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CHAPTER ONE

Lucky was getting too old for this shit.

Keeping his mouth shut, he waited in the shadows, where he’d spent much of his life. Georgia’s biggest idiot, dressed in a Crimson Tide T-shirt and artfully ripped blue jeans, cradled a Sig Sauer to his chest and slunk to the mouth of the alley. The stink of piss, rotting vegetables, and other things to avoid dwelling on before lunch permeated the air.

If Dumbass over there paid as much attention to his location as he did his designer jeans and costly tennis shoes, he might survive training.

Maybe.

Four doors opened onto the alley, and two heavy-duty industrial dumpsters obscured Lucky’s view of anything beyond a few feet. The perfect place for an ambush. In this neglected area of Atlanta, sure as hell, anyone lurking in the dark depths wouldn’t be selling Girl Scout cookies.

Each of the guy’s heavy footfalls grated on Lucky’s nerves. Without pausing to check his surroundings first, the guy charged into the alley. The fucking idiot!

A frustrated growl burned at the back of Lucky’s throat. Not letting it out. Nope, nope, nope. Oh, hell. He shouted, “Stop!” Time to save the total moron from himself.

And wrestle the moron’s gun away from his face. Lack of bullets made the situation safer, but Lucky never underestimated the power of stupid.

Even years spent trafficking drugs shouldn’t have earned him this kind of redemption hell. “Mr. Riley.” Lucky clenched his teeth to keep from yelling. Earning a “needs to curb asshole tendencies” on a department assessment still stung. Okay, his words, not Walter’s, but whatever. It wasn’t like he’d called anyone a worthless, incompetent asshole.

Lately.

“Can you tell me what you did wrong?” Other than thinking drug enforcement might be a suitable career.

He tried hard not to wrinkle his nose at the foul stench wafting from the alley and whatever the big, green dumpster held. Not to mention the paint thinner Riley used as cologne.

Riley stayed silent, not even bothering to blush.

Lucky spun to face the other six far-too-young recruits tagging along behind him like a pack of puppies—and equally uncontrollable. The Southeastern Narcotics Bureau wasn’t scoring the pick of the crop these days, applicant-wise.

A young woman with braces raised her hand. “He went into a situation without backup?”

Really? Lucky fought the urge to slap his palm against his face. “Is that a question or your answer?”

She flushed the shade of red Riley should be. “Both. I think.”

“Don’t answer unless you have an answer. Anybody else?”

James “Jimmy” Salters, the oldest trainee ever, stepped forward, ticking off points on his fingers. “He’s not wearing a vest. He didn’t wait for backup. He walked into a blind alley, pointed a gun at his instructor…”

Why did Salters from Virginia have to be the smartest trainee in class? He’d annoyed the hell out of Lucky when he’d posed as a nurse during Lucky’s hospitalization. Back when Lucky donated part of his liver to dear old Dad. Now he dogged Lucky’s heels.

Then again, he’d pretty much stalked Lucky at the hospital too.

The asshat wanted to date Lucky’s sister? No way, no how.

Lucky checked the time on his phone. Two more hours—if he survived. Atlanta must’ve known he’d be outside with trainees today, and offered up the suckiest weather available. Frigid moisture misted his face, and he shivered in the black leather motorcycle jacket his partner had given him for his birthday.

Birthdays. Bah. Highly overrated. Wait! What the fuck was today?

Ah, hell. Another one. Nope. Not thinking about turning a year older now.

Not when his trainees might take him out by quitting time.

He’d worn his uniform of choice for the occasion: Boots, jeans, black leather jacket, faded Guns N’ Roses T-shirt and Ray-Bans in his pocket, should a dismal as hell March decide to offer up some sunshine for a change. “Who wants to try next?”

Three of his students took a collective step backward, while one stepped forward. Death Wish Salters. Lucky should have known. He waved a hand towards the alley.

Salters grinned, unzipped his jacket and...

Da fuck? “Did you just flash me?”

Grin widening, without the faintest hint of apology, Salters turned, showing the whole class what lay beneath the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau-issued jacket. “What? I’m just showing you my vest.”

Sure enough, the guy wore a bulletproof vest over his T-Shirt,

All traces of smart-assery faded, replaced by grim determination. “You’re my backup.” Salters nodded to the second least hopeless of the crew, and also the most trigger-happy.

With a nod of her own, Robinson— a deceptively petite blonde—took up position, casting a gaze at Lucky for approval. Lucky gave none. She needed to trust her own instincts in the field. She’d tested well, outscored half the department, rookie or veteran, on the firing range, and truckers bowed in awe at the colorful insults she hurled at the least provocation.

Gun in a double-handed grip against his chest, Salters bounced from one doorway to another. He paused long enough to take a lay of the land and let the trainee-most-likely-to-take-someone-out-due-to-road-rage get into a supporting position before darting to the next door. Yeah, well he should do better than the others, since he’d already put in time with the SNB, just without formal training, and without training from a former trafficker turned drug agent.

Or on the streets of Atlanta rather than the mostly civil confines of a hospital.

Lucky’s cell phone chimed and a quick glance showed a smiley face from Johnson. Robinson and Salters completed the course, then. They returned to the group, more than a bit smug, and fist bumped each other.

Lucky huffed. The truth hurt sometimes. “Good, Mr. Salters. You and your partner might live to take on another case.” He dared not call the woman “Road Rage Robinson” to her face, a name her fellow recruits hung on her long before Lucky got the opportunity.

Though the jury hadn’t reached a verdict on Lucky’s chances of coming out of this training exercise alive. Who the hell considered him training newbies a good thing?

Oh, right. Walter. Boss man.

Lucky sent his next charge down the alley toward the end where their fictitious drug dealer doled out cellophane bags full of powdered sugar, most likely glowering at actual dealers wandering by until they tucked tail and ran.

The smart ones, anyway.

Johnson might’ve died of boredom by now since none of the trainees had reached her yet except Robinson and Salters, and they’d returned too quickly to have even started a conversation.

She could always use the idle time to paint her fingernails—or bench press a nearby Mazda.

The next contestant charged straight down the alley. Had they not watched Jimmy at all?

“Wrong!” Lucky yelled. Damn it! Why didn’t they pay attention? “The sniper just picked you off.”

If they’d been on the street for real, Lucky would have returned to the office with at least four body bags, and a lot of explaining to do.

While the class looked for imaginary bad guys, Lucky kept constant watch for a real one. He’d cost former DEA flunky Owen Landry one hell of a good-paying job, and sent quite a few pharmaceutical executives to prison.

He hadn’t won any friends in the pharma trade with his latest case.

Not to mention a few additional folks, and an embarrassment from the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau itself. The SNB sure couldn’t pick ‘em anymore. Two former criminals—well, Lucky and a guy who wasn’t really a criminal, just got caught up in something wrong—on their payroll, and the college-educated IT geek was the one to traipse down the wrong path.

Every time Lucky left the house, he watched over his shoulder. Sooner or later, he’d have hell to pay.


CHAPTER TWO

“What do you say? Put in a good word for me?” Salters followed Lucky across the parking lot under the SNB’s building. His long legs took away the option of outrunning him.

“You are not dating my sister,” Lucky growled for possibly the millionth time since Salters had transferred from the Virginia office. Of all the trainees, Salters alone had any experience with drug enforcement. He also held a nursing degree. Lucky should say okay and let Charlotte discourage him once and for all.

But what if she said yes?

“Why not? I have a job, a car, am in the process of buying a house, don’t have any embarrassing tattoos, and no prison record. What more can you ask in a good ole Southern boy?”

What, indeed. Charlotte’s ex-husband had the last two options without benefit of the first two. When in doubt, Lucky used his father’s tried and true, fits all occasions, “Because I said so.”

Jimmy beat Lucky to the elevator and barred the way. “Oh, come on, man.”

“Have you ever been to a boxing ring?”

Jimmy scrunched his brow. “No, why?”

Oh, yeah, ripe for Lucky’s lesson number one for new hires: He could kick their butts. “My sister can make up her own mind who she dates.” And she wouldn’t choose Jimmy. No way, no how.

Especially since Lucky had no intention of telling her about Salters’ infatuation.

“Then invite me over. Or better yet, give me her phone number and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Persistent cuss. Lucky stepped on the elevator with Jimmy, punched the button for the sixth floor, and stepped off. He grinned and waved as the door slid shut.

Whew. Laughter cut his reprieve short, the other trainees catching up to him. The moment the door slid open, he jumped on the elevator and forced the door closed. Would this day never end?

***

Lucky managed to crawl out of his Camaro on the third try and made his way halfway up the sidewalk. Damn. He turned back to the car for his computer bag. He really was getting too old for this shit, and no cars in the yard and a quiet house didn’t mean he wasn’t about to get dragged into more. Might as well check the mail too.

Bill, bill, bill. No card from his sister, since she now lived with him.

He stared at the house with longing. How he’d love to creep into his bedroom, take a hot shower, get a massage from Bo, have all the sex he could manage while being bone-weary tired, and fall into bed for a nice, long sleep.

From which he didn’t really care at the moment if he woke.

The best and worst things going for him these days were the people who loved him. Great to have someone watching his back, but they did god-awful things sometimes to show their love.

Like…

Lucky braced himself and unlocked the front door. Sometimes he regretted installing the doorbell camera—they could see his every move.

Slowly, slowly he opened the door.

“Surprise!”

Holy Fuck! He staggered back against the table by the door. How did this damned many people fit in his living room?

“Happy Birthday!”

Oh, God. They’d remembered.

Bo grinned, complete with the dimple Lucky loved far too much, and came at him, mouth first. Lucky struggled a moment and relaxed. Nobody here better give a happy damn if he kissed his man in his own house.

A party. Which meant at least two hours of pretending he liked people. Well, he liked most of these.

Bo winked and gave him another kiss. “I’m saving my gift for later.” Whoa! Was that a bit of scruff on his face? Lucky liked the rugged look. Of course, Bo looked good shaven, unshaven, in a suit, in biker leathers…

In nothing at all.

But “later”? Maybe Lucky could learn to tolerate birthdays, even if bacon didn’t seem to be involved this year.

“Happy Birthday, brother!” Charlotte grinned at him from the kitchen door. “There’s cake!”

There damned well better be for Lucky suffering this indignity.

“And presents,” his nephew chimed in. At sixteen, Ty wasn’t old enough for birthdays to make him feel ancient.

Thirty-nine. Thirty-nine fucking years old. Way too close to forty.

Too fucking old. He gave the room a quick once-over and let out a breath. Not a trainee in sight, in particular, no Jimmy.

Good.

“Happy Birthday, Lucky,” Walter Smith called from the couch. The mountain of a man pushing seventy probably saw thirty-nine as young.

Someone grabbing his bag and others shoving him farther into the house meant he didn’t have to speak yet. They herded him toward the reclining chair and handed him a paper-wrapped box.

“That’s from me and Rone.” Lucky’s work partner beamed, nails bright purple when they’d been pink that morning. Yup. She’d found a way to kill time while waiting to play drug dealer for the rookies.

Two big eyes peered out from behind her. Another five years and her son might stop hiding from him. Then again, Lucky wasn’t known to be kid-friendly, or anyone-else-friendly, for that matter.

A sea of smiling faces crowded around him: Bo, Charlotte, Rett, Walter, Receptionist Lisa from work, his nephew Ty, along with his pretty young girlfriend who couldn’t possibly be the office asshole’s biological daughter.

He ripped open the paper. Lucky smiled. Bo’s smile fell and he arched a brow at Rett. She shrugged, palms out. “Hey, Rone picked it out.”

On Lucky’s lap lay the biggest pack of Oreo cookies he’d ever seen. “Costco,” she stage-whispered behind her hand.

More gifts like hers might have Lucky rethinking the whole birthday thing. Hmm… He’d have to find a place to hide them. Health-freak Bo had already ferreted out Lucky’s other stashes.

“Open mine next!” Charlotte shoved a card under his nose. Every year she’d always timed a card to arrive on his birthday, or close to it in the case of his birthday falling on Sunday. He opened the card. A gift certificate fell out. Couples massage?

Oh, man. She shouldn’t have given her gift this early in the party. How was he going to get through the next few hours with images of a naked Bo stretched out on a massage table filling his mind?

She bent down and whispered, “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you what I really wanted to this year.”

Bo wrapped her in a one-armed hug and squeezed. Bo and Charlotte, the only two people besides Lucky who understood her dejected tone.

The object of Lucky’s fantasy had one free arm left to elbow Lucky. Oh. Yeah. “Thanks, Charlotte. Thanks, Rett and Rone.” Rone stuck a hand out from behind his mother and waved. Ah, the kid was finally warming up to him.

“Mrs. Griggs couldn’t make it, but she sent a gift.”

Lucky opened the box Charlotte handed him. Homemade cupcakes and a cookbook. Just because he’d enlisted her help to cook Bo a traditional Christmas dinner didn’t mean he planned to run Charlotte and Bo out of their shared domain permanently. Somebody had to sit on the couch and keep Ty company while they fixed supper, right?

Ty’s gift turned out to be a new Bob Seger T-shirt, since Lucky had recently lost his original one. “Thanks, Ty.” His nephew had gone from hating Lucky to buying him nice gifts. Lucky’s eyes stung and he gave a sniff. “Allergies,” he said as explanation.

“You don’t have allergies.” Trust Bo to remind him.

“I was going to get you a shirt that said, “I’m a bad-assed mother—” Charlotte’s glare cut Ty off.

“Hey, Uncle R… Lucky!” Todd emerged from behind the crowd.

“Todd! What are you doing here?” Since leaving for college, Todd hardly ever visited.

The kid grinned. “What’s a few cut classes when I get to see my favorite uncle? Check your email. I got you some music credits.” Todd narrowed his eyes. “But don’t download Achy Breaky Heart or Uncle Bo will kill me.”

Lisa gave him a leather-bound organizer, like he’d be organized enough to keep one.  “Look inside,” she said. “Your sister helped me.”

Page after page contained work meetings, family and friend’s birthdays, and things like “National Potato Day” and “Chicken Dance Day”. The moment Lisa turned her head he handed the thing to Bo. Who needed a leather organizer? His came in human form.

A mighty fine human form too.

The next package contained books on training techniques. Lucky shifted his gaze to the boss.

“Look inside,” Walter mouthed.

Uh-oh, this could be bad. He opened the top book to find a sheet of paper, and he scanned the print. Oh. Wow. His throat clogged. Might be from his swelling heart. Damned non-existent allergies! He turned the paper to show Bo.

“Thanks, Walter,” Bo murmured, since words stuck in Lucky’s throat.

The boss’s gift consisted of vouchers for two weeks at the river cabin where Bo had lived during their assignment in Athens, Georgia. One of Lucky’s favorite places, away from traffic, away from people, just him and Bo and the great outdoors.

Bo loved outdoor sex. Such a win.

“I gathered from your reports that you liked the cabin.” Walter smiled in his usual all-knowing way. Trust Walter to read between the lines of Lucky’s report. Hopefully, he didn’t know everything, in this case.

If the boss only knew what they’d gotten up to in the woods behind the cabin…

Charlotte saved Lucky from embarrassing himself.

“Okay, everyone. Time for cake.” She shooed them through the kitchen and into the seldom-used dining room. “You too, brother mine,” she barked when Lucky didn’t move.

He stood and waited until the crowd had departed to wrap an arm around Bo. Oh! Him and Bo alone, sort of, and Bo promising a gift for later?

Lucky lifted up on his toes and planted his lips over Bo’s. Bo opened his mouth, sliding his tongue along Lucky’s.

Hot damn. Lucky couldn’t bite back a moan.

Bo ended the kiss. “We better get in there before they come looking.”

“Cake or you? No contest.” Lucky leered.

“C’mon.” Bo gave a laugh and swatted Lucky’s ass.

Lucky held back while Bo traipsed to the kitchen door. While he never liked seeing Bo leave, watching him go might be Lucky’s favorite image.

That ass.

Now to survive the next few hours and get a little private time with his man. Because.

Yeah, that ass.


CHAPTER THREE

Only on his birthday could Lucky get away with eating four hot dogs, two single-serve bags of potato chips, and a slab of chocolate cake without a lecture from Bo.

Bo didn’t have to lecture. Lucky clearly saw the error of his ways. Damn, he’d eaten so much he could hardly move. And Bo’s promised gift still to come! Lucky patted his overfull stomach. Fuck. Not yet a dad, but with stage-four Dad bod.

Family headed out the door with the friends, leaving Bo and Lucky all alone.

Charlotte and Ty took the dog with them, Todd headed back to his college dorm, Cat Lucky was nowhere to be seen, and Bo closed all the blinds. Oh, yeah, something fun about to happen.

“Sit!” Bo pointed to Lucky’s recliner and vanished towards the back of the house.

Lucky sat alone in the living room. What had Bo planned? Would Lucky regret the four hot dogs soon?

Music started, a throbbing beat coming from overhead. What?

Bo must have checked off another item on the to-do list and fixed the in-house speakers, since Lucky forbade syncing up electronic devices in every room. If Alexa or Alicia or whoever could hear him, others could too.

A vision strutted out of the hallway in black leather. Mystery solved as to why Bo neglected shaving this morning. The bit of scruff gave him a dangerous vibe.

More dangerous than usual, rather.

Leather hat, leather vest, leather chaps, belt, thong, and boots.

Hot. Damn.

A biker wet dream.

Bo sauntered forward, reached under the chair on both sides, and brought up… Chain? Grinning, he wrapped cuffs around Lucky’s wrist and clicked them closed. The scent of Bo’s cologne kick-started the erection Lucky began to sprout the moment Bo stepped from the hall.

Bo had installed chains on the living room chair? Chains, chaps, Bo. In leather.

Somewhere in life Lucky must’ve done something right.

Should he ask how Bo managed to rig the living room chair without anyone finding out, or relax and enjoy the moment?

Oh. The chains meant Lucky couldn’t move much, and definitely restricted reaching out and touching. The song ended and another began with a sultry, driving beat. Bo nodded, hand on his hat, shadowing his face. He twisted and turned in time with the music. An embroidered dragon snaked up the back of the vest, bringing to mind Bo’s dragon collection and their rumored protective powers.

Bo didn’t need a dragon for protection, not with a cocky little bantam rooster around who’d take care of any threat.

Bo ran his hands down the front of his vest, thrusting his hips in an entirely provocative manner. He reached down, down, down, rubbing the impressive bulge at his crotch.

Lucky’s dick stiffened to the point of pain. He shifted in the chair to make more room in his jeans.

Turning, Bo offered a fine view, the twin globes of his ass framed by black leather, a thin cord from the thong disappearing between his cheeks.

“Oh, yeah. Shake that ass, baby.” Lucky’s fingers itched to caress firm flesh, to squeeze, rub, and reach between those gloriously rounded ass cheeks.

Bo whirled again, running his hands under the vest, closing his eyes and letting out a moan when his fingers scraped over his nipples.

No fair! Lucky wanted to touch too. He squirmed, but the chains held. Why had he ever admitted mild bondage turned him on?

Oh, because it did, though the man before him always would be his biggest turn on, in whatever way Lucky could have him.

In a dramatic move, Bo threw open the vest, letting the leather slide off his shoulders, down his arms, and onto the floor in time with the bass tempo. He kicked the vest away, running his hands over his bare chest, combing through the slight wisps of dark hair.

Settling his fingers on his belt, he thrust his hips, pantomiming an intimate act. Slowly, slowly, grinding to the music, he opened the belt and, loop by loop, parted the strip of leather from the chaps. They settled lower on his hips.

Bo bent at the waist, grabbing a zipper at his crotch and lowering the metal pull down the inside of his thighs to his ankles. The chaps leg flapped open while he repeated the process with the other side.

At last, he stood in thong, hat and boots, the dark hair adorning his runner’s physique painting an image of pure masculinity. He came closer, close enough for Lucky to catch a whiff of woodsy cologne, mingled with sweat and man.

Closer he came, and closer still.

Bo palmed the back of Lucky’s head and pressed his face into Bo’s groin.

Oh God! Forceful! Yes! Lucky grabbed the thong with his teeth and pulled.

Bo danced back, waving an admonishing finger. He jumped, spinning to land on his feet, back to Lucky, ass on display. The muscles in his back flexed, beautifully defined without excessive bulk. Oh, God, how Lucky wanted to touch, needed to touch.

A chain hung from Bo’s neck, the hummingbird charm—a gift from Lucky—glinting against his skin when Bo turned back around. His skin glowed under a sheen of sweat, the hair on his arms and legs darkening.

Damn, but he was beautiful, with his dark brown hair and eyes, five o’clock shadow, and sleek body. Lucky had never before had a type other than a man with a come-hither smile and no plans past a single fuck. Until Bo, Lucky had been strictly catch and release.

Now, no matter how much he saw of the man, Lucky remained fascinated. Each day revealed more new facets to love.

Sliding his fingers underneath the thong straps, Bo played peekaboo, lowering the pouch, showing a bit of dark curls and lifting the tiny bit of material back into place. No mistaking the bulge tenting out the front. Bo’s hardon couldn’t be missed.

Nor Lucky’s. He shifted again, but he wouldn’t find comfort with a raging stiffy seeking escape from his jeans, and his hands bound too tightly to remedy the situation.

Placing a hand on the chair arms on either side of Lucky, Bo bent down, putting his lips within kissing distance, then righting himself without losing a beat.

He danced like he did everything else: with his whole heart.

Back and forth he swayed, muscles clenching and releasing in his thighs and calves. The song changed to something more downtempo, and Bo slowed to match the beat. He danced close enough for Lucky to feel his body heat, occasionally brushing his crotch or ass against Lucky’s arm, and once bending over, giving Lucky the perfect view of where he wanted to be.

Lucky groaned. This man might be the death of him, but what a way to go. Dick aching, Lucky squirmed, grasping for any bit of friction available.

Clutching the chair arms again, Bo performed a modified pushup, lowering his face nearly to Lucky’s lap and up again.

“Stop torturing me!” Lucky groaned. He didn’t want to break the spell, but damn it. He needed.

A sultry grin crept across Bo’s face, his eyes crinkling at the corners. This time, when he went down, he knelt, mouthing Lucky’s erection through a layer of denim.

Oh, hell yes. Yes. Yes. Lucky nearly screamed in relief.

Too soon.

Bo rose again, yanking the thong away to reveal his own erect cock, the head swollen and purple. He ran his hand beside Lucky’s thigh, pulling the handle to recline the chair. Lucky fell backward with an “Ooomph.”

Grinning, Bo pushed Lucky farther back into the chair. He climbed onto Lucky’s lap, lowering the zipper of Lucky’s jeans, and working Lucky’s cock over the elastic of his boxers. Yes! Freedom.

But still he ached. Ached for Bo’s touch, to be inside of him—or for Bo to top.

“Oh!” Lucky let out a gasp when their cocks brushed, and he fought to reach out, grab them, hold them together while he pushed into his fist.

Bo rose, holding Lucky’s cock straight up.

What the…

Lining the tip of Lucky’s cock to his hole, Bo shifted.

And plunged down.

Oh, fuck! Slick, stretched, ready, Bo wasted no time, holding Lucky’s upper arms in a fierce grip and hissing through his teeth. Wearing nothing but his boots and hat, Lucky fully clothed, Bo rode him hard, up, down, back forth. Grinding onto Lucky’s groin. The chair creaked and chains rattled—Lucky’s new favorite song.

Tight, slick heat. Oh, hell. Sensory overload. Lucky threw his head back, fighting for air. Too much, too fast. Bo took Lucky’s face between his palms and plundered Lucky’s mouth. Nothing gentle about the battle of tongues, or the way Bo wrung pleasure from Lucky’s body.

Panting, moaning, Lucky strained against the chains to clutch Bo’s ass and help the pace.

But no. Helpless to do more, he bucked as much as possible, burying himself in Bo’s body.

Never breaking the kiss, Bo reached between them, stroking his cock in time with Lucky’s thrusts.

Harder, harder! Bo barely missed a beat, using the position to better angle Lucky’s cock inside of him.

Lucky gripped Bo’s thighs—all he could reach—and groaned out a long breath. Pressure built in his balls, drawing them up. Plunging into Bo felt damned good. He could go forever.

Then… “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck!” Body tight as a bowstring, he shot, filling Bo intimately. Bo stiffened, rhythm faltering and eyes flying wide. Kissing Lucky with near brutal force, Bo joined Lucky in ecstasy, Lucky catching Bo’s cries in his mouth.

Bo convulsed, rocking his hips and gyrating down on Lucky’s highly sensitized dick.

Lucky’s brain spun, hyperventilation and hellifying orgasm bringing on a bad case of post-orgasmic stupid. What was his name again?  He held Bo as best he could, fingers sliding off sweat-slippery skin.

That was… That was…

How could anyone come so hard and live to tell the tale?

Gulping air like a marathon runner, Bo let out a shaky laugh.

Lucky roused enough brain cells to ask, “What’s so funny?”

Bo sat back, Lucky’s softening cock still inside of him, every part of his face showing joy. “When I planned this, I hoped it would be good. I had no fucking idea.” He rubbed a hand over his face, momentarily hiding twin dimples. The Dimple had a smaller, less pronounced twin.

How fucking cute. Just when Lucky thought he’d figured Bo out, the man surprised him once again.

Bo rested his forehead against Lucky’s. “Did you like your surprise?”

What? A question requiring thought? Bo screwed Lucky’s brains out and expected him to have enough functioning gray matter to answer? Not happening. Lucky managed a nod.

“Good. I hoped you would.” Bo’s warm breath wafted over Lucky’s face.

How could Lucky not? Bo gave himself. What better gift? “Bo, will you do me a favor?”

“If I can.” Bo folded his arms over Lucky’s chest, gazing down at him.

“Never stop surprising me.”

Bo kissed him.

Promise enough.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

“What’s wrong with this product?” Lucky handed out bottles and unit-dose cups to the trainees sitting around the conference table.

The lingering image of Bo’s surprise stuck in Lucky’s head, and he’d caught himself humming to the dance music more than once.

If he closed his eyes, he could still feel the moment of release, his orgasm crashing into him with a sledgehammer’s force.

Not good while in a classroom with a bunch of rookies.

He’d caught a glimpse of Bo a few times since arriving at the office this morning, looking out of Lucky’s league in a suit and tie. Then he’d turn and catch Lucky’s eye, one side of his mouth curving upward. Whatever Lucky had done right to have Bo in his life, he might never know.

Jimmy glanced up and nodded. Butt kisser. Lucky waited to see if anyone else got the answer—if Jimmy wasn’t lying about knowing.

The other six stared at the cups and bottles, turning them over, shaking them, and even rolling them on the table. No guns needed for this exercise. Still, he’d keep an eye on Riley. And Road Rage Robinson. More than bullets put them at risk on the job.

Idiots! “If those were explosives you’d be in trouble.”

Six trainees stopped moving, except for the one who dropped a cup. Riley. Figured. Jimmy snorted.

Oh well, no hope for it. Lucky fought not to sigh. “Mr. Salters, care to tell us what’s wrong?”

Jimmy presented the bottle with unnecessary flourish, like a waiter pushing a hundred-year-old vintage back in the day when Lucky had dined at restaurants with expensive bottles of wine. “No lot number or expiration date.” He held up a cup and spoke in a bored manner. “No barcode. While serialization is still a few months out, most manufacturers started last year.”

The others groaned. Two examined the products again. Okay, three out of the group might last through six weeks of training.

“Without proper identification, these could be counterfeit.” Lucky hoisted a bottle and a cup. “Which is the reason for the Drug Supply Chain Security Act and serialization. Even with tight controls on labels and components, there’re some pretty convincing fakes out there. But a serial number”—he traded the samples for ones with proper identification— “means even John Doe who got the bottle from his pharmacy can trace the product through every step in the supply chain: manufacturer, distributor, possibly more than one, drug store, and on to him.”

Lucky squinted at the barely legible label and passed the bottle around, providing a visual lesson. Damned shitty-assed eyesight.

The moment the bottle had circulated the conference table and made its way back to the front of the room, seven pairs of eyes rose over Lucky’s head to the clock. Okay, tomorrow the clock went bye-bye. No clock watchers allowed. “Four-fifty-five, right?”

Seven heads bobbed.

Worked for Lucky. “Go on, get out of here.”

Six shot for the door. Jimmy paused long enough to round up the product samples and smile at Lucky on the way out.

Nope, Lucky wasn’t putting in a good word with Charlotte. Not happening. If Jimmy wanted to date Charlotte, he could ask her his damned self—and get shot down. Maybe literally. The ex from hell had left Lucky’s sister rather picky.

Lucky put away the samples in a lock box in his cube and waited until the halls cleared. No need joining the stampede, waiting for the elevator and fighting to maneuver his car out of the parking garage.

He’d still get home at roughly the same time.

Most days the drive didn’t bother him as he put the city in his rearview mirror and drove to the outskirts and home. Today the moments might stretch out forever.

Bo, in chaps. Bo, in a thong. Bo, grinding on Lucky’s cock. He reached down and adjusted himself.

No one hovered around the reception desk, and he rode the elevator alone to a nearly-empty parking garage. Bo’s truck sat in its usual place, as did Walter’s SUV.

Working late again.

Lucky inched his Camaro down Peachtree Street, gridlocked in the evening’s mass exodus from Atlanta. Way too many cars.

After way too damned long, he broke relatively free of bumper-to-bumper traffic and managed to reach over thirty miles per hour the rest of the way home.

The community gates stood wide open today. They’d never been much protection anyway—the reason he’d tightened security on the house. The house needed repairs and appeared run down—not the most desirable target for would-be thieves—but the place sported $5,000 worth of security system.

So far.

In addition, the shaggy, four-legged alarm worked about half the time, though the cat might trip intruders. Lucky eased the door open, listening for massive paws approaching at high speeds. Good. No fending off doggy kisses today.

Still, Lucky’s heart fell a little. No Bo. More and more his partner stayed late at work. Yeah, learning a new job took time, but Lucky liked coming home to his man.

Oh! Something sure smelled good. Tomato? Yes, definitely hints of tomato in there. Spices? His stomach rumbled.

He tossed his keys on the table by the front door and followed his nose to the kitchen door, in time to hear his sister hiss, “Someone’s home. I gotta go.”

Who was she talking to?

He pushed on through. Charlotte stirred something in a pan, humming softly to herself while slipping her cellphone into the back pocket of her jeans.

Lucky opened and closed his mouth, managed to keep from asking questions he’d no business asking. She had the right to talk to whoever she wanted to on the telephone. Though curious about who’d been on the other end of the line, and why she didn’t want to be caught talking to them, he’d keep quiet.

For now.

Besides, she wouldn’t be doing something wrong with her kid a few feet away, right?

Ty sat at the kitchen table, books open, scrawling in a notebook. Who would have thought Lucky’s life would include such a picture of domestic bliss?

A bag from a CVS drugstore sat on the counter. Oh shit. CVS bags meant one thing these days—and not Lucky visiting a local pharmacy for work purposes. Charlotte often joked about merely walking past her ex-husband in the hallway and getting pregnant with Todd and Ty, but after four months of trying with Bo’s sperm, nothing.

Four months wasn’t a long time. Rett said it took two years for one of her sisters to conceive. Two years. Damn. Long time. Sooner or later they’d have to share their plans with the rest of the family. He voted for later.

Much later.  As in, when the kid turned old enough to vote.

If and when Charlotte managed to get pregnant. Four months was nothing to be depressed about. Yet Lucky shared her pain when she swore each month, proclaiming, “Damn it! It didn’t take!” Was she afraid he’d change his mind if things didn’t progress quickly? Or maybe it was the embarrassment of delivering cups of Bo’s cum to her bedroom door, knowing what happened next.

Calendars, thermometers, eating right, all figured into her “get Charlotte pregnant plan”. There was really no hurry, but if she got pregnant today, Lucky would be thirty-nine years old when the baby came. He’d attend his child’s high school graduation pushing sixty.

Some of the parents dropping kids off when Lucky drove up with his nephew Ty every weekday morning appeared too young to have kids in high school. How would he look in his mid-forties, depositing his kid at kindergarten? Would the other children believe Lucky was the child’s grandfather?

Then again, he’d grown up in an area where eighty percent of his former classmates married before age twenty and were parents before twenty-two. Most of those young parents hadn’t yet learned the life lessons necessary to take care of themselves, let alone a child. Bo and Lucky had experience, good jobs, a decent house — providing no one looked too closely at the work he’d yet to complete on repairs — and plenty of people waiting to welcome the child into their lives.

Lucky’s mother might be shocked at how he and Bo went about becoming parents, and although he spoke to his father on occasion, they hadn’t quite repaired their bond to the point Lucky spoke freely. Walter and his wife, Loretta Johnson and her son, and the crazy cat lady Mrs. Griggs all looked forward to a little Harrison-Schollenberger.

Or should Lucky change his name back to Lucklighter before time to make out a birth certificate?

He dropped a kiss on his sister’s offered cheek. “Hey.” She turned and gave him a one-armed hug while stirring the pot with the other hand. “How was your day?”

“Oh, same old, same old.” Since giving up her life in Spokane to move to Atlanta, she’d not left the house much, except to go with Lucky to the firing range, pick her son up from school, or visit her other son at Clemson University. She needed to get out more.

Besides trips to the local CVS.

But not with Lucky’s latest trainee. Come to think of it, he didn’t know too many people worthy of dating his sister. Maybe he should take applications.

If and when Charlotte showed any interest in dating.

“Supper sure smells good. What ya cooking?”

Charlotte gave him a smile over her shoulder, never faltering in stirring the pot. “Soup and cornbread. I found a really good tomato-based vegetable soup recipe online. I figured I’d take some out for Bo, and add ground beef for the rest of us.”

Great idea, allowing them to all sit down together, eat the same thing, giving Bo something vegetarian, while everyone else got to eat meat. Charlotte hadn’t yet tried to introduce bacon into the household, but the way she and Bo connected, she likely wouldn’t get the same raised eyebrow treatment Lucky received whenever he suggested pork.

Now wasn’t the time to talk about such matters as having a brother’s partner’s baby. There had to be a Southern joke in there somewhere. “Hey, kiddo.” Lucky approached his nephew cautiously. Not too long ago he’d have gotten a sarcastic cut down.

Ty didn’t look up from his homework, merely lifted a hand in greeting. He’d definitely mellowed since he and his mother moved in. He’d started making friends at his new school, began showing progress in the boxing ring with Uncle Lucky, and he took Moose on afternoon runs. He’d also finally made the soccer team when a forward relocated to another district.

And had begun dating, of all people, Lucky’s work nemesis’s daughter. Thank God the girl took after her mother in temperament and looks, instead of asshole Keith.

Yes, Ty had lost his “I hate Uncle Lucky” attitude. So far, Bo had managed not to say, “I told you so,” but his expressive face said the words often enough with a mere smirk.

The fact remained, Ty liked Bo better than Lucky. Not that Lucky blamed the guy; he’d have liked Bo better too.

Bo strolled into the kitchen a moment later. Damn, but the man looked good in a suit. Especially after running his fingers through his hair all day, showing a bit of five o’clock shadow, tie hanging loosely around his neck, as though Lucky had yanked him in by the neckwear for a kiss.

Next time they played wild sex games, Bo needed to keep his suit on.

Briefly.

A shiver went through Lucky at the memory of last night. Bo definitely had a way of making him look forward to birthdays.

Why the hell not put thought into action? His house, his family, his man, though he’d keep his PDAs family-friendly—somewhat. He crossed the room in three long strides and made fantasy reality, slipping his hand around Bo’s tie and bringing him in until their mouths met.

Charlotte paused mid-stir. “Aww… Ain’t that sweet?”

Then again, Lucky might need more practice with public displays of affection before he got used to his sister commenting on his love life, even though she knew full well what he and Bo got up to behind closed doors.

She often received the end result in a paper cup a few minutes later.

Bo nodded toward the bag on the counter. “Time to try again?” he whispered to her, although he didn’t need to be stealthy. Ty excelled at tuning out adults.

“Oh, no. That’s just some vitamins and such.” Charlotte waved a dismissive hand. “You boys get the table ready. Ty, put your books away and let’s eat.”

In short order they gathered around the table, Bo ladling up soup while Lucky slathered his cornbread with butter.

Real butter. From the Lucklighter farm. Damn. He’d missed homemade butter nearly as much as he’d missed his family in the years when they hadn’t spoken.

Not thinking of that now. Over and done, though Lucky’s heart still twinged at the thought.

“How was your day?” Lucky asked his partner.

Bo let out a sigh. “I was in meetings most of the afternoon. Sometimes I miss being out in the field. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the opportunity Walter’s giving me, but after handling some pretty interesting cases, sitting in meetings is dull, dull, dull.”

Interesting cases? Almost dying a few times, settling matters with his fists a few more, dancing from strings while a drug lord used him as a puppet? In contrast, dull might be a good thing.

“What did you get up to today?” Bo asked.

“Just hanging out with a bunch of newbies.” Lucky did his best not to grumble. Those “interesting” cases tended to spoil one for the mundane routine of training a bunch of rookies who didn’t know their asses from a hole in the ground.

“Have you seen or talked to Loretta today?” Bo took a sip from his spoon and smiled. “Charlotte, you keep cooking like this, and the chief cook and bottle washer job is yours.”

Charlotte beamed. “It’s just soup.”

“It’s really good soup,” Bo replied, chasing down a slice of carrot with his spoon.

Lucky scratched his chin. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen Rett all day, not even at lunchtime. “No, I haven’t seen Loretta. Why? Should I have?” Strange she’d not been around. Maybe assignments kept her out of the office today.

“She mentioned needing your help on a case.”

Needed Lucky’s help? If it got him away from the rookies for even a heartbeat, he’d take whatever. “Any idea what kind of case?” Last time she’d requested his help he’d wound up at a strip club for his birthday, watching Bo strip.

Bo stripping as a birthday tradition? Oh, yeah.

“No, she just said she wanted to talk to you.” Bo made a face. “Somehow, now that she thinks I’ve climbed up the food chain, she doesn’t talk to me as openly as she used to, except about work and such.”

“She talks to you. Without me?” She hadn’t talked about Lucky, had she? Somehow the idea of Rett and Bo discussing him didn’t sit well. If those two combined forces, he’d never know what hit him.

Bo gave a sheepish shrug, palms up. “Sometimes.”

“Did y’all talk about me?” Please, no.

“Now why does everything have to be about you? Besides, I just said she asked about you.” The pink tinge of Bo’s cheeks confirmed Lucky’s suspicions of talk being about more than work-related. Fuck.  “Anyway, you might want to look her up soon.”

The rest of the meal passed peaceably, with stories of Ty’s day, soccer practice, classes, and the co-worker’s daughter Lucky secretly hoped his nephew would outgrow.

No such luck. Although asshole Keith still growled occasionally, for the sake of his daughter, he curbed his open hostility. Then again, they had teamed up in a fashion for Lucky’s last case. The guy liked Bo, and backed him for Walter’s replacement, so he wasn’t the total moron Lucky used to believe him to be.

Still an asshole, though.

For the rest of the evening, the question loomed: What did Loretta want?


CHAPTER FIVE

The scent of coffee caught Lucky’s attention before he’d even entered his cube. A giant of a woman sprawled in his chair—one of two people who managed not to be thrown by the Hell Bitch—red fingernails wrapped around a Starbucks cup while another cup sat on Lucky’s desk, flanked by several empty and semi-empty cups.

She wore the distinctive dark blue polo shirt emblazoned with the SNB logo, the short sleeves straining over her inked biceps, and dark blue pants, with sturdy boots on the barge-sized feet she’d parked on the desk.

No one would ever accuse Loretta Johnson of being petite, not at over six feet and as solidly built as a Mack truck. She wore her hair in braids today, dozens of tiny plaits hugging her scalp, and not a bit of makeup. With her healthy, glowing skin, she didn’t need enhancement to be a beautiful woman.

The clean-scented fragrance she wore might make a nice birthday gift for Charlotte. He’d have to ask for particulars later.

He took a sip of coffee from the cup she’d left on the desk and glowered, if for no other reason than to keep up appearances. He’d let his guard down around her too many times for her to believe the heartless asshole routine he easily sold to others at the SNB.

“How’s it going?” She leaned back farther in the chair than Lucky dared try.

Lucky glanced right and left to ensure privacy before answering. No one here but Rett, Bo, and Walter needed to know his business. “I’ve died and gone to Hell in the form of some really hopeless rookies, my nephew didn’t say a word to me on the way to school, and my sister still isn’t pregnant by my partner. Which makes it pretty much same shit, different day.”

“You know,” she drawled in the Texas accent she only pulled out occasionally, “for anyone else that’d be too damned much information. What does it say about our relationship that the details of your life don’t shock me in the least?”

Lucky released another snort. “That you’ve been hanging out with my sister.”

“Yeah, there is that.” The woman who’d persisted past growls and sarcasm to become his friend toasted Lucky with her cup. Thank goodness she’d transferred some of her attention to Charlotte and eased back on mother-henning Lucky all the time.

They drank in silence for a moment. For her not to come straight to the point must mean something gawdawful. He’d wait, enjoying the few seconds of not knowing whatever the hell had her stalking his cube before he’d finished at least two cups of coffee.

Sooner or later she’d have to get out of his chair and get to work, but she didn’t seem inclined to start the conversation. Her shoulders were hunched, and the tell-tale agitation wrinkle hadn’t formed between her brows. Must not be too bad.

Lucky’s patience only went so far. “Out with it. Bo said you wanted to talk to me about something.” Please, Lord, let it not be about her former boyfriend, that useless waste of skin, Philip, currently trying to get out of a prison sentence.

Lucky had been the reason for his arrest.

Slowly, she lowered her feet off the desk and sat the chair down, which put her more or less nose-to-nose with his five-feet-six-inch height, and glanced right and left. In a husky murmur, she said, “I know it’s not our case, and might be nothing, really, but I have reason to believe there’s something shady going on in my neighborhood.”

He let out a snort. “You live in Atlanta. There’s something shady going on in pretty much every neighborhood.”

“Not like this.” Now came the tension to her shoulders and the steely glint to her eyes.

Okay. She’d gotten his attention.

“What kind of shady?”

Her dark-eyed gaze bored into his a long moment before she replied, “I’m not sure, but my gut tells me it’s bad.”

Like Lucky, Rett had pretty good instincts—except when it came to men. “What do you suspect?”

“Drugs, of course.” She paused, blowing out a slow breath. “But maybe some human trafficking too.”

Human trafficking? Fuck. He tamped down his outrage a split second before he’d have crushed his coffee cup in a fit of rage and tried to think like Walter coached him. “What proof you got?” Please let it not be kids. Or women. Oh, hell, not anybody.

She shrugged her broad shoulders. “There’s a market near my apartment that Granny likes to walk to. One morning I went with her. We passed a rundown apartment building, with lots of gang-bangers hanging out, and not one of ‘em looked older than mid-twenties.”

Nothing criminal about hanging out, but if they plotted gang activities—then they’d become the SNB’s problem. “Hardly evidence of anything.”

“I’m getting there. An old school bus, beaten to hell and back, pulled up and let about two dozen people out, mostly women, barely older than girls, actually. They had haunted eyes, didn’t appear well kept, and they went straight up the steps into the building. The bus didn’t leave until they were out of sight.”

Suspicious enough, but in a bad neighborhood, the bus driver could’ve been looking out for coworkers. However, prickles ran up the back of Lucky’s neck. Not many people would be found guilty of kindness instead of illegal acts. “What else?”

“The bus driver and the guy riding shotgun were armed.”

Lucky snorted. “This is Georgia. Everyone has guns.” He owned two himself.

Charlotte owned six.

“Not the people going into the building. Besides, when they came past me, they never even bothered to look at me, Gran, and Rone, not even when he said hello. And they, well, some smelled like chemicals. Not meth, but, you know, the scent that gets into your clothes and won’t leave when we tour a drug manufacturer.”

“Circumstantial evidence. Not enough proof to launch an investigation.” Though the ghostly scent of cherry cough syrup invaded his brain. Had taken days to get the smell out of his nose last time.

“Which is why I came to you and not Walter or Bo. I figured you’d be curious enough to check things out, and cautious enough not to get caught. And if we don’t find anything, we don’t have paperwork to file.”

True enough. “What do you suggest?”

“Can you take a few hours off and come with me? I’m betting the bus picks ‘em up, takes ‘em to work, and brings ‘em back. They don’t appear to have much freedom. I never see them outside on weekends or going to mass on Saturday or Sunday.”

“Weekends? How long have you been stalking them?” Yes, she needed a hobby to keep herself occupied while recovering from a bad boyfriend, but he’d recommend running or something. Maybe boxing for stress relief. Hell, spending two hours a day in the gym lifting weights shouldn’t leave her with much time on her hands.

She probably imagined Philip’s face on the heavy bag. A mental image appeared unbidden, of Johnson in workout gear, punching the bag through the wall on the other side of the gym.

Johnson stared down at her coffee cup. “Three weeks.”

She hadn’t been watching someone for three weeks without a bit more information than saw them while passing by. “Out with it. All of it. You weren’t simply out at the butt crack of dawn walking with your dear old granny and your kid.”

To her credit, she managed to meet Lucky’s eyes for her confession. “No. I was heading for the gym before work the first time. After that I made a point to walk by every now and then. Granny was with me around ten a.m. on a Saturday. Whenever I’m alone the wanna-be gangsters hoot and whistle like a bunch of assholes, but the women never say anything. I’ve followed the bus. They make several stops along the way, letting out two or three passengers at a time.”

Prickles tap-danced up Lucky’s spine. “When is this?”

“About ten at night.”

Ten at night? Damn. Maybe Charlotte could convince her to go to a club or something. She really needed to get out. “Did you see where they went?”

“No. Some catch the MARTA bus.”

“The city bus comes by your house. Why not simply get on closer to where they live?” He knew the answer: to keep anyone from figuring things out.

“I’ve cruised the area for likely businesses. At that time of night, most are closed. I thought maybe they worked cleaning buildings or such.”

“Who owns the bus?”

“A cleaning service.”

“There you go.” He wished. Johnson’s concerns wouldn’t be that easily put to rest.

“There’s no markings on the bus. Maid For a Day advertises the hell out of their services, drive around in panel vans with their logo on the side. Even running the bus’s plates led to a dead end. No matter how I try, I can’t track down the owners, or find out anything about the company. I keep ending up with shell corporations.”

Wow. She’d done her homework. Were she officially still a rookie, he’d have to give her a gold star or some shit. Her findings didn’t rate a warrant, but if she felt strongly enough about what she’d seen to perform her own investigation, he’d check things out. Besides, though she wasn’t a rookie anymore, seeing all her evidence might convince him to give her more responsibility. “Have you told anyone else about this?”

“Does my gran count?”

“Maybe.” Lucky couldn’t picture the elder Mrs. Johnson gossiping though. More than likely she’d grab a pistol and act as Johnson’s backup on a raid.

In his experience, retired teachers might make some damned fine agents. They paid attention to details and didn’t put up with anyone’s bullshit.

Because Rett asked for help, he’d do what he could. Besides, he’d love to shirk the newbies for a few hours and, given her descriptions, he’d be suspicious too. Of course, someone merely crossing the street raised his suspicions most days.

Paranoid worked well for him. Why change? “Any idea what time they go to work?”

Her expression brightened. Likely she’d take the words as a yes to Lucky helping. “Late. The bus gets there between nine and nine-thirty most nights. Comes back around five a.m. The train doesn’t run all night, and neither do the public busses. I’ve waited at the MARTA stops, but they never go there in the morning.”

“Our guarded bus is picking them up from wherever they go.”

“Yep.”

“And you’re sure they don’t operate in daylight hours? Ever?”

“Nope. Nights only.”

Nights, the realms of vampires, evil-assed palmetto bugs, and folks up to no good. And night shift workers, the poor bastards.

Best case scenario? They’d hang out a few hours and go home empty-handed. Worst case? Lucky fought off a shiver. Weekends might mess up the suspects’ schedules, and Lucky needed time to plan. Better to handle initial surveillance on a weeknight. “Meet me in the parking garage at eight Monday night.”

“Really?” The tension eased from Johnson’s face and a smile broke through. “You’ll go with me?”

“Yeah. Who knows what we’ll find?” He’d never in a million years tell her all she had to do was say, “Lucky, come with me.”

The instincts both he and the boss counted on for years told him he’d find something.

Something bad.


CHAPTER SIX

Sex on demand was still sex, but the niggling at the back of Lucky’s brain gnawed away some of the pleasure.

One glance at Bo’s smooth skin and taut muscles stretched out on the bed and Lucky’s libido told his brain to shut the fuck up.

White sheets, smooth skin, holding on to last summer’s tan way up into the spring of a new year. Bo’s slightly damp, dark hair fanned out over the pillowcase, and he studied Lucky’s every move with heavy-lidded eyes.

Lucky stripped in record time and crawled onto the bed. Bo’s skin smelled as warm as it felt, hints of cologne, soap, and the underlying musk of pure Bo.

Lucky rested his weight on his arms, hovering over Bo, teasing with barely-there swipes of lips against lips, and pulling away when Bo tried to deepen the kiss.

A grin spread across his face. For years now they’d danced this tango, and the steps never got old. Every gasp, every wriggle of Bo’s hips ignited fires deep inside Lucky’s body.

Time hadn’t lessened his desire for this man one iota. Rather, mutual respect brought a whole new layer to their loving.

Bo ended the teasing by gripping the back of Lucky’s head and rising up, sealing their mouths together.

Forceful Bo was Lucky’s favorite Bo.

He opened his mouth, granting his lover entrance, swirling their tongues together in a well-practiced two-step that nonetheless caused a lightning strike straight to his groin. God, he loved this man, would never tire of him.

Wanted to grow old with him…

“Lucky?” Bo mumbled without completely breaking the kiss.

“Yeah.” Lucky drew back and attacked Bo’s neck, earning himself a moan.

“Never mind.”

Yup, Lucky still had the ability to derail Bo’s thoughts. He licked and sucked a path down Bo’s lightly furred chest, to the flat planes of his belly, down, down, where he wanted to be.

Bo’s cock stood proud and tall, a pearly bead clinging to the end. Lucky swiped the moisture away with his tongue.

Bo groaned, arching up toward Lucky’s mouth.

Lucky gripped the base of Bo’s straining erection. “You want some of this?” He licked from the base to the tip, in one long swath of this tongue, and grinned. His own flesh wanted attention, but he’d wait. He had a mission to complete.

With Bo’s fingers on the back of his head, urging him on, Lucky parted his lips and took Bo’s cock into his mouth.

“Oh, God!” came out on Bo’s breathy exhale. “That is so damned good it ought to be illegal.”

Lucky added suction, using Bo’s moans, whines, and snarled, “Stop teasing!” as his cues. Down to the base, up to the tip, holding back Bo’s foreskin, pressing his fingers behind Bo’s balls, a never-fail move to get him off quickly.

Not that Lucky necessarily wanted things to end soon, but…

“Oh, God! Oh, God! Oh, God!” The volume rose with each “Oh, God!”

Bo shook in the throes of a lightning strike. “Now, Lucky, now!”

Lucky reached beside Bo and grabbed the cup.

***

Lucky trotted down the front steps, accelerating into a run when he reached the end of the driveway. He understood why the routine was part of their lives, but on an emotional level, he really didn’t want to think about what happened after Bo delivered the cup to Charlotte.

Earbuds in place, he matched his footfalls and breathing to the beat of something he’d downloaded at Ty’s urging with his birthday iTunes credits. Trance music and running went together well. A burn started in muscles not used nearly enough these days.

Thirty-nine. In his younger days, he’d thought thirty-nine ancient. Almost forty. He’d think himself over the hill now if not for the new beginning he found with Bo.

Suddenly, he’d learned how to live after years of fumbling in the dark. Wanted to live, needed to live.

One, two, three, four, he breathed out, rounding the corner and starting down the street toward the community clubhouse. Neatly kept lawns lined either side of the road, some with early spring flowers beginning to bud.

Other than the few empty houses in the neighborhood, most were impeccably kept. Not a paint peel in sight, except on Lucky’s own house, a fixer upper recovering from too many years of neglect and abuse.

Slow work. They’d get the house in order someday.

The scent of freshly mown grass floated on the light breeze, with a faint whiff of chicken manure from the fields two miles away, farmers readying the soil for hay season. He’d avoid the section of the neighborhood closest to the fields.

The sun shone down, knocking the chill from the air, and Lucky wiped sweat from his forehead with a swipe of his hand.

He’d have to bypass Oak Street and the Stevenson’s mean as hell Rottweiler.

The pat, pat, pat, of footfalls sounded behind him, even over his music. He moved to the side to let a faster runner past.

“Uncle Lucky, wait up!”

He turned, catching sight of red cheeks under a gray beanie. Ty? Running with him?

Ty caught up and fell into step beside Lucky, not saying a thing, simply matching steps. Could he actually want to spend time together outside a boxing ring or the occasional movie?

In matters of family, Lucky learned to take any time he could get.

Down one street, over another and back. When he headed toward the house, Ty kept pace.

Neither spoke, Lucky simply enjoying the day, the run, and Ty’s company.

Loretta Johnson’s Jeep sat in the driveway when he got home. She climbed out carrying a thermos.

“Bring your own coffee, Rett?” The short run left Lucky more out of breath than it would have a few years ago. He needed to hit the gym more. Wanting to be a dad and wanting a dad bod were two different things.

“Nope. I brought Charlotte something.” She grinned and led the way to the front door.

Oh fuck. Lucky knew all about the concoctions Rett brought over in thermoses. When he’d returned from the case in Mexico, one of her potions helped clear chloral hydrate out of Lucky’s system.

“Nice run, Uncle Lucky.” Ty held up a fist. Lucky bumped. “Next time, let me know you’re going. Coach says I could use stamina training.”

So much for simply wanting to spend time together. Then again, in a reversed situation, Lucky wouldn’t admit to a desire to hang out with a man he’d hated a few months ago. “How’s those grades?” Ty had never been a straight-A student, according to Charlotte, but managed to keep his grades high enough to hold on to his hard-won place on the soccer team.

“I’m doing better. Speaking of, I gotta study. Got a test on Monday.” Ty shot through the front door and into his bedroom.

Ty? Voluntarily studying? Someone mark the calendar.

Lucky followed Rett into the house, creeping in to avoid any female-type conversations he wanted no part of. Neither Charlotte nor Rett held back on speaking their minds. What popped into their brains immediately popped out of their mouths, in most cases, without even slowing down.

Unless their kids were around. Then all of a sudden they developed a brain-to-mouth filter. What would it take for Lucky to earn the same privilege? He found the women in the kitchen.

“Are you sure about this?” Charlotte held up the thermos, giving the shiny metal her best squint-eye.

Rett smiled and patted her arm. “Look, my family swears by this stuff. I’ve got six nephews and eight nieces, all thanks to my great-grandmother’s secret recipe.”

Oh shit. Lucky stood frozen in the kitchen door. Should he stay or go?

Charlotte took a glass out of the cabinet, poured two fingers of green liquid from the thermos, and made a face. “This smells like what Grandma used to give us for colds.”

“It’s pot liquor. Folks down in my neck of the woods been using this for ages. Cures what ails you.” Rett glanced back over her shoulder and gave Lucky a wink.

Charlotte only took vitamins and the occasional ibuprofen, and shouldn’t need a system cleanse, like Lucky had when Rett first dosed him with one of her potions.

“Well, if you’re sure.” Scrunching her face, Charlotte took a sip, screwing her expression up even more. “Oh, that’s vile!” She gave Rett wide eyes. “Oh, sorry. I mean… I didn’t mean…”

Rett brushed off Charlotte’s embarrassment with a wave of her hand. “I agree. It tastes disgusting, but it’ll do the trick. Honest.”

“I don’t see how it can help.” Charlotte stared into the glass. “If you say it’ll work, I’ll trust you.” She turned up the glass and chugged the green goo like a beer. Charlotte gagged, but held her own.

“I’m going to the mall. Wanna come with me?” Loretta eyed Charlotte intently.

“Rain check? I didn’t sleep very well last night. It’s definitely nap time.”

Rett nodded. “Sure. I’ll give you a call.”

“Thanks, Rett.” Charlotte ambled toward her room.

“What all’s in there?” Lucky nodded toward the thermos.

Rett ticked off points on her fingers. “Juice from beets, carrots, and collard greens, along with a few spices.”

“Isn’t that the same stuff you gave me?” Big difference between clearing drugs out of someone’s system and aiding pregnancy.

“Similar, but no cayenne.”

“How’s it supposed to help?”

Rett rested her elbow on Lucky’s shoulder.  “Sometimes, when a woman is trying to get pregnant, she’s nervous and upset. I’m not sure how it works, but once she stops worrying, bang! What I gave her is full of vitamins and can only help, not hurt, but if she believes it’ll work, she might relax enough to let nature do its thing.”

Lucky narrowed his eyes. Sounded like some kind of old wives’ tale. “You said you owed your nephew and nieces to what’s in that jug.”

“And I do. Mom made it for my sisters and sisters-in-law. My sister went a whole two years before she finally caved and let Mama make her a batch. The next month? Little Junior on the way!”

“You?”

Her smile fell. “Don’t you ever tell Rone this, but he was unplanned. I wouldn’t take nothing for him, mind you, but at the time I wondered what kind of mother I’d make, given my job and all. And his daddy being, well, his daddy.”

A good cop gone wrong.

“But you’ll see. Keep the pressure off Charlotte, and things’ll be right as rain.” Rett patted Lucky’s cheek. “Now, I gotta get going. Grandma’s keeping Rone so I can do some shopping. See you bright and early Monday.”

Her tennis shoes patted against the floor on her way to the door.

Lucky didn’t want to get his hopes up, but…


CHAPTER SEVEN

Lucky eased out from under the covers early on Monday morning. Something he’d never willingly do without good cause. Ah, but the comfort of warm blankets and a warmer Bo lured him back to sleep. The image of Johnson whooping his ass for sluffing off got him off his ass and on his feet.

No need waking Bo yet. He’d not asked whether or not Lucky spoke with Johnson. Going in early to do a little research before everyone else arrived might call for explanations, since early mornings sucked stump water.

Bo let out a “Mmmph”, rolled over, and resumed snoring.

Ah, the love of my life. Lucky kept his snicker to himself. Somehow the snoring, sleeping with his mouth open, or any of the other things Lucky might have wanted to kick a guy out of bed for in the past were cute on Bo.

Cute. Yeah, best to keep that opinion to himself too. Bo might not like association with a word most folks used to describe a baby or a puppy.

Lucky tiptoed out of the room in his boxers, peering out the door before crossing the den to the kitchen and laundry room, where he’d stashed his clothes for the day. Cat Lucky lay sleeping on the back of the couch. Traitor Moose, who now had his pick of humans to sleep with, probably chose Charlotte last night. One body. Queen sized bed they’d brought from Washington. Plenty of room for a monster-sized dog to stretch out.

Lucky slid his clothes into the dryer and turned the setting to five minutes. Nothing like slipping into warm clothes first thing in the morning. If forced to get up early, he’d make the most of the inconvenience. He leaned against the dryer to wait.

How would the baby and the pets get along? Lucky gave himself a mental smack. There was no baby yet, and he knew better than to get his hopes up for nothing. There were no guarantees. But still, maybe his future son or daughter would come into the world with their own built-in guard dog.

Not that a guard dog would be necessary. If someone hurt his kid…

No, not his kid. Yet. Bo barely spoke about kids, except when doing his duty into a plastic cup. Had he changed his mind about wanting a family with Lucky? Maybe Lucky should pick up some sperm-collection condoms, make the technical process more enjoyable, and less weird.

Nope, he’d promised once the gloves came off, they’d never go back on.

He pulled the warm clothes out of the dryer, slipped them on, and eased toward the front door, boots in hand. Too fucking early, but maybe he’d set Rett’s mind at ease today.

Or maybe he’d find himself ass deep in alligators.

Not the first time, and probably not the last. He shoved his feet into his boots on the front porch. His jacket kept the chill at bay as he ran out the door to his car. March mornings shouldn’t be this fucking cool! Brrr… Too bad his vehicle didn’t have heated seats and steering wheel like Bo’s shiny new one. Or a handy device to start the car from inside the house and climb in all warm and toasty.

Heater envy. Go figure.

The heater in Lucky’s Camaro finally started earning its keep about five miles from the house, and hadn’t truly made the car comfortable until Lucky pulled under the SNB building to the parking garage underneath.

Lisa hadn’t yet arrived to work, so he managed to get past the reception desk without comment. Damn, the place creeped him out when empty.

He settled into his chair, fired up his laptop, and checked his emails. Or tried to. Reaching into his computer bag, he fished around for the reading glasses he’d bought one day while out on his own. Nobody here at this hour to see.

Lucky settled the cheap plastic frames on his nose. Better to read all the information Johnson had gathered so far.

Two women she’d been observing exited the vehicle at a stop on Marietta Boulevard. There was a mall nearby. He called up records of the cleaning service used. Smiling faces appeared onscreen. He sent the photos to Johnson. Maybe she’d recognize someone. They all seemed happy and well-dressed in crisp uniforms.

She hadn’t mentioned uniforms. A moment later she texted back. “They aren’t the ones.”

Of course not. That’d be too easy. He drew a map using her information. One thing for certain, he and Johnson would be all over damned town tonight.

To save time, he loaded up the SNB van and drove his trainees around some of the area he’d scope out later.

Fuck, plenty of tall buildings. Checking staff rosters for each and every employee in those buildings might take a lifetime. He’d hoped for only a few hours.

He and his trainees had practiced stealth techniques in an abandoned building for way too fucking long when, at long last, the shift ended.

And not one fucking word about Charlotte from Salters. Maybe the asshole finally came to his senses.

Lucky didn’t say anything through dinner, waiting until the family settled down in the living room to mention, “Rett needs my help on a case. We’re meeting up tonight.”

Bo raised his brows. “What case is she working?”

Damn. Bo’s new position with the SNB made him privy to all the goings-on. Did Johnson have a current case, other than helping with training? “Don’t you know?”

“No. Walter must have given her something.”

Ah. Good. Unless Bo asked the boss. “She said if she told me, she’d have to kill me.” That sounded like a Rett answer, right?

“I could handle a workout. I’ll ride with you and put in some gym time while you’re busy.”

Fuck. “We won’t be at the office. I’m meeting her at her apartment.” God, but Lucky hated lying to Bo, but keeping his man out of the loop on this one meant plausible deniability later.

Bo slumped back onto the couch. “Oh. Well, don’t stay out too late.”

Lucky leaned over the back of the couch and kissed his man. “How could I, with such a hot guy waiting at home?”

Ty wrinkled his nose. “Eww… gross!” With every ounce of teenaged drama he could muster, he mock hollered, “Mom, tell them to stop making out in front of impressionable minors!”

Impressionable minor, Lucky’s ass.

“That’s not nice,” Charlotte scolded, not bothering to look up from her latest attempt at a hobby—needlepoint this time. Three fingers sported Band-aids. “Love is love. You will not be a homophobe…”

“Jeez, Mom. I was just kidding. Would you rather me tell them to continue so I can pick up some pointers?” The little asswipe grinned.

Lucky near choked on his need to laugh.

“That boy is too much like you,” Bo grumbled.

God help them all if Ty turned out like Lucky.

After a parting kiss, Lucky sauntered across the floor and out the door. The moment the door closed behind him, he braced a hand against the wall and released the laughter he’d barely reined in.

***

Johnson’s Jeep sat in its normal spot in the SNB parking garage. She got out and wandered over to Lucky’s car, a thermos in one hand, two cups in the other, and pocketbook slung over her shoulder. As usual on stakeout, she’d dressed casually, in jeans and tennis shoes, her shirt hidden by her puffy dark blue jacket. She’d pulled a baseball cap with no logo down over her braids.

“Damn, but I’m tired,’” she said, getting into the passenger seat.

“Good, ‘cause I got a rule. No being perky in my car,” Lucky growled. He’d rather be pretty much anywhere but cruising bad parts of town tonight.

Johnson’s weary smile faded. “Suit yourself.” A few moments of quiet ended with the sound of splashing liquid. Rett handed Lucky a cup of coffee. “Decaf, just for you, but first chance we get, this girl needs caffeine.”

Despite her claims of being tired, she practically bounced on the seat. Ah, the thrill of the hunt. Like hell would he risk the perky factor with caffeine. “Tell me where we’re going.”

“Head towards my apartment. It’s only a few blocks away.” Like he’d not been to her apartment many times.

They found a suitable spot around 8:30, on a cross street with a clear view of the apartment building in question. People actually lived there? Peeling paint, numerous broken windows. He’d have thought the place abandoned if Rett hadn’t sworn people lived there, and light showed from a few windows.

Four young wannabe thugs with shifty eyes came out the front fifteen minutes before nine, trailed by a few young men and seven young women, one heavily pregnant. She couldn’t be more than about five feet tall, and would be skin and bones without the protruding belly.

The four toughs milled around, trying to look intimidating. Cat Lucky beat them for badassery while asleep. Rett shouting, “Boo!” would likely send them running. He’d loved to have witnessed her putting them in their place when they’d cat-called her.

The bus pulled up a few minutes later. The girls, or young women, rather, shuffled forward, eyes on the ground, and one by one climbed into the bus. The downtrodden men followed, but the toughs went into the apartment complex.

Guards. And where there were guards, there was something needing guarding.

Lucky waited a few moments to follow, since Rett already knew the bus route.

When they arrived at a warehouse, a gate slid open, letting the bus inside, and then closing again behind it. Two armed guards at the gates, another two patrolling the grounds.

Eight people exited the bus, and returned lugging boxes.

“That’s new,” Johnson murmured.

And intriguing. The whole deal might be legitimate, but Lucky’s senses told him otherwise.

Like the apartment complex, the warehouse appeared deserted. Lucky waited, clock ticking away the minutes. Every now and then he spotted movement and brought binoculars up to study the guards’ passing.

At ten p.m. the gate slowly slid open. A van arrived. The driver waved to the guards and drove to the loading dock. Bits and pieces of Spanish tickled Lucky’s ear. Ah, hell, he should’ve brought Bo. But no, Bo ranked up there with the top brass now, and might object to Lucky and Rett doing a little extra-curricular snooping.

The van obscured the loading docks, but the banging inside spoke of cargo.

After roughly a half hour, the van left. Lucky followed at a safe distance, back to the apartment building. The van pulled to the rear, and the back doors opened. Two men stepped out, their furtive glances giving away ill intent.

The way they favored their right sides probably meant a gun under their shirts.

The toughs from earlier darted out the back door of the apartment complex. Each grabbed a few cartons and lugged them into the building. What he wouldn’t give to find out what the unmarked cardboard boxes contained. The van left. After a short while one of the men reappeared outside, pulling a wheeled suitcase, and got into an older model Chevy.

Lucky texted Bo. “Gonna be late. You’ll have to keep the rookies occupied tomorrow until I get there. Something’s come up.”

“Since Rett’s with you, you can’t get in too much trouble. Be careful.” Bo ended the message with a heart emoji.

Romantic sap. Lucky registered his lips curling in time to stop their upward ascent. Okay, maybe Bo wasn’t the only romantic sap. He quickly sent a heart of his own and yanked his phone away before Johnson’s leaning his way finally gave her a view of the screen.

He glowered.

She grinned. “Big, bad Lucky’s in luuuuurrrrve.”

Folks said Ty resembled Lucky, but in that moment, Lucky channeled his nephew and rolled his eyes.  “Get your mind out of my love life and back on the case, why don’t you?”

Johnson saluted. “Yes, sir!”

At the risk of repeating himself, he affected another eyeroll and nodded toward the Chevy. “I can’t believe you’re the only one to notice something weird going on.” Of course, most people turned a blind eye and refused to get involved, no matter how blatant the crime. Nothing subtle about these asshats. If the warehouse was going to deliver drugs to the apartment, why not send cases home with the workers?

To keep others from noticing? To keep the workers from noticing? Because the ones calling the shots had their heads up their asses?

He followed the car.

Straight to a doctor’s office. What the hell? Who’d be taking deliveries at this hour?

The back door opened.

Shit. Looked like they had themselves a case.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Lucky parked his butt in his favorite chair in front of his boss’s desk, or rather, his boss’s and Bo’s desk. If anyone ever needed to identify Lucky’s body one day, all they need do was match his carcass to his butt print in the chair.

He yawned, not bothering to cover his mouth. He’d stayed out damned late last night with Rett, and woke up far too early to an empty bed. His partner sat in a chair beside Walter’s desk, tablet computer in hand, and impeccably dressed in a suit.

In contrast, Lucky looked like he’d slept in his faded blue jeans and wrinkled T-shirt. He vaguely remembered shaving at some point in the past few days, but a quick hand swipe against the side of his face put the time at a minimum of two days ago. The SNB wasn’t paying him to be pretty; if so, they’d have fired his ass long ago.

Not hard to determine which side of the desk belonged to Bo. Wood shone through the ever-present pile of papers necessary to Walter’s world, on Walter’s side.

Old school all the way, he’d never give up paper for virtual records. Ever.

“Hello, Lucky,” Walter began, hands clasped together on a desk blotter, the only bit of clear space on his side of the desk. “I hope you don’t mind Bo sitting in.”

Did he? Kinda weird Bo being here and not sitting beside him, and he might scowl at Lucky for not telling Walter about last night’s plans in advance. Oh well, better to ask forgiveness than permission.

“I followed up on a hunch.” No need to throw Johnson under the bus.  Yet. “Found something worth looking into.”

Walter’s bushy eyebrows rose. Bo gave good poker face, never glancing up from his computer, but he missed a beat in his typing.

“What have you found?” Walter steepled his fingers, hands on the desk. Lucky used to consider the pose “Walter in questioning mode”. After taking formal classes, he now recognized the pose as a non-threatening interrogation tactic meant to put witnesses and suspects alike at ease.

Should he be pissed at Walter for using psychology on him? Then again, after such a long career in drug enforcement, maybe the pose came naturally.

Lucky settled more fully into his chair, stretching out his legs in front of him until the toes of his boots touched the desk with a soft thunk. “A warehouse on the edges of Atlanta that I think might be distributing illegal drugs.” He hadn’t spent most of the day looking through Georgia Board of Pharmacy records for nothing. Well, actually it was for nothing. He’d found diddly squat. “Heavily guarded, and they keep their employees under lock and key.”

“What makes you think they’re trading in pharmaceuticals?”

“We… I followed a delivery van from the warehouse, to the rundown apartment building where they keep their workers. Cardboard boxes changed hands. A few minutes later, a guy came out of the eight-story fire hazard with a suitcase, and drove straight to a doctor’s office.” Way too similar to the setup he’d recently investigated, with bikers selling a synthetic drug. He could live the rest of his life without reminders of the Corruption case.

The case that nearly cost him Bo.

“I see.” Walter stroked his smoothly shaven chin, darting a questioning gaze toward Bo and back to Lucky.

Bo placed his computer on his lap, steepled his fingers in a Walter mini-me pose, and brought the tips of his index fingers to his pursed lips.

Damn, he shouldn’t draw attention to his lips in a work setting. Lucky could all too easily picture those lips wrapped around his cock.

“What’s the layout of the warehouse security?” Bo asked.

“Four armed guards that I could see, chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Guardhouse controlling the gates.”

Bo remained quiet for so long Lucky would’ve thought him asleep if he didn’t know for a fact Bo didn’t sleep with his eyes open. “Easy enough to arrange a city inspection.”

Lucky nodded, pressure in his chest loosening. “That’s what I thought. I also want to check out the doctor’s office, but first things first.”

For long moments, Bo stayed silent, but the wheels in his brain ought to be squeaking. Finally, he said, “The same goes for the apartment complex. However, if something is going on, we don’t want to tip anyone off. They could pick up and move easily enough.” Bo stared at something above Lucky’s head. “That’s why an inspection is better than a warrant at this point.”

Walter nodded, giving Bo a fond smile. “I agree. Lucky, if proper channels don’t work, I have connections with the power company. We’ll arrange a little tour for you and Loretta.”

“Yes, sir.” Wouldn’t be the first time Lucky posed as a utility worker to gain access to a facility. He nodded to Walter, then to Bo, and retreated. “In the meantime, I’ll find out all I can about the doctor’s office.”

“I’d expect no less,” Walter said. “I want a written report on your findings thus far, as well as a draft of how you intend to conduct this investigation. Oh, and I want Loretta’s report as well.”

How had he known?

But being all-knowing was why Walter got the big bucks. Plus, he made things happen.

Not to mention the whole drug lords fearing him thing. In time, would they fear Bo too?

They would if Lucky had anything to say in the matter.

***

Two hours later found Lucky back in the Boss’s office, minus Bo. Essence of Old Spice perfumed the air, Walter’s signature scent. Instead of the frou-frou, whipped cream-laden coffee drinks his boss used to prefer, a thirty-ounce tumbler of water sat at Walter’s elbow. Probably his wife’s idea.

“You wanted to see me?”

Walter indicated Lucky’s preferred chair with a wave of a meaty hand. “Sit down, Lucky.”

Oh, crap. Experience said he’d hate what came next. “What’s up?”

“Our request to tour the warehouse was denied, and calls to the courthouse ended with a curt message that the warehouse was abandoned and condemned, and I’d be putting my agents in danger if they entered the building.”

“What the fuck?”

“I was told in no uncertain terms to back off and allow Atlanta PD to handle the situation.” If Lucky was a mouse, and Walter a hawk, he’d freeze under the boss’s intense glare.

“While I’d never put one of my agents in danger, I have friends in the Atlanta police.”

Of course, Walter did. He had friends everywhere. And he wasn’t afraid to call in favors, when necessary. “And?”

“And, they’ve not been contacted about any goings-on at a warehouse in that area.” Walter leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his smaller-than-last-year belly. “Unfortunately, since my tip off, we’re being watched, and I don’t dare call in the power company. Yet. Do what you do. You must make sure no one sees you, and for God’s sake, take Loretta. Someone at City Hall knows something. That means whatever is happening at the warehouse might have deep roots.”

Do what you do. “Bo’s not here, so I take it you don’t want him to know about this.”

“True. When he assumes my role, you’ll have to move completely out from under his jurisdiction. Until that time, I’ll depend on you to do what’s necessary.” Walter steepled his fingers—a familiar gesture. “Don’t misunderstand. I respect his integrity and fairness to the team; however, your personal relationship might cloud his judgement. In time, he’ll learn greater impartiality, but for now, I’m still in charge. It will be easier for you both this way. I say again, do what you do.”

“I will.”

“But not tonight. You’re dead on your feet. Get some rest. You’ll need it.”

“I don’t need—”

Walter pinned Lucky with a no-nonsense gaze over the top of his bifocals—a gaze known to make hardened criminals spill their darkest secrets. “That’s an order. I won’t have you out on the streets not at your best. Take your time. Prepare your case.”

No point in arguing once the boss spoke. “Yessir.”

“And I don’t want you going alone. I mean it. Take Loretta with you.”

“As if she’d let me go alone,” Lucky muttered under his breath. To Walter, he said, “When I go in, I’m kicking ass and taking names.”

The edges of Walter’s mouth lifted. “I know you will. And Lucky?”

“Yessir?”

“Be careful.”

“Ain’t I always?” Lucky flashed a grin.

Walter didn’t answer with words. His scowl spoke louder than a scream.


CHAPTER NINE

Staying home tonight. Bad idea, with a warehouse on the outskirts of Atlanta calling Lucky to explore. Back and forth he paced through the house. He’d even fixed the leaky faucet in the guest bathroom.

Charlotte ignored him, laptop on her lap while she studied for an upcoming test for her online classes. Bo called, saying he’d be late. Moose lay on the floor by Charlotte’s side. Occasionally she reached down and idly scratched an ear.

“Moose. Wanna go for a walk?” Maybe running might work off some nervous energy.

Moose blinked twice, then dropped his head to the floor.

That’d be a no. Cat Lucky lay curled on the back of the couch, also close to Charlotte. Traitorous beasts.

The door to Ty’s room wasn’t completely closed. Maybe he’d be up to talking. Lucky stepped closer. “Got a minute?”

Ty shot a panicked look at the door, threw something into his backpack, and plopped back down on his belly on the bed, books stretched out in front of him and laptop a few inches away.

Lucky stood in the doorway. In normal circumstances, Ty would be facing him to find out what Lucky wanted. Turning away and trying to pretend he hadn’t just stashed something he didn’t want Lucky to see only served to point out the wrongness of the situation.

Lucky wouldn’t pry. If he remembered nothing else about his teenage years, he recalled being defensive as hell. Okay, maybe he’d never grown out of his suspicious stage. In his line of work, not trusting folks had saved his life on more than one occasion.

“What are you studying?”

“Algebra. I’ve got a test on Monday, and my teacher is pretty tough.” Ty kept his back turned. He might as well spray-paint a sign on the wall: “Guilty of something!”

But what? Then again, the kid was sixteen. Lucky might have interrupted something that caused Ty to hide a porn mag. Maybe he should ask Bo about the two of them sitting the kid down and explaining a few hard facts. Ty seemed more prone to listen to Bo than to Lucky. “How’s school going?”

“Fine.”

“Making many friends?” Except for Keith-the-official-workplace-asshole’s daughter, he’d not seen Ty with anyone his own age recently, though he spoke on his cell phone often.

“Yeah. A couple guys on the team.”

Short, clipped answers. To the point. No volunteering information. The same technique Lucky taught prospective agents to not give away too much.

He’d not been a big part of his nephew’s life until recently, but no familiarity was necessary to recognize Ty hid something. Lucky blew out a breath. Asking would only earn him evasive answers and make Ty more cautious of whatever he’d thrown into the bag.

What was Lucky thinking? Ty was no felon. Chances were he’d simply hidden a love letter from his girlfriend or something. Nothing to worry about at all. “It’s about time for supper. Your mama’s busy. What say we rustle up something to eat?”

Ty slammed his book shut. “Okay.” He tucked the book into the backpack and sat waiting for Lucky to leave. So he could hide the bag?

This was his nephew; he couldn’t simply search Ty’s things based on suspicion. He’d destroy the fragile trust they’d built up over the last few weeks. Still, something seemed off.

And even Walter paid attention to Lucky’s gut instincts.

Could Ty have cigarettes in there? Booze? Drugs?

No, Lucky, just because you did those things, doesn’t mean he does.

***

Loretta Johnson sat at Bo’s desk, sipping coffee and tapping away on her laptop. As much time as she spent in Lucky’s shared cube, she might as well move in.

But her moving in meant Bo moving out permanently, which he pretty much had already, sharing Walter’s office while learning to replace the boss someday.

Lucky’s heart gave a painful squeeze. As much as he’d hated having Rookie Boy Schollenberger thrust on him all those years ago, now, how was he going to get by without glancing over to see Bo smiling back at him?

“Well, damn,” Johnson groused, shattering Lucky’s delusions of Bo coming back.

“What?”

“Spring carnival at Rone’s school tonight. I promised I’d go. Then he’ll want me to take him for ice cream. I won’t get home until late.”

Wait another day? But one day Lucky might be the one rearranging his schedule for parental duties. He could hardly fault her. “I could go alone.”

Did she just growl? “Oh, hell no, you won’t. I brought you this case, and you sure as hell aren’t going to push me to the side on this one.”

“Why, Johnson, you sound like you have a personal stake in this.”

Lucky would hate to see the anger sparking in her eyes aimed at him. “Any compassionate human being would. If these people are being forced to do illegal work, we have to find out who’s pulling their strings and stop them.”

“And if nothing illegal is going on?” Lucky would bet his prized Camaro they’d find someone doing something wrong, if nothing else, renting out apartments in a building in need of a “Condemned, no trespassing” sign on the door.

“Then I’ll quietly slink off and lick my wounds.” She fixed him in place with a no-nonsense glower. “But, Lucky? I ain’t wrong.”

He might not blow his asshole reputation by agreeing out loud, but inside, he did. “Are you honestly wanting me to sit on my ass and do nothing until you can come with me?”

“Damned skippy.”

“What about Wednesday night?”

“Gran will take Rone with her to church. I’ll be free and tell them I’m working late.” She shrugged. “Sad to say, but they’re used to it.”

Would Lucky’s children one day have to “get used to it” when he stayed out late? With Bo taking a desk job, maybe they’d coordinate for proper parental coverage at home.

If and when they had a kid.

“Okay.”

Johnson beamed, snapped her laptop closed, and rose from the chair. “Thanks, man. I owe you one.” She tucked the laptop under one arm and strode off toward her own cubicle, leaving her empty coffee cup on the desk. The nerve!

Lucky glanced down at his own desk, where six empty Starbucks cups shared space with a stained travel mug from home.

Having no room to talk never stopped him before. He rose, picked up the cup, traipsed down to the cube she shared with three trainees, and dropped it on her desk.

Too bad none of the trainees were present. Growling at a few might work off some frustration. “You left something.”

Johnson rolled her eyes upward. “Really? You brought that all the way down here instead of throwing it in the trash?”

Tossing her own words back at her, he grinned and said, “Damned skippy,” and sauntered back to his own desk. Yep. That felt good. Not as good as doing recon work on an illicit warehouse, but good nonetheless.

He sat at his desk. All the newbies being in classes with Jameson O’Donoghue, the hot-shot trainer on loan from DEA, freed up some of Lucky’s time. Which almost made Lucky appreciate the man.

Almost, but not quite. The guy’s shitty taste in associates still griped Lucky’s ass.

After a quick right-left perusal of the hall outside his cube, he put on his readers and scrolled through articles and records, entering search terms and coming up empty. Though he’d been taken off the case for being too close, somewhere out there Owen Landry still lurked— with plenty of reasons to hold a grudge.

The strait-laced man who’d come across as too timid to be much of a threat turned out to be one of the worst criminals Lucky ever encountered, totally without remorse, uncaring who he threw under the bus, as long as he achieved his goals.

A psychopath.

Landry’s goals included million-dollar deals, but still, a nutjob. A nutjob who’d tried to kill Walter, as well as an innocent businessman who’d committed the crime of developing something Landry wanted.

Lucky got in his way, making Landry a nutjob with a grudge. Would he take that grudge out on Lucky’s nearest and dearest? Only a few years ago, Lucky’d had nothing to lose. Now Bo, Charlotte, and Ty might get caught in the crosshairs of someone else’s spite.

What if he, Bo, and Charlotte succeeded in bringing a child into the world?

Off the case or no, if the opportunity presented itself to bring the man down, he damned sure would.

Wasn’t “the asshole needed killing” a viable motive in the South?

To protect his family, Lucky would take the man out. Unlike with the guy he might or might not have killed in Mexico, he’d lose no sleep over ending the life of someone who’d caused so much damage already, and might cause more if left unchecked.

Add to those one more reason: Lucky hated looking over his shoulder.

No time to worry now. He had a job to do, prompting him to abandon his search on Owen Landry in favor of his latest case. Like the bus, the van’s registration listed the fictitious cleaning company. Maybe he’d have better luck with the doctor’s office he’d trailed the car to.

Dr. Desmond Keel, family practitioner, who’d leased the office space five years ago from a retiring ear, nose, and throat guy.

All licenses in order, no viable complaints other than the usual Yelp grumbling about high prices and office wait times.

Yet, he took late night deliveries from the back of his building. Damn, but Lucky wanted to raid that warehouse, try to find more of a connection.

As soon as he could get together with Johnson.

At some point during the day, his Internet searches wandered from warehouses and apartment buildings to drugs popular with high school kids.


CHAPTER TEN

Ty shot through the front door. His backpack caught on the doorknob and dropped from his shoulder, spilling books onto the floor. “Fuck!”

Lucky glanced up from his laptop. His nephew crouched on the floor, shoving pens and papers back into his bag. He spun this way and that, peering under the couch.

An amber pill bottle sat on the rug, blending with the colors. Lucky placed his socked foot on the plastic cylinder.

Charlotte followed Ty inside, clutching a Food World bag in one hand and closed the door. Ty snatched up his backpack and ran toward his room like he’d been shot from a cannon.

“What’s his problem?” Lucky asked, rolling the bottle underneath the couch and out of sight. No need to worry his sister until he found out what the bottle contained.

Charlotte shrugged. “No idea. He’s been acting strange all afternoon. He even turned down a trip to the mall to come home and study.”

Check one off the list of “symptoms of teenage drug abuse.”

Calling on experience dealing with drug dealers, Lucky kept his voice casual. “You know, I never asked before, but does Ty take any meds?”

Charlotte paused on her way to the kitchen. “Huh? No. Why?”

Think, Lucky, think. “Just saw an article today about how many kids were on allergy meds and such.”

Charlotte’s stiff posture relaxed. “Nope. My boys are healthy as horses. Eat like them too. Let me go fill the trough.” She disappeared into the kitchen.

Lucky waited until the clang of pans and thump of cabinet doors promised she’d be busy for a while, and picked up the bottle off the floor. Normal pharmacy bottle with child-proof cap, but without a label. The kind readily available on the Internet. He took out a small white pill. No markings that he could make out, not even by squinting. Not good.

He peered into the bottle. Thirteen pills in all. He slipped two into his pocket, shoved the bottle under the couch, and stepped out of the sliding glass doors. Moose followed him into the warm evening. Standing off to the side, out of sight, Lucky waited.

Moose butted his hand, gazing up with hopeful brown eyes, and let out a whine.

Despite his nephew fears, Lucky couldn’t fight a smile. “Hey there, boy. Got some ears you need rubbing and Charlotte ain’t around?” He scratched behind Moose’s ear. Moose moaned and leaned in to Lucky’s hand, hind foot tapping on the floor.

Spoilt critter.

Sure enough, Ty emerged from his room, glanced right and left, then dove straight for the couch. Relief lit his face when he retrieved the bottle.

Oh fuck. Ty had drugs. No amount of wishful thinking would make the bottle magically disappear.

What should Lucky do? Tell Charlotte? Hell, he was the narcotics agent. What if the bottle contained something harmless?

Not with Ty’s actions.

All through dinner Lucky kept a close watch on his nephew, once again scrolling through a list of drug use symptoms. No dilated pupils, shaking hands, hyperactivity, lethargy. Nope. Lucky stood from the table first. “I’ll get the dishes.” Charlotte and Bo both raised their brows at him.

“What?” came from two directions.

“It’s just that you don’t usually volunteer for cleanup duty,” Charlotte said, cutting off whatever smartass comment Bo might make.

“Hey, I can do my part around here.” He’d promised to be a better partner for Bo. Maybe tonight he’d kill two birds with one stone. “Bo, Charlotte, why don’t you take Moose for a walk?”

“Actually,” a flush rose to Charlotte’s cheeks. “I’ve made some new friends on an online craft site, and they’re having a get-together. I thought I’d go.” Lots of cheek color for a woman bound for a quilting bee.

On second thought, she’d gone through the trouble of putting on makeup, her hair long and loose instead of in a ponytail. Well, she hadn’t gotten out much. Making friends would do her good.

Charlotte kissed Lucky, Ty, and Bo on the cheeks. “I shouldn’t be too late.” She dashed out the door like hell hounds nipped at her ankles—or a mean-assed Chihuahua.

“I’ll take Moose for a walk.” Bo kissed Lucky’s other cheek and called, “C’mon, Moose.”

Ty rose from the table and tried to creep from the room. Oh, no. Not so fast. “Ty, stay and help me.” Wow, Lucky hadn’t meant for his suggestion to crack like a whip.

Deer caught in the headlights didn’t look as scared as Ty. “Why?”

Why, indeed. “One day you’ll need to know this stuff.”

Ty scrunched his nose, lips twisted. “No, I won’t. I’ll get married and my wife will do the cooking and cleaning.”

Bo shouted from the living room, “Good luck with that.” The door clicked shut behind him.

Lucky threw down the dishcloth he’d been holding and turned on Ty. “Is there anything you want to tell me?” He’d just gotten to the point where Ty spoke to him without growling. But like hell would he let his nephew go down the same road he’d been when he’d fucked his life up so badly he’d only recently gotten on an even keel again.

“No.” Ty busied himself stacking dishes on the table. At least he intended to do his share of the work.

Lucky pulled the pills out of his pocket. “What are these?”

Ty glanced back over his shoulder and froze, then narrowed his eyes. “Where did you get those?” He didn’t try to lie and say, “I have no idea.” Good thing, or a bad thing?

“From the bottle that fell out of your backpack.”

Ty said nothing.

Oh fuck. Why didn’t Ty simply deny everything?  His silence came far too close to an admission. Lucky could deal with drugs being in the world and the people who abused them, made a career out of dealing with them. But not in his own home. He clenched his jaw to keep his voice even. “I’m waiting.”

Ty glared hot enough to melt lead. “They’re nothing, okay? Just something to help me study. All the kids at school take them.”

Chills ran down Lucky’s body. “Where did you get them?”

Ty stared at the floor. “From somebody at school.”

“Do you know what they are?” Lucky didn’t really need an answer. First thing tomorrow he’d have the pills tested.

“ADHD drugs. They help you focus.” So cocky, so bold.

Like Lucky at sixteen. “Why do you take them?” Ty never showed the slightest symptoms of any attention deficit disorder.

Ty snorted. “Have you seen my grades? Classes here are different from back ho… in Spokane. If I didn’t take them, I’d be kicked off the team.”

Wow! How the hell was Lucky supposed to handle a full confession? Well, the unlikely worked so far. He’d try reason. “Whatever they are, there’s no markings.” He held out the pill. “Manufacturers always stamp something on the tablets. When you get a prescription, the label says what’s on the pill.” Maybe a demonstration would be in order. Fumbling around in the kitchen cabinet, Lucky found a blister packet of cold medicine. He popped the tablet from the pack and handed it over with one of the pills he’d gotten from Ty. “See the difference?”

Ty stared at Lucky’s hand for a long moment, then picked up the two pills and held them close to his nose. He said nothing when he returned them.

“Whatever these are”—Lucky lifted the unstamped pill— “they probably aren’t what you think they are.”

In a move so like Bo in stubborn mode, Ty lifted his chin, defiance in his eyes. “What are you gonna do?”

What, indeed? Lucky faced kids like this on a regular basis, who took something they thought harmless and wound up in over their heads. How many meth addicts started out with something they believed innocuous? “First, I’m going to have these pills analyzed. Then, I’m going to talk to whoever you got them from.”

The color drained from Ty’s face. “You can’t do that! You want the guys on the team to hate me?” He slapped a hand over his mouth.

Too late. Guys on the team?  “Tyler, there’s no telling what’s in these pills. They could have no active ingredient, or too much. They could kill you.” Case after case came over Lucky’s desk in the past few years, athletes taking performance enhancing drugs and winding up dying.

The young always thought the horrors shown on the news every single night of the week couldn’t happen to them.

“They haven’t hurt me so far. Like I said, everybody takes ‘em.”

A thousand cases, a thousand crime photos of people who felt the same way, like a young woman Lucky had once found lying dead on the floor, leaving her three small children without a mother.

How could he deal with this shit every day and overlook it in his own home? “How long have you been taking them?”

Ty stared at the floor, scuffing the toe of one shoe across the tile. “Two weeks.”

Fuck. Lucky held out his hand. “Give me the bottle.”

“But—”

How could his nephew do something this stupid? Knowing he’d been stupid as a young ‘un too kept Lucky’s anger in check. “You do realize I could arrest you, right? If you give me the pills, tell me where you got them, then you’re cooperating in an investigation.” God, how he hated turning agent on his own nephew. Better him than Atlanta PD.

The color flooded back into Ty’s face, a rush of red up to his ears. “What the fuck, man? You wouldn’t.”

Lucky met Tyler’s attitude and raised him some stubborn. “Only if you make me.” Please, God, let Ty not make him. With a few simple words he’d turned his nephew against him again. “Go get the rest of those pills. I want them, now.”

Ty pursed his lips, balling his hands into fists, but relented and retrieved the bottle. Good. He hadn’t taken any since Lucky found them.

An unsuspecting school district might have a huge fucking problem. If the problem hadn’t escalated to elsewhere.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Lucky stood on the back deck, staring out at the night, serenaded by a few early crickets and the occasional frog. Too much went on in his head to sleep: Landry, the folks Rett worried about, Bo’s new job and how it would affect their future, Charlotte getting pregnant.

Charlotte not getting pregnant.

Now Ty.

Possibly a whole school full of Tys.

Bo stepped out onto the deck and became a first-class back warmer. Lucky leaned into the embrace. Part of him wanted to say “Go back to bed”, but another part of him needed Bo more now than ever before.

Dealing with drugs on the streets, or factories, or taking out supply chains seemed relatively easy compared to facing the battle dropped onto his doorstep.

“Something on your mind?” Bo’s husky murmur did things no human voice should be able to do: arouse Lucky’s libido while calming his mind. The arms around him didn’t hurt either.

The old him would’ve kept family matters private, only, Bo was his family. Keeping secrets from him? Terrible idea, and likely impossible. Too smart for his own good. “Ty brought home something he thinks is Adderall or similar, but with no markings on the pills. I confronted him.”

“Oh my God. Where did he get them?” Bo spun Lucky around.

Lucky gripped Bo’s shoulder to steady himself. How did such a slender body hide this much power? “From school. Says all the kids do ‘em.”

Bo hmmm’d and brought Lucky to his chest. “It’s been an ongoing problem for a while. There are articles online that instruct kids on what to say at the doctor’s office to be diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and get their own prescription.” He shrugged, the motion rocking Lucky. “Some they take, some they sell. But Ty? He’s too intelligent to fall for this kind of shit, isn’t he?”

Lucky wouldn’t have been. Nope, in his day he’d smoked rabbit tobacco, stolen his uncle’s moonshine, and many other stupid things at the merest suggestion. Hell, he’d even downed a nightly tonic of orange juice and chloral hydrate to get a good night’s sleep once upon a time, served up by his lover, not a doctor. He’d wised up since then. “These don’t have a stamp. I don’t think they’re real. I’m going to have them tested.”

“Did he tell you who he got them from?”

“No. He only recently started talking to me without growling, and now this.” Lucky shook his head. Life got too damned complicated sometimes. “Suddenly, I’m the enemy again.” At Ty’s age, anyone who hadn’t agreed with Lucky or was past thirty had been the enemy.

Bo snuggled up tighter against Lucky. “You’re too close to the situation. Let me talk to Walter. I’ll assign someone else to investigate, leaving Ty’s name out of this.”

I’ll.  Ah, hell. The truth hit Lucky in the face. Again. Bo would soon be running the department. The boss.

Lucky stepped back. Withdrawing from Bo’s comfort took a big fucking effort, but he needed to stand his ground now and establish a pattern of not being pushed to the side, work-wise. “Why not me? He’s my nephew. It’s my problem.”

Bo took a step forward, hands raised, yet stopped and lowered his arms. Lucky’s “back the fuck off” vibes must’ve been worse than he thought. “Like I said, you’re too close. And your problems are our problems. I consider him my nephew too. Also, you’re a trainer now, and you’ve got enough rookies to keep you busy. We’ll investigate this. That way, Ty can’t be mad at you, he’ll be mad at me. Have you told Charlotte?”

“Not yet. I didn’t know what to say. She’s just moved, is looking for a job, taking online classes, and stressing over the pregnancy thing.” Or lack thereof. Not to mention the screwed up Lucklighter clan and her oldest son leaving for college. Probably better she’d left the house for a while this evening. Maybe she’d make a lot of friends and actually like Atlanta. God, Lucky hoped so. He’d hate to have her living far away again. “I didn’t want to put any more on her shoulders without facts.”

Something occurred to Lucky. “The other day when I went running, Ty joined me. He didn’t say much, something about his coach wanting him to build stamina. Reckon he wanted to tell me then and chickened out?”

“Maybe.” Bo took advantage of Lucky’s lowered voice and came closer, rubbing his hands up and down Lucky’s back, muscles bunched for a quick retreat, if needed. Yes, he’d learned. But him knowing Lucky so well meant he also knew Lucky wouldn’t put up much effort to pull away. “Whatever you do, don’t accuse him. Keep him talking. Let him know he can tell you anything. And Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

Bo brushed a kiss over Lucky’s forehead, for Lucky, a reminder of their difference in height—and possibly their positions at work. He’d recognized Bo as upwardly mobile the moment they’d met. That he’d been right shouldn’t come as a surprise.

“We’ve got this. Just like we’ve got everything else in our lives. Nothing can happen that we can’t handle. Got that?” Bo gave Lucky a gentle shake for emphasis.

Easier said than done.

“Oh. One more thing.” Bo drew back until their gazes met, though in the near darkness the rich color of Bo’s eyes remained hidden.

Oh shit. One more thing almost always came before bad news. “What?”

“If you can’t sleep because you’re worried about something, you’re supposed to wake me up.”

“But you need sleep.” If Bo only knew how many times Lucky came out here on the deck to keep from waking the others while he let life in general eat at him.

“And you don’t? You should know by now not to try to handle every damned problem by yourself. We don’t work like that.” Bo planted another kiss on Lucky’s forehead and retreated to the door. “Now, c’mon. We still have a few hours before we have to get up.”

He took Lucky’s hand, tiptoeing past Charlotte’s and Ty’s rooms and into their own bedroom. A street light shone through the blinds, creating a pattern of stripes on the bed.

Bo stripped off the sweatpants he’d taken to wearing at night if venturing from their room, while Lucky stepped out of yesterday’s jeans he’d found discarded on the floor.

They’d lived together over a year and Bo still hadn’t managed to get Lucky to use a hamper. But hey, if he’d used the hamper, his worn jeans wouldn’t have been where he needed them.

Bo and Lucky both lifted the covers and got in their own side of the bed, only to meet in the middle, lying on their backs.

Meeting in the middle. A fitting statement about their relationship. Sometimes one had to cross the centerline and bring the other back, but sooner or later they’d always wind up on common ground.

As if with a mind of its own, Lucky’s hand sought out Bo’s and entwined their fingers.

“Things are changing fast, aren’t they?” Bo murmured, rolling to face Lucky.

New house, living together, family moving in, trying for a child, promotions at work… yes, things were definitely changing at light speed. “Yeah.”

“There’s one thing that hasn’t changed, that I hope never changes.” Bo propped his head on his hand, elbow on the bed, and removed his other hand from Lucky’s grasp to cup the side of Lucky’s face. He bent and joined their lips. “I love you. No matter what we go through, whatever happens, waking up at night to find you lying next to me makes it all worthwhile.”

He kissed Lucky again, deeper this time. Lucky let out a moan, opening his mouth and joining their tongues. In a flash Bo lay atop him, mouths still connected in a sensual dance of tongues, Bo holding his weight on his arms.

Which served to put their groins wonderfully close together. And this late? Or rather, this early? No one up but them. Thank heavens the dog and cat found other beds to sleep in, leaving Bo and Lucky free to do as they pleased without eyes on them and a critter threatening harm if they didn’t go back to sleep and let the cat rest.

Bo ended the kiss. One side of his mouth crept up, but not enough to expose The Dimple. The warmth in his eyes, unhidden by darkness, made Lucky’s chest ache. No matter what he’d done in his life, no matter where he’d been, Bo saw past his mistakes to… Well, something. Something Lucky might never understand. But whatever Bo saw when he looked at Lucky, Lucky would always be grateful.

Bo swept his hands down the fur on Lucky’s chest, the band on the third finger of his left hand glinting in the weak light. His. Bo wore the ring Lucky had bought him, a symbol of them together, for all the world to see.

Bo squirmed, as though the view alone wasn’t enough to get Lucky’s full attention.

Lucky wrapped his legs around Bo’s thighs and rolled, pinning his man under him. His semi-erection thickened closer to full hardness.

The smile on Bo’s face could’ve melted the hardest of hearts—but didn’t wilt Lucky’s stiffie one iota.

Spreading Bo’s legs with his knees, Lucky sank between them, right where he wanted to be. He peppered kisses across Bo’s shoulders and chest, pausing his downward journey to flick his tongue across Bo’s nipples, first one, then the other. Ghostly hints of Bo’s cologne clung to his skin.

A groan rewarded Lucky’s efforts. Down, down, down, he journeyed, kissing, licking and lipping warm skin. Bo giggled and jerked when Lucky reached a ticklish spot, but moaned and sank his fingers into Lucky’s hair when Lucky opened wide and took Bo’s length into his mouth.

“Oh, damn, that feels good,” came out of Bo’s mouth, a bit breathy.

“Hmmm…” Lucky hummed his agreement. The feel of Bo’s cock in his mouth, the scent, knowing the right pressure, right speed, and what pushed Bo’s buttons—how powerful. Lucky played Bo’s body, listening for the telltale cry when he swiped his tongue over Bo’s slit, the whimper when Lucky slid down the shaft, all signs of making his man happy.

And he would make his man happy, no matter what.

He stuck a finger into his mouth along with Bo’s cock, slicking the digit, and reached down to Bo’s hole.

“Ah, ah!” Bo whimpered, pushing back against Lucky’s fingertip. Almost in a daze Lucky heard the nightstand open, Bo shifting to get at the drawer. A moment later Bo nudged Lucky’s shoulder with a tube of lube.

Yep, Lucky definitely got the hint. He gave Bo’s cock a final lick and rose up onto his knees. He slicked up his cock, worked lube into Bo’s hole, lined up, and pushed in a mere fraction.

Bo froze and sucked in a breath, relaxing after a moment’s strain.

“You okay?” Lucky stared down at the easing tension on Bo’s face.

“Uh-huh.” Bo canted his hips upwards to prove his point, taking Lucky in more deeply.

With shallow thrusts and withdrawals Lucky worked himself into his lover’s body. Oh, damn. Yeah.

Now why had he been awake at this hour?

Didn’t matter now, with Bo’s hands on his ass, urging him faster. He lost himself in the tight heat around him, the scent of Bo in his nostrils, the smooth skin where he gripped Bo’s shoulders.

Bo wrapped muscular legs around him.

Lucky plunged into Bo, pulled out, and plunged in again. Had anything in the history of everything ever felt this good? This right?

Bo curled upward, cupping the back of Lucky’s head and bringing him down, joining their mouths as assuredly as their bodies. Taking himself in hand, Bo set up a frantic beat, tugging on his cock.

So good, so damned good, so… so… Lucky snapped his hips, the bunching of Bo’s muscles sending a message. Close, so close.

“Oh, fuck!” Bo’s entire body seized and he jerked, his channel tightening nearly painfully around Lucky’s cock.

“Oh, hell yeah!” Bo still flexed around him when Lucky let go, filling Bo’s body with his cum.

Lucky panted, staring down. He’d never get tired of a sex-rumpled Bo. Or any kind of Bo.

All too soon his cock softened and he slipped out, flopping beside Bo and settling into his arms, the evidence of Bo’s passion spattered on their stomachs.

“That one was just for us,” Bo said, planting a kiss on Lucky’s forehead.

Because, yes, in all the whirlwind of family, friends, job, rookies, and everything else tugging at their time, every now and then, they needed to simply be “us.”

Worked for Lucky.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Lucky leaned back in the chair from hell as far as he dared and stared at the report he’d called in a few favors to get so fast. The lab folks initially grumbled and griped until he mentioned, “Walter wants this ASAP.” Not a total lie. Walter would light a fire under their asses if Lucky made him aware of the situation. Which he wouldn’t.

For now.

In a year or two, dropping Bo’s name might get the same effect. Hopefully. Well, yeah. Bo, being Bo, he’d charm the lab rats into doing whatever he wanted.

Like get Lucky quick test results on field samples.

Although the exact makeup of most branded pharmaceuticals fell under proprietary information, by law, product inserts and labels provided ingredient lists. Ty’s pills contained many of the same components of the favored ADHD medication, but a few not even found in generic formulas.

Nothing overly dangerous, so far, but the active ingredient in Ty’s pill far outstripped the brand name. Taking random doses without doctor supervision produced erratic results. Lucky knew teenagers. If they got hold of a low-potency lot, they’d start doubling up on dosage. The next lot being stronger had the potential to cause an overdose.

Amazing he himself survived to adulthood. He’d done some pretty stupid shit.

Lucky searched the known databases for reports of such overdose cases, and found nothing. Didn’t prove anything. If a kid lied about taking meds and the doctors felt no need for a drug test, overdose symptoms might be misdiagnosed as any number of ailments.

He straightened the glasses he’d never let anyone see him wearing and kept looking.

***

An unfamiliar car sat in his driveway when Lucky pulled up. Oh shit. What now? Was it too much to hope Ty invited a friend over?

A rich friend? Whose parents trusted him with a late model Corvette? At least Salters drove a Nissan, ruling him out.

Maybe one of Charlotte’s new friends from her craft meetup.

He eased the door open, hand inside his computer bag on his gun. Of course, if whoever the car belonged to meant no good, Charlotte likely had ‘em hog-tied and duct taped before they’d made their way past the living room.

Charlotte sat in the reclining chair, giving the guy on the couch one hell of a lot of side-eye.

The man in question laid on the charm, slicked back hair forming dark waves, and bright smile lighting up his handsome face.

A wasted effort on Charlotte, who’d learned at an early age that “good-looking” and “avoid at all costs” often traveled hand in hand.

Smart woman.

Quills on a porcupine, rattles on a snake, a good-looking man not afraid to use his charms to his advantage. Yep, how nature said, “Do not touch.”

Granted, this particular man would have been hard for many to resist, skin the shade Charlotte used to spend hours in the sun to achieve, wiry build, and blinding smile.

For all his good looks and flirting skills, Lucky wasn’t buying what the man sold either, with Mangiardi blood flowing in his veins. “What do you want?” He scowled at Cruz, the might-be-an-agent who’d saved Bo, helped Lucky out a time or two, but who still hadn’t earned Lucky’s trust.

Not fully.

Hermano, Cruz had called him, “brother.” Yeah, Bristol had been his brother too, and see how their relationship turned out.

Still, a niggling of guilt hit the pit of Lucky’s stomach. He’d never told Cruz thanks. Had he? Oh well. Too late now.

“Mi amigo!” Cruz grinned. “Is that any way to greet a trusted friend?”

Lucky withdrew his hand from his backpack and placed the bag on the floor. Shooting Cruz would only piss off Nestor.

Not that Lucky had much reason to take aim at Cruz, but he’d had one too many shots of Cruz’s gringo-baiting during his time in Mexico. “What. Do. You. Want,” Lucky ground out from between clenched teeth. Owing the guy didn’t exempt him from being an insufferable pain in Lucky’s ass.

“Nothing. Since when do I need a reason to drop by and visit my favorite fighting rooster?” Cruz’s bleached white smile ought to come with an imminent blindness warning. He cut his eyes sharply to the left, away from Charlotte. “I just happened to be in the area.”

Oh. “Charlotte, I see you’ve met Cruz. He helped me and Bo out in Mexico.” Lucky hadn’t told her all the details of the case from hell, but enough for her to know he and Bo tried to put the whole incident out of their minds.

“Really?” She dropped the hot coal of hostility and flashed a tentative smile of her own. “In that case, it’s nice to meet you, Cruz.” She slid her hand out from under the chair cushion, leaving one side hiked up enough to conceal a gun.

“The pleasure is all mine, Senorita Lucklighter.” Cruz reached for her fingers, likely ready to kiss her hand.

She yanked her hand back, cradling her fingers against her chest.

Time to step in before the situation escalated. “Uh, Charlotte. Can I have a few minutes alone with my friend here?”

“Sure. I’ll take Moose for a walk.” She disappeared into her room and returned with a jacket. A light jacket. Spokane still got the occasional flurry, likely making Georgia downright balmy in comparison. The moment she grabbed the leash from the front closet, the dog who’d ignored a stranger in the house, and who’d been performing a darned good imitation of a throw rug in the corner, hopped up and darted toward the door.

Hard to tell which Lucky preferred: the dog knocking him off his feet the moment he came in the door at night or the critter a few obedience lessons turned into a poster child for doggie Valium.

Charlotte clipped the leash into place and vanished out the door, Moose tugging her along. She might as well put a saddle on the beast and ride him. At least he was moving. Sometimes the dog slept so hard only snores let Lucky know the critter wasn’t dead.

He turned his attention back to Cruz. “Now, what do you want?” Time for Cruz to spit out an answer.

The humor left the man’s face. So unlike the usually irreverent agent. “We’re still searching for Owen Landry. There’ve been reports of him being back in Atlanta, and our mutual friends sent me to check on you.”

How kind of them. Not. Would Nestor and Victor ever stay out of Lucky’s business now that they’d made their presence known?

But Landry? Back in Atlanta. Did the asshole have a death wish? Probably. He’d been stupid enough to piss off Lucky and conspire to harm Walter.

The two retired drug lords playing house in France must get pretty bored, as much as they meddled in Lucky’s life. “I haven’t seen him, though I’ve kept a watch.” Not too close of one as he’d like to since he’d been told to butt out and let someone with a wider reach track down the bastard who’d nearly gotten Lucky killed.

“That is good. But he can’t stay hidden forever.” Cruz spoke English without a trace of an accent, though he’d grown up in Mexico and used to pretend he only understood Spanish. Give him a reason, and he’d be all “No habla inglés” in a flat minute. And he’d definitely laid on an accent for Charlotte’s benefit.

Lucky hadn’t quite forgiven him for the lie of omission. “No habla inglés” Lucky’s ass!

Wait! Spanish. Cruz spoke Spanish.

“While you’re here, I need you to do something for me.” Walter had given Lucky free rein, hadn’t he?

Cruz’s brow furrowed. “What? And how illegal is it?”

Lucky pursed his lips and cocked his head. How illegal was it? “There’s an apartment building across town. Every evening a bus picks up people and takes them to a warehouse or various places around Atlanta. In the morning the bus takes them home. They go straight inside, aren’t ever seen alone, and seem to be guarded. I want to know who they are and why they’re here. I need you to talk to them.”

“They don’t speak English?”

“I’m not sure. But if I’m going in there, I don’t want to leave empty-handed, ya know?”

Cruz lifted his chin, a gesture so like Bo’s that Lucky’s heart ached for his partner to be on this case with him. “What do you think is going on? Gangbangers? Human trafficking? I need to know what I’m getting into.”

“Could be both, but I’m thinking the warehouse they go to at night might be cranking out counterfeit drugs. Or at least storing them.” He told Cruz about Rett’s suspicions, while leaving her name out of the telling. If the shit hit the fan, he wanted her free and clear.

Cruz stood and paced to the back door, staring out the sliding glass window. “Do you have pictures of any of them?”

Lucky texted Johnson: “You got pictures of anyone from the apartment building?”

“Sure do.” Of course, she did. His phone pinged a few times. Five pictures in all, some from a distance, a couple closer up. The pregnant woman’s face came into view.

Lucky showed the pictures to Cruz, who flipped through the images, and flipped through again.  “Text me the one of the pregnant girl. She stands out. We’ll focus on her.”

Lucky did as told. For one of the few times in his life.

“Let’s go. You drive. If what you say is true, I don’t need to take a Corvette. Too memorable. Of course, your car stands out too.”

“I’ve got just the thing. First, I need to handle something.” Lucky held up a finger in a “gimme one minute” gesture, and texted Rett. “Something came up. Let’s push our plans out until tomorrow, okay?” He’d make use of Cruz’s Spanish skills while he had the time. Next, he texted Bo, “Going out for a bit. Back later.”

Bo replied, “Okay.”

Hmm… Some precautions might be needed. “You at work still?”

“Leaving now.”

Good. Play his cards right and Lucky might avoid a lecture. Still, he eased into the SNB parking lot, keeping a careful lookout for Bo, Walter, or Rett’s vehicles. Only a few cars, none of them of any importance.

Losing a bit of his asshole reputation at work came with a few perks. Like the woman in acquisitions not asking too many questions.

Just past sundown Lucky pulled out from under the SNB building in the world’s ugliest chicken shit green Malibu.

Cruz scrunched down in the seat, hiding his face with his hand. “Man, this is embarrassing. I can’t believe you actually requested this piece of shit.”

Getting under Cruz’s skin without even trying. Lucky for the win. “You said our cars were too noticeable.”

“This one’s noticeable too, for being so damned ugly.”

Lucky grinned, recalling his own first meeting with the car he’d underestimated. “This is nothing. You should’ve seen it when it still had spinner rims.”

Cruz groused to himself in Spanish. Lucky tried not to be too smug.

For about a minute.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

They parked across the street from the building. Time hadn’t sweetened the image. Damned place wasn’t fit for anyone to live in. Someone ought to take a wrecking ball to the eight-floor stucco and pigeon shit fire trap. No fire escapes even.

Lights shone from the windows, with an occasional shadow marking someone’s passing. Poor souls.

“Wait here.” Cruz patted Lucky’s shoulder and climbed out of the car, guaranteeing Lucky wouldn’t stay put. Cruz didn’t complain when Lucky followed him to the front entrance.

Four young toughs sat outside, though they didn’t look like the same men on the morning shift. Three feet from the steps Cruz yelled in Spanish, brandishing his phone. The two guys who’d stepped forward to stop him jumped back.

Yep, best defense, good offense and all.

Cruz charged toward the front door. All four men formed a barrier, chest to chest. Cruz screamed, looking up at the windows and calling, “Maria? Maria!” acting all the world like a man dying of a broken heart.

With no warning, he slammed a fist into one guy’s mouth. The man shrieked, clutching his face. Blood spurted between his fingers. Cruz kicked another guy.

The other two ran. Chicken shits. The two injured followed their friends into the night. Not gangbangers, and they didn’t appear armed. They’d have put up more of a fight.

“Ain’t you afraid they’ll go tell their bosses?” Lucky would’ve snuck around and tried the back door.

“No, my friend. They won’t tell anyone they got their asses beat down by a single man.”

Probably true. Lucky wouldn’t want to admit such.

Cruz grinned and jerked on the door handle. Nothing happened. Locked.

“I got this.” Lucky jogged back to the car and returned with a kit he hadn’t used much lately. Fifteen seconds to open the door. The lock must’ve been forty years old. Spiderweb cracks covered one glass door panel, while plywood covered the other. It might’ve been easier to break the door down, but why have mad lockpicking skills and not use them?

“They keep them locked in,” Cruz observed.

Lucky’d noticed, the bastards. One lit match and the place would go up like kindling. What would happen to the tenants then? He drew his gun, holding his current best friend close to his chest, standing a few feet behind Cruz. Unlike in the alleyway training session, he didn’t need to lead with his gun.

Paper, cans, cigarette butts and broken bits of plaster littered the floor. Bare boards peeked out from some areas of the walls. Chips in the faded linoleum floor invited unsuspecting shoe heels to throw somebody.

The first door had no numbers, but a faded outline declared the apartment to be 1A. The dent in the panel appeared the right height and shape to be the work of a fist.

Cruz knocked. The door cracked open and a scared face peered out. “Si?”

Cruz showed the image on the phone and chattered away.

The woman couldn’t have been more than twenty. She pointed up. Lucky made out “third floor, apartment B.”

Cruz thanked the woman. She slammed the door. A chain rattled a moment later.

Together Lucky and his convenient interpreter took the stairs two at a time. The whole place reeked of mold, onions, cigarette smoke, and other things he blocked from his mind. The handrail nearly gave way. Most of the lights were out in the stairwell, leaving them in a gray gloom.

Coming from a poor background, Lucky’d stayed in some pretty low-rent apartments before moving into Victor Mangiardi’s mansion. None of his came close to this run-down hellhole.

The third-floor hall lights were all out. Voices came from behind some doors, but no sounds of televisions, video games, or much else. That poor girl had to waddle up all those stairs?

Cruz knocked on a door with a sideways B, the impression of the letter permanently etched into the door. Another scared face peered out.

Dropping his bravado, Cruz crooned softly to the woman. She poked her head out of the apartment, took a long look right and left, then stepped aside. Her eyes went wide at Lucky’s gun, but she said nothing.

In her world, chances were thugs with guns made daily appearances.

Four single mattresses took up the main room, no table, no chairs, though he counted eight women. All were young. Clothes formed neat piles beside each mattress. The pregnant girl sat in the middle of one of the mattresses. She paused, mid-brush of her hair.

Cruz crouched in front of her, his voice a mere whisper. She answered with “Si”, “no” or a head nod or shake, and the occasional sentence or two. She kept her eyes downcast, staring at her hands.

At last he stood, motioning with his head toward Lucky. Together they stepped out into the hallway. “Her name is Yolanda, but she wouldn’t tell me her family name. I told her she wasn’t safe here. Me pretending to look for her puts her in danger. She won’t come with us. She’s more afraid of us than of the men she refers to as bosses.”

“We can make her.” Lucky had seen the inside of the apartment, and at least eight people living there. No way for someone to survive.

“That would make us no better than the bosses. But she did give me some information.” Cruz trotted down the stairs, forcing Lucky to keep up.

“What?”

Cruz kept his mouth shut, the bastard, waiting until they’d gotten into the Malibu to speak again. As they pulled away the four thugs peeked out from behind the building and hurried up the steps, posturing like they hadn’t just been beaten down by a lone man.

Lucky glanced to the passenger seat. Muscles twitched in Cruz’s jaw. “Out with it.”

“She’s from Mexico City. Her father sent her with some men who promised her an education and a job in the states as a hotel maid. They took what little money she had and any decent clothes. For a while she transported drugs over the border until they brought her here and put her in a room with those other women.” Cruz clenched and unclenched his fists. “The men told her and the others that if they tried to run or go to the cops, they’d be arrested and put into jail as illegal aliens.”

Motherfuckers. “What about the baby?”

“She met the baby’s father here. He was one of the guards until he got into a fight with another guard and wound up on the wrong end of a knife.”

Fuck. “Let me guess. She’s never been to a doctor for her pregnancy.”

“I don’t think so. She worries. Thinks the bosses are going to sell her child.”

What the ever-loving hell? The assholes! “And she wouldn’t come with you.”

“No. I wish I’d had more time, but she begged me to leave before we got her into more trouble.”

“Will the other women tell the bosses?”

“Only if they have to, and to save their own hides. They’re as scared as she is.” Cruz sucked in a deep breath and blew out his cheeks. “She’s only nineteen. Most of the others are younger than her. She thinks one might only be fifteen.”

Shit. Younger than Ty. She should be at home with her parents, going to school. Hell, Yolanda should be in college like Todd, not worried for her life and pregnant with a dead man’s baby, with no one to take care of her or the child.

“You should’ve made her come.” Lucky flexed his jaw. Suddenly the image of Yolanda changed into a younger version of Charlotte, cradling a swollen belly in one hand and a black eye with the other.

“I agree. But she did confirm your suspicions about the warehouse. Medicines are stored there. Most nights she works at a pharmacy under strict supervision. Her job is to package pills into bottles.”

“Does she know what they are?”

“No. She goes to work, does her job, comes home. No one tells her anything.”

“Do they pay her?”

Cruz shook his head. “Food and a place to sleep.”

Slavery, then. Lucky might lose a lot of sleep over this shit. Human traffickers were the worst kinds of scum. Worse than palmetto bugs. And like palmetto bugs, the only good one lay crushed beneath his heel. “Thanks, Cruz. I appreciate your help.”

“No problem. But why didn’t you get your partner to help? He speaks Spanish quite well.”

Lucky couldn’t hide a wince. “I need to keep him out of this, at least for now.” He pulled into the underground parking garage at the SNB and the impounded car lot and switched off the ignition. The engine sputtered and died.

He whapped the glovebox in the right spot to knock the lid open and retrieved his backup gun.

Cruz studied him a long moment. “You shouldn’t keep things from your partner.”

“The boss told me to.” Even without Walter’s blessing, he wouldn’t tell Bo his plans—his highly illegal plans.

“I’ll ask you no more, but I will tell my superiors about this issue.”

“What the—”

Cruz held up a hand. “I won’t interfere with your work, but now that I know about them, I can’t abandon those people. Keep me posted and I’ll stay away. In the meantime, I’ll watch your back for Landry.”

God, how Lucky hated having to depend on anyone, especially this man he didn’t know very well. “I want those people out of there.”

“Then solve this case.” Cruz opened the door and got out, strolling across the parking lot without a backward glance.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Lucky arrived at his cube a few minutes early. Johnson saved him the trouble of tracking her down by being at Bo’s desk.

Again.

She’d brought coffee, one cup on his desk, one on Bo’s. He might think about forgiving her for once more invading his space. Still, he wanted to talk to her. “You were right about the women. They’re being trafficked.”

Johnson narrowed her eyes. “How do you know? Don’t tell me you made a move without me.”

“An opportunity came up. I took it.” He briefly explained his and Cruz’s visit to the apartment complex. “We gotta keep an eye on the pregnant girl, Yolanda. Make sure she doesn’t pay the price for Cruz busting in like that.” How was he to know the cretin planned to go all loose cannon on him?

“Oh shit. We probably have to watch out for all of them. But trafficking isn’t our area.” Rett tapped a manicured nail against the side of her coffee cup.

“She definitely backed up the theory of drugs being involved. That makes this our case.” For now, at any rate. Mexican citizens turned the case international.

Johnson tightened her hold on her coffee cup to the point where the sides nearly buckled. “What can I do?”

“I sent Walter a report of what I found out. Not a full report, mind you, but enough to let him know what’s what. Someone is meeting with him tomorrow from an anti-trafficking taskforce. A raid right now might blow our case. As much as I want those people out of there, if we don’t catch the bastards responsible, they’ll do it again.”

“I don’t like it either. So, that means we gotta close our case.”

Lucky nodded. “Tonight we check out the warehouse.”

“I’ll be ready. First, we have something else to do.”

***

“Today, class, we’re going to pay a surprise inspection on a doctor’s office.” Use his rookies to get his way? What was the use of having the puppy pack nipping at his heels if he didn’t intend to use them?

They needed to earn their keep some way.

Road Rage Robinson cracked her knuckles. Yeah, most likely to wind up in court for using excessive force.

“I’m not taking all of you.” For all his reservations about Salters, he’d be the most useful at Lucky’s back today. “Salters, you and Agent Johnson are coming with me. The rest of you, I’ve emailed lists of online pharmacies for you to check out today.”

As one the six remaining trainees groaned. Lucky fought a smile. He fully understood their pain, but he’d served his time doing menial tasks, why not get some pleasure out of sharing the wealth?

Salters beamed.

Lucky’s growl didn’t wipe the smile off his face. Lucky regretted his decision already.

Johnson swatted him on the back. “I shoulda brought popcorn.”

***

Lucky changed into his official Southeastern Narcotic Bureau garb: Navy pants, polo shirt with SNB logo. How he’d once hated the uniform. Now the hate had faded more to love/hate. He’d never prefer his current clothing to T-shirt and blue jeans. Still, the outfit gave him certain advantages.

Surprise inspections. A job perk in some cases. Like now. The SNB logo meant they couldn’t tell him no.

The office wasn’t luxurious, but clean and well-lit. The furniture wasn’t too butt-ugly. A vase of artificial flowers sat on the coffee table, surrounded by the usual carefully arranged copies of parenting magazines and golf digests, the occasional Good Housekeeping thrown in.

The place didn’t scream of money, and regardless of the Yelp review bitching of excessive wait times, only three people waited, two side by side on a couch in front of the table, the other in a chair across from them. The two, a pair of women, chatted quietly, while the other, a boy maybe Ty’s age, stared at his cell phone.

Lucky strolled up to the front desk. A young woman glanced up and smiled. “Do you have an appointment?”

“I don’t need one.” Lucky flipped open his wallet and presented his badge. “Agent Harrison, Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. This is Agent Johnson and Agent Salters.”

“I’ll tell the doctor you’re here,” the receptionist at the front desk said.

“That won’t be necessary.” Johnson smiled and put herself between Lucky and the woman before he formed a proper response. “This is a routine inspection. Tell me, are there any pharmaceuticals on the premises?”

The woman recoiled. “No. Dr. Keel doesn’t stock drugs here. He only writes prescriptions.”

“Mind if we take a look?” Lucky asked.

Her blank expression hardened into a frown. Behind her another woman hissed into a telephone. Probably warning the doctor. A moment after she hung up, a side door opened.

A man in a white jacket strolled into the reception area, with a genuine smile and an extended hand. “Dr. Desmond Keel.”

Lucky shifted his gaze from the doctor’s face to his hand and back again.

Johnson stepped in with a wide smile. “Good afternoon, doctor. I hope we’re not inconveniencing you. We’re here to perform a routine inspection.”

“Sure.” He held Johnson’s hand a bit longer than absolutely necessary.

Did all the men they came into contact with have to be blue-eyed blonds a few inches shorter than her six feet? This man, however, wasn’t wet-behind-the-ears like her ex-boyfriend, with the odd strand of silver in his hair, and the beginnings of crow’s feet around his eyes.

Johnson didn’t flirt, though, shifting into professional mode. Good for her. In the past, she’d gravitated toward the type like a moth to a bug zapper. “Mind if we have a look around?

“Certainly.” He turned to the receptionist. “Cheryl, postpone my next appointment by about”—he looked from Lucky to Johnson— “about twenty minutes?”

Lucky nodded. Twenty minutes should be enough. For an initial visit.

Dr. Keel swept out a hand toward the door he’d come through. “What is it you’d like to see?”

Lucky eased around Johnson, making himself clearly the man in charge. Guess that made her the muscle. “Do you have any drugs on the premises? Even samples?”

Again with the easy smile. “No. I’ve never kept medicines here. I send all my patients to the pharmacy.”

And yet a suspicious shipment arrived at his office in the dark of night. And what doctor didn’t distribute samples to patients? Though controls were tight on samples, there was no law against it—yet—providing the practice maintained the proper licensing.

Then again, he could be lying.

The doctor could have let an underling show them around, but he did the honors himself. “I’ve been here about five years, and this is the first time the SNB has paid me a visit.” He sounded pleased, not appalled. Must be a damned good actor.

They inspected exam rooms, Salters taking notes on a tablet computer. Damn. Should be Bo. Nothing concerning in the cabinets, storerooms, or closets.

At last Lucky conceded defeat. Of course the doctor wouldn’t leave evidence lying out in the open. “We’ve taken enough of your time. If we can take a quick look at your records, we’ll let you get back to work.” Bo would be so proud.

“Certainly. Cheryl will provide anything you need.” The doctor escorted them back to the reception area and the young brunette.

They searched through prescribing records, information easily found in the national prescription drug monitoring website, but found nothing new or out of place. Clean. Too clean.

Right before they left, Lucky asked, “Do any other doctors work from this office?”

“Dr. Crenshaw, sometimes, when Dr. Keel is away.”

“When was the last time he worked?”

The receptionist checked her computer. “Two weeks ago, when Dr. Keel went on vacation.”

“Does he have a key to the building? Security codes for the alarms?”

“Of course.”

Nothing on the Internet indicated another doctor sharing space with Keel. “What’s Dr. Crenshaw’s first name?”

“Harold.”

Harold. Harold Crenshaw. Salters tapped against the tablet screen.

“Thank you,” Johnson said, elbowing Lucky.

Mentally, he’d already started researching Harold Crenshaw.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

With Ty lying on the floor typing on his cellphone, Charlotte in the kitchen on hers, and Bo sitting in the chair on his iPad, no one in the house paid much attention to Lucky, except for the cat he’d removed from his keyboard a couple of times. He sat on the couch, computer competing with Cat Lucky for his lap. He’d finally found old plans for the warehouse, which predated modern alarm systems and other security measures.

Took too damned long. Was he losing his touch?

The guards kept to the loading area during the day. Any guard worth his gun would make rounds at night. Easy enough to avoid using a two-person team.

Searching the fictitious cleaning company still didn’t yield any results. He couldn’t quote Yolanda or give Walter a last name, but what she’d told Cruz gave him probable cause. Yeah, Lucky could now likely get a search warrant, but the reluctance to issue one before implied insider knowledge.

And interference.

On the outside chance he got caught by someone other than felons, he’d fall back on the probable cause defense. But that’d mean dragging a pregnant woman deeper into this whole mess.

He’d make sure to not get caught.

***

Lucky hated lying to Bo about as much as he hated the consequences if Bo found out he lied. To his credit, he managed to keep a straight face over the dinner table when he said, “After dinner me and Rett are sparring down at the gym.”

Bo continued chewing some kind of meat substitute, the name sounding way too much like “Satan” for Lucky’s tastes.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Uh-oh. Lucky feigned innocence. Bo knew him too well. “Like what?”

Bo let out an exasperated-sounding sigh. “Like you hauling the latest crop of recruits to the gym like you did me to teach them a lesson.”

Oh! “Not yet. I figured I’d better make sure my skills weren’t rusty first.”

“Well, if I can’t talk you out of torturing rookies, tell Rett I said hello.”

What? No more questions? Slipping out to go snooping couldn’t be this easy.

Ty didn’t ask to go, probably still pissed at Lucky for taking his pills. Sooner or later Lucky needed to have a long talk with the boy’s mother.

He voted for later.

Unlike the previous nights, this time, instead of recon, Lucky planned a little breaking and entering. Hey, he wasn’t totally lying. Picking locks, gaining entry, and getting away without notice were effective methods of keeping his skills sharp.

All the way to the SNB offices he glanced over his shoulder, but no one followed. Rett sat in her Jeep when he got there, door open, loading a gun, with two more on the seat beside her. Like him, she was dressed all in black, a stocking cap bulging out at the back of her head, covering her braids.

“Are you ready?” Lucky climbed from the Camaro, bringing his own arsenal with him, complete with taser. If the SNB wanted to provide technology, no point in passing up a freebie.

“As I’ll ever be.” She stood, shoving guns into holsters at her shoulder, the small of her back, and her leg.

Wolf whistle at her tonight motherfuckers. You’ll be dead before you hit the ground.

Together they trotted across the parking lot to the Malibu Lucky had claimed for the evening. He’d done a lot of charming to keep Bo from finding out. Out of habit he climbed into the passenger seat, letting Johnson drive. “I’m not betting on much of a security system. The place is trying to stay on the down low and probably rely on the armed guards.”

Semi-darkness couldn’t hide Johnson’s grin. “My money’s on us.”

“Oh, by the way. Bo thinks we’re sparring tonight, so if you see him tomorrow—”

“I’ll be sure to tell him I kicked your ass. That’s your excuse for getting out of the house this week?”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Though guilt niggled at him for lying to Bo. If Bo knew, he’d try to talk Lucky out of this. When Walter said, “Do what you do,” he probably meant surveillance only. If he hadn’t wanted Lucky to break in, he should’ve been more specific.

Lucky went over the warehouse layout in his head en route. “I believe our best bet will be the offices at the front of the building. No fence, no guards, one simple camera, easily taken out. No sign of a security system.” Not that security systems slowed Lucky down much.

“You get us in. I got your back.” Johnson kept her eyes on the road.

“I’ll get us in.” They parked a few blocks from the warehouse, in a neighborhood they stood a good chance of the vehicle not being stripped when they got back, and crept down shadowed streets, guns at the ready. Music blared from overhead, coming from a tall building overlooking their target. The neighborhood had definitely seen better days.

Research showed mostly empty buildings, a few in various states of renovation into apartments, a few in need of destruction, but low possibility of witnesses. A homeless man lay curled in the shelter of a doorway, snoring loud enough to scare off any curious varmints.

Shadows and broken streetlights gave plenty of cover, though enough light remained not to need flashlights yet.

He strolled by the building, hands shoved into his pockets. Nothing to see here, folks. Move along. A quick perusal showed two guards in the guardhouse watching TV. Two more would show up at ten, and the first two would leave at eleven. Time enough to get in and get out.

He waited for another bout of canned laughter from the TV to hurl a rock at the lone camera. Applause covered the crashing of breaking glass.

Lucky motioned to Johnson and skittered sideways to the recessed doorway, gun in hand and covering her till she got to the door.

A vise grip clutched him around the chest, a cloth-filled hand coming across his nose and mouth.

Caught! Fuck! Lucky grabbed the arm around his chest, ready to flip his assailant. “Shh… It’s me.”

Bo? Lucky’s hammering heart stuttered and kicked back into high gear. Oh, shit. He was so screwed. Not as screwed as if he’d been caught by a guard, but screwed nonetheless. But hey! How had he let someone sneak up on him?

He was getting way too old for this shit. He slumped. So much for his evening’s plans. At least it took a professional like Bo to catch him off-guard.

“I’m going to let you go. You’re not going to run, you’re going to tell me why the hell you’re here.” Bo’s no-nonsense tone sent skitters of unease up Lucky’s spine. No familiarity there, all business. The way Bo might talk to a true felon.

Lucky blew out a breath and nodded. Bo released him and Lucky whirled.

Like himself and Johnson, Bo wore dark clothes, making him barely visible.

Johnson trotted back down the stairs. “Lucky, what—” She came to a halt a few steps away.

“Now, what are you up to?” Bo cut his gaze to Johnson and back to Lucky. “Really up to.”

Johnson sighed. “We have reason to believe this place might be used to house illegal drugs. Someone down at city hall doesn’t want us here, and wouldn’t give us a search warrant.”

“You do realize that breaking and entering is a crime, don’t you?” Bo folded his arms across his chest.

Now wasn’t the time to invoke Walter’s Do what you do. “We have probable cause.”

“Do you?” Though darkness hid Bo’s expression, Lucky easily imagined a lifted eyebrow.

“Yeah. Someone who works here gave us the heads up.” Not the whole truth, and Lucky wouldn’t bring up the whole human trafficking thing yet, but when this place went down, he’d change lives—some for the better, some for worse.

Bo stayed silent for way too long. Finally, he nodded. “How much time before shift change for the guards?”

“An hour.”

Bo waved a hand toward the door. “Lead on.”

“Do what?” What the fuck? Bo wasn’t going to stop them?

“You don’t think I’m letting the two of you go in there alone while I stand out here with my thumb up my ass, do you?”

Lucky didn’t have time to argue. Holding his flashlight in his teeth, he checked the lock on the front door. Older than dirt. Ten seconds later he opened the door, taking point. Bo followed him in. Johnson brought up the rear.

There wasn’t time to get Bo up to speed. They’d have to treat him as weakest link on this mission. The reek of chemicals and cherry flavoring smacked him like a hand to the face the moment he stepped inside the building. Oh, yeah. Drugs definitely stored here.

The first office, a reception area at one time, appeared fallen on hard times, with papers strewn across the floor and an overturned file cabinet against one wall.

Spray painted graffiti covered the walls. The building must’ve been empty for a while before the current operation began. None of the offices showed signs of recent use, layers of dust coating all flat surfaces. The closer they came to the warehouse portion of the building, the stronger the smell.

Lucky shone his light along the walls and doorways.

No wires, no indication of alarms. At the end of the hallway he paused, motioning Johnson to take the other side of the door.

They flattened themselves against the wall, pointing their guns. Bo hid in a doorway a few yards down.

Lucky turned the doorknob, counted to three, and flung the door open. Nothing. He darted through the opening, crisscrossing with Johnson.

Still nothing. Keeping his beam pointed downward to avoid notice by the guards outside, Lucky slipped farther into the room.

Bo tapped his shoulder and he turned, coming face to face with a handful of bottles, the type used by pharmacies for pills.

He nodded, straining his ears for footsteps, tracking Johnson’s progress across the floor. Easing farther inside, he swept his beam right and left. Unlike the offices, the warehouse appeared fairly clean, though not nearly clean enough to house pill bottles intended for pharmaceuticals.

A shiny door beckoned, its newness out of place in the shabby building. Pulleys held the door in place, wires leading to a far too simple security system. Eight seconds to bypass the alarm, another ten to slide the door open, and…

Fuck.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Stainless steel, as far as the eye could see. Grinders, hoppers, dryers, pill presses. Drums of raw materials. Lucky waited until Bo and Johnson came in and shut the door. No windows meant the free use of flashlights in here.

But not for fucking long. No dust masks or ventilators in sight. Not only were “the bosses” likely storing poison in this room, the workers risked exposure. He slipped on a pair of gloves and pulled out a sample bag and swab. He swabbed residue off the equipment and stored his findings in the bag.

Johnson held up her own bag of empty capsules.

Lucky used the camera he’d taken from surveillance to snap pictures of the equipment. Nothing appeared new or state of the art, and the need for lots of hands grew apparent the more he observed.

He crossed the cramped space to the far wall, stacked floor to ceiling with boxes. Opening one at random, he extracted a bottle of pills. Unlabeled. Another container held more pills, these more familiar.

He held one up to the light. Fuck. Squirming wrigglies twisted to life in his stomach. These looked like the same damned pills Ty brought home. If he’d known they came from here he’d have smacked them from Ty’s hand immediately. He’d have to take the kid to a doctor, make sure he’d not been poisoned by this shit.

He tamped down his anger. Time enough to open a can of whoop-ass when he found the people responsible.

He extracted bottles from a few more boxes, arranging the cartons so those he tampered with were on the bottom.

They’d gathered enough evidence to warrant a raid. Time to go.

But wait? Where was Bo?

Bo stood in the far corner, bending over a desk, cell phone flashlight beam shining at something. He returned to Lucky. “Got everything?”

“Enough to get a warrant with no trouble, as long as we don’t let on where we got this stuff.” Could Bo make creative use of the truth to the higher ups? So not Bo’s thing. Walter bringing a known felon on board made more and more sense by the day. Sometimes lines had to be crossed for the greater good. Lucky never saw the line as solid, more as… broken in places.

Kinda like the interstate express lane.

“Leave that to me.” Bo spoke casually, not like a man bending laws to the breaking point.

Mr. By-The-Book Bo losing a few scruples? Only right, given how much time he’d spent with Lucky.

Lucky turned off his flashlight, cracked open the door, and peered out into the warehouse. All quiet. He motioned to the others. One by one they slipped from the room.

Footsteps sounded across the vast warehouse. Fuck! He grabbed Bo and yanked him back against the wall. Where the hell was Johnson? Had she heard the approaching footsteps? Those steps were too slow and irregular to be hers, besides, her tennis shoes wouldn’t make so much noise.

A flashlight beam cut the darkness, and a voice called in broken English. “Stop. Who’s there?” At least, that’s what the words sounded like to Lucky’s ears.

He held still, keeping his breaths shallow. Keep going. Nothing here to see. With any luck the guy would think he’d heard a rat or something and leave the way he’d come.

The footsteps came closer to Lucky’s hiding place. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He coiled, ready to spring. Bo’s hand on his wrist held him back.

Clang! “Ooof!” The flashlight hit the floor, spinning, beam creating a maddening kaleidoscope against boxes and drums, coming to rest on Johnson, holding a fire extinguisher and staring down at the floor.

She shrugged. “I think I broke him. They don’t make guards like they used to.”

Nope. Small and scrawny. Possibly shorter than Lucky.

Bo crouched, fingers under the man’s chin. “Just out cold. Maybe concussed. He’s going to have one hell of a headache when he wakes up.”

“What the ever-loving hell are we supposed to do with him?” Leaving him there and getting the hell out got Lucky’s vote.

Bo scooped the man up in his arms like he weighed nothing. “We’ll say we were driving by and found him in the road. If he’s up to something illegal, he’s not going to say otherwise.”

With Lucky checking the path ahead, they managed to get outside and back to the car without running into anyone else. Only nine thirty, so one guard who wouldn’t leave his post unattended until the other guards arrived, giving them a thirty-minute head start until anyone missed the one Johnson brained.

But they’d miss the bus if they left now.

Literally.

Maybe another night.

***

Bo stopped by Lucky’s cube. “The guard came to shortly after we dropped him at the hospital, but we can’t get anything out of him other than he’s been working there for about three weeks.”

“Undocumented?”

Bo nodded. “Yes. I.C.E. has him in custody. Apparently, Loretta didn’t hurt him too badly.”

“Shame. She shoulda knocked some sense into him, gotten a confession.”  US Immigration and Customs Enforcement didn’t normally play into Lucky’s cases.

Welcome to the new normal.

“That would be too easy.” Bo settled into the chair across from Lucky, at the desk he used to call his. “What’s next?”

Lucky’s first instinct screamed at him to keep quiet. Oh hell, Bo’d already caught him in the act, helped him even. “A van shows up every night shortly after ten. I want to know where they go. Plus, a bus brings the workers to the warehouse, then they leave again. I plan on tracking down where they go.”

And figuring out how drugs from the warehouse found their way to Ty’s school. “I’m still waiting on lab results from all the bottles we brought in.”

Bo nodded. “Didn’t you say the workers don’t stick together after leaving the apartment complex?” Lucky spilled the details of his case last night after they’d dropped the guard at the hospital.

Bo had refused to let Lucky out of his SUV otherwise.

Lucky nodded. “Johnson says they all head in different directions.”

“You talked about a pregnant woman.”

“Yolanda.”

“I’m not going to ask how you know her name. At least, not right now.” The warning scowl said a long heart-to-heart lurked on the horizon. “Do you have any other names?”

“No.” Lucky probably should tell Bo about Cruz’s involvement. Maybe later. He should’ve at least asked Cruz to get more names, though if they were afraid, the victims would lie. “What do you have in mind?”

“There are three of us. Tonight, I’ll follow the van, you stick with Yolanda, and we can assign Loretta to track some of the others.”

Well, shit. Lucky’s case, taken over by Bo. But hadn’t he taken it from Johnson? “Works for me.”

“Okay. Touch base with Loretta. Tomorrow we’ll share our findings. And Lucky?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t do anything the department will have to explain later. We’re still under investigation for the whole Landry thing last year. Not to mention Rogers’ family trying to sue us for his death.”

“Suicide by special agent doesn’t make us liable.”

“Even so, keep your nose clean. You’ll probably have to testify and the last thing you need is a tarnished reputation.”

As if Lucky Lucklighter didn’t have a sullied enough reputation. Of course, so far, Simon Harrison had managed not to get caught doing anything the law might frown on. Much. “Will do.”

***

Lucky followed after the bus left the warehouse, noting all passenger stops. At approximately 11:30, the bus opened its door for the last three. Yolanda slowly made her way off the bus, assisted by another woman and a young man.

They waited until the bus pulled away to amble down the sidewalk. This part of town appeared deserted, mostly small businesses. Lucky left the car and kept to the shadows. The three stopped in front of a small Mom-and-Pop pharmacy. Though only dim lights shone from within, they opened the unlocked door and went inside.

A camera faced the front and back doors, but he’d bet good money someone inside monitored the feed, and likely cut certain parts out.

Like after-hours visitors.

He waited a count of two and slipped in after his prey.

Shelves stocked the darkened front room, full of over-the-counter medicines, some candy, and other odds and ends like chips and bandages. No sign of anyone. Voices came from the back.

He crept to the door, hugging the wall, gun held down in a double-handed grip.

Barrels, similar to the ones from the warehouse, waited inside. Brought in the van, perhaps?

Yolanda and the two others wore aprons, but no masks or gloves. The only other man in the room was Caucasian, about Bo’s height, with medium-brown hair, cut short. Average build. In fact, nothing stood out about him at all.

A two-sided bench, shelves running down the middle, sat dead center of the floor. Several big jars of tablets took up surface space. A quick search on his cell phone showed this to be a compounding pharmacy, where pharmacists specially blended medications for a specific prescription.

By law, pharmacists required a valid prescription to compound, so the quantities on hand should’ve been limited to that month’s estimated script volume. In the past, pharmacy techs filled smaller bottles from big amber ones, attached a prescription label, and passed the bottles along with a shipping label. All operations were overseen by a registered pharmacist.

The pharmacist checked the labels and contents, and then passed the shipping label and vial to a different tech who shoved everything into an envelope. Narcotics couldn’t be mailed, limiting the operation to anabolic steroids and benzodiazepines.

Narcotics required package services such as FedEx or UPS.

Yolanda disappeared into a back room and closed the door. Damn it!

The other two workers stuffed pills into bottles, but didn’t apply labels. Instead, they packed the bottles into the same kind of cartons found at the warehouse.

Gawdawful thudding came every few seconds from behind the closed door. Caucasian guy stood with hands on hips, barking out orders in Spanish. That’s it. Turn a bit toward me…

Lucky took a few pictures with his cell phone. Several times he pulled away from the door when the woman looked his way. She said nothing, so she either didn’t see him or didn’t care. Did she think him another one of her bosses?

The overseer kept glancing at his cell phone. Checking the time, or getting a text or call?

The thudding stopped, and Yolanda emerged from the back room with a jar of pills, different from the ones the pair currently packed.

The apparent boss barked out another order. The woman filling bottles winced, but picked up her speed.

Hour after hour passed. Damn, but Lucky had to piss. At last the three workers headed out the door, Yolanda swaying slightly on her feet.

He’d go with them, but soon he’d pay this pharmacy a visit in the daylight.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The next night, Lucky didn’t even bother hiding his activities from Bo. “We’re going to a movie,” he said, nodding toward his partner.

Ty perked up from his spot on the couch, even pausing his video game. “Oh? What movie?”

“Ty, let them have a date night,” Charlotte admonished.

Nice save. “We don’t know yet.” Hand at the small of Bo’s back, Lucky ushered him out the front door.

They met Johnson and picked up their loaner-mobile. “I can’t believe you still use this old thing,” Bo said. “As much as you hated it the first time Judy assigned it to you.”

Judy. Of course Bo knew the name of the keeper of impounded vehicles. “No one’s tried to steal it yet, except for those gawdawful rims.”

“True.”

This time Lucky drove, Bo beside him in the front, with Johnson crammed into the back, slurping a Big Gulp. Just another exciting night in the world of drug enforcement.

They parked the car on a side street with a visual of the warehouse parking lot. Sure enough, the van pulled up at ten fifteen.

Lucky followed them for two hours as they made their way around Atlanta, dropping off deliveries. Soon they’d hear bitching about the missing bottles Lucky had taken.

After five a.m., once the workers left the pharmacy, the van pulled up. He recorded the van being loaded and pulling away—headed back to the warehouse.

***

“Where would you like to start?” A sixtyish woman with graying brown hair and intelligent green eyes led Lucky through the front of the pharmacy to the back. She didn’t appear alarmed at their unannounced visit. Records showed several SNB audits in the past, never turning up anything of importance.

“How many people work here?” he asked.

“Three pharmacists, plus myself, five technicians, and two clerks to mind the front counter.” She kept her delivery matter-of-fact, answering the question without volunteering more information. So, she knew the drill.

Lucky read from the audit list he’d used many times before during inspections. “What are your normal hours of operation?”

“We open at ten, and close at five-thirty.”

“Is anyone on the premises before or after those times?”

“I get here before nine every morning, make sure the place is ready to go. I leave as late as seven.”

“No one at night?”

“No.” She gave a throaty laugh. “We’re just a small, family-run business, not Walgreens.”

Pictures of smiling faces hung from a wall behind the register. “Are those all your employees?”

“Yes.” The edges of her mouth curled up. She finally volunteered information. “Most have been with me for more than five years.”

Five years gave time to build trust. Hopefully, she hadn’t trusted the wrong people. “Who has keys to the building?”

“Lloyd, our pharmacist-in-charge, and myself, that’s all.”

Lucky glanced at the photos. The one labeled “Lloyd” was of an African American man in his mid to late fifties. Not the pharmacist Lucky saw last night. “Anyone have access to your keys?”

“No. Just me.”

“Are all your pharmacists here today?”

“No. Benjamin works on weekends.”

“Is his picture on the wall?” He didn’t see a Benjamin in the group.

“No. He’s new.”

Lucky’s hackles rose. He likely had a photo on his cell phone she could use. How this Benjamin got a key was another matter. Not hard to make a copy.

God, but Lucky should’ve slept a few more hours. Trailing Johnson and Salters, he ambled through an aisle crowded with cold and headache remedies. Damn but the place looked different in daylight.

A trio of lab-coated pharmacy techs now stood where the two had the night Lucky stopped by, stuffing pills into bottles. This time, they passed along the bottles with the expected labels. At eleven a.m., he hadn’t really expected to find the man who ran the illegal night shift.

He peered through the glass at the pharmacy’s sterile compounding room, scales and other utensils lined up in neat rows. Stainless-steel sinks took up the far wall.

Mystery solved in the thudding. The back room held two tablet presses. Shutting them behind closed doors didn’t muffle the sound much.

Nobody on call, because no emergency business. They didn’t keep much in the way of schedule II narcotics on hand, mostly bio-identical hormones in a gazillion strengths, estrogens, androgens, thyroid medications. Following along like an obedient lapdog, Salters recorded everything Lucky called out.

The employees danced well-practiced steps, veering around each other when necessary.

The moment he left the tablet room a tech darted inside and closed the door.

Thud.

A now-familiar sound.

***

Once more Lucky and Rett waited outside the apartment complex where the workers stayed, this time in a white panel van, with the department’s biggest asshole, Keith.

All morning they’d watched the comings and goings, one of Keith’s trainees aiming a camera at the front of the building.

Lucky and Johnson compared the images to a database of known felons.

“Right there.” Lucky enlarged an image of one of the gangster wannabes hanging out on the front steps. “He’s wanted in San Diego on drug charges.”

“Looks like this one is the brother of the one I broke.” Johnson pointed to another man in the photo, her tone implying she didn’t have a single fuck to give about the guy she’d brained with a fire extinguisher. “No outstanding warrants—yet.”

She laced her fingers, turned the palms out and stretched, popping her knuckles. The van couldn’t be very comfortable for someone of her height and build.

A blocked warrant, workers kept prisoner, an illegal pill operation. Lucky didn’t like it. Seemed whoever—or more likely whoevers—were behind this sure wanted to prevent authorities from interfering with their little business. A little business that dumped who knew what drugs into the local high school, several pharmacies, and a neighboring nursing home, so far.

If Ty wouldn’t give him answers on the school front, Lucky knew someone who might.

***

Lucky sat at a picnic table outside a burger joint, a freckled, red-headed kid on the other side of the table, drowning French fries in ketchup.

Bo couldn’t fault him for making his informant feel at home by getting his own burgers and fries, right?

“What you wanna know?” the kid asked, stuffing more fries into his mouth. He pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and checked the face. “Make it fast, I have to be at work in thirty minutes.” Kenny, the kid who normally rang up Lucky’s groceries, slurped his soda.

“You attend Clifton High School, don’t you?”

The kid nodded, but didn’t stop chewing long enough to answer with words.

“Tell me, do you know of anyone supplying ADHD drugs to students on campus?” Lucky didn’t really expect an answer, but it didn’t hurt to ask.

Kenny placed his drink on the table, suddenly aging a good five years. “I don’t have anything to do with that shit.” He lifted his nose in the air. “I study and get good grades. I don’t need to cheat.”

Oh, Kenny likely gave away more than he meant to. “Do you have any names?”

Kenny narrowed his eyes. “Who wants to know?”

Lucky sighed and pulled his badge from his wallet. “Agent Simon Harrison, Southeastern Narcotics Bureau—”

“You’re a cop? I knew it!” The kid slammed his hand down on the picnic table.

Kenny’s answer didn’t indicate if he thought Lucky’s job a good thing or bad thing. “I’m not a cop, I’m a narcotics agent. There’s a difference.”

“I knew you were some kind of bad-ass.” Kenny slurped his drink again.

Bad-ass? Lucky? Oh, hell yes! “We’ve found a student in possession of counterfeit drugs. We’re tracking down where they’re coming from.”

Kenny’s eyes grew impossibly wide. “I told you. I don’t do that shit.” He slapped a hand over his mouth. “I mean, I don’t do drugs, sir.”

“‘I don’t do that shit’ is fine by me.” Lucky regarded his newest informant. “I’m not suspecting you of anything, I just thought you might go to that school and might know something.”

Ignoring the remainders of Lucky’s fast food bribe, Kenny paused a few moments, face an unreadable mask. Finally, he nodded. “Mostly jocks take ‘em. They worry about grades and staying on the team. Then there’s a few of the rich kids, trying to get accepted into the right colleges.”

“Do you know anyone personally?”

“No, but it’s hard not to hear talk around school.”

How Lucky wished Ty brought him this information. Kenny would do in a pinch. “Think you can find out names for me?”

“Maybe.” Kenny narrowed his eyes. “What’s in it for me?”

“What do you want?” How much would Walter allow him to pay the kid?

Kenny grinned. “I want to go on a raid.”

“Nope. Too dangerous.” And would also make him Lucky’s problem, however temporary. “How about a ride along in a police car?”

“Sure, that’d work.”

Lucky wouldn’t tell him that officers let citizens ride along all the time as part of the local Citizens Police Academy. “Done. Anything else?”

“Yeah. Give me a ride to work so I won’t be late.”

Okay, teenaged informant in place.

What would he do if Ty was involved in an on-campus drug ring?

***

Why hadn’t Lucky researched Ty’s school before? This wouldn’t be the first situation to put Clifton High under the microscope.

Three teachers had been caught helping students cheat on standardized tests and SATs. Shit. For the last four years the school failed to meet its educational goals. One more year of failure meant they might be forced to restructure. Change of administration and staff. More kids pulled by parents who saw the writing on the wall. Rich kids yanked and placed in snooty private schools. What would be left were less-advantaged kids whose parents worked too many jobs to properly care for their children or, worse, who didn’t give a fuck about the kids at all. No wonder drugs found their way into the place.

The reason Ty got on the soccer team. The guy he replaced hadn’t moved town, merely changed schools. Shit, given their low rating and apparent drug problem, maybe he should talk to Charlotte about pulling Ty out of there too.

But he might not go. He’d made the soccer team. His girlfriend attended the school. He’d started making friends. To suggest putting him in yet another school might trigger more rounds of “I hate Uncle Lucky.”

No, better to fix the problem, for Ty and all the other students. No mystery why grades needed improving though.

Lucky stared at a list of names, athletes from Ty’s school skating by on borderline grades, and those who’d applied to Ivy League schools. You mean there are any kids left there who’d qualify? As good a place to start as any.

The next part of his plan called for strategy. His best smile and a phone call from Walter got him a much nicer loaner car than the piece of shit Malibu.

He stopped by the house, enlisting Charlotte’s help to dress him up nice. He stared at himself in the mirror. Fuck. He’d never convince anyone to believe his story.

He gave up on making himself presentable, retrieved Bo from work, and drove to the doctor’s office he’d followed the apartment guard to, stopping two blocks away. Turned out Doctor Keel took a week off, calling in his usual replacement.

“Remember,” Bo said, straightening his tie, “you’re there to observe, notice what I don’t.”

“Sure thing.” No need reminding Bo that, as department trainer, those words normally came out of Lucky’s mouth. Lucky got out of the car and trudged the rest of the way. If anyone watched, Bo arrived in the Lexus alone.

Lucky waited thirty seconds after Bo entered to saunter in himself. Bo stood at the counter talking to a receptionist—a receptionist smiling with way too much enthusiasm.

Yeah, Bo had a way of putting even strangers’ libidos on high alert.

“He’s taken,” Lucky growled under his breath.

“Can I help you, sir?” a second receptionist asked Lucky. Thank God it wasn’t Cheryl from before, so maybe she wouldn’t recognize him.

Lucky waved a dismissive hand. “I’m here to pick somebody up.”

Without another word the woman turned away. Lucky took a chair close enough to hear Bo’s conversation and buried his nose in a gardening magazine, the lesser of the evils spread out on a low table, though he’d have to hold the pages farther away to actually read.

He fucking hated doctor’s offices, recalling too many piss-in-a-cup drug testing visits during his probation with the SNB. The place stank of disinfectant and something floral and overpowering he’d not noticed on his last visit. He sneezed.

“I need to speak with the doctor,” Bo said. “A friend referred me.” He dropped the name of one of the kids on Lucky’s list.

Not many doctors in this town even talked to someone without an appointment, but the receptionist stood. “I’ll see if he’s available.” She disappeared through a door at the back of the reception area.

Bo took a seat, never glancing Lucky’s way.

Six more people sat around the waiting room, two teenagers who appeared to be together, a woman with a young girl, and a man with a boy close enough in looks to be his son.

A side door opened and a uniformed nurse stepped out. “Livingston, Perkins.” The teens stood and crossed the room. Both were young and fit, dressed in fashionable jeans and T-shirts. “Right this way,” the nurse said, holding the door while they strode past.

Bo glanced up, meeting Lucky’s eyes. Lucky gave a slight nod. His possible suspects list contained a Kyle Livingston and Raiford Perkins, both basketball players at Ty’s school.

They returned five minutes later, wide grins on their faces, and paper bags in their hands. Five minutes? Not nearly enough time for an examination, let alone two.

They left, and three more people entered the door. Thriving business the doctor had here, and a whole hell of a lot more patients than Dr. Keel had the day Lucky brought Salters and Johnson.

The nurse from before made another appearance. “Mr. Swartzentruber?”

Ah, so Bo used the alias he’d created during his undercover ops training with O’Donoghue. Bo followed the woman from the room.

Lucky stepped up to the counter again. “Can I use your bathroom?”

The young woman smiled. “Sure. Through that door, turn right, and second door on the left.”

“Thanks.” Lucky scurried through the door. He spotted two nurses, one in a room taking an elderly man’s blood pressure, another at a counter, tapping away at a computer. Several room doors stood open, with a few closed.

For a consultation, most likely the doctor met with Bo in an office. Bypassing the bathroom, Lucky scooted down the hallway to the office. A curtain hung next to the door.

Lucky swept back the thin fabric, revealing a small storage closet.

“Can I help you, sir?” a frosty voice asked.

Fuck. Busted. Lucky turned to face the stern-looking woman with her arms folded across her chest. Simple answers worked best. “I was looking for the bathroom.”

The nurse’s suspicion melted. “Oh, it’s that way. I’ll take you.” She waited for Lucky to catch up. “Don’t worry, sir. Patients get lost all the time back here.”

He’d bet, especially as the storage closet held bottles of counterfeit pills. Pills that hadn’t been there on his last visit. Did Dr. Keel know what his colleague got up to in his absence?

Lucky took his time in the bathroom, texting Walter, “We have probable cause.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Lucky met Bo at the designated rendezvous point and climbed into the Lexus. His butt squeaked over the leather seat, and the scent of leather reminded him of Bo’s chaps. Leather gave Lucky woodies. “What’d you find out?”

“I told him my son might not make the football team this year, due to bad grades, and that if he didn’t pull his grades up, he’d never get into a good college. I said a friend told me he might be able to help, then spent the next five minutes stroking his ego.” Muscles tensed in Bo’s jaw.

“Does he want to see the son?”

“No. I recorded the whole conversation, but mostly he asked me questions, and finally diagnosed Junior with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.”

“What kind of questions?” Not that the questions mattered when the doctors didn’t even bother to examine the actual patient.

“Mostly ones where he fed me the information, like did my son have difficulty paying attention and following instructions, completing tasks, and was he awkward in social settings. I told him yes.”

“Let me guess, he wrote you a prescription.”

“Worse.” Bo reached into the console and extracted a pill bottle. No label, dosing instructions, or patient’s name, all legally required. “He said they were five milligram Adderall, but who knows until the lab report comes back.”

Lucky let out a low whistle. “He just gave these to you? The two guys who left before you went back likely got the same deal. How much did he charge you?”

“Four dollars a pill, two hundred for the office visit.” Bo stopped at a red light and faced Lucky. “In cash.”

Lucky’s work phone rang, Walter Smith’s name appearing on the screen. “Tell me some good news, boss man,” he said by way of answering.

“We’ve obtained the warrant. Be in my office bright and early tomorrow.”

***

After a sleepless night, Lucky and Bo sat in Walter’s office, their evidence on the desk. Johnson strolled past an empty chair to lean against the bookcase. The bottle he’d gotten from Ty sat a few inches away.

Walter leaned back in his chair, several printed pages in his hand. “The samples you found in the warehouse matched the ones you brought in, Lucky.” He peered over the documents, brows drawing close together. “You still haven’t told me where you acquired them.”

“Student. Local high school.” True enough. “He’s cooperating with the investigation.” If Walter pushed, Lucky would have to give up his nephew. May Walter see the bigger picture and not grasp for details.

“From what you tell me, also from undisclosed sources, the perpetrators of this crime may be guilty of human trafficking.” Walter slammed his hand down on the desk, dislodging a stack of papers. “While I’d love nothing more than for the SNB to bring them to justice, this is now a federal matter. FDA, DEA, Homeland Security, and Immigration and Customs Enforcement. Plus, I believe I’ve mentioned speaking with anti-trafficking and victim’s advocacy groups.”

Yeah, yeah. Story of Lucky’s life. Go in, risk his neck, rack up evidence, only to have someone else take the credit.

As long as it freed those poor souls. God, he couldn’t even imagine the life they led, no freedom, being forced to work for no pay, the threat of arrest and prison hanging over their heads.

“What will happen to the workers?” Bo crossed his ankle over his bouncing knee.

“They’ll be evaluated on a case by case basis. If they’re here against their wills, they’re victims of human trafficking, not criminals. Though the case is now out of our jurisdiction, I’ll do all I can to ensure their well-being.” Walter would too.

As would Bo.

And Lucky, though he might not tell anybody.

“When will the sting happen?” This from a tired-looking Johnson.

“As soon as all players are in place. The warehouse raid is scheduled for three o’clock this afternoon, the pharmacy at midnight. In the meantime, I’m investigating who blocked the warrant request,” Walter said, forearms resting on the surface of his desk. Working with Bo might be having an effect: roughly one-third of the wooden desktop peeked through the ever-present pile of papers and files on the boss’s desk.

“I want to be there.” Why Lucky spoke he had no idea.

“Me too.” Bo’s steady gaze met Lucky’s.

Walter nodded. “Bo, although there will be bilingual speakers available, I’m sure your presence will be appreciated.” He swiveled his head toward Johnson. “Loretta, from what you’ve told me, there are quite a few women involved who might feel more comfortable with a female agent.” Lastly, he focused on Lucky. “And you’ll be there because there’s no way to stop you.”

“Damned skippy.”

***

Johnson knocked and opened the office door two hours later, tablet computer in hand. Ah, another agent swayed to the dark side of tiny computers. Take Lucky’s tried-and-true laptop over his dead body. He and Bo hadn’t been allowed to leave Walter’s domain. Too much planning to do. “The information we took from the warehouse shows most of the inventory went to street dealers or small-practice doctors.”

Made sense. Any doctors in a large practice would either have to conspire with other doctors or make damned sure to cover their tracks.

“I followed some of the women,” Johnson said on a yawn. “They went several places, but didn’t stay long enough to do much cleaning.”

“What places?” Walter leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his belly.

Johnson shot a quick glance Lucky’s way. “Two clinics, three nursing homes, and a school.”

“Which school?” The sinking feeling in Lucky’s chest said he already knew.

“Clifton High.”

Lucky shot to his feet. “Sonofabitch!”

Bo placed a restraining hand on Lucky’s arm. Oh, yeah. Not the place. “Sorry, boss,” Lucky muttered, returning to his chair.

“Under the circumstances, I completely agree. We must act quickly.” Walter studied Lucky with an intensity likely to send drug lords scrambling out of the way. “If there is a conspiracy, we have to strike before there’s time to tip anyone off. I take it you found what you expected at the doctor’s office.”

“We did. I emailed a preliminary report.”

Walter nodded. “We’re gathering a team and meeting in the conference room at one p.m. There’s been a change of plans, based on the new intelligence. The raid on the warehouse is set for ten p.m., with the pharmacy at midnight.”

Worked for Lucky.

***

They had a warrant. Funny how the DEA got a yes when Lucky got a no. But they’d also brought backup.

One hell of a lot of backup. Lucky, Bo, and Johnson sat in the conference room, schematic of the warehouse projected on the wall. “Abandoned offices here and here.” Lucky circled the areas with a laser pointer that looked way too much like one of Cat Lucky’s favorite toys. In his brain the black and white feline launched himself at the wall in pursuit of the elusive red dot.

Operatives from several organizations commonly known by three letters surrounded the table, many taking notes.

“Product is stored here.” Again with the pointer.

Next, he advanced to the photos and floor plans he’d gotten of the pharmacy. “The mixing operation is here, and packaging here.” Lucky indicated the areas.

Bo took over. “There’s normally a maximum of four guards at any time, a total of eight, in overlapping shifts, and eight men work two shifts guarding the workers at the apartments. One warehouse guard is currently in I.C.E custody, leaving seven more.” He didn’t elaborate on what sent the man to Mercy General with a concussion, resulting in immigration control stepping in.

Johnson did a damned good job of hiding a smirk.

“According to our source, most of the laborers are Spanish speakers, either coerced with promises of legitimate jobs in the US or taken against their will. They work at night for little more than a roof over their heads and too few meals.” Bo paused. Did anyone else notice the twitch in his jaw muscles, or how he clenched and unclenched his fists? “Some are said to be underage. Those who don’t cooperate are punished or taken away and never returned. Which instills fear in the others and keeps them in line.”

Killed, more than likely, or thrown into an even worse situation.

Lucky wanted to open a can of whoop ass on somebody for treating mere kids as disposable tools.

Bo continued, “They’ll likely be scared as hell, threatened with prison if they go to the authorities. Many are undernourished, and at least one is a pregnant female, likely in last trimester. Don’t expect to find many with green cards. Whatever you do, keep them as calm as possible. These individuals are witnesses with valuable testimony.”

Although Walter sat at the front of the room, next to Bo, he stayed silent, letting his protégé handle the meeting. None of the federal guys stepped in to try and claim the case. Would wonders never cease? Even Jameson O’Donoghue sat quietly at the back of the room. The bullshit his guys pulled not too long ago meant he’d better keep his head down. “We’ll need at least three other bilingual speakers on our team, besides myself.”

“We can provide two.” Was the bald guy with FDA or ICE? Or Homeland Security?

“We’ve got Lt. Rodriguez,” the representative from Atlanta PD said.

Bo nodded. “Good. Now, we’ve got agents tracking where the products go after leaving the warehouse. We’ve already identified several possible customers. We’ve also got agents undercover at a school where the drugs surfaced.”

Maybe they’d be able to keep Lucky’s nephew out of the line of fire. Road Rage Robinson wouldn’t have been his first choice to go undercover, but at least she passed for a high school kid. Salters had more experience, and more years, posing as a substitute health teacher.

“Atlanta PD has officers positioned at the apartment complex. While we’re conducting our raid on the warehouse, they’ll sweep the building.” Bo scanned the room, intense brown eyes focusing on each person for a fraction of a moment before moving on. “Many of the people we’ll encounter are victims. Bear that in mind when conducting yourself today. Raids are never pretty. Let’s minimize trauma for innocent parties when we can.”

Murmuring swept through the room, along with a few nods.

“We’ll set up a perimeter here”—Bo took the pointer and indicated spots on the maps. “Roads will be closed here and here. No one comes in, no one goes out.

“Once everyone is in position, Agents Harrison and Johnson will approach the gates and ensure the guards don’t call in a warning.

“First wave. You’re looking for these men.” Bo clicked a remote and four mug shots appeared on the wall screen. “They’re the ones running the operation. Their primary residences are under surveillance, but during normal working hours they’re usually at the facility.

“We don’t yet know who’s supplying this outfit, or who’s in control. The four men running daily operations don’t appear to be in charge. Someone else is calling the shots.”

Lucky wanted to get his hands on the mastermind—and squeeze. Hard. Like, until life left their body.

“We strike after 2200 hours, as soon as the bus empties at the building. We’ve identified the man at the drugstore as the owner’s grandson, Bryson Gentry, a pharmacy school dropout with just enough knowledge to make him dangerous. Agents will coincide the raids with taking him into custody. The first wave will consist of myself, Agent Harrison, and Agent Johnson. SNB is providing surveillance. The second wave will enter the building here.” He indicated the abandoned offices on the map. “Jameson is your point man.

“Atlanta PD will take up position on the loading docks, and outside the apartment building, to round up anyone left behind. Catch anyone who tries to escape. Any questions?”

Like hell would anyone get away on Lucky’s watch.

Tonight couldn’t come fast enough.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Lucky strolled up the sidewalk with Johnson, hand in his pocket wrapped around his gun’s grip. They faked a conversation, though the words didn’t register in Lucky’s brain. He saved all his brain cells for watching the area.

The van across the road held SNB surveillance, and he’d seen three squad cars patrolling. Pretty obvious police presence in this part of town. Show time!

Lucky’s heart hammered in his chest. When they approached the guard shack, Johnson screeched and went down, clutching her ankle. Lucky dropped to his knees beside her, and shouted, probably a little too loudly, “Are you okay?”

The two guards stepped from the guard shack. “Private property—”

Lucky showed enough of his .38 to get their attention. “Not anymore.”

Johnson smiled, pulling her gun. One guy froze, hands over his head.

The other ran. Johnson nodded toward the runner. “I just twisted my ankle, remember?”

Fuck. They had to maintain the ruse for a few more minutes. Lucky took off. Damn the runner, damn Lucky’s fucked up ankle. Damn, damn, damn.

The guy shot a look back over his shoulder. Big mistake. Lucky jumped.

Down they both went. A fist came toward Lucky’s face, he dodged. He slammed his head against his assailants. Crack! Ow! That’d leave a mark.

They squirmed and twisted on hard asphalt. A knee connected with Lucky’s gut. “Oof!” Lectures from Walter kept Lucky from fighting dirty. Pounding footsteps headed his way. Dear Lord, please let it not be another guard.

He rolled, putting the guy on top. The man suddenly flew backwards, and Lucky stared into the faces of two uniformed cops. One cuffed the guard, while the other offered Lucky a hand and yanked him to his feet.

Johnson kept the guard she’d taken into custody in her crosshairs. She appeared entirely too smug. Yeah, yeah, Lucky would have cuffed his guy without help in a few more seconds.

Ignoring her gloating, he entered the guardhouse and flipped off all switches labeled “camera” or “alarm”.

No need to let anyone in the building clue into the shit hitting the fan outside, if anyone watched. He grinned. Keeping the guard in front of her, Johnson handed him over to the officers.

Two down, more to go on the premises. Bo met them at the front doors. “No cameras but the one you took out. They’re pretty damned confident that whoever they have in the magistrate’s office is going to keep them safe.”

Lucky tapped on his earpiece. “Keith, any signs they know we’re here?” He might not like the asshat, but the department’s head of surveillance came in handy on occasion.

Rare occasions.

“All clear,” Keith growled.

Lucky motioned to Johnson and Bo. In a raid, no one else he’d rather have on his team. He’d show the rookies video footage from the safety of the conference room later.

As they’d done the night of their maybe/maybe not legal recon, Lucky took one side of the door, Johnson the other, while Bo stayed back, gun drawn and door in his line of sight. Lucky pushed. Still locked. Well, add ten seconds to their entry time.

“Don’t break anybody this time,” he murmured to Johnson.

She flipped him off with her gun hand, still keeping a tight grip on her weapon. Impressive.

Lucky threw open the door, gun at the ready. He and Johnson crisscrossed on entry, covering both sides of the dimly-lit hallway. One by one they cleared the empty offices. At last they stood in the warehouse entry.

Lights shone overhead, illuminating grimy windows, dust swirling as they walked. Lucky stifled a cough. The rough plank floor might have been a thing of beauty in its day, but lay pockmarked and pitted now. Termite paradise.

Flimsy metal shelves lined the walls, and the open floor space held pieces of machinery in various states of rusting.

Flattened against the wall, they froze when the door at the far end opened. A lone man emerged, pushing a hand truck full of boxes. He placed them on the shelves and returned the way he’d come.

Lucky tapped his earpiece again. “Team one in position.”

One by one, the other teams chimed in. Good. Now to ruin some asshole drug dealer’s day.

Lucky motioned Johnson and Bo ahead of him while he covered their trek to the far door. Filth-encrusted skylights let in more light from the few working streetlamps outside, letting them see what they hadn’t the night before. Not that there was much to see.

At the door the countdown came through his headset. “Count of three. One, two, three…” Bo threw the door open. Together they stormed into the room. Screams sounded from the back, group two making an entrance through the loading bay doors.

Wide eyes and raised hands, as far as the eye could see, except for…

Two men broke away from the group, dodging people and machinery on the way to a window. “Team three. Two targets coming your way.”

Men and women stood still for the most part, boxes in the hands of some. Murmurs of “Oh, Dios!” and gentle sobbing broke into the cackle of police radios outside.

Bo stepped forward, lowering his gun. While Lucky understood a smattering of Spanish, he focused on keeping hands in the air and everyone in place. No one better make a move on Bo.

At a firmly spoken order from Bo, the people formed a line, following the leader through the maze of shelves and rusting equipment into the warehouse.

They formed ranks of two and sat on the floor.

Lucky did the math. Based on their intel, two of the men now sitting before them were bosses. No need to ask who. The rest of the workers gave two men wide berth, stepping around them with frightened eyes.

Lucky nodded at the two men, then at Johnson.

“My pleasure.” Johnson’s growl and pointed gun said all she didn’t need to with words. Stripping them away from the group, she marched the two men toward the loading door at the back of the warehouse.

Atlanta’s finest poured through the doors.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Atlanta PD escorted all the occupants of the drug operation to a secure room on the second floor for processing, while DEA agents examined the warehouse’s contents.

A young woman, no more than a girl, really, cowered on the floor, eyes red and swollen, gasping for breath between sobs. What could he do? What could he say?

Comforting a hysterical woman. So not Lucky’s strong suit.

He glanced right and left. The closer the uniformed cops came to her, the harder she cried. She uncurled her legs from her chest.

Oh. God.

Pregnant. Very pregnant. And in near hysterics. In her panic he’d not recognized Yolanda.

He crouched down to her eye level, speaking softly, as he’d heard Bo do when trying to soothe someone. Would she recognize him as one of the men who’d tried to save her before? Had Cruz even explained Lucky’s presence, or told her who he was? “Yolanda, please calm down. You’re not doing yourself or your baby any good.”

He wouldn’t have thought it possible, but she shrieked louder, shouting in Spanish. Lucky only recognized a few of the words. Whatever she said wasn’t something he’d learned in prison. Worthless. In this situation he couldn’t do one damned thing.

Except…

Lucky stood and searched the room. The cops were busy processing the others. No help in sight. “Can I get a female officer or agent in here?” he called.

Several sets of eyes focused on him, quickly turning away.

“I got one!” came from the hallway outside the way-too-small room they’d assembled the workers in.

The sea of blue parted, though with the height and hair he’d already spotted the female agent in question.

“You needed me?” Johnson strode forward, the emblem on her blue SNB-issued polo shirt marking her unmistakably as someone Yolanda would fear.

“This is our informant, Yolanda. I need you to talk to her. See if you can settle her down some.” Good, with Johnson here, Lucky could make a quick exit.

The woman continued wailing when Johnson drew near. Oh, twice the girl’s size and muscles upon muscles rippling in her arms. Not the least intimidating woman on the planet.

In a moment of relative quiet, a soft voice answered the woman’s plaintive Spanish. She perked up, searching the room for the source of the sound.

Hallelujah! Bo squeezed through the tightly-packed bodies, worming his way across the room. The woman sniffled and wiped her eyes on the back of her hand.

Bo didn’t merely crouch as Lucky had. Uncaring for his pressed dress pants, he sat down on the filthy floor beside her. Whatever he said, she paid rapt attention. When Bo stopped talking, she replied.

Bo stood. She took his offered hand and wobbled to her feet.

“Excuse us.” Bo pushed through the crowd, arm around Yolanda, who clung to his side.

“Somebody get a chair in here,” Johnson barked. A uniformed cop disappeared into an office area and returned with a dilapidated rolling chair.

Bo led the woman to the chair, hip-checked a few uniforms out of the way, and settled her there.

Her eyes went wide when he stepped away, but she relaxed at a few words from her savior. Bo disappeared into the area of the warehouse recon showed to be a breakroom and returned with a few paper towels and a bottle of water. Ever so gently he sank to his knees, offered her the bottle and wiped her face, repeating, “Yolanda” all the while

With the situation under control, Lucky could resume his case. Fluent Spanish wasn’t necessary to gather certain information. By all appearances, judging by her clean but threadbare clothes and no obvious signs of drug abuse—may he be right for the sake of the baby—she might be innocent in this situation, a young woman taken advantage of as she’d told Cruz.

He’d met many in the drug trade over the years, from a genteel lady doctor to soccer parents, to die-hard traffickers without the slightest trace of decency. One thing they all shared in common: they had no qualms about coercing someone weak and helpless to do their dirty work.

How he’d love to ride out this investigation, trace it back to whoever pulled the strings, but the time for action was now.

No matter how hard he tried to concentrate, his attention kept wandering back to Bo and the girl. Oh, dear Lord. In a matter of minutes, she’d gone from hysterics to clinging to Bo’s arm.

Yeah, Bo worked his magic on lots of people. They kept their heads together, her nods and headshakes indicating a question and answer session.

She grimaced, and Bo’s talk took on a more frantic tone. After a few moments, he lifted his head and glanced around the room. “Loretta? I need you to come with me, please.”

The girl paled when Johnson approached, but Bo’s constant murmuring smoothed the stress lines from her face. He helped Yolanda to her feet, mimed calling Lucky with his thumb and little finger to his mouth and ear while mouthing “Call you later” and plowed through the crowd. He towed the girl with a gentle hand on her arm. Johnson brought up the rear.

What was that about?

He’d have to stop worrying. Any man capable of taking a woman from hysterics to answering questions in the course of ten minutes knew how to take care of himself.

Please let the girl and her baby be okay. Poor thing. She must be about the same age as his sister when Charlotte carried her oldest son, Todd. Yolanda was in good hands, but where had Bo taken her, and why?

He found Keith at the back of the warehouse room, sitting at a desk and pecking at a laptop. Like some of the equipment, the newness of the computer stood out in the squalid surroundings.

Walter squeezed in between the wall and the chair. “Download what you need and take the laptop to the office.”

Keith nearly jumped from the chair, grabbed up the electronic evidence, and strode past Lucky, so preoccupied he didn’t even bother to sneer.

Walter ran his hand up his face, dislodging his bifocals to rub his eyes. Ever since his health scare, he’d begun tiring so easily.

The boss stopped rubbing his eyes and turned a weary gaze on Lucky. “I’m concerned for the expectant mother. Has Bo taken her to the hospital?”

Lucky let his gaze drift to the doorway where he’d last seen his partner. “He left with the girl and Johnson.”

Walter nodded. “Yes, best to have another agent with them.” He scrubbed his hand over his face again. “I do hope her child hasn’t suffered.”

The mother did have an underfed look about her. And she worked with God only knew what without benefit of protection like gloves or a mask. What had life been like for her these past few months? If those sonsofbitches hurt her, he’d…

Yet, she’d refused to get out when Cruz offered.

A shriek pierced Lucky’s thoughts. “Get him!”

Lucky charged back into the warehouse to insanity. One of the kids they’d rounded up struggled through the press of bodies. Where the hell did he think he was going?

Fighting his way through a crowd not smart enough to get the hell out of the way, Lucky closed in on his prey. The guy went the wrong way to escape.

The kid ran up a flight of rickety stairs. Lucky ran after. Younger and quicker, the kid soon vanished from sight, nothing but his tennis shoes pounding stairs giving away his location. Where the hell was he going?

Footsteps sounded behind Lucky, and he risked a glance over his shoulder. Three plain-clothed agents from God knew which agency followed in his wake.

The stairs ended on the sixth floor. Winded, Lucky shot down the hallway, following the sound of running feet.

The hall ended and the kid yanked open the window at the end.

Holy shit. Lucky’s heart stopped and started again with a slam to the chest. If the kid hit the fire escape, he’d be gone.

“Stop! We’re not going to hurt you. You’re not in trouble. We just need to ask you a few questions.” Where the hell was a bilingual speaker?

The kid glanced back over his shoulder, eyes widening as Lucky bore down. Time slowed. Two things hit Lucky’s brain at the same time: the kid diving through the window and…

Lucky grabbed for an ankle.

His hand closed on air.

There was no fire escape.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Bo’s truck wasn’t in the driveway when Lucky dragged himself out of his car and to the front door of the house. He checked his cellphone. Three-sixteen a.m.

Dim lights shone from the kitchen and living room windows. The soft glow should have been welcoming. He wasn’t coming home to an empty house, after all, like he’d done so often in the past, but Charlotte and Ty would be asleep.

She’d locked the door. Good girl. A short beep greeted him, and he disabled the “stay” mode, resetting the alarm once he’d closed the door.

Cell phone still in hand, he texted, “You okay?” Several long moments passed before the device vibrated, showing an incoming call.

He’d been so tied up the last few hours he’d not had a chance to contact Bo. Likely, the same held true for Bo.

“Hey, Bo. How ya doing?” Why aren’t you home, asleep like you should be?

“I’m fine. Yolanda is still shaken up. We’re at Mercy General.”

Young, scared and pregnant meant Bo’s penchant for using first names might pay off and win the girl’s cooperation. Thank God he’d gotten her to the hospital.

“She’s going to be okay, right? The baby okay?”

Bo’s sigh likely produced gale force winds. “She thinks she’s going to jail for the rest of her life. That’s what the traffickers told her.”

“Fuckers.” She’d said the same to Cruz, no matter that he’d tried to tell her otherwise. How else could the lowlifes get themselves free labor, who took all the risks with none of the rewards? Yolanda’s gaunt appearance also suggested she hadn’t been fed regularly or well.

“Would you believe those assholes wouldn’t even let her see a doctor? She’s eight months pregnant and she’s had no prenatal care. None.” Lucky imagined Bo pacing, running a hand through his hair.

“What about the father?” She’d told Cruz the father died. Although she tugged at Lucky’s heartstrings a bit, he wasn’t totally trusting. If she changed her story…

Bo paused a long moment. Weighing his words, maybe? “At first she lied and said the father died. Then she told me she doesn’t know who the father is. The men she worked for… used her.” Fuck. Worse even than the father dying. Though he might still be dead.

“Fucking hell.” If Lucky caught the bastards, he’d cut their damned balls off. Then kill them. “That poor kid. How old is she anyway?”

“She says she’s nineteen. The cartel took her papers. She’s been used as a pawn in the drug trade since she was fifteen.”

Motherfuck! Lucky spun around the living room, searching for something to punch. Doing nothing rubbed his skin raw. “You coming home soon?”

“Can’t. I promised her I’d stay a while. They’re bringing in a day shift nurse fluent in Spanish, but I’m needed to interpret until she gets here.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Huh?”

“Are you hungry?”

Bo let out a weary-sounding sigh. “I could eat. The hospital cafeteria closes at night, and there’s nothing in the vending machine that won’t rot your arteries. Some of the choices might be evil enough to steal my soul. Why?”

“You said you’re at Mercy?”

“Yeah. They’re less expensive and don’t balk as much about no insurance. But you don’t have to come. It’s late. Get some sleep.”

Yeah, right. Like he’d ever sleep again after seeing a kid who couldn’t be more than sixteen plunge out the window to his death. He’d not tell Bo right now. More than anything, Lucky needed a hug.

Badly.

But… Where was he going to find something for Bo to eat at this hour? No leftovers in the fridge. Oh well, one place never closed. Ever.

Wherever he went, chances were they didn’t have decaf green tea. Lucky used Bo’s little one cup dispenser, twice, tore open stevia packets, and poured everything into a thermos.

A trip to the Waffle House armed him with hash browns, smothered, covered, diced and capped. Which to anyone not familiar with that particular eating establishment, meant grilled onions, melted cheese, grilled tomatoes, and mushrooms. Plus, dry wheat toast.

Lucky ate his burger and fries in the car. Yeah, Bo was only looking out for him, wanting him to eat healthy, but sometimes, a man needed comfort food.

He located Bo in a waiting room on the maternity floor. Bo flashed a weary smile he couldn’t maintain. “I’ve only got a few minutes. If she wakes up and I’m not there, she’ll be upset.”

“She’s really latched onto you, hasn’t she?” Smart girl.

Bo collapsed into one of the chairs and scrubbed a hand over his face. “She doesn’t have anyone else, and hasn’t in years. Her father forced her into the situation she’s in, and last time she went home, he wasn’t there and someone else lived in the house. All her things were gone. Without the traffickers, she has nothing. Poor thing is terrified, and worried what will happen to her child. She can’t even support herself, and says her life is over when the men controlling her find her again.”

Fuckers. “We’ll have to make sure they don’t find her then, won’t we?”

Bo sniffed the air and nodded toward the bag. “Smells good. What did you bring me?”

Lucky placed the thermos on the end table next to Bo and took a seat on the other side of him. “Waffle House was the only place I found open.”

Pulling the to-go tray from the paper bag, Bo gave Lucky another brief smile. “Thanks.” He shook the fork out of the bag and pounced the greasy potatoes and cold toast with all the finesse of a seagull attacking a French fry.

Poor guy must be hungry.

Bo stopped with the fork halfway to his lips. “What about you?”

“I ate already. That’s for you.”

Between bites Bo told more of the story. “From the time she was fifteen until last year, a cartel used her as a drug mule, trafficking whatever they gave her from Mexico City to Houston. The men who gave her drugs in Mexico and the ones meeting her at the airport didn’t have much power. They were cruel and liked to act big, but she said they received lots of phone calls, although she couldn’t hear the conversations.” He placed the fork on the tray. “After sending her back and forth across the border more times than she could count, they brought her here to Atlanta and put her to work. She’s terrified of going to jail. I told her that wouldn’t happen.” The earnestness on his face said he meant to keep his word. “She wants to go back to Mexico, but not Mexico City, where she lived before.”

“I’m sure something can be arranged.” Cruz already imparted some of that knowledge, and Lucky paid particular attention to the details. Except for the part about the baby’s father, her story hadn’t changed, and he couldn’t blame her for her reluctance to tell a stranger what happened. Now came Lucky’s turn to report the situation that occurred once Bo departed the warehouse. “After the two of you left, one kid jumped out of the window. He’s… he died.”

“What the hell? We were on the second floor.”

“He got away, ran up the stairs.” Lucky winced and took a deep breath, willing the horrid image from his mind. One moment the kid lived and breathed. The next…

One single second. Life and death. How many times since then had he wished for a do-over?

Bo shook his head, appearing older than his years. How Lucky wanted to hold him, offer comfort. But Bo was in Boss mode, stepping into his role as the future manager of the SNB.

“I don’t know why he ran. They explained to him that he wasn’t in trouble.” Lucky sank back into his chair and closed his eyes. He’d had some hellacious days. Today must count as two. “I was too slow to catch him. One more second…”

“You can’t blame yourself, any more than you can blame yourself for these kids being in this situation to begin with.” Bo patted Lucky’s thigh, lingering over the last pat.

Ouch. Direct hit. Lucky opened one eye. “I can blame myself. I was part of the problem.” A long time ago, but still. Had there been any kids like that guy and Yolanda who’d had their lives turned upside down by his and Victor’s operation?

There must have been. Like the child in Mexico who’d lost his father in a cartel shootout. Or Alejandro, who’d turned against his own brother to help Lucky.

Alejandro, Johnson, Bo, Walter, Charlotte, Ty. People who cared about Lucky.

He cared about them too, though he’d never told Alejandro.

“Was.” Bo kissed Lucky’s nose. “Now you’re part of the solution.”

Nice of him to say, but kind words didn’t take the ache from Lucky’s heart. Like it or not, he’d done his share of damage to people’s lives.

If given a choice between a drug trafficker and Lady Justice, the lady made a whole lot better employer. Even if she did take the form of a mountain of a man named Walter Smith.

“What’s going to happen to the girl?” Lucky tossed his head in the general direction of the rooms.

“Don’t know. She doesn’t have local family, or family in Mexico either. I’ll go to bat for her with the SNB.” Bo turned his intelligent brown eyes on Lucky. “She’s your informant, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“She only speaks Spanish. How’d you communicate?”

Oh shit. He knew he shouldn’t have lied by omission. Whenever he tried, the lie came back to bite him in the ass. “Got time for a long story?”

Bo checked his cell phone. “Why don’t you give me the condensed version.”

Well, fuck. Confession time. He filled Bo in on Johnson’s suspicions, about Cruz’s involvement and bribing Charlotte not to tell Bo. The last part came the hardest.

“Lucky. Now more than ever you have to trust me. I should’ve been with you when you first approached her. Initiated contact.” He didn’t sound annoyed or accusing, merely resigned.

Which didn’t necessarily signify forgiveness, and might mean groveling later. “You’re busy learning your new job. While I don’t like pulling the big dogs into one of our cases, the outfit Cruz works for has a much farther reach than ours.” He wouldn’t mention Walter telling him to leave Bo out of things. Without a doubt Walter had his reasons.

“It’s not involving Cruz I’m talking about.” Bo rubbed his temples with the thumb and little finger of one hand. “Damn it, Lucky. You can’t keep things like this from me.”

He knew that, really Lucky did.

Bo looked up. “But I know it’s not your style to tell me every little thing, especially now when you think I’m in a position to stop you. You’ll forever push the limits. That’s who you are. One of the reasons I love you. Just make me one promise.”

“What?” Let it be an easy promise to keep.

“That you’ll at least let me know what you’re up to. What you do reflects on the department. Your instincts are good. Walter trusts them, but I can’t go through life worried about you, that you’ve crossed some kind of line you can’t come back from. What if I’d let you and Johnson do recon alone that night and you never came back? I’d never know what happened to you. I can’t live like that.” Bo took Lucky’s face between his hands. “If our places were reversed, you’d want the same from me.” One moment they stared into each other’s eyes, the next moment Bo closed the distance, mouth on Lucky’s, tongue against tongue speaking louder than words of Bo’s love.

Lucky took the kiss, his heart swelling with his love for this man.

A quiet “A-hem” broke them apart.

“Mr. Schollenberger?”

A young nurse stood at the waiting room entrance in hospital scrubs, with fiery red hair and green eyes. “Hi. I’ll be taking care of Yolanda. I was told you wanted to see me.”

Lucky took his cue to retreat and let them talk. After a moment Bo said, “Go on home. I’ll be there in a few.”

Before he’d gone more than a few steps, Lucky turned and focused on his partner, seeing him, truly seeing him, with different eyes.

Bo radiated authority, tempered with caring, genuine concern. He could be home in bed, but here he was, staying up most of the night for a woman he didn’t know.

Because she needed him.

As Lucky did. What would his life be like without the man? What would he have done after the SNB if Bo hadn’t talked him into staying?

He’d be one hell of a miserable bastard.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Cases? Okay. Getting scum off the streets? Awesome. Writing up reports?

Sucked stump water.

Especially with half his desk taken up with old coffee cups and the rest filled by a pair of huge feet attached to his work partner—who hadn’t broken anyone else during the raid.

That he knew of.

And fuck if he gave a damn about Johnson’s raised eyebrow when he put on glasses. Sooner or later he’d have to suck it up and go to an actual eye doctor.

Damn, was Lucky ever tired. Yeah, tired made his eyes blurry, not age. Dream on.

One late night raid, and three days of follow up. Ten arrests so far, twenty-four people from various countries in protective custody, and one would-be pharmacist likely begging Grandma for bail money.

Plus, one pregnant woman in the hospital.

Not his problem. SNB dusted their hands of the matter and turned over the cleanup to other three-letter agencies. Normally, doing legwork for someone else to take over a case pissed him off. This time?

Good riddance.

Now to show his trainees the raid footage and get back to work. Like figuring out how the poison got from point warehouse to point high school.

And why someone turned a blind fucking eye and blocked a warrant.

The women Johnson witnessed going to the school either lied or didn’t know anything. They said they were given packages to drop off at each facility. The school package went into an empty locker.

As much as he hated to, he’d have to turn up the heat on his own nephew, and possibly his pimply-faced, eighteen-year-old grocery checker informant—who still awaited his ride in a police car.

Road Rage and Salters hadn’t turned up anything yet.

But at least he’d gotten the magistrate’s name.

Here he sat at six p.m. on a Friday afternoon, most of the department having left to start their weekends. He wasn’t waiting for Bo to go home. No, not really.

“Johnson?” Lucky shoved her booted feet off his desk. Why was she still here?

“What?” She growled and righted herself.

“I need you to check out a magistrate for me, Judge Spence.” Lucky added, “You can break him if you want.”

She shifted her scowl to an exaggerated grin, laced her fingers, and cracked her knuckles. “Really? Count me in.”

Lucky handed her all the intel he had on the guy who’d blocked their search warrant. Johnson dragged herself up and pushed Bo’s chair back under the opposite desk. “Oh. I meant to tell you, I went to the hospital to sit in on an interview with our witness. Seems she’s been asking one hell of a lot of questions about Bo.”

Really? Someone please tell him she wasn’t developing a crush. Handsome guy comes to her rescue and ensures she gets the best care. Not to mention the hours spent at her bedside. Oh, yeah. A nineteen-year-old might definitely get wrong ideas. “Bo? Like what?”

“Oddly enough, she wanted to know if he was religious. He’s Catholic, right?”

Religion? What a weird question to ask, especially of someone the girl saw as a possible love interest. “His mother was. I don’t think he’s been to church or anything in years.” Though Bo mentioned something about Christmas mass. “What else did she want to know?”

“If he had kids, what kind of guy he was, that sort of thing. What his wife was like.” Johnson spoke off-handedly, but the gleam in her eyes showed her true interest. She cared about Lucky, she cared about Bo. Could she be implying that Bo’s helpful nature could be misinterpreted as “available”?

“Wife?”

Johnson shrugged. “He does wear a wedding band.”

Oh, right. Lucky ran his thumb over his own matching ring. “What did you tell her?”

“The truth. That the little woman is a foul-mouth, coffee- swilling asshole of a cocky bantam rooster.” She flashed him a grin.

“You didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t. I said he had a partner and left well enough alone.”

If she asked about religion, she might be a good Catholic girl who’d think less of Bo for being gay. Better she didn’t find out. He was all she had right now. “After the shit she’s been through, and how Bo’s been there for her, she’s probably crushing on him.”

Johnson shrugged. “Wouldn’t blame her. You’ve met him, right?” She bounced one eyebrow up and down. How the hell did she do that?

Great. The last thing they needed was a pregnant witness idolizing Bo.

Johnson stood and stretched. “I gotta get home and spend time with my boy. Monday, I got me a magistrate to harass. Fun times. Lunch at the Varsity?”

The Varsity. Burger, fries, sweet tea. Bo likely would be in meetings all day. “Sure. Noon?”

“You got it.” She gave Lucky’s shoulder a friendly swat—that nearly sent him crashing to the floor.

Johnson’s footsteps had barely faded down the hall when Bo charged into the cube. “Yolanda’s in labor. She’s asked for me. I might be late getting home.” He brushed a kiss across Lucky’s mouth, nearly missing, and ran down the hall. “Hold that elevator!”

Oh fuck. Eight months pregnant.

Early. The kid needed to stay put for another month. No telling what problems the baby faced without Mama getting proper care and being exposed to chemicals and malnutrition.

When Bo and Lucky welcomed their child into the world one day, he or she would have lots of family and friends crowded into the waiting room, pacing, sharing their hopes and dreams for the new addition, retelling stories of other births.

That poor girl, all alone in the world. Lucky pulled his cellphone from his pocket and texted Charlotte. “I’m gonna be late getting home.”

Someone needed to be there for the girl besides Bo.

And someone should be there for Bo.

***

Lucky stopped by Walmart on his way to the hospital. First babies took a while, right? What did a kid need? From what Bo said, Yolanda had nothing in the way of baby things. Was she having a boy or girl? Pink or blue?

He stuck with yellow and mint green. Receiving blankets, sleepers, booties, a soft gray elephant. The diaper bag and bottles could come later. If the mom needed them.

“Aww,” a salesgirl cooed. “Is this your first child? Are you having a boy or girl?”

“Not mine, don’t know.” Why did sales people always have to get chatty?”

“Your nephew or niece?” The woman scanned the items one at a time and arranged them into a bag.

“A friend.”

Lucky’s curt reply achieved the hoped-for effect. The woman continued her job in silence. Lucky handed over his credit card, parting with the money he’d ear-marked for repairing the back-yard privacy fence. The fence could wait. Babies tended not to.

The local Italian place closed at eight. Lucky checked his phone. Ten minutes. He called his order in from the Walmart parking lot, and stopped by to grab Bo a bite to eat. For some reason, his own stomach’s twisting killed his appetite.

Fuck. After eight on a Friday night wasn’t the best time to cross Atlanta, with so many people out and about.

He pulled into the hospital parking lot at nine p.m. and checked his phone. No messages from Bo.

Bags in hand, and wafting the scent of eggplant parmesan behind him, Lucky entered the imposing twelve-story building and headed for the hospital maternity ward. He’d been to Mercy General so many times over the years, he never needed directions.

Hell, he could give directions.

No Bo. Where was Bo? He texted. “At hospital. Brought some stuff.”

Bo stepped into the waiting room a few minutes later, minus his jacket and tie. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt and unbuttoned the top two buttons. Fucking gorgeous. “What are you doing here?”

“I bought some stuff for the kid.” Lucky held up the bags.

“You what?”

Lucky’s heart sank. Bo wasn’t happy to see him? Had something gone wrong? “You know, blankets, sleepers, that sort of thing.” The kind of things Charlotte got from baby showers when her kids were born. “I also brought you some supper.”

“I’d say that’s sweet of you, but you’d tell me not to start that rumor.” Bo smiled and squeezed Lucky’s hand, drawing close enough to whisper, “Thank you.” Tightness around his eyes, and stooped shoulders told of his mental state.

Please let nothing have gone wrong. “How’s she doing?”

“Fine. Scared.”

“I’ll bet.”

“She’s still in early labor right now. The doctors tried to slow her contractions. The longer the baby stays in her womb, the better.” Bo rubbed his eyes. “Babies keep their own schedules.”

“Is the kid going to be okay?”

“Too early to say. Technically the doctor can’t tell me anything, but Yolanda signed a form saying she wanted them to give me the information, wanted me in the room with her when she delivers.”

What the fuck? In the delivery room?

“Speaking of, I promised her I’d come right back.” Bo swiped his lips across Lucky’s. “Go home. Get some rest. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Bo grabbed the bags. “Thank you again.”

Lucky waited three hours before giving up and going home. This could go so, so wrong. He had to be ready in case Bo needed him.

Bo didn’t come home all night.

Shortly after Lucky got to work, he received a text from Bo. “It’s a boy. He’s a fighter.”

A boy.

Lucky didn’t pray often. He prayed for Yolanda’s baby boy, and Yolanda.

A moment later, Bo texted, “She doesn’t want to keep him.”

Fuck. Poor little guy, coming into the world with no one eagerly awaiting his arrival, only to wind up in the system. Would some happy couple take him home, love him, spend the rest of his life making up for his crappy beginnings?

While he hated the circumstances, he understood. Barely more than a kid herself, Yolanda had no support system, no way to care for herself and her baby, and the kid served as a constant reminder of how she’d been used.

She wanted to go back to Mexico. Needed help to get on her feet, someone to look out for her, make sure she got a chance for a happy life.

A smiling face filled his mind, bringing with it the memory of salsa and enchiladas. Graciela now lived in the house Lucky had once been kidnapped and taken to. The one the Mangiardis kicked her and her children out of. A wonderful woman.

A man like Nestor wouldn’t praise her otherwise.

But Lucky had no way of contacting the woman who’d cooked meals for him, not without a little investigative work.

Would making a request for a poor soul in need of a new life mean Lucky owed someone a favor? Lord, he hoped not. He searched his phone for a number he’d always think twice about calling.

***

Cruz sat across the table from Lucky at a guilty pleasure restaurant Bo wouldn’t approve of. Seemed Cruz liked greasy burgers and fries too. For a moment guilt niggled at Lucky for bringing Cruz here when he and Johnson had made a lunch date for Monday, but once she learned the circumstances, she’d approve of him sharing “their” eating place.

The lanky agent took a healthy bite of burger, washing the morsel down with a mouthful of milkshake. Unlike Lucky, comfort food didn’t seem to be taking up permanent residence around the man’s middle. He moaned and swallowed. “Damn, this is good, but I know you didn’t invite me here for the joy of my company.” Cruz flashed an impossibly brilliant smile.

Three young women passed their table, glancing back over their shoulders and giggling. Cruz followed them with his eyes.

Yeah, yeah, so he could get anyone he wanted, big fucking deal.

Lucky could say the same, because the only one he wanted even now slept off a long night in their shared bed.

God, but Lucky hated asking this smartass for anything. For Yolanda, and for Bo, he’d swallow his pride. “Remember the pregnant woman you talked to when we investigated that apartment building?”

“Yolanda, I believe her name was,” Cruz stopped shoveling French fries into his mouth long enough to say.

“Yeah. She doesn’t want her baby, but wants to go back to Mexico. She won’t talk to the social workers helping the victims, and she’s scared as hell the bad men, as she calls them, will be back for her.”

Cruz sped up his chewing and forced a swallow. At least he didn’t talk with his mouth full. “It’s a legitimate concern. She makes them money. They consider her property. The others too.”

Damn, how Lucky hated asking Cruz for favors. “You’ve got some pull. Or rather, you know people who do. Can you find a safe place for her? She doesn’t want to go back to Mexico City, where she’s from.”

“No. Returning to her hometown wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“She’s going to need counseling too. A place to live. A job.” A life. Cruz owed the girl nothing. Hell, Lucky didn’t either. Surrounding himself with good people softened his heart.

He’d want someone to help Charlotte, after all.

Cruz shoved down a few more fries. “Let me make some calls.”

“Then you’ll help?”

Lucky’s heart plunged to his stomach when Cruz shook his head. “No. I don’t have those kinds of resources. However, remember what Nestor told you when he helped you before?”

“He said a lot of things.” Many Lucky didn’t want to recall.

“He said he’d help you because you asked for someone other than yourself.” Cruz’s lips turned up into a smile. Not the seductive, flirty smile he used as a tool to get his way, or piss Lucky off, but a bittersweet one. “Don’t go ruining his reputation by letting people know he has a soft heart.”

“Never.” Lucky didn’t want his sonofabitch reputation tarnished either. “I thought, maybe Graciela…”

“I’ll let you know what I find out.” Cruz tossed a few bucks on the table for a tip and strolled out of the restaurant without looking back.

Now, if only he lived up to his promises.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Lucky spent a lonely weekend after parting with Cruz. Charlotte and Ty left Saturday morning to visit their folks in North Carolina, and he found himself sitting on the couch, watching back episodes of South Bend Springs, his favorite soap opera addiction, one he’d never dare tell his sister and nephew about.

Moose lay on the couch, as much of him as possible in Lucky’s lap. Every once in a while, the Great Pyrenees made the air unbreathable.

“Damn, boy. We need to change your dog food,” Lucky groused after the third time. Cat Lucky lay behind Lucky’s head, purring like a freight train, while Lila, soap goddess extraordinaire, threw an impressive right hook at her latest baby daddy.

Baby daddy.

In the hospital lay a little boy with no father. Lucky texted Bo, “Where are you?”

Five minutes later, Bo replied, “With Walter. I’ll be home around six.”

Six. Giving Lucky four hours.

He nudged a disgruntled dog off his lap, and earned a low growl from Cat Lucky for letting the reclining sofa up, though the cat stayed put. Moose resumed his place on the couch without his human pillow. “Your concern is overwhelming,” Lucky grumbled.

Oh well. Them giving him pleading eyes and begging him not to leave might end his resolve. He snatched his keys off the table by the front door and paced out to his Camaro. A yellow film of pollen coated the car’s hood, top, and windshield. Ah, springtime in Georgia.

He backed out of the driveway, won a non-verbal argument with the cranky community gate, and drove toward Mercy General by way of Starbucks. Stepping out of character called for coffee.

He’d finished his cup of decaf by the time he found a spot in the hospital’s parking lot.

Visiting hours meant no one stopped him, questioned him, or even gave him a second glance. He took the elevator to the maternity floor and followed a grinning gray-haired man and woman to the nursery.

Glass windows separated clear bassinets from the visitor area, occupied ones crowded close to the front for better viewing. Pink and blue armbands marked babies as male and female. The older couple stopped and cooed, hugging each other as they stared through the glass. Here and there other people admired newborns, a young woman in a bathrobe and slippers among them. A man stood beside her, arm around her waist, leaning his head against hers.

A happy family. No matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t find the child he sought. There! A shock of dark hair stood in all directions. He stopped in front of a sleeping baby wearing a blue armband.

Wow. Chubby. Healthy. Not nearly in as bad of shape as Lucky feared. While he stood there, a young couple approached. “There he is!” the man exclaimed, stepping up beside Lucky. The woman squeezed between them to get a better look at the yellow-wrapped bundle.

“Isn’t he adorable?” she gushed. “Hello, nephew! I’m your Auntie Anna!” The woman turned to Lucky. “Which one is yours?”

He spotted a nameplate on the front of the bassinet. Mora. What was Yolanda’s last name? Not Mora, apparently. “I haven’t found him yet.” He rushed away before the couple asked questions he couldn’t answer. Was the child so sickly he’d not been put into the nursery with all the other babies?

Lucky strolled toward the back of the room, staring through a layer of protective glass. Two incubators sat side by side, the first one empty. A curtain partially obscured the view.

The second held a tiny infant, so much smaller than the other babies on display. A blue armband declared him a boy. He wasn’t wrapped like the others. Instead he wore a diaper and tiny knit hat, white sensor dots on his chest, warming under lights. A tuft of dark hair peeked out from under the hat.

Tiny fingers curled into fists. While Lucky watched, the baby’s lower lip quivered in a sucking motion. Head to the side, the dusky-skinned bundle slept. So quiet. So peaceful.

So alone.

From this angle, Lucky couldn’t read the nameplate. Instinct said he’d found the right kid.

A door opened and a nurse swept through, followed by a dark-haired man in a hospital gown and mask. He sat in a rocking chair while the nurse freed the little one from his incubator.

Wires still attached, the woman placed the child in the man’s arms. Eyes crinkling at the corners showed the man’s smile.

She handed him a bottle. The man cradled the child in his arms, offering the bottle. Sleepy dark eyes blinked open, and the baby latched on to the nipple. The man fed the child, pushing the chair back and forth with his legs.

Who was this man? A hospital volunteer, maybe? This kid belonged to Yolanda, right?

Lucky watched for a while, heart clenching at the image. Would he one day hold his own child, rocking and holding a bottle?

At least the little boy wasn’t alone—for now.

He should leave. He’d accomplished what he set out to do: ensure the baby was okay. Somehow, he couldn’t make himself move.

Folks milled around him, coming and going, admiring this baby or that. Ever so gently the man removed the bottle from the child’s mouth. Again his lower lip quivered as though he still sucked, though he’d quite obviously fallen back asleep.

“Eat, sleep, and grow. That’s what babies do,” his mother once said while rocking Todd.

The man took a cloth from the nurse, placed it over his shoulder, and raised the baby. He gave a few pats, his eyes crinkling at the corners again.

The nurse held out her arms.

The man kissed the child’s forehead, slowly surrendering his precious bundle.

He stood and followed the nurse with his eyes as she returned the child to the incubator, placing his hand on the plexiglass in a silent goodbye.

For a single moment he looked up, long enough for Lucky to get a good look at the man’s eyes.

Holy shit!

Bo?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Several times on the way home Lucky picked up his phone, planning to call Bo and ask why he’d been feeding Yolanda’s baby. Keeping secrets? After scolding Lucky for doing the same? Did he think Lucky would object?

He placed his phone back on the car seat beside him. When Bo wanted to talk, he would.

Oh, but he’d looked so good with the baby in his arms, holding the child so naturally. He’d make an excellent father.

Lucky imagined him holding their child. The vision of a baby Bo changed into the tiny boy from the nursery.

***

“How’s Walter?” Lucky asked when they’d settled into bed for the night. With Charlotte and Ty gone, Moose and Cat Lucky condescended to join Bo and Lucky in their room, furry little traitors.

Moose snored from the floor rug at the foot of the bed, and Cat Lucky sat on the windowsill, staring out at the night.

“He’s fine. I’m so tired.” Bo yawned, sending the hint to end the conversation.

No confessions tonight, then. “Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“How’s Yolanda and her son?”

“Fine, as far as I know.”

Why wouldn’t Bo admit to seeing them earlier? What was he hiding?

No one came close to Bo in integrity. He never remained closed-lipped without a reason. Though the words perched on the tip of Lucky’s tongue, and doubt squirmed in his innards, he had to trust Bo. Be there for him.

Show unconditional support without words.

“You’re not too tired, are you?” Lucky laced innuendo into the words. His eyelids drooped too, but he needed some reassurance.

“What do you have in mind?”

Lucky rolled onto his side, facing Bo and propping his head on his arm. “You.” He descended, seeking out Bo’s lips with his own.

Bo met him open-mouthed, tongue sliding against Lucky’s. He moaned deep in his throat. The taste of him, the feel of him, all sleek muscles and a light dusting of hair. Familiar, yet new at the same time.

Bo rolled them, Lucky on top, silently saying what he wanted.

What Bo wanted, he got.

Deepening the kiss, Lucky ran his hands up and down Bo’s arms, fighting the temptation to grasp Bo’s wrists.

Lucky’s kink, not Bo’s. Instead, he rose up, breaking the kiss and staring down at the perfection of his man, freckles, slightly crooked nose, and all.

He ran his hands over Bo’s chest, tweaking the nipples on his way down. Lower and lower Lucky traveled, licking each nipple, peppering kisses over Bo’s chest and lower still, across his belly and to his fully erect cock.

Lucky licked away the drop of fluid beaded at the tip and ran his flattened tongue from base to glans. Oh, the sweet taste of Bo in his mouth, the unique blend of fragrances making up Bo’s unique scent.

He’d never tire of this. Not in a thousand years, not in a million.

Taking Bo into his mouth, he sucked, gently rolling Bo’s balls with his fingers. He carefully avoided stroking behind them, to keep him from coming too soon. They were both tired, exhausted even, but lately more and more things took up their time, leaving them little togetherness.

He’d enjoy every moment.

Bo twisted his fingers in the strands of Lucky’s hair. “Oh, yeah. That’s it. Suck me. You’re so good at that.”

Lucky pulled off, ignoring Bo’s frustrated whimper, and took first one ball, then the other, into his mouth. Bo’s whimper changed to a moan, and Lucky smiled around his mouthful.

He rose from the bed and retrieved lube from the bedside table. Perching on the edge of the mattress, he ran his fingers lightly down one hairy thigh, lingering close to Bo’s groin. Bo bucked up, pushing toward Lucky’s hand. Nope. Not rushing. Lucky backed away.

“Tease!” Bo huffed. He spread his legs, anticipating Lucky’s next move. They knew each other so well.

Lucky slicked his fingers, warming the lube before reaching between Bo’s legs. He swirled his fingertip around Bo’s hole, teasing the puckered flesh.

Bo gasped, thrusting back against the sensation.

Lucky deepened his exploration, inserting his fingertip part way through the tight ring of muscle. Oh, heaven. Tight, hot, practically pulling Lucky’s finger farther into Bo.

In and out he worked his finger, applying more lube and adding a second to the first, twisting, stretching Bo open, grazing against the magical spot deep inside.

Bo cried out.

Lucky held still, Bo’s panted breaths the only sounds he heard.

Lucky withdrew, only to press back in.

His painfully hard cock begged, “Get down to business!” But no, he’d take care of his man. Caressing Bo’s torso with one hand, Lucky finger fucked him with the other until Bo’s groans and writhing surpassed his ability to resist.

He removed his fingers, applied a layer of slick to his cock, and climbed onto the bed. Bo lifted his legs, securing his ankles over Lucky’s shoulders.

Lucky rubbed the tip of his erection over Bo’s entrance, shivers of anticipation chasing up his spine. At last he sank in. “Oh, fuck, oh, fuck.” He closed his eyes, fighting the ecstasy. Not yet. Not yet. Please, not yet.

Bo held perfectly still, helping Lucky regain control. Close call there. Lucky took a few calming breaths and pushed into slick, tight heat, Bo’s passage welcoming him in. Turning his head, he planted a kiss on Bo’s calf, secured Bo’s thighs in his hands, and plunged inside.

Oh yes, oh yes, oh hell yes!

Head thrown back, eyes closed, he paused to savor the moment. Then he moved, snapping his hips in Bo’s favorite rhythm.

“Yes!” Bo hissed, rocking back into Lucky’s thrusts. Groans, moans, squeaking bed springs—Lucky’s favorite song.

He grunted, thrusting in and out, dampness breaking out on his forehead. Damn, damn, damn, damn, damn.

So fucking good.

Bowing up and grasping the back of Lucky’s head, Bo pulled him in for a frantic kiss, nearly brutal in its power.

Fuuuuuuck! Pressure began, too fast to slow down. “I’m gonna cum,” Lucky warned.

Bo flopped back on the bed, frantically tugging at his dick. “Do it.”

Once more, twice more. Lucky shoved himself inside, holding position as every muscle seized. He hovered on the brink, barely aware of Bo’s gasps coming faster and faster.

Bo squeezed around him, sending Lucky tumbling over the edge.

“Ahhhh…” Bo jerked, every muscle taut, joining Lucky in release.

Holding his weight on trembling arms, Lucky stared down into the face of his lover, his friend, his partner.

His life.

He sucked in air, heart racing. Damn, he hated pulling out, but his arms couldn’t take much more. Lucky flopped down beside Bo onto his back. They lay together, breaths ragged.

Lucky swiveled his head enough to meet Bo’s mouth, a gentle brush of lips, nothing more.

They gazed into each other’s eyes, neither saying anything. Sometimes, words weren’t needed.

At last Bo broke the silence. “I love you.”

All the reassurance Lucky needed.  “I love you too.”

***

Lucky didn’t ask his plans for the day when Bo disappeared bright and early Sunday morning. Should he worry about Bo getting too attached? Sooner or later, Yolanda planned to put her child up for adoption. Seeing the boy disappear into the foster system might rip Bo’s heart out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Two cups of coffee barely put a dent in Lucky’s pissy-assed mood; growling at rookies hadn’t helped much either. Mondays sucked. Plain and simple.

“Agent Harrison. I’d like to ask you a few questions about the warehouse raid when you have time.” At least Salters’ tense body language said he realized the closeness of Lucky’s breaking point.

“Later,” Lucky barked, stalking down the hall to the cube he somewhat shared with Bo.

Johnson sat in Bo’s chair, unbothered by Lucky’s glower. “I got some damned good information from an unusual source this weekend,” she said.

She’d better have some good reason to show up this early in his cube on a Monday morning. “What?” He had no patience for guessing games, especially with a partner keeping secrets. Bo hadn’t come home until the afternoon yesterday, and never explained where he’d been, other than, “It was work-related.”

“Well, you’ve been having some concerns about your nephew’s school, right?”

“You know I have.”

Her lips curled up into a sinister smirk. “I haven’t spent much time with Rone lately, so I took him to a high school softball game.”

Shy Tyrone Johnson at a game? Did he emerge from behind his mother long enough to see the action? “What’d he think?” Lucky wasn’t asshole, or stupid enough, to interrupt a proud mama talking about her kid.

“Guess who I saw at the game?

As long as Owen Landry wasn’t munching a hotdog on the front row, what the hell did Lucky care?

With a grin of scary proportions, she flourished her phone. “Look and see.”

A middle-aged man filled the screen, sandwiched on either side by others wearing the distinctive blue and white of Ty’s school colors. Somewhat fleshy, hands lifted, mouth open, no doubt cheering his team on or hurling insults about some boneheaded move.

“Who is he?”

“Remember the magistrate you wanted me to check up on? Who denied the search warrant?”

The “dum-da-dum”, signaling a tense moment on Lucky’s favorite soap opera drummed in his head.

A thin connection, but a connection nonetheless. Judge Spence stood in the way of Lucky’s takedown of a drug manufacturer supplying counterfeit drugs to high schoolers.

Only to be overridden by a judge persuaded by Walter and the DEA.

***

“Charlotte? Don’t worry about Ty this afternoon, I’ll pick him up.” Lucky reared back in the Hell Bitch chair in his cubicle as far as he dared while talking on his cell.

“Are you sure? You’ll have to get off work for that, won’t you?”

“I’ve got enough hours in. I haven’t gotten to hang out with him lately.” He dared not tell his sister he planned to interview an informant, namely, her son. He’d still not worked up the nerve to tell her about Ty’s involvement with his case. This early in the process, the fewer people who knew details outside of the investigation, the better.

Besides, preventing a blowup at home meant he also stood a chance of cultivating Ty as a source of information. As a student and athlete, Ty had connections, knew how to get pills. And from whom.

Once Lucky had something concrete…

“Good by me. I’ve got a lot of coursework to do this afternoon so I’m going to the library. Thanks, brother. You’re the best.” In all her years in Spokane, she’d never lost the Southern in her voice. Back down below the Mason-Dixon line, she twanged with the best of them.

Sometimes to the point even Lucky worked hard to understand her. Likely, men still bought her drinks in bars just to hear her talk, on the rare occasion she went out with Rett, now curtailed to pursue mamahood.

Which brought to mind Salters, and his futile attempts to get Lucky to play matchmaker. No way, no how.

He scooted down the hallway. With any luck he’d hit the elevators before anyone noticed his escape.

Lisa stopped him at the reception desk, glancing down the hallway first before opening her mouth. “Hi, Lucky,” she said in hushed tones, with a shy smile. “How’s the family?”

She’d only recently lost her fear of him, and probably didn’t dare risk calling him anything but “Mr. Harrison” or “Agent Harrison” at work if others were around to hear.

Please, no idle chitchat, not with places to go and people to interrogate. Lucky gave a noncommittal, “Fine,” and punched the down arrow for the elevator. Maybe she’d take the hint.  “How’s your boy?” he asked, ‘cause he dared not let Bo catch wind of him being standoffish.

Her smile widened. “Great. Growing like a weed.”

The elevator door swished open and Lucky made his escape. Things were so much easier when the whole department avoided him and his asshole attitude.

He drove out of the city to what once had been a separate town, now engulfed by urban sprawl, and pulled into the line of cars waiting to pick up students. The bell rang and a pack of ravaging teenagers sauntered down the hill, some heading for student parking, others seeking their rides.

Ty spotted him and, with true teenaged swagger, slowly made his way over to Lucky’s Camaro and hopped into the passenger seat.

“Hey, Uncle Lucky. Why did you pick me up today?”

“I was in the neighborhood,” Lucky lied. “Me and you haven’t hung out much lately.”

“Is this about the pills? I’m still not talking.” Ty folded his arms across his chest, so like his mother in defiant mode.

“Still taking them?”

Ty stared down at the floor. “No.”

Lucky glanced Ty’s way before pulling out of the line of cars. None of his body language indicated lying. “Good.”

They rode in silence for a while.

“Aren’t you going to ask me?” Ty ventured.

Lucky shrugged, keeping his eyes on the road. “Why? You already said you weren’t talking.”

From the corner of his vision Lucky witnessed Ty’s side-eye. “Never stopped you before.”

“It’s stopping me now.” The “ignore them and they’ll talk” method never failed to work for Lucky’s mother.

Five miles later Ty broke. “Oh, all right. I don’t know where they came from. I got a D in algebra, Coach told me I’d have to get my grades up to stay on the team, and then the bottle showed up in my locker with a note telling me how to use them.”

Lucky braked hard. What the ever-loving fuck? Bad enough taking counterfeit pills, but the kid didn’t even know who they came from. Ah, the young of the species. So naïve. “Did you keep the notes?” A horn sounding behind him put Lucky’s foot back on the accelerator.

Brow wrinkled, Ty used his best, “Well, duh!” tone. “No.”

Fuck, Lucky swerved into a deserted parking lot and faced Ty. “You mean to tell me, after all the horror stories you’ve heard from me and Bo, you took drugs when you didn’t even know what was in them or where they came from?”

“Only two people have a key to my locker.”

“Who?”

“Me. And Coach.”

Fuck, indeed.

***

If anyone noticed the tension between Ty and Lucky over supper, no one commented. Charlotte rambled on about school work, oddly bubbly for this time of day, and Bo stayed strangely quiet.

The moment they stood up from the table, Bo’s phone chimed. He glanced at the screen, face unreadable. “I have to go,” he said, giving Lucky a quick kiss in passing.

Really? Anyone but Bo getting a mystery text and dashing out the door might signal cheating. Bo didn’t cheat, wouldn’t cheat.

“Is something going on between you two?” Charlotte asked.

“Just work. He’s trying to make sure human trafficking victims are treated right.”

“Human trafficking?” Charlotte blanched. “That happens here?”

“Happens everywhere, I’m sorry to say.” And would end now, if Lucky got his way. In all likelihood, Bo’s mad dash out the door meant Mercy General.

Lucky gave Bo space—for now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Lucky saved all information on Ty’s coach, the magistrate, the pharmacy, and the doctor, trying to connect the dots. He also tossed in the other places Yolanda’s coworkers dropped off packages.

Johnson gave up all pretense of Bo ever coming back and moved her computer, files, and family pictures to Bo’s desk.

So far, jocks and rich kids took the pills, from what Ty said.

Who else took them? According to Walter, the samples Lucky brought from the warehouse raid contained thyroid meds, statins for cholesterol, and medication for high blood pressure. They contained the right ingredients, but the strengths varied. Inconsistent batches?

With pharmaceutical prices forever rising, people turned to other sources for cheaper meds, too trusting they’d get the right drugs. Assholes like the ones involved at the warehouse took full advantage.

His desk phone rang. No one ever called the landline anymore. He lifted the receiver. “Harrison.”

‘Mr…, I mean, Agent Harrison?”

Lucky checked the phone screen. Unknown number. “Who is this?”

“It’s me, Kenny, remember? You know. I work at Food Mart.”

Damn, Lucky hadn’t yet followed up on his promise. “I’m still arranging your ride.”

“That’s not what I’m calling about.”

Really? “What’s up?” Lucky eyed the clock on the wall. He really didn’t have time for this.

“I… I… I told a few people that my dad was going to kill me if I didn’t get into Auburn.”

Kenny stayed quiet for so long Lucky checked to see if the call disconnected. “And?”

“And yesterday I found a note in my locker, telling me to leave forty-five dollars in an empty locker, and expect to pay the other forty-five when I got the pills.”

Oh, shit. Lucky never intended for a civilian to make drug buys, especially one barely legal to vote. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

“I did!” Kenny’s pride came through loud and clear.

Lucky palmed his face. No, no, no, no.

“I got the pills today, and paid the other forty-five.”

“And still no idea who put them there.”

“Sure do. What’s your cell number?”

Did Lucky really want a give a pimply-faced kid his cell phone number, even if it was only his work phone? “Okay.” He recited the number and hung up. A moment later, a photo came through text, showing a well-dressed young woman with her hand on a locker door. This couldn’t be a student.

His phone chimed again. “That’s my first period English teacher.”

Da fuck? For the second time in twenty-four hours, Lucky headed for the school, to refund Kenny’s money, and warn him never to play hero again. The woman being a teacher didn’t make her any less dangerous than other drug dealers.

He texted the photo to his two undercover rookies, who’d been outdone by a grocery checker.

***

For the rest of the day Lucky waited for a call or text, pulling his phone out of his pocket every now and then to double check for missed messages. Why the hell was he so worried about a near stranger and her child? She wasn’t the first poor soul he’d met in the line of duty who deserved better than the shit life handed her.

Or was Bo who he really worried about?

Nothing. Not a word.

Better get his mind off his personal life and more on the job, like figuring out the connection between drug dealers and Ty’s high school. He’d seen on the news about a recent scandal, parents paying university personnel to get their kids in.

Some folks would do anything to give their kids an advantage.

Surely there weren’t many in this school district with that kind of money.

“Rett.” Lucky spun his chair toward the desk formerly occupied by Bo. He’d never get used to being apart from his lover, but with so little office space, he’d gladly share with her rather than anyone else. “Why would a school resort to drugs to increase students’ test scores?”

She didn’t look up from her computer, nor did her fingers slow on the keyboard. Yep, she’d just volunteered to write all future reports. “How long have they been under suspicion?”

“Why?”

For several seconds she continued to type, moving her nose closer to the screen. With a final flourish she stilled her hands and deigned to face him. “If they got a bad reputation, they’d risk losing their best students. Parents may yank ‘em if the school is failing. No one wants their kid going to a sub-standard school. Once the mass exodus starts, it’s like a rock rollin’ downhill.”

“Schools have political agendas?” A phrase Lucky learned from Bo. Her assessment backed up his earlier suspicions.

“Doesn’t everybody?” She returned to whatever fascinated her on her computer screen.

Surely no one would be stupid enough to pull such a stunt just to hold onto students, would they, especially a school already under a microscope? Lucky continued his searches. Every now and then, visions of Bo holding a baby came to his mind.

A shadow fell over his desk—a large shadow, but not as large as a year ago. Walter Smith stood in the cube’s entrance. “You haven’t seen Bo, by any chance, have you?”

“No, sir.”

“If you do, tell him I need to see him in my office.” Walter ambled off without saying what he wanted with Bo. Bo? Out of Walter’s pocket? Lucky texted, “Bo, where are you?”

Five minutes passed, ten minutes. Lucky gave up waiting for an answer and went back to work. First, Bo hid his plans from Lucky, and now Walter?

Sure, the counselor said Bo had made tremendous progress in recovering from forced drug dependence and PTSD, but had he backslid? Why else be so secretive?

Two hours before quitting time, a text from Bo said, “Come home. I need to talk to you.”

Oh fuck. What now?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Bo paced through the living room, tugging at his hair, back and forth, from the fireplace, to the front door, to the sliding glass door, and back to the fireplace. How much had he paid to get Charlotte and Ty out of the house?

Craning his neck from the relative safety of the couch nearly gave Lucky whiplash. “Say what’s on your mind already.”

Bo stopped in his tracks, meeting Lucky’s gaze and turning away.

Not good. Not good at all. Lucky stood up and timed his steps to intercept his agitated man. Placing his hands on Bo’s shoulders, he braced himself for bad news. “What? Just spit it out already.” So we can deal with it remained unsaid.

Bo tried to wrench out of Lucky’s grasp, but Lucky wasn’t having any of Bo’s running away. At last Bo sighed a breath that should’ve ruffled the curtains—in the next room. “Lucky… I…” He ran his hand through his hair again. While Lucky loved the freshly fucked look as well as the next man, the panic on Bo’s face made him want to find whatever upset his partner and open a can of whoop ass.

“Out with it.” It wasn’t like Bo didn’t know how to speak his mind. Especially when riled.

“It’s about Yolanda.”

What the hell? Lucky felt the wrinkle forming between his brows Bo once declared deep enough to plant potatoes. He took a deep breath and braced for impact. “What about her?”

Bo parked his ass on the couch arm, resting his hands on his knees, his hair no longer in danger of being yanked out. “Well, that first night, when I took her to the hospital?”

“Yeah?”

“The doctors thought she might lose the baby.”

Nothing new. Guilt niggled, though. When had Lucky last asked about mother and son? “The baby’s okay now, right?” He didn’t dare give away his hospital visit.

Bo jumped up and stalked the room again. If Lucky wasn’t positive Bo didn’t touch the stuff, he’d suspect a caffeine fest at the local Starbucks. “For now. But while waiting for the doctor and test results, she and I talked.”

“About what?” Lucky’s heart double-timed, waiting for the bad news surely coming his way. Dragging the conversation out only added to the stress.

“Music. Kids. Anything to take her mind off the situation until the doctor had a chance to examine her.” He whirled and faced Lucky with a shrug. “You know how long it takes in the emergency room.”

Yes, Lucky did. Too fucking long. “And?”

“And she asked if I had any kids. I told her no, but I’d like to one day. Then she asked if I was married. I told her I had a partner. You know, the normal stuff people talk about.”

Not normal for Lucky, but normal for Bo, apparently. “I heard she’s been asking lots of questions about you. You don’t suppose she’s gotten ideas in her head about you, do you?” He’d seen Bo rocking and feeding Yolanda’s baby. Yeah, he could see where she might get the wrong idea.

Once again Bo dragged his hand through his hair. “Possibly, but not in the way you might think.”

“In what way, then?”

Bo deflated, slipping down fully onto the couch. “I thought she just took an interest, wanted to be friendly when she asked me about my life. I mean, she told me about herself too.”

The woman was fixating on Bo. The hairs on the back of Lucky’s neck rose. “Stop scaring me and spit it out.”

“She was interviewing me, then backing up everything I said by talking to others who knew me. Using her Spanish-speaking nurses, when necessary.”

“To what end?”

“What she wants…” Bo averted his gaze. “She wants me… us… to raise her baby.”

What the ever-loving fuck? “Do what?”

Now on a roll, Bo wouldn’t let Lucky get a word in. “She wants what’s best for her child, but knows she’s not in a good place to be a mother, and resents whoever the father is. She’s torn, wanting to do the right thing. If she finds a good parent, or parents, for her baby, she can go on and live her life knowing she gave her child the best start she could. She wants better for her son than the kind of life she’s had.”

Was he saying what Lucky thought he was saying? Lucky held his breath.

Sure, they’d talked about having kids one day, were even trying with Charlotte, but instant fatherhood? Would they even qualify with social services for fostering or adopting? “Bo… I…”

“We’ve talked about having kids. Andro is premature and has heart issues. He might need surgery. It’s not like families will line up to adopt him. Plus, he’s had no prenatal care, so other problems might arise.”

“Andro?” An image flashed into Lucky’s mind of the tiny child in the incubator, of Bo cradling the small body to his chest.

Bo’s face flushed. “Even though she didn’t plan to keep her son, she named him Alejandro, after her grandfather.”

They’d met an Alejandro during their time in Mexico. Who’d idolized Lucky.

Lost his life for Lucky.

Yes, a fine name.

“Anyway.” Bo paused to stroke a finger over one of his dragon statues on the coffee table, one he’d once considered a protector. “I know it’s sudden and all, and at first I thought it was a crazy idea, but the more I think about it, the more I wonder if this is the right thing to do.”

What the ever-loving fuck?

“We want kids, right?” Bo didn’t wait for Lucky to answer. He paced to the sliding glass doors, gazing out while keeping his back to Lucky. “We have a nice home, good jobs, a support base. We could ask Charlotte and Ty if they would help with childcare.

“Of course, we’d already planned on a child, but Charlotte could stop trying for now. We could still have another child later, right? I mean, nobody says we have to stop at one.”

What the hell was Bo suggesting? “Bo, I—”

Bo whirled and threw up a hand. “I know what you’re going to say, that we don’t know this girl, don’t owe her or the baby anything, but I say we do. I mean, if we’d caught these guys years ago, she’d never be in this situation.”

Lucky put himself the path of Bo’s renewed pacing. He’d get the man’s attention this time.

Bo sidestepped him and continued his rant. “The poor kid is getting a bad enough start in life. You and I have spent years trying to make up for poor choices. What if we could give this little guy a chance?” He spun and faced Lucky.

Finally! “Bo—”

“Yeah, I know. We need to look at the big picture. There’ll be doctor bills, he might need surgery, then there’s daycare, clothes, toys, furniture. Of course, we’d already planned on some of that.”

“Bo…”

Bo dropped a bomb. “Lucky, she left the hospital today without telling anybody. Left the baby.”

Holy shit. Alone? She’d left the kid alone?

He visualized the tiny child in the bassinet, separated from the other babies. What chance would he have in the foster system? What would happen if no one adopted him?

He’d met men in prison who’d shuffled from one foster home to another as kids, and wound up on the streets, in gangs, or on drugs. Kids needed a good start in life, lots of love, safety. Surrounded by supportive family.

Lucky spent too many years alone, wishing for his family. He’d gotten his wish, in Bo and in the return of the Lucklighters.

Andro didn’t ask to be brought into this world and abandoned. Something clicked into place in Lucky’s heart, and he knew, knew what he had to do.

Before he could stop the words, out tumbled, “We can always adopt him, right?” Damn. Too fast, way too fucking fast. Too fast, but also right.

Bo blew out a breath. “We don’t have to.” Tears glittered in his eyes. “Lucky, she named me as the father. My name’s on his birth certificate. His name is Alejandro Gualterio Schollenberger.”

“What the hell? You know a DNA test would show the truth.” He’d call Cruz, stop him from crossing the border, get Yolanda back here, and make things right. Hell, when he asked the man to make arrangements for Graciela to take care of the mother, he hadn’t meant so soon. Or had she left with someone else? Had the bosses found her?

Voice so low Lucky strained to hear, Bo said, “Only if I contest it.” He flumped down onto the couch, shoving his hand through his hair for the umpteenth time. Three more good swipes and Lucky’d lay odds on pattern baldness. “I know it’s paternity fraud, and I’ve been agonizing over this ever since I found out. But Lucky”—he grasped one of Lucky’s hands in his, staring up with sad eyes—“if I contest it, he’ll wind up in the system, alone and unwanted. The little guy’s got a rough road ahead of him as it is.  I… I can’t abandon him.”

No, Bo couldn’t. Bo wouldn’t be Bo without the big heart.

“I’ve been trying to be a good person, make up for my mistakes, but sometimes, doing what’s right is more important than following the rules. Yolanda has no family, the father is long gone, so there’s no one to contest. If anyone we know asks, I’ll tell them the mother was a surrogate and the baby is mine. Only…” He searched Lucky’s face. “I have to have you with me on this. This decision changes our lives forever. Yours and mine. But I need to do this. Even more, I need to know you’re with me.”

The day so didn’t turn out the way Lucky thought when he climbed out of bed this morning. He’d woken up to Bo and lots of plans for the future.

He’d go to bed with so much more planning to do. This whole situation was fucked up on so many levels. On the one hand, what Bo planned wasn’t legal. On the other, it was the morally right thing to do. Bo wanted a son, and a son needed a father.

Right now, though, Bo let his heart call the shots. Who’d have ever thought Lucky would have to be the voice of reason?

“Bo, the mother is a human trafficking victim. Allowing people to believe you’re the father might come across as you taking advantage of a woman in dire straits, no matter that we know the truth. Are you prepared for that kind of shit to hit the fan? The rest of the victims are being helped by anti-trafficking groups. If they so much as hear a word about this…” Lucky didn’t know the consequences, but there’d damn sure be some.

Bo wrapped his arms around his waist, retreating into himself. Running, just like he used to from problems, though his feet remained still. “You’re against this.”

“No, I’m not, but right now you’re letting your heart rule your head. That’s not like you. Normally you’re quoting textbooks at me.” He’d need to do some research.

And possibly call Cruz. How the hell had he wound up needing Cruz?

No matter what the cost, he’d find a way to protect the man he loved, and the child who needed them.

***

Lucky stood on the back deck, checking over his shoulder to ensure no one got nosy about his whereabouts before making his phone call.

“Cruz,” a gruff voice answered. Sounded like Lucky woke someone up. Good. Served the fucker right for not calling.

“Yolanda left the hospital. Please tell me she’s with you.”

“She was. She’s on her way to the safest place I know.”

“Where?”

“Vaya Hermosa, to stay with Abuela Graciela.”

Oh, thank God! Yes, safest place. “Why the hell did you take her so soon?”

“I wasn’t the only one looking for her. For her safety, and her child’s, she needed out of the hospital. Too easy for them to find her there.”

“And she’s okay.”

“She will be.”

“Did she tell you she put Bo’s name on the birth certificate as the father?”

For a moment Cruz stayed silent. “No, she didn’t, but I have to admit it’s a pretty smart move. If he doesn’t fight it. She wanted a good home for the baby. I agree with her choice. And anyone looking for her won’t try to get to her through the child, if a drug agent stands in the way.”

Cruz fully understood the nature of Bo and Lucky’s relationship, so if he approved of Bo…

Words barely a murmur, Cruz said, “You’ll both make good fathers. Tell me the two of you will keep the baby. If you don’t want him, I’ll do what I can, but—”

But no promises. Fuck. “Bo wants to, but how will that look? Like Bo taking advantage of a victimized woman. He’s already debating whether or not to contest the claim. There’s a big-assed moral issue here.”

“He won’t contest.” Cruz sounded so sure. “As for the details, you have powerful friends. ‘Nuff said.”

In this case, chalking up another debt to Nestor Sauceda might be worth the risk.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Bo stopped further conversation by being asleep when Lucky went to bed. Or if he wasn’t actually asleep, he certainly put on a good show, sprawled out, snoring.

Lucky shifted Bo’s leg over to give himself room to get under the covers, then laid Bo’s arm over his chest. Just because Bo slept didn’t mean Lucky didn’t want to touch him.

He lay in the dark, the ceiling fan paddles spinning in lazy circles over his head. How many times had he stared at those rotating blades, unable to sleep while puzzling out what to do?

A lie. A big, fucking kind of lie he’d expect to see on South Bend Springs.

If they went through with the plan Yolanda set into motion, Bo would be taking a child that wasn’t his. If they didn’t, the poor kid might spend the next eighteen years in foster care. Over the years Lucky had witnessed kids thrown into the system, to be tossed out at age eighteen.

Eighteen was too damned young to be out on their own, and many wound up in trouble, or victims of predators.

Or, like the men he’d met in prison, they lost their way in life without guidance.

Alejandro wouldn’t be a statistic. He’d grow up in a loving home, given all he needed and taught how to get along in the world. If he needed surgery, he’d get surgery, with worried parents hovering over his bedside while he recovered.

Birthdays, Christmases, happy childish laughter.

Well, damn. Too many times in the past, rushing into situations without weighing all sides led to trouble. Lucky had pretty much made up his mind earlier, and thinking things through logically didn’t change his opinion.

Two fathers, an aunt, cousins, and a whole lot of other people would love the kid too. The loving group who should have been there eagerly awaiting his birth. There might be hell to pay, but some things were worth fighting for. The path ahead wouldn’t be easy. No one promised him easy. And he’d rather be up Shit Creek without a paddle and have Bo at his back than be with anyone else anywhere.

He owed the same to his partner. No, his husband, though they’d not made any public vows. They didn’t need to. They made vows to each other every single day, with actions, not words.

“Lucky? You awake?” Bo murmured through a yawn.

No use lying. “Yeah. Got too much on my mind to sleep.”

Bo shot upright in the bed, nearly taking half of Lucky’s chest hair from his arm being sweat-plastered to Lucky’s pecs, and turned on the bedside lamp. “I’m sorry to bring you into this. I mean, if we do the right thing, we’ll break the law, and if we do what the law says, we’re risking—”

Lucky blew out a breath, pulled Bo down, and shut him up with a kiss.

“Mmmmmphhhh!”

Lucky kissed Bo until he stopped trying to talk. “Bo.”

“But Lucky…”

A hand over the mouth gave Lucky a chance to get a few words in. “Bo, do you want this kid?”

Eyes impossibly wide, Bo slowly nodded.

Lucky dropped his hand.

“But we…”

Amazing how fast Lucky replaced his hand. He sat up, putting himself nose to nose with the most wonderful person in the universe. “Bo, you had my support without even asking. It took a little bit to sink into my hard noggin. It’s a lot to take in, ya know?” Lucky planted a kiss on Bo’s nose. Yes, this was the right thing to do. The only possible choice. Already the heavy iron weight in his chest lifted. Lucky’s heart never felt this light before when he considered breaking laws—or bending them. “Now, what does Guatero mean?”

Bo “mmmphed” and Lucky removed his hand.

“Gualterio.” Bo gave Lucky a wavering smile. “It’s the Spanish equivalent of Walter. Yolanda wanted to give Andro a middle name. Asked me to pick one. I immediately thought of Walter. I had no idea what she intended at the time.”

Good choice. Walter would be over the moon.

“I just wish I knew what happened to her. I mean, she left without even telling me goodbye.” Bo twisted his fingers together in his lap—a lap barely covered by a thin cotton sheet. “Is she okay? Did she leave with someone? I’m worried.”

“Bo?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to worry. I talked to Cruz. He took her to Valle Hermoso. Graciela will take good care of her. I just didn’t know he’d have to work so fast. The men who exploited her were closing in. I don’t think anyone is stupid enough to risk pissing off Nestor or Victor to go after her there.”

Bo’s eyes widened. He barked out a relieved-sounding laugh. “Graciela? Really? Yes, she will be in good hands. Better yet, we know where she is and can check in with her from time to time.”

“Yep.” Though how much contact the woman wanted with the reminder of her past was yet to be seen.

“And you called him? Arranged this?”

Heat crept up Lucky’s face. “Yeah. She wanted to go back to Mexico, and Graciela strikes me as a woman who always has room for one more in her heart.”

Bo stared a Lucky a long moment. “I know you’ll think I’m ruining your reputation with this, but Lucky, you are one hell of a good man.”

“No, I’m—”

“Shhh…” Bo placed his fingers over Lucky’s lips. Lucky kissed them. “Your secret is safe with me. You’ll always be safe with me.” He sealed his words with a kiss.

The moment Lucky’s cock started getting ideas, Bo pulled back. “Since he’s my son, my insurance will cover Andro’s medical bills.” He darted a glance toward the empty nursery and back to Lucky. “There’s so much to do! We’ll need furniture, clothes, diapers, formula.”

“We’ll get them.” Lucky didn’t know how at the moment, but they would. After all, they’d been planning for a baby for months now.

They just hadn’t planned on one so soon. But, hell, if Bo wanted to equip the nursery right now, Lucky could be at the local all-night Walmart in five minutes.

Bo lunged, squeezing Lucky and burying his face in Lucky’s neck. “I can’t believe this. We have a kid. A son. I’m so scared, but happy too.” He pulled away, wiping his face. Tears. His broad smile declared them happy.

“You’re gonna do fine.” Bo excelled at everything else, why not fatherhood? Lucky debated telling Bo he’d seen him with baby Andro, how perfect they’d looked together.

“Do you really think so? I mean, I’m still seeing a counselor for PTSD, and it’s not even been a year since I got out of drug rehab…”

“Which wasn’t your fault. Look, if it’ll make you feel better, talk to your counselor. Get an expert opinion.” Might not be a bad idea for Lucky to do the same. Talking about having a kid and suddenly having one were two different things entirely.

“Yeah. Good idea. And we’ll need to talk to Walter.”

Lucky froze. “Walter? Why?” What would Walter say or do if he knew the truth about the baby?

Then again, Walter knew everything anyway.

“I’m not going to tell him about the birth certificate. He’ll probably put two and two together. I won’t say the words directly, so he can deny knowing if he has too.”

Lucky did a double-take. Who was this man and what had he done with squeaky-clean, by-the-book Bo Schollenberger?

No traces of sleepiness remained in Bo’s clear eyes. “I’ll have to call my aunt. I won’t tell her the truth though, and she won’t ask. She’s good like that. Says if I want to tell her stuff I will.”

“Why didn’t she take that attitude last Thanksgiving?” Instead of turning stalker, thinking Lucky somehow kept Bo away from his family. As if Lucky stood a snowball’s chance in Hell of having such power.

“Trust me. What will your folks say?”

“Mom stopped asking questions after getting an honest answer she didn’t want to hear about me being gay. I kind of explained things to her. In detail.” He’d never seen anyone’s face turn so red.

But she’d never asked again.

Bo sat quietly for a moment, knees pulled up to his chest and arms wrapped around his legs. His eyes shone, and his grin produced, not only The Dimple, but the seldom-seen Cousin-of-The-Dimple in Bo’s other cheek. “We’re fathers. I can’t wait to bring him home. We have so much to do!”

Lucky would kill or die to keep Bo this happy.

Bo kissed him, deeply, thoroughly, and passionately enough to render Lucky a little stupid by the time he withdrew. “I love you, Lucky. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Whatever the fallout, they’d face the storm together—like always. Yeah, they’d tell Bo’s aunt, Lucky’s parents, Char… “Oh, shit.”

“What?” Bo’s smile fell.

One problem solved, but another stared them in the face.

A big problem.

Huge, even.

“What the hell are we going to tell Charlotte?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Same ugly orange couch, same woman with the ultimate poker face.

“I’ve done some shit in my day. Things I’m not proud of. Things I regret.” The woman didn’t get paid enough to know the full story of Lucky’s past. Even with her psychology degree she’d have a hell of a time avoiding bad dreams if he confessed all.

“Mr. Harrison, there’s not one person alive who doesn’t have moments they’d like to do over. You’ve got to forgive yourself.” She cocked her head to the side. “You’ve never really talked about yourself before. Why now?”

Lucky examined his fingernails. Any excuse not to look at her. He drew in a deep breath and braced for laughter. “I’m about to become a father.”

Dr. Libby glanced up from her tablet computer. “Really? How wonderful. When is the baby due?”

“He’s already here.”

“Oh, you’re adopting then. A very noble decision.” That she didn’t ask about a wife or girlfriend said she’d been paying attention when Lucky talked about Bo.

Which he did—a lot.

Even after plenty of practice opening up to Bo and Walter, fear still sank in sharp claws at the thought of admitting weakness. “I’m worried I’m not good enough. That all the shit I’ve done is going to come back when I least expect it to bite me in the ass.”

There, he’d voiced his deepest, darkest fear.

“If we let our fears rule us, no one would ever accomplish anything. What are you really trying to say?” Why did Dr. Libby stay so damned calm? Couldn’t she yell for once?

Like a Lucklighter?

Or confirm his doubts. Which he’d expected. “You’ve been talking to me for over a year now. Do you think I’m fit to be a father?”

Her eyebrows shot towards her hairline. “Are you asking me to provide the courts with a professional recommendation?”

“No.” Lucky rested his elbows on his knees, steepling his fingers. Later he’d consider why he used one of Walter’s go-to poses. “You’ve heard me talk about my life and shit.” Not all of it, but enough. “Do you think I’d make a good father after all that?”

“What do you think a good father is?”

Damned fine question. At one time he’d simply recite his father’s qualities. Now? “He loves his kids. Is there for them. Puts them before himself.” Way before. At the moment Lucky scored about tenth place on his “most important people in my life” scale.

“Is he perfect?” Dr. Libby prodded.

His father, apologizing for spending too much time on work and not enough on his kids. Or his mother’s heartfelt make-up hugs after she’d lost her temper and yelled—even though he’d deserved her wrath. “Nobody’s perfect.” Especially not Lucky. His own parents made some mistakes along the way, but they always tried to fix what they messed up with their kids, even though they hadn’t spoken to him for a few years. Bo got crap for a father. Lucky had to be better than him, right?

Hell, he’d kick his own ass if he came anywhere close to the way the second William Patrick Schollenberger treated his sons.

“Does your ideal of a good father make mistakes? If you set your expectations too high, you’ll only frustrate yourself trying to live up to unrealistic goals.”

“Everybody makes mistakes. That’s what worries me, that one day my kid will be in here telling you or someone else about his shitty old man.” There. He’d gotten a major worry out in the open.

“What kind of support base do you have? Family, friends, belief in a higher power? Someone you can turn to for help?” Dr. Libby studied Lucky far more intently than he’d have liked. Could she see right through him?

“All of the above.” Just because he didn’t live what other people might call a God-fearing life didn’t mean he didn’t believe in a higher power.

She placed her tablet on her knees and leaned in, voice whisper-soft. “Do you know what good parents have in common?”

“No.” If he did, he wouldn’t be asking for her advice.

“They want to be good parents. That’s the first and most important step.”

If that’s all it took, Lucky’d be fucking parent of the year. Oops. Parents of the year probably didn’t drop f-bombs right and left. “I’ve got one hell of a partner. He’ll be a good father for sure.”

“You both will be good fathers. The child will be lucky to have you for parents.”

***

Alejandro slept peacefully. “Does he look like he’s put on weight?” C’mon, kid, get better and come home. Lucky placed a hand on the glass separating him from his new son.

“A few ounces,” Bo said. “He’s still got to put on some more weight before he can come home.”

“How about his heart issues?” The young’un was rapidly growing on Lucky. So small. So alone. Unknowing of what a bad start he’d gotten in life. Please let Lucky not lose the little guy now.

“The way the doctors talk, he might not need surgery. At least, not until he’s older and stronger. Too early to tell.” The grip of Bo’s hand on Lucky’s now-aching fingers told of his fears.

***

Bo and Lucky sat in the Smiths’ living room, a place they’d seen a lot of in the past year. Walter stretched out in his recliner, much more relaxed than he’d been a few months ago. Near death experiences taught one what really mattered in life.

The aroma of roast beef and apple pie pointed to Mrs. Smith in the kitchen. If Lucky drew out the conversation long enough, he might wrangle a dinner invite.

“You’ll be happy to know that the victims in your latest case are now safe, except for the young pregnant woman, who seems to have fled.” Walter gazed over his bifocals at Lucky and Bo, blue eyes far too wise. He might as well have asked, “Did you do something?”

Lucky exchanged eye contact with Bo. While Lucky shared more history with Walter, lately, the boss and Bo had formed a close bond.

By unspoken agreement, Lucky acted as spokesman. “She’s safe. Remember Cruz, from the Mexico case, and the outfit he works for?”

Walter’s eyes widened. “Yes.”

“He arranged a safe place for her in Mexico, and secured the help she needs.” Please let him not ask for more details.

Walter steepled his fingers under his chin. “Is there any particular reason you didn’t follow proper channels? I assume you had something to do with this development.” He trained his fierce gaze on Lucky.

Damn the man for being too wise. “The cartels sent people after her. She’s under Nestor Sauceda’s protection. Can’t get safer than that.” Or so Lucky hoped.

“I see. And her son?”

Fuck. He and Bo had practiced what to say in the car, but the moment of truth stopped the words in this throat.

Bo sat forward on the couch, elbows on his knees, face earnest. “He’s with his father, or rather, he will be once he’s released from the hospital.”

“Oh? I’d been led to believe his father was dead.”

Bo never blinked, staring Walter straight in the eyes. “No. He’s alive. As soon as Alejandro is stronger, his father will take him home, where that little boy will have everything he needs.”

For long moments they engaged in a staring contest. Lucky shifted his attention from one to the other. Neither blinked.

At last Walter settled back in his chair. “I see. You’re certain?”

Bo maintained his stiff posture. “We’ve never been surer of anything.”

“As your employer, your friend, and a man who upholds the law, I’ll ask again. Are. You. Sure?”

“We appreciate your concern.” Bo never flinched; his conviction clear on his face.

Walter turned his gaze from Bo to Lucky, raising one brow. In answer, Lucky placed his hand on Bo’s knee, presenting a united front.

Walter shifted focus back to Bo. “Can anyone fault you? Claim you coerced the mother?”

“It was her idea.”

“I’d heard she’d asked lots of questions about you. Interviewing?”

Bo nodded, losing a bit of the tension in his shoulders. “I believe so.”

“You know I trust you two with my life, in fact I have, literally. However, I want to speak with her as soon as she’s ready. We still need her testimony.” At least Walter hadn’t switched to interrogator mode, so they still had hope of him being on their side.

Time for Lucky to speak up. “We’ll get it from Mexico. She has bad memories of the United States. She doesn’t want to come back.”

“Understood.” The firm set of Walter’s jowls relaxed. “So, when do I get to meet your son? Alejandro, is it? What story will you tell?”

Bo resumed the telling, like he and Lucky practiced in the car on the drive over. They’d worked out the details last night instead of sleeping. “He’s not out of the woods yet, but we’re hoping to bring him home in about a month. As to what we’ll say, those close to us know Lucky and I have been talking about having a child through a surrogate. It just happened earlier than we planned.”

“Well, I look forward to meeting him. Legalities?” Again Walter raised one bushy gray brow. Kinda looked like a caterpillar crawling across his face.

The moment of truth arrived. Lucky swallowed hard and spoke up. “Won’t you be better off not knowing? Plausible deniability and all that?” The fewer people who knew the truth, the better.

“Lucky, I’ve told you before, though I wouldn’t dare say so at work, but I think of you as a son. This includes you, Bo. Yes, I want to know what I should prepare for should I need to vouch for you.”

Bo blew out a heavy breath. “Without my knowledge, Yolanda listed me as the father on Alejandro’s birth certificate. I never asked her to, and I only found out yesterday.”

“What if her family challenges you? Or the father’s family?”

“She has no family except for the father who pretty much sold her into slavery and disappeared. She’s not sure who her baby’s father is, and has reason to want to forget her time with the cartel.” Bo paused for a long moment. “It wasn’t consensual.”

Walter closed his eyes and released a forceful exhale. “That poor girl.”

“Even with the circumstances of her son’s birth, she wanted him in a good family, not shuffled from home to home, or worse, winding up a pawn to the cartels.” Bo sank against the back of the couch, touching Lucky at shoulder and thigh.

Lucky put his arm around Bo. This couldn’t be easy for him. He needed support. Support Lucky could give.

Slowly, slowly, Walter opened his eyes, cutting a sharp glance to Bo, then to Lucky. “I’ll be talking to the mother, but under the circumstances, I fully understand and can’t say I’d act any differently in your shoes.”

The stiffness in Bo’s shoulders relaxed, returning a moment later with Walter’s added, “However, you’re acting with your heart. I’ve made it my life’s work to uphold the law.”

Oh, fuck. Walter wasn’t going to support them on this? He’d counted on the boss to help him research the legal pros and cons of the situation.

Walter directed a rather stern gaze at Bo. “I understand you not wanting the child in the foster system, and your willingness to take any risks to prevent the mother more pain. Tomorrow morning, I’m making a few phone calls. When you take your son home from the hospital, it will be with a clear conscience.”

Was he saying…

“But, Bo”—Walter’s demeanor softened, laugh lines forming around his eyes. “You will be taking your son home.”

Oh, fuck. Bo clung to Lucky, tears in his eyes. Had anyone ever died of relief? “Thank you, sir. Oh, God, thank you so much.”

Lucky blinked hard to clear his suddenly swimmy vision. Damned allergies.

Walter clapped his hands together. “Now, I think congratulations are in order. Will either, or both of you, need time off for parental leave?”

Bo wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Lucky’s sister lives with us, takes college courses online. We’re hoping she’ll help with childcare, so we won’t have to take much time off.”

“Good. As I said, I expect to meet him soon. Just wait until you tell Lucille.” Walter’s eyes sparkled. The Smiths never had kids of their own. Now they’d get to be honorary grandparents. Lucky easily pictured Walter and his missus spoiling the kid rotten.

Honorary, hell. They would be the kid’s Gramps and Granny. Would she take the news as well as Lucky hoped? While he adored the boss’s wife, he knew Walter far better than Mrs. Smith.

“Lucille!” Walter called, his booming voice holding far more affection than usual.

Mrs. Smith hurried into the living room, untying strings and slipping her apron over her head. The genteel Southern belle would never entertain guests while dressed for cooking. “Yes, Walt?”

Walter nodded toward Bo and Lucky. “The boys have something they want to tell you.”

She turned her attention toward Lucky and Bo, eyebrows raised and a smile playing over her lips. Bo and Lucky shared a quiet moment. Bo had always been better with words than Lucky. He gave Bo’s hand a quiet squeeze.

Bo said, “We have a favor to ask of you.”

“Oh?” The diminutive white-haired lady stepped farther into the room, resting a hand on the back of Walter’s chair.

Now that they’d gotten Walter’s blessing, Lucky might blow up if he didn’t share the news. “We have a little boy in need of a grandma.”

“Grandma?” She placed a wrinkled hand over her heart and flicked her gaze down to her husband, who nodded. “You’re expecting a child?”

Bo continued the story. “No, ma’am. He’s already here. His name is Alejandro Schollenberger.” He cut a glance to Lucky. “For now.”

“How? What?” She squinted between Lucky and Bo, her puzzled frown easing into a dazzling smile. “It doesn’t matter. Congratulations!” Moving her hand from Walter’s chair to his shoulder, she asked. “Do you hear that, Walt? We’re going to be grandparents!” She cocked her head to the side a moment. “No, I guess we already are. When do we get to meet him?”

“Soon,” Lucky replied. “He’s still in the hospital right now.”

“There’s one more thing.” Bo’s grip tightened on Lucky’s hand. “His middle name is Gualterio. It’s Spanish for Walter.”

Walter froze, glancing from one to the other. At last, with shimmering eyes, he said, “I’m honored.”

Mrs. Smith ran a hand over her damp cheek, giving an audible sniff. “I can’t believe it. Grandparents. We get to be grandparents.”

They’d told Walter and his wife the truth, and the couple had their backs. Lucky crossed the floor in three long strides, wrapping his arms around both Smiths. “I won’t be telling this at work either, but I love you, old man, Mrs. Smith.”

Bo joined in the hugfest. Soon, they’d bring their son to meet the people who’d help guide him in life.

Mrs. Smith abruptly pulled back. “Oh, my! Dinner should be ready. Let’s talk more around the table.”

Walter didn’t mention Alejandro again, allowing his wife to ask all the questions, but several times during their meal, he smiled for no apparent reason.

Lucky shifted in his seat, an unfamiliar stirring in his chest causing discomfort. Wait, not discomfort, since warmth radiated through him. Oh hell no! Was that what heart-warming meant?

Walter and Mrs. Smith would get to be grandparents. And damned good ones.

With the formidable Smiths in their corner, Bo and Lucky took one step closer to bringing their son home.

Now to talk to Charlotte.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Lucky eased through the front door, bracing for the questions his sister would ask: Why did I have to leave today so you and Bo could talk? What did you talk about? Where have you been? Were you working? At least he’d texted her to say he and Bo wouldn’t be home for dinner.

Nothing. TV off, no one on couch, not even the cat.

Ty and Charlotte must’ve gone to bed and took the pets with them. “The coast is clear,” he hissed over his shoulder. Bo crept in behind him.

They locked up, set the alarm system, and settled into bed.

Lucky dreamed of diapers, bottles, and walking into rooms completely filled with crying babies.

***

If Lucky focused hard enough on the case, maybe he’d overcome the temptation to tell Loretta Johnson everything. Her setting up shop at Bo’s old desk put her in Lucky’s proximity way too much of the day.

Until Walter wrangled all the legal issues, he and Bo would keep the news to himself.

He needed to talk to his sister, and soon. Before anyone else.

“Lucky, take a look at this.” Johnson angled her laptop screen into his field of vision.

“What’s two deaths at two different nursing homes got to do with our case?” A case they didn’t completely own anymore and had to report to other agencies.

“Both patients took the same blood pressure medicine.”

“A lot of people take the same medicine.” Even as the words left his mouth Lucky opened another window on his browser and keyed in his favorite drug information site. “Both prescriptions were compounded.”

“Right. And both facilities claimed to have tossed the empty bottles, which we both know would bring the state board of pharmacy down on them so hard folks in Alabama would hear the screaming. Then again, most of the people I spoke to wouldn’t meet my eyes, claimed ignorance, or were suspiciously absent.” Johnson drummed her nails on the desktop. “All six times I showed up unannounced. They can expect a surprise inspection within the next week.” She grinned. “Anonymous tip.”

Lucky raised his gaze to hers. “Go talk to them again. Find out who compounds for the nursing home patients, and if anyone else takes the same medication. If you can get me a sample, I’ll buy you lunch.”

“Bucky’s Barbeque?”

“Wherever you want.” Treating Johnson gave him a free pass to eat ribs and French fries, right? Oh, and sweet tea.

Lucky continued perusing grades and other records from Clifton High. Five years ago they’d ranked second in the state for academics—second to last. Now, they ranked in the top ten. How’d they turn around so fast?

He stared at the bottle of pills on his desk, the ones he’d taken from Ty. Sooner or later he’d get to the bottom of the mess, find the connections he needed.

And probably not like what he found. Though every minute spent at work postponed his inevitable chat with his sister.

Oh, hell. Until he got the conversation over with, he’d be no good at work.

***

Charlotte dabbed at her eyes. A box of tissues sat on one side of her on the kitchen table, a pile of soggy paper on the other. “Y’all don’t need me anymore.” Her shoulders shook with the force of her sobs.

Lucky so didn’t want to be doing this. What the hell was he supposed to say now? He’d almost be willing to keep Alejandro a secret until Charlotte gave birth to Bo’s baby. But how could he explain having a little boy living in the house for months, possibly years?

Nope, not a good plan at all.

“Oh, Charlotte, no.” Bo rubbed a hand over her back. “We need you. You’re family. We love you.” He mouthed, “What can I do?” over the weeping woman’s head.

Time to man up. Lucky pulled out the next chair, parked his ass, and took his sister’s hands in his. “Look, Char. We appreciate what you offered. This has nothing to do with you not getting pregnant in the first five minutes of trying.”

Charlotte wailed harder. Oops. Well, those sure weren’t the right words.

Bo shot a glance Lucky’s way sharp enough to cut a two-dollar steak. “What Lucky is trying to say is, we need you now more than ever.”

She raised her head and gave a sniffle. Her puffy eyes and red nose stabbed straight through Lucky’s heart. He’d promised to always be there for her, never cause her pain. Once again, he’d failed. “You do?”

Bo pushed a stray lock of hair away from her face, such a tender gesture. Pure Bo. “Of course we do. Neither one of us has much experience with babies, and you’ve raised two kids. Plus, Andro has medical issues. You’re studying to be a nurse. Who better to have around?”

“I can do that.” Charlotte sniffled again. “I still can’t help but think I let you two down. I mean, I offered to help make you parents, and give you a baby of your own flesh and blood.” She paled. “I’m sorry, I…”

“Shh…” Bo stroked her hair. “It’s okay. If anyone asks, Andro is my son. Some day in the future, if you’re still willing, maybe we can try again. Give him a little brother or sister. What do you say?”

In Lucky’s mind Bo comforted their kids through skinned knees and, later on, broken hearts. Still, his own heart ached. Seeing Charlotte disappointed damn near gutted him.

She’d offered so much of herself to make them happy. There was no right or wrong answer here. No matter the decision, there’d be a cost.

Lucky did all he knew to do: wrap his sister in his arms and hold on.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Lucky slouched into work after an all-too-brief hospital visit, tiptoeing off the elevator and past the reception desk. Lisa, back turned while she searched for something in a filing cabinet, didn’t notice him.

Good. Bo had promised not to share with her or anyone else in the department—yet. Her gushing about their impending arrival might derail his plans to maintain a sonofabitch image.

All pretense of sharing a cube with Bo flew out the window the moment Lucky arrived at his desk. No sign of Bo, not even his computer docking station. Instead, pictures of Rone Johnson covered the desk, and a magnet on the filing cabinet declared, “Monday hates you too!”

A flower pot shaped like a duck sat on the desk, overflowing with ink pens.

Loretta Johnson sat at the next desk, typing away at her laptop. Without so much as looking up, she handed Lucky a cup of Starbucks and resumed typing.

The Christmas cactus remained on the cabinet, trailing long green shoots down the sides.

Words fought hard to come out of his mouth: “Did you hear me and Bo are parents?”

Keeping his mouth shut damned near killed Lucky, only, how much could he tell without more questions coming his way than he could answer? Most folks in the department knew he and Bo lived together. Other than the basic facts, they kept their relationship out from under other people’s noses. Except for a choice few, like Walter, Johnson, and Lisa, who regularly came to their house, and asshole Keith, whose daughter did. Bo might have a few more he’d confide in.

But not about the baby. Not yet.

The story they’d stick to made creative use of the truth: Yes, Bo was Alejandro’s father, like the birth certificate said. Together he and Bo would raise the child and love him, teach him all he needed to know. Yolanda picked Bo to be the father.

Yes, they’d always planned a family and decided on surrogacy. Very true.

Saying too much right now wasn’t advisable, since so much could still go wrong, health-wise. While no one would contest Bo being the father, adding Alejandro to his medical plan definitely fell into the “fraud” category, unless Walter managed to work his magic.

For better or worse, they’d made a decision. Bo could even apply for paternity leave. He wouldn’t, not when he’d earned the dubious honor of being Walter’s replacement, and taking leave would mean the boss postponing retirement.

While Walter’s skills remained sharp, the job definitely took a toll on his health. He’d done his time in the war zone of drug enforcement, and deserved to spend his golden years not looking over his shoulder or dealing with criminals.

And driving Mrs. Smith crazy, being underfoot all the time. Walter’s words, not Lucky’s.

Lucky could take time off to help the new addition get settled in, but he had a crop of newbies to see to, and a case. Finding out how those drugs got into schools fell on his shoulders. Besides, Charlotte had volunteered for childcare while Bo and Lucky worked.

While she didn’t mention her no longer needing to get pregnant, she threw herself into knitting baby blankets between her online courses. Next semester called for her to show up at a brick and mortar school occasionally, but for now, staying home worked.

Except for the times she left the house alone, not saying where she was going or when she’d be back.

Had she met someone? Funny, she’d not mentioned a man. Then again, she’d always said she’d never bring a date around her kids unless she was damned sure of the relationship going somewhere.

Oh well. Lucky would happily tell Salters he’d lost out. Strange, Salters hadn’t asked about Charlotte lately. Maybe he’d given up and gone away.

Then again, any of the trainees could dance naked in front of Lucky and he’d probably not notice, as preoccupied as he’d been.

Nope, not an image he needed. Focus. He needed to focus on important things.

Like his family.

At least another week before they’d bring little Alejandro home. Andro. Their son. Lucky’s heart swelled.

Family. Lucky’s family. He’d be a father. He and Bo. Though they hadn’t gone about it like they first envisioned, only the end results mattered.

Enough thinking about babies right now. Work first. Okay, one more minute. He texted Cruz. “Everything settled?”

A moment later a smiling emoji appeared onscreen, along with, “Graciela sends her love and asked if tamales would keep long enough for me to bring them to you. Sorry, my friend, but Graciela’s tamales wouldn’t last any farther than the Texas border in my care.”

The little shit.

“Yolanda is seeing a therapist and helping Graciela at the cantina. She’s starting online classes in the fall.”

“Hug G for me, k?” Graciela. One more person on a growing list of folks who might not hate him. Hard to hate him, probably, when he’d helped her regain her home.

No one would bother the girl in Nestor’s territory, or under the protection of the Mangiardis. Lucky couldn’t have found a safer place for her.

With Yolanda settled, he could put his mind to ease. About one thing, anyway, leaving him free to worry about the roughly 9,000 other matters on his plate.

He pushed aside thoughts of his personal life. Work. He needed to work. Lots of cleanup from the clandestine pharma shop, more assignments for the rookies, getting the nursery in order.

Damn, there he went again. If this was how a man acted during impending fatherhood, how had his father ever gotten the tobacco and other crops planted during the nine years Lucky’s mother pretty much stayed pregnant?

A father. Lucky was going to be a father. Sooner than he ever dreamed.

Diapers, bottles, responsibilities, up all hours of the night.

Ever since his talk with Bo his moods swung from walking on clouds to scared shitless. What right did he have to be a dad? He’d done some awful things with his life. Some good, too, to hear Bo and Walter tell of it, Charlotte as well.

But a father. To a little boy who needed people to love him. A little extra help. Not to mention the mother. Poor girl. She was just a little older than Ty, and younger than Todd.

He stared at the plant on the filing cabinet. Last year it bloomed at Thanksgiving. He imagined dark pink blossoms.

In November. Thanksgiving. Followed by Christmas.

Would Bo and Lucky get to spend a proper Christmas together again? Charlotte and the boys would be here. What if little Alejandro spent his first Christmas with an actual family instead of in the hospital or foster care?

Christmas. A family Christmas.

With a family of his own.

He needed to talk to some folks at Ty’s school. The hospital was on the way. Or close enough. Only ten more miles.

The ride over blurred in his mind, and once again he stood peering through a glass window at a tiny body in a bassinet. Only a few sensors remained on Andro. A good sign, right?

A smiling nurse pushed the bassinet closer to the window. He’d been a fixture here for the last few days. How he longed to go in, hold the tiny body against his chest, rock him.

But he wasn’t the baby’s father. The nurses wouldn’t allow him to hold a child not his.

If he and Bo married, he’d have rights. No, he wouldn’t push Bo to make things legal. They wore wedding bands, were married in all the ways that mattered.

Still, as he smiled down at his son, he couldn’t help wondering if he should be doing more.

He texted his sister. “Make me a list of everything we’re going to need.”

If he couldn’t rock his son, he’d do what he could to make the boy’s life good.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Lucky rummaged through other people’s cast-offs. Did they have any business bringing a child into their lives if they couldn’t afford nice, new furniture for their kids?

Then again, Lucky’d grown up wearing his cousin’s hand-me-downs, which he then passed on until the clothes disintegrated. Poor Daytona. He’d gotten not only used clothing from cousins and older brothers, but also Charlotte. Good thing she’d been tomboyish in her younger years.

Hmm… an oak crib. Some scuffs, but nothing he couldn’t sand out and refinish. The changing table didn’t match, but Charlotte could work some magic with all the crafts she’d taken up over the years. Between his sanding and painting and her tacking on decals or whatever, they’d make do.

He squinted and studied his sister’s list. Baby towels and washcloths? Onesies? Judging by his closet, Lucky wasn’t capable of choosing his own clothes, let alone someone else’s. Maybe coming back with Charlotte and Bo would be better.

For the kid anyway.

Jeez! Were used cribs supposed to cost this much? Lucky removed his cellphone and scrutinized the list Bo and Charlotte had made for him, budgeting how much for each item he should expect to spend. Okay, so this crib didn’t come close to what Bo reckoned.

He made a note of the larger pieces and packed the smaller ones into a slightly rusted shopping basket with “Winn Dixie” on the handles. No telling where the thrift store got the four-wheeled relic.

He got to the counter with his purchases. “I want a crib and changing table in the furniture section, but they won’t fit into my car. Can I pay for them and come back to get them later?” Working on a tight deadline didn’t leave him a lot of time.  “My sister also has things she wants to donate, so I’ll have to bring them back too.” Why hadn’t he thought to borrow Bo’s truck earlier?

The young woman behind the counter beamed. “How far away do you live? Our truck will pick up within ten miles of the store. We can drop off your items at the same time and save you a trip.”

Really? “About four.” But… delivery meant a stranger coming to his house, possibly while he wasn’t there.

To be met by a fully armed sister. “Yeah, that could work.”

Spending far less than he’d expected, he tucked his billfold back into his pocket. “When can you come?”

“Just a moment and I’ll check.” The woman punched a few keys on the world’s oldest still-working laptop, and grinned. “It turns out our delivery driver will be near you around two this afternoon. Does that work?”

Wow! That fast. “Sure.” Still wincing at giving a stranger personal information, he jotted his address on a Post-it pad, along with Charlotte’s number so she could buzz the truck through the gate—if the gate happened to be working today.

Business concluded, he strolled out of the store, pulled out his phone, and called his sister.

“Hey, Lucky, how’d you do?”

He couldn’t help grinning. Domestic success. Wouldn’t Bo be proud? “I found some pretty good things, I think. The thrift store is going to deliver around two. Will you be home?”

“Sure. You want me to set things up or wait for you?”

Telling her to do the work would save him some trouble, but Bo might want to make a family effort out of fixing up the nursery. “How about we save that for after supper, when we’re all there?”

A smile came through in her voice. “Sounds good. I can’t wait to see everything.”

“Now don’t get too excited. The furniture will need some work.”

“We’ll handle it. I shopped Goodwill for Todd’s baby things.” She didn’t add that Lucky, courtesy of a drug-lord lover, provided much better things for Ty. If only he had the disposable cash now he’d had access to then. No problems.

But didn’t planning, saving, and working with what they had make Bo’s eyes light up? The man could squeeze a penny until it screamed, and made a game out of saving money.

Lucky’d come in under budget with his purchases. He wasn’t looking forward to Bo’s praise. No, not at all. Okay, maybe a little bit.

“See you tonight.” Lucky ended the call and checked his phone for the time. Oops, better get back to work.

***

At three o’clock Charlotte called. Lucky, at his desk, checked right and left for eavesdroppers and took the call. Anyone witnessing one of his conversations on this particular topic might mistakenly think he possessed a softer side. “Hey, girl. What’s up? Did the furniture come?”

Silence.

“Charlotte? Is something wrong?”

“Um… Did you say you went to the thrift store by the CVS?”

“Yeah, why?” His heart fell. He’d been so sure he’d gotten a good deal. What if he’d spent his and Bo’s hard-earned cash on rubbish?

“A truck came, all right, but it wasn’t from the thrift store, and I don’t think this is what you picked out.” She lowered her voice. “Lucky, this is all brand new. Crib, child’s bed, matching dresser, changing table, rocking horse, bouncy chair, swing, state of the art car seat. Plus, towels, washcloths, comforter, rocking chair. I asked the driver if he’d made a mistake, but he assured me this was for us.”

“What the hell? Leave everything in the boxes. We’ll figure this out when I get home.” Surely Bo hadn’t gone crazy and spent a fortune. While they’d like to give Alejandro the best, their budget didn’t allow new. They needed to save their money for possible medical expenses not covered by insurance.

“I can’t. They set everything up and took the boxes. Lucky, what’ll I do?”

What indeed. “I’ll be there in a few.” He ended the call and texted Bo. “I need to talk to you.”

“I’m in a meeting. Give me about twenty minutes,” Bo texted back.

Twenty minutes. An eternity. When Bo was still an agent, he’d been easier to track down. Oh, who was Lucky fooling? There were days and weeks he’d gone without seeing or talking to his man. And taking over Walter’s job meant Bo came home at night and wasn’t in much danger of getting shot, so he’d never regret Bo’s change in status.

The new job also meant Bo dressing up for work. The man looked damned good in a suit.

Lisa poked her head into his cube. “Mr. Harrison? This came for you a little while ago.” She gave him a soft smile.

He took the FedEx mailer from her hand. “Thanks.”

She grinned and traipsed down the hall.

Now who’d be sending him something via FedEx? No return address. What? Didn’t FedEx require that? He ripped the envelope open and pulled out a single piece of paper, covered with hand-written scrawl: Only the best for Alejandro Harrison-Schollenberger.

The note was signed V and N.

“Fuck my life.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

No thumping music pounded through the floors, which might mean Ty wasn’t home, or maybe he’d taken to wearing headphones. Even so, if he didn’t learn volume control, he’d lose hearing before he started college.

Lucky tapped twice on Ty’s room door. There. He’d knocked. Without waiting for an answer, he opened the door. He would not tear the place apart looking for pills. He wouldn’t.

If Ty left something in plain sight, however…

Checking out the nursery additions would have to wait. Opportunities for a private heart-to-heart with his nephew didn’t come along every day.

What the fuck? Lucky froze.

Ty sat on the edge of his single bed, head in his hands. “Ty?” Rumpled covers spoke of not having been made up lately. Band posters hung from the walls, as well as posters from some of his favorite soccer teams.

Clothes and shoes lay in piles on the floor, along with books, papers, and a video game controller. A lonely sock draped over the bed’s footboard. No telling what Lucky might find under the bed.

Essence of gym-locker funk hung in the air. Next time Ty went to school, the two windows on the far wall were coming open.

A grease-stained paper plate lay two feet from the trashcan. Good thing Ty’s sport wasn’t basketball.

At least the place didn’t reek of air freshener, the way Lucky’s used to when he’d hidden smoking in the house during his own teenaged years. Poor kid didn’t stand a chance. Wasn’t much he could dream up the Lucklighter kids hadn’t thought of first.

Meaning, of course, Lucky. With a touch of Daytona thrown in for good measure. But whatever illicit substances Lucky might have experimented with, he’d never scored from a teacher.

Lucky opened his mouth to speak—and promptly shut up.

Misery peeked out of the eyes peering above Ty’s fingertips. He didn’t recoil, complain about Lucky more or less barging into his room, or anything else. In fact, he looked—relieved?

Fuck. Lucky dropped down beside his nephew on the bed. “Tell me. What happened?” The misery hadn’t taken up residence on Ty’s face all by itself. Ty’s silence hinted at a fuckup of epic proportions.

“Something bad happened to Greg.”

Greg? “Who’s Greg?” Surely Lucky hadn’t missed Ty suddenly befriending a kid by that name. “A friend of yours.”

“Not… not really.” Ty sniffed. “He’s a guy on the team. Didn’t show up to school today. Some of the other guys say he OD’d.”

Chills danced their way up Lucky’s spine. “OD’d on what?” The squirming in the pit of his gut said he already knew.

“The same stuff we all take.”

We? “Are you still taking that shit?” Even after I told you not to?

“No.” Ty scrubbed a hand over his face. “You told me it was dangerous, but all the guys said…”

“Said it wasn’t and I was an idiot.”

Ty nodded. “Something like that.”

“You do realize I’ve spent over a dozen years in narcotics enforcement, and a few more… well, in the drug trade.” More or less. “I kinda know what I’m talking about.”

“I know. I just didn’t want to admit it.” Whether consciously or not, Ty leaned toward Lucky. “I’m ready to believe you now.”

“Good. Because the shit is gonna hit the fan, and I don’t want you getting caught in the splatter.”

Ty shrugged. “Not much of a way to avoid it. That splatter’s going a long way. Soccer, football, tennis… We’ll be lucky to have a school left.”

Fuck. Another thing to hold against Uncle Lucky if Ty took a mind to. “How’s this Greg? Is he okay?”

For a long moment Ty didn’t answer. Finally he said, “He’s alive, if that’s what you mean, and he’s not telling anyone what happened—what really happened. His parents took away his phone and won’t let him talk to the guys.”

Which meant maybe they’d let him talk to Lucky if he flashed his badge. Being official with the SNB had its uses.

Wrapping his arms around himself, Ty swayed back and forth. “I’m sorry I wouldn’t listen before. I talked to Todd, and he told me I was a fucking idiot.”

No need agreeing when Ty did such a good job of beating himself up already. Instead of speaking, Lucky slung an arm around Ty’s shoulders.

Ty laid his head against Lucky’s chest. “I’m sorry, Uncle Lucky. Is there anything I can do to help?”

Was there? The two agents posing as students hadn’t gotten anywhere. An idea took root in Lucky’s brain. Nope. “Bad idea” he heard in Bo’s voice.

Still… “I want you to do something for me.”

“What?”

Lucky sucked in a deep breath. “We’re going to have to tell your mother, because like hell will I involve you without her knowledge, but I’m going to need you to get more of those pills.”

He shuddered, anticipating Charlotte’s reaction.

***

Lucky rammed his hands into his pockets and approached the soccer field. Ty sat on a bench with the other players, back turned. Good. If he didn’t see Lucky, he couldn’t react badly.

Or not nearly as badly as Charlotte had for Lucky and Ty not telling her about the pills from the get-go. Brrr… She might be small, but damn, Lucklighter women were fierce.

Ty might be off restriction by the time he left for college.

Charlotte still hadn’t mentioned the length of Lucky’s probation. Whatever she decided, Bo would back her up.

He watched his suspect, a squarely-built man in his mid-fifties.

The coach paced back and forth in front of the bench, player’s heads swiveling to track his movements. He issued the usual spiel about teamwork, how they were the best, and how no one could beat them.

Yadda, yadda. At last the players left the field and trudged up a grassy hill toward the school. Lucky stepped from the shadows of the bleachers. “Coach Akin? Could I have a world with you?”

The coach paused mid-motion of turning up a water bottle. “Sure. What can I do for you?” He resumed lifting the bottle to his lips and chugged down half in one go.

Lucky held out his hand. “Rich Lucklighter. I’m Ty’s uncle.”

“His uncle?” The coach squeezed Lucky’s hand in a too-firm, “I’m macho, damn it!” grip. Lucky didn’t flinch. “You’re a truck driver, right? He talks about you a lot.”

Truck driver? But sure, truck driver worked for Lucky’s goals. “Yeah. He talks a good bit about you too, and the team.” True enough. “Since he’s new here and all, I wanted to check in on how he’s doing.” Lucky shrugged. “You know how kids his age are. Anyone over thirty is the enemy and he ain’t telling me nothing.”

The coach chuckled. “Don’t I know it. Got a son about his age.”

Interesting. Did coach give him drugs too? “Is he on the team?”

“Nah.” Coach rolled his eyes. “He’s on the robotics and chess teams, if you get my drift.”

No, Lucky didn’t, but he wasn’t saying. Why wouldn’t a man be proud no matter what his son’s interests?

“Not like Ty. Now, there’s a boy with potential.”

Really. Pushing drugs at Ty damned sure wouldn’t help him reach that potential. “His joining the team late hasn’t hurt him?”

The coach swiped his arm over his sweaty forehead. Yes, spring sun got hot in Georgia. “Heck, no. I have to work with the new kids a bit more, but he’s coming along just fine. Or, he has since he got his grades up.”

Lucky just bet he had to work with them. As in filling them full of drugs. “Good to hear. I’ve been worried about him since he transferred from Spokane.”

“Well, don’t you worry none. He’s doing fine.” The coach finished his water and lobbed his bottle at the nearby trash can. “Two points! And basketball isn’t even my game.” The man laughed at his own joke. He gave Lucky an apologetic smile and cut his eyes toward the school. “If that’s all, I’m afraid I need to get up there before the guys tear the locker room apart.”

Lucky faked a wince. “You better do that. Thanks for easing my mind.”

“You bet.”

Lucky watched overly bulky shoulders and an ass better suited on a professional body-builder thump away. Steroids. Ty’s coach had to be taking steroids. Lucky waited until the man opened a door, threw up his hand, and disappeared inside the school.

Checking the area to ensure privacy, Lucky pulled out a handkerchief he’d swiped from Bo’s dresser drawer and reached into the trash can for the bottle, lifting it by the lid.

He’d done his part, now to wait for Ty.

***

Thirty. Thirty pills in a tiny little bottle, enough to put a kid in the hospital.

His kid. Or rather, his sister’s.

Lucky secured the pills in a plastic zip bag earmarked for the lab, and sent the bottle to forensics. With any luck, Ty did exactly as told and left no fingerprints.

Good money went on the coach not being so lucky.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The kid in the hospital wouldn’t talk, not even with Bo’s persuasive charm, and the parents weren’t cooperative either. If someone nearly killed Lucky’s son, he’d be out for blood.

Then again, denial was a powerful enemy to setting things right.

Okay, so no witness there. Still, Lucky had a case to solve.

The first order of business? Avoiding Judge Spence, who’d denied Lucky’s warrant requests. Second, follow-up on the lead from his grocery checker turned secret agent—at least in his own mind—and strike a name off the list.

Which required combing through hours of recorded videos. Good thing Lucky’s area of expertise wasn’t surveillance. Hopefully, Keith had to go through every second of footage by himself and got a bad case of eye strain.

The clip sent to Lucky from the school showed the money shot: the teacher—who no one but Lucky would suspect of being a drug dealer—shoving drugs into a kid’s locker at ten p.m. and taking a wad of bills in return.  Camera images from outside the building showed her car in the parking lot.

But she didn’t have a key to Ty’s locker, so she wasn’t the only one supplying the drugs.

The asshole who’d dared supply a narcotics agent’s nephew with possibly tainted pharmaceuticals got the personal touch, even if Lucky couldn’t make the arrest himself. He could make sure it happened.

***

The bell sounded, heralding a mass exodus of the school. Lucky watched as Ty got into Charlotte’s car, and waited until his family and the majority of students were clear. He nodded at the two uniformed officers he’d had to put up with for the last half-hour.

Another officer kept a lookout on the teacher’s parking lot. No matter what kind of day Coach Akin had so far, from here on, his day headed for a swan dive.

Together, Lucky and the officers strode up the walkway. A couple of remaining students stopped to stare.

“Reckon Mr. Crawford’s cooking up meth after class?” asked one gawky kid.

His friend’s eyes went wide. “Just like in Breaking Bad? How cool would that be?”

Lucky made a mental note to check out this Mr. Crawford, just in case.

At least the school had good security—security not afraid to stop him and ask for ID and his business, even though he came with two uniformed cops.

The officers’ shoes struck out a steady beat on the floor. The entire place smelled like schools from Lucky’s memory. A janitor emptied a trash can in a classroom they passed. Damn, it’d been forever since Lucky’s own high school days—days best forgotten.

At last they came to the gym, turning down an adjacent hallway. Lucky tapped on the open doorframe.

The coach looked up. “Can I…” The astonishment on his face, and his not smiling and asking, “How can I help you?” spoke of his guilt.

“Let’s take a little walk, okay?” The officers led the man in shit-loads of trouble out of the building and to his car.

“Open it please. We have a warrant and probable cause.”

Coach Akin cut his eyes to the left and the woods. Nope. He might outrun Lucky with his gimpy leg, but not two young, fit officers.

With a resigned sigh, the teacher opened the trunk of his late-model BMW and stepped back. A black gym bag sat in the middle of various sports equipment. Lucky donned gloves and opened the bag.

Bottle upon bottle of small white pills.

Lucky smiled to the sweet sound of Miranda rights.

***

Lucky stared at a name list he’d never have expected in a case involving illicit drugs and human trafficking. Did these people even know their actions hurt an innocent baby? Probably not.

God, how Lucky hated most people.

A teacher who’d slipped drugs into student’s lockers, providing a perceived answer to their grades problem—for a fee.

A coach determined to take a last place team to the playoffs, or whatever the ultimate soccer game was called.

A doctor who indiscriminately provided prescriptions for kids who didn’t need ADHD drugs.

The compounding pharmacist of Bo’s nightmares.

Lucky would take them down—take them all down. His undercover rookies supplied a few more names, kids who got the drugs and resold them, kids who bought and took them. By the time the SNB finished this case there might be no school left.

Sixty-five names. Sixty-five people who didn’t yet know they’d soon be spilling their guts. Not Lucky’s problem. Interrogation fell to Atlanta PD, DEA, and Homeland Security, depending on the charges and severity.

All those random people, with little in common, had unwittingly come together to commit one of the worst cases of Lucky’s career. So many changed lives. Scars folks like Yolanda would bear forever.

Those parents and kids might think themselves above ruthless cartels, and yet, they’d been party to every heinous act carried out.

He stood outside of an interrogation room, with Walter, staring through the glass at a young woman with mousy brown hair. Tears streaked her face.

“Ma’am, not only are you accused of supplying drugs to students, we also have evidence that you interfered with SAT scores, enabling students to qualify for college and scholarships. Privileges that rightfully belong to others. You’ve stolen from them.” The officer posing the questions might rival Walter for height, with broad shoulders and a take-no-prisoners attitude. His voice, however, remained deceptively soft. A voice to coax out your greatest secrets. He leaned on a chair, both huge hands resting on the back, slightly bent. To make himself appear smaller, less of a threat?

His partner, younger and likely still wet behind the ears, stood to the side. At last the questioning officer sat. “Ma’am, you’re in a whole lotta trouble. Keeping quiet and protecting drug dealers isn’t going to help your case.” She’d already been given her rights. An attorney would tell her to shut up. Lucky hoped she’d keep talking.

Her head snapped up. “Drug dealers? What drug dealers?”

“Ma’am, you’re caught up in an illegal drug operation and human trafficking.”

“Human trafficking!” Outrage burned on her face. “I have not been involved in such a horrible thing. I wouldn’t.”

“Who do you think made the pills you’ve been handing out like candy?” Lucky would be screaming by now. The officer remained calm, the only outward sign of his rage the clenching and unclenching of his fist beneath the table. “One of the victims is only nineteen years old. She’s been used as a drug mule and in so many…other ways.” He let his pointed stare fill in the blanks.

The teacher’s eyes widened, but she didn’t speak.

“Another was just seventeen years old. All the victims were brought to this country illegally and forced to work for no pay. They barely had enough food.”

She opened her mouth but the officer cut her off.

“This kid, the same age as the ones you’ve been supplying with drugs, had been used by various drug cartels since he was fourteen. Fourteen!”

Amazing how the man conveyed so much fury while keeping his voice level and steady. “He was told that if he sought help he’d be arrested and sent to prison. Even so, he escaped three times only to be caught, beaten, and returned to the people using him.”

After a moment of silence the woman asked, “Wha.. what happened to him?” The pain in her eyes said she already knew.

Lucky’s insides clenched at the memory of how the kid’s story played out.

“During the raid that would have freed him, he got scared and ran. Jumped out of a window. He lost his life because of people like you.”

Fat, black tears rolled down her face, further streaking her makeup. She shook her head. “I didn’t know, I swear I didn’t know.”

“Now that you do, what are you going to do about it?”

“I’ll talk.”

“Would you like to have your attorney present?”

She let out a heavy sigh. “No. I’ll tell you everything I know.” The woman began speaking how she thought she was doing a good thing in helping the kids.

At a signal from the officer through the one-way glass, Lucky rounded the corner and entered the room.

The crying mess of a teacher glanced upward, equal parts fear and hope in her eyes. The cop gave up his seat to Lucky, fading into the background. Atlanta PD handled the arrest, but Lucky still had a case.

The officer waved his hand toward Lucky. “This is Special Agent Harrison with the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. He’s heading up this case.”

Lucky nodded and slipped into the chair. “Ma’am.” Politeness seemed to be working so far.

She sniffled and waited. Good sign.

“You might not realize how big this operation is, or who calls the shots. Can you tell me the name of your supplier?”

She named the pharmacist a little too fond of working nights—and who had a key to Grandma’s drug store.

“Thank you. Your cooperation is appreciated.” She’d saved him hours of further research.

She easily gave up meeting times and places, the phone number she called when she needed pills. Next, she gave a list of every kid she’d sold drugs to.

A lot of ugly waited in this woman’s future. She’d never compete with the Mangiardis for drug trafficking, but she’d caused one hell of a lot of harm.

Once the woman exhausted her supply of new information, he left the room and searched out Walter. The boss’s appearance still caught him off guard. He’d lost weight and aged a lot in the dozen or so years they’d worked together.

Still smelled like Old Spice though. “Have they brought in the pharmacist yet?” That asshole had a lot to answer for.

Walter nodded. “Yes, but he’s not talking.”

“He got a lawyer.” Fuck.

“Public defender.”

What? All that drug money and the guy couldn’t afford his own attorney?

“His accounts were frozen,” Walter said by way of explanation.

God, Lucky hated dealing with lowlifes with no regard for other people. “Has DEA managed to keep things quiet?”

“As quiet as an operation of this size can be.”

“Call off the dogs. Let me talk to him.”

“The DEA has taken over this case, Lucky.”

“Yeah, but I think they could use the help of a cocky little bantam rooster, don’t you?”

“You, offering to help them?” Walter raised an eyebrow in question, one side of his mouth lifting. “What happened to your usual animosity?”

Yeah, Lucky hated doing all the work and someone else getting the glory, but he’d be damned if this case ended here. He’d find the ringleaders if it was the last thing he did.

The DEA agents might be thorough, but nobody knew the dark underbelly of Atlanta like Lucky.

“I won’t promise anything, but I’ll see what I can do.” Those words, coming from Walter Smith, meant Lucky’d better plan on interrogating a would-be pharmacist soon.

Until then, back to the office to see what else he could dig up.

***

Many of the names the teacher gave up belonged to a parent, each one likely thinking they were doing no harm, just helping their kids. The teacher swore she had no association with the coach, who’d had his own reasons to drug his students. Dear God, they’d be lucky if anyone remained at the school at the end of this investigation.

Still no lead on the ones calling the shots. They wouldn’t be as easy as apprehending the teacher and coach. But taking out the guppies and leaving the piranhas wouldn’t end the problem. With money to be made, the bosses would only regroup. Time to shut them down before they hurt anyone else.

Keith and his team collected cellphones and bank records of all the suspects charged thus far.

A shadow fell across his desk, moving too fast to be Walter, and Bo would’ve kissed him, or at least put a hand on his arm. Yeah, Lucky’s touchy-feely man liked contact. Johnson was in the field. Must be a rookie. Damn it. Lucky glanced up, ready to growl.

Jameson O’Donoghue stared down at him. Lucky nearly growled anyway, but Bo’s promotion meant he’d soon be the boss, and Lucky’s bullshit couldn’t be allowed to spill over onto Bo. Better play nice.

No matter how badly Lucky didn’t want to.

“Yeah?”

The DEA loaner kept his face free of tells. “Our pharmacy school dropout wised up and cooperated. He’s scheduled a meeting in the old building where they stored the inventory.”

Hallelujah! Probably too early to rejoice, but all afternoon squirmy feelings in the pit of his stomach had tied him up in knots. Someone needed to go down besides the small-time criminals they’d already caught.

“And?” O’Donoghue could’ve emailed or called with his news. He’d hunted Lucky down for a reason, a reason Lucky bet he’d hate.

“DEA is considering your offer.”

Maybe not. “They talked to you?” Really? He’d expected to have to get Boss and Bo involved to keep lead on this case. Then again, maybe O’Donoghue shot the idea down and came here to gloat.

“Yes.” O’Donoghue leaned against Bo’s desk, folding his arms across his chest.

Fuck, there went his case. O’Donoghue acted too smug for Lucky to get the answer he wanted. “And?”

O’Donoghue paused long enough to make Lucky want to squirm. He managed not to. “And I told them that with your knowledge of the case and stellar record as an agent, I could think of no one better suited for this job.”

Should Lucky be flattered or offended that O’Donoghue thought him the perfect man to deal with lowlife scum?

“And Harrison?”

There had to be a “but” or insult coming. No love lost between them. “Yeah?”

The man who might or might not be a mortal enemy gave Lucky a long, appraising look. “Be careful. We’ve had our differences, but you’re going into the lion’s den. Watch your back. I want you back here in one piece.”

“Don’t I always?” Not really. At one time he hadn’t cared if he saw another day. Times had changed since Bo came into his life and made him want to be a better man.

“This time, I’ll be watching too. I volunteered to be your handler.” O’Donoghue stalked off before Lucky could form an answer.

Oh, fuck. If the drug dealers didn’t get him, his own “team” might.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

“Lucky, you don’t have to do this.” Bo placed his hands on the back of Lucky’s chair from hell, capturing Lucky between his arms.

“Yes, I do.”

“There’s plenty others capable of this operation. You’re a trainer now, not assigned to undercover ops.”

Lucky turned his head enough to kiss the inside of Bo’s wrist. “These assholes are going down. I wanna be the one to take them there.” For Yolanda. For Alejandro.

Bo planted a kiss on Lucky’s forehead. “I know. I didn’t think I’d talk you out of it. But that’s one of the things I love about you. You’re stubborn, but occasionally you’re stubborn about things that really matter. I hear O’Donoghue volunteered to be your handler.”

“Yeah.” Good thing or bad, Lucky saw no way to get out of the situation without passing the case to someone else. The only ones he trusted in the role were Bo and Walter. Bo’s involvement might be seen as a conflict of interest, due to his and Lucky’s relationship, and Walter needed to stay the hell off the streets.

“Well, I think they’re waiting for us in the conference room. But before we go…” Bo wrapped a firm hand around the back of Lucky’s neck, pulled him into another kiss, and sauntered away, smoothing his hands down his suit jacket.

The tease.

In one simple gesture he conveyed Walter’s famous words, “Do what you do.”

One more chance to make up for past ills.

If he tried hard enough, maybe he’d someday feel worthy of the life he now lived.

***

Another day, another assignment. Lucky stood, arms out to his side, sweating lightly under his bulletproof jacket and allowing Keith’s team to wire him for sound and run through checks.

Although technically a newbie with the Atlanta division of the SNB, Salters, the red-haired annoyance, had a few years in with the Richmond, Virginia office, and now entered the field with Lucky for the first time in Atlanta on an important, and complicated, case.

How long since Lucky’d stood in his newbie shoes? Seemed like forever. He’d rather have Loretta Johnson on the inside with him, but Salters needed to get his feet wet sometime, and Johnson and Bo knowing the building’s layout meant they were needed on the outside.

As much as he’d like to deny the facts, Salters had managed one hell of a good record in Virginia, and even Walter declared him up to this task.

Besides, no matter how hard he’d tried, he’d not found a single negative on Salters’ record with the bureau.

“Now remember,” O’Donoghue said, standing close under the guise of checking Lucky’s microphone, “if things start going to shit, use your code words and get the hell out of there.” Jeez, the guy sounded almost like he cared. “I’d rather these assholes get away tonight than lose an agent.”

“Not my first rodeo.” Lucky fought back the rising tension and faked calm.

O’Donoghue met his eyes and held his gaze for one long moment. “No, I guess not. Don’t get cocky. You know as well as I do you can’t let your guard down for a minute. And keep an eye on your partner. He’s ready for the field. He had a good teacher.” In this instance, Lucky didn’t think O’Donoghue meant himself and classroom training.

Yes, Lucky did know. “Will you quit fussing over me and let me go do what I do?” As an afterthought, he added, “Mom.”

O’Donoghue rolled his eyes. “If a smart mouth was all it took to do this job, the suspects better give up now.”

As Lucky turned toward the elevator to the parking garage, O’Donoghue called out, “Harrison?”

“Yeah?” Dear Lord, what did the man want now?

“It’s an honor to work an assignment with you.”

What the fuck?

Lucky used the drive over—in his favorite chicken-shit green, department-issued Malibu—to run the facts over with his partner. Salters. Partner. Hah. “How’d you get saddled with this assignment?”

“Begged, pleaded, and offered up my firstborn, sir.” Lucky caught the man’s wide grin out of the corner of his eye.

More softly, Salters said, “I’ve seen a lot of shit in my time with the bureau, but treating people as less than human? These guys have an ass-whipping coming.”

Lucky stopped at a red light and gave his latest protegé a sidelong glance. “And you think you’re the man who can pull that off?”

“No, sir. I think you can. If I learn all I can from you, then one day someone might have that kind of trust in me.”

What the ever-loving fuck? The guy sounded smarter than Lucky gave him credit for. Now to see how much he studied up. “Who are we meeting?”

“A guy named Pablo. Medium build, early twenties, five-six or so, noticeable scar on his right cheek and a cross tattooed on his upper left biceps.”

Lucky nodded. So far so good. “What’s his involvement?”

“He supplied the labor. He’s supposed to bring the raw material supplier with him to this meeting. If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, there has to be a special place in Hell for the mutherfuckers.”

“Any qualms about sending them there, if you have to?” Lucky’d known good agents who fucked up and couldn’t pull a trigger fast enough when needed.

A muscle clenched in Jimmy’s jaw. “As you say, it’s not my first rodeo.”

Nope, not based on Jimmy’s record. He far outstripped any of Lucky’s other trainees.

The light turned green. Lucky waited for oncoming traffic and made a left turn. “I checked out local gang and cartel activity, but no known presence appeared tied to this venture. An unknown. Maybe a startup. The less experienced the better.”

“I still can’t believe some of the people tied up in this.” Salters popped a piece of gum into his mouth and set about slowly chewing.

“You’ll get used to it. I’ve brought down soccer parents turned drug dealers, a doctor who wouldn’t have drawn anyone’s suspicions, and an otherwise mild-mannered secretary winged me a couple years back.” None of them would have pinged anyone’s radar as criminals.

“I read about that.”

Unsurprising, since Salters seemed almost obsessed with Lucky and his career when they’d first met. Nurse Jimmy, Lucky’s stalker at the Virginia hospital where Lucky donated part of his liver to dear old Daddy Lucklighter. He wouldn’t mention his own brother’s basement packaging operation and subsequent death when he’d tried to play with the big boys and lost.

Sometimes cases hit too close to home.

Besides, with live mics, Lucky had learned to watch his mouth.

He pulled the car up to the abandoned-looking building he’d reconned with Bo and Johnson, and where they’d staged their raid. In exchange for a plea deal, the guards cooperated, luring the bosses into a false sense of security.

Still, they took one hell of a risk.

Faint light shone inside the front door; emergency exits signs if he remembered correctly. “Everybody in place?”

Across from the warehouse, Keith and his team set up shop, monitoring Lucky and Jimmy’s movements from a panel van.

“Affirmative,” O’Donoghue replied.

Lucky banged his hand on the dashboard. The glove box fell open. He took out his latest Glock and checked his weapon. Jimmy did the same without prompting. They both holstered their guns at the small of their backs. Lucky had also gotten himself an ankle holster after his last takedown. The damned thing proved useful.

No money was expected from this initial deal, merely a discussion of terms—if the rogue pharmacist hadn’t screwed them over.

If he had, may God have mercy on him because Lucky sure the hell wouldn’t. In his mind he pictured Yolanda, pregnant and scared, and little Alejandro cradled in Bo’s arms.

He’d never write a book or a hit song, but he sure as hell would dedicate what he did do to them.

And Bo. And Ty. All the kids caught up in this nightmare.

“Clear,” O’Donoghue said. “One car parked out back with illegal plates. Another that definitely doesn’t belong in this neighborhood parked down the street. We’re running the tags.”

Hopefully, whoever Lucky planned to meet was novice enough to have driven their own car. Sometimes powerful people thought themselves above the law and made stupid mistakes.

Okay, no obvious threats in sight.

“Let’s move,” Lucky said. He and Salters got out of the car.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Lucky took a deep breath, heart pounding, but not in fear. Anticipation. Fight or flight, tilted heavily to fight. Long weeks of work, now yielding results. The case files now included something of a family tree, displaying names rapidly weaving a web of connection between all the suspects.

A few connections remained to be made. Why had their warrant requests been rejected, and how close were they getting to the top of this shit pile?

Approaching the door, he recalled doing the same a few nights ago with Johnson and Bo. He’d rather have them at his back, but Salters wasn’t a total waste.

Still not good enough for Charlotte, but hey, who was?

Lucky switched his gun from back holster to jacket holster, even though the weather was much too warm for a jacket. Salters followed his example. Smart man. Both kept their hands ready to grab and aim.

Slowly, slowly, they advanced. Dim lights grew brighter as they progressed to the warehouse.

The empty warehouse.

“Well, damn, they’re not here,” Lucky said, more to O’Donoghue than Salters. They both stood still and quiet, waiting for any sound.

Red light. Slamming into Salters. Falling to the floor.

“Oof!” came from Salters a split second before a bullet tore a hole in the sheet rock where his head had just been.

Lucky rolled off Salters, grabbing his gun and keeping low, belly to the floor.

Silence. “We’re okay, but someone tried to take us out,” Lucky murmured. Keith might be a sorry sonofabitch, but he knew his shit.

“Get the hell out,” O’Donoghue growled into his earpiece.

“Negative. Pinned down.” Lucky slithered forward, peering around stacked boxes. Wood splintered by his hand. “Motherfuck!” Pain lanced through his fingers, shooting fire up his arm. He pulled back, cradling his injured fingers as best he could with his gun hand.

Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.

“What’s going on, Harrison?” O’Donoghue asked, concern clear even with his hushed tones. No real reason to keep quiet now. Either someone found out who they were, or never planned to deal with Lucky at all.

The suspect who’d set them up better bend over and kiss his ass goodbye.

“One shooter near left rear loading door. Another one armed on a catwalk above him.”

Silence. “We’ve got a lock on the shooter,” O’Donoghue assured him.

Served the asshole right for standing so close to a window. Lucky waited for instructions. Even he wasn’t stupid enough to go loose cannon at a time like this.

O’Donoghue spoke again. “If they’re not moving, stay down. Team two moving in.”

Lucky and Salters weren’t going any damned where, and neither were their assailants. Made no effort to advance. Which meant they were waiting. For what?

A voice came from another direction, cutting off their exit the way they’d come. “Mr. Harrison, you should have listened when I told you no.” Who the fuck?

Something thumped against the floor, leaking a plume of smoke. Orange flickered on the other side of the warehouse. Oh, hell. Flushed from the reeds like a couple of ducks.

As old as this building was, made of aged wood, it stood no chance in hell against fire.

Either take a chance on running, or wait for their targets to come for their unconscious bodies.

Lucky grabbed Salters’ arm and hauled ass.

The smoke obscured the gunmen’s vision. The tat, tat, tat, of gunfire sounded behind him, kicking up dust and splinters. He ran to the far wall, out of sight of the first gunman and directly underneath the second, safely out of range.

He nodded to Salters and pointed to the right. Working the fingers of his gun hand in a walking motion while still holding his Glock, he cradled his injured hand to his chest. “What the hell do you want?” he called, covering Salters retreating footsteps with his voice.

“You, to shut up and do as you’re told.”

“You know my name, so you know enough about me to be aware that I’ve never shut up and done as I was told in my life.”

Did O’Donoghue just mumble, “That’s for damned sure”? More clearly, he said, “If you’re out of the line of fire, keep him talking.”

Where the fuck was team two? O’Donoghue better get a move on!

The brief moment of quiet let Lucky register footsteps overhead, clanking against the metal catwalk, the gunman finding a new position.

“I sent Agent Salters out. Try not to shoot him,” Lucky murmured into his mic. He crouched low, using his short stature to his advantage. A crack. Sheetrock exploded in a cloud of dust above his head. He held his breath, choking back a cough, and scuttled like a damned palmetto bug across the floor and behind a blue plastic barrel. Please let it be full and dense enough to slow down a bullet. Empty might mean dead.

Damn, but his motherfucking hand hurt! He glanced at the floor. Fucking hell. Blood trail. No hiding. And an open wound around unknown chemicals could prove to be a bad thing.

A very bad thing. Okay. Overhead, a shooter. By the cargo door, a shooter. So far, the man who’d spoken hadn’t fired at him. Biting back a scream, Lucky managed to shrug out of his T-shirt and wrap his hand.

Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck! That fucking hurt! He gritted his teeth against the agony. Fire arced from his hand up his arm. He couldn’t stop now to check damage, but judging by past injuries, they’d fucked his hand up.

Something else they’d pay for.

Back pressed to the wall, gun in his good hand, he waited.

With any luck, Salters had found one of the doors or windows in a neglected office to slither out of.  Nothing from O’Donoghue, but silence meant he wouldn’t jeopardize Lucky’s location by making any detectable sound, or asking questions requiring answers.

Lucky slid to the right on his ass, inching across the floor. At least he no longer dripped a blood trail.

“Agent Harrison, we know you’re here, and we want to make a deal.” The voice came across confident, without a trace of accent, not to Lucky’s ears.

“What kind of deal?”

“End your investigation with the suspects you have and live.”

“What happens if I don’t?” Yeah, he needed to keep the asshole talking, let the fucker advertise his whereabouts.

“Do you like a good barbeque, Agent Harrison?”

“I’m Southern, ain’t I?” No use denying his accent or redneck upbringing.

“How’d you like to find out how a hamburger feels on the grill?”

Fuck. More smoke. They planned to burn the place to the ground. With him in it. “I don’t see how that’s going to be a problem, and you’d be screwing yourself over to make a deal with me.” He softened his voice and let the pain come out.

“And why is that?”

“You saw the blood, right?” Lucky forced a chuckle. “I’m gut shot. I’ll bleed out long before you can do anything. If your hired gun only meant to wing me, I’d withhold his Christmas bonus this year.”

Silence, both from the man and O’Donoghue.

Shutting his mouth, Lucky eased more toward the right. The SNB should have a lock on the man by now, so carrying on the conversation only made tracking Lucky easier. Please let Bo not have heard his gut-shot comment and worry.

Did this place even have alarms and a sprinkler system? Not that it’d help much for a chemical fire.

“Agent Harrison?” The voice came closer. Lucky slid his butt cheeks faster across the floor. Ow! Fuck! He laid his gun down long enough to dig a tree branch-sized splinter out of his ass. Using the hand holding his gun and one ass cheek, he crab-crawled the way Salters had left.

Whoever was out there and knew who he was had to know he wasn’t unattended.

Boom! The whole fucking floor shook, debris raining down. Explosives? Really? Destroying evidence, killing an agent. These guys had to be out of their minds.

“Don’t expect help,” the man said, deep rumble in his laugh. “I brought friends. You should’ve minded your own business. Hector, Vinnie, time to leave.”

“You get that, O’Donoghue?” Nothing. Fuck. Lucky’s heart dropped to his stomach. Smoke began filling the room. If the heat didn’t get him, the smoke would. Both rose. Lucky crawled on the floor. The lights went out.

Blindly he groped in the dark, reaching a dead end of boxes and having to turn around. He never would have thought O’Donoghue’s voice would sound like an angel’s. “Harrison. What’s your situation?”

No need lying. “Pretty damn bad. He said he had friends taking care of my backup.”

“We didn’t come here to let them get away. Now. How far are you from the main entrance?”

“Too fucking far. Did Salters make it out?”

“Salters? No.”

Fuck! Lucky told him to get out, he shoulda fucking obeyed. But damn. Here he’d expected to die one day from a cartel’s bullet, and instead he’d be French fried redneck.

Bo. Charlotte. Ty.

Alejandro. Nope, no dying today. He had a family to take care of and many more years before he’d let his name grace the SNB memorial page.

Steeling his resolve, he crawled, inch by painful inch.

A shout came from behind him. Cursing. Quiet.

“Harrison?” A voice Lucky knew.

“Salters? I told you to get the hell out! Where are you?”

“Near the entrance. Follow the sound of my voice.”

Damn it! Lucky’d gotten turned around and went the wrong damned way. Fuck it all to hell! Hey, when had things gotten brighter? And hotter?

Lucky glanced up and wished he hadn’t. Fingers of flame licked at the ceiling, the building going up like kindling. Fear surged through him. He thought he’d known fear, but nothing like this. Please, Lord, don’t let him burn to death. No, no, no, no, no!

A picture of Bo filled his mind, sitting in a rocking chair, feeding a tiny baby from a bottle. Bo’s son. No, their son. Bo would kick his ass if he gave up.

He couldn’t cover his face; he’d already used his T-shirt for a bandage. Then again, leaving a blood trail now was the least of his worries. He wrapped the bloody shirt over his mouth and nose, lifting the edge to holler, “Keep talking!”

“Over here!”

Lucky course corrected a little to the left. Behind him something went Whoosh! He braced, but no explosion or wall of flame.

Keeping as low as he could, he crawled on his hands and knees.

“Sounds like you’re close. Keep coming.”

Static came through Lucky’s earpiece, but he couldn’t make out words.

“That’s it. Just a little more,” Salters coaxed.

The smoke thinned. Lucky left wood for linoleum. A door slammed shut behind him. “There. I didn’t want to feed the fire with you in it.”

Lucky nearly collapsed. Salters grabbed his arms and yanked Lucky up.

Lucky screamed.

Salters threw opened the front door, to sirens and the crackle of radios.

Two men in firefighting gear came forward, one grabbing Lucky to keep him upright, the other slamming an oxygen mask over his face.

“He’s injured,” Salters said. “Left hand.”

More firefighters carried out three limp men, one in a sooty suit. Were they dead? Caught in their own damned trap.

He scanned the area for Bo, Walter, O’Donoghue. The world went dark around the edges. He pulled the mask away. “I told you to get the fuck out,” he tried to yell at Salters.

Did he really hear, “’Charlotte would have my ass if I’d left you behind” before he passed out?


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Beeping, whirring. Voices. Lucky hurt. His lungs felt raw, each breath agony.

Darkness.

Voices again. “There’s no reason for him to leave the bureau.” Walter?

“Would he still want to stay, under the circumstances?” O’Donoghue.

Circumstances? What circumstances?

“I have it on good authority that he’s tougher than a pine knot.” Huh, the familiar phrase sounded funny coming from Walter.

More quiet.

Crying. “Oh, God, Rich. I’m so sorry.” Charlotte?

Lips on his forehead. “You get better soon. Come home to me.” Bo.

Lucky tried to smile and reassure him, but he was too damned tired.

***

Lucky snapped his eyes open. What time was it? The sun was high. Was he late to work? He tried to turn and check the clock.

Holy fuck! Lucky stared at his bandaged hand. What the…?

Essence of hospital. Bed rails. What had he done to himself this time? He blinked to clear his vision and checked his hand again.

Oh, shit. The bandages didn’t look right. Flowers sat on a table to his left. On his right?

Bo lay back in a chair, mouth open, snoring, in a rumpled suit. That couldn’t be comfortable. Lucky’s hand hurt, but not unbearably so. He’d had worse.

Glowering at the bandage didn’t change its shape. A small object glinted in the sunshine from the flower-laden table.

His not-quite wedding band.

Fuuuuuuuuuccccck.

Bo snorted, gasped, and jerked upright. Confusion melted into a hesitant smile. “Lucky, you’re awake!” He shifted in the chair to take Lucky’s uninjured hand, avoiding the IV needle taped to the back.

“What happened?” Lucky remembered a meeting gone wrong. What else? Think, Lucky, think!

Flames. Salters not making it out. Shit. “How’s Salters?”

“He’s fine. They treated him for smoke inhalation and sent him home.”

“The perps?”

“In custody. The one who gloated about killing you really can’t keep his mouth shut. Can you believe a damned judge got caught up in this?”

The fucking judge. Yeah, Lucky could. The case could wait a few minutes. First things first. “C’mere.”

Bo brought his dear face close enough for Lucky to run his lips over. He yanked back. “Ow!”

“You’ve got a busted lip.” Bo skimmed a finger gently down the side of Lucky’s face. “About a zillion bruises, and nurses picked splinters out of you.”

No more ignoring the elephant in the room. Lucky held up his hand. As if on cue, it gave a sharp throb. Daaaaammmmn!

Bo let out a long sigh. “They tried to save your hand, but you lost your little and ring fingers. I’m so sorry.”

Well, fuck. Bo speaking and removing all doubt killed Lucky’s hopes about being wrong.

Then again, dying in a raging inferno, or dying at all, versus a couple of fingers? No contest.

“I’m told with physical therapy you’ll be able to use the rest of your hand. You’ll just have to… adapt.” Bo squeezed Lucky’s good hand tightly.

The missing fingers throbbed, then again, that might be the drugs talking. “Bo, I…”

“We can always get your ring sized for your middle finger, or—”

“Bo!” Lucky pulled his hand away to place two fingers on Bo’s mouth. “It’s okay. Hell, I’ve bent over and kissed my ass goodbye more times than I can count. You think this little scratch is gonna stop me?”

A wrinkle formed between Bo’s eyebrows. “Are you sure?”

“Hand me my ring.”

Bo retrieved the ring and propped against the side of the bed. “What do you intend to do?”

Lucky placed the ring on his right hand, though the band made a tight fit. He flexed his fist. “That’s a better place for it. That’s the hand I jack off with, so the ring…”

Bo cut him off with a kiss.

Bits and pieces of conversation floated back to him. “What odds did the office betting pool give for me not coming back?”

“Ten to one, in favor of you coming back.”

Lucky snorted. “Let me guess. Keith is the holdout.”

“Nope. The rookie everyone calls Road Rage Robinson. Said if she loses she doesn’t lose much, but if she wins it’s a pretty big payout.”

Lucky couldn’t argue the logic, but the woman would lose the bet. “I’m coming back.”

“I know you are.”

Pain sliced through his hand and he grimaced.

Bo pressed the nurse call button. “Can Mr. Harrison get something for pain?” He held Lucky’s hand while the nurse inserted a syringe into Lucky’s IV tube. “I’ll be right here when you wake up.”

***

Lucky’s hand still throbbed from time to time, but focusing on his case helped. It also helped him tune out the constant litanies of “Need anything?”, “Can I get you anything”, and “You should be resting”, from Bo, Charlotte, Ty, and anyone brave enough to visit.

He’d rest when he was dead.

And not a moment before.

He’d taped poster paper to the living room wall, listing names and locations, then stepped back to examine his handiwork. Sure, DEA likely repeated the same steps, but he’d go fucking crazy if he didn’t stay busy.

The teacher gave drugs to kids to get better grades and offered a little too much help with testing, providing answers in some cases—but only to her own students. In exchange the kids got into better colleges. Which helped the school’s, and her own, reputation.

Or maybe she’d started off intending only to help, while making a profit. Folks with initially good intentions went to jail all the time, if those intentions drove them to illegal acts.

Coach gave soccer players drugs to help them stay on the team so they’d have a better chance at playoffs.

A winning team meant more prestige for coach, not to mention the drug profits, and possible athletic scholarships for the players.

How did that tie into the teacher’s operation?

The nursing home losing patients?

The pharmacist wasn’t talking, and Doctor Take-a-Pill must’ve found out about the raid and ran.

The judge. The coach. The doctor. What tied them together besides greed?

He’d missed something. Turning his attention back to his notes, he started over. Damn blurry eyes! Oh, well. Charlotte was talking on her phone in the kitchen, probably to their mother, and he’d intimidate her to silence if need be. He pulled the glasses out of his computer bag.

There, better when he could see.

Well, hell. His diagrams looked like football plays.

Football plays.

Sports. Hadn’t Johnson seen Judge Spence at a high school ball game?

Lucky parked on the couch, running through the magistrate’s file. No kids, grandkids, nephews or nieces on the team. Maybe he’d gone to the school and maintained his loyalty. Nope. Private school.

He checked the coaches bank records. Small cash deposits, too small to draw much attention, less than $10,000 each time. Lucky’d assumed the money came from the drug trade, but he’d done the math. The school kids weren’t that lucrative.

Kickback money from parents to help kids get scholarships?

Possibly.

Hmm… This entry happened on the fourteenth. Ty had an away game on the twelfth. And here. Another deposit a few weeks earlier. He called up the team schedule, then the schedules for the school’s other sports teams.

Each deposit happened within a few days of games, when they happened.

Oh, shit! The deposits coincided with games Ty’s school won.

This wasn’t about making money off drugs, or helping kids get ahead.

The coach bet on the games. He made enough money to risk prison on high school sports? Really?

Yeah, idiots walked the earth.

Being a winning coach also must help with future job prospects. Hell, the Clemson football coach made 8.25 million for one year. How much could a soccer coach make?

By the time Lucky finished checking financial records, he had his pattern, leading him to parents, the doctor, the pharmacist, the magistrate… No telling how many others.

He’d always gone undercover for drug cases, didn’t get involved much with other crimes, but right now, he needed to track down a bookie.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

No? Walter said no? Bo said, “Oh hell no!”

What Lucky could do he would, via the internet. Private citizens could research shit on-line, right?

And damn, it was easy to find what he needed. Betting on high school sports was legal through offshore sportsbooks? What the ever-loving fuck?

The fucking clusterfuck at Clifton High couldn’t possibly be sanctioned by any damned body. And him out on medical leave meant he’d better keep his ass on this couch. Bad enough getting around Walter, getting around someone while sharing a house might be damned near impossible.

They hadn’t taken his laptop from him.

Yet.

The front door opened. “Hey, Lucky…”

Lucky shut his laptop at the speed of light. “Bo! You’re home early.” Fuck, that sounded like a complaint when Lucky normally bitched about Bo coming home late.

“It’s seven.”

That late? Wow. Lucky’d gotten involved in his work. “The drugs. It’s the drugs.” Lucky held up his injured hand.

Bo approached the couch, arms folded over his chest, and eyebrow rising. “What are you doing that you don’t want me to know about?”

“Nothing.” Lucky slid his laptop under the couch.

“Lucky!”

Fuck. Lucky sighed, retrieved his laptop and passed it over.

Bo sank down beside him on the couch, softening the blow with a caress to the thigh. He opened the laptop, stared a few moments, and let out a low whistle. “First, you were told to rest and you’re on medical leave. You’re not supposed to work.”

This might be one of the dumbest things Lucky ever did, but he asked, “What’s second?”

“This is some damned good work.” He closed the laptop. “I’ll get Loretta right on this.”

“Johnson? You’re giving this to Johnson?”

Bo said the one thing sure to get Lucky’s acceptance. “Would you rather I gave this to someone else?”

“Damn, you play dirty.”

“When it comes to you playing it safe, yes.” Bo turned to face Lucky. “I’ll be honest. Your last trip to the hospital got me thinking.”

Uh-oh. “And?”

Bo patted Lucky’s thigh. “Seeing you in that bed…”

All those times Lucky worried about Bo, now Bo returned the favor.

“I realized I could lose you. I thought with you going to training you’d be safer, but, Lucky, I can’t go through that again, or something worse. You always go charging in, like the night you and Loretta went to that warehouse without backup.”

“In my defense, Walter told me to.”

“And I’ll be talking to him next. Not as your partner, but as the future department head. You need to start taking things easier. Not take so many chances.”

Taking chances was a part of Lucky. “You’re trying to change me?”

“No!” Bo brushed a kiss over Lucky’s forehead. “I love you just the way you are, but you’ve got to start listening to people trying to take care of you. Like your doctor.”

“Like you?”

“Yeah. We have a family now. Look—” Bo crossed his legs, resting his ankle on his knee. “—you’ve done so damned much for the department, for me, but now it’s time to trust others, let them take part of the load.”

“But—”

“But nothing. Jimmy Salters is ready, and Loretta is more than capable.”

Something in Bo’s words still hinted at a “but”. “You want me to quit?”

“No. You trained them well in undercover ops. Trust them to follow your lead. Your expertise is what’s in your head.” Bo gestured toward the laptop. “Look what you’ve turned up.”

Lucky stared down at his injured hand. The injury didn’t slow him down much, though sometimes he swore he still felt his missing fingers. Fatherhood might. Having his sister here, his nephew, Bo, yeah they all changed his life in little ways, in good ways.

Now his life would change again. He closed his eyes. “Give Johnson the information.”

Bo glanced back toward Lucky’s poster-wall. “You know, you’re really good at this. I’ll remember that in the future.” He took Lucky by the good hand, the one now wearing a wish-it-was-a-wedding-band. “You can’t do it all.”

“I’m not letting those assholes get away.”

“And they won’t. Our international contacts can work on the official betting channels, while Loretta looks closer to home. Either way, the case isn’t ours anymore. It hasn’t been for a while. DEA is closing in on whoever’s behind this.”

Yes, the case needed more resources than those at Lucky’s disposal.

“Now, how about you explain this wall to me?”

***

Lucky might not be there to witness the takedown, but his armchair research rounded up more suspects: a nursing home employee buying cheap substitutes for patients while selling their medications on the black market.

The school board had Clifton High under investigation. Good thing the school year ended soon, though Ty might never forgive Lucky if he couldn’t play soccer next year.

Looking into Judge Spence’s acquaintances turned up nothing, and the warehouse owner, a foreign holding company, had no knowledge of what went on in the building they’d planned to tear down.

So many hands in this cookie jar. All about to get slapped.

Like the pharmacist, using Grandma’s facility.

But… was he really doing so without her knowledge? Ah, hell, Bo couldn’t fault him for making a drugstore run to fill his prescription, right? Even though there were much closer pharmacies. He could always say he intended to support the small businessman—or woman.

He lumbered into the facility a half-hour later, plopped his paper script on the counter, and gave his full name, phone number, birthday, underwear size. The last might be exaggeration, but did they really need to know so much about him?

Given the rate of drug diversion in the company, probably so. He drummed his fingers on the countertop.

“We’ll have this ready in a few minutes,” a smiling pharmacy tech told him.

Instead of sitting in one of the four chairs making up their waiting area, he ambled around the room. SNB already investigated this pharmacy, the books, inspections, and found nothing.

He counted four cameras keeping a watchful eye.

Cameras.

He took his bag of goodies and hightailed it back to his house. Although they’d taken the video footage from the pharmacy for evidence, with nothing tying the owner to the crime, how closely did anyone look?

He logged into the work system, and had eyestrain by the time he found the glitch. Right there. The same thing he’d seen with the videos from Walter’s attack last year. A jump. This video also included a time stamp. Throughout the day, random minutes were missing from the display.

At night, when Lucky knew the grandson carried out his illegal pill operation, the cameras that were meant to protect the facility were turned off.

At exactly five o’clock.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Someone at the pharmacy during working hours turned off the cameras. And what was with the missing time chunks?

What happened during those few missing minutes?

Lucky drove back to the pharmacy and parked in a crowded parking lot across the street. In addition to a steady stream of shoppers, the mail carrier came and left, FedEx, UPS, and a few panel trucks.

Those were some big-assed packages too. The records explained the panel vans picking up for nursing homes and hospice facilities, but not the big-assed FedEx shipments.

Back in the store he went. Pretending to browse got old, but no one seemed suspicious of a man with a bandaged hand. With the doors to the back closed, he couldn’t see the compounding operation—which should have taken place in a sterile environment, but he could see the pharmacy staff loading boxes.

He couldn’t be everywhere at once. God, how he hated making this call, but he needed someone with a long reach, since he was still on leave.

Bo picked up on the first ring. “Lucky, is everything okay?”

“Don’t get mad.”

Silence, then, “Every time you tell me not to get mad you say something that would try the patience of a saint. What happened?”

“I need someone to check out packages at the local FedEx hub from Gentry’s Pharmacy.”

“What? Why?”

“Call it a hunch.”

“Lucky, you’re not sitting at home with your feet up, are you?”

“Hey, I had to get a script filled.” Creative use of the truth, but still.

“Ten miles out of the way?”

“You got something against supporting small businesses?”

More silence, then, “Walter trusts your gut feelings, and so do I. I’ll take care of it. Now, get your ass home and stay there. Promise.”

“I promise.” Lucky managed to keep his promise.

This time.

***

The wall was now covered with poster paper bearing both Bo and Lucky’s scrawl. Bo rested his cheek against the top of Lucky’s head where they stood, studying their combined efforts. “You know what this means, right?”

“Grandma’s going to jail?” Lucky wrapped his arm around Bo’s waist and leaned into his warmth.

“And a whole lot of other people. What a fucked-up situation. Everyone using pharmaceuticals for their own gain. Gambling, grade tampering, mail order pill mill. Was everyone in Atlanta involved in this damned case?”

The posters also showed Montgomery, Alabama; Jackson, Mississippi, and towns as far away as Texas.

And totally out of their hands.

Except…

“Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“Since you’ve done all this work, tied up so many lose ends, I’ve convinced the DEA to use you as a consultant.”

“You what?”

“Isn’t that what you always wanted, to keep some control of your cases once they went national?

“Yes, but…”

“But nothing. You’re wasted in the field.” Bo tapped Lucky’s temple with a fingertip. “All that knowledge you’ve built up over the years needs to be shared. Once you’re cleared to go back to work, you’ll be consulting on this case, and a few others.”

“They aren’t close to closing the case?” What the fuck?

“No, Lucky, it’s too big, huge even. I hate to say it, but it might be years before anyone comes close to solving this one.”

“Not good enough.” Lucky couldn’t give up. Not now. Too many people needed to pay for their crimes.

“They’ll come to justice, every last one of them, and you and I will be there, helping. Just not today.” Bo brushed his lips over Lucky’s temple.

Yolanda, the baby, so many other victims. Students. Fuck.

Lucky flumped down onto the couch, Bo beside him.

Bo patted his thigh. “We’ve won a few battles, but the war rages on.”

Yes, the war did, on the streets of Atlanta and everywhere. Lucky might be beaten up, dragged through the mud, and a little worse for wear, but by God, he was an SNB agent, and eventually, he’d round up all involved and they’d face justice.

Just not today.

Damn it.


CHAPTER FORTY

Salters stopped Lucky on his way to the elevator. “Talk to your sister lately? You could always invite me to dinner.” He waggled his brows.

So much for thinking he’d gotten over his Charlotte obsession.

Lucky summoned every bit of his asshole reputation into his scowl. “Don’t even think about it.”

Asswipe.

The drive home proved uneventful, though sitting in a conference room wore him the hell out. Biggest case of his career, and growing with each day.

At least consulting kept him off the streets and kept Bo happy. But one day? Who knew?

Charlotte sat at the kitchen table, staring down at her hands, an unreadable expression on her face.

Lucky rushed to her side and took the next chair. “Charlotte? Did something happen? Is it Mom or Dad? Ty?”

She jumped, hissing, “I have to go!” into her phone. Who the hell had she been talking to?

She opened her hands, revealing a little plastic device.

What? He stared until the shape made sense. Oh. Oh! In the center, a small window showed a plus sign.

Charlotte let out a sob. “I’m sorry, Lucky. I truly didn’t know or I’d have said. I know this might be too much to take in, given that you and Bo already have a baby…”

Oh, God. Charlotte pregnant? Not one kid, but two?

Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck. Lucky ran his hands through his hair. Spit up, diapers, midnight feedings, tantrums.

Times two.

He rose and paced back and forth through the kitchen and breakfast area. Why couldn’t he fucking breathe?

Oh. Right. Two little people depending on him.

Two tiny bodies, one in Bo’s lap, one in Lucky’s as they watched TV. Or what if the kids nodded off, like Todd and Ty used to, adorable faces slack from sleep? Siblings, born close together, who might grow up to be best friends.

Like Lucky and Charlotte. He returned to his chair, pulled her into a hug, and whispered, “Thank you,” into her hair. If he held her closely enough, she might not notice the happy tears in his eyes.

Charlotte. Pregnant with a little Bo.

“I’ll stay here as long as y’all need me, help with the kids, I’ll…”

He was going to be a father, twice over.

What would Bo think?

Bo. Who’d soon bring home the child he claimed as his son. Time enough to tell him later. Right now, Lucky’s sister needed him. “Shh… It’s okay. In fact, it’s damned good news. I’m so happy. Thank you so, so much. You’ll never know.”

He lifted his sister’s tear-stained face. “This doesn’t mess up anything. You made it more perfect. Besides, it’s not you. We’re all in this. If you tell anybody I said this I’ll deny it with my dying breath, but you’ve made me and Bo happy.”

“He”—sniff— “doesn’t even know.”

“Trust me. He’ll be just as happy as me. Yeah, we’re bringing home a little boy, and in…” He pulled back and pursed his lips. “How long?”

Charlotte dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “Well, I haven’t been to the doctor yet, but I’m guessing about eight months.”

Wow. “In eight-months he’ll have a little brother or sister. We’ll have a full house.”

“You’ll need the spare room. I’ll… I’ll have to move.”

What? “No! Have you seen how much space we have? We haven’t gotten past the planning stages yet, but I fully intend to build you an apartment in the garage.” An idea hit, but he’d have to include Bo in any major decision. “Have you told Ty yet?”

Charlotte blew her nose with her soggy tissue. “No. Not yet. He knows I was trying to get pregnant. I don’t know how he’ll react now that shit just got real.”

“Why don’t you take him out for pizza or something. Have a little talk. In the meantime, I’ll break the news to Bo.”

Only, what was he going to say? He sat in the kitchen for a long time after Charlotte left to pick Ty up from school. Bo would be thrilled, wouldn’t he?

Of course, he would. He was Bo, after all.

Johnson’s wonder brews struck again. He’d never hear the end of her crowing.

Lucky tried to keep his footsteps in check on the way to his and Bo’s room, and straight through to the nursery, now ready and waiting for its new occupant.

Holy fuck, what a room. He’d avoided the place since Victor and Nestor shoved their wealth into Lucky’s life. Crib, changing table, hamper, some kind of thing to put diapers in, sheets, baby towels… He opened the dresser. Clothes. Lots and lots of clothes, all in shades of blue, green, and yellow.

A tiny wooden rocking horse with a fluffy golden mane smiled up at him from a spot by the window, next to a rocking chair in the same rich mahogany as the rest of the furniture. He did a three-sixty in the middle of the room. If they moved the dresser over, they’d have room for another crib, right… there.

Not one child, but two. Instant family. He grinned so hard his face hurt.

But he was getting ahead of himself.

First to break the news to Bo.

***

Lucky drummed the fingers of one hand against the tabletop. Yow! Damn it! Heal, motherfucker, heal! He recovered enough to tug at his uncomfortable collar with the other hand. God, but he hated dressing up. For such a special occasion, he’d make an exception.

Even one-handed.

He checked his phone for the umpteenth time. No messages from Bo, but about one thousand smiling emotis from Johnson. Yep, he’d never hear the end of her gloating. “Told you that shit worked!”

Johnson’s thermos ought to have a warning label.

Of course. Charlotte told her.

He planned to retaliate by telling everyone who’d listen that Rett knocked up his sister.

Five more minutes passed. Surely he’d given Bo the right address. Yes, his text contained the right time and place. “Luigi’s at seven.” His cellphone showed six forty-five. Still no Bo.

How was Bo to know Lucky’s nerves put him on edge, prompting him to arrive a half-hour early? To fill in the time, he practiced what to say. “Bo, I’ve got some great news!” Nope, too lame. Maybe he should ease the tension with a joke. “Man, you are not gonna believe this…”

He’d threatened Rett with bodily harm if she breathed a word to Bo before Lucky got the chance. Rett and Charlotte’s friendship meant no more secrets for Lucky.

The agitated waiter stopped by again. “Sir, are you sure I couldn’t interest you in an appetizer or drink?”

Yeah, a good stiff shot of whiskey. But no, better to keep a clear head, and sucking down a glass of sweet tea wouldn’t get him into Bo’s good graces. “What you got that’s caffeine free, and no alcohol? Oh, and no sugar.”

The waiter raised a mocking eyebrow. “Water?”

Lucky lifted the glass he’d refilled twice since arriving. “Got it covered. He’ll be here in a few minutes, I promise.” He perused the crowded dining room. Oh. The restaurant wanted the table.

Bo swept through the door, glancing right and left. His dark-eyed gaze fell on Lucky. He smiled and wove his way through the tables back to Lucky.

Lucky gave the waiter a triumphant grin. “Told ya. Why don’t you make yourself useful and go fetch another water?” Bo might make him apologize if he heard, but the way the waiter scowled made up for any chastising Bo could offer.

Bo stopped smiling and ran an exaggerated appraisal up and down Lucky’s body. “Damn, but you clean up nice. What’s the occasion?”

Lucky stared up at Bo’s hopeful face and words dried up on his tongue. He’d lost his suit coat and tie, white button-down rolled up to the elbows and the top two buttons undone, showing a teasing peek of dark chest hair.

Damn, what a gorgeous man. And all Lucky’s.

“Lucky?” Bo prompted, taking a seat across the table.

The waiter returned, at the worst possible moment. Lucky fought a snarl, but earning a swat on the nose from Bo might ruin the mood.

“Could you give us a moment?” Bo asked, with an ice-melting drawl.

The moment the waiter left Bo reached across the table and clasped Lucky’s hand “What is it? You look like you’re about to pass out. I’ve heard nothing but good things about your consulting. You haven’t changed your mind about Andro, have you?”

“No! Of course not!” Words had never been Lucky’s friends, neither had his non-existent brain-to-mouth filter. He opened his mouth and out fell, “Charlotte’s pregnant.”

Bo released Lucky’s hands and leaned back in his chair. “She’s what?”

Lucky recovered a few of his senses. “She’s pregnant. About a month.”

With a carefully guarded expression, Bo ventured, “She’s sure.”

Lucky nodded. “Yeah. Showed me one of those stick thingies and everything.”

“I see.” Bo rubbed his chin. “And how do you feel about that? I mean, we’ll already have Alejandro.”

What? Bo wasn’t doing happy dances? Lucky’s heart sank to his stomach, shoving out any appetite he’d had for the fine dinner he’d spend way too much on. Should he lie? What did Bo want him to say? Bo also urged him to be honest. “We have two laps, one for each kid.”

A twitch started at the edge of Bo’s lips, spreading across his face in a possum-eating-briars grin. “Really? You’re okay with this?”

Was he ever! “Oh, hell yeah.”

If possible, Bo grinned wider. The waiter returned with an order pad. “Oh, man. We’re going to be fathers!” Bo reached across the table and took Lucky’s hand.

The waiter stopped mid-motion, pen held to the order pad. He sniffed loudly and turned on his heel.

A moment later a smiling young woman took his place. “Hi. Are you two ready to order?”

“What happened to…” Lucky cut his gaze back to where the waiter disappeared.

Their new server flapped her hand. “His mind’s so narrow it cuts off the blood flow from time to time.”

Ah, a homophobic bastard. Lucky’d give the young woman her best tip of the month and hope she rubbed the asswipe’s nose in it.

***

Bo interrupted eating his spinach lasagna every few minutes to grin. “I can’t believe it! What are you hoping for, a boy or a girl?”

Two boys, yelling and wrestling in the living room floor. Then again, Charlotte kicked his ass a few times as young ‘uns.

“Don’t matter to me.” As long as the kid looked like Bo.

At the end of their meal, Lucky asked their server, “Check, please.”

Her grin matched Bo’s. “It’s on the house. My boss overheard you talking about being dads, and saw the narrow-minded bigot storm out. He’s unemployed now, by the way.” Judging by her twinkling eyes, she wouldn’t miss him. “Luigi’s is a no-hate zone.” She lowered her voice. “Congratulations.”

As Bo and Lucky stood, so did everyone at the tables around them.

Their server met them at the door, two to-go trays in hand. “The couple at the next table treated you to dessert.”

It took him a moment to register the applause. They ambled out into the night to a chorus of “Congratulations!” from their fellow diners and the staff, who’d lined up by the cash register.

What the fuck? Were these people for real? Where was the hissing and spitting? The hellfire and brimstone sermons?

The tightness in Lucky’s chest might have been indigestion. Maybe.

An entire restaurant full of strangers thought he had this.

Maybe he did.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Lucky showered and dressed more carefully than usual, nerves jangling even more than when telling Bo about Charlotte’s news. He’d certainly never been this nervous to meet a guy, except for maybe Bo. Bo drove, leaving Lucky time to worry.

“Stop!” Bo snapped.

Lucky gave a sheepish shrug and dropped his hand back into his lap. He hadn’t been about to chew his fingernail. Nope, not at all.

Okay, maybe.

“You’re gonna do just fine.” Bo reached over and rested a hand on his knee. “This isn’t your first rodeo.”

No, but he hadn’t been in this particular saddle in a long, long time.

Bo guided him from the parking lot with a hand on his lower back, nodding and speaking to passersby. Lucky couldn’t spare the effort to snarl at their overly-perky greetings.

Neither said anything on the way up the elevator, and Bo gave an encouraging smile while helping Lucky to gown.

At last Lucky approached the rocking chair of doom. There might have been a smiling nurse involved somewhere, but all Lucky saw was a chair and a bassinet.

He sat, heart pounding double-time. Then a small, wrapped bundle grew closer and closer. Lucky assumed the familiar pose he remembered from long ago, and suddenly he held a bundled Alejandro Schollenberger.

For the very first time. Cables led from beneath the blanket to the nearby heart monitor, and the beeps and blips he’d once taken for granted as hospital background noise assumed whole new meaning.

Alejandro’s heart, weak as it might be, still thrummed to a steady beat.

Unfocused eyes stared up, and a tiny hand peeked above the blanket. Lucky extended a finger. Any remaining pain in his injured hand faded to nothing as tiny little digits encircled his index finger.

The baby focused on him. Was that a smile?

The miniscule face screwed up, revealing toothless gums, and a wail far too large to come from such a small boy split the quiet.

“Here,” Bo said, handing Lucky a bottle and resting his now empty hand on Lucky’s shoulder.

Once presented with the nipple, Andro got with the program, letting out a slight whimper as he latched on.

Andro. Bo’s child. Walter’s powerful friends pulled all the right strings to make things official. One day, Lucky would legally become the child’s other father.

Legal meant nothing. Heart aching with fullness, he rocked slowly back and forth while the baby fed. Would Bo hear him if he hummed softly?

“You’re doing fine,” a female voice said from the background. Oh, right, the nurse.

In that moment, nothing mattered but the child in his arms and the man at his back. The family he and Bo built.

“Isn’t he beautiful?” Bo bent down and murmured into Lucky’s ear, stroking a finger across Andro’s cheek.

Round cheeks, snub nose, fine dark hair peeking out from beneath his knit hat. Lucky glanced up at dark hair and freckles, a slightly crooked nose, and the most loving smile he’d ever scene.

The heart he thought already full made more room. Yes, he was beautiful. They both were.

Lucky’s guys.

God, was he ever blessed.

***

Lucky pulled into the driveway after work. Two days. Two more days until they brought little Andro home.

Home. The concept had definitely changed in the last few years, from Lucky living alone, to living with a cat, to adding Bo and Moose into the mix.

Then Charlotte and Ty.

Now his and Bo’s son.

But wait! Something wasn’t right. His sister’s car sat in the usual spot, Bo’s new truck right behind. No sounds came from the house. Ty must not be home. He approached the door slowly, senses on high alert. He’d learned to trust his instincts over the years, and something wasn’t right.

He pulled out his phone and checked the living room camera. Ty lay sprawled on the couch with an arm flung over his face. Okay, napping explained the TV/stereo/gaming systems being quiet. No Bo, no Charlotte. Of course, at this time of day they might be in the kitchen fixing supper.

No sign of Moose, though Cat Lucky snoozed on Ty’s chest.

Okay, chalk up his paranoia to his job. He opened the door. “I’m home.”

“Oh, Lucky. Just in time!” Charlotte swept out of the kitchen. “We’re about to set the table.”

“Need help?”

“Nah. We got it. You wash up.” She stopped by the couch to nudge her offspring. “Ty, get up. It’s about time to eat.”

Lucky headed to the kitchen.

Charlotte shot to the kitchen door, barring the entrance. “Clean up in your bathroom, please.”

Lucky spun and traipsed down the hall. How strange. Maybe she wanted dinner to be a surprise.

The surprise waited in his room. Bo stood in the bathroom door, a towel around his waist and hair wet from the shower. He stopped mid-motion of drying his hair on another towel. “She made you clean up too?”

“What’s up with that?”

Bo shrugged. “Hey, she’s your sister.”

Yeah, she was. Every redneck ounce of her.

Hmmm… She sent him and Bo in here. Why not take advantage? Lucky grasped the edge of the towel, ready to unwrap a present.

Bo stopped Lucky with a hand to the wrist. “Get distracted and piss your sister off? Oh, hell no. She’s already pulled a gun on me once, remember?”

“She was defending me when you came snooping around after I died.” Courtesy of Walter Smith, no less.

“Still, a man never forgets a woman aiming a gun at him.”

True that. Only in Bo’s case, the woman in question didn’t actually shoot. Lucky one-upped him in the woman with a gun situation, who’d winged Lucky while high on a synthetic drug called Corruption.

The case from hell.

“C’mon. Clean up and get ready for dinner.” Bo nudged Lucky toward their spacious bathroom, still steamy from Bo’s shower.

“Wait for me?” Lucky asked.

“Okay.”

Lucky grinned. “Wanna watch?”

Bo crossed his arms over his chest. “I am not risking Charlotte’s temper. The woman’s got a gun, remember?”

“Scared?”

“Sensible.”

Smart man. “I’ll only be a few minutes.” Lucky took a quick shower, pulled on a pair of clean jeans and a T-shirt, and tennis shoes, flashing Bo a few peeks of ass in the process.

Bo swatted one cheek. “I know what you’re doing. Stop tempting me.”

“Spoilsport.”

“Lead on.” Bo indicated the door with a flourish of his hand.

Lucky opened the door. Was that whispering he heard? Then, all quiet. Too quiet. The house wasn’t this quiet in the dead of night with everyone asleep but Lucky.

Keeping himself in front of Bo, he eased down the hall into an empty living room. Lovely food smells from the kitchen teased his nose. Warm tomato sauce probably meant pizza or spaghetti. But wait? Was that a hint of… steak?

“Stop salivating and move,” Bo ordered, pushing his hands against Lucky’s back. “I’m hungry too.”

Senses on high alert, Lucky trod a few more paces and stopped in the living room.

“Surprise!”

Lucky clutched at his heart. A flurry of bodies came from everywhere: Lisa and Rett from behind the couch, Charlotte and Ty from opposite sides of the sliding glass doors, hidden by drapes. He’d totally missed Mrs. Smith sitting on the couch, her head barely peeking up over the backrest. The kitchen door opened and Walter stepped out.

More people flooded into the room behind Walter, some Lucky knew well, like his former landlady, Mrs. Griggs—cat free at the moment—and others he’d seen around the department. Salters the trainee made his presence more palatable by the huge cake he carried in and deposited on the coffee table.

Blue and white icing formed the words “Congratulations!” and “It’s a boy!”

Lucky could do without Salters eyeing Charlotte.

Ty darted out of the room and returned with a laundry basket filled with wrapped packages.

What the ever-loving hell?

“Since we didn’t think you’d want this at the office, we brought the baby shower to you,” Lisa explained, rushing up and hugging Bo. She eyed Lucky up and down, muttered, “What the hell,” and hugged Lucky too.

Maybe his shock had him hugging her back, maybe Bo’s influence rubbed off on him, but once the assorted attendees thought him fair game, they tried to follow suit. A growl sent them scurrying, bypassing Lucky on the way to Bo.

Baby shower?

Charlotte snatched his arm and hauled him toward the couch. She’d never been one to let a little thing like a growling brother stop her.

Lisa escorted Bo, a bit less forcefully. Bo beamed, now wearing a white and blue sash, “Daddy” written in sparkling letters across the front. “Y’all didn’t have to do this!”

“Nonsense. You guys are adding a kid, right?” Lisa settled Bo on the couch. “Food first, or presents?”

Were they for real? “Presents,” Lucky groused. If he had to endure a houseful of people, he needed perks.

And lots of coffee.

Bo ripped into a brightly wrapped package and pulled out yellow, blue, and green pieces of fuzzy-looking cloth.

“Baby washcloths and towels,” Lisa said from her perch on the couch arm near Bo’s elbow.

“You open one.” Lucky started to argue, but the woman beaming at him and handing over a small package happened to be the boss’s wife, and someone who’d always stood by Lucky and Bo. Not to mention being one heck of a dog sitter. Wow. What a heavy package for something so small. The card said, “From Grandma and Grandpa Smith.”

Lucky opened the box to reveal a silver piggy bank, Alejandro Gualterio Schollenberger inscribed on the side. “It’s full of silver dollars,” Mrs. Smith said. “From me and Walt. To start his college fund, maybe?”

College fund? The kid wasn’t even a year old yet.

Bo took the bank from Lucky’s hand with a wide smile. “Thanks. It’s never too early to start planning for college.”

The writing on the bank was one-sided, leaving room to add more inscription. Oh. Harrison or Lucklighter would still fit. When Mrs. Smith squeezed his fingers, careful of his healing injury, Lucky squeezed back.

Package after package revealed diapers, baby clothes, toys, and other things a baby would need.

A baby. Bo and Lucky had a baby. Such a helpless little thing, who’d depend on Bo and Lucky for everything. Was Bo ready? Was Lucky?

Bo, certainly. Lucky? He pictured the small bundle of blankets in Bo’s arms, The Dimple showing on Bo’s face, the wonder in his eyes as he’d given Andro his bottle.

Lucky was a father. It happened suddenly, more quickly than he’d planned, but gradually he and Bo built their own family—together.

“Open mine next!” Bo’s aunt handed over a package wrapped in blue paper. What? No Harley Davidsons? Speaking of, how had she even gotten here? Where was her purple Road King?

Bo ripped open the package to find a black T-shirt with “Mike’s Harley Shop Little Rock, Arkansas” on the back, and “The Boss” on the front.

At Charlotte’s bidding, Ty and his girlfriend carried the unwrapped presents to the nursery and hurried back for more.

How had an asshole like Keith become the father of such a sweet young lady? A sweet young lady who took absolutely no crap off of Ty or anyone else.

Lucky liked her, though he’d never let her jerk of a father know.

At last the gift giving wound down, and Charlotte cleared the coffee table, ushering everyone into the kitchen for finger foods.

Hadn’t Lucky smelled steak? Ah, mini pizzas. They’d do.

Walter rose from the chair he’d claimed for his own long ago. “Lucky, can I speak with you a moment.” He tilted his head toward the back door.

“I’ll be there in a sec,” Lucky answered when Charlotte raised a brow at him. Bo didn’t flinch. Must not be anything too bad. He’d know, right?

Lucky stepped out onto the back deck and eased down into his favorite Adirondack chair. Walter groaned and sank into the other of the two original chairs. In the past few months two more had appeared for Charlotte and Ty.

Now they’d need to add another, smaller chair. Or rather, two. They might need a bigger deck.

Moose noticed one of his favorite humans and came bounding toward them. Lucky threw his hand up, palm out. Moose stopped. Ty’s working with the beast really paid off.

Lucky moved his hand and Moose crossed the deck at a less dangerous pace for so big a dog, whined once, and laid his massive head on Walter’s lap.

Walter idly scratched the dog’s ears.

Surely the boss hadn’t called him out here to hang out with Moose. “What’s up, boss man? You feeling okay?” Thank God Walter had bounced back since nearly dying not even a year ago.

“Yes, I’m fine. You appeared uncomfortable. I thought I’d give you a few moments of relative peace.”

Lucky always could count on the boss, even when he hadn’t known he could. “Thanks.”

“How’s your hand?”

Lucky flexed the remaining fingers on his left hand. “I’m still getting used to being down a couple of digits.” Sometimes, his hand still throbbed, even with pain killers, or he dropped something because he miscalculated, and tried not to use his left hand at all. Walter didn’t need to know all the details. He’d been around. He probably already knew.

“How are you doing? Nervous about bringing a baby home?”

How was Lucky feeling? Anxious, scared he’d mess this up, hopeful.

Happy.

“I’m good,” he allowed. “Never thought I’d be doing this, you know?”

“Yes. Although I’ve never brought home a child myself, I can imagine it would be rather earth-shattering, especially for a man who, until a few years ago, swore he didn’t need anyone else.” Walter fixed Lucky with a raised-eyebrow gaze.

“You don’t have to sound so smug. Just come right out and say, ‘I told you so’, why don’t cha?”

A corner of Walter’s mouth twitched. “Wouldn’t dream of it. In fact, I couldn’t be prouder. Look at you. You’ve taken a less than stellar start and now you have a home, a family, respect at your job. What’s next for you?”

What next indeed? “I’m not sure. Keep training the newbies, I guess, continue consulting.” As much as he complained about the rookies, most of them weren’t total losses. Who knew? Maybe he’d find another Loretta Johnson or Bo Schollenberger one day. The bureau could always use more of both.

“What of Alejandro’s mother? How is she? It’s been a few weeks since I interviewed her.” Walter’s hand stilled. Moose whined until Walter resumed petting.

“She’s doing all right, I’m told. Taking classes and still staying with decent folks who’ll help her get her life back on track.” Yolanda, the woman he’d forever owe for giving him and Bo their son. One day, they’d bring all who’d wronged her to justice.

Lucky lived for the day, even though he no longer played an active role in the case.

“Good. I’ve only spoken with her through an interpreter, and only about the case. I’m glad she’s doing well. No one should have to go through what she did.” Walter turned more fully toward Lucky. “I’m honored you’ve given her… your son my name. If he ever needs anything, or you and Bo ever need me, I’m here.” Walter patted Lucky’s shoulder with a beefy paw. More quietly, he added, “If anyone questions his parentage, you let me know immediately.”

“I appreciate that. I don’t see why anyone would question, do you?” Lucky’s heart pounded. Had someone said something? Although adoption would have been a reasonable option, they preferred for folks to believe Andro was truly Bo’s biological son.

That he’d always been wanted, and his birth eagerly looked forward to. One day they might have to sit down with their son and tell him the whole story, but they reserved the right to decide when.

“No. Why should they? Bo’s name is on the birth certificate. I can’t see anyone challenging him.” Walter gave his best barracuda smile and added, “And succeeding. There’s not a legal loophole to be found. I have powerful friends. And so do you.”

A threat to anyone who tried? Well, even drug lords were afraid of Walter, as Nestor once pointed out.

Something else troubled Lucky. “The baby isn’t going to make a difference for Bo’s job, is it?”

“Why should it?” Walter rose, to Moose’s dismay. He butted the man’s hand for more petting. “You and Bo will make great parents. All that’s needed to say is congratulations.” With that he disappeared into the house, leaving Lucky to his thoughts.

The boss had their backs. Nestor and Victor sent baby furniture.

Little Alejandro had a lot of powerful people in his corner.

Lucky hoped he’d never need them.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

“Are you ready?” Bo had taken extra care this morning, in khaki slacks with a pale blue button-down shirt. He’d left off cologne, but he’d shaved and brushed his hair back into waves.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” Lucky wore jeans and a Bob Seger T-shirt. Might as well let the little guy know up front who Lucky was.

“We’ll be waiting,” Charlotte said, arm wrapped around her tall son. More than likely she’d pack the house slam full of people while they were gone.

Bo drove the Bronco, not saying much on the way to their destination, but he held Lucky’s hand the whole time. “I’m nervous,” he finally said.

“You’d be crazy if you weren’t.”

Bo pulled into a parking space at the hospital. “What if I screw this up?”

Wasn’t that Lucky’s line? “You won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because that’s not who you are. Now, c’mon. Someone’s waiting for you.” Lucky leaned over the console and brushed his lips across Bo’s.

In less than a year they’d be making this trip again. If Lucky’s heart swelled any bigger it might explode into a million pieces.

The held Bo’s hand up the walkway. Who the fuck cared if someone they didn’t even know didn’t approve of their PDA? No one said anything, and if someone glared their way, well, Lucky showed them the finer points of public displays of affection by raising Bo’s hand and kissing the knuckles.

At last they entered the hospital, breezed right on by the reception desk and to a waiting elevator. On the way up, Lucky gave Bo’s hand another squeeze. “Let’s not keep the boss waiting.”

He ambled down the hall. How many times had Lucky been to this hospital, to talk to witnesses, to get patched up, to see Walter? To watch his son through panes of glass.

This was the first time he’d come here happy as all fuck, though his heart still might explode. He stopped in a waiting room. “I’ll wait right here.”

Bo hesitated a minute, then conceded. “I’ll be right back.”

Lucky waited, checking the time on his cell phone every few minutes. What was taking so long? Was there a problem? Should he go see? Call in the cavalry?

After the longest hour in history Bo returned, The Dimple joined by the smaller indention on the other side of Bo’s mouth.

In his arms he held a bundle of blue blankets. An orderly came up behind him with a cart laden with basins, bags and equipment they’d need at home.

Bo blinked back glittering tears and lowered the blankets to give Lucky a look at the contents.

Black hair, black lashes over closed eyelids. Adorable snubbed nose.

This kid was going to wrap Lucky around his little finger.

Lucky bent and kissed his son’s dark head. “C’mon, Alejandro, let’s get you home.”

***

Lucky sat in the back of Bo’s truck with the car seat and portable heart monitor, watching Alejandro sleep. Every now and then the baby sucked his bottom lip. Dark eyelashes swept his dusky cheeks.

Cars. Trucks. Motorcycles. The front yard resembled a used car lot.

The Schollenberger-Lucklighter-Harrison house no longer stood out as a poor relation next to better-dressed cousins, though if one looked closely they’d notice the cracks in the driveway, the mismatched boards in the privacy fence where Lucky finally got around to a patch job during his enforced leave of absence, and the garage door they finally coerced to open and close, only to fix it in a permanently down position.

Bo lifted Alejandro out of his car seat while Lucky did his best pack mule impression, loaded down with a diaper bag, a box of diapers, and the heart monitor they’d need to keep on their son a while longer.

Their son.

Last year had been just Bo and Lucky. Oh, the differences one year made.

Voices carried from the house to the walkway. Lucky had long given up on dreading a houseful of people.

The door opened before he and Bo got there.

“They’re here!” Ty yelled over his shoulder. “Need some help?”

Lucky shifted a bag on his shoulder. “As a matter of fact—”

Before he and Bo could react, Ty grabbed the baby and darted into the living room, forcing Bo to snatch the still-attached monitor from Lucky’s hand and charge after the baby-stealing teen.

“Look, Mom!” Ty cradled the baby close to his chest. A moment later he disappeared beyond a wall of bodies, different vocal ranges all cooing.

If Lucky lived to be one hundred, he’d likely never again see a six-foot-five tattooed biker with a two-foot beard, bent from the waist and making baby talk. The bikers Bo called family.

If the other members in his motorcycle club saw Ink now, they’d likely laugh—then pick their teeth up off of the floor when he didn’t react well.

Lucky only hoped the big bear of a man stayed on his side. The baby providing a distraction, Lucky slipped down the hallway and into the nursery to deposit the baby’s things. Bo stepped up from behind, resting his chin on Lucky’s shoulder.

Would Bo really kill him if he used Achy Breaky Heart for a lullaby? And when the kid got older?

He opened and closed his damaged hand, attention on what remained rather than what he’d lost. Yeah, he could still teach their son to play air guitar.

Bo lifted Lucky’s hand to his lips, and gently brushed his lips across the palm.

Lucky might not solve every case as quickly as he’d like, and he’d made one hell of a lot of mistakes in his life, but somehow, some way, he’d done some things right.
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There are good guys, bad guys, and then there’s Lucky.

Former drug trafficker Richmond “Lucky” Lucklighter flaunts his past like a badge of honor. He speaks his mind, doesn’t play nice, and flirts with disaster while working off his sentence with the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. If he can keep out of trouble a while longer he’ll be a free man–after he trains his replacement.

Textbook-quoting, by the book Bo Schollenberger is everything Lucky isn’t. Lucky slurps coffee, Bo lives caffeine free. Lucky worships bacon, Bo eats tofu. Lucky trusts no one, Bo calls suspects by first name. Yet when the chips are down on their shared case of breaking up a drug diversion ring, they may have more in common than they believe.

Two men. Close quarters. Friction results in heat. But Lucky scoffs at partnerships, no matter how thrilling the roller-coaster. Bo has two months to break down Lucky’s defenses… and seconds are ticking by.

At your favorite bookstores.
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Dead men can’t love.

Former drug trafficker Richmond “Lucky” Lucklighter “died” in the line of duty while working off a ten-year sentence in service to the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau, only to be reborn as Simon “Lucky” Harrison. The newbie he trained, former Marine Bo Schollenberger, is now his partner on (and maybe off) the job. It’s hard to tell when Lucky doesn’t understand relationships or have a clue what any sane human is doing in his bed. Bo’s nice to have around, sure, but there’s none of that picking-out-china-together crap for Lucky.

While fighting PTSD, memories of a horrid childhood, and a prescription drug addiction, Bo is paying for his mistakes. Using his pharmacy license for the good guys provides the sort of education he never got in school. Undercover with his hard-headed partner, Bo learns that not everything is as it seems in the world of pharmaceuticals.

When a prescription drug shortage jeopardizes the patients at Rosario Children’s Cancer Center, it not only pits Bo and Lucky against predatory opportunists, but also each other. How can they tell who the villains are? The bad guys don’t wear black hats, but they might wear white coats.

At your favorite bookstores.
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Winner 2014 Rainbow Awards Best Gay Mystery / Thriller.

Renegade biker. Drug runner. Recovering addict. Wanted by the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. But he isn’t a crook, he’s the law.

SNB Agent Bo Schollenberger’s solved his cases using his brains and not a gun, and with his partner, not alone. Now he’s handed a tough new case involving designer drugs that turn users violent. One false move could end his life as he immerses himself into a motorcycle gang to locate the source. His fate depends on how well he can impersonate someone else. Someone named Cyrus Cooper.

Cyrus is everything Bo Schollenberger isn’t, including the badass enforcer for a smuggling ring. He establishes pecking order with his fists and doesn’t take shit from anybody, not even the undercover agent who comes to help his case.

Simon “Lucky” Harrison’s always been the best, whichever side of the law he was on. Former trafficker turned SNB agent, he damned well ought to be undercover in this motorcycle gang, instead of hanging around the office going crazy with new policies, new people, and “inter-departmental cooperation” that sticks him in a classroom. Yet he’s passed over for the SNB’s biggest case in decades in favor of the rookie who shares his bed. A man Lucky thought he knew.

When survival depends on a web of tangled lies, lines blur, worlds collide, and a high stakes game turns friend to foe. Lucky knows the difference between Bo the agent and Cyrus the outlaw, but does Bo?

At your favorite bookstores.
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Lucky “Simon Harrison” Lucklighter left behind his criminal past to become one of the best agents in the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. He’s found a committed partner in fellow agent Bo Schollenberger and built a life.

Now, enemies within the SNB and a friend’s betrayal leave him nowhere to turn—not even to his mentor.

His boss’s life, the future of the SNB, and Lucky’s career depend on him. With the help of his lover, an old enemy turned ally, and a man Lucky thought he’d seen the last of, he must stand and fight for what he believes in.

Even if he has to step outside the law.

At your favorite bookstores.
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Pro cyclist Luca Biondi lives for the race. For the star of Team Antano-Clark, victory lies within his grasp—if he can outdistance 200 other hopefuls, avoid suspicion from race officials, and keep his lieutenant more friend than foe. Luca also has secrets, and eyes for amateur cyclist and journalist Christopher Nye.

Christopher understands Luca’s need to keep their relationship under wraps, but chafes at hiding in the shadows of his lover’s career. He’s ready to cheer Luca’s victories, but he knows too well how triumph can turn to tears. While Christopher’s heart sees Luca the man, his inner journalist—and his editor—sees the cycling world’s biggest scoop.

From the jagged curves of the Colorado Rockies to the viciously steep Belgian hills, Luca can ride out any bumps—except rumors.

A few words in the wrong ear could crash everything. With miles between them, hints of scandal, and Luca’s fierce need to guard his reputation, a journalist might have to let go of the biggest story of his career or risk forcing his lover to abandon the race. Christopher and Luca face a path more treacherous than any road to the summit in the Italian Alps.

Buy from your favorite bookstores.
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The lights go down and stage lights up. The Dark Angels have arrived. With his come-hither voice and body made for sin, lead singer Angel Luv draws lovers like a magnet. And when he caresses and taunts shy guitarist Darius Stone on stage, well…it’s an act, right? But every touch lights a fire, and every flirtatious glance chips away at Dare’s certainty that he’s straight. No one else has so captured his imagination.

Temptation beckons. It’s hard not to notice the want in Dare’s eyes, the way he stares when he thinks Angel’s not watching. One wrong move might scare him away, but a work trip to exotic Bali might be the perfect place to let Dare explore his sexuality, with none to be the wiser. But their “friends with benefits” pact has an expiration date, that just might sour their friendship.

Buy at your favorite bookstores.
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