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      “Cy! Cy, wake up. She’s coming. We have to hide,” Nicky begged, his voice quaking, the end of his statement edging on hysteria.

      Cy’s eyes popped open, instantly alert. He didn’t question Nicky. There was no time for questions when Phoebe was in one of her moods. This had become their new normal over the last year whenever Cy’s dad, Ray, left them, and Ray had just left them for good, whether Cy knew it or not. Nicky didn’t want to tell. He didn’t want to tell Cy what he saw Phoebe do.

      Cy’s brown eyes went wide when he saw the blood splattered all across Nicky’s Star Wars pajamas. It seemed to spur him into action. He snatched Nicky up and bolted for the closet, shutting it behind him. He pushed open the crawl space above, tossing Nicky inside, before pulling himself up with an upper body strength six-year-old Nicky wasn’t sure he’d ever have. But Cyrus was older and a football player. He was huge, barely fitting through the small opening.

      Nicky shivered at the blast of cold air that was no match for his flannel pajamas. Cy carefully closed the door to the smelly attic space and pulled Nicky into the tiny crevice in the far corner, wedging them back as far as he could manage, cradling Nicky in his arms.

      “Nicky, sweetie,” Phoebe called, her voice sweeter than Ms. Emma’s Coca-Cola cake. “You don’t have to hide. Mama’s not going to hurt you. I know it looks bad, but you just have to trust me. You know how he was. I did us all a favor.”

      Nicky’s eyes widened at the closeness of her voice, a scream climbing his throat, but Cy slapped a hand over his mouth hard enough to leave bruises, whispering, “Shh,” against his ear. “She’s downstairs. I promise. Sound plays tricks up here. Remember? Remember?”

      Nicky hadn’t remembered, but he did now. He couldn’t think with his heartbeat throbbing in his ears. He swallowed hard past the lump in his throat, trying to force breaths in and out through his nose. Behind him, he could feel the rapid rise and fall of Cy’s chest, and it made Nicky’s gut sick. If Cy was scared, then Nicky should be terrified. Cy wasn’t scared of anybody, even Phoebe, usually. He just hated her. Nicky thought he probably hated her, too, even though she was his mama.

      Phoebe. That’s what she made them call her. Phoebe didn’t want anybody thinking she was old enough to have two kids, especially Cy, on account of him being seventeen. Not that anybody would think Cy and Phoebe were related. Cy was half-black and favored his mother’s darker complexion, not Ray’s fair freckled skin, so it wasn’t like anybody thought Phoebe birthed Cy. Besides, there wasn’t a soul in their podunk town who didn’t know Phoebe Winters-Webster-Whitaker. She’d grown up in Haven Heights. She’d been married and divorced two times over, keeping each husband’s name and adding it to the last. The neighbors all whispered about her, made fun of her. They all talked about how she collected other women’s husbands. Even Nicky knew what that meant.

      “Nicky,” she called in a sing-song voice, then cackled in that crazy way that made him shiver. “I didn’t hit him. You know that, right, baby? I just found him. It was Cyrus that done it. He hit Ray in the head and killed him…over some money. Right, baby? If you just tell Sheriff Dooley that, everything will be fine. He’ll believe you, I promise.”

      That was a lie. It was all lies. Cy hadn’t killed Ray. Ray didn’t have no money. Phoebe made sure of that. Besides, Nicky had seen everything. He’d come around the corner just as his mama had swung that poker. Ray wasn’t even looking at her. His head made a sound like when he and Hart Hanley had smashed pumpkins with a hammer behind the house. It made Nicky’s insides squirm.

      Cy’s arm tightened around Nicky’s small chest, a sound like a soft whine escaping the older boy’s lips as he learned his daddy was dead. The side of Cy’s face rested against Nicky’s cheek, and he could feel his hot tears and the way he shuddered out his breaths. Cy was crying. It made Nicky feel helpless and scared. It gave him a gnawing ache in his belly, like when Phoebe would use her grocery money to get her hair done and Cy would have to sneak food home from the locker room after practice.

      That was how they’d discovered the tiny hidden space in the attic, looking for a place to hide their snacks and contraband so Phoebe couldn’t take it and dole it out to them as rewards for doing her bidding. Phoebe hated the attic because she was sure there were rats up there. Nicky had never seen rats, but he’d seen plenty of other creepy crawlers. Still, he was content to share the space with almost any living creature besides her.

      Phoebe was tiny—Nicky’s nana used to say Phoebe’s blonde hair was bigger than she was—but her footsteps on the hardwood floor sounded gunshot loud to him, drowning out everything else except the blood whooshing in his ears. The attic was freezing, but, somehow, Nicky was cold and sweating at the same time.

      “I’m gonna find you. You can’t hide forever,” she said, her voice taking on an edge sharp enough to cut.

      “Bitch,” Cy muttered, his hand falling from Nicky’s mouth to rub his arm in a reassuring manner, like he’d done two weeks ago after Phoebe had beat him worse than usual because he’d gone to the Sheriff to tell them what she was doing to him. To them. Sheriff Dooley had listened the whole time and even said he could help him…but then Phoebe had walked in and taken him home, her hand dragging along the sleeve of Dooley’s shirt in that way that always made others talk.

      “She’s gonna kill us,” Nicky whispered, so sure of his prediction.

      Phoebe hadn’t found their hiding spot yet, but she would get there eventually. She was on the top floor of the large farmhouse now, hollering Nicky’s name as she paced the upstairs hallway, throwing open doors and slamming them shut again. This wasn’t anything new, not the pacing or the raving or even the weapon in her hand, the fireplace poker probably still dripping with Ray’s blood. Would she kill Nicky and Cyrus, too? Did she even think of Cyrus? Did she know he was there? Nicky shivered, and Cyrus pulled him tighter against him. Maybe he was cold, too.

      Nicky felt bad for Cy…and Ray. Well, maybe not Ray. He’d known what Phoebe was. Maybe not at first, but eventually. He’d seen the bruises on Nicky and Cy. She’d even broken Cy’s arm once. He had to stop playing football for half a season. Ray had called it discipline, had told them both they could do better.

      Cy said Phoebe had cast some kind of spell over his dad that made him not think clearly. It was the only explanation. If somebody told him his mama was a witch, Nicky would’ve believed it. Not a good witch, like Glenda, but something cold and evil, who made people do their bidding. When Ray was home, it would be better, though. Maybe it was the presents he brought home from his many business trips, or maybe it was just having his attention. Ray said Phoebe needed people to love her, like flowers needed the sun.

      “We can’t stay up here. She’s going to find us,” Cy whispered. “I’m gonna go downstairs and distract her. You need to get to my room and go out my window. You can make it to the tree. Shimmy down there, and get Ms. Sheila to call the police. Can you do that?”

      Nicky shook his head vehemently, his little hands clinging to Cy’s arm around him. “No. I don’t want to go without you. She’ll kill you, too.”

      There was a look on Cy’s face that scared Nicky. His eyes looked sad, his expression stubborn. “You gotta go, Nicky. I can’t protect both of us. You gotta go get help. I’m bigger than she is. I’ll be fine.”

      Cy didn’t sound convinced of that at all, but there was no time to argue. Phoebe was coming up the attic stairs. Slowly. Methodically. Probably gearing herself up for whatever creepy crawlies were in there. Cy pushed Nicky to his feet then stood behind him.

      Before Nicky could say a word, Phoebe’s head appeared, her eyes hard and shiny, like pools of ice, as she spotted them. Cy let out a cry that sounded like it came from his toes and barreled into her, the two of them stumbling down the stairs. Phoebe screamed, but it sounded more furious than hurt.

      “Go, Nicky!” Cy screamed from the bottom.

      Nicky was off like a shot, his legs pumping past the two as they wrestled for the fireplace poker. He struggled to open Cy’s window but finally managed to get enough space to wiggle through. He tried to walk to the tree branch that laid over the tiles but tripped on the vent, landing on his chest before rolling off the roof and landing hard enough to rip the air from his lungs. He stared up at the night sky, trying to drag in a breath, but it was like his lungs had stopped working. His eyes watered, and he wanted to hit his chest, his insides burning like they were on fire.

      Just when he thought he would die there, it was like his lungs remembered their job, and he began to gulp in much needed air. When he could, he jumped to his feet, skipping the gravel driveway and diving into the cornfield that separated his house from Ms. Sheila’s. His lungs and muscles burned, but he kept running. The roots and jagged castoffs of the corn stalks tore at his bare feet, but he pushed ahead. No matter how much it hurt or how bad he was bleeding, he just kept going until he all but collapsed on the neighbor’s porch, resting his head against the wooden planks of her house, looking back towards his own home, convinced his mama would be right behind him. He didn’t knock, just began to press the doorbell. Once he started, he couldn’t stop. Even when Ms. Sheila and her husband answered the door. Even when she tried to talk to him. His finger just spasmed against the doorbell.

      “Nicholas?” Ms. Sheila gasped. “Good lord, child. What happened to you?”

      Nicky shook his head, pointing with his other hand toward the house, but no words would come.

      Herald grabbed him by the shoulders, shaking him. “Nicholas, what’s wrong? Is that your blood? Nicholas? Nicky? Answer me, boy. Whose blood is that?”

      “Call the police. My family’s in big trouble,” was all he could think to say.

      “Herald, call the police. Right now.”

      A blanket came around his shoulders, but he didn’t acknowledge it. He didn’t acknowledge anything. He just stood and stared at his house across the cornfield. Was Cy dead? Was Phoebe? What would happen to him now? What would happen to Cy?

      He slid down the wall, clutching the blanket tighter over his slight shoulders, pulling his knees to his chest, letting all thoughts disappear until everything seemed far away and hazy. Nicky didn’t want to think anymore. So, he didn’t.
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      Nicholas Webster flinched as an alarm blared air horn loud, and then the door buzzed, signaling it was unlocked. The guard pushed Webster through the steel barred doors, almost causing him to trip. He hated this place. Jail was a never-ending cacophony of noises. Men shouting, people fighting, metal doors slamming, whispered murmurs, and the slapping of skin on skin behind the makeshift curtains that separated the bathroom from the front of the cells.

      It wasn’t just the noise; the fluorescent lighting hurt his eyes. They’d ‘accidentally’ broken his glasses when they arrested him, and without the coating on the lenses to block some of the light, his migraines were back. He’d tried to tell them this was all some misunderstanding. He’d asked to make his one phone call, which they’d eventually allowed twenty-four hours later, but only after he’d been strip-searched and thrown into an ugly pair of navy scrubs stamped with DOJ on the back.

      Webster didn’t know what was happening, but with each passing minute, it was becoming clearer that these people thought he was somebody he wasn’t. He wasn’t imagining their hostility. People were overtly aggressive at every turn, stopping just short of actual violence, unless he counted the man who’d done his strip search. He certainly hadn’t been gentle.

      When they reached a solid metal door almost at the end of the long bright hallway, the guard used his set of keys to open it and guided Webster inside. The lights were dimmer in the room with its dirty gray walls, peeling linoleum, and solid steel table bolted to the floor. Relief flooded Webster’s system as he saw his boss, Lincoln Hudson, and a woman in a jacket the same gray as the rest of the room, her hair pulled up into a tight bun that seemed like it would hurt.

      The guard shoved him forward, unhooking the cuff on his left wrist and threading it through a metal loop on the table before reattaching the shackle to Webster once more, this time, tighter than before.

      “Why do I feel like you’re not here to take me home, man?” Webster asked, looking at the haggard face of his employer.

      Linc pushed a hand through his dark strands. “What the fuck have you gotten yourself into, Nicky?”

      The use of his nickname caused a hollow feeling in his stomach. He was always Webster to Linc, unless he was in trouble or something bad happened. “Nothing. I don’t even know why I’m fucking here.”

      Linc looked to the woman, who said, “Kelly Chao. I’ll be your attorney for the proceedings. Right now, they’re charging you with a number of things, but the one you need to worry about is the terrorism charge. It’s a class B felony that can cost you up to twenty years in a federal prison.”

      “Terrorism?” Webster shouted before wincing, closing his eyes in an attempt to combat the throbbing in his head. “What are you talking about? Me? Who would I terrorize? The barista constantly fucking up my coffee order?”

      Webster’s head was spinning. Terrorism? How? That would explain the hostility he’d experienced in the last forty-eight hours, he supposed, but not why people thought he was guilty.

      “They claim they have proof you hacked into the FBI and threatened to distribute confidential information that could cause grievous harm,” Linc said.

      “Thankfully, they’re not charging you with espionage. I’d be lucky to keep you out of supermax,” Ms. Chao added, all business.

      “Linc, come on,” Webster said. “You know I’d never hack the FBI. Why would I? There’s nothing I can’t get my hands on with the people we know.”

      “I didn’t hear that,” Ms. Chao said.

      Webster ignored the woman, needing Linc to believe him. “I’m being set up, man.”

      Linc nodded, rubbing his hand over his bearded chin. “Okay, but why? Who would want to set you up?”

      That was a great question. Who would want to set him up? He wasn’t working on anything new. He hadn’t taken on any new side projects. Things had been so quiet lately, he’d started working on old cases. Well, one old case. But he’d been working on that off and on for years, almost since he was old enough to know his way around a computer.

      “Fuck, man. I don’t know. I just know I definitely didn’t hack the FBI.”

      “They’re offering you fifteen years if you agree to never use a computer again,” Ms. Chao said. “And I have to say, considering what they claim they have, they’re being generous.”

      “What?” Webster asked. “No. No way. I can’t be without a computer. That’s my whole life.”

      “We’ve got bigger problems than computers, Nicky. They’re offering you fifteen years as a bargain. If you’re being set up, they don’t just want to silence you, they want to fucking bury you.”

      “Burying me would’ve been kinder,” Webster said. “I fucking hate this place.”

      “You won’t be here long. They’re transferring you,” the attorney said, her face pinched.

      Webster swallowed audibly, his mouth bone dry. “What? How? Where?” he heard himself asking, embarrassed at the panic in his voice.

      “CSD,” Ms. Chao said.

      Webster was stunned into silence. He’d heard the expression about the world crashing down around him, but, for the first time, he finally understood the experience. His chest tightened, and, for a minute, he wondered if he was having a heart attack or an anxiety attack. He was hoping for the former. It would be over much quicker. “Can they do that? Can they send me to a federal  facility when I haven’t even been convicted yet?” The question was mumbled almost under his breath, his brain having checked out of the conversation.

      “They’re blaming overcrowding in the jails, but it sounds like bullshit to me,” Chao said. “Honestly, if you’re being framed, you pissed off somebody pretty high up on the food chain.”

      “It’s not a coincidence,” Webster said, brow furrowed in concentration. “It can’t be.”

      “What isn’t, Nicky?” Linc asked. “I appreciate your Beautiful Mind moments as much as anybody, but I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s happening.”

      “My brother.”

      “You have a brother?” Linc asked.

      “Not really, no. My mom married his dad. They were only married for a year before…” Webster trailed off. “That’s not important. What’s important is that my stepbrother, Cyrus, is housed at CSD. He’s been there for a very long time.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Linc asked.

      Chao was doodling on her legal pad, but Webster had no doubt she heard every word he said.

      “I don’t think it’s a coincidence they want to send me to the same federal facility as my long lost stepbrother.”

      “Why would they want you with family?” Linc asked.

      “Because they clearly don’t want me out of the way. They want me dead.”

      Linc leaned forward, his voice a sandpaper whisper. “Why would your stepbrother want you dead?”

      “Because I’m the one who put him away for twenty-five years,” Webster said, his chest tight.

      “Jesus,” Chao muttered.

      Webster ignored her, thinking of flashes of honeyed eyes and the look of betrayal as they led Cy from the courthouse in his black pants and white button down shirt. The same clothes Cy had worn to his father’s funeral. It had been so long.

      “It’s already done, even if you don’t take the deal. They denied bail. They’ll send you there until sentencing,” Ms. Chao said, her tone clipped, like she had somewhere else she’d rather be.

      Part of Webster wanted to go. It seemed almost fitting. If he was going to get slaughtered by somebody, maybe it was some kind of poetic justice that it was Cyrus who wielded the weapon. What did he look like now? Would he still call Webster Nicky? Webster shook his head at the name. Nobody called him that anymore. Nobody except Linc.

      “If they send me there, I’ll never make it to sentencing,” Webster promised.

      “If they’re setting you up, there has to be a reason. What were you doing on vacation last week? Did you run into anybody? Did you flirt with the wrong person? Did you accidentally dent a judge’s jag? Call out the wrong senator on a social media post?”

      “No.” Webster scrubbed his hands over his face, his head feeling like it was cracking in two. “This has to do with Cy. Somehow.”

      “How do you know that?” Chao asked. “Did you remember something?”

      “Look, there’s only one thing I’ve been working on, and it’s the same case I’ve been working on for the last twenty-years. Cy’s. All I did last week was create a program that looked for patterns in random data, and I fed Cy’s case details into the program.”

      If possible, Linc frowned harder. “Why? What were you looking for?”

      Webster sat back. “The same thing I’ve been looking for since he was put away. A way to prove his innocence.”

      Chao was suddenly interested in the conversation once more. “Your testimony put your brother away, but you think he’s innocent?”

      “I know he’s innocent,” Webster snapped, the pain in his head becoming almost unbearable.

      “How?” Linc shouted. “We need to know what you know so we can help you.”

      “I’m doing my best here, Linc. I’m not trying to be cagey. I just can’t think straight.” He dug his palms into his eyes, sighing as the lights overhead were blotted out, leaving only the sparks dancing behind his eyelids. “I was forced to testify against him. I tried to tell the truth, but it was a kangaroo court. The whole thing was a joke. Nobody cared about the truth. They just wanted Cy convicted. Everybody in that town knew who killed my stepfather, but they also knew they’d never get a conviction.”

      “Who killed him?” Chao asked, her voice taking on an almost gossipy tone.

      Webster sighed, dropping his fists to the table. “My mom.”

      Chao was once more scribbling on her notepad. “The town protected your mom? Was she wealthy or connected?”

      Webster gave a humorless laugh. “Hardly. Well, I guess she was connected in that she was sleeping with the Sheriff and the judge and probably the prosecutor. It was a real small town. But, like a lot of dying towns, we had a high rate of recidivism. Lots of crime. Lots of criminals. Somehow, most of them black, despite eighty-five percent of the town being white.”

      “Your brother was black,” Linc said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Half. His dad was white, but that hardly mattered in a shitty racist town filled with criminal biker gangs neck deep in everything from drugs to prostitution and a whole town with their hands in the till.”

      “What did your computer program show?” Chao asked.

      Webster stopped short. “I-I don’t know. I had it scanning all of California. It was still running in the background when the cops busted in and dragged me out.” Webster flinched as the sound of the lock disengaging filled the room. “You gotta figure out if my computer program flagged anything. That has to be it.”

      The guard returned, and Webster gave Linc one last pleading look. It wasn’t like he’d never fought or taken a punch before. He was a fucking bodyguard as well as a computer nerd, but he’d never been to prison, never had a situation where he was going to be on the same side of the bars as a man he’d put away.

      The guard once more uncuffed him so he could stand. As he was walking to the door, Linc started talking. “I’m calling in the team. In the meantime, watch your six and keep your head on a swivel. CSD is no joke.” Linc stood, calling after him, “There are a ton of gang members in there, and you look like the poster boy for the Aryan Brotherhood. They’ll try to recruit you or kill you straight out the gate. Don’t act like a target. Don’t use the word bitch. If anybody calls you a bitch, you fucking swing on them…”

      Any other words of advice were lost behind the steel door as the guard shoved him back towards D-pod. “It doesn’t matter what your friend tells you, princess. They’re gonna love you in gen pop. You’re so pretty, they’ll have you wearing a dress before dinner time. Don’t worry, I hear you can still get makeup in the commissary.”

      “Fuck off,” Webster snarled.

      His head exploded as the guard shoved him face first into the door, his forehead connecting with the bars hard enough to make him see little cartoon stars floating around his head.

      The guard yanked him back by the collar before pushing him inside with a chuckle. “Careful, inmate. Looks like you need to get used to those shackles,” he said loudly as they passed another corrections officer.

      Webster was on guard until he was back in his cell. “Transport leaves at six a.m.,” the guard said with a smirk. “You might want to get some beauty sleep before your big debut.”

      This time, Webster kept his thoughts to himself, sliding onto the thin pad that served as a mattress and staring at the words etched into the bottom of the top bunk.

      
        
        Eyes up. Laces up.

        Somebody’s always watching.

      

      

      Webster had no doubt about that. Somebody would always be watching. It didn’t make him feel any safer. If anything, he felt like a fox the night before a hunt. There was no winning. If the hounds didn’t tear him apart, the men on horseback would simply shoot him between the eyes.

      He was dead either way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Come.”

      Rosebud, an all white pitbull-boxer mix with a bright pink nose and a stubby tail, stared at Cyrus with big blue eyes, her pink tongue hanging out of the side of her mouth, like she had all the time in the world.

      “Rosie, come.”

      The dog sat gazing at him with a level of defiance that would have made Cyrus laugh, if anything made Cyrus laugh. She was his hardest trainee yet. She knew the commands, understood his hand signals, yet she absolutely refused to do as she was told. Her stubbornness was both endearing and infuriating. Still, if he could keep any of the service dog trainees, it would be Rosie. She had spunk, despite the years of abuse and neglect she’d clearly suffered.

      Being stubborn didn’t really pay off in the system, but, then again, neither did rolling over for whatever man told you to. But if a dog flunked out of the program, they went back to the shelter, and Rosie had already done her time at the shelter. Cyrus feared if she failed here, she’d get put down. The world had no use for those it couldn’t control.

      “You got your work cut out for you with this one, inmate,” Rogers said.

      Cyrus cut his eyes to the guard, who was leaning against a kennel two spaces over in his black pants and blue button down uniform shirt that fit too snug across his abdomen, the buttons threatening to rupture at any moment, potentially taking out an eye. Rogers had been on him all morning for no discernible reason that Cyrus could find. The other inmates pretended to like Rogers because he was a duck, always spilling dirt on the other guards in the hopes of gaining some kind of favor with the inmates.

      Cyrus didn’t like Rogers, and he certainly didn’t trust him. After twenty years, Cyrus didn’t trust anybody. “Yeah, she’ll give in eventually. They always do. It just takes time and attention. She doesn’t trust me yet. But she will. Won’t you, girl?”

      She stood, her nubby tail wagging her whole backside, excited to have Cyrus’s praise. He gave her attention, hoping that Rogers would retreat back to the door for a bit so he could try working with Rosie one on one. He suspected part of her stubbornness that day was due to Rogers hovering. What the fuck did he want anyway? Why was he riding Cyrus?

      “Did you hear the news?” Rogers asked, almost like he’d read Cyrus’s mind.

      Cyrus just grunted, not willing to admit to anything, even though he had no idea what Rogers was talking about. He didn’t want to encourage Rogers to start dishing dirt on other inmates or guards. Sometimes, just knowing somebody’s secrets was enough to get you killed, and Rogers sang like a fucking canary. As it was, people would gather around once Cyrus was back on the block to ask why Rogers was acting like his own personal bodyguard for the day. It seemed he was about to find out.

      “They shipped Rodriguez out this morning.”

      That slowed Cyrus down a little, causing him to throw a look at Rogers. Rodriguez had been Cyrus’s roommate for five years. Kind of a squirrelly dude, usually off his meds, but he kept to himself and didn’t cause no trouble, so he and Cyrus were good. Rodriguez spent most of his days coloring in a sketchbook and ranting about the second coming of Christ. The worst Cyrus had to worry about with Rodriguez was the younger man trying to eat his crayons and then puking all night.

      “They sent him to the ding wing,” Rogers said.

      Cyrus rolled his eyes at the slang term. Rogers wanted to be an inmate so badly. Or he wanted to be accepted by them at any rate. He wanted the street cred without having to earn it. It was never going to happen, though. Nobody cozied up to the COs without getting a beatdown. Still, Cyrus thought it strange they’d sent Rodriguez to the psych ward. He was a little off his nut but not as batshit crazy as the glue sniffers. “Oh, yeah? What’s that got to do with me?”

      “He was your cellmate. Just thought you’d want to know that you’ll be getting a new roomie.”

      “I don’t give a shit about that. It’s none of my business,” Cyrus reminded him.

      “I don’t think you’ll be saying that when you see who it is. I hear you guys had big beef,” Rogers said around a laugh.

      Cyrus shook his head. “Man, I don’t got beef with nobody. I do my job and mind my business.”

      Something about Rogers’ slick smile made Cyrus uneasy. He’d take a no holds barred brawl with the entire B pod over one shady ass guard with an agenda. “Nobody, huh? Weird. ‘Cause I would have thought you’d be chomping at the bit to get at the kid who put you in this place.”

      That stopped Cyrus in his tracks. “What did you say?”

      Rogers’ black eyes glittered like pieces of obsidian, hard and shiny, like he was getting off on whatever it was he knew. Cyrus didn’t have to wait long for the answer. “Yeah, our new fish… Seems he’s the tyke who put you away. Nicholas Webster. Still minding your own business?”

      Cyrus didn’t answer, but Rogers’ words were like a kick to the balls, sucking the breath out of him. Nicky? In prison? There was no way. Cyrus tried to picture it, but the image of six-year-old Nicky in prison orange just seemed ludicrous. Nicky was forever a child in his mind. A kindergartner swimming in a hand-me-down suit while a grown ass man made him cry on the stand.

      How could Nicky, sweet little Nicky, be doing time? It just wasn’t possible. Or maybe it was. Nicky would be…what, twenty-seven now? Who even knew what happened to the kid after his mom got done tying him in knots. That crazy bitch could make a Tibetan monk homicidal.

      “Bet I got your attention now, don’t I?” Rogers said, tone smug.

      “New fish ain’t my problem,” Cyrus managed. “I’m just doing my time. I’m out of here in less than a year. I doubt he and I will see much of each other. It’s a big place.”

      Rogers shook his head like Cyrus was stupid. “You really don’t get it, homie. The warden is giving you a gift. The fish is your new roomie. He’s all yours.”

      That caught Cyrus’s full attention. He turned to stare open-mouthed at the prison guard with his too big smile and his high and tight haircut. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      Cyrus didn’t know what kind of face he was making, but it caused the guard to take a step back, his hand floating over his gun. Cyrus turned back towards Rosie, petting his hands over her, hoping the dog’s warmth and energy would calm his throbbing rage.

      “Listen, I know you’re not normally one of the wolves, man, but your boy…they say he grew up pretty. Real pretty. And he’s gay. If you don’t want to take a crack at him, I imagine others would. It’d be a shame if the others in the yard found out the new fish don’t eat fish. It might even be open season on him. You got a lot of clout out there. Wouldn’t be nothing to start a few rumors and let the laws of the jungle take its course. Keep your hands clean.”

      Jesus. What the fuck was this dude talking about? Was he trying to encourage Cyrus to paint a target on Nicky’s back? Why? Like, there was always shit going down between the COs and the inmates, but that was the kind of shit that got you jumped in the fucking shower or sent to solitary. The COs didn’t hand over other inmates on a silver platter. This wasn’t Oz. Cyrus kept mostly to himself, but even he knew that. But he couldn’t say as much. Not to Rogers.

      “What’s in it for you?” Cyrus asked, trying his best to act uninterested.

      “Aw, don’t be like that, Cy. You’re one of the good ones. The warden likes to reward good behavior.”

      Cyrus snorted. “Bullshit. That man still cuts a hole in his sheet to fuck his wife. He sleeps with a bible in one hand and his dick in the other. He thinks we’re all animals. What the fuck is he playing at? Are you all trying to get me thrown in the hole or something?”

      This time, it was Rogers who rolled his eyes. “Man, you’re paranoid for a guy who’s just been given a huge fucking gift.” When Cyrus continued to stare him down, Rogers shrugged. “Fine. He just pissed off the wrong people. That’s all you need to know. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. If you don’t want him, I’m sure the AB would love that shit. He’ll be holding Thor’s pocket before chow time tomorrow. Either way, your boy’s not long for this world.”

      Cyrus’s brain rejected the idea of his little Nicky holding the pocket of a nearly seven foot tall Nazi sympathizer. “Stop calling him that. I haven’t seen him since he was six. Like, I don’t beef with toddlers, man.”

      Rogers lazily pulled his nightstick from his belt and started to tap out a pattern against the bars of the kennel beside Rosie’s. Cyrus side-eyed him as he continued to work, never trusting any guard enough to keep his back to him. He could tell Rogers was fuming. He clearly thought this information would endear him to Cyrus. If he was trying for a seat at the cool kids’ table, he was barking up the wrong tree. Cyrus kept his head down and his nose clean. He’d earned respect based on his size and his ability to navigate the yard without getting involved in the drama.

      “If you’re not interested, I’ll put him in the C pod. It might be fun to watch the Mexican mafia and the white boys fight over him. Though, I’m not sure what’s left would be any prize.”

      “No.” Cyrus was shocked by the venom in his voice. He shook his head. Fuck. This was such a bad fucking idea. “No. Leave him with me.”

      Rogers floated closer. “You sure? I mean, you seem kind of torn. It’s okay if you don’t have the stomach for it. Hell, you’ve been jerking off to your own hand for so long, maybe you don’t even remember what a tight hole feels like.”

      Cyrus took a deep breath and let it out again, and Rosie looked at him with her wide blue eyes, letting out a whine, her tail wagging like she was afraid the anger she smelled might be directed at her. Cyrus rubbed the dog’s face and neck while he tried to contain the raw aggression coursing through him. “He’s mine. But in my own time. I have a plan.”

      Rogers twirled his baton before replacing it in his holster, another fucking grin spreading over his doughy face. How many times had Cyrus thought about smashing his smug face against the bars until there was nothing left? Too many to count. “What kind of plan?”

      “The kind that’s none of your business. This is between me and the kid. We got a lot to talk about.”

      “Yeah, I feel ya,” Rogers said. Sure, you do. “Just don’t take too long or none of us will be able to keep the others off of him.”

      The guard’s laugh echoed in the space like he was a comic book villain, but Cyrus didn’t ignore the implication. If they set the dogs loose on Nicky, Cyrus wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep him safe. But what the fuck was the alternative? Become the aggressor himself? How the fuck was that helpful?

      Christ. He hated prison politics.
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      Webster arrived at his new home sometime mid-morning after being stuck on an unairconditioned bus for three hours. On the outside, the building was just a four-story, windowless concrete block surrounded by razor wire, but the inside was a horror show for his Asperger’s. The walls were painted a nauseating mint green shade, and the once white trim was now a nicotine yellow. The floors alternated between concrete and a linoleum that looked like somebody had put it down in the early seventies and never bothered to update it. The need to stick the curling, peeling edges of the thin squares of material was an itch under his skin.

      The lighting in the facility was just bulbs behind metal cages, causing lights to dance and flicker even when he closed his eyes. If Webster had thought county lockup was bad, prison was a never-ending overstimulation of his senses. Lights flickering, alarms blaring, doors buzzing, metal doors slamming, men hollering and banging things against the bars.

      The booking process started all over again. He was stripped, searched, thrown into a cold shower, and doused with lice powder. Once he was dressed in his unflattering orange jumpsuit, they gave him two white t-shirts, a toothbrush, toothpaste, and what looked like the world’s ugliest pair of shoes.  They also gave him a mat and told him it was his responsibility to hang onto it and that he wasn’t getting another one. They told him anything else was his problem and he’d have to purchase it from the commissary, which he couldn’t do because he didn’t have his information yet.

      Webster did his best to keep his shoulders back and his head up despite his overwhelming urge to just disassociate from the shit around him. He couldn’t look weak, couldn’t look like a target, but also couldn’t look too cocky either. Guards walked the new prisoners into the unit single file, and as soon as they entered the large room, a bunch of catcalls and wolf whistles began seemingly from everywhere.

      Webster had just been dropped straight from the zoo into the jungle, and there was no missing the hungry expressions on the men’s faces. They elbowed each other, licked their lips, rubbed their hands together, and paced closer. Some even pretended to sniff the air. Webster could feel himself falling away, trying to hide somewhere in his own head, but he bit down on his own tongue until he tasted blood. This wasn’t a game. It was kill or be killed inside these walls. If he couldn’t handle strangers, how the hell would he handle Cyrus?

      Some of the men Webster walked in with were clearly not first-timers. There were head nods and hand signals and furtive glances that Webster tried not to think too much about. There were bodies strewn everywhere. Far too many for each person to have their own space in the wall of cells. All the cell doors sat open, and there were inmates playing cards, watching television, using the payphones, and just lounging against the wall watching everybody else.

      Each cell had two metal bunks, a sink, and a toilet, but all the cells seemed most definitely taken. Webster guessed that was why there were cots and blankets on the floor of the rec space. His guess was the new guys got stuck on the floor? Fucking awesome.

      “Find a spot. There aren’t enough cells for everybody, so just pop your shit wherever you find a space. Don’t be shy,” a portly guard with a receding hairline told the group.

      Webster found a spot on the floor, but a female guard snagged his arm. “Not you, pretty boy. We got someplace special for you,” she said with a cold laugh.

      A shiver of fear crept along his spine, but he tensed his jaw and gave a single nod, following her up the stairs to the second tier of cells. Other inmates were congregated outside each cell, but they made way for the guard, even as they called out, “Here, kitty-kitty.” She paid them no attention.

      They stopped in front of an open cell right in the middle. It was empty, but the top bunk was clearly lived in. There were pictures taped to the wall, and books sat on the lower corner of the mattress. “Bottom bunk’s yours, inmate. Make yourself at home,” she said before turning and leaving him on his own.

      As soon as she was gone, the other inmates on the floor swarmed in front of his door. A light-skinned black male in a white wife beater pressed his hands to the doorframe and leaned in. “Welcome to the block. What are you in for?” Webster supposed he should be relieved that the man’s tone seemed only vaguely curious and not hostile.

      “Terrorism,” Webster said, keeping his voice bored.

      The group of guys laughed, and a dude at the back with a black skull cap on snorted before saying, “You don’t look like no terrorist I ever seen. What you terrorizing, homes? The yogurt shop?”

      Webster shrugged. “They say I hacked the FBI.”

      This brought a smile to the first inmate’s face, showing Webster a mouth full of perfect white teeth. “Oh, they say, huh? But, let me guess, you didn’t do it,” he said with a laugh.

      “Nope, I’m innocent,” Webster said, holding up his hands. “They got the wrong guy.”

      The man nodded. “Okay, Poindexter, I see you. We all innocent, too. The law just got it out for us.”

      Poindexter. They always went to Poindexter, no matter who they were or what their background was. Even without his glasses. Webster thought it seemed like low-hanging fruit as far as nicknames went, but he wasn’t about to tell that to Mr. Wife-Beater with his bulging biceps.

      Before he could say anything else, the group of men started to fall back, making way for somebody. “‘Sup, cuz,” the man at the door asked somebody out of Webster’s line of vision. “We were just saying hi to your new roomie. His name’s Poindexter.”

      Anything Webster might have been about to say died as his new roommate entered the narrow room, taking up more than his fair share of the space. Cyrus. Had he somehow grown even taller? Webster was a few inches shy of six feet, but Cyrus had to duck to enter. He wasn’t just taller, he was broader, making Mr. Biceps look like he was the before photo.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat as they stared at each other, and Webster could swear one of the guys made a noise that made Webster think he should be very afraid.

      Was he afraid? He didn’t feel afraid, exactly, but there was a strange shock of adrenaline that rocketed through him, like seeing a ghost appear right before his eyes. Cy’s tattooed forearms flexed as he crossed his arms over his tight white t-shirt, calling attention to perfect ochre-colored skin, the orange jumpsuit sleeves peeled down and tied around his trim waist. His eyes still looked the same honey brown, but he had a skull and crossbones under his right eye, and his head was shaved into a buzzed close-cropped mohawk. Webster could only gawk at him. Was this the same boy he had called family for a whole year?

      Cy advanced on him, his expression menacing, his full lips flattened into a hard line as he closed the distance between them. Webster didn’t even panic. If anything, he had a moment of total clarity and perfect peace. He had this coming. He completely deserved whatever punishment Cyrus planned on doling out to him right then and there in front of the other inmates. At least Webster wouldn’t have to worry about sleeping on that uncomfortable fucking mattress.

      Cyrus gripped his arm and yanked him forward, arms closing around him tight enough to cut off his breathing. It took a full thirty seconds of Cyrus clapping him on the back for Webster to realize he was being hugged and not murdered. “Good to see you, brother. Sure wish it wasn’t under these circumstances.”

      “Damn, Cyclops. You know Poindexter?”

      Did everybody have a nickname in this fucking place?

      Cy stepped back, giving Webster a strange look, before turning to face the others. “Yeah, he’s family.”

      There were some snickers.

      “I’d love to see that family tree.”

      Cy didn’t elaborate. “Nicky, that’s Timber, Iggy, Jay, and Cricket.”

      Cricket? What the fuck?

      “Hey,” was all Webster could think to say.

      “Y’all leave us alone so we can talk.”

      There was a lot of grumbling, but then they wandered off in a group like a pack of dogs. Webster supposed it wasn’t that far off. Packs watched each other’s back. Didn’t pay to be a lone wolf in a place like this. Webster had no pack. But it seemed, despite everything, he somehow had Cyrus.

      As soon as they were alone, Cy slammed him up against the wall, balling his jumpsuit in two tight fists. “What the fuck are you doing in here, Nicky?”

      Webster could feel the cold brick at his back and Cy pressed against his front, and, somehow, it was like being a kid all over again with Cy yelling at Nicky for talking in class, knowing they would both catch hell from Phoebe. His emotions swirled in his chest—fear, anger…relief. He was relieved to know that, somehow, despite all the odds, Cy had somehow survived that fucking hellhole for twenty fucking years.

      “I thought it was time for a family reunion,” Webster snarked, trying to defuse the spark of anger that lit up Cy’s molten amber eyes.

      “You think this is funny?” Cy snapped.

      Webster shoved at Cy uselessly. “Do I think this is funny?” he asked in a hissing whisper. “I’m a fucking computer nerd. The closest I’ve come to prison is playing Grand Theft Auto. Do you think I want to be here? I’m being framed, and they stuck me in here with you so you could do their fucking dirty work for them. So, why don’t you just go ahead and get it over with?”

      Cy let him go and moved to pace the cell. “This is a bad fucking situation, Nicky. They definitely want you dead. They said if I didn’t make your life a living hell, they were just gonna set the others loose on you. Do you know what they could do to somebody like you?”

      Webster closed his eyes, letting his head hit the wall. “Yeah, I do. I’ve been told in nauseating detail about all the men who are going to turn me into their favorite trick. The guards were practically salivating over it.”

      “Do you have a lawyer? Can they get you transferred out or put in protective custody?” Cy asked.

      “You think I’d be better off alone with the same guards who just asked you to hurt me?” Webster asked. “Look, this isn’t your problem. I have friends on the outside who are trying to get me out of this. I’m not trying to make shit hard for you.”

      Cy’s gaze softened a bit, and he shook his head. “That’s the thing, Nicky. They’ve made you my problem. If I don’t hurt you, they’ll find others who will. I can’t protect you from everybody.”

      “I’m not six years old anymore, Cy. I’m a fourth degree blackbelt. I know Krav Maga. I even kick-box on weekends. I’m not helpless, but I’ve got a bullseye on my back. I might be able to take on one or two guys at the same time, but I’m not fucking Bruce Lee, especially if they’ve got weapons.” Webster swallowed the lump in his throat. “You might have to just let them have me.”

      Cy looked at him like he was stupid, but Webster’s gaze strayed over his shoulder to the guard watching from the other side of the unit.

      “Hit me,” Webster said suddenly.

      “What?” Cy muttered.

      “Hit. Me. Do it. They’re watching.”

      “No. No way.”

      “Hit me or they’ll find somebody who will.”

      Webster had no doubt that Cy had tempered his punch, but that didn’t stop his nose from feeling like it had exploded, his blood gushing like a fountain. Webster lurched over to the sink, eyes watering as he watched blood circle the drain. A rag appeared in his vision, and he accepted it, stuffing it under his nose.

      “You okay?” Cy asked.

      “Aces,” Webster muttered, his nose and head throbbing in time with his heartbeat. “I think we might need to come up with a better plan,” he said, sounding like he had a head cold.

      “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.”
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      Cy grunted as he pushed the weight up and set the barbell in the holder, sitting up and stretching out his muscles before slapping the palm of the man spotting him. He used his shirt to mop his face as he checked on Nicky for the hundredth time since they’d been let outside for rec time. Nicky sat against the fence—not close enough to be obvious but close enough for Cy to get to him if needed—his expression indifferent but his eyes alert. He didn’t watch the other inmates. Instead, he watched the guards, having identified them as the bigger threat. People on Cy’s part of the cell block would keep away from Nicky on his say so…for now. He’d earned that level of respect, but the guards didn’t give a fuck about Cy’s street cred. They knew they could get away with anything. This was their world.

      Workout finished, Cy dropped down onto the wooden bleachers, snagging his well-worn copy of  The Count of Monte Cristo from where he’d left it. He wasn’t reading it, just absently flipping the pages as he watched Nicky beat out a rhythm on his knees from across the yard. It made Cy smile a bit. A lot of things had clearly changed about Nicky, but he still fidgeted like he couldn’t stop himself. It might drive anybody else crazy, but Cyrus found the knowledge soothing. Some things would always be a constant.

      They were doing their best to limit their interactions while the guards were still roaming, and Nicky was trying to overtly baby his bloody nose so it would look like Cy had given him the welcome they’d all anticipated. The inmates seemed confused by Cy’s sudden aggression towards a man he’d just introduced as his family, but they minded their business. Some things were off limits, and whatever his and Nicky’s beef was, it was family business, even if they weren’t related by blood.

      If Cy was being honest, his thoughts of Nicky were hardly family-friendly. There was little left of the boy Cy had known. Nicky was all grown up. He wasn’t jacked like most of the dudes on the inside, who spent their rec time pounding weights. Truthfully, it was hard to know what he hid under that shapeless jumpsuit, but he was clearly fit. He still had the same ocean eyes, dirty blond hair, and quick smile, but instead of a chubby baby face, he had chiseled features and a five o’clock shadow that made him look a little like some teen girl’s naughty professor fantasy come to life.

      But Cy was no teen girl. He was a gay man who’d grown up in a maximum security prison. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been opportunities over the years. Once you’d been in long enough, the others turned a blind eye when one decided to take another up on their offer. But this wasn’t some random prison hookup. Nicky was the only person in Cy’s life he could ever remember feeling a connection to. Nicky had given him somebody to protect when he was trapped with an absentee father and a psychotic stepmother. Nicky’s mother. May she rot in hell.

      A shadow fell over him, and then Preacher sat down beside him. “That’s him, huh?”

      “Word travels fast,” Cy muttered.

      “That’s prison life,” Preacher said in a voice as dry as sawdust but with a sageness that made it sound as though he was offering a life lesson when, really, it was…well, not.

      That’s why they called him Preacher. He was older than Cy by only a few years, but he’d been there since he was sixteen and had a way of speaking that made him seem like some wizened old man. It didn’t hurt that he looked the part, tall and lean with prematurely graying hair that he scraped back into a ponytail and a beard that was just a touch too long. He also wore a wooden cross around his neck, though he didn’t seem to ascribe to any religion that Cyrus could discern. The cross somewhat exempted him in the eyes of the other inmates, keeping him from choosing any sort of affiliation. Preacher was Switzerland—everybody’s confidant and Cy’s only real friend.

      “Why’d you punch him?” Preacher asked, leaning back and propping his elbows on the riser above the one they sat on, making no effort to hide the way he stared at Nicky. Cy tried not to let that bother him.

      “He made me.”

      Preacher side-eyed him. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t mean it in the ‘if he hadn’t made me mad, I wouldn’t have hit him’ kind of way?”

      Cy grimaced. “Rogers cornered me in the kennel and basically told me I had a free pass to do Nicky in whatever way I saw fit.”

      Preacher snorted. “And they say we’re the animals.” Cyrus nodded but didn’t comment even though he could almost predict Preacher’s next question. “Who’d he piss off?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “I don’t know. He hasn’t said yet.”

      “And Rogers didn’t say more? That’s not like him.”

      “He just implied that making him my bitch might be a good start, but it sounds like they’re hoping our history might trigger my latent homicidal impulses.”

      Preacher squinted as the sun broke through the clouds. “They really don’t know you.”

      If anybody else had said so, it could have come off like a challenge, but Preacher was just shooting straight. He wasn’t a liar, and he didn’t hide his opinions, regardless of who he was talking to. “No, but now, I’m in a bind.”

      “How so?”

      Cyrus sighed, staring as Nicky tipped his head towards the sun, closing his eyes. The other inmates noticed, too, but they kept their distance. “If I don’t do the things they want, they’ll just find somebody else who will.”

      “And? Why’s that your problem? The kid cost you twenty years of your life. I get not wanting to go all eye-for-an-eye on him, but the kid’s not yours to protect.”

      But he was, though. He just was. Nicky had been Cy’s to protect since the moment he laid eyes on him almost twenty-two years ago. Cy had failed him back then in every conceivable way. This was Cy’s chance to right his wrongs, to protect Nicky the way he should have done when he was a little boy. “That’s the thing, I can’t sit back and let the wolves have him.”

      Preacher gave a noncommittal grunt. “Well, they smell blood in the water, friend, especially with you having hit him in the face. Thor hasn’t taken his eyes off him since we hit the yard. If you want to keep him from getting turned out in the showers, you better do something to stake your claim, or they’ll be fighting over him like the last piece of Thanksgiving pie.”

      Cy dragged his gaze from Nicky to where the man in question held court, sitting on a different set of risers closer to the basketball hoops. Thor was a career criminal, a monster who’d spent his life committing all manner of depraved acts as the main enforcer of a racist biker gang, no different than the ones who’d run the small California town where Cy’s troubles started. On the inside, Thor ran the Aryan Brotherhood and most of the drug supply that came into the prison. He also liked to collect new fish and pimp them out to the other inmates. He thought of himself as an entrepreneur. The idea of Nicky being on the receiving end of that abuse made Cy want to smash something.

      “How exactly do I do that without making myself the monster they keep telling me I am?”

      Preacher sniffed, his gaze wandering between Thor and Nicky. “I didn’t say you wouldn’t be a monster, but you know that saying about the devil you know versus the devil you don’t? If given the opportunity, who would your boy choose? My guess would be you.”

      “That doesn’t exactly make me feel better.”

      “It’s not my goddamn job to make you feel better,” Preacher reminded, his tone as calm as the sea. “I’m just speaking the truth. Your boy got thrown to the wolves, and you better do something to let them know you’re the alpha or it will be open season on him. If you really give a shit about this kid, and again, I don’t know why the fuck you do, then you better make it very clear to the others to stay away or become this kid’s shadow, ‘cause the moment they get him alone, all bets are off.”
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      Cy kept Nicky close for the rest of the day, keeping him by his side at chow time and then inviting him to play cards with the boys until lights out. The boys ragged on Nicky about Cyrus punching him in the face, but they also seemed impressed he could take a punch from somebody Cy’s size. Nicky didn’t tell them that Cy had pulled his punch, and he felt no reason to enlighten them. The more dangerous Nicky seemed, the better. Honestly, if Nicky had the skills he said he did, it might be worthy of a show of force to keep them at bay, but that might also land Nicky in the hole with nobody to watch his back. Besides, Nicky was too new. The hole could make a newbie go crazy straight from the jump.

      Once it was lights out, that was when the chaos truly began. Except, the lights never went out because inmates couldn’t be trusted in the dark. Before overcrowding, nights were almost peaceful. Cy hadn’t thought so back then, but the brick walls and steel doors had provided some level of insulation to the constant noise. Now that they were overcrowded and inmates were left free to roam the main room at night, it was overwhelming. Inmates running around the main room, slamming on doors, howling, whooping out war cries that echoed off the concrete, made it impossible to sleep for those who hadn’t learned to tune it out over the years. The guards didn’t give a fuck if none of them slept. Short of violence, they only entered for their rounds at three and six.

      Cy could hear Nicky tossing and turning below, but he waited until he was certain it was about thirty minutes before rounds to slip from the bed. He lifted Nicky’s blanket and slid beneath. He jerked instinctively at Cyrus’s invasion of his space, body stiffening as he looked over his shoulder. His eyes were red and bloodshot. Cyrus’s heart clenched in his chest. The noise. Nicky hated noise, hated overstimulation, had since he was little. It caused him to flinch and fidget. Sometimes, it gave him migraines. Jesus, this place was going to kill him.

      After looking at Cyrus for a long moment, he went back to facing the wall, dropping his head back down on the balled up t-shirt he was using as a pillow. Cyrus slid his large hand between Nicky’s head and the t-shirt before pressing his lips close to his other ear. “They’ll wear themselves out soon.”

      When Nicky melted against him, Cy willed his body not to react, but it was hard. Nicky smelled like sun and home and all the good things Cy remembered, and he was warm and sweet and fit in his arms just right. When Cy covered Nicky’s other ear, he gave a shuddering cry. They stayed like that until all sounds abruptly stopped. The guards had entered.

      Cy had spent the last twenty minutes trying to tell Nicky that he hadn’t found a way out of their current situation that didn’t involve hurting him, but he couldn’t even bring himself to say it. After twenty years, there was still something about him that made Cyrus want to protect Nicky from the world.

      “It’s okay, you know,” Nicky finally whispered.

      Cyrus inhaled Nicky’s scent, feeling like a creep, before whispering, “What is?”

      “Whatever you came down here to do. I don’t mind. I’d rather it be you than anybody else. I’m not stupid. I know how things work here.”

      Cyrus stared down at Nicky, but he just kept facing the wall. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “I thought straight men got a pass in prison?” Nicky said, his voice raw and throaty, maybe from fear, although there was a part of Cy’s lizard brain that hoped it was from desire.

      “I’m not straight, and that’s not what I meant.”

      He didn’t miss the catch in Nicky’s breath. “I… I’m not straight either,” he whispered.

      “Yeah, I knew that when you were six,” Cy said with a smile.

      There was almost the slightest hint of humor when he said, “Then what’s the problem? You’re not taking my virginity, I promise. If it’s you or them, I’d much rather it be you.”

      “Jesus.” Preacher was right…again. The smug bastard.

      Nicky ignored him. “But they need to think I’m an unwilling participant, so I think you need to be a little rough, make it hurt, leave bruises. It’s okay. I kind of like the pain. I won’t hold it against you or anything. It’s nothing I haven’t been through before.”

      What the fuck was Cy supposed to say to that? What did that even mean? “Nicky…”

      “Nobody calls me that anymore…nobody but you. You know that, right?” he whispered.

      “What do they call you? Poindexter?” Cy asked with a hint of a smile.

      “Webster. Just Webster.”

      Cy shook his head, his lips trailing over the shell of Nicky’s ear almost without thought. “I’m not calling you that. You’ll always be Nicky to me.”

      Nicky seemed to bury himself deeper into Cy’s arms, shifting to look up at him. “I like when you call me Nicky,” he confessed.
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      Every atom in Webster’s body was on high alert. Whatever the opposite of an out-of-body experience was, he was living it. He meant it when he said he wasn’t a virgin, but he had never been so aware of another person in his life. It was like his body remembered Cy’s. Just being near him brought a strange sense of peace and safety but also a newfound spark of awareness that made it almost hard to breathe in the otherwise frigid cell.

      It felt like a strange fever dream, some surreal concoction of twenty plus years of guilt and four years of celibacy. He turned to look over his shoulder, and Cy was gazing at him with an intensity that melted Webster’s core. Cy’s lips were so close; it was nothing to lift up just the slightest bit and brush their mouths together in a kiss that lingered. Fuck. How could that be so hot? They were just lying there practically panting into each other’s mouths, breathing each other’s air, and Webster was sure it would take almost nothing for him to come.

      A strange thumping noise started from a distance, moving rhythmically closer. “What’s that sound?”

      “Kramer. He always taps his nightstick on the door when he does headcount.” The way Cy looked at him made him a little nauseated. “Do you trust me, Nicky?”

      Webster nodded without hesitation. “Yeah.”

      “Good. ‘Cause I’m sorry about this.”

      “About what?”

      Cy didn’t answer, just flipped Webster onto his stomach like he weighed nothing, shoving their clothes roughly out of the way until they were bunched around their thighs. Cy laid on top of him, his semi-erect cock pressed against Webster’s bare ass.  He slipped his hand over Webster’s mouth before he began rutting against him, grunting like it took effort.

      Webster’s entire body flushed with humiliation. He’d thought he’d mentally prepared himself for this. Not just faking it but the real deal. There was nothing even happening between them, but something about this crude sexual mimicry brought back memories he’d thought were long since buried. Memories of things he absolutely refused to let himself think about, not now, not in this place where he was a target. And now, a victim.

      Cy’s voice breathed against his ear. “I’m sorry, Nicky, but this would sell a little more if you at least pretended to fight back or made some noise.”

      This had been his idea. He’d asked Cy to do this, or at least, he’d given him permission. The high panicked noises that started pouring from his mouth weren’t fake. His body was shutting down, his hands suddenly clawing at the mattress below, as he tried to buck Cy off of him, unable to breath between Cy’s hand over his mouth and his face half pressed into his t-shirt, his nose still swollen from the punch he took.

      There was a loud bang on their door, but it sounded a mile away. And then Cy stopped moving, his hand sliding from Webster’s mouth. “I think we’re good,” he whispered, resting his cheek against the back of Nicky’s head. “I’m really sorry. We don’t have to actually do anything. That’s what I wanted to tell you earlier. We can just…fake it.”

      Webster didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He didn’t know what he was feeling. Dizzy. Sick. Overwhelmed. Humiliated.

      “Hey. Nicky? Are you okay?” Cy moved off of him, resting his back to the brick wall. Webster managed a stilted nod before rolling onto his side, facing away from Cy. As soon as he did, he realized he’d pressed his ass directly against Cy’s dick. “We’re good. The guards won’t come back by for another three hours, and they won’t be looking for anything after…what they just saw. The inmates usually stay quiet after this, too. So, you can sleep. You know?”

      Webster nodded again but couldn’t say anything, trying to fight his way past a nightmare threatening to close in on him.

      “Nicky?”

      That was Cy’s voice, not some monster from a nightmare, not some bully he’d run into in foster care, or that piece of shit Dooley. It was just Cyrus. Cy was his safe place.

      “Yeah,” he finally managed, throat raw after the sounds he was making just moments ago.

      “Did…did I hurt you? I was just trying to sell it. I’m sorry if I got too aggressive.”

      He sounded so remorseful that Webster couldn’t help but make excuses. “It’s not you. I just… I don’t know. It was nothing. So, we don’t have to do anything… We just have to fake it. Cool. Cool.” Cool? Jesus. He was babbling like an idiot.

      There was a long silence, and then Cy’s hand slowly curved over Webster’s now bare hip. Cy nosed behind Webster’s ear. “Did you…want to?” he murmured in a low rumble that raised goosebumps along his skin.

      The lump in his throat was back. “Did you?” he managed.

      Cyrus rolled his hips forward, his now fully hard cock slotting between Webster’s cheeks. “What do you think?” Fuck, he was big. Webster couldn’t help but push back against it.

      Webster had no idea how he’d found himself in that place, with Cyrus, after everything in his life had gone to shit in the span of just a couple of weeks. But there he was, once more with the one person he never stopped thinking about, the one person he would have almost guaranteed he’d never see again. And he was beautiful and, somehow, didn’t hate Webster even though he had every right to. Maybe that was why they were really there? Divine intervention? Fuck. Webster didn’t know. He didn’t even believe in God. But he believed in Cyrus. Cyrus had always protected him, was still protecting him in the only way he could.

      Cyrus slid a hand under Webster’s head, tilting his face back to capture his lips, licking his way back into his mouth. Webster melted. There was no other way to describe it. Heat pooled in his abdomen, spreading through him like lava, as Cy kissed him like he wanted to consume him. When was the last time anybody had kissed him like that?

      Webster’s arm snaked around Cy’s neck, holding him there, as he angled his body towards him so Cy's fingers could skate over his flat belly to play with his nipples before sliding down to thread through his pubic hair, not touching his cock but so desperately close Webster couldn’t help the pleading sound that fell from his lips.

      Cy pulled back enough to look at Webster. “Make that sound again,” he whispered, his eyes dark fathomless pools.

      Webster swallowed, feeling like he couldn’t catch his breath for an entirely different reason this time. “Touch me and I will.”

      Cy’s kiss was greedy, and when his hand closed around Webster’s cock, the noise he made sounded like it came straight from his toes. Cy swallowed it down, the hand beneath Webster sliding around his throat, not squeezing, just this hold that made Webster feel possessed. Cy’s hips rolled against Webster’s ass, and his hand slowly jerked him in time with his lazy movements. Somehow, the whole experience was the single most erotic experience of his life, overwhelming in the best possible way.

      “Oh, fuck,” Webster managed when Cyrus broke away to explore his throat, his beard dragging along his skin, leaving a burning trail that ignited the heat in Webster’s belly, his dick leaking with each dry pull from Cy’s hand. Webster grabbed Cy’s wrist, pulling it to his mouth, so he could drag his tongue along his palm before guiding it back to his cock.

      Almost as quickly as he arched up into Cy’s tightened fist, he stopped.

      “Wait.” Cy stopped immediately, his hand releasing Webster like he’d burned him. Webster flushed. “Sorry, I just meant…do you have anything we can use as lube? Also…have you been tested?”

      “Yeah to both. Negative to the second. There’s vaseline under the bottom corner by where your hand is.”

      Webster glanced over his shoulder, giving him a look. “How did you know that was there?”

      “I put it there.”

      Webster wanted to inquire further, but then reminded himself that it was really none of his fucking business. He leaned over the bed and grabbed the tube, throwing it to Cyrus. “Fuck me, but open me up with your fingers first. It’s been a while, and your dick is enormous.”

      Cyrus made a noise that sounded unintentional. “Christ, Nicky. I’m going to come in three seconds. You get that, right?”

      Webster nodded. “Me too, but I just want to come with you inside me. Is that okay?”

      “You’re joking, right?” Cyrus asked, a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Then hurry up and get inside me.”

      “Greedy,” Cy  growled. There was a bit of fumbling, and then Cy’s slick finger was massaging his hole. Webster couldn’t wait; he wanted to feel Cy inside him. He pushed back on his finger, moaning at the slight discomfort that quickly faded into pleasure as his knuckle glanced Webster’s prostate. “Fuck, you’re so hot and tight inside,” Cy muttered against Webster’s throat as he basically rode his finger.

      “Another. Give me another, please,” Webster whispered, moaning low when Cyrus complied and his body was forced to stretch to accommodate his invasion. Cy shifted Webster until he was half on his stomach, one leg canted forward. Webster realized Cy was watching his fingers disappear inside him, and he groaned. “I changed my mind, just fuck me.”

      “You’re really fucking bossy,” Cy grumbled even as he slicked his dick and pressed it against his entrance.

      The second the thick crown of Cy’s cock breached him, Webster hissed in pain, his hand shooting out to grip Cy’s meaty thigh, hoping it reminded him to go slow. That wasn’t a problem. Webster’s body made the decision for both of them, forcing Cy to catch Webster’s leg under the knee, lifting it so he could rock up into his body.

      Webster had never been fucked in that position, spooned together, his back to Cyrus’s chest. It was weirdly intimate. Once more, his chest tightened, almost like he couldn’t breathe as Cyrus began to move within him.

      Webster wrapped his hand around his own cock, moaning as he began to bounce back on Cy as he worked himself into his tightened fist. “Oh, fuck. God, you’re so big.”

      “You’re so fucking tight,” Cy managed, his hand still convulsing around Webster’s throat in a way that he definitely didn’t hate.

      Now that his body had adjusted, he wanted more. “You can go harder.”

      Cy huffed out a surprised laugh against his ear. “Oh, can I?”

      “Fuck. Shut up, and fuck me.” Webster meant it to sound harsh. Instead, it sounded more like begging than he wanted to admit, but, thank God, Cy seemed on board with it. He altered his angle slightly and lifted Webster’s leg to an almost painful stretch, but then he was drilling into him hard and fast, each blow glancing off his prostate until the noises coming out of Webster’s mouth would have been embarrassing if he could even form any thoughts other than “hnf” and “ah” and “Oh, God, don’t stop.”

      This time, when Cy put a hand over Webster’s mouth, it was needed. He couldn’t stop himself from babbling as Cy fucked him. “Shh,” Cyrus said around an exasperated laugh. “I’ve got maybe another sixty seconds in me without those sexy fucking noises you’re making.”

      It was too late for silence; Webster was coming hard, babbling behind Cy’s palm as he milked every last drop of cum from his dick.

      “Oh, fuck,” was all Cyrus managed, and then he was following, gripping Webster to him tight enough to leave bruises as he filled him up, his whole body shaking with his release.

      As soon as Cyrus’s hand slid free, Webster muttered, “Wow,” his chest rising and falling rapidly, both of their bodies slick with rapidly drying sweat and cum. Webster started to shiver, and Cy pulled the blanket up. “What are you doing?” he whispered.

      “Covering you up. You’re freezing.”

      “Aren’t you going back to your bunk?” Webster asked, realizing almost immediately how that sounded.

      Cy laughed. “Damn, that’s cold, Nicky.”

      “I just meant, if they catch you in my bunk, won’t we look a little too…cozy?”

      “I’m not going to stay the night. Just give me a minute. I’ve never gotten to do this before.”

      “Do what?” he whispered.

      “Like, hold somebody after sex,” he said. “Not that I’ve had sex with anybody I’ve ever wanted to hold in here,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

      “Were you a virgin when you got here?” Webster asked. “Not that it's any of my business.”

      Cy laughed. “Nope. Remember Sarah McClintock?”

      “My babysitter with the frizzy red hair and big boobs? You had sex with her?” Webster wasn’t sure why the idea made him want to claw the girl’s eyes out. She was probably married with six kids or living in a trailer making meth like the rest of the people Cy and Nicky had grown up with.

      “Well, I mean, if you can call me getting it in and then immediately blowing my load into the condom, then yeah, I guess so. But it did pretty much seal that I was not into girls. She smelled really nice, though, like gardenias.”

      Webster nodded. “Yeah, she did. Her boobs were really soft, too, like throw pillows.”

      They both laughed, but then it died, and Webster suddenly felt this wave of panic. “I really hope I don’t fucking die in here.”

      “I’ll never let that happen.”

      “Don’t let them know that,” Webster begged. “I don’t want to make things harder for you.”

      Cy didn’t answer, just dropped a kiss on Webster’s temple, and it felt…desolate somehow, like they were both helpless to stop whatever came next, and no matter what they said, there was nothing either one of them could do about it.
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      Cyrus moved from one kennel to another, cleaning up after the dogs and putting food in their dishes. Most days, he took his time, working with Rose after he took care of his assigned chores for the week. But his focus was elsewhere. He’d left Nicky to deal with the other inmates, and Cy was sure the jokes were rolling in. While the actual sex between them had been only as rough as Nicky wanted, Cy had left his mark. Literally.

      Fingerprint bruises marred Nicky’s cheek from where Cy had pretended to silence him, and there were handprints on his left forearm and throat. Looking at those marks, the marks Nicky had wanted him to leave, they produced a strange spike in his body temperature. They made him want to strip Nicky naked and trace every scratch, burn, and bruise with his tongue. It made him want to bury himself in Nicky all over again.

      Nicky had given Cy an awkward smile when he’d seen the damage in the metallic surface that served as a mirror in their cell, his face flushing to the tips of his ears. “Maybe this will buy me a week or two before the guards realize you’re not going to be the one to shiv me in the showers.” Cy had raised a brow, his mouth flattening into a hard line, prompting Nicky to ask, “You’re not, right?”

      “That’s not funny.”

      Nicky had grinned then winced. “It’s a little funny.”

      The door to the facility opened, pulling Cy from his thoughts of that morning. His stomach churned as Rogers spoke quietly to Haliburton, and the old man gave Cy a quizzical look before leaving him alone with Rogers. Fuck. Was this asshole going to be his fucking shadow now?

      “Morning, inmate,” Rogers said, keeping his distance as he pulled his baton from his belt and swung it lazily in a circle. What was it with guys like Rogers? Had they not been loved enough as children? What was with the incessant need to prove they were in charge? Did Rogers think his big stick intimidated Cy? Cy had gotten his ass beat so much when he first got in there that he was certain there would be permanent shoe prints on his back. Rogers had never scared him, had never scared anybody, really. But that was before Nicky.

      When Cy only gave a nod in his direction, Rogers slammed the baton against the bars of the kennel he currently stood in, causing the golden retriever to whimper and cower back against the wall. “Answer me when I speak to you, inmate.”

      “Morning,” Cy said. “This is Lawson’s dog, Gertrude. He named her after his mama. He’s real protective of her.” Cy tried to keep his tone conversational.

      “You think I give a rat’s ass what that white trash, sister-fucking hick cares about?” Rogers snapped, even as he backed away from the pen.

      Cy snorted. Rogers had no backbone, and he’d suck Lawson’s dick just to have him know his name. Cy honestly had no idea how the warden hadn’t caught on to what a bootlicker Rogers was when it came to the inmates he was supposed to guard. He’d sell out his own mother to feel like he was one of them. “What can I do for you, Rogers?”

      Rogers chuckled. “I saw your boy in the chow line. He looked pretty banged up.”

      Cy grunted, getting down on one knee to sooth Gertie, not sure how to respond to Rogers’ taunts. What he wanted to do was rip his arms off and stuff them in every available orifice, but, instead, he concentrated on the sweet dog in front of him. She hadn’t done anything to earn Rogers’ ire, and Lawson really was obsessed with Gertie.

      To be fair, Cy didn’t give a fuck about Lawson’s feelings either, but only because Lawson was somebody Cy couldn’t get a bead on. Rogers was right about the trailer park. Lawson spoke like he grew up in the sticks, but he was doing federal time for laundering money. If the rumors were true, he’d earned a fortune before he was eighteen from underage gambling. That told Cy that Lawson’s dumb hillbilly act was just that. An act. Cy didn’t hold it against him—they all played a part in that place—but he also didn’t trust him.

      “I have to say, I thought he’d look a little more…dead or at least be convalescing in the infirmary. I mean, this is the kid who cost you twenty years of your life, right?”

      Rogers clearly wasn’t going to let it go. Cy stood, leaving the pen and locking it behind him, turning to face the guard. Cy was a head taller than Rogers, causing him to look down on the man, who was just a little too close for Cy’s comfort. Rogers must have felt the same way. He switched his baton to his non-dominant hand, his right hovering over his weapon. Cy rolled his eyes, turning to move to the next pen.

      “What have you got to say for yourself?” Rogers asked.

      Cy took a deep breath and let it out. He had no choice but to tell the stupid fuck what he wanted to hear. “What I have to say is that he cost me twenty years. Me. Not you. Not the warden. Me. You might want me to kill him so you can toss him in the trash, but I’ve been waiting for my revenge for a long time, and I’m not going to rush it because of you. What’s your hurry, anyway? What did he do to you guys that has you all so eager for me to do your dirty work for you?”

      Rogers’ gaze slid to the left, and he opened and closed his mouth a few times before saying, “That’s none of your concern.”

      Cy bit down on the inside of his cheek to keep from snorting his derision. Rogers didn’t know what Nicky had done or why they wanted him dead. He was just their mouth piece. Maybe they did know what a fucking weasel he was. That was good to know. “Fair enough, but how I get even with him is none of your concern. I like having him to myself at night. He’s a lot more…accommodating than Rodriguez.”

      Cy hated talking that way about Nicky, but it was the only thing he could do to get them off his back for the moment. He needed to make them think he was the animal they all wanted him to be. Cy wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t. Nicky had been vulnerable last night. Scared. Humiliated. Cy should have returned to his own bunk and let Nicky acclimate to his new life. Instead, when Nicky had offered up his body, Cy had taken full advantage.

      Rogers gave him a slick smile that made Cy want to throat punch the man. “He didn’t look like he bent over and took it like a man. Looks like he put up a helluva fight. But he’s definitely smaller than Rodriguez. Any port in a storm, right?”

      “When I’m done with him, you’ll know it,” Cy said, refusing to engage in anything that Rogers might mistake as camaraderie. He turned his back on the other man, moving to the next kennel.

      “Yeah, sure. But don’t take too long. Your boy’s already gotten Thor’s attention. He’s chomping at the bit to make him his new pillow princess. It’d be a shame if word got around that your boy’s a chomo. How long do you think he’d last in the yard then?”

      Cy’s nostrils flared at the not so subtle threat. Chomo. A pedophile. That label was a fucking death sentence, and Thor took full advantage of that knowledge. Prisoners had a code. Despite what fictional shows portrayed, rape in prison was rare. There were usually a few guys who let people know they were willing to exchange sex for protection. Usually newbies who were afraid of getting jumped by gangs. Those were Thor’s favorite fish, and he liked to reel them in slowly, make them think the sexual relationship was their idea.

      But rapists and pedophiles were fair game. Whatever happened to them on the inside happened, and nobody cried about it. Nobody even blinked, really. It was a sick fucking irony that raping rapists and pedophiles made the attacker a rapist, too, but they were seen more as heroes. Punishing the wicked. Thor… Thor took full advantage of that, even though Cy knew for a fact the underage fish were Thor’s favorite. If word got out that Nicky hurt kids, not even Cy could save him. What the fuck had Nicky got himself into? How high up did this thing go? Was there any shot of him walking out of there alive? If not, was Cy willing to die for him?

      Fuck. The short answer was yes. Just yes. He’d protect Nicky with his dying breath, but he couldn’t ever explain why. “I said I’d handle him. What’s your fucking hurry? He’s not going anywhere.”

      Rogers sneered at him. “We gonna have a problem, inmate? I’d hate to have to throw you in the hole. Who knows what could happen while you’re in there?”

      Cy leveled a glare at Rogers. “Nope. No problem at all…sir.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once they hit the yard, Cy felt a little better. He’d made a show of putting Nicky on the bleachers closest to him and telling him to stay where he could see him while he worked out. Preacher stood over him, pretending to spot him, but mostly just watching Nicky in a less than covert manner. Preacher wasn’t alone. Nicky wasn’t exactly being subtle. He’d peeled his T-shirt off and used it as a pillow as he laid across the riser, sunning himself, like he was at the beach.

      “I see the family reunion went well,” Preacher snarked, taking in the bruises that marred Nicky’s body.

      “You’re funny,” Cy said humorlessly.

      “I’m hilarious,” Preacher said, his gaze still glued to Nicky. “You think it’s a good idea, your boy all laid out on display for the wolves?”

      “I told him to make sure people saw his bruises.”

      “Did you tell him to lay out on the bleachers like he’s waiting for somebody to draw him like one of their French girls?” Preacher asked, a drawl sliding into his voice.

      “He’s taking some creative license,” Cy admitted as he forced the weight upwards, his arms burning with the effort. “Either way, it wouldn’t hurt if you spread the word that he’s…uh, spoken for?”

      “Aw, will it be a June wedding?” Preacher cracked, a smile splitting his weathered face.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Cy grunted before dropping the bar back into its holder, sitting up, and stretching.

      Preacher snorted. “Just don’t ask me to officiate.”

      Cy wiped himself with a towel before wrapping it around his neck and heading for the bleachers. Preacher followed. They sat far enough away from Nicky that they could still speak privately but close enough to where it looked like Cy was trying to keep an eye on his property.

      Cy scanned the yard, relieved to see that most of the inmates were paying Nicky no mind. Most. But not all. Rogers was right. Nicky was definitely on Thor’s radar, even without branding Nicky as a child molester.

      “Yeah, old boy definitely has a type,” Preacher said, eyeing Thor as he planted his elbows on the riser above them.

      “Breathing?” Cy asked.

      Preacher stared at the large skinhead. “If that.”

      The thought of Thor getting his hands on Nicky was enough to send a shock of helplessness through Cy. He had earned a certain amount of status over the last twenty years, enough to keep Nicky safe from many of the inmates who understood boundaries. But guys like Thor, guys as comfortable on the inside as they were on the outside…there was no reasoning with them. None.

      “What’s your deal with this kid, anyway? He’s not your kin… At least, I hope he ain’t with those bruises you’ve left behind. He put you behind bars. I don’t get the loyalty.”

      Cy flushed, his gaze once more falling to Nicky’s bare chest, his bruises much more evident in the harsh California sun. “We went through hell together. His mom. My dad. They were toxic. My dad wasn’t bad to me. He didn’t beat me or nothing, but he was into some hard drugs, and he knew Nicky’s mom was a psychopath, but he still left me and Nicky with her for weeks at a time. Nicky got it the worst at first. He was so little. Then I realized what she was doing to him. When I stood up to her, she came after me, too. She knew I couldn’t fight back or my father would have whooped my ass, no matter how much she had it coming. What happened to me wasn’t his fault. He was seven years old.”

      Besides, by that day in court, Cy knew what was going down. He saw Phoebe’s secretive smiles each time Dooley entered the courtroom, saw the way the sheriff looked at Nicky. Cy had never been mad at Nicky. He’d just been afraid for him.

      “That’s a sad story, but he’s not a kid anymore. Shit, he got you put away for twenty years after you protected him from his psycho mom. You’ve done more than enough for him. If something happens to him, it’s not on you.”

      Cy shook his head. But it was, though. There was no way to make Preacher understand. Shit, Cy didn’t understand. It wasn’t like he didn’t see that Nicky was a grown ass man. He’d had a job and a life on the outside. He had a five o’clock shadow, and he’d most definitely felt like a man when Cyrus had slid inside him the previous night. But that instinct was still there. Something about Nicky triggered a Pavlovian response in Cy. The need to protect him came as easy to Cy as breathing. It always had. Maybe it always would.

      Protecting Nicky was in his DNA.
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      “Webster?”

      The voice on the other end wasn’t Linc’s, but instead, his much younger husband’s, Wyatt. Webster was happy to hear it just the same. Any tie to the outside world right now seemed tenuous at best, and he just wanted to hold onto them. “Yeah, it’s me. I finally got my pin number.”

      “Pin number? I can’t believe you’re actually in jail, bro. That blows.”

      Tell me about it.

      Before Webster could reply, Linc’s gravelly voice came from somewhere in the background. “Give me the phone, Wyatt.”

      Webster gave a half smile at the exasperation in Linc’s voice. “Bye, Wyatt.”

      “Bye, Webster. I’ll make sure Linc puts money on your commissary books,” Wyatt shouted as the phone seemed to be wrestled away from him.

      “I see you got the pin for the debit account I set up,” Linc said, by way of greeting. Unlike his gossipy husband, Linc was never one for small talk.

      Webster rested an arm on the top of the phone, pressing his forehead against it to give himself the illusion of privacy. “Yeah, thanks. Tell me you found something that explains why the fuck I’m in here, man.”

      “Even if I had, I don’t know how I’d know it? Nobody speaks nerd around here but you. I need to find somebody I can trust to sort it all out.”

      Webster gave a defeated sigh. “Is there any way you can get it to me?”

      Linc snorted. “The whole goddamn computer? Not likely. No.”

      “A printout of the results, whatever they are?” Webster clarified.

      “I’ll see what I can do. Are you holding up okay in there? Have you been avoiding your brother?”

      Webster flushed, thoughts of Cyrus flashing through his head, his hand curling over Webster’s hip, the way he’d moved inside him, their lips crashing together. “Don’t call him that,” he muttered. “And no, I haven’t. He’s…somehow…my roommate. Which I find hard to believe is a coincidence.”

      Webster dragged the phone from his ear as Linc shouted, “And you’re just telling me now? I’ll call your attorney. They can’t do this to you.”

      Linc’s outrage was somewhat soothing and made Webster feel like, just maybe, he wouldn’t be forgotten in there. “Relax. I’m good. We’re good. It’s okay. Turns out…he doesn’t actually want to murder me.”

      There was a long silence on the other end of the line before Linc made a noise of exasperation. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “What?” Webster asked, hating the way his voice cracked. “I didn’t do anything.”

      Once more, Linc snorted. “Look. I’ve known you long enough to know the way your voice gets all weird and scratchy when you like a guy. I watched the way you followed Jackson around for the last couple of years, even though you never stood a chance.”

      “Wow. First of all, fuck you, and second of all”—he dropped his voice to a whisper—“I never had a ‘thing’ for Jackson. Not really,” he added begrudgingly.

      Linc ignored him. “You’ve been there 24 hours. The ink isn’t even dry on your transfer papers and you’re trying to bone your brother.”

      “What!” Wyatt shouted from somewhere in the background.

      Not trying, thank you very much. “He’s not my brother.”

      “Yes, you’ve felt the need to point that out twice now in our not even ten minute conversation. But not because you’ve decided to spend your time on the inside banging your not-brother.”

      This was starting to feel like an attack. “You know, there is such a thing as being too close to your co-workers. You don’t need to know everything about my life. How about you just get me out of prison and then you can lecture me about my love life?”

      “First, you’d have to have one. Which you don’t, of course, because you’re focusing on staying alive in prison while I figure out who’s framed you for terrorism and wants you dead. You’re definitely not spending your time re-enacting the all male version of Orange is the New Black.”

      Webster’s response was a hissing whisper. “What do you want from me? I don’t have a work assignment. There’s not much else to do in here.”

      “For fuck’s sake. Call me tomorrow. I’m going to go punch something.”

      “Don’t leave me in here just because of this,” Webster begged just before the phone disconnected.

      As Webster hung up, his mood plummeted. Just ten minutes of talking to Linc, with Wyatt shouting and nosy in the background, had let him forget, if just a few minutes, that everything sucked. It had made him feel like at least he had people fighting for him. But now, reality fell on him like an anvil, knocking him back to reality. He should just go hide in his cell for a few hours until Cy was back from his work detail in the laundry.

      As he passed the table closest to the stairs, a leg shot out, blocking his way. His gaze slid to the owner of the leg, one of the skinheads—he had no idea which one. They all looked alike. All but their leader, the big guy at the head of the table.

      “Hey, where you going in such a hurry?” the large man asked, his voice as slimy as the slick smile he gave Webster, revealing a missing left incisor.

      “Just walking here, man,” Webster said, doing his best to ride the line between rude and cowardice.

      “Thor. But you can call me Daddy. All my boys do.”

      The laughter from the other men around the table made it clear that they were not the ‘boys’ the man—Thor?—referred to. “That seems like a very generous offer but I’m good. Thanks.”

      He stepped over the leg in front of him but another appeared. Webster turned and faced the table. Fuck it, if this was how he died, so be it. It would probably make life easier for all involved, especially him.

      “Are we gonna have a problem, man? I’m not fucking interested in holding your pocket or whatever it is that happens around here.”

      The man’s hands tightened to fists on the table in front of him as he leaned forward. “You think their kind give a fuck about you? You need friends in here. Friends that look like you. Your own people.”

      Webster frowned, his words leaving before he could second-guess them. “Those are my people. Cyrus is my brother.”

      The guy beside Thor made a dick-sucking gesture. “Can I be your brother, too? I promise I’ll be more gentle than your other…brother. Unless you use too many of those teeth, then I might get a little rough with you, but those bruises tell me you like it. That it, boy? You like being used by their kind? You embarrassed to be white?”

      Webster mentally watched himself dig his own grave. “I would literally rather have you beat my ass than listen to your KKK eugenics master race bullshit. Half of you don’t even have a full set of teeth. Why don’t you just suck each other off?”

      “Oh, damn,” Jay muttered from two tables over.

      “Yeah, you tell ‘em, Poindexter!” Iggy shouted.

      Thor stared at him hard, and then a cold smile spread across his face. “We’ll talk again soon. Somewhere more…private.”

      “Yeah, sure. Can’t wait,” Webster muttered.

      When he walked past Iggy and Jay, they made room for him to sit down at their table. Webster took the invite, dropping onto the metal bench, no longer wanting to navigate the stairs with his legs shaking. He could still feel their eyes on him but did his best to pretend they weren’t there, focusing instead on Iggy and Jay.

      “You’re a dead man, Poindexter,” Iggy said around a laugh as he dealt Webster in on their card game. “Like, that motherfucker gonna kill you.”

      “You’re a crazy dude, man, but Iggy’s right. You’re fucked,” Jay agreed.

      Webster fanned out his cards, not even sure what they were playing. “Thanks, guys. I appreciate the support.”

      Jay perked up as if remembering something. “Hey, if you get shanked in the shower, can I get your commissary?”

      Webster avoided Thor and his crew out in the yard, feeling strangely exposed without Cy there to watch out for him and hating himself just a little for wanting him there to protect him when he’d spent most of his adult life protecting others.

      Cy’s friend was there, though—the one everybody called Preacher. He watched Webster with a mix of suspicion and curiosity, which did nothing to quell his nerves. After a time, the man sat down beside him, not looking at him, just surveying the yard as if it was his territory.

      “What’s good, kid?” Preacher asked.

      “Nothing comes to mind, if I’m being honest,” Webster admitted.

      He gave a dry chuckle as if Webster amused him. “Heard you got into it in the common room with Thor.”

      Webster shrugged. “Who told you that?”

      “Oh, you know, they,” Preacher said vaguely, his gaze falling on Thor and his crew, who Webster imagined watched him closely, even if he couldn’t see them without his glasses.

      “They do like to gossip, don’t they?” Webster said, trying to match Preacher’s wizened tone. “Did Cy ask you to babysit me?”

      Preacher gave a dull shake of his head. “Nope, just trying to figure out your deal.”

      “My deal?”

      “Yeah. I can’t figure out if you’re full of shit or not.”

      Webster gave him a hard side-eye. “I suppose that depends on the context.”

      “Cy is putting his ass on the line for you out of some misguided sense of loyalty, and I’m just trying to decide if you’re worth it or not. You could cost him everything. He’s in here because of you, yet, somehow, he seems to think he owes you a debt.”

      Was that it? Was that really why Cy had decided to protect him? What else could it be? They didn’t even know each other anymore. Had they ever really known each other? They’d been kids. But wasn’t Webster guilty of the same thing? Hadn’t he been researching Cy’s case off and on for years, looking for something that would clear him or, at least, grant him a new trial? He’d just…failed. Maybe he needed to do something to make it clear that he could take care of himself.

      “He doesn’t owe me anything. I don’t want to make things worse for him,” Webster finally said.

      Preacher scoffed. “Well, getting himself killed defending you with barely a year left on his sentence would definitely be worse for him.”

      It would be a rather divine form of karma if Cyrus walked out of prison before Webster did, leaving him in there to rot…at least, until somebody killed him.

      “I hear you. I’ll try to keep him out of it for as long as I can.”

      “Good luck.”
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        * * *

      

      Webster spent the rest of the day playing cards with Jay, Iggy, and various others who entered and exited the game as time passed, only retiring to his cell once meal time was over. There was still no Cyrus.  But there was something sitting on Webster’s pillow. He picked up the cardboard and plastic package, holding it close to see what they were. Little blue foam plugs. Ear plugs. Cyrus had somehow gotten him ear plugs.

      Heat spread through him at the gesture, and he ripped the packing open, stuffing them into his ears, even though the cell block was quiet. Once Webster could hear nothing but the sound of his own heartbeat, he sighed, picking up the book he’d snagged from the small stack Cy kept under his makeshift pillow.

      Webster didn’t read a word of it, though. He was struggling to see a way out of his situation. If he was on the outside, if he had access to his resources, he could do it. Whoever was after him clearly understood that about him. Better to keep him locked up where they controlled everything. But why?

      It still made no sense to him. It had to be related to Cy and his case, but Webster just didn’t see how. There was no new information after all these years. If anything, it had just been the next step in his long process of trying to find new evidence, a Hail Mary to see if there was some kind of pattern he’d missed with Dooley. Still, it couldn’t be a coincidence. He tossed the book aside and pinched the bridge of his nose before draping his t-shirt over his eyes to block out the light.

      Webster didn’t remember falling asleep but he must have. When something brushed his leg, he sat up with a start, his t-shirt falling from his eyes. Cy crouched beside his bunk, brows knitted together, watching as he mouthed the word sorry.

      Webster pulled the ear plugs from his ears. “Thank you for these. Where’d you get them?”

      “Commissary.”

      “They’re great. Thanks.”

      Cy’s large hand was warm on Webster’s ankle even through his pants, his thumb tracing patterns over the material, making it hard to concentrate. Webster forced himself to focus on his words.

      “Iggy said you had a run-in with Thor?”

      Webster gave a humorless smile. “The prison grapevine works faster than TMZ.”

      This time, Cy smiled, but it quickly died. “He said you were egging Thor on.”

      “Iggy needs to stop being a fucking snitch,” Webster muttered.

      Cy’s hand tightened on his ankle. “This isn’t a joke, Nicky.”

      Once more, frustration flared in Webster’s chest, filling him with anger. “Yeah, I get that. I do. But sarcasm is how I cope, okay? What did you want me to do? Offer to suck him off in the shower? Join in on all his racist bullshit? He’s going to come for me eventually. Maybe I was just hoping he’d finally put me out of my misery.”

      “Nicky…” Cy said his name like a warning but it felt like a caress.

      Webster didn’t want to talk about this anymore. Hearing Cy say his name like that did things to him. Dirty things. He reached out and pulled Cy closer, causing him to lose his balance and land on his knees, his hand landing on Webster’s chest to keep their heads from knocking together. “Hi,” Webster said, their mouths almost touching.

      Cy glanced furtively at the door before slanting his lips over Webster’s, tongue slipping inside to massage over his.

      “You smell really good,” Webster said, his hand sliding over Cy’s nipple through his thin tank top.

      “I just got out of the shower.”

      Webster kept his grip on Cy’s shirt, wanting to hold onto this feeling of normalcy for just another minute. Trying to pretend they weren’t in that place. “Wish I could have helped with that.”

      Cy captured his mouth in another kiss before untangling Webster’s fingers from his shirt. “Me too. But this is going to have to wait until after hours or one of us is going to end up in the hole.”

      “Isn’t that the point?” Webster asked, giving Cy a heated look.

      Cy bit his plump lower lip, dragging his teeth over it, giving Webster a look that made him breathless. “You better stop before I forget where we are.”

      All Webster wanted to do was forget where he was, just for a little while. But he knew Cy was right.  “Fine, but only until lights out.”

      Cy nodded, his gaze raking over Webster like a caress. “For sure.”
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      Cy didn’t remember dozing off, but Nicky’s pained cry had him up on his feet before he could even let his eyes adjust to the yellowed fluorescent lighting always beating down on them. Nicky was over the sink holding his cheek, blood seeping between his fingers. Cy’s heart slammed into his chest as his sleep-soaked brain tried to process the scene before him.

      “Nicky? What happened?” he asked, voice raspy.

      Nicky winced, looking up at him with the eye not hidden behind his hand. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Wake me? Seriously?” Cy pushed Nicky’s hand out of the way, frowning at the laceration across his cheekbone. It was already starting to swell.

      “What happened?” Cy asked again, tilting Nicky’s head to get a better look in the light.

      “Gotta keep up appearances,” Nicky said with a shrug. “If you’re not assaulting me, somebody else will. I didn’t think you’d want to hit me again.”

      Cy’s nostrils flared, his frustration a living thing inside him. “You did this to yourself on purpose?” Cy asked, turning away to prop his hands on the metal frame of the top bunk. “You could have really hurt yourself. Your eye could swell shut. You can’t defend yourself if you can’t see, Nicky.”

      Nicky hit him in the shoulder. “Do you want to do it? Do you want to be the one to hurt me? Because if you don’t, they will. If you don’t want me to hurt myself, then you have to do it. You have to hurt me or I’m a sitting duck out there.”

      Cy punched the metal bed frame with a snarl, the pain shooting through his knuckles doing nothing to quell the frustration rapidly turning to anger. None of this was right. What the fuck was he supposed to do? What did Nicky want him to do? Punch him? Hit him? Jesus.

      Cy spun around, advancing on Nicky, shoving him against the wall, and kissing him with all the fury pulsing through him, his tongue invading Nicky’s mouth making him whimper in a way that went straight to Cy’s cock. He captured Nicky’s hands and forced them over his head, biting over his stubbled jaw to nip at his ear, bending his knees just enough to let Nicky feel how hard he was.

      “Oh, fuck,” Nicky whispered, his head falling back against the bricks, his lips parted, his erection pressing against Cy’s hip as he sank his teeth into Nicky’s shoulder hard enough to leave teeth marks.

      “Is this hard enough?” Cy growled, dragging his tongue along the indentations.

      “No.”

      Cy squeezed Nicky’s wrists harder, his tongue swiping over the blood on his bruised cheek. “No?”

      “No,” Nicky said, voice raw. At Cy’s growl, Nicky said, “Come on, Cy. You’ve been locked in this cell for twenty years. Tell me there haven’t been times where you’ve fantasized about having somebody who you could just…use for your own sick, twisted desires. Somebody who was just yours to play with? Use me, Cy. I want you to.”

      “Jesus, Nicky. Your mouth…” Cy said, cock throbbing at Nicky’s words.

      He released Nicky’s hands, shocked when he dropped to his knees before him. “Yeah, okay,” Nicky said, dragging Cy’s pants and underwear to his thighs and burying his face against his groin.

      “That’s not what I…” Cy started, but then Nicky’s lips closed over the head of his cock, sucking greedily. “Oh, fuck. Yeah, okay.”

      When he looked down, Nicky was gazing up at him with those huge blue eyes. Was this some reward for good behavior? In what world was Nicky on his knees in a jail cell while Cy’s cock pumped between his plush lips? It seemed as inconceivable as the throaty moans falling from Nicky’s lips or the wanton way his hands gripped Cy’s ass, like he was telling him it was okay to want more.

      God help him, Cy did want more. He wanted everything. His one hand threaded through Nicky’s blond hair, the other braced itself against the cool brick wall. Nicky’s jaw went slack. Cy couldn’t stop watching his cock disappear, going deeper with each thrust until Nicky was gagging in a way that maybe should have been a turn off but just made Cy want to feel his dick in Nicky’s throat.

      Cy pulled free of Nicky, who looked a little dazed. Cy nodded to the bottom bunk.  “Lie down on your back, head over the edge down here.”

      Nicky’s pupils dilated, and he swallowed hard, his tongue darting out nervously to lick over his full lower lip. He did as Cy asked without question. Once he was on his back, he shoved his own clothes out of the way to wrap a hand around his cock. Cy stripped out of his clothes, not wanting any barriers between them. On his knees, he was the perfect height to slide his cock between Nicky’s spit-soaked lips, the angle almost perfect for him to fuck Nicky’s mouth just like he had his hole. “Open up for me, baby,” Cy rasped. “I want to feel you take it all.”

      Nicky moaned, allowing Cy to press his thumb to his jaw, forcing it wider, hips flexing forward as Nicky’s throat bulged from Cy’s cock. He rubbed his hand over it, feeling Nicky’s muscles flex as he swallowed around Cy, pleasure shuddering through him. “That’s it. Fuck, you’re doing so good.”

      He pulled out when Nicky started to squirm, looking down at his tear-soaked cheeks and saliva-slick lips, before Nicky gave him a smirk and began to suck at his balls, tongue teasing in a way that had Cy groaning.

      This time, when Cy’s length slid in, he moved in short, shallow thrusts, his hands gripping the bunk above him, eyes rolling as he fucked into his mouth, watching as Nicky jerked himself roughly, even as he gagged on Cy’s cock.

      It was too much. He pulled free once more. “Get up. Come here.”

      “Now, who’s bossy?” Nicky teased as he rolled to his feet. Cy stood, grabbing the lube from under the bed.

      When Nicky was in front of him, Cy spun him around. “Put your hands on the top bunk and keep them there.” Nicky shivered but did as he was told. “Open your legs for me.”

      Cy lost himself for a moment just gazing at the lines of Nicky’s muscled back and the curve of his spine and the rounded perfection of his ass. Cy slicked up his fingers, slipping them into the furrow of Nicky’s ass, playing across his hole. “You sure you want it to hurt?”

      Nicky looked back over his shoulder, his gaze pleading. “Fuck me so hard that not a single person who sees me in the shower tomorrow will doubt who I belong to.”

      Cy captured Nicky’s mouth in a filthy kiss, capturing his cry as he forced three fingers inside him at once. When he tore his mouth away, he couldn’t help but ask, “Do you?”

      “What?” Nicky whispered.

      “Belong to me?” Cy asked, pumping his fingers in and out of the slick heat of Nicky’s body.

      Nicky rocked back against Cy’s fingers, forcing them deeper. “I do.”

      Cy pulled his fingers free, wiping them off on the blanket before coating his cock and sliding it between Nicky’s cheeks until he was pressed against his entrance. “Say it,” he demanded.

      “I belong to you,” Nicky said, breathless.

      Cy’s cock throbbed at Nicky’s words.

      “Again,” Cy growled.

      “I belong to you. Just you. Cy, please,” Nicky begged.

      Cy breached him in one relentless push, not stopping until he was buried to the hilt. “Fuck, you feel good.”

      Nicky’s shoulders rose and fell like it was an effort to breathe, but when he looked back at Cy, there was no doubt he was turned on. “Show me.”

      Cy gripped Nicky’s hips, pulling almost all the way out before slamming back in. Nicky braced himself against the top bunk so that each thrust reverberated through him, forcing the air from his lungs. Tiny panting moans fell from his lips.

      “Harder.”

      “So bossy,” Cy muttered, even as he did as Nicky asked, gripping his throat with one hand and his hip with the other, squeezing both as he drove into Nicky’s tight channel again and again. When he started to jerk himself, Cy slapped his hand away. “Not until I’m done with you.”

      Cy smacked Nicky’s ass hard enough to leave a mark, and Nicky’s throaty whine had him doing it again and again in time with his thrusts until Cy’s handprints blossomed crimson across the landscape of Nicky’s golden skin. Heat pricked along his spine, pleasure pooling in his insides as his orgasm drew closer. When he wrapped his fist around Nicky’s cock, he was hard and leaking. Cy thumbed over Nicky’s slit, using precum and the lube still on his hand to work him relentlessly.

      Nicky moaned. “Cy, I’m gonna come.”

      “Not. Yet.”

      “Please…you feel so good.”

      That was all it took to punch Cy’s release from him, his teeth sinking into the back of Nicky’s neck as he bred him, spilling his seed deep inside. “Now, you can come.”

      Two more thrusts and Nicky was crying out, his cum spilling over Cy’s tightened fist. He kept stroking him until Nicky pushed his hand away. He dropped his head to the metal frame of the top bunk, shoulders rising and falling with the efforts of his breathing.

      Cy went to pull out, but Nicky shook his head. “Not yet.”

      Cy kissed the mark he left on the back of Nicky’s neck, then the one on his shoulder, content to occupy himself with mapping the bruises and indentations he’d left on Nicky’s skin with the two of them still joined. “We have to move eventually. We can’t sleep like this.”

      “I just like the way you feel inside me. It makes me feel…” Nicky trailed off.

      “Feel what?” Cy asked.

      “Nothing. It’s stupid. Come lay down with me.”

      Nicky went to move, but Cy gripped him around the waist, holding him hostage against his chest. “Not until you finish your sentence.”

      Nicky’s face was as red as the handprints on his ass when he gave Cy a look from over his shoulder before turning away. “I don’t know…safe? Wanted? Connected? Not alone?”

      Cy stood there, poleaxed at Nicky’s words. Cy understood what it was like to crave that kind of connection. But it was impossible there. Was that what Nicky meant? Or did he feel those things on the outside, too? Unwanted? Alone? Disconnected?

      “I told you it was stupid,” Nicky said, dipping out from under Cy’s now slack arm to go to the sink to clean up.

      “It’s not stupid.”

      “It is. This whole situation is. I’ve known you my whole life, but I’ve really only known you a year at most and—what?—three days in here? But I feel closer to you than I have with any other person I’ve ever known. What is that? Some kind of weird variation of Stockholm Syndrome? Like you and I feel so strangely real in a situation that is more surreal than a Black Mirror episode.”

      Cy cleaned himself up as he thought about Nicky’s words. When they were both no longer sticky, he dragged Nicky back to the mattress and under the rough sandpaper-like brown blanket. Nicky tried to turn away from him, but Cy once more held him prisoner in his arms. “What does it matter, Nicky? We’re both here. We’re both doing the best we can in a bullshit situation. Maybe you feel close to me because we only had each other for that whole year? Maybe because I always wanted to protect you, even if I didn’t do a very good job. I like taking care of you, keeping you safe. It’s the only thing I’ve ever known how to do.”

      “I wish you’d met me as a grown man on the outside instead of in here. I have a life. I protect people for a living. Yeah, I usually do it with computers, but I can fight. I am an expert marksman. Hell, I have a certificate in Israeli street fighting for fuck’s sake.” Cy smiled, still baffled about Nicky’s impromptu listing of his resume. “But, suddenly, I’m stuck in here with you, and I feel like I’m six years old again and you’re the only one who can save me. It’s fucking insane. I can protect myself. If you weren’t here, I’d find some way to survive, but I see you and I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to fight alone. I see you and I just…want you.”

      Cy’s heart jackhammered in his chest at Nicky’s confession. Cy understood Nicky’s confusion, though not exactly his frustration. “It’s okay to not want to be alone. It’s okay to not always want to take care of yourself. We spent our childhoods learning how to be alone, and live alone, and survive alone. There’s nothing wrong with letting somebody else in. With letting me in.”

      “There is if letting you in makes things harder for you. You spent a year making life easier for me, and now, here you are again. I don’t want it to end like it did last time. I can’t be the reason something else bad happens to you, not after I’ve spent the last ten trying to figure out how to get you free.”

      Cy’s blood pounded in his ears. “What?”

      Nicky looked up at him. “Yeah, it’s how I spend my free time. I’m so well versed in jailhouse law, I could probably sit for the bar exam. But no matter how many times I go over your file, there’s never anything that would warrant a new trial. Dooley and Phoebe did a great job of framing you.”

      Cy felt dizzy. “Is… Were you looking into my case when you got put in here?”

      “Well, yeah. Sort of. I created a program that would look through California cases and identify any types of patterns or similarities to your case. I figured Dooley must have done it before. He wasn’t always a small town California sheriff.”

      Cy shook his head, dread settling in his gut. “You really, really shouldn’t have done that, Nicky.”
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      The look of dread on Cy’s face chilled Webster to his core. “What? Why not?”

      Webster watched as several expressions played over Cy’s face. Eventually, he shook his head and met Webster’s confused gaze. “Look, people talk in here. You’re right about Dooley having done this before. But it’s not just him…”

      “Meaning…?” Webster asked.

      Cy shook his head. “It’s bigger than that, Nicky. Dooley and Phoebe framed me for murder because I was the only one in the house old enough to have killed my father other than her. But Dooley knew he could make it stick because he’d done it before. And not just him. It might have started out as just a bunch of cops using their power to get away with murder, but it’s way bigger than that now.”

      Webster tried to make sense of what Cy was telling him, but he wasn’t exactly sure what he meant. “What is going on?”

      Cy rolled onto his back to stare at the underside of the top bunk. “There was a reporter. Her name was Maia Andrada. She showed up around three years ago and began to systematically start visiting certain prisoners here. Asking about their cases, their public defenders, their judges. Inmates started talking to each other, trying to piece together what was similar about their cases. Then Maia ended up dead.”

      The pieces started to fall into place. “So, Maia was doing the same thing I asked my computer program to do. Look for a pattern. Only I was just focused on Dooley.”

      “This is bigger than Dooley. For profit prisons are the new cotton fields, Nicky. And just like back then, there are a bunch of greedy men holding the whips. But this goes beyond racial bias and profiling. Here, they don’t care what color you are, they just need worker bees to keep their operations profitable. Look around, there are prisoners doing customer service, fighting fires, doing laundry for corporations. We make less than a dollar a day. Who do you think is getting rich off this? I think Maia thought she could prove there was more to it, a pipeline that takes kids like me and orchestrates their movement from arrest to conviction to keep their business profitable. And they killed her for it.”

      “Jesus.”

      Webster curled into Cy, lying his head against his chest, listening to the rapid beating of his heart as he contemplated Cy’s words. It wasn’t that much of a leap to imagine a network of dirty cops and even dirtier judges. Hell, the way some judges unfairly pardoned rich criminals was part of the reason Webster had started helping abused children in the first place. But a ring that large would take massive planning. Not just cops and judges but everybody from the clerk who sets up the judge’s docket to the attorneys on both sides of the aisle. If that were the case, Webster’s program would have started to show patterns of overlap with Dooley’s arrests. Something occurred to him then.

      “So, why not just put a bullet in my head? Why send me here? To you? Why go to all this trouble?”

      “If I had to guess…Dooley doesn’t want me to leave this place. He’s probably worried I’ll come after him. If I do his dirty work for him, I don’t get early release next year. I end up in here for life. He made the mistake of thinking I would choose revenge over self-preservation.”

      Webster threaded their fingers together. “He clearly doesn’t see the kind of person you are, that you’ve always been.”

      “What kind of person is that?”

      “A protector. A gentle giant. You hated even killing bugs. How many strays did we rescue and hide in the attic until they were healed?” Webster asked.

      Cy smiled. “More than a few.” He dragged a thumb over the bruise on Webster’s cheek. “I hate hurting you.”

      Webster shook his head. “I hurt me. I did this. The other stuff…the other stuff was hot. I’m not fragile, Cy. I like when you’re rough with me. I like when you hurt me just a little. I meant what I said… I want you to use me. It turns me on to know it makes you feel good. I like being the one who makes you feel good.”

      Cy groaned. “You can’t just say that stuff.”

      “Why?” Webster asked, sliding his hand down to feel Cy’s semi-hard cock.

      “You know why, you little tease,” Cy growled, pushing himself up into Webster’s touch.

      Webster knew their conversation was important, life or death even, but he never wanted to stop touching Cy. He rolled on top of him, a whine catching in his throat as their cocks slotted together. He dragged his lips over Cy’s, tongue sliding out to taste him. “I can’t help it. You always smell so good. You feel so good. Think I can make you come again before the second bed check?”

      Cy flipped them, catching Nicky’s hands and settling between his open thighs. “Uh uh. My turn.”

      Webster’s legs came around his waist, rocking up into him, his breath leaving him in a gasp as pleasure arced along his nerve endings. “Oh, fuck. That feels good.”

      Cy buried his face in Webster’s throat. “You like that?”

      “Fuck, yeah. Keep going.”

      Cy’s low chuckle raised goosebumps along Webster’s skin. Cy was the only good thing about this godforsaken place. He was truly the only good thing Webster ever remembered in his life. He had friends and a job, but relationships had never been for him. Nobody really got him. They didn’t understand his need for distance one minute and his fear of abandonment the next. They didn’t understand wanting to belong only to one person while living every minute in fear they’d be ripped away from you. Cy did. He’d lived through it with Webster.

      Webster clung tighter, his mouth sliding against Cy’s, his tongue pressing past the seam of his mouth to lazily invade it, matching his movements to the frantic rocking of their bodies. He ripped his mouth away, biting at Cy’s earlobe, as he felt his orgasm build. “Fuck. Just like that. I’m so close.”

      Webster dug his heels into Cy’s ass, spurring him to move faster, go harder. He was teetering on the brink; he just needed one more thing to push him over the edge. “Tell me I’m yours.”

      “You’re mine,” Cy growled in his ear without hesitation. “You’ve always been mine. Mine to protect. Just mine.”

      Webster cried out as he came between them, his release coating them both, easing the friction of their bodies as Cy rutted against him. “Yeah, that’s it,” Webster crooned, his hand running over Cy’s sweat-slicked body, before kissing his throat, tasting the salt of his skin.

      Cy’s whole body tensed as he went up on his hands, looking between their bodies as he thrust two more times before painting his release over Webster’s stomach and chest. He then collapsed back on him, trapping the mess they’d made between them.

      Webster grimaced, then laughed, weirdly euphoric considering the pit in his stomach. “Do you think we’d get along on the outside?” he asked eventually. “Like, if you’d met me again in my dorky black polo shirt and khakis and I spent my days talking about comic books and pop culture, would you still want me, you think?”

      “Will you still want me when I get out next year and I come home every day smelling like a kennel from cleaning dog cages and I want to adopt a hundred stray dogs and I make barely enough to feed us?”

      Webster smiled. “Is that where you go when you’re not working in the laundry? Is that why you sometimes smell like a wet dog?”

      “Yeah, I train service dogs. It’s a special program. My dog right now is Rosie. She’s a pitbull, and she’s really stubborn.”

      “My friend Robby and his husband live on a ranch, and they have tons of rescue animals. I’d be okay with that life. Besides, I make enough money for both of us. My boss is very generous.”

      Neither of them was willing to mention the reality of their situation. They didn’t know each other anymore. They were practically strangers. That maybe this was just a Band-Aid on a bullet wound. That there was a good chance that one or both of them wouldn’t ever walk out of there. It was just too fucking depressing. It felt like the entire universe was aligned against them, and, for once, Webster wasn’t just being grandiose.

      Once they were cleaned up and dressed, each of them in their own bunks, Cy asked, “Does anybody know what you know about your computer program? Has anybody else seen the information?”

      “I’m not really sure. Why?”

      “Maybe they wanted to discredit you first. If you look like a hacker, a criminal, then you’re just like us. Untrustworthy. Maybe they don’t just want you dead, they want your reputation ruined, too.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But my boss has the data, and he’s not just going to let this go, even if I end up dead. Especially if I end up dead. And Elite’s got resources and connections way bigger than some cops and the warden.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Nicky. It’s not just the cops or this place. It’s judges, court clerks, senators. A lot of people have their fingers in this pie. If your boss knows this information, then he’s in danger, too.”

      That was the thing about both Linc and Linc’s boss, Jackson. They considered their employees family, and they wouldn’t stop just because there was something dangerous happening. Shit, if anything, they’d be like a dog with a bone.

      “They can’t kill us all. They can discredit me. They can kill me. But if my entire team starts to disappear, it’s not like people aren’t going to start asking questions.”

      The metal framed creaked as Cy moved, peeking over the edge. “I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      Webster gave him a half smile. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, either. You’ve already lost twenty years of your life because of me.”

      Cy shook his head then disappeared. “No. I lost twenty years of my life because of Phoebe. She killed my father. She framed me. You were a baby. You tried to tell the truth on the stand, and they tore you apart.”

      Webster frowned. “That’s not how I remember it.”

      Cy gave a gruff, humorless laugh. “Yeah, well, that day is burned into my brain forever. I promise you, you tried to tell the truth. When you got off that stand, you looked so small and so sad. It broke my heart. I was so afraid she’d hurt you.”

      “I don’t remember much of that day. Just flashes,” Webster admitted.

      There was a long silence, and then Cy asked, “What happened to you after…after the trial? Did she hurt you?”

      Yes. But it didn’t serve either of them to dredge it all up again. “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.”

      “It matters to me,” Cy said quietly.

      Webster sighed, rolling onto his side. “She mostly ignored me. She was doing that thing she always did with a new man, trying to convince them that she was everything they wanted, the perfect woman, worth killing for. She didn’t realize she’d met her match with Dooley.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Webster made a noise. “I mean he killed her. I thought you knew. I’m not saying she didn’t deserve it. For all I know, he was telling the truth and he killed her in self-defense. She did kill your dad, after all. I didn’t really care. I just wanted to be away from both of them.”

      “So, you got away? Where did you go?” The relief in Cy’s voice made Webster ache.

      “Foster care. A group home mostly. Sometimes, they’d stick me with a family for a while, but it never lasted. The good families wanted babies to dote on, and the bad families just wanted a victim. By the time I was twelve, I was really good at not being a victim. But then, they labeled me as a troubled kid. I did a stint in juvie for petty crimes and was pretty sure I was going to end up homeless when I aged out, but then I started going to this youth center that had a computer room. The guy who ran the center saw I had an affinity for it. He helped me get my certifications. I got a job at a computer repair place, worked in retail computer stores. Eventually, I got recruited by Jackson, and then I was put on my friend, Linc’s, team.” He sighed. “Then I got arrested and tossed in here with you for our little family reunion.”

      “Did they hurt you? The bad families?”

      Webster shrugged. “It comes with the territory. When you’re a foster kid, you get used to the innuendo, the touching, the beatings, the…other stuff. But it was a long time ago. I just put it in a box and locked it up, pretended it happened to somebody else. It’s probably not the healthiest coping mechanism, but I could be an alcoholic or a drug addict. Instead, I’m just a single guy with a few unhealthy kinks.”

      “Like wanting to be your stepbrother’s prison bitch?” Cy asked, his voice laced with humor.

      Webster smiled. “Yeah, like that.”

      “We need to find a way to get you out of here, Nicky. We need some kind of bargaining chip. Your friends need to figure out what you found with that computer program.”

      “Yeah, I’m working on it. In the meantime, I need to make sure I don’t become somebody else’s prison bitch.”

      “I’ll die before I let that happen,” Cy vowed.

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”
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      The next week passed without incident, but that only made Cy feel more on edge, not less. In prison, the only thing worse than outright hostility was the appearance of peace. It was only the calm before the storm. Thor wouldn’t just leave Nicky alone. He’d set his sights on him almost from day one. But it wasn’t just Thor watching; the guards kept a close eye on Nicky, too. They monitored his behavior, wanting to see him cower, looking for the signs that said Nicky was no longer a person but just another thing to be owned, another number on the books.

      It did tell Cy something, though. The guards didn’t know everything. Rogers seemed to want to push Cy to off Nicky, but the other guards seemed content to just think he was suffering. It put Cy in a weird position. If he appeared to shelter Nicky or comfort him in any way, the guards would remove Nicky from Cy’s cell, maybe ship him to a different pod to let somebody else play with him. They didn’t seem to think getting rid of Nicky was the goal, which Cy supposed was smart. Too many people involved in a murder and one of them was bound to crack. Instead, one person—Rogers—was tasked to amp Cy up until he snapped, leaving him holding the bag.

      But that only provided the bare minimum amount of protection. Eventually, if Cy didn’t snap, they’d let the guards have Nicky. Make up some story about him attempting to escape. The lie didn’t even have to be a good one. The guards had all the power. The world saw anybody in prison orange as an animal, and nobody cared when another rabid animal was put down. But it was funny in that way that was never really funny at all. The guards were just as much like animals as the animals they watched. They were wolves watching over sheep. They liked inflicting pain, flexing their power, making inmates beg for any shred of humanity. Cy couldn’t let Nicky be their next victim.

      Nicky didn’t look good. They’d replaced his glasses with ugly black frames, so at least he could see again. But he had bags under his eyes, and he wasn’t eating. His hair was starting to grow out, curling at his collar, making him look a little like a mad scientist. His body was covered in bruises—Cy’s bruises. His fingerprints marred Nicky’s flesh, his throat, his thighs, his ass, making Cy look like a monster, no matter how much Nicky begged for it each night. And he did beg. Nicky had a bit of a pain kink, and when he was on his back with Cy on top of him, he would unleash a string of dirty talk that made Cy feel like a prude, or worse, a deviant, because no matter how filthy Nicky’s request, Cy acted on it without hesitation.

      Just thinking about it had his dick stirring. This was definitely not the time or place for that. Cy pulled himself from his thoughts, forcing himself to concentrate on the task at hand. While working in the prison laundry didn’t require any real skill, the two industrial metal cylinders before him—used to flatten the starched white hospital sheets—could easily cost him his arm if he didn’t give the machine the attention it deserved. He wouldn’t be the first to lose a limb or worse in the large warehouse-like structure.

      “Cyclops. You gotta minute?”

      Cy cut his gaze to the newcomer. “What’s shaking, Lawson? It’s been a minute,” Cy said in lieu of a greeting. “This about Gertie?”

      Lawson’s reddish-brown eyes lit up at the name of his dog, but he shook his head, shoving one hand into the pocket of his orange coveralls and shoving the other through the shaggy russet hair falling over his face in a way that would have annoyed the fuck out of Cy while working. “Nah, man. This is about your boy.”

      Wasn’t everything. Unlike Preacher, when Lawson said ‘your boy’ it sounded more like he meant a friend, even though the awkward pause in his phrasing made it clear he knew they were much more than that. He took his place at the machine beside Cy, gesturing with his head to the other guy currently working the machine to take a hike. The guy shrugged and walked away as Lawson began to feed his bundle of sheets through the machine.

      “What about him?” Cy asked, tensing but still not looking in Lawson’s direction.

      “You know my second cousin, Travis?” Cy gave Lawson a quick head shake. “He runs with Thor and his group.” At Cy’s shrug, he looked embarrassed, scratching at the back of his neck. “He’s got a tattoo of a naked girl straddling a cannon and holding a confederate flag on his neck.”

      Cy actually hadn’t known that the man in question was named Travis or that he was in any way related to Lawson. That’s why Cy found Lawson so curious. The dude kept to himself. “Oh, yeah.”

      Lawson hesitated for a second before saying, “Listen, I overheard them all shit talking about your boy. They paid off Rogers to turn a blind eye while they take turns with him.”

      Cy’s stomach clenched, his fingers pulling back from the sheet almost a half minute too late. His heart hammered against his ribcage. Fuck. “When?”

      “Tonight. The showers. You didn’t hear none of this from me, you hear?” Lawson said, his West Virginia drawl thicker than usual. “Last thing I need is to piss of the rest of my fucking family, no matter how goddamn stupid they are. Besides, Rogers will get me thrown in the SHU, and I can’t fuckin’ do another stint in there. Too much time alone makes my skin crawl.”

      “Noted.”

      Lawson dropped the sheet that was in his hand. “Keep your eyes peeled, man. They’re gonna do whatever they can to get you out of the way. Don’t engage if you don’t have to, and sweep your room for contraband. Something big’s coming. I can feel it.”

      Cy grunted in the affirmative, watching Lawson disappear the way he came. He worked in the laundry as well, but Cy rarely saw him, so he must make himself useful somewhere else in the facility. It didn’t matter. Cy didn’t fuck with Lawson. They weren’t friends, but he believed his intel. Lawson had never been known to hang with any one group. Like Preacher, Lawson had found a way to navigate the prison system without a pack. Maybe it was Travis’s connection to Thor’s crew, maybe Lawson just wasn’t worth the trouble, or maybe, as Cy suspected, Lawson had found a way to make himself useful to the right people, even if Cy didn’t know exactly how.

      Cy continued his work, pondering the situation. If he went with Nicky to the showers and things went south, Cy would end up in the hole, aka the SHU. Solitary housing unit. It was enough to drive anybody crazy in there, but worse than that, he’d leave Nicky to fight alone. No matter how good a fighter he claimed to be, he wasn’t good enough to take on Thor’s whole crew, and there was nobody crazy enough to jump in and save him. Nobody but Cy, it seemed.

      When the work day ended, Cy tried to get the guards to let him swap shifts with Lawson to care for the dogs in the kennel, but Kemp just sneered and said no. Cy worked with Rosie and cleaned the kennels with his heart in his throat. It was impossible to concentrate. Each minute that passed seemed to take an hour, scooping out a piece of Cy’s soul as he tried not to think of what was happening to Nicky minute by minute. He would do his best to fight, but nobody could survive six to one. Nobody.

      Rosie growled, then whined, bumping her head against Cy’s hand. “It’s alright, girl,” he lied, letting the dog lick over his palm. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and I’ll spend more time with you then. I promise.”

      Cy locked the kennel and hung the keys on the hook. “All finished.”

      Kemp smirked at Cy, his nightstick tapping the plastic containers that held the dry dog food. The sick feeling in Cy’s stomach only worsened as the plastic lid went flying. “You need to clean up your mess first.” Kemp pushed over the huge bin of dog food. “Oops.”

      Cy couldn’t stop the growl that escaped or the way his hands clenched into fists as he stared at the mess. He cut his gaze to Kemp whose eyes were narrow slits. “I can’t feed that to the dogs now. It’s tainted.” There were very rigorous standards with the dogs they cared for at the prison. The animals’ health was top priority.

      “Still needs to be cleaned up, inmate.”

      Cy stared Kemp down, seething, his nostrils flaring. “Permission to get a broom…sir?” He spit the words, wishing they could inflict some lasting damage.

      “Denied. There’s a little scoop there. I’m sure you can make use of that.”

      “That will take an hour.”

      “You got somewhere to be, inmate?” He put an emphasis on the word, fondling his baton, brow arched, his expression telling Cy he was looking for a fight. If Cy fought back, he ended up injured, in the hole, or both. If he did nothing, he lost another hour. The idea of him sitting there picking up dog food while Thor and his crew were somewhere brutalizing Nicky made him want to fucking scream. It made him want to pick Kemp up and shake him like a rag doll, beat him until his insides were on the outside, anything to make Kemp feel the same amount of helplessness and frustration as he did in that moment, to make him feel the pain Nicky could be experiencing even then. But none of those things helped Nicky. None.

      Fuck.

      “No,” he said between gritted teeth.

      “That’s what I thought,” Kemp said, dropping onto another bin of dog food as Cy started the arduous process of scooping up the kibble and putting it back into the bin for disposal.

      Time dragged until every passing minute felt like the lash of a razor blade, cutting through the restraints keeping Cy’s rage in check. All he could think about was Nicky. If they hurt him… Fuck, if they killed him… No. No. That wasn’t going to happen.

      But if it did, Cy would take every single one of those motherfuckers out, starting with Thor. He’d paint the walls of the prison red with their blood, and if he died, then he died. He’d hardly felt like he was living while he was in there anyway.

      Once the food was picked up and securely closed, Cy was shaking, but he just stood, forcing his face into a placid expression. By the time he was back on his block, his heart was racing so fast he worried he might actually pass out. He needed to hit something or splash some water on his face. Were they still in the showers? Was Nicky in the infirmary? He saw Iggy and Jay outside his cell and his heart sank. He shoved past them, expecting to see the worst, but, instead, found Nicky sitting on the lower bunk, the smile on his face slipping as he saw Cy’s panic.

      “What? What’s wrong?” he asked, rising to his feet, hands reaching for Cy before he thought better of it.

      Iggy and Jay turned and wandered off without being asked. It was then that he noticed that Nicky’s hair wasn’t wet. “You…you didn’t shower.”

      “Rude,” Nicky said, his attempt at humor failing. “What’s wrong?”

      “Lawson said Thor and his guys were going to jump you in the showers. I tried to warn you, but Kemp just kept me there, forcing me to do shit to give them more time with you. But you’re not there.”

      “No, my attorney showed up. She had some papers for me to sign. I had to meet with her, and I missed my shower.” Nicky dropped back onto his bunk, putting his face in his hands, as if the magnitude of Cy’s words were hitting him. “They were going to…”

      Cy leaned against the wall, sucking deep breaths in through his nose and out through his mouth, forcing his heart rate back to normal. They’d managed to accidentally avert disaster once more. But they wouldn’t keep getting lucky, and when their luck ran out, Cy wasn’t exactly sure who of them would be left standing.
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      Hours had passed since Cy had returned to their cell to tell Webster about Thor’s plot, but he still refused to let Webster out of his sight. Cy seemed…rattled. And that was worse than anything. Webster could feel Cy’s rage and fear radiating off him like the heat from a sunburn. There was a tightness to his features, a shift in his gait, almost like he was trying to make himself the bigger target, which would have been funny given his size if Webster wasn’t still reeling from the idea of being assaulted by a gang of white supremacists.

      Thor and his buddies definitely took note. They laughed and gestured, making a show out of taunting Webster. Iggy and Jay noticed, too. And Preacher. He rarely sat with anybody for meals but was sitting at their table this time. Webster kind of wanted to believe it was a show of solidarity, but it might have just been to get a better view of the theatrics. It was hard to say with Preacher. There was a shaggy haired man with him who Webster had never noticed before.

      It was like there was a feeling or scent in the air, like the smell that happens just before a lightning strike. The other inmates appeared restless, antsy, like they sensed something was about to go down. It was affecting the guards as well. They usually stuck to their posts by the doors during meal time but, tonight, they circled like sharks, their heads on a swivel, like they feared a riot.

      While Cy seemed fixated on Thor and his gang, Webster couldn’t stop focusing on the guards. It was easy to spot the guards who weren’t in the know when it came to his status as a dead man walking. Kemp and Rogers were clearly pissed that things hadn’t gone as planned. Both Webster and Cy knew that meant they’d come back at him even harder now. Guys like Thor didn’t like having their plans ruined—but that was tomorrow’s problem. If the guards came for Webster tonight, there was nothing to be done about it. Webster was just grateful Kemp had worked dayshift with Rogers, so there was a good chance he’d be leaving soon.

      After lights out, they stayed in their own bunks for much longer than usual. Webster couldn’t stop thinking about what might have happened to him if his attorney hadn’t stopped by. What could still very much happen to him. He’d been living in a weird headspace since he’d been locked up. A heightened fight or flight. Always on alert. But tonight felt too close. Like a bullet had flown past his head. His mouth was in a state of perpetual dryness, his pulse hammering in his throat. He couldn’t stop fidgeting, and every noise made him jump.

      Being beat up—he could handle that. He’d taken a lot of beatings. Hell, he’d been jumped in the group home and in juvie no less than a dozen times growing up. Pain didn’t bother him. But it was the idea that they’d wanted to ‘pass him around’—something about that phrase had stuck in Webster’s head, and he couldn’t let it go. It had taken his thoughts from abstract to concrete quickly. He knew how brutal humans could be, had seen it a thousand times over. He didn’t want to die alone and in pain.

      The creaking of the bed frame pulled him from his thoughts. When Cy slid in beside him, he scooted over to make room. Cy didn’t speak, didn’t even touch Webster until Webster curled into him, tucking himself under Cy’s thick arm, allowing the heavy weight of it to give him some false sense of safety.

      “What would you do? If you were me?” Webster asked.

      “What do you mean?” Cy whispered, his breath ruffling Webster’s hair.

      “I mean, if you were in my situation, what would you do? If you weren’t the size of a refrigerator.”

      Cy’s hand found his, his thumb caressing the sensitive skin on the underside of Webster’s wrist. “I’d do exactly what you’re doing. Wait it out. You said your friend is working on getting you out of here. Working on deciphering your program. We just have to keep you from being alone.”

      Webster shook his head. “How? Tonight was dumb fucking luck. Tomorrow, we might not be so lucky.”

      “Look. They both left tonight. I don’t think any of the other guards have enough specifics about your situation to come for you tonight. Tomorrow, you need to call your boss and find out where they’re at with deciphering your computer program. Maybe he needs to start calling in those favors you mentioned. You need to get out of here.”

      Webster had no doubt that Linc was already pulling every string he had, but things like this took time. Hell, they didn’t even know what Webster’s program had uncovered or how anybody involved had known about it in the first place. “I’m sure he’s working on it.”

      Webster closed his eyes, listening to the rapid thudding of Cy’s heart beneath his ear. “If the guards do come for me, you need to let them take me. I know you won’t want to, but you can’t stop them. All that will happen is you’ll end up sacrificing more of your life for me. We both know they want you in here for good. Don’t let them have that. I can’t be the one who does that to you twice.”

      “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that,” Cy said.

      Webster pushed up onto one elbow, staring down into Cy’s chocolate brown eyes framed by those ridiculously long lashes. “No. Promise me. Promise if they come for me, you’ll do nothing.”

      Cy was shaking his head before Webster had even finished talking. “No. I’m not promising that. I won’t. It’s not fair of you to even ask that of me.”

      Webster wanted to fight him, wanted to force it out of him in any way possible so he could at least have some solace knowing that whatever happened to him, Cy would be a free man next year. But he just didn’t want to fight. He was scared, and he was tired, and if he was going to die at any minute, he didn’t want to waste time fighting with Cy. Whatever their connection, no matter how confusing or peculiar, it would forever soothe Webster. Being near Cy filled in some hole in his heart, made him feel more stable. It had when he was little, and it probably always would. Webster didn’t feel like dissecting anything else. He just couldn’t. He’d rather just be.

      Webster settled back into Cy’s arms. “Thank you for always looking out for me.”

      “Thank you for trying to find a way to get me out of here.”
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      Linc answered on the second ring. “How are you holding up?”

      Webster wanted to say something witty or sarcastic to make Linc feel better, but there was no humor left in him. “Things are escalating here quickly. Where are we at with…things?”

      Webster had to go on the assumption that his calls were being monitored. He was hoping to find a way to use that to his advantage, but being behind bars, without access to a computer, had crippled him.

      “I sent your stuff to a friend of mine who used to work with the NSA. I figure he’s high enough up on the food chain that people wouldn’t be able to fuck with him. What’s happening there?”

      “Chao’s visit last night kept me from getting jumped in the showers. I don’t think I was supposed to walk away from it. She says something is fishy about this whole thing. She keeps hitting a brick wall. It’s like I’m invisible to the outside world.”

      “Yeah, we’re trying to get you out of there but, like she said, something isn’t right. We’re trying to get an emergency hearing to get you placed in protective custody, but Chao’s worried that, even if we somehow manage to get somebody to acknowledge you exist, we might inadvertently end up putting you in front of one of the judges who put the target on your back in the first place. I had to go higher up the food chain. It would be awesome if we could just get you the fuck out of there so you could tell us what the hell we’re looking at and how the fuck they managed to make you look like a terrorist.”

      Webster sighed. “Believe me, this is hardly my choice.”

      “Just hang in there, Nicky. Jackson and I are working as fast as we can.”

      Part of Webster wished Linc had just yelled at him the whole phone call. Whenever he called him ‘Nicky,’ shit was real bad. “I’m trying,” he whispered, voice thick. “I need a favor, though.”

      “Anything.”

      “If something happens to me—”

      “Don’t say that,” Linc snapped, cutting him off.

      Webster shook his head, even though he couldn’t see it. “Just listen. If I don’t make it out of this…please, don’t stop trying to prove Cy’s innocence. Help him get out of this place. For me.”

      “You’re going to be fine. But I’ll do what I can to help your…whatever he is. But that doesn’t mean you can just fucking martyr yourself in there, asshole. You hear me? If they come for you, you better fight back with everything you’ve got. I’ve been making some phone calls. Seeing about getting you some friends in there…”

      A digital female voice interrupted. “One minute remaining on your card.”

      “I gotta go, Linc. But, seriously, no matter what happens… Don’t forget about Cyrus.”

      Just like before, once the call disconnected, Webster felt hollow and more alone than ever. He hung up the receiver, a shadow falling over him a split second before he turned to find Thor in his space. He crowded Webster up against the phone box, the plastic edge digging into his lower back. Why wasn’t he working in the laundry?

      “You missed our date in the showers, fish. Me and my boys don’t like to be stood up,” he said, giving a smile that caused his lips to crack and bleed in a way that turned Webster’s stomach.

      Webster didn’t try to move the man. He outweighed him by a good seventy pounds at least. “Get used to disappointment. I’m afraid my dance card is full.”

      His lip curled in disgust. “Yeah, that’s right. You prefer your own kin. That ain’t right.”

      Webster did his best to keep a bored expression on his face. Could Thor smell the sweat suddenly trickling between Webster’s shoulder blades over the smell of the older man’s foul breath? “Are we done here? Your breath is making me woozy.”

      “You sure do like to run your mouth. Wonder if you’ll be so chatty with my dick in it?” he said.

      “Anything you put in my mouth is going to be bitten off, so I guess you should probably decide which body parts you’re okay with leaving behind,” Webster retorted, forcing a smile onto his face.

      “Back up, inmate. This isn’t a bathhouse,” one of the guards hollered from across the room.

      Thor took two steps back before spinning and raising his hands in the air. “We were just talking, Clements.” He looked back at Webster and winked. “Can somebody take me down to the laundry? I had a meeting with the warden this morning, and, now, I’m late for work detail.”

      As soon as Thor and the guard disappeared, Webster deflated against the wall, adrenaline pounding through his veins until all he could hear was the blood whooshing in his ears. A meeting with the warden. About Webster? Cyrus? He couldn’t believe how much of his defensive coping mechanisms he’d lost in the eight years he’d been working with Elite. None of the danger he’d faced out there was anything like being in here. He was the trophy for some unseen big game hunter who’d stacked the game in their favor. He didn’t want to end up stuffed and mounted on some corporate asshole’s wall.
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      By the time Cy left the kennels, he’d realized Kemp and Rogers must both have the day off. Cy supposed it made sense. It wasn’t like they could pull off any of their plans alone. Sharing shifts made their collusion easier. It took a small amount of stress off his shoulders. It wasn’t perfect. They still had Thor to contend with, but Thor was at least confined to one place. He couldn’t move without help, and without Rogers or Kemp, he had no help. At least, Cy hoped.

      When he was back on the block, he nodded to the others but was heading for the stairs when a hand reached out and snatched him from the shadows. He pivoted fast, fist clenched, only to find Nicky staring at him with wide eyes, a hand up to shield his face. “It’s just me.”

      Cy’s heart hammered, his body still in fight mode. “Why are you lurking in the one place the cameras can’t see?” he asked in a harsh whisper.

      Nicky shook his head. “I wasn’t. I only walked under the stairwell when I saw you coming. I’m not stupid.”

      The darkened recess just behind the stairs was the only true dead zone. Blind to the cameras, blind to the guards, not that there were any guards to be found at the moment. They rarely stayed in the common room during free time. They preferred to watch from the control room and were always slow to respond to anything at that time of day. That was when the guards took their meal breaks and had to cover for each other. This was when most of the fights broke out and the most people got hurt.

      Something about Nicky’s demeanor was frantic, his eyes wild, his hair a mess, glasses slightly askew. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      Nicky shook his head. “Nothing. I just needed to see you. Touch you.”

      The lie was written all over Nicky’s face, but before Cy could even attempt to try to seek the truth, Nicky wrapped his arms around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss that seemed more desperate and clingy than passionate. Cy responded anyway—couldn’t seem to help himself—his arms going around Nicky, gripping his ass as he took control of the kiss.

      When he pulled away, he saw him. Thor, leaning against the wall, peeling the skin off an orange and dropping it into the garbage, one foot kicked back against the wall. He watched the two of them with a look that was equal parts disgust and lust. The way he watched them made Cy’s skin crawl. Thor was a true predator. He’d be a monster until the day he died.

      “Nicky, what are you doing?”

      “He needs to know. He needs to see who I belong to. Show him. Let me show him.”

      He opened his mouth to tell Nicky no, that it wasn’t worth the risk of the hole if somebody drew the attention of the guards, but he was already sinking to his knees, freeing Cy’s soft cock and swallowing it down. “Shit, Nicky,” he muttered, eyes rolling with pleasure.

      Cy’s cock hardened with each sucking pull of Nicky’s hot, slick mouth, his hips rolling almost against his will. Cy was still dirty and covered in sweat, but that didn’t slow Nicky down in the least. If anything, it only seemed to make him hungrier, taking Cy’s now stiff cock deeper until his nose was buried against his pubic hair and he was gagging on it.

      “Jesus. You look so hot on your knees for me,” Cy muttered. It was true. Glasses fogging, tears streaking his face, spit covering his lips… He was still so fucking hot. Always so eager. What the hell were they doing? This was insanity. But Cy knew he wouldn’t stop.

      When Nicky pulled off, his hand replaced his mouth. As he jerked him, he looked up at Cy. He couldn’t help but run his thumb over Nicky’s mouth, grunting when he sucked on it as eagerly as he had his cock. Would Nicky be this eager outside of this place? Was there a world where Cy would be able to do this with Nicky whenever they wanted? In the comfort of their own place?

      “Fuck.” Cy’s one hand fell to the stair riser above his head, bracing himself, the other tangled in Nicky’s messy golden blond hair. The thought of having access to Nicky anytime he wanted ratcheted his desire higher.

      Nicky’s smile was more one of relief than genuine pleasure, but when he took Cy back in his mouth, it was impossible for Cy to stop whatever was happening between them. Still, he kept his gaze on Thor. If the other man decided to call for a guard, they’d have to move quickly. But Nicky was right. He didn’t seem in any hurry to ruin his viewing experience. He was dissecting his orange, making a show of eating each slice. Cy was certain others could see them, too, but Thor was the only one of concern.

      Cy had never been one for voyeurism as far as he knew, but there was something about knowing Thor was there, that he could see Nicky eagerly on his knees, giving Cy something he’d never give Thor willingly, that turned him on. Knowing Nicky wanted him enough to give himself over every night, was willing to beg for it… It was a heady experience, one that caused him to grip Nicky’s hair tighter, slide his cock deeper into Nicky’s throat until he was swallowing around him convulsively in a way that had his balls tightening and his hips grinding Nicky’s lips against his pelvis.

      Fuck, he was so deep. He could feel even the slightest undulation of Nicky’s throat. When Cy released him, Nicky was a mess of tears and spit, glasses a mess. Cy tipped Nicky’s head up, using his saliva to jerk himself roughly. He was so fucking close. “Open up for me, baby.”

      Nicky didn’t hesitate, his mouth falling open, sticking his tongue out. Two more hard pulls, and Cy was spilling onto Nicky’s tongue. He took the head of Cy’s cock back into his mouth like he was desperate to swallow every drop.

      “Fuck. You’re so dirty,” Cy managed.

      There was no time for reciprocation or clean up. Cy tucked himself back into his underwear and pulled Nicky to his feet. “I’ll take care of you later. You can also explain what the fuck just happened.”
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        * * *

      

      The explanation Cy was looking for would not come until much later when they were lying on Nicky’s bunk, Nicky sprawled over him like a body pillow. “You need to talk to me.”

      Nicky didn’t respond. He’d been quiet since their hookup under the stairs. Weirdly quiet. He didn’t answer, just rubbed his cheek against Cy’s chest before placing his ear back over Cy’s heart. It was making him nervous. He was used to sarcastic Nicky, horny Nicky, hell, even angry Nicky, but this quiet, clingy, sad Nicky was breaking Cy’s heart. He didn’t know why but it felt a lot like a goodbye.

      “Hey. Are you just going to ignore me?”

      “I’m not ignoring you,” he said finally. “I just don’t want to talk about it.”

      Cy frowned, knotting his hands in Nicky’s hair and gently tugging until he was looking up at him. “Talk about what? What happened? Did you get bad news from your lawyer? Your boss?”

      Nicky shook his head. “They’re still working on doing what they can on their end. Linc said to just hang on.”

      “Okay?” Cy said, the word drawn out like a question. There was clearly more. “Just tell me what happened.”

      “I had a run-in with Thor.”

      Cy’s blood turned to ice. “What? Did he…did he hurt you? Did he do something to you?”

      Once more, Nicky shook his head against Cy’s chest. “It was just a verbal thing. For now. But Kemp and Rogers will be back soon, and when that happens, they’re going to hand me over to Thor and his gang on a silver platter. It’s inevitable. Nobody is going to get me out of here in time to prevent it. I just don’t want to talk about it because, when I do, I picture it, and when I picture it, it makes me sick to my stomach and I can’t breathe. I’ll fight back. I will. But I can’t fight his whole crew. I’ll be lucky if I manage to take out one of them.”

      Frustration squeezed Cy’s lungs. He wanted to give Nicky empty platitudes about how everything would be fine, but it was all bullshit. Nicky was right in that a confrontation was inevitable. Either with Thor or the guards. Maybe both. “Go for Thor first. If you can take him out, hurt him bad enough to be unable to fuck you, the others might beat your ass but they won’t…rape you. Thor’s too territorial. He’ll want first dibs.”

      Nicky shivered against him but still said nothing. Just talking about him like that was making Cy sick, but he was trying to be practical. Nicky seemed more worried about them violating him sexually than pounding on his face, so that’s what Cy tried to focus on. It was becoming clearer to Cy with each passing day that those childhood memories Nicky had locked away in that box in his head were starting to leak out. Maybe he’d been molested, or maybe it happened later when he was older, but somebody had clearly hurt him, forced themselves on him. In some twisted way, it might explain why he liked Cy to hurt him just enough. A way to have the control he never had then.

      Now, somebody was doing this to Nicky all over again, turning him into a pawn in their sick game of chess, just when he’d finally started to think his life was his own. They were all pawns; in a way, even Thor was. He might be their weapon of choice, but somebody else was calling the shots.

      Nicky gave a gruff laugh when Cy said as much out loud. “This isn’t chess. It’s Monopoly. Where everybody goes straight to jail.”

      Cy’s fingers caressed just beneath Nicky’s hairline. “You can survive this. I know you can.”

      Nicky tucked his hands under Cy’s shoulders. “If I get out of here, you know they’re coming for you. And I’m not going to hurt you again. I’d rather be dead.”

      Cy grunted in frustration. “I can handle myself. I’ve spent more of my life here than I ever did out there. This isn’t much of a life, but I’ll be okay. If something happens to you, I’m never getting out of here, Nicky. Think about it that way if it helps. If you die, they’ll frame me, just like they’d planned to do from the beginning.”

      Cy wanted out. He wanted to know what life as a free person held for him, but he needed Nicky to fight, and it seemed he was only willing to fight for others. Cy was willing to guilt him into being his champion if it meant Nicky didn’t shut down.

      When he didn’t respond, Cy rolled them over, lifting up on his forearms to look him in the eye. His eyes were red and bloodshot, the cut on his face from the other day closed but healing. His gaze was dull, but when Cy dipped down to kiss him softly, he responded. “Please, Nicky. Just don’t give up. Have faith that your friends are going to help you. Help us.”

      Nicky swallowed hard before giving the barest hint of a nod. Cy touched their foreheads together.  “Hang on for just a little longer.”

      “I’ll try.”
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      Webster slid a tattered copy of Of Mice and Men onto the shelf in the small dank room that was the makeshift prison library. It was the worst possible place for a room full of books. There was a wet smell to the place, a moisture in the air that warped book pages and caused damage to covers. He’d bet money there was mold behind the walls and even in the carpets, but, to him, this place was paradise.

      As far as work assignments went, helping out in the prison library was a coveted gig, and he had no idea how he’d scored it when he wasn’t even technically an inmate of the prison. But he refused to question his luck, especially since it meant the only people who could get to him were the guards, and they tended to avoid the library. Webster wasn’t sure why, but he was almost positive it had to do with his unofficial boss, Javier de la Fuenta.

      Javier was only a few years older than Webster, but, unlike his other Mexican Mafia counterparts, he didn’t bear the mark of somebody who ran with the major gangs on the outside. He was tall and sleek with jet black hair, a five o’clock shadow, hazel eyes that Webster probably would have fallen into had Cy not taken up permanent residence in his head.

      “Hey, guero. Get your head out of the clouds. You got work to do. I don’t pay you to daydream.” There was no malice behind the man’s words. His face split into a grin, revealing perfect white teeth. Yeah, on the outside, Javier would have been another unrequited crush, for sure.

      “You don’t pay me at all,” Webster reminded, sliding another book home.

      “I gotta get today’s special requests ready. I’ll be back.”

      Webster nodded but didn’t say anything else. His job was just to return books to their homes in the morning and wheel a cart around the pods in the afternoon, offering reading material to inmates and accepting the books due to be returned. It wasn’t his job to question what exactly one of Javier’s special requests entailed.

      Tig and Iggy said Javier was cool but he was not to be fucked with. He was a high level enforcer for a gunrunner in Mexico, which was why he ran with the Mexican Mafia within the walls of the prison. He wasn’t doing a long stint, but it was apparent from day one that Javier wasn’t just peddling books. He was passing contraband.

      Webster didn’t give a fuck what Javier was peddling as long as it got him out of Thor’s sight for eight hours a day. Maybe that was why Javier had chosen him? Maybe he saw the dark cloud hanging over Webster’s head and knew somebody that desperate would keep his mouth shut? Javier was always watching Webster over the tops of books or side-eyeing him as he ‘packaged’ up bundles for inmates. Sometimes, Webster swore Javier even followed him on his deliveries. It was disconcerting, but since Webster just did as he was told, he did his best to ignore it. Truthfully, he’d rather Javier follow him than Thor and his crew. At least, with Javier, his agenda was clear. Keep his pipeline moving and all would be well.

      Webster would be lying to himself if he didn’t say part of him was happy that Javier’s import/export business might directly interfere with Thor’s drug running enterprise. While it wasn’t likely to make him anymore popular with the skinheads, it did make him feel more like he had a small part in making Thor’s life as miserable as he made Webster’s. That in and of itself was enough for the moment.

      Webster was nearing a full month behind bars and had somehow managed to stay ahead of the guards, but not without all of it taking a toll on him. If it wasn’t for Cy, Webster would have given up weeks ago. But being in Cy’s arms every night, being able to escape under the weight of his body, the heat of his skin, the way he kissed Webster like nobody else in the world existed but him… It let him reset the clock every morning and vow to get through another day.

      “Time to get going. You gotta lot of deliveries today.”

      Webster looked at the rolling cart stacked full of books with tiny pieces of paper with inmates’ names stuck in the folds. “I’m on it,” Webster said, setting a book back on the return stack. “I’ll finish these when I get back.”

      Javier gave an uninterested nod. Nobody gave a shit about the condition of the library, least of all the people who ran the prison. It was far more beneficial to them that they all remain ignorant of the laws and their rights. The only part of the prison library that ever saw any real action was the law section where the inmates worked to become jailhouse lawyers.

      Webster made his way to pod A, finishing his rounds in a little under an hour. It was nice wandering the other pods because he was unknown to everybody, even some of the guards. There, he was just another inmate. It was easier to let his guard down when he was far away from D pod.

      That was why he never saw them coming.

      They came at him from behind, grabbing him somewhere between B and C pod and dragging him into a dark empty room. Blood rushed in his ears as he tried to force his eyes to adjust to the sudden dark, but then his glasses were knocked from his face and a dirty rag was shoved in his mouth, the taste of dirt and oil coating his tongue a split second before the first blow came.

      It was like somebody drove an anvil into his stomach, his whole body seizing as pain rocketed through him. Two people held him against the wall and pressed the rag harder against his face as his attacker continued his assault. Another blow to the stomach, his solar plexus, his right side. He might have puked if not for the rag stuffed in his throat. Two blows to the face, and he wasn’t even sure what was upright any longer.

      “Turn him around,” Thor said with a laugh. “I’ve been waiting for this for weeks.”

      Webster couldn’t even fight back. When Thor’s henchmen turned him around, driving his face into the wall, he let his brain shut down, not really wanting to remember anything he was about to endure. He could feel hands tugging at his clothing, but then nothing.

      “Well, this hardly seems like a fair fight.”

      Javier.

      “Mind your business. This ain’t your affair,” Thor said.

      “That’s my employee, and you’ve interrupted my work day. Seems like this is definitely my business.” Javier sounded bored, but there was a sharp edge of warning to his cadence—something that insisted he wanted them to start something. “You boys would do well to remember that I have plenty of friends on the outside. It would be a shame if anything were to happen to people you care about all over one little nerdy white boy, no?”

      Thor’s frustrated snarl would have made Webster laugh if he wasn’t a little afraid his teeth would fall out. “What the fuck do you care about this? You can find somebody else to peddle your shit. This one’s mine.”

      “No. He’s not. My boss has designated this white boy as off limits. He’s a special friend of his. I know that your boss would hate to lose access to my boss’s toy box. So, you’re going to have to content yourself with a different toy. Unless, you want to explain why exactly you blew up such a valuable relationship just to get your dick wet.”

      “This isn’t over,” Thor promised.

      The hands holding Webster disappeared, and he could no longer bear his own weight. He slid down the wall, his face feeling wet and pliable. A foot stomped on his kidney, and then he just laid there, the pain so diffuse he wasn’t sure where it started or ended. Light suddenly flooded the room, causing stars to dance before his eyes, and then Javier hauled him into a sitting position. “Up you go, guero.”

      Webster felt his glasses returned to his face, but he was still having a hard time holding his head up. He coughed a few times, his lungs trying to remember how to work following the blow to his diaphragm. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank your boss,” Javier said. “Your boss works for my boss and called in a favor. He told me and the boys to keep an eye on you.”

      “Lincoln?” Webster asked, voice cracking.

      “I guess, man. No idea. I don’t care so much for names. I just do what my uncle tells me. Can you walk?”

      Webster nodded, allowing Javier to haul him to his feet. “Let’s get you to the infirmary.”

      “No,” Webster snapped before softening his tone. “No infirmary.”

      The last thing he needed was to be isolated where only the guards could get to him. “You definitely need a doctor, guero.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Webster insisted. “Really.”

      Javier scoffed. “Fine, but if you start pissing blood, don’t fucking blame me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Thor and his crew did this to you?”

      Webster nodded but stood still as Cy catalogued the deep purple bruises blooming over his body, including one on his back that was the perfect imprint of Thor’s shoe tread. It was late enough at night for the inmates outside to have quieted, leaving Cy and Webster in a bubble of silence, making the way Cy’s fingers danced along his skin feel even more intimate than usual.

      “I only know it was Thor by his voice. I couldn’t tell you who was with him. They all smell the same.” It was meant to be a joke, but it missed the mark.

      “Did they…” Cy let the question die, almost like he was afraid to upset him.

      A huge lump formed in Webster’s chest, and he tried to push it down, but it came out in a sort of dry sob. He shook his head, hoping Cy understood that he’d been spared at least that indignity.

      “Nicky,” Cy whispered, a tinge of hopelessness in his tone that made Webster’s frustration and helplessness well out of him in the form of hot tears. He swiped at them angrily but didn’t fight Cy when he turned and enfolded him in his arms.

      Part of him wanted to fight and scream and hit Cy with his fists. He was tired of feeling helpless in this fucking place. He was tired of being rescued, tired of feeling like he was back to being the hapless victim of his own life. He’d spent so many years growing up feeling like life was just happening without any input from him, and now that he’d put all of that behind him, here he was being shoved around at the whims of others. He was tired of having no control over his own life.

      “Can I fuck you?”

      The question seemed to catch Cy off guard as much as it did Webster. It was on the tip of his tongue to take it back when Cy nodded. “Okay.”

      Webster stepped back to look up at him. “Really?”

      Cy frowned and nodded. “Yeah, if you want to. I’ve never done that with anybody before but sure. It’s probably safer that way, anyway. That way I don’t hurt you. Are you sure you don’t want to see the nurse tomorrow?”

      Webster shook his head. He didn’t want to see the nurse. He didn’t want to be babied or treated like he was fragile. He needed to feel like he had some control of his life, and as ridiculous as it sounded, taking control of Cy’s body, even for a little while, was making him shiver. His cock was definitely on board.

      “Take your clothes off.”

      Cy smiled. “So, no seduction, huh? Just get naked and get on the bed?”

      Webster went up on his tip-toes to wrap his arms around Cy’s neck and pull him down for a kiss. Cy’s mouth was soft and yielding, as easy and accommodating as Cy himself. Webster deepened the kiss as he pushed Cy’s orange coveralls to the floor before sliding his hands into his underwear and gripping his ass. “You know I love you, right?”

      The admission slipped out, but Webster didn’t regret it or try to take it back. He didn’t care that it was too soon or that they hardly knew each other or that they only knew each other in this cage. The words echoed in his heart and he knew in his soul they were true. He wasn’t sure in his whole life if he’d ever actually loved anybody but Cy, even when they were children.

      “You don’t have to say that,” Cy said, his thumb sliding over the bruise on Webster’s jaw.

      “I know. But it’s true. I just need you to know that in case anything…” Webster trailed off, shaking his head, before dragging his hands over Cy’s bare chest.

      “Nothing’s going to happen to you,” Cy swore.

      “You can’t promise that. I don’t even want you to. I just want you to know. I just want to get lost with you for a while. Can we please just pretend we’re not in this place? Just for a little while?”

      Cy cupped Webster’s face. “We can do whatever you want, Nicky. You know that.”

      “Well, I just want you.”
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      It was strange to see Nicky so broken yet so determined to somehow regain his equilibrium. The bruises would heal, but this place was taking its toll on him. Maybe it was because he thought he would’ve been out already? Cy had gone into prison knowing it was his home for the next twenty-five years, and even though he’d been terrified, he’d been forced to not let them see that. It helped that he was almost too big to fuck with. Some had tried, but they’d quickly been set straight.

      Whatever it was that had Nicky spiraling, Cy saying yes to him had been the easiest thing in the world. In a place like this, bottoming was often seen as a bitch move, something that implied you were owned or for sale. There were no politics in this, not for Cy. Maybe Nicky needed this to right himself mentally, but Cy wanted to know what it felt like to have Nicky inside him. He didn’t know if Nicky had meant his declaration of love, but Cy thought it could be true, because he loved Nicky, too. Always had. Not in the way he loved him now, obviously, but they’d been connected their whole life, almost from the moment they’d met.

      Cy needed to be needed, and Nicky always needed him, even when he didn’t. Maybe that was toxic, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. This situation wasn’t normal. They had never had to love each other in a normal situation. Cy wasn’t sure they’d ever get the chance to know what normal even was. If this was all he and Nicky got, he was going to do his best to make sure he enjoyed every second of it.

      Nicky finished undressing Cy but didn’t remove his own pants. He turned him to face the bunks. “Put your hands up, open your legs for me, and don’t move.”

      Cy shivered at Nicky’s low throaty demand, doing as he asked. When he dropped down to his knees behind him, Cy’s breath caught in his throat, groaning as Nicky spread him open, rearranging his stance to make whatever he was about to do easier.

      The first stroke of Nicky’s tongue across Cy’s hole was timid, like he wasn’t sure if Cy would stop him. As if Cy would ever do that. “Do it again,” he demanded, dropping his forehead to the cold metal of the bunk’s frame.

      Nicky buried his face between Cy’s cheeks, his tongue no longer timid but doing broad sweeps, sending tiny pulses of pleasure along Cy’s whole body until his nipples pebbled and his heavy cock leaked.

      When Nicky speared his tongue against Cy’s entrance, he did his best to relax, pushing his hips towards him. He focused only on the sensation of Nicky’s blunt nails dragging along his thighs and the way Nicky’s quiet moans vibrated against Cy’s skin as he probed the deepest part of him like the pleasure was in the giving, not the receiving.

      Nicky’s mouth disappeared, and Cy mourned the loss, but then a slick finger was sliding over him, massaging the tight ring of muscle, before he slipped it in up to the second knuckle. Cy hissed at the sudden invasion, not because it hurt but more just at the shock of a new sensation.

      “You okay?” Nicky asked, kissing Cy’s hip, his finger still.

      Cy nodded before realizing Nicky couldn’t see him. “Yeah, I’m…I’m good. It just surprised me.”

      Nicky placed another kiss on Cy’s ass cheek and then wrapped his fist around Cy’s cock, focusing all his attention on the tip until Cy was groaning into his forearm. He relaxed in increments until Nicky’s finger was glancing over his prostate in a way that had his eyes rolling in his head.

      “Fuck me,” he muttered, more in wonder than in askance.

      Nicky’s finger slid out, and two slid back in. “That’s the idea,” he said, biting at whatever flesh was beneath wherever his mouth fell.

      This time, the pain was more pronounced, a burn that became a dull ache as Nicky focused on that spot again until Cy was rocking back against his fingers, trying to put them where he wanted, the dual sensations of Nicky’s tightened fist and his probing fingers ratcheting Cy closer to orgasm with each movement.

      Nicky’s hands disappeared. “Get on the bed. On your back. I want to see your face.”

      Cy’s breath once more caught in his throat, this time, in a laugh that died in his throat. “So bossy.”

      Nicky was bossy, but Cy loved it, loved knowing Nicky was comfortable enough with him to make demands of his body. He did as Nicky asked, unable to tear his eyes away as Nicky pushed his legs apart and knelt between them, simply pushing his clothing to mid-thigh. There was something so hot and weirdly intimate about watching Nicky slick himself up, seeing him hovering over Cy, his weight resting on his forearm before he captured his mouth in a filthy kiss.

      Cy shifted as Nicky returned to kneeling between his thighs. He captured one heavy leg under his knee, pushing it back and open. When the head of Nicky’s cock pressed against Cy’s hole, he bared down, doing his best to make Nicky’s invasion a smooth one. It must have worked because, this time, it was Nicky who caught his breath, a low moan falling from his lips as he slid all the way in until his balls were resting against Cy’s ass.

      “Holy fuck.”

      Cy couldn’t speak; the feeling of fullness was overwhelming. Was this how Nicky felt every time Cy claimed him? This crushing feeling of being owned, being filled, being wanted? Nicky moved tentatively, like he was afraid of hurting him. It seemed absurd that there was a world where Nicky worried about hurting Cy while he was covered head to toe in bruises, but it was just who Nicky was as a person.

      “You okay?” he finally asked, voice tight, like he was doing his best to keep some semblance of control.

      “Yeah, no. I’m good,” he promised. “You can move more. I-I want you to.”

      “You feel so good. You’re so hot and tight inside, Cy. Fuck.”

      Cy’s whole body went warm at Nicky’s words. He grasped Cy’s other leg, using his body weight to keep them up as he began to roll his hips, pulling back until only the head of his cock remained inside before driving back into him in a way that had Cy’s toes curling against Nicky’s back.

      Cy spit on his palm and wrapped it around his cock. Nicky’s gaze cut to his, pupils blown and face slack with desire. He watched Cy jerk himself, matching the thrust of his hips to his movements until the head of Nicky’s cock was driving right into Cy’s prostate, each blow causing his cock to ooze tiny jets of cum.

      Nicky pulled out, dropping his head to suck the juices from Cy’s erection, before driving back into him. “I’m not going to last much longer,” he warned.

      “Not a problem,” Cy said. “Not after that.”

      Nicky smiled, his lip splitting where he’d been hit. “Fuck, I want to come inside you. Can I? Can I fill you up?”

      Cy wasn’t sure whether it was Nicky’s words or the desperate way he said them, but Cy’s orgasm hit him without warning, shooting his cum across his abs and chest. “Yeah, do it,” he managed. “I want it.”

      Nicky’s thrusts grew erratic, his hips falling off rhythm as he emptied himself inside Cy, his whole body shivering as he ground himself against Cy like he didn’t want to waste even a drop when it could be inside him.

      Nicky collapsed on top of him, his softening cock slipping free. Cy clenched, wanting to keep Nicky’s seed inside of him for just a bit longer. Nicky didn’t seem interested in cleaning up. He clung to Cy like somebody might break in and drag them apart at any minute. Bed check wasn’t for another half hour, so they had time, even if Cy’s cum was drying between them.

      “You okay?” he asked finally.

      Nicky folded his hands, resting his chin on them to look up at Cy. “I should be asking you that.”

      Cy pushed the sweaty tangle of Nicky’s hair from his face. “I didn’t just get jumped by three guys and then decide to have a sex marathon. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Too late,” he said with a sad smile.

      “You know what I mean. You should have gone to the infirmary.”

      Nicky shook his head. “For what? Some ibuprofen and a nice shot of potassium into my vein so they can claim the pressure of incarceration gave me a heart attack? So they can pay some coroner to say I had an undiagnosed heart condition? No thanks. If I’m not vomiting blood, I’m fine.”

      Cy shook his head. “You’re so fucking stubborn.”

      “And bossy. Don’t forget bossy,” Nicky mumbled sleepily against Cy’s chest.

      Cy didn’t say anything more. He didn’t want to risk it. Nicky’s day was hard enough. He played with his hair until his breath evened out and then gently deposited him on the bed, not fixing his clothes, covering him with the scratchy brown blanket before cleaning himself up and putting his own clothes back on and climbing into his own bed. He needed some sleep. He had a date with Thor tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Cy spent the first half of the morning doing his job, sliding sheet after sheet through the heavy steel rollers as he watched Thor shove laundry into industrial sized washing machines and pouring detergent into the bays at the top. There were six guards in the facility, one at each bay and two that circled. It wasn’t hard to clock their rotations.

      About twenty minutes before lunch, Cy watched the guard round the corner out of view. He grabbed a full bin of sheets and began to move towards the bay where the washers and dryers sat. Nobody paid him any attention. Cy was forced to roll the bins back and forth several times a day. When he approached the bay where Thor was stuffing sheets into the large dryers, he broke from the cart, snatching the liquid detergent from the metal table in the center.

      Thor saw him too late. Cy smashed the door of the dryer onto his head, dazing him. He kicked the back of his knee, going down behind him, gripping his jaw and forcing it open, forcing the bottle of detergent to his lips and watching as the bright purple liquid poured into the man’s mouth. He choked and gagged, detergent spewing everywhere, but Thor had no choice but to swallow or choke on it.

      “How’s it feel?” Cy growled at him. “How’s it feel to be helpless?” Thor flailed, but he was trapped, their position giving him no traction to help himself. “Did you think I’d really let you touch what was mine without consequence?”

      Thor’s helpless gurgling noises caught the interest of other inmates, but nobody sprang into action to help him. In fact, most people didn’t even stop what they were doing. People knew to mind their fucking business in there. There was a good chance this detergent would kill Thor, but Cy didn’t care. If he had to do another twenty years in that place to make sure Nicky was safe then that’s what he’d do.

      “Hey!” a guard cried from somewhere in the facility, but Cy didn’t stop. He tossed the bottle of detergent and forced Thor’s head into the metal interior of the dryer, pressing it down until he started to scream. Industrial dryers were much hotter than the average household appliance. He put Thor’s hand in there, too, his screams doing little to appease the now burning rage that had lit within him the moment he’d seen Nicky’s bruises.

      It took four guards to drag him off Thor, who fell to the ground clutching his hand. There were blisters forming on his palm and across half of his face, and detergent coated his lips, neck, and clothing as he rolled over, vomiting and wheezing. Cy didn’t go quietly; he tried to break free. He kicked and fought, screaming at Thor, “You touch him again and I’ll fucking kill you! I’ll rip your insides out and feed them to you, you racist fuck!”

      “Settle down, inmate. You’re about to get lit up,” Rollins, a burly female guard, warned.

      Thor’s eyes rolled back, and white foam began to pour from his mouth. Cy did calm down after that. Maybe he’d killed him. If he was dead, Nicky was safe. That was all that mattered.

      Rogers’ snickered beside Cy. “You fucked up now, inmate. You just earned a few days in the hole. The warden’s not going to like this at all. Hope somebody remembers to take care of poor Rosie. Don’t worry about your boy, though. I know lots of people who are waiting to talk to him.”

      “If you fucking touch him, I’ll kill you, too!” Cy shouted.

      “Let him go,” Rogers yelled.

      The moment Cy hit the ground, everything went white, his body jolting as they hit him with their stun baton. By the time he woke up, he was in the SHU. He was still weak from being electrocuted, but what he’d done came back to him in a rush. He wasn’t sorry he’d done it, but he was sorry he was now stuck in there where he could no longer watch out for Nicky.

      He punched the stone wall, letting the shockwaves of pain course over him, making his brain more alert. There was no bed, just a plastic mat, a sleeping bag, and a toilet in the corner. “Fuck!” he shouted, his word echoing around the empty room. “Fuck,” he said again, quieter.

      He dropped down onto the mat and brought his knees to his chest, digging his palms into his eye sockets.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, somehow hoping Nicky would know that he had only done this to protect him…because he loved him, too.
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      Webster knew something was wrong as soon as he stepped out into the yard. Cy always beat him out there since the laundry facilities were closer, and he usually went straight to the weights while Webster waited on the bleachers, usually napping like a cat in the sun but sometimes talking to Tig or Iggy, neither of whom were there to tell him what the fuck was happening.

      It was Preacher who broke the news, finding Webster sitting on the risers. The moment he saw the older man’s face, his stomach churned. “What? What’s wrong? Where’s Cy?”

      Preacher didn’t sit right away, just stood with his hands on his hips, looking down on Webster with a look that told him Preacher thought he was more trouble than he was worth. “There was a thing that happened in the laundry.”

      Webster’s pulse pounded hard against his veins, causing his numerous bruises to throb in time with his heartbeat. “What the fuck does that even mean, Preacher? Is he okay? Is he hurt?”

      Preacher dropped down beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder. It was the first time Webster had ever noticed the three crosses inked on his throat. “He’s fine. Thor…not so much. Cy’s in the hole. Thor’s in the hospital.”

      Webster’s head swam as he tried to process Preacher’s words. “What’d he do?” His words sounded dull, even to his own ears, but he was spiraling a little, as worried for Cy as he was for himself.

      Preacher cleared his throat, looking out over the yard to where Thor’s crew watched them both like a pack of feral dogs, doing everything but snarling and snapping their teeth. “I wasn’t there, but I hear he forced the man to drink laundry detergent and then burned the shit out of his face and hands.”

      “Cy wouldn’t do that,” Webster said, feeling sick. “He’s too gentle for that.”

      Preacher gave a humorless laugh. “Look at you, kid. Did you think Cy would be able to let that go unpunished? That’s not the way things work here. Cy claimed you for his own, and Thor put his hands on you. If Cy had let that slide, it would have been open season on your ass.”

      For the second time in two days, Webster felt like he’d been sucker-punched in the stomach, and he was grateful he hadn’t eaten that morning. “I never wanted any of this for him. I was trying to prove he was innocent. That’s all. I just wanted his record clean so, when he was finally free, he didn’t have this fucking record hanging over his head. It’s bad enough my mother ruined most of his life. I didn’t want her to steal the rest of it, too.”

      Webster didn’t know why he was confessing any of this to Preacher. He was almost positive the man didn’t even like him.

      “You know what they say about the road to hell…” Preacher said, still watching the other inmates move about the yard.

      “I can’t figure out if you’re just full of shit or what,” Webster finally said.

      Preacher laughed at that. A real-life genuine laugh. “If you figure it out, let me know. I’ve wondered the same about myself for years.”

      Silence stretched out between them for a long while as Webster tried to imagine what might happen next. “What will happen to Cy now?”

      “He’s fucked,” Preacher said.

      “What do you mean, fucked?” Webster asked, knowing full well what he meant but refusing to accept this as Cy’s new reality.

      Webster should have known Cy was going to try to protect him. He should have done something, said something, made him promise to leave it alone, but all he’d cared about last night was forgetting about all of it, no matter how much his body and pride had been wounded.

      “He’s about to catch assault charges. He’s done. There’s no way he’s going to get out next year now. He’ll be lucky if he ever sees the light of day on his original release date. He’ll probably lose access to the canine program, too. That’s only offered to prisoners with outstanding records.”

      Cy loved those dogs. He loved that program. All Webster had wanted was to save Cy, and, in the end, all he’d done was destroy the only bits of comfort he’d had in that fucked up place. Jesus, Linc was right. He really was a fuck-up. Six weeks ago, when he’d set that program in motion, he never could have imagined it would all spiral this out of control quite so quickly. “No. No fucking way. He’s not spending any more time in this place because of me. I’m going to get him out of this.”

      Preacher side-eyed him, running his hand over his silver beard. “You have some kind of magic wand or ace up your sleeve you’ve just been holding onto? Because, if not, your best bet is to keep your head down and hope Thor doesn’t find a way to set his whole crew on you. I don’t know how or why de la Fuenta stepped in and rescued your ass, but you can bet there will be a favor attached to it somehow. The Mexican mafia isn’t really known for their kindness and charitable contributions.”

      “I have no idea why Javier decided to make me his pet project,” Webster lied. “I just care about getting Cyrus out of here. I’m tired of playing defense. I need a good offense. I need a bargaining chip.”

      “What exactly do you think you have that anybody in here would want other than the one thing you only seem to be offering Cy?” Preacher asked, shaking his head.

      What did Webster have? Just his tech skills and a computer program that may or may not have spit out a list of people who were all involved in a conspiracy that would likely knock the for-profit prison system on its ass. “How would I get a meeting with the warden?”

      Preacher slowly turned to look at him. “Excuse me?”

      “How would I go about getting a meeting with the warden?” Webster asked again.

      Preacher shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I’ve been here most of my life and I’ve seen the man twice in passing. He’s not what you’d call hands-on. But, I suppose, if you wave a big enough carrot in front of his face, he’ll find you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Webster? Bro, are you okay? Javier told Angel that you were jumped by a bunch of white supremacists, and Angel told Linc who told me. Holy shit, dude. Are you okay?” Before Webster could respond there was a rustling noise and an indignant, “Hey,” from Wyatt, telling Webster that Linc had wrestled the phone from him.

      “You good, Nicky?” Linc asked.

      “Stop calling me Nicky. It makes me feel like you think I’m not making it out of here. I need a huge favor. I need you and Chao to come for a meeting tomorrow. It’s an emergency.”

      There was a long pause before Linc said, “Okay.”

      “Did you know attorneys are allowed to bring laptops for their meetings with their clients?” Webster asked, voice uncharacteristically cheerful.

      “Yeah, message received. We’ll see you tomorrow.” There was no goodbye. Linc disconnected, leaving Webster to stand there with the receiver still in hand.

      Without Cy, their cell was like a crypt, cold and quiet, the only sound the steady drip of the faucet in the corner, which soon began to feel like torture. Even though Webster couldn’t sleep in Cy’s arms at night, there was something calming about the steady cadence of his breathing in the bunk above him and even the way the metal creaked each time he rolled in his sleep. In just a few weeks, Webster had gone from hating sleepover guests to longing for the sound of Cy’s quiet snores.

      By the time they shuffled Webster into the conference room the next day, he hadn’t slept in at least thirty hours. His eyes burned and his brain was fuzzy, but seeing Linc seated beside his attorney caused a spike in his heart rate. Webster missed his friends. He missed the outside world. He missed iced caramel lattes and pillows and just getting in his car and driving. Shit he’d taken for granted for years. He missed being treated like a person.

      Linc rose like he was going to hug him, but the burly guard snapped, “No touching.”

      Chao fixed the guard with a withering look. “We’ll call if we need you.”

      The guard slipped from the room to stand before the large window carved out of the wall in the hallway. Chao pulled Webster’s clunky black laptop from her bag and opened it, turning it so the three of them could see the screen. When Webster pulled it closer, the guard tapped his nightstick on the glass, shaking his head.

      “Well, this is going to make this significantly more difficult,” Webster said, rubbing his bleary eyes. He looked to Chao. I’ll walk you through how to access the program and the results, so I can see what we’ve got.”

      The task was far more difficult than they’d imagined, but when the results were finally laid out on the screen before them in terms all three could understand, there was no doubt that this was the reason he’d found himself in prison. There were nine names. Webster only recognized three. Dooley, Johannesburg, and Donaldson. Three of the key people involved in sending Cy away for twenty-five years.

      “We’ve got it,” Linc said. “This is it, right? Proof?”

      “What does it prove? That these nine people are part of a conspiracy to incarcerate guilty people? That’s their job. It means nothing unless we can prove that what they’re doing is more than just putting away people who committed a crime,” Chao said. “Rigging your case docket might get somebody slapped with misconduct, but it’s not going to prove what you think it will. We need more evidence.”

      Webster slammed his hand down on the desk, causing his chains to rattle. “Dammit!”

      The guard whipped the door open, but Chao just leveled another cold stare at him. “Did we call you? No. Don’t interrupt us again.”

      The guard sneered at her but closed the door. Webster shook his head. “Cy is in the hole. Thor is in the hospital. I need to get out of here in order to prove my innocence and they know it. But I need Cy out of here as well. They’ll use him to get to me.”

      “We have people working on proving that you weren’t the one who hacked the FBI, but whoever framed you knew what they were doing. I don’t know how to get you out of here.”

      “There are over six hundred and forty names on that list. Six hundred people who may have been wrongly put away for years. Do you have any idea what that means? I can’t just do nothing,” Webster said. “They robbed Cy of twenty years.”

      “Nobody is asking you not to do anything,” Linc said. “I’m asking you to be patient.”

      Webster’s eyes widened. “Be patient? Cy may have just killed somebody trying to protect me. He might never get out of here because of me. I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about him.”

      Linc shook his head, like he didn’t know what to say. There was nothing to say. Not really. Cy sacrificed himself for Webster, to keep him safe. He was prepared to do the same. Even if it meant dying for it.

      Once more, he scrubbed his hands over his face. “I need you to listen to me carefully…”

      Webster gave his instructions in clipped tones, doing his best not to get emotional. This wasn’t about him anymore. This was about Cy and the six hundred and forty others who’d possibly had their lives taken away from them all for money.

      Before Linc and Chao left, Webster used her legal pad and pen to write a message to the warden, handing it over to the guard before he escorted Webster back to his cell. “That needs to go to the warden.”

      The guard scoffed. “Yeah, okay.”

      “I’m serious. He’s going to want to read what’s on that note, and if it doesn’t end up in his hands and shit goes sideways, I’m going to make sure that you’re the one who goes down for it. Got it”—he looked at the guards name tag—“Lempkins?”

      There was just a moment of hesitation, but then the man rolled his eyes and nodded. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you say.”

      Lempkins’ tone was mocking, but Webster knew the letter would reach its destination. All he had to do was bide his time and hope Cy could do the same. Webster wished he could just talk to him, let him know that he had a plan. Well, not so much a plan as a hail Mary but it was all he had. It was all either of them had.
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      Sweat dripped onto the concrete floor below as he lowered himself into another push-up. There wasn’t much else to do in the hole, and if Cy didn’t keep moving, he was going to start imagining things. Dark things. He couldn’t afford to let his imagination run away from him in this place. He’d seen too many men go in the hole a person and come out barely human. Solitary was designed to break people down.

      There was no way to tell how much time had passed, but he suspected it wasn’t nearly as long as he imagined. Cy was grateful for the dull, flickering fluorescent light high overhead. In some prisons, there was no light at all, no sound. Just a man and his thoughts and silence so heavy it made the ears ring.

      Not there, though. Nicky would have hated it there. The noise never stopped in the hallway, whether it was the hum of the electricity in the walls or the screaming of the other inmates as they slowly went mad from the time spent alone. It would have all been too much for his sensitive boy.

      Cy flinched at the sound of metal scraping metal as a guard slid his meal tray through the slot in the door. He grimaced at the two slices of bread and watery oatmeal, but he ate it anyway, barely tasting it, far more worried about Nicky than he was about the food or even his own state of mind.

      As he ate, he contemplated how quickly his priorities had changed. All Cy had cared about a month ago was getting out of prison in the next year and never looking back. Then Nicky had shown back up in his life and changed everything. Or maybe nothing had changed. Maybe Nicky had always been Cy’s to protect. As weird as it sounded, it felt true. Cy liked taking care of Nicky, and he loved how much Nicky wanted Cy to take care of him, even when he was fully capable of caring for himself. Or he would have been if the universe had any interest in fighting fair.

      Cy had understood what he was signing on for by putting Thor out of commission, yet sacrificing his freedom for Nicky’s life had been the easiest decision he’d ever made. The moment he’d seen Nicky’s battered body, the garish purple fist-sized bruises overshadowing the finger and palm-shaped marks Cy had left himself, he’d known he had to do something drastic, had to let people know that touching what was his had consequences. And Nicky was his. Always had been. He’d live in this hellscape forever if it meant Nicky was protected.

      But now that he was there, in the hole, there was no real way to know if Nicky was safe or not.

      The sound of keys scraping against metal outside yanked Cy from his thoughts. When he saw Rogers in the doorway, he clenched his teeth so he didn’t say something that was liable to get him dead.

      “How’s it going, inmate? When I heard you were in the SHU, I had to come see for myself. I thought maybe you’d finally taken out your revenge fantasy on your little boy toy cellmate. Imagine my surprise when I find out that you tried to kill his attacker instead.”

      Cy didn’t speak, just drew his knees up, resting his elbows there so his hands were in plain view. He didn’t want Rogers to think there was anything threatening about his posture.

      Rogers wandered the tiny cell, his hand on his weapon. “I don’t get it. I really don’t. That kid cost you twenty years, man. Twenty years and you decide to keep him as a pet?” Cy tracked Rogers as he spoke. “I mean, like I know you boys get horny in here, but you’d rather fuck him than finish him off? It don’t make no sense. Frankly, we’re baffled.”

      Cy snorted. “Maybe it’s because I’m not the monster you think I am? Maybe it’s because, even at seventeen, I knew none of what happened to me was the fault of one six-year-old boy. You’re the ones who dangled him in front of me like a piece of raw meat, hoping I’d tear him apart. You act like we’re animals but what does that make you? Setting him up to be raped, murdered, why? Huh? Do you even know, Rogers? Or are you just following orders?”

      Rogers’ face contorted with rage. “You know what, inmate? I don’t like your tone.”

      Cy gave him a smile. “You know what, boss? Not a fan of yours either, if we’re being honest.”

      “You really think your boy is any safer just because you took Thor out of commission? You think there aren’t a dozen others who’d easily pass him around until there was nothing left? All you did was delay the inevitable and piss off the warden.” He came to squat in front of Cy, making sure to stay just out of reach. “That’s why I’m here. I needed to let you know that you’re officially removed from the canine service program.”

      Cy bit the inside of his cheek to keep from asking about Rosie, but there was no need. “Don’t worry, though,” Rogers said as he stood and walked to the door. “Your dog failed out of the program. She’ll be on her way to the shelter by morning. I hear pitbulls don’t fare well at the shelters. It’s a shame. I know how much you loved that dog.”

      Cy waited until he was certain Rogers was gone before flinging his tray across the room with a hoarse shout. “Fuck!” he yelled, punching the wall the way he wanted to punch Rogers, letting his fist fly again and again until the pain made him woozy and his blood painted the egg white yellow bricks.

      When he stumbled back onto his mat, his hand looked like ground beef and throbbed in time with his accelerated heart rate. It wasn’t until rounds that the guard noticed Cy’s injury, alerting the other officers and transporting him to the infirmary.

      The infirmary was quiet with only two other inmates seeking treatment. One was asleep on a bed in the corner, and another was having a cut on the forehead sealed closed with medical glue. Cy laid on his bed, his uninjured hand cuffed to the steel frame.

      When the nurse finally made it to Cy, she tsked at the mess of his hand. She was an older woman with silver curls pulled back into a ponytail and a flinty gaze that said don’t fuck with me far better than words ever could. She donned gloves and rolled her stool to his bedside, probing Cy’s hand, ignoring his grunts of pain.

      She shook her head. “You need x-rays. You might have several broken bones.”

      “No. No x-rays. Patch him up so we can take him back to the hole.”

      The woman turned to glare at the guard who spoke. “Who the hell are you?”

      The overly muscled guard smirked at the older woman. “Perkins. I’m new. Warden says to patch him up and send him back to solitary.”

      She fixed him with a flat stare. “Luckily, I don’t answer to you or the warden. Dr. Mitchell will be here in the morning. You can tell her why you refused needed medical care to a patient.” Perkins rolled his eyes at the woman but then turned back to his post. She gave Cy a reassuring smile. “I’m just going to get this cleaned up and wrapped. I’ll keep you here overnight and have Mitchell look at you in the morning. She’ll make sure you get the care you need.”

      Cy nodded, but his mind was elsewhere. Rosie. Had they already taken her back to the facility? Would they take her tomorrow? He wished he had somebody he could call, somebody who would take care of her until he was free. It hit him then. He was likely never going free. Nicky would. If he could get a message to Nicky, maybe one of his friends could go get Rosie. Could find her a good home.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Cy muttered. “Fine.”

      She smiled as she dabbed his bloody knuckles with something that stung. “You don’t sound very convincing.”

      Cy turned his attention to the tiny older woman, noticing her leopard print cat eye glasses for the first time. “It’s a long story.”

      “It’s just you and me and the coma guy over there until Mitchell gets in at seven. I’ve got time.”

      Cy laughed despite himself. “Are you allowed to call your patient ‘coma guy’?”

      Her mouth lifted at the corners. “He’s not in a coma, he’s just sleeping off some prison wine. He’ll be fine. Why are you beating up…concrete?” she asked, using a pair of tweezers to pull a piece of the wall from his wound.

      “No talking,” Perkins snapped.

      She gave a long-suffering sigh and rolled her stool back enough to stand up, marching to the corrections officer, who stood a full foot taller than her. “Perkins… That was your name, right? Listen here, I get that you’re new and probably not familiar with how things work around here, so let me clue you in. Out there, in the cells, you get to be the warden’s loyal foot soldiers, doing as you please. But here, this is my domain. Pamala-land, if you will. Here, I make the rules. I do as I please. So, if you’re going to continue to stand there, do so quietly before I have you beheaded.”

      Perkins turned beet red to the tips of his ears, his fury instantaneous. “I’m the only thing keeping that inmate from raping and murdering you. You get that, right?”

      The nurse—Pamela?—snorted. “I have drugs in here that would drop an elephant in thirty seconds flat. You get that, right?”

      “Whatever, bitch. It’s your funeral.”

      She made her way back to her stool and, once more, returned to her task. “So, you were telling me why you were beating up the walls.”

      “I wasn’t, though. Telling you,” Cy reminded her.

      She gave him a smile. “But you wanted to. So, why not unburden yourself? I’m bored. Coma guy isn’t really spilling the tea. Come on, humor an old lady.”

      “You’re not old,” Cy said, realizing it was true. She had silver hair and a hard look, but her face was unmarred by any signs of aging, her skin creamy and plump looking.

      She shrugged. “Humor me anyway.”

      Cy shook his head at the woman’s stubbornness but found himself talking anyway. He didn’t tell her everything. He left out much of what was happening, focusing more on Rosie and her plight than on him and Nicky, but the woman smiled whenever he said Nicky’s name, like she knew his secret, like it was impossible to ignore how in love with him Cy was.

      “I can take her,” Pamela said quietly, out of earshot of Perkins.

      “What?” Cy asked.

      She finished securing Cy’s bandage in place. “Rosie. I can keep her until you make other arrangements. It’s not her fault she was caught up in this.”

      Cy gaped at the woman. “Why would you do that?”

      She gave a furtive glance towards Perkins, then slipped her phone from her pocket, turning it to show him a picture. Three dogs sat on the couch wearing Christmas pajamas and Santa hats. She pointed at a German Shepherd. “That’s Marshall. He’s a retired K-9.” She pointed to a small pitbull with missing ears. “That’s Mama. She’s old. We rescued her from an abusive home situation.” Finally, she pointed to a furry brown dog so small Cy could have tucked it into his pocket. “That’s Goliath. He’s the alpha. He’s also a rescue.”

      “So, you just rescue dogs?” Cy asked.

      “Actually, yeah. My wife and I are typical California lesbians.” At Cy’s confused look, she gave a quiet laugh. “You know, vegan, hippies, rescue animals, our first date was a U-Haul. We’ve been rescuing animals for twenty years.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ever getting out of here,” Cy said. “I don’t know if I can find somebody willing to take her if they add to my time. She’s a good girl. I don’t want them to put her to sleep because of me. Just because she flunked out of the service program.”

      “Just let me handle it. Worst case scenario, I end up with yet another dog. My wife is used to that by now.” Cy didn’t even know what to say. It seemed impossible that a random stranger would want to do something like that for him or even for Rosie. She pulled something from the drawer. “I can only give ibuprofen until Dr. Mitchell writes orders, but I do have standing orders for some sleep medicine. I’m going to give you both so you can get some rest. Okay?”

      Cy took what she offered, some small part of him relieved enough to close his eyes and relax. He still had no idea where Nicky was or if he was even okay, but at least they wouldn’t put Rosie down. Cy drifted off into a restless sleep where he ran through a maze constantly searching for Nicky but never finding him. Was this what torture felt like?
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      Webster woke with a start, jolting upright, his head just barely missing the bunk above. He was coated in sweat, his heart racing from the nightmarish images fading from his memory. The cold air made him shiver, and he swept his damp hair from his face. He rose from Cy’s bunk, relieving himself and stripping out of his wet clothes, changing into a fresh uniform before tugging Cy’s sweatshirt on, pulling it to his nose and inhaling deeply.

      Cy always smelled like home to Webster. Just his scent recalled some of the best times of his childhood. Cy making them grilled cheeses while they watched Saturday morning cartoons. Cy shuffling Webster up into the attic to show him the kittens he’d rescued from the sewer. The only good childhood memories were the ones Cy had given him. He supposed the same could be said for his time in here. As much as he hated this place, he loved Cy, loved being in his arms, loved kissing him, loved how much Cy loved touching him.

      Webster had no idea what time it was, but he couldn’t go back to sleep. He was wired, like his body was readying him for something bad. Maybe he was feeling the effects of the nightmare he couldn’t recall. Maybe it was some kind of trauma response or intuition. Regardless of the cause, his lids felt permanently glued open.

      Instead, he sat on Cy’s bed, wrapped in his blanket, hoping he was okay. Would Webster even know if anything happened to him? The prison gossip usually came from the yard, but did they get information from the SHU? Did the guards talk? The other inmates? Would he even know if Cy was hurt? If he died? The thought of not seeing Cy, not touching him, holding him, was like a knife in his windpipe, making it hard to breathe.

      The scraping of a key in the lock snatched Webster from his morbid thoughts. Four enormous guards entered Webster’s room, each seemingly bigger than the last, dressed in tactical gear, like Webster was about to start a one man riot. He didn’t recognize any of them. “What’s going on?”

      “You have a meeting,” the closest officer said. He had muscles barely contained by his black t-shirt and his blond hair was in a high and tight haircut favored by most of the corrections officers.

      “It’s the middle of the night,” Webster said, frowning.

      Another officer stepped forward, hand on his weapon. “We gonna have a problem, inmate?”

      Webster’s mouth went dry. He was outnumbered. He was screwed. He shook his head. “No, boss.”

      He shucked off his blanket and hopped down onto the floor, allowing them to manhandle him, roughly shackling his wrists and ankles with far more force than necessary. Webster had imagined that when the guards finally came for him, he would be terrified. Maybe he’d cry or beg for his life, but his brain was eerily still. There was no panic, no racing heart or sweating, just a stillness in his head, like he was watching it all happen to somebody else, like a documentary or a movie.

      Webster remained still and silent, a strange, almost euphoric feeling filling his core. Maybe he’d finally cracked, but a small part of him worried if he opened his mouth, he’d just start laughing and maybe never stop. That wouldn’t help the situation, regardless of what was to come.

      They flanked him as they marched him from his cell and down the stairs. The inmates without rooms watched as they made a show of taking him out, like he was a violent serial killer and not a computer nerd arrested for terroristic threats. The show of force was unnecessary, and Webster was certain it would all go back to whatever lies they told to justify his corpse later.

      For the first time since Webster had arrived, the guards took him from the pods back to the large castle-like building that made up the administrative offices of the prison. They loaded him onto an elevator, exiting onto the darkened second floor hallway. The cadence of the guards’ booted feet on the Spanish tiles created a rhythm in Webster’s head, combining with his chains rattling and scraping like Marley’s ghost.

      Was this where they were going to do it? Take the cuffs off and tell him to run so they could shoot him and say he tried to escape. Would it even matter if he ran or not? He wondered, if any of the office doors were unlocked, would he stand a chance?

      When they turned down a final darkened tunnel of a hallway, there was a door at the very end with a frosted glass window and the barest hint of a light behind it. It was only as they marched closer that he realized there was a word in gold letters across the glass.

      
        
        WARDEN

      

      

      The blond guard rapped on the glass twice before opening the door. Inside was a man with salt and pepper hair and wire rimmed glasses perched too low on his nose to be of any use for anything but maybe reading. He wore jeans and a white zip front cardigan, like he hadn’t anticipated making this midnight trek to the prison.

      Guess he got the note.

      “I’m Warden Jethro King. It was brought to my attention that you wanted to speak with me,” the man said, tone bland, as if he didn’t expect this meeting to last long.

      Webster reminded himself he now had the upper hand. “Nicholas Webster. Do you want to have this discussion in front of them?”

      The officers puffed out their chests, and the one who did most of the talking growled, “We’re not leaving the warden alone with you.”

      The warden opened his drawer and set a Browning 9mm on his desk, barrel pointed at Webster’s chest. “Leave us. I’ll be fine. I’ll hit the button when we’ve finished our little chat.” The men gave one long look at Webster before leaving and closing the door behind them. Once they were alone, the warden traced a finger over the barrel of his gun. “You have a lot of nerve summoning me here.”

      Webster arched a brow. “Do you really want to get into which of us has more nerve, Warden King? I have a whole bunch of files that say you’d win.”

      The man’s hand went to the trigger. “I could just shoot you.”

      Webster’s pulse jumped, but he gave a bored shrug. “I suppose you could, but that would trigger everything I know being sent to every major news outlet in the country as well as several civil rights groups…complete with names. Names like yours. Up to you, I suppose.”

      The muscle in the warden’s jaw ticked, but he eased back in his chair. “If you have enough information to destroy us, what are we doing here, Mr. Webster?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? “My boss is about to hand over all my data to his former NSA buddy. He’s already working on proving I didn’t hack the FBI. While I’m sure your guy is good, he wasn’t good enough to dismantle my firewalls or delete my program before I found the data I needed. Luckily for me, your guards didn’t think anything about my attorney having a laptop with her or I never would have had the information I needed to put all the pieces together.”

      The man threaded his fingers together over his slight paunch. “You should think carefully about what you do with that information. There are people involved in this who go way higher than you and I, Mr. Webster.”

      “Oh, don’t I know it,” Webster said with a smirk. “I mean, just one simple search of records and I easily found four judges, two law clerks, an assistant DA, and two public defenders on the take. Imagine if somebody had more time to dive deeper?”

      “Get to the point, Mr. Webster. What happens now?”

      “What happens next is up to you…and them, I suppose,” Webster said, voice steady. “See, Elite doesn’t really like to get involved in this sort of thing. We’re simply a security agency. We have clients whose businesses are less than savory. I wasn’t trying to expose your little prison scam when I created my computer program, I was simply trying to free my…brother.”

      “What are you trying to say?” King asked, his frown highlighting the wrinkles on his forehead and cheeks, showing his age.

      Webster mimicked the warden’s body language, folding his hands over his stomach. “I’m saying this can go one of two ways. One: you make the charges against me go away like they were never there and you release Cyrus Whitaker immediately. Two: You do nothing and spend the next ten years swimming in lawsuits.”

      The warden scoffed. “Getting you out of here requires only a phone call, but I’m afraid your friend is in a bit of trouble right now. I can’t ignore that he poisoned and maimed another inmate—”

      “One who was threatening to gang rape and kill me,” Webster said through gritted teeth.

      “Regardless,” King said dismissively. “I can’t just ignore what he did, and I certainly can’t just pick up the phone and set a prisoner free just because. That’s not how the system works.”

      Webster pulled a face. “Well, you better think of something quickly or your little prison is about to become the hub of an enormous scandal. Imagine if the world found out that six hundred and forty-four prisoners had been framed over the last three decades. What happens then? What happens when every case tried by those judges and attorneys is now appealed in the courts because it’s been proven they’ve rigged trials before?”

      The warden sat forward, removing his glasses and scraping his hands over his face. “Do you have any idea what you’d be doing? The prison system would be in ruins.”

      Once more, Webster shrugged. “The prison system is already painfully broken. If it wasn’t, you people wouldn’t have been able to do what you did in the first place. You people chose to enslave the underprivileged so you could line your own pockets. You treat them like animals.” Webster forced himself to smile. “If you want to keep your operation under wraps, I suggest you figure out how to give me what I want. Keep in mind, I could be asking for much more.”

      The warden’s hands flailed. “I can make some phone calls, get you out in a day or two, make the DA drop the charges, say it was a misunderstanding,” King said. “But Mr. Whitaker is going to take more time. Three months, at least. It’s the best I can do. I can get him before the parole board and give them my letter of recommendation, but I can’t call a special meeting just for him. It would look suspicious after he just went to the SHU.”

      Frustration dragged over Webster’s nerves, making him want to hit something. “Cy didn’t kill his father. My mother did. She and the sheriff set Cy up and robbed him of twenty years of his life. He should have never been in here in the first place. His record should be expunged.”

      “That’s way out of my limited scope. I don’t have that kind of power,” King said, voice climbing an octave.

      “But you know people who do. Right? People much higher up on the food chain than you?” Webster countered.

      King fidgeted as he spoke, his calm facade cracking a bit more each minute. “You don’t know who you’re messing with. These people are dangerous. I can’t just go in there demanding favors for one inmate, especially one who’s already served twenty years of his sentence.”

      Webster sat forward. “You people did that to him. You picked the wrong man. Get me out of here and put me in the room with the right people, people who do have the power to fix this, or my boss takes everything we’ve discovered and starts calling in favors from our friends, and I promise you, you don’t want to go to war with us over—as you put it—one inmate.”

      King didn’t respond right away, leaving Webster to watch as the older man seemed to realize he had no choice but to, at least, attempt to give Webster what he wanted. Might as well ask for one more thing. “Also, I want access to my brother any time I like.”

      The warden frowned. “Once you’re free, you can visit him any time visiting hours allow.”

      Webster shook his head. “No, you’re not hearing me. I want conjugal visits.”

      King’s brows shot up. “I can’t do that.”

      “Sure you can. We’re family. Family is entitled to conjugal visits. If it’s going to take you time to get him out, then I want weekend conjugal visits. This is non-negotiable.”

      “I’ll…I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Oh, and another thing. I want him out of the SHU now. And I want him to be able to keep working with his animals. No more punishments. No more taking things away from him. From now on, he’s a fucking VIP. Got it?” King gave a weak nod. “Also, Rogers and Kemp get moved to another pod. They stay far away from both Cy and me.”

      “Anything else?” the warden snarked, seemingly defeated.

      “Yeah, I want Cyrus back in my cell tonight.”

      The warden shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. He’s in the infirmary.”

      Webster’s heart plummeted into his stomach. “What?”

      “It seems your…brother had an outburst in the SHU and decided to punch a brick wall. The nurse seems pretty certain his hand is broken. The doctor needs to look at it when she arrives in the morning. He may require a trip to the hospital for x-rays. He’ll be returned to his cell as soon as that’s been taken care of.”

      Webster hated the idea of Cy being upset enough to lash out, more so that he took it out on himself. Fuck. “Fine. But just so your friends don’t get any ideas, we’ve set up several failsafes, just in case my friends and I start mysteriously disappearing. Don’t test us.”

      “You’re not a very trusting person, Mr. Webster.”

      Webster scoffed. “Not anymore.”
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      Cy returned to the prison in the early evening, his right arm in a waterproof cast that went all the way to his mid-forearm. He’d fractured several bones in his hand and would be wearing the cast for at least the next three months, but the doctor said he would be lucky if he didn’t require surgery at a later date to fix any lingering damage.

      When the guards came to transport him from intake, he was surprised to find himself taken to the pods instead of back to the SHU. Part of him wanted to question it, but the other part told him to keep his mouth shut in case it was a mistake. He needed to see Nicky, needed to know he was okay. If he could just get a look at him, see he was healing, then, if they took him back to the SHU, he’d have a little bit of peace.

      The other inmates eyeballed his cast as he entered but said nothing. He nodded at Tig, Jay, and Iggy, who sat at a table playing dominos. They acknowledged his greeting before returning to their game. The walk to his cell seemed to take hours, but the moment he found Nicky, the tightness in his chest loosened. Nicky sat on Cy’s bed, enveloped in Cy’s hoodie. Even bruised, battered, and scruffy, glasses askew, he was the sexiest thing Cy had ever seen.

      “I haven’t even been gone twenty-four hours and you’ve helped yourself to my stuff. That’s cold, Nicky,” he said with a soft smile.

      Nicky hopped off the bed and into his arms, clearly trusting Cy not to let him fall. He caught Nicky around the waist with his good arm, letting him wrap his arms around his neck, even though others could see. Cy really didn’t give a fuck what others thought anymore.

      He set Nicky on his feet. He immediately started fussing over Cy’s cast and the scabs that had formed on his knuckles. “What did you do to yourself?” he asked, his voice distressed.

      Cy batted his hands away gently. Nicky was the one who looked like death. His bruises were an ugly yellow green, and his split lip was sealed shut but still swollen. Cy removed Nicky’s glasses so he could look at the bruises under his eyes, cupping his face. “It doesn’t matter now. Are you okay?”

      Nicky looked confused by the question, like he hadn’t been jumped within the last seventy-two hours. “What? I’m fine. You’re the one in a cast.” Cy let Nicky pull him behind the open door and drag him down for a kiss that lingered. “I was so worried about you,” he whispered against Cy’s lips. “I was so afraid they were going to hurt you.”

      The idea of a bunch of guards hurting Cy hadn’t actually even occurred to him. In all the time he’d been there, he’d stayed out of trouble, kept his nose clean, did his job. Even after they’d tased him to get him off Thor, he really hadn’t worried about himself, only Nicky.

      “Don’t worry about me, baby. I can take care of myself,” Cy promised, pressing their foreheads together.

      Nicky dropped his gaze, staring pointedly at the cast. “Doesn’t look like it to me.”

      “It was just an accident,” Cy lied.

      “Liar,” Nicky whispered, nestling deeper into Cy’s arms.

      Cy buried his face in Nicky’s wild hair, absorbing the scent of his soap and the warmth of his body. Even after twenty years, Nicky still fit perfectly in Cy’s arms, though his body’s reaction to that fact was a much different one now.

      As much as Cy wanted to stand there and just hold Nicky, it really wasn’t safe. Now that it was clear to the powers that be that Cy wouldn’t be killing Nicky, they’d use any excuse to separate them, to get Nicky alone. Cy couldn’t risk that. He just couldn’t.

      Cy stepped back, tugging Nicky down to sit beside him on the bottom bunk. Nicky leaned in, letting his tongue trace the shell of Cy’s ear, murmuring, “Fuck, I want you so bad right now.”

      “It’ll be lights out in, like, twenty minutes,” Cy reminded him, even as Nicky’s hand groped his cock through the thin layer of fabric, eliciting a reaction fast enough to make Cy a little dizzy.

      “But I want you now,” Nicky said in a needy whine.

      Cy chuckled. “I want you, too, but you need to relax, or I’m going to end up back in the hole.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of what I’m hoping for,” Nicky whispered, capturing Cy’s mouth in a dirty kiss.

      Cy let Nicky have his kiss, couldn’t refuse his soft, pliant lips or the slight whimper Nicky made when Cy gripped the back of his neck, taking control. Nicky instantly went lax against him when it seemed Cy might give him what he was begging for. But something about Nicky’s behavior nagged at Cy. The way he clung to him, the reckless way he pawed at him.

      After a moment, Cy pulled Nicky’s hands free, trapping them in his much larger ones. “What’s happening here?”

      Nicky just shrugged, face flushing. “I hate being apart from you. I know it’s crazy… I’ve spent twenty years away from you, but now, even one night seems like way too long.”

      Cy swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. He ran a thumb along Nicky’s cheekbone. “I didn’t like being away from you either.”

      Nicky’s gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      Cy’s stomach churned, even as his heart lightened at the notion of Nicky being free of this place. “That’s—” Cy struggled to find the words. “That’s amazing,” he finished lamely.

      “I’m getting you out of here, too, but it's going to take some time,” Nicky said, looking up at Cy warily.

      Cy felt like his heart swelled at the sentiment, but it deflated just as quickly when he realized the gravity of his situation. He was never getting out of there, not after what he did to Thor. He’d known that going in, but he didn’t want Nicky to waste the rest of his life waiting for Cy when it was a useless endeavor. “No. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be lucky if I even get out of here on my original release date. I need you to just let me go.”

      Nicky’s expression grew stormy, his words a fierce declaration. “That’s never going to happen. I’m never going to let you go or forget about you or just pretend that you never existed in the first place. I’ve finally gotten you back. You have to just trust me. You’ll be walking out of here in three months or less, or I’ll burn this fucking place to the ground.”

      The buzzer sounded, indicating that it was lights out. Inmates made their way to their cells, and another buzzer sounded before the iron doors swung closed, locking them away from the world. Nicky laid down on the bunk and beckoned Cy to join him. Whenever they snuggled, Nicky usually draped himself over Cy like a blanket or happily chose to be little spoon, but, this time, Cy put his head on Nicky’s chest, letting the sound of his heartbeat soothe the sudden emptiness he felt at the idea of never doing this with him again.

      Nicky’s fingers traced patterns over Cy’s skin, skimming his ears, his throat, teasing the sensitive skin at the back of his neck, content for the moment just to hold him. He wasn’t sure how long they laid there, long after midnight bed check. They didn’t speak, just held each other.

      “I love you,” Nicky finally said.

      Cy placed a kiss on Nicky’s chest, even though he couldn’t feel it through the thick hoodie. “I love you, too.”

      “This place would have been unbearable without you. I probably wouldn’t have survived.”

      “You would have survived. You did survive. I took care of Thor after he hurt you. Everything else you managed all on your own,” Cy reminded him, trying not to let the nagging feeling of guilt take over.

      Nicky wiggled out from under Cy, who rolled onto his back to watch as Nicky peeled off the layers of his clothing before helping Cy undress, careful of his arm. They had a couple of hours until the next bed check, and Nicky seemed intent on making the most of it. Cy was fully on board with the plan.

      When Cy tried to drag Nicky down to the thin mattress, he shook his head, reaching beneath the bunk for the lube, slicking up Cy’s aching cock before straddling his thighs. He usually tried to work Nicky open slowly, even when they were rough, but not tonight. He gave Cy a single rough kiss and then rose up as much as he could, lining up Cy’s erection with his hole, hissing as he breached him.

      “Oh, fuck,” Nicky whined as he rose and fell, impaling himself on Cy, taking him deeper with each movement. By the time he was fully seated, a fine sheen of perspiration had broken out over his skin, but he looked satisfied, like riding Cy’s cock on a prison bunk was something he’d aspired to his whole life.

      “You okay?” Cy asked, more concerned with Nicky’s emotional health than any physical pain.

      When Nicky looked at him, his blue eyes shining, Cy could see he wasn’t okay, not really. “I-Fuck, I just feel so full of you.” He rocked himself forward, his lips finding Cy’s as he said, “I just need you, okay?”

      “You have me,” Cy promised, not sure what Nicky even meant.

      Nicky couldn’t sit all the way up, but it didn’t matter. He melded his mouth to Cy’s, rolling his hips in a way that had Cy seeing stars. He let Nicky set the pace, and it was a brutal one. He rode Cy like he was trying to suck the soul out of him with his tight fucking hole, but the whole time, he just kept telling Cy he loved him, he needed him, he didn’t want to be without him, his voice cracking, tears flowing down his face.

      Cy stopped trying to examine Nicky’s emotions and just let himself feel his own. He didn’t reciprocate Nicky’s words but not because he didn’t feel the same way. Nicky was just already so mentally fragile, Cy worried his words might break him, and he’d been through enough. So, he contented himself with touching him.

      He ran his hands over Nicky’s soft skin, his muscular thighs, the generous swell of his ass. He tried to memorize the feel of his lips and the taste of his skin until it no longer felt like two people saying goodbye but one body as they moved in perfect sync with each other, lips parted, breathing each other’s air more than kissing. This was about so much more than getting off. It was about saying goodbye, and the thought hit him like a sledgehammer.

      He rolled Nicky beneath him, resting his forearms gingerly on either side of Nicky’s head, cognizant of his cast.  Nicky locked his arms and legs around Cy, hands gripping Cy’s ass, like he could crawl inside him if Nicky just tried hard enough.

      “Fuck me harder. Breed me,” Nicky begged against Cy’s ear. “I want to feel you inside me for days. Please.”

      So bossy. Cy caught Nicky’s knees over his elbows, using his good arm to bear his weight as he drove into Nicky over and over again, the sound of his gasps and moans driving him harder and faster until Nicky finally reached between them and began to jerk himself in time with Cy’s thrusts. That was all it took; he couldn’t stop his orgasm as it slammed into him. He could only pump his load into Nicky, grinding his hips against him in some primal need to mark him somehow.

      Cy pulled free of Nicky, still kneeling between his legs, spreading his thighs so he could shove three fingers back inside him, feeling his cum already leaking from Nicky’s sloppy hole. When Cy’s fingers found Nicky’s prostate, he started to ride his fingers, babbling all kinds of dirty things about Cy and the things he did to him, the things he wanted him to do to him someday, until he was spilling over his fist, his whole body shivering.

      Cy kept his fingers inside Nicky long after they’d both come, fascinated by the shivers and moans he could pull from him just by playing with him. Nicky never refused him, even when he was oversensitive.

      Finally, Nicky gave a soft laugh and said, “If you’re trying to get me hard again, I think I’m going to need a few minutes.”

      Cy leaned forward, pressing a kiss to Nicky’s lips, before pulling free and wandering to the sink, using a cloth to clean himself up before bringing it back to Nicky and doing the same. It was weird having to do everything with his non-dominant hand, but he imagined fucking Nicky would be the least of his worries after today.

      In just a few hours, Nicky would be gone. Cy crashed onto the mattress and gathered Nicky into his arms. A half an hour passed before Nicky broke their bubble of silence. “I need to tell you something, and I need you to promise you won’t be mad.”

      Suddenly, Cy felt like he had snakes in his belly. “If this is the part where you tell me you’re secretly married with children, I can’t promise that,” Cy joked, even though the idea made him a little sick.

      “No, shut up. I need to tell you why I’m getting out tomorrow and why you’re getting out, too. But you probably won’t like it.”

      “Okay,” Cy said warily.

      He listened as Nicky explained what his program had found, what he discussed with the warden, what happened next. When he finished speaking, he asked, “Are you mad?”

      Cy was stunned, confused, even a little betrayed, but…mad? “Mad that you traded our freedom for the lives of six hundred and forty-three others who were either wrongfully accused or received harsher sentences than they should have? What do you want me to say to that, Nicky?”

      Nicky sat up on one elbow. “I want you to say that you trust me, that you trust that I have a plan where everybody gets exactly what they deserve. Can you do that?”

      Cy sighed, looking up into Nicky’s crystal blue eyes. The truth was he’d follow Nicky into hell with no regrets. “I can do that.”

      The look of relief on Nicky’s face soothed Cy’s frayed nerves. “Please, don’t get dead out there, Nicky. These are very dangerous people you’re playing with.”

      Nicky gave Cy a chaste kiss on the mouth before snuggling closer. “Out there, I’m the dangerous one.”
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      Webster wasn’t one for being dramatic, but the feel of his real clothes, his watch on his wrist, the weight of his cell phone in his hand…it was enough to make him weep. He wanted to whip off his shoes and let his feet feel the grass. He wanted to stand outside and let the breeze blow through his hair. Every single thing he’d taken for granted for years seemed precious now.

      Maybe it was leaving Cy that had him so emotional or maybe it was just tasting freedom once again. Either way, seeing Linc and Wyatt standing outside the prison, leaning against their car waiting for him, had him crashing into their arms, like they were reuniting after years instead of just weeks. He was grateful he didn’t cry. Wyatt would never let him live it down.

      Wyatt didn’t put his seatbelt on once they were in the car. He got on his knees so he could peer at Webster over the back of his seat with wide eyes, taking in his bruises and black-framed glasses with something akin to horror. “Jesus, Webby. You look like dog shit, bro.”

      “Wyatt!” Linc barked, making Webster smile.

      Wyatt had spent years of his life being repressed by his politician father, and now, he had no filter. “What? Are we just going to ignore that he looks homeless?” Wyatt asked his husband, blinking up at the older man with mock innocence. Linc didn’t answer, just gave a long-suffering sigh. Wyatt seemed to clearly consider that a win as he turned back to Webster. “Are you really boning your brother? What’s he look like? How old is he? How did it all happen? Congrats on managing to be the only guy in prison who actually got to have the kind of sex he wanted, by the way.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Linc muttered to himself, but Webster laughed.

      It was such a relief to be out in the world without chains or guards or the fear of being raped and murdered. “I’ll tell you everything after I’ve showered and shaved and put on comfortable clothes and maybe rolled around on my mattress for a while. I’m sure it’s missed me as much as I’ve missed it.”

      Wyatt’s gaze stuttered to Linc and back again in a way that made Webster suspicious. “What? Please, don’t tell me my apartment burned down. I can’t handle it.”

      Wyatt winced. “No, it’s not that. When you were arrested, they ransacked your apartment, probably looking for your laptop.”

      Webster’s laptop had been on his desk at Elite when they arrested him. It never occurred to him to question why they hadn’t taken it right then. “Why didn’t they just take my laptop then?”

      Linc glanced at him from the rearview mirror. “I stalled them, told them that it wasn’t your laptop. That it was Elite’s and it contained proprietary information and that we had to speak to our attorneys before they could have it. They assumed you must have a personal laptop at your apartment. When they went to search for that, I switched out your laptop for another one we had.”

      “You switched out my laptop before you knew I wasn’t hacking the FBI? You were going to withhold evidence in a federal case…for me?” Webster said, his shock evident. “You really are the best boss ever.”

      Linc shook his head. “It’s not like it’s the worst thing I’ve had to cover up with you fucking chuckleheads.”

      Wyatt giggled. “Chuckleheads. You’re so old.”

      “And you’re a brat. Sit down and put your seatbelt on before this old man puts you over his knee,” Linc warned.

      Webster flushed. Linc and Wyatt were so into each other that sometimes they seemed to forget the rest of the world existed and maybe hadn’t signed on for their kinky Daddy/boy relationship. Webster didn’t mind. They were all used to it, but now it tugged at something inside him, made him sad.

      He’d always been happy for Linc and Wyatt, but he’d never really gotten the way they teased each other until now. Before Cy, Webster had never had that level of intimacy or connection with anybody. But now that he had, it felt like he’d left a part of him behind and it sucked.

      “We put your apartment back together, but I’m not sure everything ended up back where it belongs. But we did our best,” Wyatt said, now facing forward, fingers threaded with Linc’s.

      “We?” Webster asked, finding it hard to imagine Linc folding Webster’s underwear.

      “Me, Charlie, and Day.”

      Webster groaned. Charlie was Charlemagne Hastings, Wyatt’s best friend. Day was the husband of Elite’s owner Jackson. “Seriously?”

      Wyatt shrugged. “What? We didn’t think you’d want your bosses rifling through your sex toys.”

      “First, I don’t have any sex toys—”

      Wyatt interrupted to drolly say, “That explains so much.”

      Webster rolled his eyes. “Second, why would you think having my bosses’ spouses and/or friends going through my drawers would be any better?”

      Wyatt tapped his chin. “Hmm, who do you think is more likely to look at you differently if he found a double-sided dildo, or a jockstrap, or sexy lingerie? A YouTuber, former cam boy, and a…well, a Charlie? Or the guys who sign your paycheck?”

      Webster threw up his hands. “None of that would be found in my apartment, and honestly, they both sound terrible.”

      Wyatt’s face took on a pouty expression. “How were we supposed to know you’re just as boring in the bedroom as you are with your wardrobe?”

      Webster looked down at his khakis and polo shirt. “Hey, this is a uniform, thank you very much. Talk to your husband.”

      “I’ve been in your closet, Webby. You’re like the king of khakis. You can’t blame that on Linc,” Wyatt said, giving Linc an indulgent smile, as if he was defending his honor.

      “I think I preferred prison,” Webster muttered.

      Wyatt shot him a pissy expression. “Well, your apartment is clean. You’re welcome.”

      “Thank you,” Webster said begrudgingly.  “Can you take me to my car? I have to make a stop.”

      “A stop?” Linc asked.

      “Yeah. Cy’s dog was booted out of the canine program and sent to a high-kill shelter. The prison nurse took her home, but I’d really like to bring her to my house. I think it will make Cy feel better when he gets out knowing she’s with us.”

      There was a long stretch of silence before Wyatt craned his head around to look at him. “You’re, like, seriously in love with him, huh? Like, you not only boned your stepbrother, you fell for him. That’s so…hot.”

      “Wyatt,” Linc said again, but Webster could see him holding back a smile in the rearview mirror.

      “Can we please stop calling him my brother?” Webster said with a groan.

      “I mean, we can, but does that make it any less true? Your mom married his dad. That makes you brothers,” Wyatt said smugly before adding, “I saw his picture. His mugshot was online. He’s very pretty.”

      Webster laughed at that. “I don’t think anybody would describe him as pretty anymore. He’s more…” Webster trailed off, struggling to describe Cy in a way that made sense. No words seemed to exist that would make them understand how much Webster adored him. “Rough, weathered, huge…”

      Wyatt snickered. “I bet.”

      Webster shook his head but didn’t bother to respond. Instead, he googled Cy, his heart squeezing as his mugshot popped up, not of Cy now but at seventeen years old. He’d been so clean cut and baby faced, his skin much lighter than it was after years of pumping iron in the hot sun. It seemed almost incomprehensible to him that the seventeen-year-old boy with his long lashes and huge brown eyes was the same man who’d pounded him into the mattress last night, who’d told him he loved him, who could toss him around like a rag doll one minute and cuddle him the next. He loved both versions of Cy in equal measure but in completely different ways. Seventeen-year-old Cy had been Webster’s brother, his protector, the only person in the world he could count on. But thirty-eight-year-old Cy was that and so much more.

      “Shoot me the address for your nurse friend, and we’ll take you to pick up the dog. I think you should maybe get a shower and some sleep before you hop in your car and try to interact with the public,” Linc said.

      “Do I look that bad?” Webster asked, trying to see more than an inch of his face at a time in the mirror.

      “Bro, you look insane. Like, people would cross the street to avoid you,” Wyatt assured him solemnly.

      Webster shook his head then gave Linc the address Cy had made him memorize. He leaned against the cool glass window, closing his eyes, drifting off before they even made it to the highway.
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      Rosie was very confused about her surroundings. She’d run around the entire house sniffing everything, her little nub of a tail making her whole butt wiggle. The nurse, whose name he’d never even gotten, had given Webster a tiny bit of some fancy gourmet dog food and a leash before sending him on his way with a promise that he’d update her about Rosie’s progress.

      After Rosie scarfed down her food and had a walk, she promptly made a bed out of Webster’s discarded clothes while Webster finally stepped under the scorching hot water, sighing contentedly as the jets pounded against his muscles. He scrubbed himself for an hour, relishing the hot water and the scent of his expensive soap and the need to not wear shoes in the shower. When the water turned tepid, he jerked off, his head against the tiles, eyes closed as he thought about Cy. He didn’t last long.

      Once he’d shaved and combed his hair, he threw his prison glasses in the drawer, putting on his spare pair, designer tortoise shell frames that looked ridiculous with all the ugly bruises marring his face and body. He could see the fingerprint bruises Cy had left on his inner thigh when he’d fingered him the night before. Webster bit his lower lip, pressing his fingers against the marks, before shaking his head. This wasn’t accomplishing anything.

      He groaned as he fell onto the mattress, feeling ridiculous as he rolled around on the bed, burying his face in his pillows. Fuck. How could anybody miss pillows this much? And blankets that didn’t scratch? His bed was heaven. Pure fucking heaven.

      He was asleep before he even realized it, dreaming of his mother and Dooley and even Cy’s father before startling awake hours later when he remembered there shouldn’t be a warm body beside him. He bit off a cry when he found big blue eyes staring at him and a butt wiggling with excitement that he was awake.

      “Are you supposed to be on the bed?” he asked Rosie, genuinely unsure if there were rules about these things, before deciding Rosie deserved a little luxury, too.

      He stumbled into the kitchen and made himself a frozen dinner, eating it without tasting it. When he realized he couldn’t go back to sleep, he opened his laptop and began to go back through Cy’s case with fresh eyes and his new list of names, looking for anything that could help clear him of the charges against him. When he once more came up with nothing new, he turned to examining the cases of the other six hundred plus inmates who may have been wrongly convicted.

      He wasn’t sure how long he lay in bed, laptop balanced on his thigh as he scribbled notes on a legal pad, but when there was a knock on the door, Rosie began to bark like a maniac, racing to the front door and back onto Webster’s bed in the time it took him to realize the sun was up.  He’d worked through the night.

      After throwing on pajama pants, he took a quick look through the peephole, swinging the door open for Linc who held several cups of coffee and two dozen boxes of donuts. Webster wracked his brain, trying to recall a time when Linc had ever brought him breakfast. “Am I going back to jail?” he asked suspiciously as he eyed the food. “What’s going on?”

      “Get dressed. The rest of the guys will be here in a few minutes.”

      “The rest of the guys?”

      “I called Jackson, Shepherd, and Calder. Hurley is going to hold down the fort at the Miami office so Jackson can be here with us. We need all hands on deck if we’re going to figure this shit out.”

      Webster frowned. “Shepherd and Calder don’t even work for us anymore.”

      “Look, this shit is inner-circle only until we have enough to bury these fuckers. Got it?” Linc asked, dropping the coffee and donuts on the counter. “It’s not that I don’t trust my other guys, but this is…” He shrugged. “This is family business. So, we keep it quiet.”

      Webster swallowed the lump in his throat. “We can’t do anything until Cy’s free, Linc. I won’t lose him again. If I can’t figure out how to prove he’s innocent, then he’s going to end up dead or doing even more time just for protecting me.”

      Linc clapped him on the shoulder. “We won’t leave him behind. He’s important to you so he’s important to us. But, in the meantime, we need proof. You’ve clearly been up all night. So, what have you got?”

      Nothing. “They’re really good at framing people, especially people who don’t have anybody to speak up for them. Nothing specific came up to prove any kind of judicial misconduct, so I started looking at it from a different angle. I took one specific judge and started looking at how she sentences people. There’s a clear bias based on race, gender, income level.”

      Linc leaned against the counter, crossing his arms. “What does that prove?”

      “I don’t know yet, but it’s something. Calder’s PI license is still active, right? I’m going to need access to bank statements, property records, everything. They aren’t doing this for kicks. They’re all profiting somehow. We just have to follow the money to prove this is not just your everyday average bias, but actual malice.”

      The doorbell rang, and Linc nodded towards Webster’s room. Go get dressed, I’ll get the door and fill the guys in. We need to get out in front of this thing.”

      Webster nodded, heading back towards his room. He was all for getting in front of things, but that always left the possibility of the thing running them over. All of them.
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      Cy laid on his bunk, an old book in his hand, reading. Or trying to, anyway. Nicky was never far from his thoughts, and despite their nightly five minute phone calls, it was never enough. Nicky kept begging him for patience, telling him they’d be together soon, but there was a sudden loneliness Cy could no longer shake. Life inside had been far easier when he didn’t know what he was missing, when he’d never kissed somebody or held somebody or just had somebody who understood what it was like in there.

      Nicky’s absence was drastic, a big gaping hole in his life, a missing limb still causing phantom pain. Cy had never truly missed somebody before, not as an adult, but he missed Nicky. Cy missed his laugh and his touch and the way he fussed over Cy, like he wasn’t twice Nicky’s size. He missed the way Nicky loved him, the way he wanted Cy to take care of him. Nobody had ever needed Cy but Nicky. Now, Cy needed him, too.

      Nicky was right, though. Things in the prison were different now. He no longer had a work assignment. At first, he’d believed it was due to his hand injury, but when they returned him to the canine program, Cy realized Nicky really had convinced the warden to give in to his demands. Cy no longer had a cellmate despite the extra bed. He was given extra privileges, like daily showers and access to the library. There had been no talk of Thor returning or Cy receiving additional time for his assault, but his crew still stalked Cy almost daily, though none had made any moves to enact any plots of vengeance. It was as if Cy now had a protective bubble around him. Even Kemp and Rogers had disappeared.

      But, despite everything, he refused to hope for freedom. He refused to believe that, after all this time, anything would just come easy for him. He also wasn’t sure he wanted freedom on the backs of hundreds of others who hadn’t been so lucky. He had to trust that Nicky had a plan to make it alright somehow, but being free of this place wasn’t something he could allow himself to dream of. Not yet.

      The sound of footsteps falling outside his door and the jangling of keys rattling on a chain had him sitting up. Two guards stood at his door. He didn’t recognize either of them. “Let’s go, inmate.”

      “Where we going, boss?” Cy questioned from the bottom bunk he now occupied.

      “You gotta date,” the taller guard said, loosely cuffing Cy’s hands in front of him when he stood.

      Cy followed them, pulse throbbing as he tried not to panic. They didn’t lead him to the admin building but out a back exit with five trailers in the back. They reminded him of the overflow classrooms from his childhood, beige siding, rickety steps, a thin door with an almost metallic white paint.

      They marched him up the steps of the third trailer and removed his cuffs before opening the door and all but shoving him inside with nothing more than a barked, “Twenty-four hours.”

      “What?” he asked, confused, but the guard was already gone, the lock on the outside clicking into place, caging him inside.

      Cy had just enough time to turn before Nicky was jumping into his arms, pressing hot open-mouthed kisses against his jaw, his throat, anywhere he could reach. “What’s happening?” Cy managed, doing his best to untangle Nicky’s limbs from around his neck while he attempted to process his new surroundings.

      Nicky was like an octopus, his hands returning each time Cy untangled himself. The trailer had a twin bed, an oversized maroon couch, and a small refrigerator. Cy hadn’t even known these existed. He finally gave up trying to get Nicky to release him. He really didn’t want him to let go anyway.

      Nicky’s mouth found Cy’s, explaining in-between kisses. “I demanded conjugal visits, and I don’t think we should waste it. I want you to bang me like a drum in the marching band, like a screen door in a hurricane. Fuck me until every person in a fifty mile radius knows I’m getting railed by your huge cock and the guards are too embarrassed to come in here. Fuck, I missed you so much.”

      Cy chuckled at Nicky’s stream of consciousness rant, holding him still so he could kiss him deeply before pulling back to look at him. He looked so healthy. He wore dark denim jeans that hugged his ass and thighs and a blue sweater the same color as his eyes. He was clean shaven, allowing Cy to truly appreciate the planes and angles of his face. His wavy blond hair had now been tamed into an expensive cut, short on the sides but longer on top. His square black framed glasses were replaced with expensive frames more suited to his bone structure. “You’re so…” He trailed off, not sure what word was suitable for what he wanted to say.

      Nicky gave him a smile. “Clean shaven? Nerdy? Hot?” The last word was said hopefully, like somehow Cy would decide this version of Nicky was somehow inferior to the one from two weeks ago.

      It was laughable.

      If anything, with Cy in his prison uniform and Nicky in his expensive street clothes, their differences couldn’t have been more obvious. Part of him thought maybe it was a sign—the universe telling him Nicky would always be too good for him—but then he looked at Nicky’s eyes, all but broadcasting his excitement at seeing Cy, and something loosened within him. He just pulled Nicky close, hugging him.

      “I’m getting mixed signals here, babe,” Nicky said, voice muffled against Cy’s chest. “Is this a brush off?”

      Cy shook his head, dropping a kiss on the top of Nicky’s hair. “Shut up and let me just hold you for a minute. I missed this.”

      Nicky melted against him. “Okay.”

      Cy rubbed Nicky’s back with his good hand while Nicky’s hands made the slow descent to cup Cy’s ass with both hands, making his intentions clear. Cy let him off the hook. “Okay, enough cuddling. You clearly have other ideas.”

      “Oh, thank fuck. I need you inside me, like, now,” Nicky said, dragging Cy down for a filthy kiss before leading him to the small twin bed.

      A bottle of lube sat conspicuously on the mattress. Cy wanted to question where it came from, but Nicky was already dragging his jeans and underwear down to mid-thigh, looking back over his shoulder at Cy expectantly. He almost would have laughed if his dick wasn’t already throbbing from looking at Nicky’s bare ass.

      Cy dropped down to his knees behind Nicky, spreading him open, burying his face in the furrow of his ass, groaning at the scent, teasing his tongue against his hole. Nicky moaned long and low, pushing back against Cy, like he was trying to get any part of Cy in him that he could. He pulled back, biting Nicky’s cheeks hard enough to leave teeth marks, his gasping whines going straight to Cy’s cock. “Fuck, you like that, baby? Did you miss me?”

      Nicky all but hurled the lube at Cy. “Yes. Fuck me. I want you inside me now.”

      Cy stood, yanking Nicky back up against him, tugging his head back to bite along his neck. “You need to learn patience, Nicky,” Cy murmured against his ear in a low rumble. “I could make you wait. We have twenty-four hours together. I could easily spend at least twenty of them slowly opening you up, fucking you nice and slow, bringing you to the brink over and over but never letting you come. What do you think?”

      “Please, Cy. It’s been almost two weeks. I’ve missed you so much. Just fuck me. Once you’re out, I promise I’ll work on being patient, but I just need you. Please?”

      Cy kissed him, spearing his tongue in his mouth before saying, “Did you miss me or did you miss my dick?”

      “Can’t I miss both? ‘Cause I missed you both. So much. Did you miss me?” Nicky asked against his lips.

      “Fuck, you know I did. I thought about you every night.”

      Cy shoved his clothes out of the way, his heavy erection smacking against Nicky’s hip as it sprang free. He opened the lube, coating his fingers before working three into Nicky’s tight hole, cock leaking at his whimper.

      “While you jerked off?” Nicky asked, riding Cy’s fingers.

      “Especially then.”

      “What did you think about?” Nicky panted, whining as Cy slipped his fingers free.

      He placed a hand between Nicky’s shoulders, forcing him to bend at the waist. Fuck, he made such a pretty picture. “This. You bent over, begging for me to fill this tight hole. Telling me you’re mine. Just mine.”

      Nicky cried out as Cy impaled him in one stroke, burying himself deep in the slick heat of  Nicky’s body. They both groaned as Cy pulled almost all the way out before thrusting back in.

      “I am yours, just yours,” Nicky babbled, arching his back as if to take even more of Cy inside him.

      Cy wanted to go slow, take his time, savor each sensation, but he just couldn’t. He fucked Nicky hard and fast, gripping his hips and drilling into him until Nicky couldn’t keep his legs underneath him, collapsing on the bed. Cy followed him down, never breaking their connection, straddling Nicky’s thighs and using his new position to drive into him with more impetus.

      Nicky was a mess, babbling about how good it felt, how he wanted more. Cy rolled them over until Nicky was on top. He untangled the clothing still caught around his ankles, tossing it over the side of the bed before leaning forward as he rode Cy, giving him the perfect view of the way Nicky’s back muscles strained and of Cy’s cock disappearing inside his ass. “Oh, yeah. That’s so hot. Take what you want, baby.”

      Nicky wrapped his hand around his cock, jerking himself as he worked himself up and down in a way that had Cy wanting to close his eyes and just experience the pleasure but also not wanting to miss the way Nicky moved on top of him.

      When Nicky’s panting breaths became erratic and his rhythm started to falter, Cy dragged him down, his head resting on Cy’s shoulder as he drove up into him, now having a perfect view of Nicky as he jerked himself. “Oh, yeah, touch yourself, I want to feel you come while I’m inside you.”

      Nicky gave a long moan when Cy’s fingers found his nipple, pinching it roughly. That was all it took. Nicky’s body clenched around Cy’s cock as he came, the contractions causing Cy’s eyes to roll as he fucked into him two more times before emptying himself inside.

      They lay there for a long while, neither speaking, both of them just staring up at the ugly popcorn ceiling of the trailer, Cy’s cock still buried inside Nicky.

      “Wow,” Nicky finally said with a laugh.

      “Yeah,” Cy agreed.

      Nicky pretended to sit up. “Okay, so I’ll see you next week then?”

      Cy grabbed him around the waist, dragging him back down. “Get back here. You’re not going anywhere.”

      Nicky shook his head, dropping a chaste kiss on Cy’s cheek. “No, I’m not.”

      Once they had rearranged their clothing, they both lay on the sagging couch in the corner, Nicky comically insisting that Cy act as the little spoon, even though they barely fit side by side on the oversized monstrosity.

      “What’s the hot goss? Is Thor back? How are Tig and Jay and Iggy? What have you been up to? Is everybody being nice?”

      Cy laughed at Nicky’s barrage of questions. Being nice? It was like Nicky had just picked Cy up from his first day of kindergarten. Still, he indulged him. “Thor’s not back. Rumor has it, he’s been transferred to a facility with better medical care. The guys are fine. Javier and Preacher both said to say hello next time we talked. I spend most of my day just reading or working with the dogs. My newest puppy is a gorgeous golden lab. She’s six months old, and her name is Butter. She’s real smart. Already knows so many basic commands.”

      Nicky stroked Cy’s chest, nuzzling his neck and dropping tender kisses on his face and head, asking all the right questions, genuinely interested in Cy’s life. It felt strange being able to just relax and talk about the program without the constant fear of death looming over them all the time.

      “How’s it feel being back on the outside? Are you back at work?” Cy asked.

      “I’m not really working on any new cases,” Nicky said hesitantly. “Just yours.”

      Cy’s heartbeat stuttered. “Please, be careful, Nicky.”

      “I’m always careful. Besides, it’s not just me. You have a whole team looking out for you now. And not just you. We’re going to get to the bottom of this. I promise. I just need you to be patient for a little while longer. You know?”

      Cy had infinite patience where Nicky was concerned. “I have no expectations. Hell, even if I don’t get out for another year, I think I could be okay with that as long as I could still see you, hear your voice, touch you. Just talking to you on the phone every night is enough to keep me going.”

      “Not me,” Nicky said bluntly.

      Cy frowned, craning his head back to look at Nicky. “What?”

      “I am not okay with you living in a cage for the next year, with talking to you on the phone every night and stealing hours in this trailer. I love you. I want a life with you. You deserve better than this. You deserve all the things they denied you, and I’m going to get them for you.”

      Cy’s face felt hot, and tears pricked the back of his eyes. Nobody had ever fought as hard for him as Nicky had. Not ever. Nobody had ever cared about Cy enough for him to be more than an afterthought. “You’re really the sweetest man…when you’re not craving my dick.”

      Nicky smirked. “Aww, that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. But, for the record, I’m always craving your dick.”
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      “How was your dick appointment?”

      Webster leveled a glare at Wyatt’s best friend, Charlie. She sat curled in one of Elite’s conference room chairs, her long chestnut hair caught in a high pony. Her leggings and crop top made it look like she should be on her way to the gym, but her snowy white sneakers told Webster it was more than likely just an aesthetic. Charlie wasn’t really known for her love of sweating, unless it was on a mattress or possibly a dance floor.

      Webster rolled his eyes. “I didn’t have a dick appointment. It was a conjugal visit.”

      “Isn’t that just a dick appointment with handcuffs?” she asked, spinning her chair.

      “No, it’s a dick appointment with feelings,” he said before adding begrudgingly, “They wouldn’t let us keep the handcuffs.”

      Charlie snorted. “I can’t believe you went to prison and fell in love with your cellmate. Your cellmate who’s also your brother. Ugh, it's so Lifetime Movie Network. I fucking love it.”

      “I really wish people would stop calling him my brother now that we’re dating. It just leads to awkward questions.”

      “Like, why are you dating your brother?” she asked, then cackled like the witch she was.

      “Why are you even here?” Webster asked, his tone becoming churlish.

      She shrugged. “Waiting for Wyatt. We’re taking Elijah, Robby, and Day to a drag brunch.”

      Webster gave her an exasperated look. “It’s Monday morning. Who brunches on a Monday?”

      Charlie flashed him a grin. “Well, today, an out of work actress, a cam boy, a movie star, and a former cult member, but we live in LA. The town’s full of out of work actors and rich people, neither of which have day jobs. We have a lot of free time to fill. Duh,” she said without even a hint of humility.

      Before Webster could think of a good retort, there was a knock on the open conference room door, drawing both their attention.

      Two men stood just outside, both the same height, dressed in dark suits. The one on the left was pale with red hair, green eyes, and freckles. The other was his antithesis, olive skin, thick black hair, and brown eyes. Webster clocked them as Feds right away. Unfortunately, Charlie did not. Or maybe she did. It was hard to say with her. She gave them her most dazzling smile. “Hey, boys. You’re new.”

      The men both grinned at Charlie. “Hi,” the ginger said. “I’m Special Agent Fields. This is Special Agent Watts with the Department of Justice. We were told our meeting would take place in here.”

      Charlie grinned. “Lucky me.”

      “Charlie,” Webster warned.

      Fields squinted at her. “You look so familiar. Have I seen you in something?”

      Charlie slid her gaze to Webster before asking, “I don’t know. Do you watch a lot of porn?”

      “Charlie!” Webster snapped, exasperated.

      “What?” Charlie asked, her voice full of mock innocence. She picked up her expensive handbag and gave them both a hard once over. “Do you have a card? You know, just in case I ever need anything investigated?”

      Watts eyed his partner with a smirk before asking Charlie, “Whose card do you want?”

      She glanced pointedly at their left hands, raising a brow when she saw no rings. “Do I have to choose?”

      Webster rolled his eyes as both agents dove their hands into their pockets, handing Charlie their cards like they were handing her a rose on The Bachelor. She looked at both their cards, biting her lower lip and smiling, before wiggling between the two of them. “Thanks, boys.”

      Linc stopped just outside the conference room door, giving a strange look to Charlie and the two agents. He held out his hand, shaking with each of them in turn. “I’m Lincoln Hudson, I manage Elite’s LA office. That’s Nicholas Webster, our IT guy who started this whole mess.” Webster gave a two-fingered salute. “We were hoping to show you the case we’ve built so far and see what more you need to start an official investigation.”

      Before Linc could say anything more, Charlie passed with Wyatt in tow. He hooked an arm around Linc’s neck, standing on tiptoe to smack a loud kiss on his cheek. “We’re taking the Mercedes. See ya, Daddy. We’ll Uber if we get too drunk.”

      The two agents gaped at Linc, who just sighed and shook his head, gesturing for them all to sit, probably so he could close the door to keep them from seeing any more of the Elite back office circus.

      Special Agent Watts stared after Wyatt. “That’s your…son?”

      Webster sucked his lips in, biting down on them hard to hold back the laugh bubbling to get out. It was an honest mistake. Linc was in his forties and very attractive, if you were into that former Special Forces, built like a tank look. Wyatt was barely twenty-five and very delicate with pale skin, blond ringlets, red lips, and huge blue eyes. He looked like a pre-Raphaelite angel. There was no way he and Linc shared DNA. At least, not in the way the agent implied.

      “That’s my husband,” Linc grumbled, like he’d had this conversation a thousand times before.

      Agent Watts looked scandalized, but Agent Fields seemed intrigued. “Oh.”

      “Can we show you what we have, gentleman?” Webster asked.

      “Of course,” Fields said. Webster’s heart sank at the man’s tone. It told both of them that this was a courtesy visit, most likely brought about by Linc calling in a favor with a former military buddy.

      Once seated, laying out their case took a solid two hours. They rolled out their information systematically. They showed the overlap Webster’s program had found, laid out their theories for how the scheme worked, detailed the inconsistent sentencing and even the miscellaneous monetary transactions going to and from the nine people they knew for sure to be involved. Neither Fields or Watts interjected during Webster’s presentation, their expressions just shy of bored indifference.

      When Webster finished, Watts sat back, fingers steepled. “This is all good work. Truly. But it proves nothing.”

      Webster blinked at him. “What?”

      Fields interjected,  like he didn’t want Linc to call his superiors. “What my partner is trying to say is that this is all circumstantial. There’s only the implication of a conspiracy. There’s no solid proof. It’s not that we don’t believe you but to go after judges and attorneys, not just for judicial misconduct but criminal conspiracy charges? We need an airtight case. Understand?”

      Webster’s nostrils flared, rage arcing through him as he slammed his hand on the desk. “Do I understand? Me? Evidence didn’t seem too important when I was falsely accused of terrorism, imprisoned in a Federal penitentiary for a month, had my life threatened every fucking day. Nobody could even tell my attorney who issued the warrant for my arrest. These people conspired to shove me into a jail cell with a man who they encouraged to beat me, rape me, and kill me for sport. I’m only alive  because that man wasn’t the monster they wanted him to be. Where was your evidence then?”

      “Nicky,” Linc said softly. “Hear them out.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to tell Linc to fuck off, but the way they were all looking at him made him bite back his words. “Fine. Go ahead.”

      Fields leaned forward, gesturing emphatically as he spoke. “We’re not saying you’re wrong or making any of this up. We are investigating what happened to you and we have the names of the other six hundred plus people who may or may not have been caught up in this as well, but what we have in front of us right here isn’t enough, especially if there are agents in the bureau who are getting payoffs or using the justice system for their own personal agenda. We need the names of those higher ups. We need somebody we can nail down so we can start working our way up the food chain until we get to the people at the top. The only way something like this works is if they all start playing ‘let’s make a deal,’ and getting attorneys, judges, and politicians to play ball is harder than getting the mob to talk. They know the law inside and out, so they know how to exploit it.”

      “I can go back to the warden, try to get him to say more,” Webster said.

      “No. You’ll never get a wire into the prison,” Watts said.

      Webster shook his head. “Then I’ll try to get him to meet me outside of the prison.”

      Once more, Fields interjected. “If you push him too far too fast, he’s going to suspect you are already sharing information with the authorities. If you spook him, who knows what could happen.”

      Webster’s stomach sloshed at Watts’ casual statement. The prison still had Cy. If they figured out the DOJ was investigating them, they might hurt Cy to spite Webster.

      Linc sighed, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. “I would start with an internal audit of the prison’s books. If they’re bribing judges and politicians to keep their prison supplied with cheap labor, there has to be a paper trail. You need a forensic accountant.”

      Fields gave a tight smile then stood. “We’ll keep you apprised of our investigation,” he said in a way that implied he’d do no such thing.

      Once they were gone, Webster looked at Linc. “Well, that was a huge fucking waste of time.”

      “We have to be patient. You’re the one who said you wanted to wait until Cy was free before we pushed forward, remember?” Linc asked.

      “Yeah, and you’re the one who said we couldn’t afford to wait, just in case. Now, we’ve tipped our hand, and if those guys are as dirty as everybody else, Cy is going to get murdered.” The thought made him short of breath. He knew he was acting crazy, but he couldn’t help it. Every day Cy was in there was another chance for somebody to hurt him. Webster just wanted to know he was safe.

      Linc stood, clapping Webster on the shoulder and squeezing. “I’m not going to let that happen, okay? We’ve still got a few more cards to play.”

      Webster flicked his gaze to Linc. “Like what?”

      Linc closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose like he prayed for inner peace. “I’ll call Wyatt’s grandmother.”

      “Violet?”

      Linc grimaced. “Yeah, Violet.”

      Before Wyatt’s father had died, he’d long been estranged from the man, and even though Wyatt no longer spoke to his mother, his maternal grandmother had stood beside him at the worst time of his life. Violet was a well-known socialite, hell on heels, friends with everybody from the Los Angeles mayor to several high-ranking government officials at the pentagon. One call from her could open many doors, but Linc wasn’t a fan of being indebted to anybody, especially Wyatt’s family. Violet was old, but she would outlive them all, and that meant, someday, Linc would have to return the favor.

      In any other circumstance, Webster would have refused, would have said they’d find another way, but not this time. “Please, Linc. I have to get him out of there. The longer he’s in there, the more likely it is that they’ll try to use him against me.”

      “You really do love him, huh?” Linc asked.

      Webster flushed at the direct question. “Yeah, I do. If there’s such a thing as soulmates, then he’s mine.”

      Linc’s eyes went wide at Webster’s confession. “Well, shit. Wanna go to my office and day-drink? I cleared my calendar for this shit show.”

      Webster must’ve looked desperate for Linc to offer the good booze before noon. “Yeah, actually. I do.”
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        * * *

      

      Webster’s phone rang at three minutes after seven. He snatched it up, fumbling to push the button to accept Cy’s call. “Hi, sexy,” Webster managed, his voice soft and his words slightly slurred.

      As always, Cy’s voice was a barely-there growl, doing his best to maintain some kind of privacy in a room of a hundred other people. “You okay, baby?”

      “I’m a little drunk,” he admitted, holding his fingers an inch apart, as if Cy could see him.

      “Are you just getting drunk alone in your apartment?” Cy asked, sounding like he was concerned but doing his best not to judge.

      “No. We had a meeting with some people that didn’t go well, and then I told Linc we were soulmates and he offered me alcohol to make me feel better,” Webster said, closing his eyes and rubbing Rosie’s ears. She laid beside him with her head on his belly.

      There was a pause, and then Cy said, “You told your boss he’s your soulmate and he got you drunk in his office.” It wasn’t a question, more a confused reiteration.

      Webster giggled then slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle it before saying, “No. I said you were my soulmate and I was sad because you’re in there and I’m out here and I just miss you so much.”

      “You think we’re soulmates?” The relief in Cy’s voice made Webster’s heart soar.

      “Don’t you?” Webster asked, his tongue far too loose for this kind of conversation.

      “Yeah,” Cy said. “We are.”

      “I can’t wait ‘til you’re out of that place and I can sleep beside you every single night,” Webster mumbled.

      “Same, baby. Soon.”

      “I hate this. You know? I should have stayed in jail. I thought I could help you from out here, but I’m just screwing it up. In there, at least I could kiss you and hold you and ride you and suck you off whenever I wanted.” He moaned as blood rushed to his cock.

      “Nicky.” His name was a frustrated exhalation.

      “What? I can’t help it. Don’t you miss it? Miss me? My hands… My hole.”

      “I swear, if you give me a boner in the middle of the common room, I will get even,” Cy scolded, but there was humor in his voice.

      “What are you going to do? Spank me?”

      “That and more, baby. That and more,” Cy promised. “I’m going to go before you have me embarrassing myself.”

      “Would you be embarrassed if I said I love you?” Webster asked.

      “Never. I love you, too. Drink some water or you’re going to have a hangover tomorrow.”

      “I can’t wait ‘til you’re home,” Webster said, curling to cuddle Rosie. “Then we’ll be a family again. But a happy one, this time.” If Cy answered, Webster didn’t hear it. He was already drifting off.
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      The buzzer sounded, indicating the lock was disengaged. Cy shuffled along in leg and ankle chains, sandwiched between two guards both a head shorter than himself. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a visitor during visitor hours. His heart flipped in his chest at the thought of seeing Nicky. Even if they couldn’t touch, just seeing him was enough.

      Maybe it was a sign Cy had gotten too cozy with his cushy new status at the prison. Maybe it was simply Cy’s bad luck striking once more. Whatever the reason, seeing the man responsible for his arrest and subsequent conviction sitting on the opposite side of the table in the visitor’s room hit him like a fist in the gut.

      Sheriff Tom Dooley had not aged well. His thick brown hair was now a few gray wisps clinging to a scalp riddled with scars and lesions, and his blue eyes—once as piercing and mean as a snake’s—were watery and bloodshot. He wore black tactical pants and a black t-shirt with the sheriff’s logo in the upper left hand corner, highlighting the gut hanging over his belt.

      Cy didn’t realize he was standing there, frozen, until Dooley gestured to the chair opposite him. Cy hesitated, tempted to simply return to his cell. He didn’t owe this man shit, least of all his time. But something about the way he looked at Cy, like part of him still saw him as a dumb animal, as less than human, made him sit. Leaning forward, he crossed his arms on the table, wanting Dooley to see he wasn’t the scared teen from twenty years ago.

      When it became clear to Dooley that Cy wasn’t going to be the one to speak first, he cleared his throat and said, “Rumor has it your do-gooder little brother has found a way to get you out of here after all this time. I thought you and I should have a talk about exactly what that means for you.”

      “Excuse me?” Cy said, ignoring the obvious dig at Nicky.

      He grinned, flashing yellowed teeth at Cy. “I just wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings.”

      “No hard feelings?” Cy repeated dully. “For which part, exactly? Helping to frame me for a murder that cost me twenty years of my life? Putting Nicky in a cell with me, thinking I would kill him and end up in here for life, saving you the hassle of looking over your shoulder for the rest of yours?”

      Dooley snickered. “Now, see, that’s what I’m talking about. I think your memory might be a little fuzzy. You’ve been in here a long time. It kind of muddles things up in your head. Makes you think things that never really happened.”

      “Is that so?” Cy asked.

      “Yeah. See, I didn’t set you up for anything. I wrongly believed my now deceased wife when she told me that you had murdered her husband in cold blood. There was no malice. I was just a man in love, doing my job to protect my woman. You can understand that. Can’t you?”

      Cy couldn’t help the smile that split his face. “Wow. You do get that I know what Nicky knows, right? I know all about your little operation. I know everything. Nicky has agreed to keep it under wraps, and I’m going to do what he wants because he went through hell in here. But don’t come into my house and try to convince me that you weren’t an active participant in getting me put in here for half my life. I’m not stupid.”

      Dooley’s face collapsed into a frown. “Now, listen here, boy. Nobody’s implying you’re stupid. I’m simply saying we can all live our lives in harmony on the outside. You and Nicky just keep your mouths shut and everything’s going to be just fine.”

      “One, don’t ever call me ‘boy.’ Two, I was never coming after you when I got out. What’s done is done. I’ve already spent twenty years of my twenty-five year sentence in this place. Do you think I would risk going back to prison to take you out?”

      “Well, after Nicky got here…”

      Cy cut him off. “Man, you’ve never been more than an afterthought in my life. The only person I wanted dead was Phoebe. After what she did to Nicky all those years and then to my dad, she deserved anything that happened to her. From what I hear, you happened to her.”

      Dooley glanced away and back again, his words hesitant. “So, Nicky never said anything about what happened…between us?”

      Adrenaline shot through Cy’s whole body, leaving a metallic taste on his tongue as his words hit home. “What do you mean…between you?”

      A look crossed Dooley’s face. It wasn’t there long, just for the briefest of seconds. Relief, then defiance. “What? Nothing. I just meant how contentious our relationship was. It’s not important.”

      Rage throbbed through Cy, his mouth going dry, as he started to connect the dots. Nicky’s reaction the first time Cy had laid on top of him, the way he’d hesitantly blamed his fears on the boys at the group home. “Did you…did you do something to Nicky?”

      Dooley scoffed. “Don’t be disgusting. All I did was try to be a father to that boy. He lacked discipline.”

      Cy’s pulse slammed in his veins, his hands tightening into fists. But, somewhere in his head, Nicky’s voice told him not to take the bait, told him killing a cop would put him away forever. Forever away from Nicky, away from the life they could have. Death was too good for Dooley. He deserved a life in prison, branded as a pedophile.

      “Discipline? He was six years old. Do you have any idea the ways she tortured him before my father and I showed up? She was a fucking monster. She starved him, broke his arm, slammed his fingers in the car door, made him eat garbage. After all that, he was still the sweetest kid, but even if he’d been out of control, even if he was a little shit, he didn’t deserve to be treated like that. He didn’t deserve anybody hurting him, taking advantage of him. He needed help.”

      Dooley shifted in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “The past is the past. I was a victim, too, you know. Phoebe fooled all of us,” he said. “We’re all adults now. There’s no reason for the past to be dredged up. You’re getting out, you and Nicky have…reconnected. Everybody gets to walk away happy. That’s why I’m here. I just want to make sure that you and Nicky are on the same page. He’s grown up to be a realist. He understands the ends justify the means.”

      “The ends justify the means?” Cy parroted.

      “You know what I mean,” Dooley spat. “The people who end up behind bars get three meals a day, a roof over their head, rec time, an education. Why shouldn’t we profit off of their labor? Why should the government have to subsidize their lives? Let’s be honest, if they weren’t in here, they’d be sucking off the welfare system. This way, everybody wins.”

      “Jesus,” Cy muttered. “Listen, justify caging the poor anyway you like, but the truth is, you’re a racist, classist, piece of shit and so are they. I think this conversation is over.”

      Dooley sneered at him. “This isn’t how I wanted to spend my day either. I’m just here to make sure that you’re going to play ball and keep your mouth shut like your brother. It would be a shame if he got hurt because you decided to go rogue.”

      Cy clamped his teeth together until his jaw popped, forcing back the need to jump over the table and end the man who’d caused so much chaos in their young lives. “If anything happens to Nicky, your whole operation goes down,” Cy reminded him. “He’s smart. One of the smartest people I’ve ever met. He’ll always outsmart you and the people you work for.”

      Dooley’s lip curled in disgust. “You think I give a tinker’s fuck about what happens to a bunch of fancy judges and politicians? Fuck ‘em. I care about saving my own ass. I have no problem putting a bullet in Nicky’s head just like I did his whore mother, and it looks to me like you’re already one appendage down. I’d hate for you to lose another. Just stick to the plan, stay out of my way, and we’ll be just fine. One big, happy family.”

      Dooley stood then, signaling the guard they were finished, leaving Cy in the now empty room doing his best to control the raw, seething fury pumping through him. Dooley had cost Cy twenty fucking years of his life, but the idea of him hurting Nicky… He’d been so little. So small for his age. If it wasn’t for the cast on his hand, Cy probably would have punched something.

      He hardly remembered the walk back to the day room. Once the cuffs were off, he didn’t go to his cell but to the bank of phones on the wall, finding the one farthest from anybody who might overhear the conversation.

      Nicky picked up almost immediately. “Cy? What’s wrong?”

      What was wrong? That was a good question. What the hell was he going to say? All he could say…was the truth. “Dooley came to see me.”

      There was a long pause on the other side of the line. “What?” Nicky asked, voice raw.

      “Dooley came to see me,” Cy repeated, doing his best to keep from raising his voice. None of this was Nicky’s fault.

      Nicky swallowed audibly. “What… What did he want?”

      “Seems like he wanted to remind me to keep my mouth shut. Wanted to make sure I was on board with your plan, I guess.” There was a sound like a chair squeaking in protest and a door shutting. Fuck. Nicky was at work. “I didn’t mean to bother you while you were working, but I just needed to talk to you, make sure you were okay.”

      Once more, there was a long pause. “You’re not bothering me. You’re never bothering me…but why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      That was a great question. Cy was reeling from a secret Nicky had been keeping since he was a little boy. One Cy wasn’t supposed to know but now did know, and knowing was eating a hole through his heart. Nicky hadn’t consented to Dooley spilling his past, even if he hadn’t really. Even if Cy had simply deduced what it meant.

      Nicky had put the bad things in a box and locked it away. That’s what he’d said. He said it was how he pretended to be a normal, functional adult. It was how he coped with his past. Was Cy really about to rip the lid off Nicky’s box and spill all of that out for him to try to pick up?

      “Cy?” Nicky questioned. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      “He just said a lot of things,” Cy mumbled. “He threatened you.”

      Nicky laughed, a delighted cackle. “That motherfucker better never try to come at me. I’m not the helpless victim I used to be. Out here, I have the edge.”

      Cy swallowed the lump in his throat. “He didn’t sound like he was preparing to fight fair.”

      Once more, the sound of a chair creaking, and then Nicky’s voice sounded closer, like he was leaning into the phone. “Cy, what’s wrong? This can’t just be because Dooley made some threats? He’s old. He’s scared. He thinks you’re going to huff and puff and blow his house down.”

      Cy was speaking before he could stop himself. “He said something…about you…and him…when you were little.” Fuck. What was he doing? “Did… Nicky, did he… Fuck, did he hurt you?”

      Nicky’s voice went frigid. “What did he say?”

      “It was more what he implied,” Cy admitted.

      There was a sound like a forceful exhale or maybe a choked sob. “Fucking bastard,” Nicky muttered before saying, “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Cy asked, his voice harsher than intended.

      This time when Nicky answered, his voice was thick with tears. “Why didn’t I tell you what, Cy? That the abuse continued after you went to jail? That my mom tortured me and Dooley helped? That he hurt me? Touched me in ways no adult ever should have? What good does that do any of us now? Does it change things between you and me? Am I somehow tainted now somehow?”

      Nicky’s words were like a bullet shredding his heart. “What? No. Of course not,” Cy said in a harsh whisper. “Don’t ever think that. I just… I feel…helpless. Angry. I wanted to rip his fucking throat out and watch him choke on his own blood.”

      Nicky sniffled, sounding soothed by Cy’s venomous words. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. Because you will always do whatever you can to protect me, and I can’t have you risking yourself for me once you're on the outside. You have already missed out on so much because of me. I knew you wouldn’t let this one go.”

      Nicky was right, clearly. He wanted Dooley dead. He wanted anybody who’d ever wronged Nicky to suffer, to pay for their sins. “He shouldn’t get to walk away from this.”

      “Life isn’t fair. I accepted that years ago. The things that happened to me when I was a kid… I’ve made peace with them. Now, I just want a life with you and Rosie. I want a world where you and I get to be happy.”

      Cy closed his eyes, leaning his head against the metal of the booth. “I want that, too. So much.”

      “Then you have to leave Dooley to me.” Nicky’s words were like a bucket of ice water over his head.

      “What?” Cy said, brain trying to keep up with the sudden shift in the conversation. “What does that mean?”

      “I can’t say anything over this line. You know that. Everything’s recorded. Just know it’s all going to be okay. I love you. You know that, right? I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “I love you, too. Please, don’t do anything stupid or dangerous,” Cy said, but there was no response. “Nicky?”

      But he was gone. Cy felt sick. He set the phone in its cradle and made his way back to his cell. Why the fuck had he ever opened his mouth? Fuck.
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      Webster pounded his fist on the door with enough force to rattle it in its frame. A dog barked from somewhere off in the distance, and there was a brand new Dodge pick-up truck in the rutted dirt path that served as the driveway, but there was no other indication anybody was home to hear Webster’s angry knocking.

      Dooley no longer lived in the two bedroom double wide trailer Webster remembered from his childhood. He’d traded it out for a large cabin and a dozen acres surrounded by a rickety fence and a ‘No Trespassing’ sign. The lawn was overgrown, weeds choking out the natural vegetation. An old car sat on blocks, and a boat sat rotting in a barn with no doors.

      It had taken two hours to drive to the man’s house, two hours warring with himself, but the passing minutes had done nothing to quell Webster’s anger. If anything, it had lit a match on the gasoline burning in his veins.

      He’d worked so hard to move on from his past. He’d done so well at stuffing it down and putting it someplace where it couldn’t hurt him anymore. And, just like that, Dooley had ripped it out of him, leaving him exposed and bleeding. If it had been anybody else, he would have told them their past didn’t define them, that what happened to them wasn’t their fault. But it didn’t stop the shame and humiliation overwhelming him until it felt hard to breathe. He’d worked so hard to never feel any of this, and now, it was all for nothing.

      He didn’t blame Cy for telling him what Dooley said. Of course, he didn’t. Despite snapping at Cy about him being tainted, it was more a feeling of losing control of the narrative, of losing control of who knew about his past and when he chose to make them aware of it. They’d taken so much away from him when he was a kid, and holding onto that last scrap of knowledge—that one gut-wrenching secret—had made him feel like he was in control of his life.

      Part of him had known Cy would have taken this on himself, would have somehow blamed himself for not being there to protect Webster, even though none of it was his fault. He hadn’t wanted that guilt to eat at Cy, to color their future. He didn’t want Cy to feel like he had to fight to protect Webster’s honor. This wasn’t Cy’s fight. It never had been. Webster was an adult, and he needed to put this to rest before Cy was free or this would loom over them forever.

      Webster pounded on the door again, the reverberations making his fists ache. “Dooley,” he shouted. “Open up. I know you’re in there, you fucking bastard.”

      There was a strange shuffling sound, and the barking dog grew closer. The door opened. Dooley stood on the other side, a beer bottle in his hand, still in his uniform. He no longer wore his gun belt. A small dog growled, baring its teeth at Webster, even as he cowered. He was underweight, fur matted, his bulbous eyes making him look like an alien creature.

      Dooley snorted when he saw Webster standing there, leaving the door open as he turned and retreated deeper into his house. When the dog tried to follow him, he kicked out at it. “Go lay down.”

      Webster followed Dooley, watching as the dog retreated to a dirty pet bed under the coffee table. Webster took in the stacks of dirty magazines, the endless takeout containers, and the beer bottles littered on every surface. But mostly, he noticed Dooley’s weapon on the table between them and the bullets spilling out over the stained wooden surface.

      Dooley dropped into his recliner, staring at a seventy-inch television mounted on the wall. The sound was off, leaving a strange silence in the musty air. He looked up at Nicky. “I was wondering if you were gonna show up. Beer’s in the fridge. ”

      Webster ignored the old man’s half-assed attempts at hospitality. “Why?” he asked, not interested in small talk. “Why did you fucking tell him? He didn’t need to know what happened…back then,” Webster said, faltering.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said blandly, staring blatantly at Webster’s chest.

      He glanced down at his shirt. “Do you think I’m wearing a wire?” He yanked up his polo shirt, spinning in a circle. “I can take my pants off, too, if you want. The statute of limitations expired a long time ago, asshole. I just want to know why you did it. What the fuck was the point? I told your fucking friends I would keep their secret. I didn’t ask for money or clout or, hell, even a job. All I wanted was to get Cy and me out of prison. That’s it.”

      Dooley took a long swig of his beer. “I don’t know what’s got you in such a tizzy. Who cares if your brother knows I used to be…affectionate with you? It was a million years ago. It was nothing.”

      Webster wanted to fucking vomit at Dooley’s words. “He’s not my brother!” Webster shouted. “He didn’t need to know. Nobody ever needed to know. You had no right to share that information. Not with Cy. Not with anybody.”

      Dooley gave Webster a hard look. “Wait, did you… Are you… Did you and he… I didn’t know you were a…” Dooley fumbled before trailing off, his face somewhere between a smile and a snarl.

      “You’re a fucking pedophile, and you’re going to turn your nose up at me because I’m into men? Really? That’s some fucked up moral code you’ve got there, Sheriff.”

      Dooley’s gaze flicked away from the television, eyes glittering meanly. “I’m no pedophile. You… You were special. Nothing like that ever happened again. It was your mama’s idea, anyway.”

      Webster blinked rapidly, his brain trying to process that information. “What?”

      Dooley ignored the question. “What’s wrong? Did your sweetheart not want you anymore after he learned I’d already gotten a taste? I imagine, in there, somebody like him doesn’t have a right to be so choosy. But I guess now that he’s getting out, maybe he thinks he can do better?”

      Webster choked back tears, focusing instead on his rage. “Why are you so fucking determined to take everything away from me? Away from us? What did we ever do to you?”

      Dooley rolled his eyes. “You think I give a fuck about either of you? I look out for me. Always have. Always will. Your mama learned that the hard way. She thought she was gonna run me around by the nose like she did your boyfriend’s daddy. She thought she’d have me do her dirty work then just take me out like she did him, maybe collect my benefits. It came as a real shock to her when I put that fucking gun barrel between her eyes and shot her.”

      Webster’s heart thudded against his ribs, but he didn’t say anything. He had no sympathy for Phoebe. Whatever happened to her had been a long time coming. He hadn’t even attended her funeral. Wasn’t even sure if they’d buried her. With any luck, she was burning in hell.

      Dooley laughed at Webster’s silence. “What? No screaming or crying for your mama? Only for your thug boyfriend? What are you gonna do with him, anyway? Huh? I’ve seen that place you work at. They take care of princes and celebrities. What are you going to do with your felon boyfriend with his face tats and prison ink? You think your friends are just going to accept him with open arms? You’ll just live happily ever after, walking hand in hand at the farmer’s market or whatever it is you homos do?”

      “My friends love me, and they’ll love Cy because I love him.”

      He laughed. “You’re delusional. He’s using you for your salary. He’ll lie around on your couch all day, bleeding you dry, crying about how felons can’t get jobs, probably fucking women behind your back, using you just like your whore mother used men. Once a criminal, always a criminal.”

      Webster’s mouth fell open. He couldn’t help it. “What? You’re fucking delusional. You’re the criminal. Not him. You threw him in prison for a crime my mother committed. You used your contacts and your friends to walk him through the system and ensure he ended up with a twenty-five year sentence. He lost a scholarship because of you. He was going to go to college. Have a life. He never hurt anybody. He’s the kindest, gentlest man I’ve ever known, and you are a fucking monster.”

      Dooley snickered. “You’re awfully opinionated for somebody who traded the lives of a bunch of ‘innocent’ people to save yourself and your boyfriend. Yeah, I help cases along. I make sure that these prisoners are put before judges who know people like that are better off behind bars. We’re just taking the trash off the street and recycling it. We’re goddamn humanitarians. Why shouldn’t we make a profit? We’re doing what the legal system won’t. We’re doing what’s necessary to make our state safer for the people who matter, the ones who contribute to society and pay their taxes.”

      Webster’s heart stumbled in his chest. “Wow.”

      Dooley shook his head. “If you were really the fucking saint you claim to be, you wouldn’t be using those people to save yourself. You’d be doing everything in your power to save them.”

      “You’re right about that, I suppose,” Webster said before asking, “Did you get all that?”

      “What?” Dooley muttered.

      Webster gave him a cold smile. “Oh, I wasn’t talking to you.”

      He held up his watch, showing him the tiny microphone at the bottom. Dooley paled, his gaze darting to his service weapon on the table between them.

      “You think you can make it to that gun before me, you bloated fuck? I doubt it. But there are several DOJ officers outside right now. You can try your luck, I suppose, but all you’re doing is adding a murder charge to the already long list of things you just confessed to on tape.”

      Dooley tried to get up but fumbled. “You rotten little fucker. They’re going to kill you and your boyfriend. You know that, right?”

      Webster was too emotionally rung out to gloat. He shrugged as the door busted open and agents Fields and Watts entered, yanking Dooley up and forcing his hands behind his back.

      Once Dooley was secured, Webster walked up to him, leaning in close enough to smell the beer on his breath. “I’d worry less about us and far more about yourself. Oh, and a piece of advice. I’d cut a deal and start talking as fast as you can. I hear those guys have a lot of pull in the prison system.”

      “None of this is gonna stick!” he shouted as they dragged him out in handcuffs.

      Webster dropped to his knees and looked under the table at the tiny dog. It growled at him, nipping at Webster’s fingers when he offered his hand to sniff. It took him fifteen minutes and some kibble to coax him out, wrapping him in a towel and carrying him out of the house like a baby.

      Outside, Linc leaned against Webster’s car. “Good job in there.”

      “Thanks,” Webster said, taking a deep breath and letting it out. “You know how much I love using our spy equipment.”

      “What the hell is that thing?” Linc asked, looking at the dog.

      Webster fished the collar out from the towel. “His name is Brutus.”

      Linc looked at the little dog with suspicion. “Well, don’t let Wyatt see it or he’ll want one just like it.”

      All of the nervous energy Webster had been riding on suddenly left him in a rush. “Is everything set up? Are we good to go?”

      “Yeah, everything is in place. I figured you might want some company on the ride there.”

      Webster thought about it. “Actually, if you don’t mind, I think I want to do this on my own.”

      Linc nodded, clapping him on the back. “Okay.” After a moment, he asked, “You want me to take that…Brutus?”

      “No, we’re bonding.”
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      Cy replayed his talk with Nicky over and over again. He’d tried to call back, but Nicky hadn’t answered. He didn’t know if that meant he was angry with him or if he’d gone and done something stupid that might get him killed. It was the latter thought that occupied his mind, causing a fear that made his guts clench. He should have never opened his mouth. A conversation like that should have been Nicky’s decision, and it should have happened face to face.

      Nicky needed to see that it changed nothing between them. Why would it? Still, Nicky should have been able to tell Cy in his own time, and he’d ripped that choice away from him. Fucking Dooley. Would that bastard ever stop ruining their lives?

      Outside his cell, a chorus of whistles and then boos echoed, followed by shouting. Cy ignored it. If a fight was breaking out, it was best he just mind his own business. He wasn’t counting on Nicky getting him out of there as quickly as he said, but he could do the rest of his sentence if it meant Nicky would be there waiting when he emerged.

      “On your feet, inmate.”

      Cy was so deep in his thoughts he’d never even noticed the guards enter his cell. There were four of them, decked out in full riot gear. He frowned, heart knocking against his ribs. The only time Cy had ever seen that many guards for one inmate was ten years ago when they brought in a serial child killer and were afraid the inmates would tear him apart.

      Cy stood, holding his wrists out for the second time that day. He watched as they clumsily worked to secure his hands over his cast, trying to figure out what had happened to warrant this level of security.

      “Am I being transferred? What’s happening?”

      Nobody spoke or even acknowledged his question. They led him from his cell, two guards in front, two behind. Every inmate in the day room watched as he was led through the facility like he was Hannibal Lecter. The guard in the front used his radio to signal to somebody that they were on their way out.

      The hallways were deserted. While they were never a hub of activity, there were usually one or two guards and inmates mopping the floors or emptying trash cans. There were often inmates attending classes in the rooms off the hall, but today, nothing.

      Despite the rapid pace of the guards, Cy started to feel like he was walking the green mile. Some part of him had hoped this was all an elaborate show of force as they marched him to the visitor’s area or maybe even the warden’s office. But they weren’t heading to the admin building.

      They took a right just past the kitchens into a darkened corridor. A new fear gripped him. Maybe they were setting him up to be killed. Maybe they’d take the cuffs off and claim he made a run for it during a routine transfer? His mind started to run wild with images of him being gunned down, shot in the back, riddled with bullets. Nicky would never let that go. If Cy ended up dead, Nicky would definitely never stop hunting these people. He was relentless. The idea of never saying goodbye to Nicky broke Cy’s heart.

      When he saw the double doors at the end of the hallway, he realized where he was. The cargo bay near the kitchens. He’d often unloaded kitchen supplies onto the conveyor belt when he’d first arrived at the prison. He slowed his walk almost against his will. “What’s happening here?” Cy asked again, a sudden fear gripping him.

      A hand shoved him from behind. “Keep up, inmate.”

      Cy stumbled but recovered quickly. The guard on the left dialed a number into the keypad while another used the keys to unlock the doors. When the doors opened, there was a prisoner transport vehicle sitting at the bay reserved for tractor trailers, doors open to reveal the metallic interior.

      “Let’s go,” one of the guards said, but Cy felt rooted to the spot. What the fuck was happening? Was he being transferred? Would he end up lost in the system like Nicky had?

      Cy boarded the vehicle with leaden feet, not moving as they secured him to the ring on the floor. Once everybody was on board, they pounded on the wall to let the driver know to take off. Nobody spoke; they just sat flanking him, weapons in hand, like they were soldiers preparing to storm a beach.

      Cy did his best not to let his imagination run away from him, but it was difficult. They drove for what felt like forever but was most likely only about forty-five minutes. When the vehicle rolled to a stop, another set of guards opened the doors from the outside. These men were also heavily armed. They were in another docking bay, but Cy didn’t recognize the facility.

      But he did recognize one thing. Nicky. He stood just past the two guards, flanked on either side by two men in black suits. Nicky looked frazzled. His hair was a bit messy, and his eyes were ringed with red, but he was grinning so hard, bouncing on the balls of his feet as he waited for them to unlock Cy’s shackles. As soon as he was free, the dark-haired man on the left signed a paper for the guards and they left.

      Nicky handed the bundle to the startled red-haired agent then jumped into Cy’s arms, kissing him everywhere. “I’m so happy you’re safe. Fuck.”

      Cy frowned, pushing Nicky back just enough to look at him. “What? Why wouldn’t I be safe? What’s happening?”

      Nicky smiled, kissing Cy smack on the lips for all the world to see. “Dooley’s been arrested. These agents are with the DOJ.”

      “Okay?” Cy said, hoping more explanation was to follow.

      Nicky took a deep breath. “Dooley is already primed to flip, but just to be safe, we’re going to stay in one of Elite’s safe houses until all this is behind us and arrests have been made. This is all finally over.”

      “What? I still have time to serve.”

      “Okay, well, technically, yes. But they’ve agreed to let you serve it on house arrest until we get all of this straightened out. But they think they can get you released and maybe even get your record expunged.”

      “How did all this happen?”

      “After your phone call, I was so fucking mad. I was going to confront Dooley, which I did, but Linc reminded me that we needed evidence, preferably a confession. So, we killed two birds with one stone. Linc set everything up with the DOJ while I was on my way to Dooley’s house, and, just like Linc thought, Dooley couldn’t help but run his mouth. He confessed to his part, and now, it’s only a matter of time before we start moving up the food chain, making deals and getting people to flip until we know how far up this thing goes.”

      Cy shook his head. It was all so much. “I can’t believe you did all this just to get me out of jail.”

      Nicky smiled. “Okay, not just to get you out of jail. I wanted them to pay. I wanted them to question every case those judges have ever worked. I wanted justice for you and everybody else.”

      “I-I don’t know what to say,” Cy said honestly.

      Nicky smiled. “You could say you love me?”

      “Of course, I do,” Cy said, giving Nicky a chaste kiss on the nose.

      One of the agents brought the bundle to Nicky with a disgusted look. “This thing has toxic fumes leaking from it. Take it.”

      Cy frowned at the bizarre little creature wrapped in a towel. It looked like it was supposed to have been a Pekinese but something had gone horribly wrong. “What is that?”

      Nicky winced. “A welcome home present?” he asked, sounding hopeful.

      He looked down at the ugly dog. “I love it.”
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      Webster woke to the feel of hands slipping his pajama pants down just beneath his ass. He arched his back into Cy, rubbing against his very obvious erection. “Make it fast. Pamela and Becca will be here for brunch at ten, remember?”

      Cy bit down on Webster’s earlobe. “So bossy.” He laughed.

      Webster’s own laugh became a sucked in breath as Cy pushed inside, fucking into Webster in long lazy strokes. Webster reached back to wrap his arm around Cy’s neck, pulling him down for an equally lazy kiss. This was his favorite part of the weekend. While they didn’t always have time for morning sex during the week, Cy often woke Webster like this on Saturday and Sunday. It always started slow, languid, but within minutes, Webster would start to push back against Cy, begging for more, practically sobbing when his slick hand would take Webster’s cock, jerking it in time with his thrusts.

      Today was no different. Soon, they were both panting and moaning, moving together frantically until they both came, Cy groaning in Webster’s ear and Webster muffling his shout with a pillow. It was sickeningly domestic, but Webster loved it. They’d fought so hard for it.

      They’d spent six months at the safe house while the DOJ worked their way up the food chain. At the end, twelve people had been indicted, including a senator and the head of the board of prisons. But the wheels of justice moved slowly. None of the people arrested were due to stand trial even a year later. But so many people had turned on each other, like rats on a sinking ship, that Cy and Webster were barely a footnote in the trial. Six months ago, they’d made the decision to move back to Webster’s apartment and start their lives together.

      When Webster finally rolled into a sitting position, Rosie and Brutus blinked at him from their king-size dog bed in the corner, both of them judging him. He rubbed his face with his hands, before looking over at Cy. “Dogs or cats?”

      “Dogs,” Cy said, hopping out of bed to clean himself up and shove his legs into black sweatpants.

      Webster gave him a rueful look. “You always choose the dogs.”

      Cy laughed. “Yet, you always ask me to choose.”

      Webster shrugged. He had him there. “Fine, but tomorrow, you’re cleaning the litter boxes.”

      Cy snorted. “How is that different than any other day?”

      “Well, if you’d have let me have that fancy litter-robot thing, we wouldn’t have to clean the litter box,” Webster reminded him.

      “I’m not paying eight hundred dollars for a robot to do what I can do for free. Besides, you still have to take out the poop tray and toss it. It’s literally saving one step.”

      “Yeah, the grossest step. Scooping cat poop.”

      Cy shook his head. “You’re such a diva.”

      Despite Webster’s large salary and Cy’s job managing the shelter, Cy was shockingly frugal. It was one of many things Webster had learned about his husband as time went on. Even after a year, they were still learning each other’s quirks and eccentricities. Cy insisted on walking everywhere and would always remark on how nice it was outside, even in hundred degree weather. He insisted on making the bed every day because he hated wrinkled sheets. He was obsessed with pillows. He slept with four of them gathered around him like a force field. Webster thought he was making up for twenty-years without a regular pillow in sight.

      Then there were the animals. Cy brought home animals the way some people brought home groceries. They were constantly fostering kittens and puppies and even a ferret or two. The landlord had stopped demanding answers for the slew of pets traipsing in and out of the lobby when Webster had finally agreed to up his annual rent to cover the costs of their revolving pet hospital and rehabilitation center. Sometimes, their apartment smelled like a hamster cage, but Webster didn’t care as long as Cy was happy. And Cy seemed really happy.

      The doorbell rang at exactly ten, just as Webster put the last dish on the table. Rosie and Brutus walked with him to the door. Pamela stood there in a long flowy purple dress. Her wife, Becca, wore jeans and a t-shirt, her short pink hair falling over one eye. He exchanged hugs with both women and waved them inside.

      As always, breakfast was a boisterous affair, exchanging stories about the people who volunteered at the shelter and strange cases Webster had worked on with Elite. With breakfast finished and coffee poured,  Pamela finally said, “I wanted to talk to you two about something.”

      Webster grinned but shook his head. “We cannot possibly take any more animals. Please, don’t show me whatever cute critter is saved on your cell phone.”

      Becca snickered as Pamela shook her head. “No, it’s not about that. Not really. Actually, it was your charity work that gave me the idea,” she said to Webster.

      Webster frowned. He was lucky. Jackson, Elite’s owner, gave Webster an allotment of funds to help children who were victims of violent crimes seek justice. Last week, he’d brought one of the victims, a nine-year-old girl named Reba, to the shelter to sit with an old shelter dog, a Saint Bernard they all called Mama. She’d spent the whole afternoon curled up with Mama. Then Reba’s mom had adopted the dog for the girl.

      Webster and Cy exchanged looks.

      “What’s up?” Cy asked, taking Webster’s hand and threading their fingers together.

      “After last week, Reba’s mom reached out to me. They have a court date scheduled, but Reba is terrified to face her attacker in court.”

      Webster’s heart clenched. “How can we help?”

      Pamela took a deep breath. “I read an article about a group of bikers who accompany children in court so they feel safe facing their abusers. I thought maybe Cy might be interested in coming up with a program like that for us, using paroled prisoners who look intimidating but who might be trying to do some good in the world. They would just act as shields for the kids on the day they’re due in court.”

      Webster’s gaze went wide, but he looked at Cy. “What do you think?”

      “How would it work?” Cy asked.

      “It’s just an idea right now, but I was thinking the program could work two-fold. First, we can train some of our unadoptables as emotional support dogs. The ones that are too ugly or too old. The dogs people ignore for cute puppies. They often have the best temperaments, and these victims need somebody who will listen to them in a non-judgmental way. Like how we let the kids who can’t read well come and read to the dogs at the shelter.” She paused, uncharacteristically nervous. “We could have the kids tell the dogs their stories to practice on the stand. The day of trial, the victim would have you and former inmates you’ve picked to shield them from being intimidated by their abusers.” She took a big breath and blew it out. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a great idea,” Cy said, looking at Webster.

      Webster nodded in agreement. “Yeah, that could be really amazing. Preacher and Lawson are both due to get out soon. Javier, too, but I think he might be heading back to Mexico.”

      Becca chimed in. “You would be able to screen the inmates. Vet them, so to speak. Make sure they have the right temperament for the program. It would have to be on a volunteer basis. But I think we could help a lot of kids.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Cy agreed.

      Pamela’s face split into a wide grin. “Perfect. Can we talk later this week and start hammering out some details?”

      “Yeah, sounds good.”

      The rest of the time passed with casual conversation and a level of comfort Webster really had only ever known with his coworkers. Once Pamela and Becca left and the breakfast dishes were cleaned, Cy asked Webster to take the boys to the dog park a few blocks from their house.

      It was cool and crisp out. Cy walked Rosie, and Webster walked Brutus. They took their time, letting the dogs sniff and pee on everything, stopping to let the woman who ran the bodega scratch the boys behind the ears and give them each a treat.

      The moment they let the boys off their leashes, they were off like a shot. As the dogs played, Webster snuggled against Cy, wrapping his arms around his bicep and resting his head on his shoulder. Usually, he watched the dogs, but today, his gaze was on the playground just beyond.

      Kids were screaming and yelling, running and spinning, falling on the ground before jumping back up and diving back into the fray. They were just balls of endless chaos. Webster couldn’t stop smiling as he watched them. “Are you happy?” he finally asked.

      “What?” Cy said.

      Webster didn’t look up, just kept watching the children. “Are you happy? Is this the life you envisioned when you thought about finally getting out?”

      Webster felt Cy drop a kiss on his head. “Yes, I’m happy. No, this isn’t a life I could have ever imagined for myself. I wouldn’t have dared to imagine a life where I get to wake up next to you, my husband, every day and go to a job I love every day. I have pets and friends… I have you.” He was quiet for a moment before asking. “Are you happy?”

      Webster kissed Cy’s shoulder. “Yeah. Of course, I am.”

      “But?” Cy asked.

      “How do you know there’s a but?” Webster asked with a smile.

      “I know your but voice,” Cy reminded him.

      Webster snickered. “My but voice.”

      Cy chuckled. “Seriously, what’s on your mind?”

      “Kids.”

      Cy stilled. Webster could almost feel Cy’s gaze burning through the top of his head. “What about kids?”

      “Our kids,” Webster said.

      Cy’s hand came up beneath Webster’s chin, forcing him to sit up and look at him. “Our kids? Is this your way of telling me you’re pregnant?” he joked.

      “If only,” Webster said wistfully. “But…what do you think?”

      Cy’s eyes widened. “About us having kids? I-I mean, yeah. You never mentioned anything about them, so I thought it wasn’t something you wanted.”

      Webster’s gaze darted away and then back again, his tongue shooting out to lick his lower lip. “I didn’t know it was something I wanted either. But now, I think I do. Would that be okay?”

      Cy’s face split into a grin. “Yes. Yes, I think that would definitely be okay.”

      Webster felt like his heart might explode from the love he felt for this man. He pictured a baby with Cy’s beautiful brown eyes and Webster’s mouth, and it made him want to cry. “It’s crazy to think you came into my life when I was six years old. I think, deep down, I was always waiting for you to come back. It’s always been you. Just you.”

      Cy smiled. “It’s always been just you for me, too.”

      Webster’s gaze snagged on their dogs. “Baby, Brutus is trying to hump that Border Collie again.”

      “You have to admire his persistence,” Cy said.

      “I don’t think his owner would agree. She looks mean.”

      “I’m going,” Cy said begrudgingly. Webster laughed as he heard Cy shout, “Brutus, no means no, my dude.”

      Fuck, he loved that man.
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      Thank you for reading Endangered Species! I hope you enjoyed Webster’s and Cy’s story. If you did, it would be great if you could:

      
        	Help other people find this book by writing a review. Other great places to leave reviews are Goodreads and Bookbub!

        	Sign up for my newsletter so you can keep up to date with news about my WIPs and upcoming releases. Subscribers will also receive bonus content.

        	Follow me on social media! You can find all my links here.

        	Visit my website. There, you’ll find links to all my books along with a shop for signed copies and book-related merch.
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        “There are so many great moments in this book. They are too many to enumerate but trust me, if you like M/M romance on the steamy side, read this book.” — Amazon review
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        “This book was one that will stay in my mind for a long time.” — Amazon review
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        “Another amazing Onley James romance.” — Amazon review
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      Memphis Camden hissed at the sharp sting of alcohol over raw skin, biting down on his lip to keep from screaming. Sweat poured over him, burning his eyes and pooling in the dip of his lower back. His long blond hair stuck to his neck and forehead, and his skin stuck to the clear plastic cover on the ugly floral couch in his friend Gemma’s fancy airstream trailer, but he hurt way too much to move.

      The aftermath of his father, Tennessee’s, explosive temper never got any easier. If anything, it worsened with every single beating. This time, he’d whipped Memphis so violently he snapped the strap he’d used, which had only pissed him off further. He’d stomped on Memphis twice and kicked him in the ribs before Rita had come in with Knox and distracted the man long enough for Memphis to crawl away.

      Memphis didn’t even know what he’d done to set his old man off this time. It could have been nothing. Hell, it could have been anything. It was hard to say with him. Tennessee was a large man, over six and a half feet tall and weighing in at close to three hundred pounds. He liked to throw his weight around, got off on people being afraid. Everybody but his children.

      Tennessee wanted his kids to be tough. He didn’t raise his boys to be pussies. It was one of several life lessons the Camden boys had beaten into them from a young age. “Don’t be a sissy. Don’t be a pussy. Act like a man. Stop crying before I give you something to cry about.” It had worked for a time. His older brother, Nashville, was just like his dad, tall as a city building and half as wide, mean as a snake.

      But not Memphis.

      Memphis was barely five-foot-ten and favored his mother. He had fair skin, bright blue eyes, and his mother’s wide plush mouth. He couldn’t grow facial hair, and at sixteen, he was still lanky while his father and brother were bearded and muscled. It made his father hate him. Just looking at Memphis seemed to infuriate the man, regardless of how much Memphis had tried to conform. After a while, he just quit crying, no matter how brutal his father got, no matter how vile his words were.

      “I put you in front of the finest pieces of ass this town has to offer and you still can’t get it up. Maybe I’ll put you in a dress and pass you around to the boys. I bet, after a few rounds, being a queer will stop looking so good to you.”

      The words just sort of slid off him now. The scar tissue on his body had turned him into teflon. But the blows still hurt, the pain in what were certainly broken ribs still felt like a knife when he breathed in and out.

      “You need to tell somebody about this, M,” Gemma said before dabbing at his fresh wounds with another cotton ball.

      “Who?” Memphis asked, craning his head to look over his shoulder. “Who am I going to tell? Who in this town isn’t being held hostage by him? He owns the cops. Everybody else is just as afraid as I am.”

      Gemma bit down on her plump lower lip, pushing a strand of bubblegum pink hair behind her ear. “My mom? My mom doesn’t give a fuck about your dad and his gang. She’s in the medical field. She’d know how to help you.”

      “Your mom works for a vet clinic. Besides, if she came after my dad, she’d turn up dead within a week and I would, too,” Memphis said. “Tennessee owns this town, and when he dies, my brother, Nash, will take his place. That’s just the way things go around here.”

      “Your father doesn’t do this to Nash or even Knox. This isn’t right.”

      Gemma was right. Nash was one of his father’s chief enforcers and Knox was just a baby, but neither of them had ever stirred their father’s rage like Memphis did. He closed his eyes as her fingertips danced along the scars on his lower back, her caress stopping just before they disappeared below the waistband of his jeans. It was rare to have anybody touch him with anything but anger, and he’d be lying if he said he didn’t long to lean into the touch.

      “Tennessee doesn’t do this to Nash because he’s a neanderthal just like him, and he doesn’t hurt Knox ‘cause he’s still a baby. I’m the only one who infuriates him.”

      Her hand disappeared for a long moment. Memphis jumped when she suddenly pressed a bit too hard with a Betadine swab. It felt like the end had barbs, digging into his flesh and clinging as she moved it along the gashes on his back. Tennessee had a flair for the dramatic, Memphis would give him that. He’d long ago given up taking a belt to him in lieu of a whip he’d made himself in his leather shop.

      Memphis had never seen the thing up close, but he suspected it had glass or razors worked into it somehow. In addition to the inch-wide welts and abrasions that accompanied his father’s beatings, there were now thousands of tiny gashes that made it feel like fire ants lived under his skin. It was far more painful than a belt, but it would never have the effect Tennessee wanted.

      “You need to get out of there. If you don’t, he’s going to end up killing you,” Gemma said, popping her gum loudly as she worked.

      “I wish he’d just go ahead and do it already. He’ll never beat the gay out of me. I’ll never look straight enough, talk tough enough, look masculine enough. Dying would be a whole lot easier.”

      Memphis didn’t even remember the first time Tennessee had beat him senseless. Maybe it was the time he’d gotten into his mother’s makeup at four. Maybe it was earlier than that. He had seemed to sense Memphis liked boys long before Memphis had liked anything at all.

      “You should just stay with us tonight,” she said, the plastic crinkling as she plopped down beside him in her Wonder Woman panties and electric blue tank top. He turned his head to look into her icy blue eyes. Gemma was beautiful. Probably the most beautiful girl Memphis had ever seen. She had fair skin and freckles covering her nose and cheeks and a body most guys would have gone crazy over. But it did nothing for him. Girls did nothing for him, and his father hated him for it.

      “I can’t. If I don’t go home, he’ll just accuse me of sucking dick at the drive-in or hooking in the alley behind the liquor store.”

      “Your dad spends a lot of time thinking about you having gay sex,” Gemma said, wrinkling her nose.

      “Like anybody in this town would touch me,” Memphis said, tone bitter. “Any guy anyway.”

      He closed his eyes, trying to shut down the memories threatening to overwhelm him. Plenty of women in this town had touched him. Several, in fact. Starting when he was barely twelve. Whatever his father had hoped to accomplish by forcing them on him had failed miserably.

      He couldn’t make himself respond to their touch just because his father loomed over them, screaming at him. If he could have responded to any girl, it would be Gemma. But she wasn’t any more interested in boys than he was in girls. Gemma wasn’t interested in anybody at all, much to the dismay of every man who courted her where she danced at G’s Lounge.

      Gemma pushed a lock of hair from Memphis’s eyes. “There’s nobody in this town worthy of touching you, M. They’re all cowards. They let your father get away with murder. Even the fucking sheriff. I just don’t understand it. There has to be somebody who will stand up to him.”

      “It won’t matter. If my father dropped dead tomorrow, his whole operation would just go to Nash, and he would be just as bad as my father. He’s got the whole MC watching his back. All I can do is make a run for it and hope he doesn’t care enough to come find me.”

      “Where are you gonna go?” Gemma asked.

      “Los Angeles? Hollywood? Some place where nobody cares if I’m gay,” he said offhand, having no real plan other than just running as far and fast as he could from the podunk Southern California town of barely six hundred people.

      “When will you go?” she asked, wrapping her gum around her finger before plucking it back into her mouth.

      “When I have some money. So, you know, never.”

      “Wait right here,” Gemma said, popping up and hopping off the sofa, disappearing behind the pocket door. He really had no place else to go. He could still barely walk.

      Once more, his thoughts turned to his predicament. Tennessee worked both Nash and Memphis hard, but only Nash got to keep any of the money he earned running errands for his father. Memphis had to hand over every dime. Truthfully, Memphis probably would have tried to make a run for it two years ago, but then Rita had given birth to Knox and Memphis had fallen head over heels for his baby brother. He was terrified to leave him alone with Tennessee and Nash.

      Rita was a good person, but she was afraid of Tennessee just like everybody else. She wouldn’t be able to stand up to him anymore than Nash’s and Memphis’s mother had. Everybody knew the one time his mother had talked back, she’d disappeared three days later. Rita knew it, too. She was a hostage and was barely sixteen herself. There was no way she could protect Knox.

      Gemma returned with a tampon box in her hands and knelt down beside Memphis. “Here, take it.”

      His brows knitted together. “I know my dad thinks I’m a girl, but I don’t exactly need tampons.”

      “No, dummy. Look.” She opened the box and pulled one of the wrappers free. Inside each, where a tampon should be, were tiny rolls of money. “It’s where I stash my tips from the club so don’t nobody come around here and try to steal them. It’s only like five grand, but it could be enough to get you out of here.”

      “Five grand?” Memphis practically shouted, trying to whip himself into an upright position and quickly regretting it as knife sharp pains wracked his torso, stealing his breath.

      “I’m a good dancer. I make lots of tips. Rita used to be the best dancer before Knox, so now, I get all her customers, too.”

      Neither talked about how neither Gemma or Rita were old enough to be working at a strip club. Right and wrong didn’t matter in Rexford. In Rexford, the only things that mattered were Keith ‘Tennessee’ Camden and the Devil’s Crew motorcycle club. And nothing would ever change that. Ever.

      “I can’t go. I can’t, and I definitely can’t take your money. You need to get out of this town before Tennessee ruins you, too.”

      She waved her hand, sitting on the floor of the trailer, plopping her feet right next to Memphis’s thigh. He poked absently at her perfectly manicured toes, but she paid him no mind. “Please. Whether Tomcat wants to admit it or not, I’m still his only daughter. Your Daddy ain’t gonna fuck with me.”

      Memphis stared longingly at the box filled with money. Leaving would be selfish, probably the most selfish thing he ever did in his whole life. But what was his life expectancy in Rexford? Maybe twenty if he filled out and learned to pretend he was as big a piece of shit as his brother and father.

      “You gotta get out of here, Memphis. As soon as you get where you’re going, you can call me, and if anything happens to Knox, I’ll call you. I promise.” He could feel himself folding. He wanted to be free of this godforsaken place once and for all. Gemma seemed to realize he was giving in. “At least start making a plan. Before it’s too late.”

      Memphis nodded reluctantly, tossing an ace bandage to Gemma, so she could wrap his ribs tight enough for him to walk home without passing out from the pain.

      Gemma was right. He needed to get out. Los Angeles was only an hour’s drive if anything went wrong. He couldn’t help Knox if he was dead. Right? “Fine. But I definitely need a plan. Where do I start?”
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      Thank you so much for reading Endangered Species, Book 1 in my Time Served Series. I hope you loved reading this book as much as I loved writing it. The second book in the series, Dangerous Breed, is available here.

      I just wanted to briefly speak about the deeper, possibly more polarizing political aspects of this book that it may seem like I glossed over or used for my own purposes. I try not to get so political in my books that it might pull people from the story or keep them from enjoying the romance aspects, while also hopefully bringing attention to some things in the United States that are broken on a fundamental level. I believe the prison system is one of those things that needs a massive overhaul from the ground up, and writing is a way for me to exorcise my own demons, so you will always find me using current events in my stories. Consider me the Law & Order of m/m romance writers. I’m a ‘Ripped from the Headlines’ kind of girl. That’s it. Rant over.

      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 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. 

      

      Thank you again for reading.  
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      When not at her desk, you can find her whining about how much writing she has to do while avoiding said writing by binge-watching unhealthy amounts of television and doom scrolling on social media. She loves true crime documentaries, anti-heroes, and writing kinky, snarky books about morally gray men who fall in love with other men.
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