone in the center of the table.

      Archer now sat on the small sofa, Mac’s head in his lap. Adam and Noah still sat on the floor, while Noah picked through the leftovers, happily humming when he found something that had previously escaped him.

      Calliope made a disgusted sound. “After a deep dive into this guy? Probably something I’ll need a decontamination shower and a shot of penicillin to get rid of. He’s trash. The literal worst. A flaming bag of shit. He deserves to go down a slide made of razor blades into a vat of alcohol. I hope his genitals get infested with mag—”

      “Focus, C,” Adam said. “What did you find?”

      Noah smiled at Archer. “A razor blade slide into alcohol. I should text that to Avi, he’d get so excited. I bet Aiden would help him make one.”

      Archer nodded, smirking at Mac’s raised brow. He clearly wasn’t familiar with Calliope’s particular level of professionalism or Avi’s gruesome excitement over new and exciting torture devices. He was certainly getting a crash course.

      “I don’t even know where to start with this guy,” Calliope said.

      “Start with the basics,” Mac said, giving a low hum of approval when Archer began to comb his fingers through his hair. Archer smiled, watching Mac’s lids flutter shut, realizing he had freckles even there.

      Archer knew Noah and Adam were smirking at the two of them, but he didn’t care. Someone wanted Mac dead—three someones, really. Possibly more. Archer knew better than anybody there were no guarantees in life and that even once they figured out what was going on, it didn’t guarantee them any kind of safety. The thought made Archer break out in a cold sweat. It made him want to cling a little tighter.

      He’d also never felt this level of contentment before. He’d spent his whole life looking for the next endorphin rush, looking for something he could tease himself with—a long con where the chemical payoff would hold him over until he needed another distraction. Now, he had Mac, and their weird push and pull was all the payout he needed. He’d traded epinephrine for dopamine and serotonin and was already hopelessly addicted.

      He dragged his thoughts back to the task at hand. None of this would matter if they didn’t figure out what the fuck these people were up to.

      There was the familiar sound of nails on keys and then Calliope said, “Buckle up, buttercups. Mel Boseman. Age fifty-one. Literal used car salesman. Five children. Two ex-wives. One current wife. First wife died under mysterious circumstances after she attempted to divorce him and take their three daughters with her.”

      “Any info on that case?” Noah asked, sucking the meat off a chicken wing he’d stolen from Archer’s forgotten plate. He had no idea where Noah put all that food he ate.

      “Officially?” Calliope asked. “The cops cleared him, but since his brother was the police chief, I think it’s safe to say nobody considered it a legit investigation. Gotta love small town justice.”

      “Any reason to suspect foul play other than she was in the middle of a divorce and, statistically speaking, the husband likely killed her?” Archer asked.

      “She accused him of molesting their daughters, but she disappeared before anything further could be done with the case. By the time her body turned up, it was far too late to determine cause of death. The daughters continued to live with Boseman until he married his second wife, who apparently didn’t like competing for the man’s affections and forced him to send the girls away.”

      “Away?” Adam parroted.

      “Yeah, away. One of them went to live with the dead wife’s mother but the other two were handed over to family friends,” Calliope said.

      “Weird,” Mac muttered. Archer found himself petting over the creases that formed on his forehead until the tension disappeared.

      “Ominous would be a better word,” Calliope countered.

      Archer frowned. “Do tell.”

      Calliope’s voice grew cold. “Boseman comes from a long line of militant racist dickbags. A very long line. We’re talking about civil war era racists. His grandfather started one of the earliest and deadliest chapters of the KKK to ever exist. His whole family is comprised of loud and proud nationalists with ties to any number of hate groups.”

      “I mean, considering the guy works for Egan, is that really so strange?” Noah asked.

      “That’s not the strange part,” Calliope said. “The strange part is that he has five children, two of whom are adopted, none of whom have any contact with him.”

      “Why is that weird?” Adam pressed, moving to sit behind Noah to better cling to him.

      “Yeah, there are a lot of adopted kids who don’t speak to their adopted families. We know firsthand how bad the system is for placing kids,” Noah said.

      “It’s not weird they don’t speak to him. It’s weird they were adopted in the first place. Because those children were from Guatemala and Colombia,” Calliope said, voice grim.

      “So, the card carrying KKK member adopted two brown children?” Noah asked, his face going pale.

      “Yep,” Calliope said.

      “Maybe the wife wasn’t a piece of shit and wanted children bad enough Boseman was willing to overlook his hateful viewpoints? There are a lot of men who will go to great lengths not to piss off their wives,” Mac reasoned.

      “I don’t know if we’ll ever really know,” Calliope answered.

      “I mean, we can infer. The two children who were sent to live with family friends were the adopted children, right?” Noah asked.

      “Yes,” Calliope confirmed.

      “So, the wife’s mother didn’t want the two adopted children, just her daughter’s biological child. I find it hard to believe that the woman’s viewpoints could be that altruistic considering her husband’s viewpoint on non-white people,” Noah said.

      “She did try to flee with all three girls,” Calliope said.

      “Because she thought he was molesting them,” Noah countered. “I don’t know if that makes her a hero or her family less racist.”

      “I’m not calling her a hero,” Calliope said gently. “I’m just saying, she could have left them behind but didn’t. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “And what about the other two girls?” Mac asked. “Who were these family friends? I find it hard to believe Boseman had decent people who would take over the care of two small children out of the kindness of their hearts.”

      “You’d be correct. I believe ‘family friend’ is code for ‘re-homed to strangers,’” Calliope scoffed.

      “Re-homed like Asa and Avi when they were kids?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah, something like that,” Calliope said.

      “How do you re-home a child? They aren’t stray animals,” Mac growled, expression pinched. “Once you adopt a child, they’re yours, right?”

      “No. Once a child is adopted, nobody gives a fuck what happens to them,” Noah said. “In foster care, they had to at least pretend they were checking up on us or that they cared about the abuse we were suffering from on the regular. But adoptions? That’s a free for all. Sign on the dotted line, a couple of cursory home visits later, and boom, nobody ever looks at you again.”

      Mac shook his head. “But…they must have to advise somebody that they’re giving these children up, right? I don’t understand how you go about giving away your child without the law stepping in?”

      “They have groups,” Noah spit.

      “What?” Mac asked, horrified.

      Noah swallowed audibly. “They have social media groups where they list off children’s looks, temperament, and attributes, like they’re papered German Shepherds. They like to use words like docile, obedient, quiet.” He looked at Mac. “I’m sure you can guess what kind of person would find those traits appealing.”

      “Child rapists,” Mac muttered. “Do you think that’s what’s happening here?”

      Calliope cleared her throat. “I don’t know much about the people who adopted the girls from Boseman. I can tell you they don’t appear to know each other in any way. They don’t communicate on social media, they don’t work together or attend the same church. There are no ties between them. The only things connecting them are the two girls they traded.”

      “Are they still with these new parents?” Mac asked. “Do you have proof of life?”

      “They’re alive,” Calliope confirmed. “One is sixteen and the other eighteen. The sixteen-year-old doesn’t live with her adopted family but with the eighteen-year-old sister. The eighteen-year-old dances at a strip club a couple of towns over. The sixteen-year-old works at the local Dairy Queen.”

      Archer frowned. What the fuck were these assholes up to? Boseman didn’t have the visibility that Egan or the other two had, but he seemed up to his eyeballs in whatever the fuck was going on. Was he the weakest link? Did they just need to apply the right kind of pressure?

      “Where’s wife number two? Still on this side of the veil, I hope?” Mac asked.

      Archer temporarily lost his train of thought when Mac threaded their fingers together, but Calliope’s voice brought him back. “She fled to live with her family in Poland and took her two children with her.”

      “I’m surprised he let her leave,” Noah grumbled.

      “Oh, I don’t think he did,” Calliope assured him. “She appears to have run to Poland while he was away on business. Though, I can’t imagine being a car salesman has a lot of call for travel, but what do I know? Since she’s a Polish citizen, and her children have dual citizenship, there was really nothing he could do to get her or them back once she made it safely there. Poland doesn’t extradite, especially when dealing with domestic matters.”

      “Well, that’s good, I guess. No more children for him to mess with,” Noah said, reaching for another biscuit, glaring at Adam when he slapped his hand away. “What? I’m still hungry?”

      “I’m starting to think you have a tapeworm,” Adam muttered.

      “I do. His name is Grover. He’s how I keep my girlish figure,” Noah taunted, rubbing his stomach like he was pregnant.

      Adam rolled his eyes but beamed at him nonetheless. Still, he said, “And they say I’m the crazy one.” Noah snagged the biscuit once more, deflecting Adam’s attempt to disarm him and stuffing the entire thing into his mouth, chewing obnoxiously before showing Adam the contents of the massacred dough.

      They were both adults but still played like children. Part of Archer envied them. Even as a drunken gambler, he’d always felt old in his soul. It was part of what he liked about Mac. Despite their age gap, they both seemed equally content with being boring. Well, as boring as two people in charge of a cohort of psychopaths could be.

      “You’re going to make yourself sick,” Adam chastised, sounding like somebody’s mother. “You’re stress eating.”

      Noah continued to chew for a comical amount of time, then finally swallowed. When he saw Adam’s pissy look, he deflated against him. “Ugh, fine.”

      “You were saying, Calliope,” Archer prompted, shaking his head.

      “Something’s bothering me…” Calliope trailed off for a moment. “I was going through the pics of the church. The ones I found on their Facebook page. I’m sending them to your phones now. The guy in the denim on denim ensemble is Boseman.”

      Archer freed his burner phone from his pocket and opened the attachment, making sure Mac could see the images. At first, nothing stood out to him. It was just a candid photo of people standing in the parking lot of the department store turned church.

      Boseman stood out. He was tall and doughy with gray hair, a ruddy complexion, and an intimidating presence, which made what Noah had done yesterday even more impressive. He stood next to a slender woman wearing a denim dress that went to her ankles and blonde hair that clearly hadn’t been updated since the early 2000s.

      He scanned the picture, looking for what had caused Calliope’s concern. It was just a sea of nondescript pasty people in all manner of dress, from fancy church clothes to blue jeans and flannels. It wasn’t until Noah gasped softly that Archer narrowed his gaze, scrutinizing the photo closer.

      That was when he saw her. Standing behind Boseman was a waifish little girl with long chestnut hair, huge brown eyes, and deep umber skin. She was half-hidden behind the wife’s skirt. She looked clean, but her clothes looked baggy, like she was wearing an older sibling’s hand-me-downs. She had her hands folded in front of herself as she stared down at her pink sneakers.

      “Did he adopt another child?” Noah asked, voice barely above a whisper.

      “Not on paper, no,” Calliope answered.

      Archer watched the color drain from Noah’s face. This was going to be hard for him. It was far too similar to what Holt had done with him. He met Adam’s gaze, relieved when he saw Adam was connecting the dots as well. Sometimes, he didn’t give his brother enough credit.

      “Could she just be standing close by?” Archer asked. “Do we know that she’s with them?”

      “I can’t be certain, but in the few images where I’ve spotted her, she’s never far from them,” Calliope said. “My gut tells me there’s something fucked up going on over there. Something more than trying to jump border crossers and murdering ICE guys in the desert.”

      “Can we just torture this guy already?” Noah snapped, the day obviously starting to get to him. “Like, let’s just force him to talk. If nothing else, he dies and we can find a way to get that girl somewhere safe.”

      Archer wasn’t against the plan necessarily, but once they pulled the pin on the torture grenade, the clock was in free fall. Even though Boseman didn’t have a high profile like the other three, the major players would notice. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing. Maybe they needed to realize that Mac had the full weight of the Mulvaney name and fortune behind him?

      “How? I’m all for torture if that’s the safest bet, but once Boseman goes missing, the alarm’s been sounded. Especially if we kidnap a small child as well,” Archer said, playing devil’s advocate as ideas swirled in his head.

      “If nobody knows he had her, they won’t know she’s missing,” Adam countered.

      “But they’ll know Boseman is missing,” Archer said.

      Adam scoffed. “So what? Why are we handling these low budget yokels with kid gloves. Fuck ‘em. Let’s just nuke them all and be done with it.”

      “I have another idea,” Mac said.

      “Which is what?” Adam barked.

      “Maybe we try to get answers from someone who’s experienced Boseman’s tricks firsthand,” Mac said, sitting up and turning to face Archer. “Let’s go talk to the eldest girl. The dancer. I bet she’s got a lot to say about him.”

      “She hasn’t been around him in seven years,” Calliope said.

      “Do you think she forgot what he did to her?” Mac asked, not to Calliope but to Noah.

      Noah grimaced. “No. She remembers. I just don’t know if what she knows will help us connect the dots to Boseman, Egan, Dunegan, or Rapke.”

      “So, we go visit her tonight. See if she knows anything. If she doesn’t, we take out Boseman and go with the torture, kill, and kidnapping a small child plan. It will take some time to get a kill room ready anyway. Besides, if we take that little girl, we’ll need some place to put her. Calliope?”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she said, voice grim.

      “What if she tips off Boseman?” Adam asked.

      “I can’t imagine she has any loyalty to the man who molested and sold her,” Mac said. “Right?”

      Archer’s mouth formed a flat line. “You’d be shocked at how hard it is for some people to let go of their abusers.”

      “So, you think we should scrap the idea and go with torture?” Mac asked.

      Archer looked to Adam and then Noah. Noah shrugged. “Fuck it. Let’s talk to the girl first. If nothing else, maybe she can tell us the best way to catch the piece of shit off guard.”

      Adam grinned. “So…the four of us are going to a strip club…together?”

      “So it seems,” Mac said, sitting up and swinging his feet to the floor. “I think I can risk being seen there. I sincerely doubt anybody will recognize me and you over Adam and Noah.”

      Adam grinned. “We need to stop at an ATM.”

      Archer frowned. “Um, what for?”

      Adam looked at him like he was stupid. “Uh, cash, dude. This is the closest any Mulvaney has ever gotten to a bachelor party.”

      “You don’t even like girls,” Archer reminded him. “Do you?”

      Adam looked at Noah, who snickered. “He likes boobs the same way I like Squishmallows. He thinks they’re fun to squeeze and play with. He’s just not allowed.”

      “Well, don’t get your hopes up, kid,” Mac said. “If you try to use a dancer as a squeaky toy, she’s gonna punch you in the face.”

      “I’ll be respectful,” Adam promised. “I’ll treat it like a fine art museum. All looky. No touchy.”

      “Christ. How do you tolerate him?” Archer asked Noah.

      “Vodka,” Noah said, patting Adam on the cheek.

      “And that good dick,” Adam said proudly.

      Noah snorted. “It’s alright.”

      Adam’s eyes went wide, and he gave Noah a knowing look. “That’s not what you said when you were beg—”

      Noah slapped a hand over his mouth. “Enough. You win.”

      Archer rolled his eyes, then glanced at Mac. “I need a shower. You interested?”

      “Always happy to scrub your back, Katniss,” Mac said, dropping an arm over his shoulders.

      “I think I’m going to gag,” Adam said around a laugh.

      Archer gave him the finger. “Here’s hoping.”
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      Mac was no stranger to partying or the club scene. He’d spent most of his formative years drinking and partying off base with his buddies, and once he’d started traveling the globe, the parties had only gotten wilder and more extreme. He’d been to Carnival in Rio, full moon parties in Thailand, La Tomatina in Spain. Hell, he’d even been to Burning Man.

      But strip clubs made his skin crawl. It wasn’t the girls or the nudity. There was just an overall culture of sleaze that no amount of money could overcome. Like touching the walls would leave him—what had Calliope said?—needing a decontamination shower and a shot of penicillin.

      There was also this pungent scent that filled his nostrils upon entering, the harsh combination of stale booze, moldy carpets, and canned air. Like the ventilation systems never worked properly. Or maybe he was just being a diva. He’d much rather be home right now.

      He pulled Archer closer as they moved deeper into the club. The music was cranked up to a thousand with a heavy bass beat vibrating through his skull, and neon beams bounced off the walls in a dizzying array that forced Mac’s attention to the spotlight on stage just for relief.

      Adam and Noah had entered before them and set up shop at a table in front of the stage, with the goal of making a spectacle of themselves, just in case somehow someone did recognize a Mulvaney in the wild. Better Adam than Archer. The boys were taking their job seriously. Noah sat in Adam’s lap, waving the fanned out money in his hand like he was trying to cool off.

      On the stage was a girl Mac could only describe as…soft? She had thick thighs and round hips, a stomach that jiggled just a little as she moved, and breasts big enough to hold Adam captive. She also had a pretty face and short blonde hair that most definitely wasn’t hers. She was popular enough that Noah was feeding twenty dollar bills into her g-string just to keep her close.

      Archer noticed and rolled his eyes, then headed in the direction of the bar. Finding Boseman’s—Victim? Adopted child?—in this place wouldn’t be easy. With all the stage makeup these girls wore, their own mothers wouldn’t recognize them. And Mac and Archer only had a high school photo and the girl’s real name, Veronica.

      Mac didn’t imagine they’d get far with either without throwing money at the problem. They didn’t even know if she was working tonight. Behind the bar, an imposing girl with viking braids and a leather bustier stood cleaning glasses, a scowl nailed firmly in place. On the other side of the bar, leaning against the wall in all black, was a large man with a beard and no less than two face tattoos, who stood there doing nothing.

      Mac nodded towards the man. He was definitely their best shot. The girl behind the bar looked like she had one nerve left and everybody was dancing on it. He knew on sight she wouldn’t be the one to point out a dancer, no matter how pure their intentions were.

      When Archer reached the guy, he pulled a hundred bucks from his wallet, folded it and waved it to get his attention. Mac did his best to hide a smile. The Mulvaneys definitely liked to wave money around. Literally.

      The guy arched a brow, frowning. “Can I help you?” he yelled over the music.

      Archer gave him a lazy smile but was forced to shout just to be heard. “I certainly hope so. We’re looking for this girl. Veronica.”

      Mac was relieved when the music died and the deejay’s voice boomed over the mic. He hated shouting. He held out the photo.

      The man took it, squinting at it. “Never seen her before.”

      “Dude, we know she works here. We just need to talk to her,” Mac said. “We’re not looking for any trouble or anything.”

      The guy snorted. “Yeah, right. Still don’t matter. No idea who that is.”

      Archer pulled a wad of cash from his back pocket and fanned it out on the bar. “This is yours if you just tell her we’d like to talk to her about a piece of shit named Mel Boseman. You can even stand and look out for her while we talk.”

      The guy was staring at the money like Noah had stared at his dinner and Adam stared at the girl on stage. Mac stepped forward. “Listen, just see if she’s willing to have a conversation. A child is in danger. We’ll compensate her for her time, too. Right?”

      Archer nodded. “Of course. Just consider us VIPs for tonight.”

      The guy stared at the cash for another long moment, then huffed out a huge sigh. He gestured to an empty table near the stage. “Wait over there, Mr. VIP.”

      They made their way to an empty table only one over from his new in-laws, sitting just as the music started again and a new girl stepped on stage. Noah screamed, wiggling in Adam’s lap and clapping excitedly like a kid at a puppet show. Others in the club were clearly irritated, but the dancers seemed amused. When Noah waved her over, the girl smiled and kneeled before him, letting Noah put money in her thigh-high boot, before she patted him on the head and went back to dancing.

      Mac laughed, shaking his head, then waved the server over and asked for two bottled waters. The girl nodded and wandered off, returning a bit later with two plastic bottles and a perfunctory smile that quickly faded. Before Mac even cracked the seal on the bottle, a beautiful Asian girl in a slinky black dress sauntered over to their table and made herself at home.

      “Hi,” she said, curling her long dark hair over her shoulder, giving Mac a seductive smile.

      “Hello, love,” Archer said, leaning closer to Mac, a possessive hand curling high on his thigh.

      Was Archer jealous? Mac was almost positive he’d been jealous when he’d learned Mac had spent three weeks alone on base with Boone, but that was before. They were married now. Once more that thought shot through him like a lightning bolt. Archer belonged to him in every way. How had his life flipped upside down so quickly?

      She gave Archer a hard once-over, then ran her thumb along Mac’s jaw. “I’m Melody. You guys are pretty. Wanna drink with me?”

      Archer gave the girl a grin, then slipped her a one-hundred dollar bill. “We’re just here waiting to talk to someone, love. Besides, this pretty boy is my husband.”

      She slow-blinked at him, then glanced at Mac. “What?”

      “We’re gay,” Archer said, shouting to be heard.

      The girl snatched the money from the table, then deflated back in her chair, the polished facade evaporating immediately. “Oh, thank God. Me too.”

      “You’re gay?” Mac echoed stupidly.

      She turned in her seat to point to the Amazonian bartender with the perma-frown. “Yeah, that’s my girlfriend. Isn’t she gorgeous?”

      Mac smiled as the bartender looked up, almost as if she sensed the girl’s gaze. She gave the barest hint of a smile but then went back to working.

      “She seems…” Mac trailed off at a loss.

      “Grumpy?” Melody said with a giggle. “Yeah, she totally is. All the time. She’s my little black rain cloud.”

      Love just oozed from the girl’s pores. Mac glanced back at the bartender once more. She was beautiful. She just also looked like she could wield a broadsword or kill with a look. He imagined the two made a striking, if somewhat improbable, couple. The girl beside him radiated happiness and nervous energy.

      “How’d ya meet?” Archer asked sassily, tone teasing. Before she could answer, he took a long swallow from his water bottle, temporarily distracting Mac from their company as his throat convulsed. Fuck. He’d so much rather be home forcing Archer to swallow something else entirely.

      Melody rested her forearm on the back of the chair, then pressed her cheek against it, gazing at the girl with an almost dreamy expression on her face. “My first night working here, some douchebag tried to drag me into a broom closet. She beat him into a coma.”

      Archer nodded his approval. “That’s sweet.”

      Yeah, violence was definitely a Mulvaney love language.

      “I know, right?” she said.

      A shadow suddenly loomed over the table. Mac looked up to see the bouncer. “She said she’ll talk to you in the back.”

      Archer looked relieved. Mac leaned in close to Melody and pointed to Adam and Noah. “They’re gay as fuck, too, just in case that wasn’t blatantly obvious,” he said, then put a finger to his lips like it was a secret.

      Melody winked before standing and sauntering over to Adam’s table.

      The man led Mac and Archer to a dressing room where a girl with a rich tan and long reddish-brown hair sat in front of a mirror using some kind of oil to dissolve the makeup on her face. There was a short blonde wig discarded beside her. She ignored them as she scrubbed, then used a cloth to wipe the mess from her face. When she was finished, she looked much younger than he’d first imagined. This was her. Veronica. The girl who’d been on stage when they’d entered.

      As they watched, she continued to ignore them, separating her hair into two equal sections before beginning to braid. Only then did she acknowledge them. “What exactly is it you want?”

      “Are you leaving?” Mac asked, noting the girl still wore the see-through dress she’d worn on stage.

      She met Archer’s gaze in the mirror, her gaze guarded and her tone borderline hostile. “Not that it’s any of your business, strange dude I’ve never met before, but I have to go pick up my sister from work. Besides, thanks to Peter Pan and his boyfriend in the front row, I already made what I needed for the night, so I’m taking off. What do you want?”

      Clearly, she had no interest in small talk or niceties. It probably didn’t pay to be friendly in this line of work when there was no financial incentive to do so. Men would likely get the wrong idea.

      “We want to talk to you about your adoptive father, Boseman,” Mac said.

      Her gaze flicked to Mac’s. “Don’t call him that. That monster was never my father.”

      Mac winced. “Sorry. But we just want to know what happened to you.”

      Her face twisted into a disbelieving look. “Why? Nobody gave a fuck when it was happening to me. Why care now?”

      “We think it might be happening to another little girl,” Archer admitted.

      The girl’s fingers stumbled on her braid, but she quickly recovered. “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “Do you want what happened to you to happen to her?” Mac asked gently.

      “You think I can stop it?” she spit at him.

      “No, but we can. We just need your help,” Archer assured her.

      She gave him a long look, her gaze landing on Archer’s watch. “Sure, I’ll answer your questions...if you give me that.”

      Archer glanced down at his Cartier watch, undoing the clasp without an ounce of hesitation. “Here. Now, can you tell us about your time with him?”

      The girl rolled her eyes, then waved the watch away. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      They’d clearly passed some kind of test for her. Archer didn’t put his watch back on, just slipped it into his pocket. “You could start by telling us how you came to live with him.”

      She shrugged, securing the elastic in her hair before starting on her other braid. “He was just always there. He adopted me and my sister when we were really little. Me first. When I was maybe three. Then he brought Laurie in a year or so later. Then his wife got pregnant with their real baby.”

      “His wife? Your mother?” Mac asked carefully.

      “That cunt wasn’t my mother,” she spit, her tone venomous.

      Mac frowned. “She was trying to take you with her when she ran from Boseman, though, right?”

      Veronica snorted. “Does that make that witch my mother? She just wanted her handmaids with her.” She put on an affected accent, saying, “It’s so hard to train good help.”

      “Handmaids?” Archer echoed.

      “Mm,” she said, finishing her braid and standing up, pulling her dress off and hanging it on a rack with a sign that said ‘Dirty.’ They stood awkwardly as she shimmied into tight jeans and a zip-front hoodie that she yanked shut all the way to her throat.

      “What does that mean?” Archer prompted.

      She collapsed onto a purple sofa, dragging her knees to her chin. “It means we weren’t their children, we were their help. We had to cook for them, clean for them. Do yard work. Laundry.” She shook her head, setting her jaw. “While most kids were learning the alphabet, I was scrubbing toilets until the chemicals made my fingers bleed.”

      A quiet rage filled Mac when she lifted her hands to show scarring on the pads of her fingers. What the fuck?

      Veronica jerked forward and grabbed a vape pen from her bag, taking a long hit before letting the smoke trail from her lips.

      The acrid scent of weed filled Mac’s nostrils, then disappeared. Only then did she continue talking. “The only reason she got pissed and wanted to leave him is because she found out we weren’t the only ones that fucker was messing with.”

      “Messing with…sexually?” Archer asked.

      She glowered at him. “Do you want me to draw you a picture? He likes diddling kids. Trixie was fine when he was raping us, but she was straight shook when she realized he was hurting her precious princess, Courtney.”

      “Why didn’t she just leave you with him?” Mac asked, feeling like an asshole but not knowing how else to phrase the question.

      Veronica snorted. “Who else would cook and clean and do laundry? Who would do Courtney’s hair or her homework? Why pay for a housekeeper or tutor when you can just enslave a couple of kids nobody cares about?”

      Christ. “Did you ever…tell anybody?” Mac asked.

      She gave him a scornful look. “Tell who?”

      Mac glanced at Archer before hesitantly asking, “A social worker maybe?”

      She laughed. “Look around you, boy. You’re in Texas. My social worker is the reason I work here.”

      “Your social worker got you a job as a stripper?” Archer asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

      “This? This was a compromise. My social worker settled for me stripping. She wanted me to turn tricks to pay my rent. I was sixteen. She said if I was smart, I’d turn my little sister out instead because she was only fourteen and would bring in a higher hourly rate, even if she wasn’t a virgin.”

      Jesus Christ. Mac felt sick, but he did his best to keep it all buried. This was the compromise? What the fuck kind of monster told a child to turn to sex work to pay her bills? Much less someone who was supposed to protect these girls?

      Veronica somehow looked so young and helpless but also ancient. She seemed exhausted. “CPS don’t give a shit about us. This whole place is rigged and everybody is on the take. Boseman is only one cog in the wheel of a much bigger fucking machine. One that sucks people in and chews them up.”

      Archer perched on the arm of the sofa on the other side of the girl. “Does the name Ronald Egan sound familiar to you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course. Everybody knows Ronny. He’s the king of the VIP room. On Saturdays, he’s here paying for head and hand jobs, and then on Sundays, he’s outside with signs calling us whores and calling for us to be stoned to death.”

      “What about an attorney named Rapke?” Mac asked.

      She seemed to think about it, then shook her head. “No. Not that I know of.”

      “Dunegan? Judd Dunegan?” Archer asked. “Ever heard of him?”

      Her expression grew guarded once more. “I’ve said all I’m going to say. I gotta go.”

      “Is that a yes?” Mac asked. “We can keep you safe if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      She scoffed. “You have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about. And don’t you dare tell anybody I talked to you.”

      Archer pulled the watch from his pocket. “You should take this. It could help with finances.”

      She glared at him, batting his hand away. “You fucking people are unbelievable.”

      Then she was gone, leaving them standing alone in the messy dressing room.

      “Well, that went well,” Archer muttered.

      A girl in stilettos and a g-string entered, stripping off a red wig and plopping into the seat in front of the mirror, giving them a stern look. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “We were just leaving,” Mac assured her, grabbing Archer’s wrist and dragging him back into the fray.

      Adam and Noah were holding court, three girls, including Melody, sitting with them. Mac walked to the table then slapped Adam’s shoulder, gesturing for the door. Adam nodded, pushing Noah to his feet.

      “No, don’t go,” Melody begged. “Don’t leave us with the gross old guys.”

      “Yeah, please stay. You guys are so cute,” the blonde begged, batting the longest lashes Mac had ever seen.

      “Sorry, girls. We gotta go,” Archer said.

      Noah reached into his pockets and emptied out the contents, tossing the cash onto the table. “Here,” he cried. “You guys are so pretty! I love your shiny dress and your scary girlfriend, and I don’t know how you dance in those shoes—I would break an ankle. We should be friends online.”

      When he started to fish his phone from his pocket, Adam stood, upending Noah over his shoulder. “Easy, baller. I think we should call it a night.”

      Only once they were in the relative quiet of the parking lot did Mac say, “How did he get so drunk so fast?”

      “Bottle service. These girls don’t like to drink alone. He’s pretty fucking wasted,” Adam admitted.

      They started to make their way across the parking lot, not in any particular hurry.

      “He ate so much at dinner,” Archer said. “Maybe he does have a tapeworm?”

      “Grover!” Noah shouted like a battle cry.

      Adam slapped Noah’s ass. “Stop shouting. We can all hear you.”

      “Boo,” Noah said mournfully.

      Adam ignored him, asking them, “Did you learn anything?”

      Archer nodded but waited for a beat before saying. “Yeah, but I don’t know if any of it helps. Boseman is a pedophile who forced children to work as domestic slaves. He definitely needs to die, but I just don’t know if it has anything to do with whatever caused the hit on Mac. I’m starting to think we just say fuck it and kill the three of them and call it a day.”

      Mac shook his head. “But she got spooked when you mentioned Dunegan. She shut the conversation down immediately after that. I think it’s time to go with Noah’s plan. Let’s torture Boseman.”

      Noah flailed on Adam’s shoulder. “Yay!”

      Archer tucked himself under Mac’s arm, then curled his own arm around his waist. “I think it’s time to call Dad. We’ll let him make the final call. But I’m team torture at this point.”

      “Go team,” Noah said weakly. Then, “I think I’m going to puke.”

      “If you puke on my Dolce and Gabbana jeans, I’m calling off the wedding,” Adam snapped.

      Noah snorted. “Liar.”

      Archer grinned up at him and Mac’s heart fluttered like he was a teenager.

      This family was certainly never fucking boring.
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      As soon as they returned from the club, a drunken Noah had immediately grabbed Adam’s hand and tugged him back outside, telling him he wanted to “see the stars” from the platform. His brother’s enthusiastic response to the request let Archer know that either stargazing was a new euphemism for sex or his brother had recently taken up astronomy. Archer suspected the former. He certainly had no interest in confirming his suspicions.

      While Mac headed for the shower, Archer called his dad and Calliope to get them up to speed on what they’d learned, even if it wasn’t all that much. Thomas gave the okay to torture information from Boseman but reminded him to be careful with the extraction. After several reassurances that he would not get caught, they said their goodbyes.

      Archer was unbuttoning his shirt when Mac returned from his shower, wearing a brightly patterned towel knotted low on his hips with a smaller towel around his neck, his hair still dripping. Had he even bothered to dry himself? Had he walked across the house like that? What if Adam and Noah had been out there? The thought had him flushing. He didn’t want anybody having access to what belonged to him.

      He sat on the bed, admiring the view. Mac took excellent care of himself. Unlike Archer, whose physique was mostly a matter of genetics and forgetting to eat, his husband had sculpted his body with hours of rigorous exercise, which explained his stamina…for all kinds of things.

      That knowledge used to infuriate Archer. It had always felt like Mac’s very existence was simply to remind Archer he wasn’t strong enough to refuse him. His pull to him had been gravitational. There was no way he could have stayed away. Archer let his gaze roam over his husband from his dripping red hair all the way to his slightly too big feet, then back again.

      Mac was all his. He belonged to him in every conceivable way. The thought filled him with a sort of primal satisfaction he’d never be able to put into words. He couldn’t help but think about that day in the gym when he’d arrived at the Watch. How badly he’d wanted him. How much he’d hated how much he’d wanted him.

      Had that only been a week ago?

      Mac paused, blotting the water from his chest, when he noticed Archer watching him, giving him a quizzical look. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Archer leaned back on his hands, letting his gaze rake over him once more. “Like what?”

      Mac grinned. “Like you’re a dog from those old Saturday morning cartoons and when you look at me you just see meat?” Mac grabbed the smaller towel and pretended to cover his chest, giving Archer a look of mock fear. “I feel positively scandalized.”

      Archer rolled his eyes but couldn’t hide his smile. He crossed the room and grabbed Mac’s wrist, tugging him towards the bed where he forced him to sit on the edge before stepping between his knees.

      “Mm, I like where this is going,” Mac murmured, playing with the edges of Archer’s shirt.

      Archer snorted but didn’t take the bait, grabbing the smaller towel from Mac’s hands and beginning to ring the water from his soaking wet hair.

      Mac sighed contentedly, even as his hands slid into Archer’s unbuttoned shirt, fingers teasing. Archer’s nipples hardened, goosebumps erupting over his skin at the barely-there touches. Was this what real couples did? He couldn’t picture his ruthless, bloodthirsty brothers ever doing anything this domestic, but surely, they did? Truthfully, Archer had never imagined being this comfortable with any person. Ever. This sort of thing had seemed so foreign, so far from attainable, it might as well have been the sun.

      Archer inhaled sharply as Mac leaned forward, his lips skimming Archer’s belly, his breath tickling the hair there. Archer squeezed the towel tighter.

      “What are you doing?” Archer asked, trying to sound disapproving.

      Mac chuckled, fingertips skimming his sides until the muscles beneath flinched involuntarily. “What’s it look like, Katniss?”

      “Like you’re trying to get laid while I’m trying to dry your hair,” Archer murmured.

      Once more, that infuriating chuckle. “I’m simply showing my appreciation for your kind gesture,” Mac countered before placing an open mouth kiss over Archer’s hip bone, then again just above his belly button.

      Christ, Archer was already half-hard. “The motivation for drying your hair is selfish. I don’t want to sleep on wet sheets.”

      Mac’s hands were suddenly at the back of Archer’s knees, applying just enough pressure to force them to give. Luckily, Mac’s lap was there to catch him. Archer found himself staring into those golden eyes and let himself get lost in them for just a moment or two.

      “You were going to be sleeping in a wet spot regardless, Katniss,” Mac teased.

      Archer snorted, mood broken, dropping the towel on top of Mac’s head like a nun’s habit. “That is not the line you think it is.”

      Mac left the towel where it was, wrapping his arms around Archer and giving him a hungry look. “You don’t want me inside you?” he asked, voice a low purr.

      That was a stupid question. Archer never didn’t want Mac. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he asked, “What if I want to be inside you?”

      For the first time since they’d locked eyes in that bar, Archer got to see Mac look thrown, his eyes widening, lips parting involuntarily. Archer took advantage, crashing their mouths together, his tongue dipping inside. Mac’s lips were soft and warm, and his tongue tasted like spearmint toothpaste. Not even the cold, wet tendrils of Mac’s hair poking at Archer could stop the surge of want that spiked in him.

      When he pulled back, he studied Mac’s face. He’d said it on a whim, but now, Mac was watching him, studying his face like he was trying to find a deeper meaning to the question when there really wasn’t one. More just a curiosity, an open door for a later date if he wasn’t open to it now.

      But Mac leaned forward, kissing the corner of Archer’s mouth. “Sure, Katniss. We can do that.”

      It was only after he said it that Archer realized it did matter. He didn’t know how or why, but Mac agreeing to it, no matter how trivial it was, meant more than Archer was willing to admit. His lips found Mac’s once more, the kiss softer, deeper, more intense.

      Archer stood so Mac could move farther up onto the pillows, then followed him down, kneeling between his open knees and tugging open the towel. He took a moment to appreciate the view. Fair skin and freckles, so many freckles they blended together in spots to form abstract patterns that Archer couldn’t help but trace with his fingers.

      He paused at a large inkblot-like mass of freckles next to Mac’s belly button, tracing it with his fingers until Mac grunted. He was clearly ticklish. Archer filed that information away for another time before fanning his fingers over Mac’s abdomen, a little obsessed with the contrast of his skin against Mac’s.

      When Archer peeled off his shirt, Mac laced his hands behind his head, watching him from beneath long, pale lashes.

      Archer kneeled over him, bracing himself on his hands so he could kiss whatever skin he could reach. He’d never done this before. All the times they’d had sex in the past, their interactions were heated, frantic, tearing at each other until they were both satisfied. Mac had always taken control, had almost always made it about pleasing Archer. This was the first time Archer got to do whatever he wanted to Mac. And he wasn’t squandering it.

      He skimmed his fingertips along Mac’s ribs, his tongue teasing over one flat nipple, cock throbbing when Mac groaned. Archer sucked at the peak, then scraped over it with his teeth until Mac bucked beneath him. Archer grinned, giving the other nipple the same attention, before sliding lower, running his tongue along the ridges of Mac’s abs.

      Mac bucked beneath him once more. “You’re killing me, Katniss.”

      Archer settled between his legs. “You’ll live,” he murmured, mouth watering at the sight of Mac’s flushed cock, already leaking. He’d never wanted anybody as bad as he wanted him.

      He couldn’t stop himself from taking Mac into his mouth, tongue teasing at his slit, moaning at the taste of his precum.

      Mac’s large hand cupped Archer’s head in a possessive gesture, his hips rolling upwards, pressing his cock deeper. “Christ.”

      Archer moaned around him, bobbing his head a few times, appreciating the heavy weight of his cock on his tongue. He couldn’t help it. Whenever Mac took charge, Archer’s instinct was to give in. But not this time.

      He pulled free of Mac’s cock with an almost obscene pop. “Lube.”

      Archer tried not to laugh as Mac stretched, blindly slapping at the side table to find the lube they’d used earlier. Archer took the time to kiss along the seam where Mac’s hip and thigh met, smiling when he let his leg fall open to give him better access. So accommodating.

      Archer nosed at Mac’s balls, pushing his legs open farther, hissing when the cold plastic of the lube bottle slapped against his bare arm. Mac snickered, but then moaned as Archer spread him open, his tongue licking over his hole. He tasted like skin and smelled like some kind of spicy soap, and Archer couldn’t help but bury himself there.

      Mac’s hands were back in his hair, his hips arching up to get Archer right where he wanted him. Archer let him guide him, tongue probing, then licking, biting, sucking—anything to keep Mac making those sounds.

      But Mac was growing impatient. When his hand left Archer’s hair to wrap around his cock, Archer batted his hand away. “Uh uh.”

      “Hurry up, Katniss.”

      Archer laughed, then grabbed the lube, coating his fingers, massaging over Mac’s entrance a few times before he finally slid inside. Christ, he was tight. His body sucked Archer’s fingers deeper, like he was always meant to be there. His cock throbbed. He no longer wanted to take his time, just rip off his clothes and drive into him.

      Instead, he twisted and scissored his fingers, fucking them in and out until Mac growled, “Enough. Christ. I’m not a virgin.”

      Archer snickered, pulling free, standing only long enough to shed his clothes. Before he could return to the bed, Mac sat up, snagging him and taking him to the mattress in one smooth motion that made him dizzy. Before he could even guess his motives, he was straddling Archer’s hips, grabbing the lube.

      Archer got to watch as Mac went up onto his knees then sank down onto his cock. He couldn’t stop the low groan that escaped as the tight heat of Mac’s body enveloped him. “Sorry, Katniss, you were taking too long.”

      Mac took himself in hand, stroking a few times before he started to move. Archer bit down on his lip, praying this wasn’t over embarrassingly fast. Mac looked good riding him. He also had rhythm, his hips rising and falling in a perfect tempo that shot pulses of ecstasy along his nerve endings until he was driving up to meet each downward motion.

      Unlike Archer, Mac had no intention of dragging this out, it seemed. He was working himself like a man on a mission and, for once, Archer appreciated his precision and timing because he was seconds away from coming. But he wanted to feel Mac come first.

      Just when Archer had resorted to thinking about crime scene photos to ward off his impending orgasm, Mac’s movements became jerky and uncoordinated. He hissed then grunted, spilling over his fist onto Archer’s skin.

      “Thank fuck,” Archer managed, grabbing Mac’s hips and holding him steady so he could fuck up into him, thrusting only a couple more times before he was coming hard enough to see stars, his whole body contracting as he emptied himself inside him.

      Mac collapsed on top of him, burying his face in the side of his neck. “I need another shower after that.”

      Archer shoved at Mac’s shoulder but he was dead weight. “How have I never noticed how heavy you are?”

      “Beats me,” Mac said, making zero attempt to move.

      “Get off. You’re suffocating me,” Archer said, wiggling ineffectively, though not trying very hard to free himself.

      Mac gripped his wrists, then began to rub his wet hair all over Archer’s chest. “Better?”

      Archer wrenched his wrists free and poked his fingers into Mac’s ribs, twisting until he began to shout and squirm, attempting to subdue Archer’s wrists once more. But though Mac was bigger, Archer was faster, his hands always just out of reach as he tickled Mac until he was laughing shrilly in a not at all manly fashion that only made Archer laugh in an equally unflattering manner until they were both sweating and panting.

      “I surrender,” Mac finally cried. “You win. I’ll move.”

      He didn’t move far, just shifted his weight until he was only half draped over him. They just laid there like that for a while before Mac finally asked, “What did Thomas have to say?”

      “The usual. Go ahead and torture the guy, just don’t get caught.”

      Mac made a noncommittal sound. “What about the wife and the kid? Did he say how we handle that?”

      “The wife’s fair game. If she’s keeping that little girl as a domestic slave, we can take her out, too. Calliope’s concern is we don’t know how corrupt the local law enforcement is or how long it will be before someone notices Boseman and his wife are missing. We can’t leave the girl to fend for herself.”

      Mac lifted his head to meet Archer’s gaze. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “Adam and Noah are going to wait until we’ve acquired the targets and then they’ll take the girl and get her somewhere safe with people Dad trusts to find a safe place for her.”

      Mac looked sad, but then he dropped his head to Archer’s shoulder once more. “It sucks that she has to go through all this.”

      “I know,” Archer said.

      And he did know. He didn’t exactly identify with what the girl had to go through. He couldn’t. He understood it in the same abstract way he’d experienced his own trauma as a child. He recognized the unpleasantness he’d endured but it didn’t penetrate his psyche the way it probably did others. He didn’t ache for what the girl had endured. Not like Mac. That was just the nature of his psychopathy.

      Still, his hand came up to comb through Mac’s still damp hair, noting it was starting to curl. Did Mac’s hair curl when he wasn’t forcing it into a style? How had he never noticed that? Oh, right. Because they barely knew each other. It didn’t feel like that was true, but in the grand scheme of things, it was.

      “If the girl is there, we’ll get her somewhere safe,” he assured Mac.

      “What if we can’t get Boseman to talk?” Mac asked. “What then?”

      Archer gave a grim smile Mac couldn’t see. “He’ll talk. They always talk.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Mac asked, words vibrating off his skin.

      “Because Dad’s sending in reinforcements.”

      “Reinforcements?” Mac parroted.

      Archer’s fingers threaded through Mac’s hair again reflexively. “Yeah, he’s sending the twins… And they’re bringing along some new toys.”
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      Mac woke up alone, sheets tangled around him. He rolled onto his back, stretching until his joints cracked and popped, then grabbed his phone. It was almost nine in the morning. He stood, shoving his legs into a pair of sweatpants and throwing on the sleeveless black hoodie that happened to be at the top of his bag before stumbling into the kitchen.

      Noah sat at the breakfast table, headphones in, a half-eaten piece of toast in front of him as he listened attentively to something, scribbling down notes. He gave Mac a small wave of acknowledgement. Mac nodded in return, heading for the coffee pot, relieved when he saw it was already full. He poured himself a cup, then took a long sip, letting the bitter liquid burn its way down before dropping into a chair beside Noah.

      “Where’s Archer?” he finally asked.

      Noah pulled a headphone free. “Huh?”

      “Archer?” Mac repeated.

      “Oh, outside with Adam. They’re bringing in some of the toys we brought along from home.”

      Mac nodded, returning to his coffee cup, content to stare at nothing as Noah worked. The front door opened and Archer entered, carrying a large red storage container that he dropped just inside the door. He smiled when he saw Mac, walking up behind him before leaning over and kissing the side of his neck in a way that shot goosebumps along Mac’s skin.

      “You’re up,” he murmured against his ear.

      You have no idea. Mac adjusted himself under the table, flushing when Noah smirked like he could sense his discomfort.

      Adam walked over to Noah, grabbing the back of his chair and dragging it out before plopping his large frame into Noah’s lap. To his credit, the boy just wrapped his arms around him and continued with his work, clearly used to the distraction.

      Archer sat beside Mac. “The twins will meet us at the Boseman residence after dark. Once we determine they’re alone, we’ll subdue him and the wife and Noah and Adam will take the little girl to meet Calliope’s contact and make sure she’s safe.”

      Mac grunted, still not feeling awake enough to communicate with any real efficiency.

      Somewhere, a phone began to buzz. Everybody reached for their pockets except Mac. He’d left his phone in the bedroom. The ringing phone was Archer’s. He glanced at the name on the screen, then swiped to answer, hitting speaker before setting the phone on the table. “You’ve got all of us, Calliope.”

      “Good. I really don’t want to have to play this more than once.”

      “Play what?” Noah asked, removing his headphones and reaching for his toast.

      “I’ve been monitoring the bug in Egan’s office. He made this phone call last night. Just listen. Tell me what you make of it.”

      Mac didn’t really know Calliope, but her grim tone seemed to make the others uneasy. That didn’t bode well for whatever it was they were about to hear.

      Even with the speaker turned to top volume, they had to lean in. The nasally whine was unmistakingly Egan’s. “Hey, we gotta talk.”

      When there was no audible response, Mac surmised the bug was picking up a phone call between Egan and someone else. His gaze met Archer’s.

      “Yeah, so Terrance confirmed the livestock for the auction will arrive on time as promised. Yeah, all present and accounted for. Fifteen workhorses. Ten brood mares. Eight foals. Five fillies. Three colts. But…” He trailed off. “Now, don’t get mad…but we lost the special request.”

      The irritated sound he made let them know that whoever was on the other end had not heeded his request. “I know the buyer had their heart set on that particular…foal, but she dropped early. Too early. The foal didn’t make it.”

      Mac frowned as he listened to what seemed like a fairly standard conversation one might have in a small Texas town. There were horse farms all over the state. Hell, they’d passed several on the way home just last night. Mac imagined livestock auctions were also a fairly common practice as well.

      Still, he figured Calliope had sent this to them for a reason. Egan’s breaths grew slightly erratic, like he was nervous or maybe growing angry. Mac wished he could hear both sides of the conversation.

      They sat in silence until whoever was on the other end of the call finished and Egan said, “We have five other mares ready to drop any day now. Surely, one of those will be enough to—I understand he chose that mare in particular, but these things can’t be helped. It’s biology. He wanted a bab—foal, so he’ll get one. Just because it’s not the one he wanted doesn’t mean we’re reneging on our end.”

      Mac’s gaze shot to Archer’s once more. Baby? There was something about the slip up that sent a shiver of unease down Mac’s spine. But he didn’t have time to voice his concerns because Egan was whining again.

      “This isn’t fucking Build-A-Bear. Shit happens. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to procure, inseminate, and house these breeders? The amount of man hours I waste on this little side project of yours?” He was growing heated. “No, you don’t get to say that. You just have to smile and bat your lashes and forge some documents. I’m the one dealing with the crying and the hysterics and the whining. You have your daddy to protect you. I’m on my own.”

      Once more, he fell silent. Noah and Mac sat, tense, waiting until Egan spoke again.

      His response was explosive. “Goddamn, woman, stop nagging. What do you want me to do about it? It ain’t my fault. Even the best breeders lose one every now and again.”

      Mac’s stomach churned at the term breeder. Somehow, he didn’t think they were talking about livestock anymore. Noah’s face contorted in disgust and he pushed his toast away. Mac didn’t blame him. He suddenly had no appetite either. What the fuck were these guys doing?

      “What do you want me to do? Tell Merk—” Egan seemed to catch himself. “Tell the client that we will give him top pick of the next drop and offer a partial refund for his trouble. If he doesn’t like it, then he can wait for us to start the whole process over again if he’s insistent on having the same bitch as last time. Those are his options.”

      Mac rubbed his temples as Egan fell silent, the only sound his chair squeaking as he seemed to rock compulsively back and forth. Then, he said, “Christ, Desiree, this whole thing was your fucking idea. You’re the one who wanted to expand the operation. We were doing just fine with the domestic supply chain. But no, you just had to go designer.”

      Noah frowned. “Desiree?”

      “Egan’s stepsister. Married to that immigration attorney,” Mac supplied. “Dad’s some kind of Texas big shot.”

      Noah gave a slight nod as Egan said, “Thanks to my guys, the bloodline should be sufficiently diluted, but DNA is tricky. Sometimes, no matter how much white you add, the colors still come out…muddy.”

      Mac’s heart hammered against his ribs, his unease turning to anger. Was that what they were hiding? Was this their secret they thought Mac had somehow stumbled upon? Archer’s hand settled on his thigh, giving it a squeeze. Mac took a deep breath and let it out, forcing himself to stay calm.

      “Figure it out, Desiree. We still have that other loose end to tie up. Sooner rather than later—They’re already sniffing around—Yeah, I didn’t recognize him at first either, but he’s definitely one of them—I don’t know why they’re here. I’m assuming they figured out it was us that ruined their honeymoon. I told you we should have just let the whole fucking thing go. But no, you always have to be right.”

      They were talking about Mac. Or maybe Noah. Either way, it was clear they knew Mac was in town. Though, clearly, they didn’t know exactly where. Part of him was happy they were scrambling.

      “We have people to answer to as well, thanks to you, and while they’re not Thomas Mulvaney, they do have the power to fuck us royally.”

      Mac was relieved to see he wasn’t the only one freaking out over this conversation. It was weird to hear people casually plotting your death. Noah gnawed at his thumbnail, eyes locked on the phone screen where the minutes of the call ticked down. Adam took Noah’s hand and pulled it from his lips, shaking his head. Mac placed his palm over Archer’s hand on his thigh.

      “Don’t underestimate him, Desiree. He’s a billionaire. One of the richest, most powerful men in the world and we just went after his fucking son-in-law.”

      Mac was tempted to start biting his own nails just waiting to hear what came next. “You think running a charity makes you altruistic? You run a charity and you’re literally one of the worst people I know. If we all end up dead, it’s on you.”

      When the recording ended, Adam looked around like he’d just woken up. “So…how are we feeling about all that?”

      “About how I’d feel if I spent the night in the bottom of a New York City dumpster,” Calliope said. “I don’t know what exactly these people are up to, but I think it’s safe to say they’ve met the code.”

      “So, they’re definitely trafficking people over the border. Right?” Noah asked. “That’s what all their horse talk was. Code for trafficking? They’re auctioning off people?”

      Mac’s stomach churned. “That seems to be the least offensive thing they’re doing.”

      Calliope began typing somewhere in the distance. “I’m still searching the darknet for some kind of mention of this auction. It has to be virtual. Nobody would dare try to pull off something like this face to face nowadays. If I can find the site, I can tell you when it’s going down. We need to find out where they’re holding these people in the meantime.”

      “Can’t we just kill these guys now?” Noah asked. “Like Calliope said, they definitely meet the code. Let’s just start taking them out.”

      Adam gently patted Noah’s head like a dog. “Babe, you know better than anybody that’s not how this works. If there is an auction…if they are selling people…we need to find those people. We need to know how many more auctions like this are happening. We need to know if this goes further than just those three guys who tried to kill Mac.”

      “We’re running out of time. They know we’re here,” Noah reminded them.

      Mac nodded. “They’re scared. That works in our favor. Scared people make mistakes.”

      “Agreed,” Archer said. “It never occurred to me that they’d think Dad was more corrupt than they are. But I guess shitty people always think other people are equally shitty.”

      “I mean, Dad’s not corrupt per se, but he’s not exactly Mother Teresa either,” Adam said. “He did, in fact, send us here to dispatch your husband’s would-be-killers, just as they suspected.”

      “They’re going to try to come after Mac even harder now. All we’ve done so far is put him in more danger,” Archer said.

      Adam shook his head. “You’re too lovesick to see this is a good thing. They’re never going to have the chance to come after Mac. Let’s grab Boseman and the wife like we planned. Hell, let’s grab Egan, too. If they already know we’re here, there’s no reason to hide.”

      “They also might not expect us to go after Boseman since he wasn’t there the day you photographed them. He might be the easiest to get to,” Noah said.

      “Good point,” Adam said, beaming at Noah. “Let’s put the three of them in a room together with the twins and their toys and see who starts squealing first.”

      “And tomorrow, when three prominent members of society go missing?” Mac prompted. “Won’t the others run scared?”

      Adam waved a hand. “By the time anybody realizes Boseman and Egan are gone, we’ll already be knocking on their door.”

      “Then what?” Archer asked. “We need to know how high up this goes. Does it stop with them? This Desiree chick? Her dad? How many bodies do we have to drop before Mac is safe?”

      Mac wanted to say something to assure Archer that he was no more or less safe regardless of what plan they went with. This was a shitty situation with no easy solution. There was a group of people who were abusing and subjugating another group of people. In the grand scheme of things, his life couldn’t be a factor in this. They had to rescue those people, whether Mac lived or died in the process. Whether any of them lived or died in the process. It was the right fucking thing to do.

      Adam looked from Archer to Mac and back again. “This isn’t anything new for us. You’re just too involved. We’ll find out who’s responsible for the hit on Mac. We’ll figure out the sordid details behind their operation and we’ll shut it down. Then we’ll make sure the right people get punished.”

      “If people in a particular friend group start to go missing one by one, it’s going to draw unwanted attention,” Noah said.

      “Who’s talking one by one? Fuck it. You want to take them all at once? We’ll round them up, kill them, and then make it look like a tragic group accident. Come on,” Adam said with mock enthusiasm. “This could be fun. Like a team building exercise. Fun for the whole family.” When nobody joined in on Adam’s enthusiastic plan, he began to pout. “I can’t wait until the twins get here. They get me.”

      “This operation has gone off the fucking rails,” Archer muttered, dropping his head into his hands.
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      Avi and Asa arrived around midday with their spouses in tow, the latter already complaining. Avi held a large black umbrella over Felix’s head while pulling a huge designer suitcase. Zane, as usual, kept his dramatics slightly more understated, pulling at his damp clothing and glaring upwards at the sun like it was intruding on his bodily autonomy.

      The moment they entered the tiny dwelling, Felix immediately swooned onto the couch, the back of his hand going to his forehead like he was some Victorian maiden. “What is with this heat? Seriously. Who would live here on purpose? It’s vile.”

      Zane snorted. “Based on the number of abandoned homes we passed coming in? Nobody.”

      “We’re in a literal ghost town,” Archer reminded them. “The houses are supposed to be empty.”

      Felix reached into the front pocket of his bag, unfurling a fan like he was in an old-fashioned tent revival, handing it to Zane with an exaggerated pout. “I’m melting into an actual puddle.”

      “I told you to dress for the weather, kitten,” Avi admonished, dropping a kiss on his cheek as he passed by.

      Felix gave an affronted look, glancing down at his wide-legged trousers and chiffon blouse. “How does one dress for this heat? A space suit? I feel like a microwave dinner.” He made huge puppy eyes at Zane. “Fan me.”

      Zane gazed at Felix with the same level of adoration one gave a favorite pet, doing as he was asked without question while Avi and Asa shook their heads. Mac watched the circus unfold quietly, his gaze darting from one face to another.

      Archer found it weirdly soothing. Having them around meant everything was normal. Felix complaining about mundane things was normal. Zane placating Felix was normal. His brothers shit-talking each other was normal. The thought stopped him in his tracks.

      He had always thought of himself as a casual observer in the family. He’d done his best to keep his distance for as long as he could remember, but, despite his lies, they’d all crept in anyways. Maybe he wasn’t attached to them like some neurotypical could be, but they clearly lived somewhere in his head.

      Mac frowned in his direction. What kind of face must he be making to get that look from him? He shook his head, letting him know he was fine and not having some kind of emotional crisis, which seemed to be his new normal. Ever since Mac had pried his way into Archer’s life, he’d lost all control of his feelings.

      But they had no time for that.

      Archer hadn’t anticipated the extra bodies, but he welcomed them anyway. While they had vetoed Adam’s let’s-round-up-everybody-and-kill-them plan, they had decided he had a point when it came to pitting Egan and the Bosemans against each other.

      Torturing three adults was no small feat on a good day. Doing it while also attempting to extract a traumatized child added an entirely new level of fuckery to the plan and gave Archer a migraine. Having Zane and Felix along would substantially lighten the load but would also add to the chaos. A chaos to which Mac had never been exposed. This was about to be a learning curve for him. Archer almost felt bad about it.

      Almost.

      Once everybody had found a seat, they began to hash out the details of the night’s plan.

      Archer stood behind Mac’s chair, his hand on his shoulder. “Mac and I drove out to Boseman’s property in Marfa. It’s isolated as fuck. No camera. No fences. Just miles of desert and his adobe-style home sitting smack in the middle. Only two entrances. He’s pretty brazen for a pedophile.”

      Noah scoffed from his spot in Adam’s lap. “The whole damn town is either corrupt or brainwashed. I guess he figures he’s got nothing to worry about.”

      Adam grimaced. “Yeah, Egan is not so laid back. He gives new meaning to the word paranoid. His whole place is like one big tinfoil hat. He’s got a ten-foot concrete fence, security cameras mounted on every corner of the house, and a pretty elaborate security system inside as well. And a Rottweiler named Sadie he keeps chained in the backyard pretty much around the clock from the looks of it.”

      “The goodest girl,” Noah said dreamily. “We’re gonna steal her.”

      “We’re not stealing her,” Adam said, exasperated.

      Noah gave Adam a withering glare. “Dexter needs a friend.”

      Adam snorted. “Dexter needs a doctor to fix his gas problem. You need more friends.”

      “Dogs are man’s best friend,” Noah countered, pivoting in his lap just enough to look him dead in the eye. “I want that dog.”

      “You’re not getting the dog,” Adam snapped, eyes immediately going wide when he realized he’d raised his voice.

      “Ooh,” Zane said under his breath to Felix.

      “He’s so getting that dog,” Felix muttered.

      Adam’s face flushed red and he locked his arms as a struggling Noah tried to squirm free of his lap. “Fine. Fine. I will kidnap the dog. Jeez.”

      Noah melted against him, face smug as he said, “Thank you, baby.”

      “Yeah, right,” Adam said, pouting.

      “The security doesn’t concern you?” Asa asked as if the entire dog conversation never happened.

      “According to Calliope, he spends his nights in his office having the world’s most vanilla phone sex with his mistress. You can just snag the dumbass from there.”

      Asa nodded, pulling a bag of Skittles from the duffle bag at his feet, shoveling a handful into his mouth. “So, Lois, Felix, and Noah take the kid. Avi and I snag the preacher. You, Adam, and Mac subdue Boseman and his wife. Then we make with the stabby stabby. Get the answers we need and get home before anybody even knows we’re missing. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.”

      Mac blinked at Asa like he’d grown a second head, but before he could formulate any kind of response, Felix piped up. “What? No way. I’m not missing out on the fun. I have toys I want to play with, too.” When Avi gave him a dirty look, Felix pointed a manicured nail at him. “Don’t you dare make so much as a single innuendo or I swear, you’ll regret it.”

      Avi snickered. “Innuendo. Even that sounds dirty.”

      “Can we focus, guys? The faster we can get this shit sorted, the faster we can go get my new dog,” Noah reasoned.

      “I’m focused,” Felix countered. “I’m staying for the torture. Period. Avi never lets me play anymore.” When Avi opened his mouth like he was going to counter the statement, Felix raised a single imperious brow. Archer got to watch as his brother closed his mouth and sat silently.

      Archer tried to suppress a smile as Mac’s eyes went comically wide.

      Sometimes, Archer forgot what Felix looked like to the outside world. He was long and slender with a feminine softness that was only more exaggerated by his long, black hair and gender-fluid style. As a designer, Felix felt obligated to always look runway ready. Even when he was only planning on kidnapping and torturing people for the evening. Murder? Felix probably had an aesthetic for it. Probably even a Pinterest board and a spring line.

      “This outfit alone should terrify these homophobes, kitten,” Avi assured him.

      Noah nodded. “Psychological warfare is an important aspect of any interrogation. Zane and I can handle getting the little girl out. I’m fine missing out on the blood and guts.” He looked at Zane. “You?”

      “Yeah, you can put me on the permanent do not call list for the torture sessions,” Zane said, then gave Asa a smirk. “I get enough of that at home.”

      Archer laughed when Mac’s startled gaze slid to his. His new husband was certainly getting a crash course in Mulvaney 101.

      “Fine. Zane and Noah have the kid. Mac, Adam, and I will take care of Boseman and the wife. Avi, Asa, and Felix will secure Egan and bring him to Boseman’s place. Good?” Archer asked.

      When everybody nodded, Archer stood. “Good. Let’s get prepped and ready to go.”
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        * * *

      

      They could only drive in so far with their headlights on. After that, it was a matter of using the GPS to guide them down what was an almost non-existent road. Archer had never been the type for quiet solitude. Just two days in the Terlingua ghost house and he was already desperate to get back to the real world. He couldn’t imagine anybody choosing to isolate themselves like this for fun. But he also wasn’t a child-enslaving pedophile, so…there was that.

      In the light of day, the sprawling scenery was probably idyllic. Peaceful, even. But now, in the dead of night, it seemed almost as sinister as their plans for the man and his wife. As far as set-ups went, it was pretty ideal. In addition to the home, there was a large garage-like structure set on the back edge of the property that they’d determined would be fine for their Q and A session with the trio.

      When they were about half a mile from the house, they abandoned the cars and went the rest of the way on foot. Zane stayed behind, prepared to drive in once the couple had been subdued, so that Noah didn’t have to carry the little girl far.

      With the help of Thomas’s Range-R thermal scanner, they were able to deduce from a reasonable distance that Boseman and his wife were not the only ones in the home. There were two heat signatures coming from a room at the back—presumably a bedroom—and one substantially smaller one from the front of the home. Likely the child they’d spotted in the photos.

      “Comms check,” Archer said quietly, then listened as each of them responded one by one.

      They’d opted to infiltrate the home at the same time through the garage’s side door. Once inside, they would break off, with Noah seeking out the girl and Adam, Archer, and Mac breaching the bedroom.

      They approached the house in a single-file line with Mac in the lead and Adam bringing up the rear. They’d been fully prepared to pick the side lock, but when Mac turned the knob, it gave with ease. These people were so cocky, it almost didn’t seem fair.

      The door spilled them into a large open space with a kitchen in the far corner and several closed doors. It took a moment for them to orient themselves. Mac pointed towards the room where they’d noted the Bosemans’ presence. Noah nodded his head towards the kitchen. The girl had been spotted in that general vicinity.

      Archer held up his free hand, telling Mac and Adam to wait, looping his finger in a circle. He wanted eyes on the child before they took out the Bosemans. He didn’t know why, but it suddenly felt important for him to see her with his own eyes.

      Archer followed Noah towards the kitchen area, stopping when a glass hutch caught his attention. It was one of those large curio cabinets, backlit with a light that gave off a soft amber glow. But where most people kept their grandmother’s vintage plates or porcelain dolls, Boseman had Nazi memorabilia. Third Reich pins and vintage weapons. Also photos of Klansman holding nooses and standing next to mutilated corpses. Christ.

      Of course, he was that guy. Maybe this was the kind of shit Boseman chose to spend his money on. That and buying children. Noah had his hand on the doorknob leading into another room when Archer met him there.

      When Noah attempted to open the door, there was no give, despite the turning of the knob. He panned his flashlight towards the top of the door, realizing there was a padlock keeping the door shut.

      Archer holstered his Ruger, then reached into his back pocket and snagged the lock-picking kit he’d intended to use on the side entrance door, quickly cracking the generic lock and removing it.

      When Noah pushed the door open, it reverberated off of something that sounded like heavy plastic. Noah pushed harder, the door finally giving just enough for them to watch two bare feet retreat from the light like something out of a horror movie. Something twisted deep within him as Archer realized the girl had tried to barricade herself in, probably attempting to keep Boseman away from her.

      This guy needed to die painfully. Part of Archer hoped he resisted. Hard.

      Noah looked at Archer, noting the scowl on his face, before waving him off. “Go,” he whispered. “I don’t want to freak her out any more than she already is. Go deal with them. I’ve got her.”

      Archer didn’t ask if Noah was sure. There was nothing Archer could do to help the girl or her situation. All he could do was offer her vengeance, and even then, she’d never know the true horrors that awaited her captors. He sighed, then nodded, turning to make his way back to Adam and Mac.

      They hadn’t even made it to the bedroom door when Noah walked past them carrying the little girl, her arms clinging around his neck. Damn, he was good or maybe she was just so desperate to escape she’d believe anybody who said they’d help her.

      Either way, with Noah and the girl out of the house, there was no longer a need for them to go in quietly. Mac made eye contact with Archer, giving him a questioning look. Archer pulled his pistol from the holster beneath his jacket then looked to Adam, who was practically salivating.

      Fuck it. Why not? Archer nodded. Mac took a step back and kicked his booted foot against the door hard enough for it to explode inward. Boseman’s wife shot upwards with a scream. Adam’s gun was in her mouth before she could fully comprehend her situation.

      Archer pressed the barrel of the gun against Boseman’s temple before he could be a hero and reach for whatever weapon he likely had hidden nearby.

      “Morning, sunshine,” he said, then slammed the grip into the man’s temple until he lost consciousness.

      Adam leaned into the woman’s face, watching as her eyes grew even bigger. “Let’s have some fun.”
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      Securing Egan took a lot longer than anticipated. By the time the twins arrived on site, Boseman’s wife was strapped to a chair with zip ties and her husband was suspended naked by his wrists.

      Felix grimaced when he saw the naked man dangling in the center of the room. Mac didn’t blame him. If the sight of the man’s pasty, doughy countenance wasn’t enough to turn someone’s stomach, the plethora of racist tattoos would have done it.

      Asa and Avi dragged Egan from the car as he contorted his body alarmingly, attempting to disengage himself from their grip as they carried him towards the freestanding building. “I know who you are,” he assured them from beneath his hood. “My followers will hear about this. They’ll come for you. You’ll burn in hell for this.”

      Mac laughed as Archer rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t have taped his mouth shut?”

      Felix shrugged. “We tried. He chewed through it.”

      “Twice,” the twins said in unison.

      Once inside, Felix yanked the hood off, seemingly getting some satisfaction out of the way the man winced at the jarringly bright fluorescent lights that buzzed overhead.

      “Get his clothes off,” Adam muttered, throwing some chains towards Avi.

      Egan’s eyes bulged as he realized Boseman was trussed naked before him, looking suddenly faint when he noted the wife had also been bound and gagged.

      He physically recoiled when Felix approached, his face twisting in a sneer as he took in Felix from his man bun to his black leather pants and tank top. “You stay away from me, you fucking—” He stopped short, staring at Felix’s face like he was attempting to solve a complex math problem.

      “You don’t even know what slur to use, huh? I’m Mexican and Chinese, so take your pick,” Felix taunted, voice breathier than usual.

      He was clearly egging Egan on, trying to make the man even more uncomfortable than he already was. Mac didn’t know much about his brother-in-law but found him fascinating. He was a study of contradictions in almost every way.

      “Queer,” the man finally spit.

      Felix grinned widely, then hissed at him like a cat.

      Asa stepped forward, slapping the man just hard enough to get his attention. “I hate to ruin your night, pastor, but every damn one of us is gayer than the Tony Awards.”

      Egan looked between them, expression dubious, as if he couldn’t believe all of them were gay.

      “Seems improbable, statistically speaking,” Mac said. “But, unfortunately for you and your friend here, it’s true. We’re all”—he gave the man exaggerated jazz hands—“super gay.”

      “But some of us,” Adam confided, “are also super fucking crazy.”

      Asa nodded, throwing a friendly arm around Egan’s waist. “See, pastor—Felix here, he’ll just cut your clothes off. Me? I’ll douse them in gasoline and burn them off, then content myself by playing with whatever’s left of you. Your choice.”

      Mac got to watch as the seriousness of Egan’s circumstances seemed to truly settle over him. Avi secured Egan’s hands above his head, hoisting him until his feet dangled almost completely off the ground. “Go ahead, kitten. Do your thing.”

      Egan continued to squirm and fidget, but Felix paid him no mind. He walked to a black case he’d placed on the wooden ledge, opening it and pulling free strange silver caps. As they watched, he slipped them onto his fingers one at a time, like thimbles.

      It was only when he came closer that Mac realized what they were. At the end of each silver cap extended a metallic claw, razor sharp, like talons. On Felix’s long, narrow fingers, they looked truly terrifying.

      “They were his birthday present from Aiden. They’re perfect, right?” Avi said, gazing at his husband like he was the sun.

      Felix grabbed the front of Egan’s shirt, making a show of drawing his pointer finger down the front, moaning obscenely as it slid through the fabric like butter.

      “God, that sound gets me hot,” he teased before walking behind Egan, who gave a shrill cry.

      “Enough, kitten. You’re scaring the poor dear. I don’t want him to die of a heart attack before he can answer our questions.”

      Felix pouted, yanking the fabric down and off until it hung in tatters around the man’s waist. “You said I could play, too.”

      “What do you want to play, kitten?” Avi asked, pulling various items from the black duffle bag Mac had noted earlier at the house.

      Felix tapped one silver claw against his tooth. “Hmm. How about tic-tac-toe?” he asked.

      Before anybody could answer, he was slicing into Egan’s back. This time, the man’s screams wouldn’t be silenced. Boseman jerked awake, swaying wildly as he realized his own predicament.

      “What the fuck is going on here? Who are you people?” Boseman muttered, voice wavering as he attempted to get a grip on his bearings.

      They ignored him. Felix’s silver-tipped nails were now dripping with blood. Still, he snagged the knife on his thigh with his free hand and held it up. “Who wants to be O?”

      When nobody immediately volunteered, Mac held up a hand. “I’ll play.”

      Felix did a little hop of excitement, handing him the knife. “Yes!”

      Adam casually strolled across the room to Boseman and slapped him in his bruised face. “What do we do with this one?”

      Avi grinned. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about this one. I have something special for him.”

      Avi pulled something from the bag and shook it. In his hand was a braided leather handle, and when he unfurled it, several strips of leather shook free with a strange metallic sound. It looked almost comically fake. Like something one might buy at a BDSM sex shop.

      “While, alas, I was unable to secure a slide made of razor blades, my darling husband was kind enough to make this for me on the plane.” He looked at Boseman. “Your people were fond of whips, no? Big fans. Do you know what a cat o’ nine tails is?”

      Boseman didn’t answer, so Avi held it up for his inspection. “Some people use knots in the leather for maximum damage, but back in the day, they used metal or even broken glass. But this one… See these shiny things here? This one uses razor blades. See?”

      Avi flicked his wrist, and Boseman gave a strangled cry as the pieces of leather ripped across his chest, leaving several scratches in their wake. They all watched, fascinated, as seconds later, blood began to seep from dozens of cuts at once.

      “Don’t forget this,” Adam called, throwing what looked like a ketchup bottle towards his brother.

      Avi grinned, catching it. “Oh, right. The secret ingredient.”

      He popped open the top and squirted the pungent smelling liquid over the man’s lacerations. His screams caused his wife to also start screaming. Mac could barely keep up. He’d been involved in numerous operations overseas and had even participated in one or two interrogations in his day, but never anything like this.

      He kept waiting for the horror to kick in. The part where their suffering would trigger some knee-jerk level of empathy that told him he should show some compassion. But it just wasn’t there. He had no compassion for these people. They deserved every ounce of pain.

      Archer winced. “What is that?”

      Avi looked down at the bottle in his hands like he’d never seen it before, then seemed to come to his senses. “This? We didn’t have time to stop and grab lemon juice, but I found some gasoline. So, I improvised.”

      “Well, don’t get us all blown up,” Archer said.

      Asa looked at Egan. “Do you know why we’re here?”

      Egan looked at Mac sullenly. “I do now.”

      “Are you going to cooperate and answer our questions?” Mac asked.

      Before Egan could answer, Felix took his claw to the man’s back, causing him to scream again. When the others looked at him, he stared back innocently. “What? I forgot my X.”

      Mac’s lips twitched in an aborted laugh. He looked back and forth between Boseman and Egan. “Let’s start with something easy. Who’s behind the hit on me?”

      The two men looked at each other, then away, as if they didn’t hear the question. Mac shrugged, flipping the knife in his hand before walking behind Egan. Felix had gone for the obvious move, planting his large X in the center square. Mac chose the top left. Egan gave a strangled cry as Mac’s blade bit into his skin, parting it with ease. Felix’s knife was very sharp.

      Avi circled around Boseman, shaking the whip just enough to hear the sound of the razor blades clinking together. “Tick. Tock.”

      It was as if Boseman suddenly came to life, attempting to look behind him at what Avi was doing. “What hit? What are you talking about? I don’t know anything about any hit. I was just minding my own goddamn business when you people barged into my house and assaulted my wife and me.”

      “What about your daughter?” Archer asked. “Aren’t you going to ask what we did with her?”

      Boseman flushed almost purple and he looked seconds away from pissing himself. “D-Daughter? I don’t know what you mean.”

      Archer rolled his eyes, then waved a hand. “Avi.”

      Avi grinned. Boseman shouted, then hissed, then screamed as Avi brought the whip down not once but twice before pouring gasoline over the wounds. “Still nothing to say?”

      Felix walked over to Boseman’s wife. She was shaking and sweating, her eyes bugged out. She seemed almost frozen in terror. He removed her gag, then gently ran one clawed nail down her cheek as she hissed in pain. “What about you, blondie? You want to tell us where you got that little girl and what exactly it was she did for you and your husband?”

      “Don’t you touch me. You filthy—”

      Felix replaced her gag, cutting off whatever horrific thing was about to come out of her mouth. Instead, he pressed one of those silver-tipped claws dangerously close to her eye. “I always wanted blue eyes,” he said dreamily, pressing the tip into the edge until she began to panic, shouting into the cloth. “Careful with your tone or I might just keep yours as a souvenir.” He kissed the fabric between her lips. “Bitch.”

      “You get the hell away from her!” Boseman yelled, voice hoarse.

      Nobody paid him any mind. All eyes were locked on Felix. Mac had no point of reference, but they seemed shocked by his savagery. Ironic in a family like this one. But Felix wasn’t a psychopath. At least, not as far as Mac knew. Hell, maybe they were all on the spectrum.

      “Okay, this is getting us nowhere,” Archer managed. “So, this is how this is going to go down. I’m going to ask you a question,” he told Egan. “If you refuse to answer, they’re gonna add another X or O to your board. When there’s a winner, you die. Slowly. Painfully.”

      He looked at Boseman. “When I have no more use for him…I’m coming for you. If you have nothing that interests me, I’ll kill the both of you as well.”

      “Then your husband will still be on the run,” Egan spat. “Even if you kill us, that won’t cancel the contract on his life.”

      Mac looked at Archer. Egan was right. Though Mac was less concerned about the contract at this point. Somehow, knowing that Egan and his sister were afraid of Thomas Mulvaney made it seem like this was now less about keeping him alive and more about saving a bunch of young girls from their abusers.

      Archer shrugged. “Oh, I know. See, this isn’t really about that anymore. It’s like you said the other night. You pissed off Thomas Mulvaney. And my dad? He’s petty. We’ve already found the contract online. We’ll just buy it out. Then we’ll go after the others. This is about your little operation.”

      Egan’s mouth opened and closed. “What?”

      “Is that your final answer?” Archer asked, glancing at Felix, who stood and sauntered closer, finger extended, prepared to make his move. He tsked at the man’s back. “I should warn you, he’s not even trying to win. If you don’t plan to die screaming, I’d rethink your response.”

      “Just fucking kill me already, qu—” Another shrill scream split the air as Felix took his turn.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. What were you saying?” Felix asked.

      Mac stepped behind Egan and sucked in a sharp breath. “Damn, that one went deep. Is that…bone?”

      Egan screamed as Felix picked at a piece of his skin. “Huh. I guess so.”

      Archer dragged a chair over to where Egan dangled, straddling the back and folding his arms along the top. “Would it help if I started? I know sometimes being the center of attention is awkward, though with your YouTube following, I would’ve thought you’d love the attention. But it’s fine. If it hurries things along, I’ll break the ice.”

      Egan began to pray loudly. “Dear Heavenly Father—” His prayers ended in a scream as Mac decided to take his turn.

      Archer cleared his throat, sounding bored. “As I was saying, we know you’re trafficking people. We know you’re running an auction. We know you’re farming infants for money. We want the details. Now.”

      Egan was ashen, skin cold and clammy. He shivered as he swayed.

      “You’re not making it out of here alive, man,” Asa said. “Die with some fucking dignity. Hell, die with all your appendages.”

      Egan opened his mouth, but Boseman’s voice boomed across the room. “Don’t you do it. You keep your fucking mouth shut.”

      Mac’s gaze snapped to Boseman, then slid to Archer, who seemed equally perplexed. As far as they knew, Boseman’s only crime—other than being Egan’s henchman—was holding that little girl captive. A crime he was already going to pay for with his life. So, why was Boseman suddenly barking orders at Egan?

      “One of you needs to start talking or I’m busting out the fucking blowtorch,” Adam snapped. When they all looked at him, he huffed out a breath through his nose. “What? I’m bored. This is boring. I want to go home to my husband.”

      “It’s him,” Egan cried dramatically. “He’s behind all of it. He runs the auctions. He runs the girls.”

      Boseman’s face turned a dangerous shade of eggplant, his skin mottled. He looked…unwell. “You sniveling little coward. You’re so full of shit. Don’t listen to him. He’s pissing himself, he’s so scared. His stepsister and her father are the real villains.”

      “Do tell,” Asa said.

      Boseman was nodding along, as if it might help sell his story. “It was her father who installed Dunegan as the commissioner of border patrol so he’d look the other way. It was her father who arranged for certain women and children to disappear from the ICE centers, never to be seen again. It was her father who gave her that charity so that she and her husband could convince poor, unsuspecting girls that they would give them green cards for acting as surrogates.”

      “Only because you convinced him there was money in it!” Egan shouted.

      Boseman scoffed. “You told him who to use. You helped set up the operation. That was all you. You’ve been using your church to recruit men to impregnate innocent young girls so that your sister can sell her white passing babies to the highest bidder.”

      Egan sputtered. “You’ve been quietly amassing a fortune off our hard work while we took all the risks. You’re the fucking monster.”

      “Do I look like I give a fuck about money?” Boseman shouted. “I just wanted to help people.”

      “Christ,” Adam muttered. “Stray dogs just ain’t loyal, huh, Boseman?”

      “Have we heard enough?” Avi asked.

      “When’s the next auction and when will the girls be delivered?” Archer asked.

      Boseman clamped his jaw shut, eyes steely. A cold smile split Adam’s face as he snatched the bottle of gasoline from Avi and began to spray Boseman down with it. “I hate pedophiles,” he said conversationally. “Like, I don’t really care about people one way or the other. Rapists. Murderers. You all look alike to me. But people who harm little kids…you’re a particular kind of malevolent. One that needs to be killed with fire. If you’re done talking, there’s only one thing left to do, really.”

      Adam pulled a silver lighter from his pocket and flicked it once, the flame shooting to life. Mac glanced around the large space. The walls were plaster. If Adam dropped the lighter, the place wouldn’t go up like a tinderbox, but it would eventually burn.

      Boseman was staring at the flame, body trembling. But still, he said nothing. Adam shrugged. “Have it your way.”

      Mac’s heart galloped as Adam’s arm dropped, clearly having no issue following through on his promise.

      “Wait!” Boseman shouted at the last moment.

      Adam fluttered his lashes at him. “Yes?”

      “Tomorrow night. The auction is tomorrow night. Midnight. The product will be delivered to a property fifteen miles south of here. The address is in my phone,” Boseman muttered.

      “Where are the girls?” Mac asked.

      “I just told you,” Boseman snapped.

      “The pregnant girls.”

      Boseman sneered, looking at Egan. “I don’t mess with breeders. That’s his department.”

      They all looked to Egan, who was fading fast, his eyes rolling. Archer stood, slapping him hard. “Hey. Where are they?”

      Egan slow-blinked at him, eyes practically pointing in different directions. “My sister, Desiree…she has a home for unwed mothers. Sheltered Hearts. She keeps them there. Don’t tell her I told you,” Egan said.

      “Anything else we need from these pricks?” Adam asked, looking at Boseman with disgust.

      Mac and Archer exchanged looks. “We still don’t know who paid for the hit.”

      “He did,” Egan said, once more glaring at Boseman.

      Boseman glowered at Egan.

      “Oh,” Adam said, eyes lighting up. “Excellent. Then we’re done here.”

      Before anybody could even guess his intent, Adam flicked the lighter once more and dropped it into the gasoline at Boseman’s feet. The flames erupted and engulfed the man immediately. This time, he didn’t scream but howled, an almost inhuman sound that would probably haunt Mac’s nightmares.

      The wife was screaming now, too, somehow having displaced the gag in her horror.

      Avi stumbled back, giving Adam a pissy look. “What the fuck, man? You could have warned me.”

      “Oops,” Adam said, then drew his gun, shooting Boseman in the head, then doing the same to his wife. “I’m hungry. What do you want to do with the preacher?”

      “Do you need him for anything?” Felix asked, poking at Egan like a cat might a mouse.

      “I don’t think so,” Archer said, looking at Mac. “Are we satisfied?”

      Mac thought about it for a moment. There was nothing else that could be done there. Finally, he nodded.

      Felix held out his hand to Mac. “May I have that back, please?”

      Mac looked down at the bloody knife in his hand. “Yeah, sure.”

      Felix walked to Egan, making eye contact before he smiled and shoved the knife into the man’s stomach about an inch to the left of his belly button, twisting the blade slowly before retracting it.

      “Now what?” Avi asked Felix.

      “Now, stomach acid will fill his stomach cavity while he waits for the fire to make its way to him.”

      Asa and Avi squirted gasoline over the walls as Adam and Archer gathered anything that could be traced back or that they didn’t want claimed by the fire. They needed to get out before the smoke was high enough in the sky to bring them any unnecessary attention.

      Felix took one last look around. “Let’s go. It stinks in here.”
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        * * *

      

      They were halfway home before Archer spoke again, taking Mac’s hand in his. “You good?”

      Mac frowned at him. “Yeah. Why?”

      “I just thought that might have been a little intense for you. You didn’t have to participate. I hope you didn’t feel…”

      Mac grinned. “Are you asking me if your brothers peer pressured me into torturing Egan?”

      A slow smile spread across Archer’s face. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “Nah, Katniss. That was all me. I’m fine. We’re fine. I just want to shut down this auction and go home. How about you?”

      “Home sounds grand,” Archer said around a sigh.
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      “Did you crack it yet, Calliope?” Thomas asked from the speaker in the center of the table.

      “I’m getting there,” she muttered.

      “Time is of the essence,” Thomas said.

      “Well, if someone hadn’t jumped the gun and set the man on fire before he could use the facial recognition, I wouldn’t have to worry about hacking his encrypted cell phone. Would I?” she countered, her tone implying the response was for Adam and not their father.

      “In my defense, I was hungry,” Adam said.

      “Next time, eat a Snickers,” Calliope snapped. Then, “Yes! Finally. Got it. Sending the address to your phones.”

      They’d only managed to sleep a handful of hours before their impromptu meeting. Mac sat at the table nursing what was probably his third cup of coffee, along with Adam, who was eating the cubes of sugar directly from the jar. Felix sat on the floor with Avi’s head in his lap, while Asa sat on the sofa with Zane curled in his arms.

      Noah, however, lay on his belly on the floor, feeding pieces of bacon to his vicious but underweight Rottweiler, who currently gazed at him like he was the second coming of the messiah. He’d returned with the puppy after they’d met with Calliope’s contact, who had assured them the girl would be united with her family if it was safe and placed in a good home if it wasn’t.

      That was all they could hope for at this point.

      Archer continued to pace around the small space. He wasn’t sure he believed Boseman was the brains behind the entire operation, but it didn’t matter. Desiree Rapke and her father, Mitchell Braken, were next up on the chopping block. Though, there was still a matter of the auction.

      “What’s the plan?” Archer asked.

      “Calliope can shut down the auction online before it even gets started, but that still means extracting the women and children. August and Lucas are en route, but this isn’t going to be easy. All we have is an address.”

      “I’m sending satellite images of the property now,” Calliope said. “It’s just a large box-like structure. No windows. Two large doors on the front.”

      “There are a lot of variables here,” Thomas said. “I’m loath to let you do this. I should call in a favor and send in a different team.”

      A different team. Kendrick. He was calling in favors from Kendrick. Mac looked to Archer, then at the others. It was clear from Noah’s expression he was still smarting from the knowledge that this whole other part of Thomas’s life existed. But he said nothing.

      Thomas cleared his throat as if he somehow sensed the tension through the phone. “I want you to focus on extracting the sister and the father. I’m willing to bet they’re pretty hands-on at these auctions. They have a vested interest in making sure the auction goes off without a hitch.”

      “What about the husband?” Archer asked.

      “Yeah, and the dirtbag commissioner?” Noah added.

      “Aiden’s taking care of them,” Thomas said cryptically.

      Archer blinked at the phone on the table. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “He’s currently escorting the two gentlemen into Chihuahua where some acquaintances are waiting to take them to their lovely new accommodations in one of the worst prisons in the world.”

      “Can you do that?” Mac asked. “Can you just send two Americans to a Mexican prison without paperwork?”

      “Oh, there will be paperwork. It won’t be theirs. But it won’t matter,” Thomas assured him. “They’ll never see the light of day again.”

      There was something so menacing in his father’s tone that they all stopped and looked at each other. For all Thomas’s talk of polish and manners, despite his strict moral compass and need for law and order, he didn’t just want justice for victims…he wanted revenge. He wanted the punishment to fit the crime.

      When Thomas had trained them to take out the bad guys, he’d never talked about what was quick, what was fast. What was humane. He didn’t tell them to put a bullet in their heads or deliver a lethal injection. No, he’d taught them to torture, to make them suffer, to ensure they died screaming.

      And that was why Thomas Mulvaney scared the fuck out of his children.

      “Your priority is to get those women and children out safely. Then you can take out Rapke and her father,” Thomas said. “Keep your faces covered. We’ll call in the feds once everyone is safe and you’ve acquired the targets.”

      Archer hated everything about this. Very rarely did they have to move on something like this with so little intel. Normally, they would anonymously hand over the information to the authorities, but there was no way to know just how deep the corruption ran down there. Even child protective services had attempted to pimp out the children they were supposed to protect.

      They had no choice but to go in and extract the victims themselves. Fuck. This was too dangerous. A hand encircled his wrist, bringing his pacing to a halt. He looked up to see Mac, who was giving him a look. Archer’s chest felt tight. He wanted to tell Thomas that Mac wasn’t going. That it wasn’t safe.

      But that was stupid.

      Mac had more training than any of them. The U.S. government had literally trained him for these types of operations, but Archer suddenly wanted to put him in a box and hide him away from the rest of the world. He wanted to take him back to their base where they were untouchable.

      Mac’s thumb skimmed along the inside of Archer’s wrist, refusing to break eye contact. He didn’t say anything, just…touched him, looked at him, but it unknotted something within him. He swallowed hard.

      Adam cleared his throat loudly. “I hate to break up this Hallmark movie moment, but we really do need to come up with a plan.”

      Spell broken, Archer glared at his brother. “Eat your sugar cubes, Wilber.”

      Adam neighed like a horse, then gave him the finger.
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        * * *

      

      Archer lay on his stomach, the cold ground seeping into his thighs as he watched the building through binoculars. It was a dark, moonless night which only further hindered their cause. There were four heavily armed guards circling the large structure outside.

      Using the thermal scanner, they’d confirmed there were numerous heat signatures huddled together in small groups inside. They’d determined those were the victims held for auction. Most likely detained somehow. There were four other heat signatures roaming behind the walls. Presumably four more guards.

      The auction was due to start within the next twenty minutes but there was no sign of Desiree Rapke or her father. Maybe Thomas was wrong. Maybe with Boseman and Egan dead, they were spooked and running scared. Aiden had picked up Dunegan and the husband, so maybe she’d caught wind and ran. They had the means.

      Still, they waited, watching the building from all sides. Mac lay beside him, close enough to feel the heat of his body. The others were out there as well in teams of two. The twins on the east side of the building. August and Adam on the South. They’d left the rest of the family back at the house, unwilling to risk their lives on a mission with so little planning.

      “If they’re a no-show by midnight, we go in without them,” August told the others.

      “Agreed,” the twins said in unison.

      “The victims are our number one priority,” Archer said. “No guns blazing. We take them out quick and quiet, one by one. We’ll use a distraction to lure out the others.”

      “Roger that,” August said.

      “What if they don’t show?” Mac asked softly.

      Archer turned to look at him. “Then we rescue these people and we leave it to Thomas and Noah to track them down. That’s all we can do.”

      Mac sighed. “I just really want this to be over.”

      Archer did, too. More than anything. He wasn’t like his brothers. He didn’t enjoy torturing or killing people. He didn’t find it morally repugnant. He just had better things to do. Like his new husband. This wasn’t the life he wanted for them.

      He wanted to be back at the school fighting over which students were more suited for the program. He wanted Mac to get drunk and watch his poker games. He wanted them to fuck in every available room on that base before the students started arriving.

      Archer’s gaze strayed to his watch, dread settling in his stomach as the likelihood of their targets arriving dwindled.

      At six minutes to midnight, headlights appeared on the hard packed earth. “We’ve got movement,” Adam said. “Black Mercedes. Texas plates. I think the guests of honor have arrived and not a moment too soon.”

      Thank fuck. Archer brought the binoculars to his eyes once more, watching as a gray-haired man exited the driver’s seat in a pair of khakis and a sweater vest like he was heading to a golf game. Mitchell Braken.

      He walked around the car and opened the passenger side door, holding out his hand. A blonde woman stood, who was dressed like she was late for a board meeting. She had on a fitted black suit, sky high heels, and a black mask covering the lower half of her face.

      Why was she hiding her identity but he wasn’t? Archer’s stomach churned. Because she was the auctioneer. He didn’t know whether to be disgusted or impressed that she was willing to do so much dirty work herself.

      “Once they’re inside, we move,” Mac said.

      “August. Adam. Go,” Archer said at exactly midnight.

      There was movement on the mic as Adam and August closed in. They listened to the muffled sounds of a struggle and then a rush of breath as one of the guards went down.

      “Shit,” August muttered. Then there was more shuffling and a grunt.

      “Two down,” Adam whispered.

      “August, there’s another guard coming your way,” Mac said, watching the other side of the building.

      There was a strange hissing sound, and then Avi’s voice came over the mic. “Not anymore.”

      “Three down. One to go,” Adam murmured.

      Archer and Mac stood, running low towards the structure as they listened to the fourth guard fall. Now, all that was left was to get the inside guards outside.

      Archer picked up a sturdy rock and brought it down on the driver’s side window of the Mercedes, wincing when a shrill alarm split the night air.

      Mac and Archer waited on either side of the barn doors, and a moment later, two guards spilled out. Archer’s bullet hit one in the neck. Mac’s was dead center between the eyes. Before Archer could take a breath, two more guards emerged. Archer fired, hitting one, then fired again but missed.

      The guard turned, raising his gun not at Archer but Mac. Archer’s heart stopped, finger on the trigger as everything seemed to slow way down. He could feel himself attempting to shoot, but before he could, the man’s head exploded.

      Archer blinked, head jerking around to see Avi standing there in his ugly purple balaclava, waving his gun. “You’re welcome.”

      The twins hated using guns, but luckily for Archer, they were excellent shots. Archer’s heart raced. Mac threw an arm over his shoulders, squeezing briefly. “Come on, Katniss. We’re not done yet.”

      They split off into threes. The twins and August took the rear entrance while Archer went in the front, Mac on his six and Adam bringing up the rear. They swept the place slowly, watching as the others filtered in from the back. There was no way Rapke and Braken had escaped. There was nowhere for them to go.

      From the outside, the building looked like an airplane hanger. Inside, it was almost a barn-like structure with several large stalls. But instead of animals, they were holding people. Men. Women. Children. They sat huddled together in silence, eyes wide, clothes filthy, shivering.

      Archer could only imagine what they looked like to these people. Six armed men in masks. But he couldn’t worry about that. They needed to end this. His eyes fell to a temporary structure in the center of the space. As they grew closer, Archer could see a camera.

      It was some kind of staging area for the auction. This was clearly where they’d intended to show off their wares. That was where they found her. Desiree Rapke. She sat on the floor, cradling a baby in her arms. She no longer wore her mask. She clearly saw no need, now that her auction had been interrupted.

      “Isn’t she pretty?” she asked.

      “Jesus,” Mac muttered.

      “She can’t save you,” Archer warned. “You’re already dead.” He gestured for August and the twins to keep searching. “Find the father.”

      Tears sprung to her eyes as she gazed up at them. “Please. I can pay.”

      “Save the tears. We don’t need your money,” Adam promised, already sounding bored.

      “You say that, but everybody needs money. I’m not a billionaire like your boss, but I can certainly match whatever fee he’s paid you for this job.”

      She thought they worked for Thomas. Well, Archer supposed they did. Still, he found it weirdly insulting that she thought she could outbid Thomas Mulvaney. She was used to getting what she wanted. She also had no compunction about using a baby as a human shield.

      “Lady, you’ve got nothing we want,” Archer assured her.

      Rapke smiled, running her finger along the baby’s forehead. “Perhaps money isn’t your thing, but I can offer up other incentives. Look around. We have something for everybody.”

      “What?” Mac said.

      She smiled, sniffling. “The men are excellent workers. They never utter a single complaint no matter how hard you work them. The women, some would make excellent domestics. But if your tastes are slightly more…specialized, I can accommodate you in that respect as well.”

      “Specialized?” Adam asked.

      Her eyes lit up. She thought he was interested. “Mm. The little ones were handpicked by me. They’re pretty. Docile. Quiet. Boys or girls. Take whoever you like. I only ask that you leave the infants with me. They’re bespoke.”

      “Bespoke?” Mac muttered. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Custom made,” Archer said, unable to hide his disgust.

      “Jesus.” This fucking bitch talked about these infants like they were accessories.

      “Slavery was sanctioned in the bible,” she said. “It’s just the natural order of things.”

      “You’re a fucking monster, lady.”

      “I’m a business woman. I provide a crucial service. Do you understand the crisis we’re in right now?”

      “Crisis?” Archer echoed.

      “Mm,” she said. “There’s a shortage of white babies. Our numbers are dwindling. More and more people are refusing to have children and the ones who won’t stop breeding are muddying our bloodlines to the point where white people are becoming the minority.”

      “So what?” Mac asked.

      “So what?” she barked back, her face contorting. “So what? There are families in need. Good, Christian families who are desperate to adopt, but there are no babies anymore.”

      “That’s bullshit, lady. There are thousands of kids out there who need homes,” Adam snapped.

      She sneered. “Those kids are damaged goods. They have emotional baggage at best and grow up to be criminals at worst. It’s not like that with infants. If you raise them from this age, you can mold them into anything you like. And with enough white blood, you can hardly tell the mothers are…foreigners.”

      “You’re disgusting. These are people,” Mac said. “Human beings.”

      “That’s your opinion,” she said.

      “Found him,” Avi called triumphantly from somewhere within the large structure.

      Rapke was temporarily forgotten as Archer watched the twins drag her father between them. He struggled and sputtered, attempting to become dead weight. “Let me go! Let me go! I haven’t done anything!” the man shouted.

      Avi lost his patience and hit him with the gun in his hand. The man’s nose exploded, blood painting the cement floor.

      “Daddy!” Rapke cried, startling the infant in her arms.

      The baby started to wail. Adam stepped forward. “Give her to me.”

      She clung to the infant tighter. “No.”

      Adam gave a long-suffering sigh, then pointed his gun at her father’s head. “Hand over the baby or watch your father’s brains become my next art installation. Your choice, lady.”

      She clung to the infant until Asa grabbed the man’s head and Adam shoved the gun barrel directly into his mouth.

      “Okay. Okay. Don’t hurt him,” she begged.

      Adam holstered his gun, then gently took the baby, temporarily fascinated with the squirming creature in his arms. “She’s so tiny.”

      August joined them from somewhere. “Where are the keys to unlock these doors?”

      “How the fuck should I know?” she snapped, attempting to rush to her father’s side.

      “I have bolt cutters in my bag,” Asa said. “We’ll free them when we’re finished.”

      Avi kicked Braken in the stomach, smiling when the man grunted. “How exactly would you like to dispatch these two?”

      “Dealer’s choice,” Mac muttered. “Just make it hurt.”

      August shrugged. “I’ll leave it up to the twins.”

      “I have some sturdy chains and a trailer hitch. I say we drag them.” Avi grinned. “A couple laps around the desert and I doubt there will be much left of them.”

      “You can’t be serious?” the woman said, expression horrified. “Just shoot us.”

      Avi hunkered down beside her, pressing his gun to her head. She closed her eyes, her chin wobbling. “No. You don’t get off that easy, princess. Letting you off easy would be sexist.”

      She started to cry, then screamed as Avi dragged her off. It took Asa’s and August’s combined effort to get Braken outside. Archer and Mac didn’t follow. They searched until they found a crowbar then began to pry open the doors, freeing the people inside. They didn’t attempt to leave their cages, just eyed them warily.

      Archer didn’t blame them. He watched as Adam very gently handed the baby to an older woman who took her without question. He met Archer’s gaze. “I’m going to go make the call.”

      They did their best to communicate with the victims, letting them know help was coming. When they finally made it outside, Adam was mid-conversation. “What do you want us to do with the leftovers?” Adam asked Thomas, putting the phone on loudspeaker.

      “Leftovers?” Mac muttered to Archer.

      Adam gave him a look. “The bodies. Bury ‘em? Burn them like the others? We’re limited out here. But there’s a lot of wilderness. I just don’t want to get yelled at again.”

      “You know, you don’t have to tell anybody you’re the baby,” Archer said.

      “Bury them. Deep. Where they will never be found,” Thomas said. “It needs to look like they’re in the wind.”

      “Got it,” Adam said.

      “Calliope has already packaged the evidence for the right people. She’ll make sure it’s delivered to not only the feds but to the media outlets. Everybody will know what they did. It will just be too late.”

      “We’ll message when we’re clear and you can send in the calvary,” Adam told Thomas.

      “See you at home,” their father said, then disconnected.

      “I’m going to go watch Avi live out his wildest fantasies,” Adam said. “You guys coming?”

      “Yeah, no thanks. I just want to go home,” Archer muttered.

      Adam looked around. “Go ahead.”

      Archer blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

      Adam looked at him like he was crazy. “I mean, go. We’ve got this. We don’t need six of us to dispatch these two.”

      “Are you sure?” Mac asked.

      “Jesus, it’s not a kidney. Consider it a belated wedding present. Get the fuck out of here.”

      Archer looked to Mac, who shrugged. “Whatever you want to do, Katniss.”

      Adam shook his head and wandered off.

      Archer wrapped his arms around Mac. “I’m ready to go home.”

      “Which home?” Mac asked, hugging him close.

      “Our cozy military installation in the desert,” Archer answered. “We’ve got a shit ton of work to do.”

      “Then let’s go home.”
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      They spent one last night at the Terlingua ghost house before taking off, leaving the keys with Noah, who promised to make sure the house was in order before they left. They’d skipped Thomas’s jet, opting instead for a first class flight, just because they could. Because they were safe. Well, safe from hitmen.

      Not safe from paparazzi.

      While there had been the occasional person taking pictures of them on the flight, the walk through the Vegas airport terminal was Mac’s first real taste of life as a Mulvaney. Archer had clasped their fingers together and plowed through the reporters, ignoring their questions as he dragged Mac along behind him.

      “Where’d you go on your honeymoon?”

      “Will you have another real wedding like your brothers?”

      “How’s married life?”

      “Where will you live?”

      Once they’d gotten to the limo, Thomas had called and let them know the feds had infiltrated the compound and taken the people to a holding facility until their immigration status could be sorted. He had also mentioned they were going to move on Rapke’s charity, including the home for unwed mothers.

      Mac had mixed feelings about all of it. They’d rescued those people from a life of slavery and who knew what else, but now, they were detained in a camp with conditions barely better than the stalls they’d found them in. All for what? To be dumped back in their country in worse shape than when they’d left?

      “Stop thinking so hard,” Archer said. “There’s nothing more we can do.”

      “I know,” Mac promised. “I do.”

      Archer picked up Mac’s arm and slid beneath it, placing his head on his chest. It wasn’t the first time he’d done something like that. He’d done it that night in the parking lot of the strip club. It was a weirdly sweet gesture that sent a lightning bolt through Mac’s heart every time he did it.

      “Are you happy?”

      Archer froze. “What?”

      Mac tried and failed to hide his smile. “Are you happy? Like, right now. Are you happy? With me? Like this?”

      Archer relaxed after a moment. “Yeah. I’m happy.” He took Mac’s hand, running his fingertips along the back. “Are you? Happy? With me? Like this?”

      Mac nodded, even though Archer wasn’t looking. “Yeah, Katniss. I’ve never been so happy.”

      Archer did look up at him then, studying him. “Really?”

      Mac smiled. “Yeah. Really.”

      “Good,” Archer said, almost to himself.

      Mac’s chest tightened unbearably and he couldn’t fight the sudden urge to drag Archer closer, slanting their mouths together until they were both a little breathless. “You know, Boone’s not expecting us back until tomorrow.”

      “I’m listening…” Archer said.
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        * * *

      

      Mac collapsed, half on and half off Archer, panting. “I don’t think I can go one more round,” he said.

      Archer snorted. “I don’t know why you’re so winded. I did most of the work. My thighs are on fire.”

      Mac laughed. Watching Archer ride him had been sexy as hell, but in the end, Mac had put him on his back so he could drive into him the way his body demanded. He just couldn’t help himself. There was nobody sexier in the world than Archer, especially when he was naked and begging.

      “We should order room service. If we go out there, we’re going to get swarmed by reporters again,” Archer said, blindly swatting the table beside him.

      Mac assumed he was looking for the room service menu but made no effort to help him. He was too cum drunk to move just yet.

      Something hard hit him in the back of the head. “You missed a call from your mom.”

      Mac took the phone, then set it far away from him. “I’ll call her later. I can’t talk to her while naked and covered in sex sweat. It’s weird.”

      “So well mannered,” Archer teased. “I’d be happy if I could just get my brothers to stop answering the phone when they’re in the middle of sex.”

      Mac huffed out a laugh. “She’s probably just calling to harass me about bringing you to visit or going to start nagging me about us having a real wedding.”

      “Is that something you want?” Archer asked. “A real wedding?”

      Mac lifted his head enough to look at Archer, unable to stop himself from dropping a kiss on his slightly parted lips. “Is that something you want?”

      “Me?” Archer asked, giving it a moment’s thought before violently shaking his head. “No. A drunken Vegas wedding married by an Elvis impersonator is exactly the kind of wedding Archer Mulvaney would have.”

      “You are Archer Mulvaney. Why are you talking about yourself in the third person?”

      Archer sighed. “Weddings are for other people. None of my brothers had giant elaborate weddings because it’s what they wanted—well, okay, Felix wanted the elaborate wedding. Noah wants an elaborate wedding. The rest of us? It’s all window dressing. The Archer Mulvaney the world knows gets drunk and marries a stranger. It fits.”

      “But what about the real Archer? The one I actually married?” Mac prodded.

      “Do I seem like the type for grand declarations?” Archer asked.

      Mac smiled. “Yeah, a little bit. You did come barging into my room to tell me you liked me, and you did give me a pretty heartfelt speech that night we spent under the stars.”

      Archer flushed. “I thought we agreed not to bring that up again.”

      Mac laughed. “No, you agreed. I said no such thing. I love you, Katniss. I don’t care who knows it. You love me, too. That’s all that matters.”

      “I do,” Archer said quietly, “love you…”

      Mac sighed. He knew it wouldn’t always be like this. Archer was too stubborn. Too set in his ways. The next few months would be a trial in patience as they brought their parents’ project to life. But Mac couldn’t think of any person he’d rather spend his life fighting with than Archer.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Archer tipped his head up to look at him. “For what?”

      That was a loaded question. Where did he start? “For rescuing me. For saving my life. For loving me. For tying yourself to me forever.”

      Archer smiled. “I’m pretty sure I tied myself to you when I agreed to go upstairs with you the first night we met.”

      Mac shook his head. “See and you say you’re not one for grand declarations. I think you’re pretty romantic.”

      “I think you should shut up and feed me before I die of embarrassment.”

      Mac shook his head. The man who once punched a foreign dignitary off a boat got all shy over one compliment. How did he get so lucky?

      “Your wish is my command, Katniss.”
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      “Ow, fuck, Katniss. Do you have to be so rough?”

      “Listen, you’re the one who wanted me to do this. Hold still. It’s really deep in there,” Archer said between clenched teeth, doing his best to ignore the round of giggles that ensued.

      “I’m very sorry, Instructor Mac,” the boy said, his Thai accent thick.

      Mac gave the boy—Gift—a reassuring smile. “It was my own fault. I’m the one who handed you the crossbow without securing it first.”

      The boy’s eyes went round and he shook his head violently, his dark hair falling over his eyes in a way that made him look even younger than he already did. “No. It was me. I’m very sorry. Please, forgive me.”

      Archer watched Mac’s side profile as he gave the boy another reassuring smile, rolling his eyes in his mind. His husband was still a great big, bleeding heart and these kids knew it. They led him around by the nose. He shook his head, combing his fingers through Mac’s sweaty hair briefly before remembering the task at hand. Mac sighed happily.

      Payton Skinner swooped in from behind, scooping Gift off his feet before falling backwards onto the thick gym cushions, holding the boy hostage in his lap. “It’s not your fault. Nobody should be handing baby a weapon.”

      Dove Blessing—her real name—sat on the stacked mats behind Payton, leaning over him to run her fingers over Gift’s chubby cheeks, delighted when he puffed them out and she could squish them. The girl was one of the most dangerous people Archer had ever met up close, yet she squealed like a toddler playing with a puppy.

      Archer rolled his eyes. They’d gone into this thinking they would be training vicious killers. Monstrous assassins that would need constant supervision to keep them from snapping and unleashing their murderous impulses on an unsuspecting world. Instead, they were running a pre-school with advanced military grade weapons and tactics.

      Archer should have been doing this in the infirmary—no, the physician should have been doing this in the infirmary—but Boone had decided to turn it into a teaching moment. A trench medicine quick fix triage training session. And his husband’s big, dumb ass had agreed to it without batting a single ginger lash.

      Which was how they came to be sitting in a semicircle, Mac’s pod of assassins and handlers watching as Archer carefully removed the steel arrowhead from the soft meat of his husband’s shoulder.

      As far as injuries went, it was barely a scratch. Had it been one of the larger crossbows, Archer would be planning a funeral right now. And had it been any other student, Archer might have pulled the arrow from Mac and plunged it directly into their neck. But Gift was unlike the others, so much so the difference was startling. To everyone.

      To the outside world, the Watch was simply a global think tank, a sort of postgraduate school for children of the elite—the one percenters and the children of diplomats, politicians, and other powerful people. But inside, it was very much a school. A school with only two possible tracks and the student’s path was chosen before they even knew they were eligible.

      Molly and Thomas realized early into the creation of the curriculum that simply training psychopaths to be assassins wasn’t enough. They had to train the next generation of handlers to run those assassins. Finding those students had been far more work than anticipated and had fallen to both Boone and Mac.

      Gift was training to be a handler. But, unlike the others, he hadn’t earned his spot. He wasn’t chosen based on rigorous course work, scores on diplomatic testing, or even something as mundane as GPA. No, Gift was there at the behest of one of Kendrick’s mandatory hires, Park Chen, who even now stood fuming in the doorway, glaring at Mac from a distance as if he was the one who’d shot Gift and not the other way around.

      Archer had no idea what the history was between the two, but Park spent most of his day snarling like a junkyard dog at anybody who so much as looked at the boy as anything but a porcelain doll.

      Archer had protested allowing the boy to enter the program louder than anybody. Just looking at the sweet-faced kid was enough to give him a toothache. It was like dropping a baby lamb into the center of ravenous wolves.

      But Archer had been wrong. While the handler students and their charges all got along, they tended to stick with their own. But not Gift. He’d attracted the attention of the psychopaths like they were vampires and he had fairy blood.

      Payton had taken one look at him and declared the boy his property, even forcing his roommate to switch rooms so that Gift could stay with him. They’d all worried there was something between the two—Park especially—but soon, they realized it wasn’t just Payton. It was all the neurodivergent students.

      Gift was aptly named. The students were all drawn to him. They played with him and coddled him and protected him like he was a child and not a twenty-one-year-old grad student. What was more, Gift let them do it and reveled in it. But Archer knew better. There was far more to that boy than any of them truly knew. And that both worried and intrigued him.

      Archer dropped the metal arrowhead into the tray with a clunk, then poured sterile water on the wound. “Staples or sutures?”

      “Whatever lets me put my shirt back on faster,” Mac muttered, a fine coat of sweat glistening off his bare skin. It was only then that Archer truly noticed the stares of more than a few students hungrily taking in Mac’s half-naked form.

      “Staples it is,” Archer muttered.

      “You guys are so cute,” Dove said with a sigh, pushing her purple hair behind her ear. “Aren’t they so cute, Morgan?” she asked the girl to her left.

      “Adorable,” Morgan said drolly, not looking up from her phone.

      Boone cleared his throat, giving the girls that look that told them they were being inappropriate. Dove giggled then leaned into Payton’s space, whispering, “Daddy’s mad.”

      Payton gave Boone a thirsty once-over that had the man adjusting his jacket. These kids had no respect. None. They were monsters.

      As soon as the last staple was placed and Mac’s bandage fixed, Boone shooed them all off to afternoon classes, leaving the two of them alone in the gym. Archer dropped a kiss on the bandage. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “Better than I would be if it had gone two millimeters to the left,” Mac joked.

      Archer’s pulse raced, his hand going over Mac’s heart without thought. “That’s not funny.”

      Mac tipped his head back and kissed the underside of Archer’s chin. “It’s a little funny.” When Archer continued to glower at him, Mac laughed again. “Think about it. I survived three tours overseas, two hired hitmen, and then I get taken out by a stray arrow fired by a walking Kewpie doll. Your brothers would laugh themselves sick at my funeral.”

      A shadow fell over them and then Archer was looking up into Park’s handsome but scowling face. “You need to be more careful.”

      “Pardon?” Archer said, his voice filled with warning.

      Park shoved his hands in his pockets, leveling a look at Mac as if Archer wasn’t there. “I said, you need to be more careful. Why was he handling a weapon in the first place?”

      Archer’s temper surged, his hand tightening around Mac’s wrist. Mac’s palm squeezed his thigh as if reminding him he didn’t need him to fight his battles.

      “Because,” Mac said patiently, “handlers ‘handle’ things. Weapons, documents, cash, whatever is needed. You know this. You were one.”

      “This is why Boone didn’t want him in the program,” Archer said, earning another silencing look from his husband. “What? It’s true.”

      “He’s not in the program,” Park snapped. “Not really. This is temporary until it’s safe for him to go back to Chiang Mai. You need to be more careful with him.”

      Archer scoffed. “This seems like a conversation you should be having with your…whatever the kid is to you.”

      “Hia,” came a soft voice from behind them.

      Archer got a slight bit of satisfaction from watching the scowl slip from the man’s face, replaced by a feigned disinterest he saved just for the boy.

      Park turned slightly, flicking his gaze to Gift, who blinked at him with wide doe eyes. “What did I tell you about that, Kla?” he said, voice stern but not cruel.

      “P’Park,” Gift corrected softly, a gentle smile on his lips but fire blazing in his eyes. “Please, don’t be mad at Mac—Instructor Shepherd,” he corrected. “It was my fault. My finger slipped—”

      “It isn’t your fault,” Park insisted, irritation creeping into his tone. “You’re the student. He’s the instructor. Now, get to class. The adults are talking.”

      Gift blinked at him for a moment like he was contemplating saying something more, but then gave that same wan smile he saved just for Park, saying, “Of course, hia,” before turning and walking away.

      To Mac, Park said, “Don’t let it happen again.”

      When they were alone once more, Mac snickered softly. “Does he think I work for him?”

      “Park thinks the entire world answers to him. It’s a level of audacity that comes from growing up rich. I speak from experience.”

      Mac picked up Archer’s hand and kissed his palm. “What’s up with him and that kid?”

      “My knowledge of the Thai language is gleaned almost entirely from a summer I spent in Bangkok, but I can tell you hia is somewhat common over there as an honorific. It means big brother in Chinese. Park’s father is Chinese. Park clearly knows Gift from living overseas as a diplomat.”

      “I hope you’re not implying they’re brothers because if I ever looked at my brother the way Gift looks at Park, my mother would have had me locked up,” Mac said, staring after the two.

      “I think it’s a respect thing, not a blood relation thing,” Archer said, no longer really caring about Park or Gift. “I’m sure you can ask Suri if you’re just dying to know the ins and outs of Thai culture. It is her job.”

      Cultural studies and customs were as integral a part of the program as everything else. Suri was there to instruct the students on how to not embarrass themselves overseas regardless of where they landed. The world had vastly different customs and traditions and it was easy to offend or insult without intent. That couldn’t happen on a mission; those kinds of things made international news.

      “I’m just saying, the way he says it sounds like a sex thing,” Mac said, grimacing as he attempted to put his shirt back on.

      “Don’t bother. We need to get in the shower.” Mac gave a pained hiss as Archer ripped off his bandage. “This was just for show. We have to be at the airport in two hours.”

      “Why exactly are we being summoned home?” Mac asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine, but Noah was adamant that it was an all hands on deck situation.”

      Mac whistled under his breath. “This can’t be good.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, fuck. Harder,” Archer whispered.

      Mac’s hand fisted in his hair, pressing his cheek harder against the cold glass mirror, his other hand gripping his hip tight enough to bruise as he pounded into him in a way that made Archer’s eyes roll back. He didn’t even need to touch himself. He was already seconds away from coming without any help from his hand.

      Maybe it was Mac’s near death experience or that they were finally away from the school for a while. He didn’t know. He didn’t care. He just wanted more. He could feel his release building, spurred as much from Mac’s cock as the ragged words he panted into his ear.

      “You feel so fucking good,” Mac said, voice raw. “I like being able to watch your face while I fuck you from behind. You’re so hot like this.”

      Archer couldn’t imagine there was anything hot about his face smashed against the mirror, but watching Mac watch him was definitely doing it for him, so if that was what it took, he was full steam ahead. It wasn’t like they had any other options. Not unless the flight crew got real cool about a lot of things real quick.

      “I’m gonna come,” Mac warned.

      Archer took himself in hand, giving a couple of quick strokes, biting back a groan as he came hard, making a mess of the black marble sink and counter. Mac’s teeth sank into the back of his neck, a low growl falling from his lips as he filled him up.

      They stayed like that, slumped over the sink for a few minutes, before Archer came to his senses. “How’s your shoulder? Did you rip your staples?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Not a whole lot of room to um…maneuver, you know?” he said. “Less chance of injury.”

      “You already have an injury. I just don’t want you ripping your staples. I worked hard on those,” Archer teased.

      “I’m good, Katniss. I promise.”

      They cleaned themselves up and tidied the bathroom before returning to their seats, ignoring the knowing looks from the flight crew. They dozed through the rest of the flight and even the car ride to the house.

      They half-expected Thomas to meet them at the door given Noah’s implied urgency, but the house was deserted. It was only once they reached the war room that they found the whole family. Well, almost the whole family. There was no Cricket. No Aiden. No Thomas.

      Atticus was standing, leaning against the wall, Jericho sitting in the chair closest to him. Noah was in Adam’s lap, as usual. Felix and Zane sat sandwiched between the twins. Lucas and August were in their usual seats. Expressions were…grim.

      “If this is an intervention, you’re a little late,” Archer said, feeling oddly uneasy for no reason. When nobody laughed or made a joke, that feeling only intensified. “Where’s Dad?”

      “Dad’s not here,” Atticus said. “Sit down.”

      Archer was half tempted to tell his brother to fuck all the way off, but when Mac squeezed his hand and led him to the chair, he sat. Mac dropped down beside him, and Archer leaned closer, needing the reassuring heat of his body close by.

      “What do you mean Dad’s not here?” Archer asked. “Why did we just leave work to hop on a plane if he’s not even here? Why did he summon us?”

      Atticus sighed. “I summoned you. About Dad.”

      Archer looked at each of his brothers in turn, waiting for just one of them to finally explain themselves, but they all simply looked shaken. “I’m not following.”

      “Dad’s hiding something,” Adam said.

      Archer scoffed. “Dad hides a lot of things. He’s a fucking adult.”

      Noah shook his head. “No. Dad’s hiding something that affects all of us.”

      When nobody elaborated, Archer’s temper finally got the better of him. “Stop being so cryptic. What is happening?”

      “This,” Atticus said.

      A shrill horror movie laugh cut through the loudspeaker straight down Archer’s spine, then a video appeared on the wall screen. The images came fast, almost too fast for the eye to perceive. Crime scene photos. Two small bodies. Three larger ones. Plastic bags over their heads. Coffins. An elaborate funeral. “Do they know?” a computer modulated voice asked. “Do they know what you did?”

      It was elaborate. Over the top. Like a film student trying to show off their talents with a horror movie trailer. Archer would have rolled his eyes if not for the glimpses of Thomas superimposed over the gruesome images.

      “What the fuck is this?” Archer asked, still staring at the screen as the crime scene photos were blown up wider and wider until Archer could make out bulging eyes and petechial hemorrhaging. Protruding tongues. Christ.

      “I know. I know everything,” the voice taunted. “I know who you really are. I know what really happened. Murderer. Murderer. Murderer—”

      The video cut off. They all stared at Archer in silence as if waiting for his reaction. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be feeling in this moment, but mostly, he just felt numb. “Where did you even get this?”

      “Does it matter?” Avi asked.

      Did it? Archer didn’t know. But part of him felt like this was a massive violation of Thomas’s privacy. Didn’t they owe him that? How had they even gotten their hands on such a thing? Archer rolled his eyes as the answer came to him. Of course.

      Archer took a deep breath and let it out. “Calliope?”

      “Yes?” she asked meekly from the speaker on the table.

      “Does Dad know you’re showing this to us?” Archer asked.

      Calliope snorted. “Of course not. Are you crazy?”

      “Why are you showing this to us?” Mac asked.

      Jericho scrubbed his hands over his face. “Because they’re blackmailing him.”

      “How do you know that?” Mac asked.

      Calliope clicked her tongue. “Because I know everything that happens in your father’s life. It’s my job.”

      It was not, in fact, Calliope’s job to know everything about Thomas’s life. It was her job to find out the information they needed to eliminate targets Thomas and Noah flagged for elimination. Thomas would not welcome their interference. He especially wouldn’t like knowing Atticus had called a family meeting to talk about him behind his back.

      Still, something like this was hard to ignore.

      “Blackmailing him over what?” Archer asked. “I don’t understand what the video is implying.”

      “It’s implying Dad’s a murderer,” Felix said.

      “We’re all murderers,” Archer reminded them.

      August sighed. “You really don’t get it. Do you not recognize those coffins?”

      “Should I?” Archer asked, exasperated.

      “Yeah, you should,” Lucas said. “That’s Thomas’s family.”

      That brought Archer up short. Thomas’s family? They were Thomas’s family. Then again, once, he’d had a mom and a dad and two siblings. But there were five coffins in the video. Who was in the fifth coffin? Who was the fifth body?

      It wasn’t like they didn’t all know the official story. Thomas’s family died at their lake house after a gas leak caused an explosion and a fire. The coffins had all been for show. The press had dined on the tragedy for days. The orphaned child of billionaires. They’d loved it.

      Thomas refused to talk about his family. It was an unspoken rule. Archer had often suspected there was more to the story. Nobody woke up one morning and decided to start adopting a bunch of psychopathic children, especially when they were practically a child themselves. But Thomas had.

      Every hero had an origin story. Archer always assumed the death of his family was Thomas’s. But it occurred to him now that every villain also had an origin story, too. So, which was Thomas? Was he both? As far as Archer was concerned, it didn’t matter either way. Thomas deserved their loyalty and their respect.

      Archer looked around the table. “If he wanted help, he would have reached out to one of us.”

      “Oh, he did,” Calliope said.

      “What?” Archer asked reflexively.

      “He did reach out to one of us,” Adam said. “He reached out to Aiden.”

      “And?” Mac asked.

      Atticus thudded his head against the wall twice, then finally looked at Archer. “And they’re gone.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Lunatic, Book 6 in my Necessary Evils Series. I hope you loved reading this book as much as I loved writing it. Up next, look for the final book in the series, Maniac.
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      The situations depicted in Lunatic are fictional, but anybody living in the U.S. right now will realize that the ideas expressed by the bad guys in this book are those shared by a startling number of people in our country. I thought it was important to talk about it.

      As always, thank you so much for loving my boys and my books. I’m blown away by your support and super grateful you were willing to go along for this ride with me.

      If you guys are really loving the books, please consider joining my Facebook reader group, Onley’s Oubliette, and signing up for my newsletter on my website so you can stay up to date on freebies, release dates, teasers and more. You can also always hit me up on my social media and can find all my links here. You can find me literally everywhere, so say hi. I love talking to readers.

      Finally, if you did love this book, (or even if you didn't. Eek!) it would be amazing if you could take a minute to review it. Reviews are like gold for authors.
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