
        
            
                
            
        

    …Lucky sucked in a lungful of precious air, risking a venture onto soggy ground that might sink at any moment. “Its night,” he whispered, voice gone husky. “The room is dark except for a few candles. I noticed you shave your chest.” Before Bo had a chance to interrupt, Lucky pushed on. “Im straddling you, wearing only my jeans. I pick up one of the candles. “

On the other side of the car, Bo gasped but didnt interrupt. “I tilt the candle a bit, letting the melted wax drip down the side.” He paused, wanting his captive audience to wait for it, letting the anticipation build. “I dribble wax on your pecs. Its hot, but not too hot. Not enough to burn.” Back in his younger days, Luckyd experimented enough to determine where the line between pain and pleasure blurred. Encouraged by Bos silence, he carried on. “I make patterns around your nipples and belly button. Ummm…I can get to your belly button with the chaps on, cant I?”

“You can now,” Bo hissed. Eyes on the parking lot, Lucky sensed the little rocking motions the man in the next seat made.
 “I peel the wax off one nipple with my thumbnail. It leaves a perfect imprint. I pucker up and blow against the skin.”
 He shivered at his own words, though the temperature in the car had spiked. Following his imagination down the rabbit hole, lost himself in the scene vividly etched in his mind. Smooth, unblemished skin, marred by waxy spatters, nipples hard, Bos cock jutting out, exquisitely framed by silver buckles and black leather. It nearly stole Luckys breath…
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CHAPTER 1
 “Hey, man, you got big weekend plans?” Lucky smiled and nodded at his coworker. You have no freaking idea. He left the crew in the break area, knowing hed pretty much have the warehouse to himself for the next fifteen minutes. The steady click, click, click of his boot heels echoed inside a cavernous structure stacked floor to ceiling with cardboard cartons containing everything from over-the-counter headache remedies to prescription-only antipsychotics. The good stuff was kept under lock and key in a mesh cage dead center of the room.

“Uh -uhuh….” his supervisor scolded, waving an admonishing finger while scanning a packing list.
 “Oops, sorry.” He discarded his half-drunk coffee in the trash can, pretending hed forgotten the rules about no food and drinks in the warehouse.
Gotta keep their opinion of me low. Keep em believing Im another ordinary, working-class wage-slave, punching the time clock.
 He grabbed the red and rust handles of a pallet jack, choosing a pallet at random to hoist until the supervisor returned to her office. The wall clock showed her right on time. With kids getting home about now, shed retreat for a lengthy phone call to convey chores and argue about homework. The rest of the work crew, knowing the drill, took advantage of the situation, extending their fifteen minute break to twenty-five. At least.
 Whistling some catchy tune hed heard on the car radio on the ride to work, Lucky cast his gaze to the closed office door, abandoned the pallet jack, and made a quick exit out the back door onto the loading dock. A fifty-ish driver stood, one foot propped on a safety railing, smoking a cigarette and staring at his big black Peterbilt. Lucky watched the man scrub his fingers across both eyes. Uh-huh. Someone needed a nap.
 “Tired?” Lucky asked, laying his North Carolina farm boy accent on heavily. See me be harmless?
 “Yeah, its been a long day,” the driver replied. This particular driver had made at least four trips to Regency Pharma, Inc. in the past month, enough to have established a false sense of security about those who worked on the loading docks. Lucky liked “too trusting” in a man; it made his job much easier. And with his sandy blond hair, two day growth of beard, flannel shirt, boots, and jeans, no one would consider Lucky Lucklighter a threat. Particularly not when he stood only five foot six. Hardly a giant among men.
Ah, the better to lure you in, my dear. We are all suitable to our calling.

“Where ya headin?” he asked offhandedly, as though making conversation and not actually caring one way or the other.
 To his credit, the driver didnt answer immediately, lips twisting while he chewed the inside of his mouth.
 The hook trailed in the water, worm wriggling in the current. Now to make the fish bite. Lucky took a deep breath, holding his smile firm. “Aint going down Florida way, are ya?”
 “Yep,” the guy agreed, the tension rushing out with his breath, possibly thinking Luckys right answer cleared the way to come clean. “Down around Orlando.”
 A perfectly timed wince conveyed false sympathy, and possibly gave the “kindred spirit” vibe Lucky hoped for. “The boys better come back from break soon. Wait much longer and youll hit I95 during rush hour. Id hate to get stuck out there.”
 “Dont I know it! Especially after dealing with construction on 85 on the way down.”
 To Luckys knowledge, the only road construction on 85 up country was in Richmond, a good two and a half hours north on a good day. With traffic delays, flagmen, and paving crews, more like four and a half. Looking better all the time. He wanted to ask, “Where you down from?” but too many questions might raise the guys suspicions. Especially if he added, “And are your sixteen allowed daily road hours about up?” Men exhausted past wariness spilled more secrets.
 Once more the drivers hand swiped across bloodshot eyes. No way would the load arrive in Orlando before the driver needed a break. Perfect.
 “I got a sister lives in Jacksonville.” Lucky played the line out slowly. “I reckon I might ought to get down there and check in on her some time.”
 The driver gave a nervous chuckle, sensing a question, but the wrong one. “Sorry, man, I go right by there, but Id lose my job for taking a passenger along. The company dont allow such.” A pair of appraising brown eyes ran up and down Luckys body, interest and regret mingling in their muddy depths. “Cryin shame though, gets kinda lonely on the road sometimes.” A quick wink said yes, even if his words and shiny gold wedding ring said no.
 “S okay. Maybe another time when youre passing through?” Lucky gave the man a sidewise, coy grin, flashing his baby blues.
 “Nicelooking fella like you? I reckon Ill have to figure out a way to stay a spell when I come for the next load.”
Oh, you flatterer, you. A stirring in the warehouse gave Lucky the perfect out of the “never gonna happen” hookup. “Well, I best get going, ifyoure gonna get going,” he said, returning inside to help load the truck.
 An hour later Lucky latched the trailer seal, handed the bill of lading to the team leader, and dogged the heels of his fellow employees to the time clock. As hed made sure to project himself as a loner by nature, no one expected him to accept invites to the local club, by now used to his excuses of, “I gotta get home. Got things I gotta do.”
 A few wished him a good weekend, offering variations of, “See you Monday.”
 “No, you wont,” he replied, but only after hed gotten out of hearing range.
 A chickenshit yellow Oldsmobile, older than most of Luckys coworkers, sat waiting for him out in the parking lot, one nondescript vehicle of many nondescript vehicles. Lucky always maintained the notion that you could tell how prosperous a company was by what kind of cars the workers drove. The front office parking lot, reserved for upper management, secured brandnew, shiny late models; while the back parking lot, where the employees parked? Another story entirely.No wonder they dont give a shit about you losing money.
 He headed north, into a less-prosperous part of Raleigh, parking on the curb in front of what had once been a stately home, now divided into apartments. Lucky brushed fallen leaves aside with his feet to wrangle the door open.
 The strains of his landladys blaring TV echoed though the foyer, following him up the stairs. He wasnt fooled. She knew his comings and goings, and hed figured her nosiness into his plans.
 He entered his apartment, locking the door and crossing the floor to fire up his computer. While it booted he grabbed what hed need, stacking odds and ends by the door. Checking emails, he found an “all systems go” confirmation from his boss, an offer from a credit card company, two spam ads for Viagra—like he needed any help—and an email from his sister, who lived in Spokane, not Jacksonville. Time to worry about her later. Fingers tap-dancing across the keyboard, he programmed in his timers and soundtracks.
 Next, he brewed a pot of strong, black coffee, dumping the liquid into two thermos bottles and dividing the contents of his sugar bowl between them without measuring.Caffeine, dont leave home without it. The bottles went into a backpack, along with his tool kit. Everything else he bothered to take he shoved into a duffle bag. Someone would be along in a few days to collect anything he left behind.
 After slinging the backpack across his shoulder and picking up his duffle, he slipped out his door to the recorded sound of himself singing in the shower. Instead of heading downstairs, where his landlady might spot him, he climbed up apartment, picking the lock in less than relocked the door and made his way down the fire escape in forty.
 The last of the suns rays slipped from the earth, day giving way to dusk. He trudged down the street, sloshing from the thermoses keeping time with his footsteps. Hed donned a knit cap, gloves, and a hoodie by the time he arrived at We Rents Em, nothing unusual for late October in North Carolina. Five minutes before closing, the frustrated clerk didnt even bother to glance up when Lucky signed on the dotted line and accepted the keys to a late model Malibu.
 Most of rush hour traffic had cleared; too bad the truck driver probably got caught smack-dab in the middle of the traffic jam from hell. Lucky smirked. Too bad for the driver, rather.
 He put down the pedal, making up time once he hit I95. Hed checked up on the trucking companys rules: no stopping within fifty miles of the pickup point. As tired as the driver had appeared, hed pull over not long afterward, if he even made the full fifty miles. Best to cast the net close to home. Lucky wished hed had a tracker to slip on the trailer and make matters easier, but the boss insisted he accomplish his goal using wits and skill to make a point.
 About twenty miles shy of Fayetteville Lucky hit pay dirt at a truck stop—the black rig, driver nowhere in sight. He parked the car between two semis at the far end of the lot, hauled his bags over one shoulder, and paused long enough to remove his handydandy, whats-yours-will-soon-be-mine kit out of the backpack. He tossed the keys on the drivers seat, locking them in the Malibu.
 Strolling across the asphalt, he nodded to the occasional driver, thankful the Peterbilt hed targeted wasnt a sleeper cab. A short to the empty attic twenty seconds. He circuit around the general area showed no sign of the driver. Lucky traipsed to the door, giving a sharp rap in case the man slept, slumped over the wheel. No answer. Good.
 Next, he found another likely target, hauling electronics, judging by the TVs and computer monitors painted on the trailer. Again his knock went unanswered. About to grab his tools, a whim had him trying the door handle. Silly driverd left it unlocked. The load didnt come close to the prize the black Peterbilt hauled, based on the manifest and bill of lading, or Luckys inner felon might have found the temptation too hard to resist. Instead he swiped the paperwork and trailer tag for insurance in case things got sticky down the road.
 He returned to his prize, trading out tags with the one hed…appropriated(“steal” being such a harsh word), frowning when it took him forty seconds to get the drivers door open.
Im losing my touch.
 He decided to blame his dismal time on chilled fingers, pulling the hood of his sweatshirt tighter around his face. His breath formed whorls of fog in the rapidly chilling evening.
 Once inside the cab, a dent puller made short work of the ignition cylinder. He jammed in a three dollar screwdriver and cranked the big rig. It shuddered to life, the growl of the cylinders firing sweet music to Luckys ears. Five minutes after arriving in the Malibu, he drove away from the lot in a fully loaded rig. The most profitable heist of his career, pulled off slicker than goose grease.
 Five measly minutes to jack cargo worth one hundred times the average take of a bank heist—and unlike a bank heist, no one would call the FBI. The burden for investigation fell on whatever passed for law in the county where hed jacked the truck. Lucky needed to worry only about the late-night local patrol, and this close to shift change, well…
 He stayed on 95 for twenty miles, cut cross-country down a two-lane road, and eventually pulled off the pavement for another seven miles on a dusty logging road. At last his high beams reflected off the metal flake blue of a Kenworth cab partially concealed at the edge of the wood.
 Changing out the rigs wouldve gone a whole lot smoother with a partner, but Luckyd learned a long time ago: partners presented more problems than they solved. Problems he didnt need. Hed added the extra time needed into his figures and found himself ahead of schedule.
 Two magnetic signs distinguishing markings seconds normally spent on disabling a trailers GPS when he discovered the load didnt have one. Idiots! What were they thinking? He rubbed handfuls of dirt lightly over his paint job, rendering an instant aging effect.
 Before the dust had settled on the dirt road, he kicked up more, heading back out to I95 South, towing 3.5 million dollars worth of stolen pharmaceuticals behind him.
 and a little spray on the trailer, and paint covered the he saved several



CHAPTER 2

A flashing blue strobe and the quick,  whirrrrrrr! of a siren interrupted Luckys weary daze outside of Savannah, and he glanced down at the speedometer. Nope, not speeding, well, the truck wasnt at any rate. Beneath his worn flannel shirt, his heart banged a frantic beat.  Calm down, calm down. Hedont know nothing. He wont know nothing unless you give yourself away. Youve been through the drill a thousand times.

He geared down, searching for a place to pull off the road, finding a likely spot at an exit ramp. Paperwork, truck registration, andcommercial drivers license in hand, he waited, watching through his side mirrors. One cop. Good.

When the familiar broad hatband of a Georgia State Trooper came close enough to reach out and touch, he passed the documents out of the window. Easy now, big boy. Nothing wrong here. Check my documents, touch the brim of your hat, and wish me a good day.If only he had the ability to sway peoples minds like in the movies.

“Mawnin, officer!” he said, invoking good old boy charm again. “Problem?” He yawned and stretched, easing tired muscles. Working eight solid hours lifting boxes and driving through the night took a toll on a man.

The cop shone a flashlight on the papers, glossing over the cargo information after a single glance to focus on the license. “Mr. Murphy?”

“Yep.”
 “Where ya headed?”
 As if his destination wasnt listed on the manifest. “Daytona.

Gotta make sure the good folks down there get their big screens and DVD players in time for Christmas.” Dont act nervous. Good cops can smell bullshit a mile away. This particular officer, taking the time to scan the surroundings and take more than a passing glance at Luckys CDL, didnt strike Lucky as a dummy.

“Well, hopefully Ill only take a few minutes of your time. Ill be right back with this.” The officer handed the paperwork back, taking Luckys license to his cruiser. In passing, he studied the markings on the trailer, not seeming to notice the magnetic plates or fresh paint.

“Check out whatever you want, Im clean,” Lucky muttered to a departing broad back, watching the man disappear behind the trailer, presumably to check the seals. He wouldnt break them and inspect the cargo without following protocol, but if he checked the seal number against the manifest, hed find a mismatch. Too bad changing themanifest wouldve caused more suspicion.

Lucky counted backward from one hundred, restarting the count when the officer didnt reappear. He held his breath, heart going a mile a minute. The delay might mean a snag or backup on the way. Or it might mean not one damned thing. He aged three years, at least, by the time the cop returned, an apologetic smile prompting a tiny bit of stress relief.

“Sorry bout holding you up, Mr. Murphy. Seems somebody made off with a whole damned tractor-trailer load of pharmaceuticals up in North Carolina. I been checking rigs for hours.” And it showed, in the weary slope of his shoulders and his “Please, Lord, let my shift end soon” weary sigh.

Lucky scratched his head, pouring on fake concern. “Damn, another one? A man cant even make an honest living no more. The driver okay?”

“Yeah. A little shook up, and Im sure hes got a good reaming out coming. Seems he didnt exactly follow regulations. You have a safe trip down to Daytona. Planning on staying a bit while youre down there? Enjoying the warm weather before you head back north?”

“Yeah. Got a sister lives in Port Orange. Gonna check in on my nephews.” Charlotte had no inkling of how much she got around for a woman who hadnt left Spokane in years.

“Well, you be careful out there.” The officer patted the cab door in parting, head bowed as he plodded back to his car.
 Damn, what a close call. Luckys whoosh of relief stirred the receipts littering the dashboard. Hed hate to be in the cops patent leather uniform shoes when the word got out about a live one getting away. He jotted down the officers name and cruiser number for later use.
 Pink filled the skys edges when he bypassed Jacksonville, and hed started to get sleepy when the I-4 West sign loomed into view, but he didnt dare drink any more coffee and risk losing precious time by stopping at a rest area twenty minutes later. Not much longer now. Drawing closer to Orlando, the tension rose further. No need to get gloaty now, one hell of a lot might still go wrong.
 Despite his fears and cautions, the remaining miles ticked off uneventfully, and he arrived at his destination a half hour ahead of schedule, cat napping in the cab while waiting for his delivery appointment.
 He relinquished control of the load, keeping a watchful eye on its unloading, ensuring the temperature gauges in the trailer hadnt fluctuated and the warehouse stored the goods properly. Most thieves didnt care about quality. Lucky wasnt most thieves. A few degrees plus or minus had the potential to turn life-saving drugs into pure poison. His boss would have his ass if Lucky damaged the merchandise.
 Dropping the trailer in the yard, he disconnected the cab and eased out the of security gates in the bobtail rig. Now came the hard part: riding out the weekend, allowing the brass at Regency Pharma time to panic.
 * * * The Kenworth secured behind the fence of a local mechanics, Lucky grabbed his things and hoofed to the nearest motel, checking in under the name Lloyd Murphy from Pennsylvania. A shower, a shave, and then he dived between the sheets, fighting the temptation to sleep. He wallowed a bit, loosening and wrinkling the covers. Satisfied the place appeared used enough to throw trackers off his scent, he rose and dressed, creeping outthe hotels back door.

Fifteen minutes in a Yellow Cab placed him downtown at a slightly more secure hotel. Again he made use of the back entrance, kicking away the rock wedging the door open, relieving him of the need for a key. He consulted his phone, finding a text message from his boss: Room 317.

The door to his room stood ajar, and Lucky crept up on high alert. He pushed the door open a few inches, waited, and opened it a little more. The room was dark, tightly drawn curtains keeping out the noontime sun. He searched the bathroom, the closet, behind the curtains, and under the bed, fatigue kicking his paranoia into high gear. He found a suit hanging in the closet and a laptop case on the dresser. Not a boogeyman anywhere.

Ahh…finally. Dropping his bags in the closet and peeling off his clothes, Lucky collapsed on the bed, planning to stay there until either someone showed up to get him or doomsday, whichever came first. If only he managed to sleep until Monday, ready for Act II.

He lost consciousness wh ere he lay. He didnt sleep well and finally gave up, booting the laptop to peck out a cursory report to his boss. Afterward, he sent a few gentle lies, and one big honking truth, to his sister:

Hey girl! Yeah, Im doing fine. Sorry its been ages since I wrote, but things are a little hectic these days. Tell my nephews I love them, and I hope to be up to visit yall soon.

He closed his eyes, picturing her at twelve, him at thirteen. Theyd been the best of friends back before shed grown up and gotten married, always teaming up together to stand against their three younger brothers.

“When I grow up Im gonna be a nurse and help people,” 
Charlotte said.
 “A nurse? Stuck in a building every day wearing a funny hat?” 
 Lucky replied. “Dont sound like too much fun to me.” They lay on their backs on a hill overlooking the family
 tobacco farm, puffy clouds swirling overhead. After giving the
 matter some consideration, Lucky declared, “Im gonna be a truck
 driver and travel everywhere! And Ill make lots and lots of money,
 leave the farm, and never come back.”
 “But if you go away, what about me? You cant leave me here 
 by my lonesome.” Charlottes voice rose to a near-panicked
 whine.
 Lucky rolled the idea around in his head, chewing a bit of 
 milkweed while shielding his eyes from the sun with an arm flung
 across his face. “Come with me. You wont have to be no nurse.
 Ill make enough money for both of us. Youll never have to work.” “What about getting married? Aint you gonna get married
 someday?”
 He didnt even need to think about the answer to that question,
 peeking out from under his arm to tell her a firm, “No.” Charlotte pouched her lip out. “Well, maybe Ill get married.
 And have kids.”
 “He better be good to you, or Ill hurt him.”
 His quick defense brought asmile and a giggle. “I believe you
 will, Richie. Youre the best brother ever.”
 Lucky buried his face in his hands, recalling those carefree days and the lives he and Charlotte had dreamed about. Theyd both gotten their wishes in a way, for he drove trucks and she helped people as a nurses aide, and shed certainly gotten married and had kids, but somehow their dreams hadnt turned out as 
 planned.
 He sighed, knowing hed let his sister down. Out of his entire
 family only Charlotte still claimed him, but she always had let her
 heart boss her around. Before he hit send on his email, he added
 another line,“Give the boys a hug from me.” He signed “Richie,”
 a name no one but she and the kids were allowed to call him.
 * * * Squat, press hands to floor, kick legs back, pushup, pushup, squat, jump up, squat, hands to floor…Lucky recited the moves, assuming the positions and focusing on correct stance. He took deep, cleansing breaths, a slow burn igniting in his muscles.  Up, down, up, down, squat, jump up. Every three sets he eyed the clock, willing the numbers to move faster. When the five flipped over, announcing five minutes and a completed set, he stood, hands on knees, gasping for breath. Hed had to limit his workout lately, thanks to the keeneared busybody whod lived below him, and the lack of training left him winded.

In lieu of jumping rope, he slipped his key into his pocket, grabbed a bottle of water from the mini fridge, and checked outside the door to ensure the coast was clear before making his way to the nearest stairwell. He plopped the water on the top step and loped down and back up twice to further warm his calves and thighs. Anticipation thrummed though him and he proceeded to scamper up and down a single flight of stairs. Concrete muffled the pounding of his tennis shoes, and the walls presented a solid surface to kick off against at the landings before launching himself at the stairs again.

While the hotel offered a gym, those generally attracted crowds. Lucky preferred not to draw attention to himself and his rather freeform way of keeping fit. Having lived in a cramped space for two years, hed learned to be creative out of necessary. Small guys like him didnt last long otherwise.

After the first circuit his mind and body slipped into a groove, and he entered the zone, all thoughts fleeing but the cadence of his footfalls and breathing. He lost track of how many times he darted between floors until, at last exhausted, he dropped to the stair next to his water, twisting off the top and downing the contents in a single go.

Inhale, exhale. His heart pounded wildly, the harsh rhythm reminding him that he lived. Once his vitals calmed to something close to normal, he reached up, grasping the handrails and hoisting his body into a modified pull-up. Breath in, breath out, lift, rest.

Three sets of twenty pull-ups later, he resumed his stair sprints, working himself into a state of exhaustion.
 Back in his room, he showered off a layer of grime and sweat, letting nearly scalding water pound against his back—an impromptu massage. Slowly he increased the cold, cooling down his heated flesh.
 Propping his back against a slick tile wall, he ran his hand slowly up his cock, hoping to work off a little more tension. He tried thinking about the truck driver at Regency, but the aching want in the mans eyes didnt do anything for him. Next, he tried thinking about a sweet young thing hed worked with on the loading dock, which left him as cold as the frigid drops now drizzling over his head.
 Squeezing his eyes tightly shut, he conjured an image from his own imagination, wide shoulders tapering down into two firm mounds of bubble-butt, skin sun-kissed to a healthy glow. Though it didnt matter for his fantasy, the dream lover sprouted a head of dark hair, damp from the shower.Oh, yeah. Thats more like it.
 He reached his other hand down to cup his balls, working his flesh faster. Dream lover bent at the waist, back to Lucky, water sluicing over creamy mounds and a finger caressing a barely visible pucker.
 In his minds eye Lucky lined the tip of his dick up with that hole, thrusting into delicious heat. He groaned, his cock throbbing. A quick succession of fist action later set him on edge. Squeezing harder, he stroked faster, working his free hand back behind his balls to press a fingertip against his own hole.
 Head thrown back, he groaned again, releasing his load to slide across his knuckles and disappear down the drain in an artificial rainstorm, taking his fantasy image with it. Clutching the walls for support on knees suddenly grown weak, he whispered, “Was it good for you, too?”
 Once hed dried off and collapsed on the bed, he rolled into a comfortable position, only to find that, despite his best efforts, he still couldnt fucking sleep.



CHAPTER 3

Damn boy, you look like hell! Lucky stared at his reflection in the steamy bathroom mirror, marveling how anyone who hadnt done a whole lot of anything for an entire weekend appeared completely worn out. Dark circles underscored bleary eyes.

Two cups of coffee —from too-small hotel packets—and a hot shower later, he felt like he might live, though the jury hadnt yet passed the final verdict. He shaved and shrugged into the crisply pressed, robins egg blue button-down he found in the closet with the suit, taking great care with his appearance to avoid an asschewing from his boss. You must appear respectable if you want to be taken seriously,hed heard more than once. In the old days hed pushed the envelope until learning exactly where his boss drew the line.

The navy blue suit fit him like a glove, transformed him into a law-abiding citizen, outwardly, anyway—a far cry from the petty, two-bit criminal lounging in his soul, waiting for a chance to escape. Oh, well, the better to impress the fat cats who paid good money for his expertise.

He packed up what few things hed brought with him, plus the laptop, exiting by the hotels back door. A pair of dark shades hid his stinging eyes from the harsh Florida glare. Without hesitation he approached a black Range Rover idling at the edge of the parking lot, opened the rear door, and climbed in. He shoved his belongings behind him into the back of the vehicle.

The rich scent of coffee filled his nostrils, along with the tangy scent of some woodsy cologne.Must be the drivers. Walters idea of personal hygiene rarely ventured past a walk on the wild side via a dab of Old Spice.

Without so much as a “How ya do?” Lucky extended his hand between the two front seats, a chuckle and Grande Starbucks cup servingas Walters greeting. Mornings sucked stump water. Lucky abso-fucking-lutely hated any hour between three A.M. and noon.

“Mawnin, sunshine,” his bossed drawled, trying and failing to match Luckys natural North Carolina accent with an Upper Boston twang.

“Fuck you,” Lucky replied, though his words held no heat. Hed gotten over his utter hatred of his boss a few years back, mostly, though he saw no reason to inform Walter of the promotion from pure-unadulterated-evil to fairly-decent-man-butdont-push-it.“Yall set to get this dog and pony show on the road?”

The driver put the vehicle in gear, heading out to the main road. Who the hell was he? Oh yeah. Bert or Bret Something-or-other, aka Newbie, aka Short-timer. Walter mentioned bringing on a new guy, who was supposed to be some kind of college educated hotshot. Didnt matter none. The guy might be the freaking best thing since sliced bread but he still hadnt paid his dues. Hell never match me gave Lucky some comfort, though not much. Odds were he wouldnt last long at any rate. Walters little collection of misfits suffered a high turnover rate, except for Lucky, for whom failure wasnt an option. Only the bastards stay.

“Textbook,” Walter replied, adding, “with a twist bound to make us unwelcome at Regency Pharma for the foreseeable future.”

“Wont be the first time, but thems the breaks.” Lucky sipped from the cup hed never dare say “thanks” for. Instead he grunted. “Yall mustve gotten here too early. Coffees cold.” In fact, it was almost precisely the right temperature. Too bad Luckys job description included, “Card-carrying asshole,” and Lucky prided himself for being the best at his job.

Walter would never have taken the bait. Newbie, however, apparently hadnt gotten the “Lucky is an ill son of a bitch best left alone” memo. “Were right on time. Now quit your whining or next time I sleep ten minutes later and you can get your own damned coffee.” He used the same pleasant tones most folks did for discussing the weather.

A snicker sounded from the front passenger seat. Lucky sulked in the back, not deeming the upstarts comment answer-worthy. Apparently, this one wasnt going to lie back and let Lucky ride roughshod over him. He did love a challenge, and anyone with balls enough to fight back piqued his interest. However, he furrowed his brow at Walters traitorous attitude.

He stared out the window at the passing palm trees, breathing slowly in and out. “And you can expose the weaknesses by hijacking the fucking truck next time, too,” he murmured under his breath, but not low enough, if the snort from the driver proved any indication.

Walter broke into the low-scale pissing contest before the skirmish reached prizefight level. “Bo, allow me to introduce Richmond Lucklighter, but Ill warn you—he only answers to „Lucky. I wouldnt tempt fate by calling him „Richmond. Hes not fond of the name.”

From where he was sitting, Lucky had a good view of the drivers face via the rearview mirror and would have smacked the smirk off the bastards lips if he hadnt been worried about spilling his coffee, considering it a sin to waste good caffeine.

Walters smugness ticked down a notch when he added, “Lucky, I want you to meet Bo Schollenberger.”
Bo, Brett, whatever. But the guy scored another point for having a last name almost as impossible as Luckys. Almost. Lucky grunted again and deliberately slurped his coffee.
 “A pleasure meeting you, too, Mr. Lucklighter. But next time, try speaking English. Im afraid my Neanderthal is a little rusty.” The driver beamed impossibly white teeth in the mirror. Lucky dropped his eyes. No need getting friendly. Mr. I-bleach-monthly wouldnt last. No one ever did unless legally obligated to, or certifiably insane. “Do you hate „Richmond because you were named after a crazyuncle or something?”
 Nosy jerk. Lucky started to answer with a grunt, but reconsidered in light of the Neanderthal comment. “If you must know, my parents were redneck enough to name their kids after NASCAR tracks.”
 The smile in the mirror fell. “Youre pulling my leg.”
 “Nope. I got three brothers: Bristol, Dover, and Daytona. Oh, and lets not forget my sister, Talladega.”
 The guys mouth dropped open. “Your parents named your sister Talladega?”
 The joke had gotten old long ago, but Lucky delivered the punch line anyway. “Nah. Actually, they named her Charlotte. Mom won the coin toss.”
 A snicker erupted from Walters direction. Apparently, he still considered the rusty, old joke funny after hearing it umpteen times. Lucky never had, and cringed each time his dad told it in front of friends. Some people were far too easily amused.
 “Damn. And to think I caught hell while growing up for being called Bo.”
 The conversation died when the SUV pulled up in front of an ultra-modern monstrosity with arched metal gables, spires soaring into the clear blue sky, and walls made of way too much glass. The builders probably won awards for originality. Lucky found it ugly as homemade sin. He hated glass buildings about as much as he hated mornings. An equally appalling sign announced theyd indeed arrived at the corporate office of Regency Pharma.
 Newbie scored another point with, “What a butt-ugly building.”
 “Ours is not to judge,” Walter commented, reaching into the backseat for his briefcase. “However, Im inclined to agree.”
 Lucky finished up the last of his coffee and tossed the empty cup to the floor, ignoring the raised eyebrow and “Born in a barn?” comment from Newbie. Ensuring his shades were on straight, he climbed out of the vehicle, staring up at the nightmare-inducing structure. A perfect triangle of clear glass nestled in the tallest gable, and for a split second, an image flashed before his eyes of a man, naked and spread-eagled against its surface, Lucky pounding into him from behind. What a fitting “fuck you” to convention.
 Walter led the way, Newbie dogging his heels. “Bo, youre here to observe today. Be sure to take notes. You can learn a lot by watching when no ones aware you are.”
 Heh. Lucky had once offered the same advice to Walter. He trailed behind their suited backs, tuning out Walters murmured instructions. Another installment of the Walter and Lucky Show.
 Why the fuck bring the kid? Was he even old enough to order a victory drink in a bar later? Oh, right. College grad. Pharmacist. Eight years of higher education. Must be one hell of a lot older than he appeared, unless he turned out to be one of those whiz kids who graduated high school at twelve. And he sure didnt strike Lucky as being overly intelligent. If he were, he wouldnt be working for Walter. Maybe he did something terribly wrong in a past life he needed to make up for. Or, like Lucky, did something terribly wrong in his present life. Lucky pushed his feeble conscience aside. Hed more than paid his debt for any wrongdoing, in his opinion, even though the rest of the world may not agree. Screw the rest of the world.
 The scorching heat created sweat beads on his forehead and droplets that dripped down his back before he reached the buildings front entrance. The last week of October didnt necessarily mean cooler weather in Florida. Walter opened the door and Lucky stepped through—into more glass!—immediately surrounded by chilled air. The rookie smiled at him, and Lucky fought back the urge to growl, “What gives you the right to be happy?” Hed save it for later, once the young woman in the too- tight dress currently approaching them disappeared.
 “Mr. Smith?” she asked, eyes traveling from Lucky to Walter to Bo.
 “A pleasure to meet you,” Walter offered, stepping forward with right hand extended. He gave the woman his best “Im harmless” smile. Liar. Walter was anything but harmless. A barracuda disguised as your favorite uncle summed him up better, with his twinkling brown eyes, salt-and-pepper hair, laugh lines, and shriveled prune of a heart. At six foot six, he towered over the receptionist, and his girth brought to mind a two-legged mountain. Mt. Walter.
 The woman shook Walters hand, probably seeing a grandfatherly gentleman instead of a piranha in a business suit. She smiled broadly, chancing an appraising peek at Newbie. Yeah, he wasnt roadkill. Big deal. However, if Lucky were her, hed pick Bo, too, the least of the three evils currently invading her workspace, eye-candy-wise.
 “If youll follow me, everyones waiting in the conference room.” She led them down a long hallway, her high heels clicking across a polished marble floor. Walter and entourage squeaked and clopped along in her wake. “Can I get you gentlemen anything? Coffee, soda, juice?”
 “Black coffee, lots of sugar,” Lucky volunteered, blurting over Bos, “Bottled water, please,” and Walters feeble attempt at humor, “Rum and Coke, if you dont mind.” Walters overly proper enunciation made him seem far more serious than he was.
 The lady shot him a wry smile over her shoulder. “Cokes the best I can do.”
 “A Coke it is.” More smiling, like they were on some sort of social call.
 Their escort stopped in front of a set of double wooden doors. “Ill be back with your drinks; you can go right on in.”
 Lucky took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Showtime!
 “Now remember, youre here to observe,” Walter cautioned the new guy. To Lucky he said, “Anything youd like to say before we start?”
 “You read my report.” Or you better have, since I blew time Id rather have spent trying to sleep to type the damned thing.
 After Bo slipped through the door out of earshot, Walter leaned down to whisper into Luckys ear. “Yes, and might I commend you for outdoing yourself. Im proud of you.”
 “Proud of me?” What the fuck? Too bad Walter chose to follow Bo into the conference room and not answer. Proud of me? Since when did Walter ever consider me more than a necessary evil?
 It wasnt often someone struck Lucky speechless, and it took him a minute to regroup and enter a room suitably pretentious to match the buildings exterior.
 He idly strolled around an oblong conference table, counting six seated women and eight men, in addition to Walter and the newbie. Two of the assembled execs he recognized, though hed bet a dollar to a doughnut they didnt remember him.
 Knowing full well he was holding up the meeting, Lucky didnt care, taking time to select his seat. The woman hed met in the hall stepped through the door, searching the room until her eyes fell on Bo. She double-timed to the opposite side of the table, handing Walter the water and Bo the Coke.
 She planted Luckys coffee at his elbow in a rush before fleeing from the room. Bo and Walter silently exchanged beverages. Lucky trailed his finger through the coffee sloshed onto the table, doodling on the dark mahogany. Wasted coffee, how dare she?
 The man whose arrogant bearing declared him Regencys CEO cut directly to the chase. “Joining us today are Walter Smith and his associates with the Southeastern Narcotics Bureaus Department of Diversion Prevention and Control. I believe youre all aware of why theyre here. Mr. Smith?”
 Walter wobbled to his feet, having sunk too far into a hideous purple chair, color coordinated to match the room. Hadnt these folks heard that too much purple drove people insane? The chair groaned when Walter stood.
 “Ladies and gentlemen,” Walter said, declining an offered microphone with a shake of his head. With his booming voice, he didnt need amplifying despite being in such a massive room. “On Friday a shipment left your Raleigh facility, en route to Orlando. The driver reported the trailer stolen at ten P.M., though its estimated to have been taken somewhere between nine P.M. and ninethirty.”
 Apparently the majority hadnt known, based on the shocked gasps from around the table. “What exactly was the trailer carrying?” a pale man asked, fingers fumbling with his bright orange tie. Had Lucky been CEO, hed have fired the jerk on the spot for daring to clash with the board room. An orange tie? Jeez!
 “According to the manifest”—Walter slid on a pair of glasses, only to stare over the tops to read from the stack of papers spread out before him—“the shipment contained a mix of over-thecounter and prescription medications as well as class three and four controlled substances.”
 On a scale of one to five, one being the most dangerous (and against US law), and five being the least (including prescription cough syrups with codeine), class three and four products weren't the most dangerous or addictive, but still heavily regulated.
 A collective groan rang out before frantic chatter filled the air. Lucky, Bo, Walter, and an entirely too smug CEO remained quiet. A CEO who likely expected to duck the shit about to hit the fan. No such luck, pal.
 “Silence!” The CEO slammed his hand down on the table finally, causing many to jump. Lucky didnt flinch. “Whats happened has happened and cant be undone. The best we can hope for now is damage control. Mr. Smith?” He gave Walter the floor again.
 “As I was saying, the shipment contained class three and four substances. The DEA has been notified and will expect a full investigation. My colleagues and I are here to gather preliminary data, assess the damages, and work to minimize losses.”
 Thats where Luckys outfit fit into the great scheme of things. While the DEA and FDA were national and states each had their own branch of the Board of Pharmacy, the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau maintained regional jurisdiction, often working behind the scenes.Its the dog you dont see thatll sneak up and bite the hardest.
 Sweat sheened Walters beefy face. “Mr. Kramer,” he addressed the puffedup CEO. “Do you have a copy of the manifest? Good. Tell me, whats standard excursion time for those specific products?”
 The balding little man pretended to peruse the list. Lucky wasnt fooled. The bastard better learn to play his part before his employees noticed his smirk. “According to our standard operating procedures, any product exposed to questionable temperatures or conditions in excess of twenty hours must be destroyed. Its Monday, the shipment disappeared late Friday evening. If it miraculously reappeared right now, itd still be too late.”
 A wavering voice queried from Luckys left, “Whats the total dollar value of the shipment?”
 “Sir?” Walter lifted an eyebrow at Kramer.
 “Three and a half million dollars,” Kramer replied.
 Lucky stood a snowballs chance in hell of ever being on the board of a multimillion dollar company, but felt pretty sure hed be needing oxygen if hed been told hed lost three mil in a few hours.
 “Three million!” someone rasped, in horrified tones more in keeping with the news.
 Cool as a cucumber, Walter added insult to injury. “Those figures cover the physical loss of property. The cargo has not been recovered, and might possibly be on its way back into the supply chain. We must prevent these goods from finding their way onto pharmacy shelves.” He quieted, letting the board members draw their own conclusions. After all, one would hope theyd gained some knowledge of supply chains while working for a pharmaceutical company.
 “How many lots are affected?” The sickly shade of Orange-tieguys complexion appeared even paler against his mandarin silk neckwear.
 Walter glanced down at his copy of the manifest, for show no doubt. More than likely hed spent the weekend memorizing the list and any other relevant details. Despite their differences over the years, Lucky grudgingly acknowledged Walters competence at his job, and his “stage presence.” Instead of an immediate reply, he paused, timing his words for maximum impact. “Seventeen.”
 “Seventeen lots? Good Lord!” Tie-guy appeared a little faint.
 A debate whirlwinded around Lucky. Having heard variations of the same conversations for far too many years, he tuned it out, fixing his attention on the newbie. Probably some trust fund baby, partying on Mommy and Daddys dime for eight years and earning a piece of paper for managing not to get kicked out of college. No wrinkles marred his clothes, and hed probably never had dirt under his nails even as a kid. Hell, more than likely those unbroken nails received a professional polish and buff each week. What kind of weird-assed glue did the guy use to keep every hair neatly in place? He probably spent more time in front of a mirror than he did a TV.
 And Walter had to go and hire the asshole, like dragging Lucky around by the leash wasnt entertaining enough. Lucky would love to see Newbies fashionably styled hair sex-tousled, those full lips swollen from kissing and sucking. Oh shit. What was this stupid crap he was thinking? I have got to get laid. Soon.
 With Ol Windbag up at the head of the table in full steam about legalities, causing Luckys eyes to glaze over, he thought, What the hell, and let his imagination out to play. In a brief mental vacation he fisted those highlighted brown locks in his callused hands, as Bos enticingly sinful lips got down to business. Oh, baby, I bet you could suck the sheets straight up my ass, city boy.
 Lucky searched the fingers clutching a bottle of spring water. Nope, no wedding ring, but Newbie sure groomed well. Most straight single guys of Luckys acquaintance didnt give a rats ass about appearance unless they were on the hunt. Even Lucky spiffed up a bit if heading out in hopes of finding a rousing game of hide the salami. Was Bo straight?Spaghettis straight until things heat up. Purdy boy, do you have any idea how many ways Id rock your world?
 Following Walters instructions, Bo swiveled his attention from one end of the conference table to the other, pen racing over a legal pad. Lucky followed his line of sight, hoping to pick out some better fantasy fodder. No such luck. He wouldnt fuck any of those suits, not even with Walters dick. Well, except for Bo. Id have you screaming my name. He attempted to send the message telepathically across the table; however, the guy didnt seem to be taking his calls.
 He tried again. I bet you got an ass like an onion. Make me wanna cry.Shit. Hed been standing behind the man out in the hallway. Why the hell didnt he check when he had the chance? Was he losing his touch, or, Heaven forbid, becoming involved in his work? Lucky always checked out the scenery, even when whoever he ogled suffered a bad case of no-ass, like Walter.
 It ate at him, sitting there, imagining Bos rear end hidden beneath those razor-creased dress pants. He caught sight of a slight arm bulge beneath a jacket sleeve when Newbie raised the water bottle to his lips. Must work out. Do you work those glutes? Are you hiding a nice haunch of bubble-butt beneath your suit?
 Knowing he was obsessing and finding a reason to stop were two different things, and Lucky worked himself up to an aching cock while fantasizing about parting two rounded mounds. With your coloring, your hole is probably dark pink. Ill bet you shave your balls, dont you, Mr. Prim and Proper? Youre a hellcat in bed, too, aint cha?
 He tore his gaze away for a second to find Walters disapproving frown. Lucky shrugged. His boss had had eight years to get used to his roving eye. If Walter didnt like it, he ought to hand over the pink slip hed been threatening to for years. I wish!
 Lucky recalled what hed have to trade for the pink slip. Maybe hed better tone down some. Ogle more discreetly, perhaps. Only a few more months to go; dont screw it up now.
 The coffee lady returned. Lucky damped down his libido and held up his empty cup, but she bypassed him to smack down a handful of papers next to her boss. Kramer stared at the pile, holding up the top page for closer inspection. “The first lot in question produced 47,000 units, 12,000 of which were on the truck, and 6,000 remaining in the warehouse. Weve been shipping cases out for six weeks.” He handed the printout the man next to him, who began hammering away on a calculator.
 A hush fell over the room, funeral parlor quiet except for the shick, shick, shick of the adding machine tape. When the adding stopped, the man stared in shocked horror at the display.
 “Yes, Robert?” the CEO asked.
 “If we cant recover the product, well have to issue a full recall and destroy every affected lot.”
 “How much are we talking?” A new voice chimed in, from a man too stupid to realize now was not a good time to draw the bosss attention.
 Kramer leaned over the table, studying the readout. He extended a finger andtapped out a few more numbers. “Between the recall, stolen product value, and destruction fees, this little hijacking stands to cost the company roughly forty-seven million dollars.”
 Pandemonium followed. “Were insured, right?” and “Cant they still findthe trailer?”
 A massive round of blamestorming followed, the doomed picking a sacrificial lamb to keep the wolves from their doors. When Lucky grew bored, he climbed to his feet, ready to get the real show on the road.
 “A-hem,” he said, attempting to penetrate the chaos. The bickering executives ignored him. “May I have your attention, please,” he tried a little louder. The hissing and spitting calmed. He grinned lazily and quipped, “I just loooove attention.”
 Walter stifled a laugh. Poor idiot laughed at anything.
 Lucky smirked, anticipating the impact of his next words. “I believe I can solve your little theft problem.”
 “And who are you?” someone demanded.
 “Thats easy,” Lucky replied. “Im the SOB who stole your truck.”



CHAPTER 4

Lucky took his time getting to the front to the room. Cocky? Sure. Hed earned the right.
 “The thing to remember about Lucklighter is: if you happen to find a knife sticking from your back with his name on it, its your fault for giving him a target,” hed overheard Walter telling a coworker once. “If I were half as good at my job as Lucky is, I imagine Id be rather insufferable, too.” Only, Walter excelled at his job. And was equally insufferable, in his own way.
 Lucky kept his eyes glued to the newbie, wondering if Walter had yet imparted those words of wisdom on the newest member of “the team.” When this day ended, Bo would have no doubts of exactly whose shoes he could never fill.
 “What the hell did you do with our cargo?” Orange-tie-guy shouted, bolting from his chair. Lucky grinned and winked at the man whod hired him for the Raleigh plant and whod quickly forgotten him at the companys peril. “Mr. Kramer, Im calling security!”
 Kramer held up a staying hand. “Youll do no such thing. Sit down and listen.”
 The protester resumed his seat, shooting daggers at Lucky with his eyes. Lucky reached back into his memory, trying to produce a name, not that it mattered. The mans head was due to roll the moment Lucky finished his spiel. One less BMW parked in the executive parking lot come Monday morning. And the bastard hadnt even taken the time to find out the particulars of a heist from his own division.
 “Your cargo is safe and sound, right where it should be—in your Orlando warehouse.” Am I bragging? After Friday night, I deserve to. I am the larcenous asshole!
 “Mr. Kramer, I dont understand. If this man hijacked the shipment, why hasnt he been arrested?”
 Kramers fleshy face purpled. “Hes not in custody because hes had my full cooperation in his investigation, and I was aware of the Bureaus intent to stage this little exercise, to test the soundness of our operating procedures.”
 The CEO shouted to be heard over the outraged squawking of his minions. “Our security measures leave a lot to be desired. These men”—he nodded to Bo, Walter, and Lucky—“specialize in theft prevention in pharmaceutical supply chains, which includes locating and eliminating weaknesses. After what Ive seen this weekend, I thank my lucky stars theyre on my side.”
Im on nobodys side but my own.
 Kramer had the floor—for the moment—and made full use of it. “Now that weve established that this isnt an actual emergency—yet—Ill open the floor to Mr. Smith and his associates, to enlighten us on how this situation might have been prevented.”
 Walter smiled and nodded toward Lucky. Lucky dialed his cockiness down a notch or two. Time to put away the irritable, irascible grump, leaving a hard-as-iron professional in his stead. Corporate types tended to look down on redneck hillbilly types, regardless of their balls hanging in the vise and his hand turning the lever. Which contributed to how those balls ended up there in the first place, in his opinion.
 “You say you delivered the truck on time to the warehouse? The products are okay?” a timid voice broke the quiet to ask. Ahhh…here comes the first contestant. Go ahead, step out of the safety of the herd. Ill pick you off first, save you the agony of anticipation.
 Lucky turned a disdainful glare on the asker. “Which never should have happened. Why in Gods green earth didnt you inform the warehouse of the theft? You should have called immediately. What if Id delivered a truckload of counterfeits? Right now your wholesalers could be stocking their shelves with poison.”
 Thunderclouds hovered behind Luckys eyes, wrath blurring his vision. “But Im getting ahead of myself.” He cast a haughty gaze around the room. “Id take notes if I were you.”
 Taking Luckys advice, several suits scribbled on notepads. No telling what they wrote. Maybe “eat shit and die.” Hed found similar messages lying on conference tables in the past.
 “Mistake number one!” Lucky raised his fingers, ticking off the point. “The driver arrived to pick up the load near the end of his allotted sixteen hours of driving time. Meaning hed have to stop on the road with a full load.
 “Mistake number two.” Another finger joined the first. “According to company policy, trucks are to be tanked up and ready to go when picking up a load. Stopping is not permitted within fifty miles, in case the load is being followed. For good reason. Most cargo thefts occur within fifty miles of the pickup location.” Back in the day Lucky had contributed heavily to those statistics.
 He wandered down to the place where hed been sitting, glancing into his empty cup. Picking it up anyway to appear nonchalant, he savored the last cold drop, complete with coffee grounds.
 He roamed his eyes over the scared managers whod yet to clue into how bad their day might get. “I want you to understand something: Mr. Kramer didnt provide us with any inside information. I gained access to your facility by hiring on through a temp service, which goes to show your background checks basically suck.” Nobody in their right mind would hire Lucky to work around drugs after a complete background check. Thatd be like asking the fox to mind the henhouse. Of course, Walter probably doctored those reports.
 Orange-tie-guy gasped. Maybe his awful neckwear decided to choke him. “I thought you looked familiar!”
 Inclining his head with a bitter grin, Lucky confirmed the mans suspicions. “I should, since youre the one who hired me. Which only makes matters worse. Shouldnt you know who works for you? To top things off, the driver told me his route, which brings us up to mistake three. He didnt know me any better than you did, and its against protocol.”
 “I say we hold the trucking line accountable!” the ex-boss ventured.
Uhhuh. Find someone to pin it on, why dont cha. Lucky narrowed his eyes, willing the man to receive the mental message of “idiot” he kept trying to send. By law, Regency was responsible for ensuring any subcontractors they hired played by the rules, included transportation companies.
 “Mistake four,” he continued. “A load of this type required a two-man team, to avoid leaving the truck alone at any time. Five occurred when the driver stopped at a truck stop within fifty miles of the manufacturing plant. Six? A GPS doesnt do much good if the load doesnt have one. And you should have trackers inside the trailer, preferably on the shipping cartons themselves in case thieves divided the load.”
 “On the cartons?” Probably hoping he might still save his targeted ass, Orange-tieguy challenged, “Do you have any idea how much viable tracking devices cost?”
You drive a brand new BMW, take two hour lunches, and never work Fridays. I wonder how much your life is about to change. “No, I dont,” he lied. “Is it less than forty-seven million? It took me less than five minutes to snatch that amount from Regencys pockets. And before you start convincing yourselves this was merely a stunt, Ill throw a few figures at you. Last year close to seven hundred cargo jackings occurred in the US.”
 Apparently, the man didnt get when to shut up. “Seems to me all we need to do is find a new common carrier.”
 “Not so fast,” Lucky replied. “Walter?”
 Walter aimed a remote and the projector sitting dead center of the table came to life. A video played, taken inside of a meshed metal cage filled with sealed cartons of various shapes and sizes. A panorama looped, sweeping round and round the structure.
 “Any idea what youre seeing?” Lucky asked.
 Mr. Days-arenumbered, responded, “Thats the inside of the controlled substance cage at the Raleigh facility.”
 “Good. You recognize you own building. Now, let me ask you this. Whats wrong with this picture?”
 Several soft murmurs followed but no one spoke up definitively. “Ill tell you whats wrong.” Luckys jaw clenched. Damn, he felt honestly upset. What the fuck? Calm your ass down. Its just a job. “This video was shot by a temporary employee whod been on the job a few days.”
 Again, no one replied. Lucky huffed out a sigh. “A temporary employee who didnt have clearance to be in your controlled substance cage unsupervised. The supervisor left me in there to make a phone call. A personal phone call.” Do I hear the flushing of another job?
 At least ten more employees still circled the drain, and Lucky poised to send another down. “Theres a camera in the cage, yet security didnt arrive to escort me out.” The spinning projector image now included more people, talking, standing around, and not appearing to be doing much work. The facility manager buried his face in his palms. The image went dark, save for a pale square of light.
 “Whats that?” someone asked.
 “Oh, nothing,” Lucky replied offhandedly. “A skylight. An uncaged skylight. For kicks I shimmied through it on my lunch break one day, and did it again the next day for the exercise. You should get those fixed. Each one is an unlocked window, waiting to be opened. If you read the industry mags, Im sure youre aware of a major heist recently where thieves entered through a similar opening.”
 Luckys cell phone vibrated. He slid the device out of his pocket enough to read a text message from Walter: “Theyre in place.” Lucky emptied his lungs on a heavy breath. Now the water turned truly choppy.
 Kramers phone rang. “This had better be important,” he growled. Several more security infractions showed onscreen. Lucky explained each in a flat monotone, tuning out Kramers shouts of outrage.Finally, Kramer broke in, fuming. “What is the meaning of this?” His eyes glared daggers at Lucky. In his hand he clutched the phone. “Did you have anything to do with this?”
 “If by this you mean a certain federal agency showing up in Raleigh for a surprise inspection, I suppose I do.”
 “But…but…” Kramers former bravado vanished, replaced by shocked outrage. “You work for me, damn it! This was only supposed to be a test. You werent supposed to report your findings to anyone but me.”
 Lucky raised an inquiring brow at Walter, who accepted the tag and stepped into the ring. “While we protect a businesss right to privacy, wed be in violation of federal law if we were party to criminal negligence. Unfortunately, my associate uncovered numerous violations during our investigation, warranting a full audit.”
 Kramers mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing worthwhile emerged. Lucky half expected to have to blow the dust off of his seldom-used first responder training. At a wave of Walters hand, Bo and Lucky followed their boss around the table and out the door. No one stopped them. The closed door barely muffled angry shouts.
 “What happens now?” Bo asked, as the trio trekked down the hall out the front exit.
 “Now, we let FDA conduct their investigation,” Walter replied. “Warning letters are likely, and possibly a facility shutdown until their security breaches are rectified. We set out to expose weaknesses and we did. Youd do well to recall the old adage, „Be careful what you wish for.”
 They piled back into the Range Rover and left the glass monstrosity behind them, Lucky announcing, “Chaos, mayhem, and confusion. Our job here is done. Any idea where the nearest Starbucks is?” He slapped his Ray-Bans in place, letting loose a satisfied grin.
Ive brought one of the largest corporations in America to its knees, and I want more coffee. I am da man.



CHAPTER 5

On the steps of a Starbucks outside of Orlando, Florida, Lucky fell in love. It wasnt a gradual thing, slowly building over time. Instead, it slammed into him like a two-twenty current, stealing all conscious thought. He stopped mid-sentence, hypnotized by the sight before him.

The day being hot and their duty done, the three men had abandoned their suit jackets and ties, loosening their collars. The lack of coat afforded Lucky a grand view at what had to be generous handfuls of firm butt, tucked into a pair of suit pants. Bo stopped walking to open the door, and Lucky nearly slammed into him, too busy appreciating the mans noteworthy backside to watch where he was going.

I have to hit that. At least once. If Ive ever done anything right in my life, I hope my reward is two hours alone with rookie boy. Gazing at the pair of firm globes again, he amended, Better make it three.

“You were saying?” Wa lter and Bo turned inquisitive expressions his way.
 “Oh, forget it.” Lucky waved his hand, brushing away the remnants of thoughts long gone. Hed earned a reputation for always speaking his mind, but didnt consider it wise to enlighten either of these men about what currently crawled around his brain, seeking an exit. Some things they were better off not knowing.
 The three approached the counter, and his inner coffee purist turned up its nose at Walters choice of caramel macchiato with soy milk. Sure, Lucky noticed frou-frou drinks on the menu, but had never been curious enough to try anything he needed a running start to pronounce. As usual, he received a “youre joking, right?” scowl from the nose-pierced kid behind the counter when he ordered, “Black coffee with enough sugar to choke a horse.” Over the years, hed occasionally run across a smartass who tried to be funny, claiming they didnt offer plain coffee.
 But Walters choice paled in comparison with Bos. “Decaf green tea, please. No, I brought myown sweetener, thanks.” He waved a little green pack under the clerks nose. “I use stevia.”
 “Shall we take these outside?” Walter asked once theyd received their drinks. “I spotted an empty table out front.”
 Lucky made it a point to beat the other two men to the round metal table, grabbing the seat facing the parking lot. Sitting with his back to the world gave him the willies. Hed spent too much of his life glancing over his shoulder. Better to see whatever came at him.
 Walter took the chair to his left, Bo pulling out the one to his right. “Crap, what a mess,” Bo huffed, bending to wipe crumbs away from the chair seat. That gloriously round and firm ass stared Lucky in the face, daring him to get better acquainted. Damn, what an ass! Baby got back! If you say youre not gay Id be happy to help you test the theory.
 Walter cleared his throat. “At least pretend youve been taught how to behave in public.”
 “What?” Bo asked, taking his seat and facing Lucky and Walter, wearing a slightly bemused expression.
 “Oh nothing,” Lucky replied. “Im simply reminding Walter that I shouldnt be let out of my cage too often.” He smiled sweeter than his four-sugared coffee.
 Bos gaze volleyed back and forth between Lucky and Walter, but he didnt speak. Smart man. The muscle jumping in his cheek said he might be biting his tongue, though.
 Walter, not one to dawdle or drag matters out, laid the cards on the table. “Nicely done this weekend, Lucky. As usual you went over the top with the stealth and theatrics, but Bo wasnt able to track you.”
 Not surprising. No wonder Walter had ordered Lucky to go all out. He reckoned it said a lot about his skills when his boss used him for a training exercise. “Whod you put him with?”
 “Keith.”
 Partnering Newbie with an imbecile like Keith reduced the likelihood of skill alone rendering Lucky untraceable. “The jerk off cant tell his ass from a hole in the ground. Youd have done better to saddle the kid with…I mean, assign him to someone else. Maybe Art.”
 Walter sniffed, perhaps at Lucky for taking a potshot at a member of “the team” he took such pride in. Teams were for sports. Lucky worked alone.
 “Actually, his methods were pretty thorough.” Bo blew into his cup at a light green liquid; a fresh-mown hay odor drifted across the table, causing Lucky to wrinkle his nose. Real men drank coffee—black.
 “Uh-huh, and exactly how much experience do you have to compare it with?” Lucky gleefully rubbed in Bos wet-behind-theears-job-wise status.
 “You have to excuse Mr. Lucklighter,” Walter interjected. “Hes not known for playing well with others.”
 “Only because others dont play well with me. Its not my fault if half the team thinks Im an ungrateful wretch who should wake up every morning kissing your boots and making up for past sins.” Lucky shifted in his seat, directing his muttered comment to Bo. “Keith believes I should be ashamed of my mistakes. Why should I? Especially when Bossman here,” he hiked a thumb at Walter, “uses my mistakesto full advantage.”
 “Now, Lucky.” Walter rolled his eyes, heaving out a dramatic sigh. “Your teammates have your best interests at heart. If you made more of an effort to get along with them, you might discover theyre pretty decent people.”
 Lucky snorted, Walter ignored him. “Bo graduated top of his class from Virginia College School of Pharmacy, and he completed his first assignment in record time.” Walter gave his best “Proud Papa” impersonation.
 Luckys hackles rose. A guy on the job for less than two months already had Walter eating out of his hand? “Well, tell me about it, since Ive been out of the loop this past month, babysitting idiots who deserve the reaming theyre gonna get.”  Another fucking month of my life gone.

Bo sat his cup on the table, the better to have both hands free to gloat with. “Nothing much to tell. In fact, I found the whole exercise pretty unremarkable.” Did he have to wave his hands around when he talked?

“You look obvious as hell when you do that.” Lucky nodded toward Bos airborne fingers.
 Bos hand waving came to an abrupt halt, his expression crossing from shock to raised-eyebrow defiance. Smoothing the eyebrow with an extended middle finger expressed his sentiments loud and clear.
 Walter, fumbling with his vibrating cell phone, missed the exchange. Lucky mouthed, “When and where?”
 Bo mouthed back, “In your dreams.”
 Inwardly Lucky crowed, distracted by the little bit of personal info Newbied unwittingly given away. He didnt figure too many straight men would get what hed meant. He certainly doubted “poster-child for macho” Keith or “relic from a bygone era” Art would. Right now, he put the odds of Bo being gay at eighty percent.
 “Dont mind him,” Walter said, glancing up from his phone in time to catch the glower on Bos face. “After this morning, Luckys coming down from an adrenaline rush. It always makes him touchy. Please continue.”
 A captive audience, Lucky listened, but not because he wanted to.
 “Cut and dried. Turns out a little Mom and Pop drug store wasnt doing checks or properly documenting pseudoephedrine sales. „Customers cannot purchase more than 3.6 grams of pseudoephedrine in a single day.” Was the guy quoting a textbook? “Not only did a single customer come in four times in one day, he boughtsix boxes each time, and the tech didnt bother to check his ID.”
 Walter, who never stayed quiet for long, took over the telling. “The local boys in blue tracked the customer to a small time meth lab.”
 “Well, good for them!” Lucky spat. A single lab hardly made a dent in the local supply. Why the hell did Walter even waste their time with such small potatoes, unless the whole thing had been a test for Newbie, a nice safe assignment that only a moron could fail.Okay, maybe hes not a moron. In Luckys eyes, the guy was still guilty of being both a slacker and a jerk until Lucky himself found acquitting evidence.
 “As a registered pharmacist, Bo can be our man on the inside, obtaining information not easily accessible to the rest of the team.” Walters “Proud Papa” act grated on Luckys nerves.
 Lucky gulped down a mouthful of coffee. Uh-huh. And we need a hoity-toity pill pusher why?
 * * * “Ah, cube, sweet cube,” Lucky groused, pouring on the sarcasm. He eased down into a chair more likely than not to throw him on the floor if he leaned back too far. He kept the chair for entertainment value, whenever coworkers deigned to occupy his space. Hard to remain dignified while squealing and windmilling your arms to try and stay upright. Lucky didnt doubt hed been given the chair from hell for the very same reason, and wouldnt give his benefactors the pleasure of victory. The ruthless piece of furniture reminded him of the office pecking order, and he took the time to learn its nature and how not to piss it off. He and his chair made a good match, in his opinion.

And good, bad, or ugly, it was his, damn it, and in a few months hed be chuckling about the poor sap who got stuck with it. Heh. Maybe itll be Newbie. Visualizing Bos glorious butt cradled in Luckys own ass print caused things to stir where they ought not be stirring at work.

A sudden appearance by Walter, and imagining him in a Speedo, put an end to Luckys budding erection. Worked every time. Tragically, Walter suffered what southerners called “Dunlaps syndrome”, as in “Belly done lapped over his belt.”

Walt ers chest swelled with a deep breath, which he slowly let out like a balloon leaking air. The chair opposite Lucky gave a startled squeak when Walter sank into it, and the mass of wrinkles on his forehead brought to mind a sharpei. “Im afraid theres been a further complication in the Regency Pharma case.” He waved a half-eaten doughnut in the air before dunking it in a cup of something foamy and popping it in his mouth. The mystery cup might have held coffee, with a healthy dose of whipped cream and powdered sugar from the donut. Luckys stomach surged.

“Whatd they do now? And please tell me I dont have to spend another month in Raleigh.”
 “The body of a twenty-year-old man was found in a Chicago hotel room along with over six hundred doses of assorted narcotics and anti-psychotics, traced back to the same manufacturer: Regency Pharma.”
 The sheer amount inspired a whistle. “Thats a lot of shit for one person. Mustve been one hell of a party hed planned.”
 Walter shook his head, blowing into his coffee or whatever it was before taking a sip. He wore a white foam mustache when he set the cup down. “He had prescriptions for five separate medications from the same prescriber. The pharmacy that filled them is not an Authorized Distributor of Record for Regency, nor did we find a single local wholesaler who admitted to supplying them.”
Damn.Luckyd planned on riding into retirement doing busy work in his cube in Atlanta. He read the writing on the wall and sensed cruising into the twilight wasnt going to happen. “I reckon Im not gonna like where this conversation is headed.”
 A flicker of an apologetic smile crinkled the whipped cream residue on Walters upper lip. “Regardless of your constant complaint about your job being a necessary evil and no more, you keep up with the news and must be aware of the unbelievable amounts of controlled substances purchased by entities in Florida.”
 “Yeah. Ive never understood why nothings been done. And for the record, I only watch the news to see hot reporters.”
 Walter rolled his eyes heavenward, but continued, “The laws are changing. Floridas recently initiated a campaign to crack down on pill mills.”
 Luckyd read about some of those covert DEA operations, bearing ominous names like “Prescription for Death.” Pill mills handed out narcotics like candy, submitting fraudulent claims to government assistance agencies, costing US taxpayers millions and resulting in way too many deaths. Lucky may have walked on the wrong side of the law on occasion, but he had no use for whitecollar, glorified drug dealers—anymore.No ones as holy as one whos reformed. “Bout fucking time if you ask me.”
 “Theres a statewide sweep in progress as we speak—a cooperative effort between the DEA, the FDA, the Florida Board of Pharmacy, and local law enforcement. As a result, manpower is stretched thin. Weve teamed up with various other agencies in the past, and weve been asked to join the latest task force.”
 Luckyd been right. He wasnt going to like this.
 “Well be assisting, gathering evidence. Already suspicious practices are closing shop and moving to states without proper laws in place to stop them. We have to strike now, before the madness spreads.” Walter spoke calmly, mild expression successfully hiding what simmered beneath a “business as usual” demeanor.
You totally get off on this shit, having the big boys invite us to play, dont cha? “What? You mean the „you boys better stay out of trouble guys have come to us, hat in hand? Last month they were hissing and spitting about jurisdiction and calling the SNB „wannabes.” Even among his own coworkers Lucky heard such insults on a regular basis. “Dont wanna be” more summed it up. Hed be happy as hell to take his sorry carcass elsewhere.
 “It seems theyve changed their minds.” Walter held up a hand to stifle protests. “And Ive offered our services.”
 Years of scathing comments, and a formal inquiry into Luckys inclusion on Walters team, left him skeptical. “And they dont have a problem with your hiring practices?”
 “I quote, „Who better to fight the war on drugs than someone who knows the enemy intimately?”
 Whoeverd barfed up such a snide-ass remark didnt have to add the  intimatelypart, in Luckys opinion. A scowling, holier- than-thou sneer, attached to a scowling, holier-than-thou official, parked itself in Luckys brain. “Sounds like old Stick-up-his-ass, and only if a camera were rolling. And he said a whole lot worse the last time I came face to face with the dick head.”
 “Actually, your nemesis has been replaced. Shortly after making a rather unprofessional comment about another agency, it seems.” Walter donned his best predatory smile, hinting at whod orchestrated the assholes downfall. Lucky might not be Walters favorite person, but Walter had zero tolerance for others disrespecting his team. “His replacement is a little more open- minded, and fabled to breathe fire and eat drug lords for breakfast. Shes got a good head on her shoulders and doesnt mind a little creativity to get the job done.” A twitch at the corner of Walters mouth was the only indication of how amusing he found the whole situation.
 Lucky huffed out a breath, resigned to whatever fate awaited. “What we gotta do?”
 “Nothing youre not prepared for. As I said, theyre currently shorthanded; well be providing intel in cooperation with local law enforcement. Well start with stationary surveillance. Theres a small practice advertising itself as a pain management clinic on the outskirts of Orlando. Its quite possibly the tip of the iceberg of a much larger enterprise. Theyre the ones who provided the Chicago victim with his means to an end. Apparently, he was a regular patient. Why come all the way from Chicago to Orlando? And why would any legitimate facility prescribe hundreds of pills at one time?
 “Stake it out. I want a record of who visits, how long they stay. The basics. Weve managed a first interview for Bo under the name William Larsen, and hope to get him inside to gather solid evidence. From what weve already learned, it seems The Ryerson Clinic makes a habit of hiring those with slightly less than perfect records.”
 “In other words, desperate sods who dont mind bending the rules a little in gratitude for having a job?”
 “Precisely.”
 “Sounds to me you already have enough evidence to make a raid.”
 Walter shook his head, the harsh fluorescent lighting highlighting a smattering of gray in his hair. “We need to find out whos supplying them.”
 Luckyd disagreed with his keeper many times over the years; this took the cake. “Youre sending in the newbie?”
 “Hes a licensed pharmacist, and hell work in the clinics pharmacy, funneling any relevant information to you. He knows the meds and pharmacy laws, unlike you, who spends more time and effort testing rules.”
 “Me!” Now was Luckys turn for a little eye-rolling. “Since when do I work with a partner?”
 Walter spoke in no uncertain terms. “You did agree to train your replacement, didnt you?”
Oh shit. I did.But Im not going down without a fight. “Under duress. I never expected you to hold me to that.”
 “Lucky?”
 “Yes?”
 “Im holding you to that. Unless youd rather go back to Raleigh and spend the next few weeks in an office, reviewing each and every shipping record theyve ever produced.”
 Newbie cleared his throat, and for the first time Lucky noticed him, propping a hip on the opposite desk. Given the overloaded box in his hands, he must be moving in to stay. Double damn.
 “Im standing right here, you two.” Eyeing Luckys “lived in” cube, with its array of piled papers and dirty coffee cups, Bo pursed his lips in disapproval. “There goes the neighborhood.”
 Lucky reached out a verbal hand to yank the mans chain. “Dont sweat it, kid. I dont intend to stick around long enough to crash the community barbeque. Now, why dont you run along and fetch me some coffee while the two gruff alley cats hiss and spit a little bit. This aint for a PG audience.”
 Bos protests were cut off by Walters irritatingly unruffled, “Well only be a minute.”
 The newbie slammed the box down on the desk in a shower of ink pens, Post-it pads, and other evidence of a recent visit to the supply closet. With a narrowed-eye glare at Lucky he flounced off, in pursuit of more coffee, hopefully. “Four sugars,” Lucky shouted to a retreating back.
 Once an appropriate distance separated Lucky from the pair of ears he didnt want listening in, he pled his case. “You cant do this to me. Hes too new. Hell get burnt within his first week. No way in hell does he have what it takes to rub elbows with the bad guys and come out unscathed. How old is he anyway?”
 “Hes thirty-one, and prior to earning his pharmacy degree, he served in Afghanistan.”
 “Marine?” Yeah, Newbie did have a straight-backed, jar-head aura about him, but he didnt appear anywhere near his age.
 “Yes. He was a Marine.”
 Lucky didnt like admitting hed misjudged the newcomer, or his deep respect for Marines. Hed once contemplated joining their ranks before making a career decision his high school guidance counselor definitely wouldnt have approved. “Lemme get this straight. We watch the place, he goes in, I babysit. Anything else?” While not promising much excitement, it wasnt the worst assignment hed ever been given.
 Walter took a sip of the last of the creamy liquid in front of him, adding another layer of foam to his upper lip. Lucky scrunched his face. How in the world did the man drink that frothy shit? He should be ashamed of himself, desecrating a good cup of coffee with anything besides sugar.
 Lowering his voice, though no one wandered close enough to hear, Lucky reminded his boss, “You only get until the end of December. After Ive paid in full Im outta here. Im not hanging around. The last youll see of me is ass and elbows on my way out the door.”
 “Youve made it abundantly clear. Are you saying you cant get the job done before NewYears?” Walter goaded. Somewhere a Broadway play is missing its leading man, cause Walter sure as hell should have been an actor. “And here Ive been telling everyone you were the best. Have I boasted needlessly?”
 Newbie waited in the hallway, a cup in each hand, about ten paces away. Lucky nodded, as much to Bo as to Walter. “Id hoped to end my time quietly here at the office, but if I gotta go stare at a building for a few days, I dont suppose itll kill me.”
 “Good. Now, lets enjoy our coffee while I give you the particulars. Afterward, since hes new to the area, why dont you show Bo around Atlanta a bit? You have to be in place in Orlando by Monday.”
 It started slowly, the insistent twitch of an upper lip, quickly joined by an answering lift on theopposite side of Luckys mouth as evil plans came together in his brain. “Good idea, boss. And I know exactly where to start.”
 * * * Thinking, theres no time like the present, Lucky dragged Bo to his first “training session” after lunch.
 “A gym? Why a gym? We have one of those back at the office.” Bo stood on the sidewalk, both hands rammed into his pants pockets, which only served to pull the material tighter across his ample tush. At least hed packed a gym bag, as instructed.
 “Yeah, well, this is a different kind of gym, and were here for your first lesson.” Lucky bounced on the balls of his feet, anticipation coursing through his veins. His own bag draped from one shoulder.
 Bo made no move to enter the gym for a minute or two, and seemed to be thinking things over while poised to run. He glanced at the front door and back at Lucky before bobbing his head in a “lead on” gesture.
 Beneath the bill of a Braves cap, Lucky grinned. What a guileless wonder. Too bad Lucky intended to cure the boy of his gullible nature posthaste. “Staying alive” and “trusting” in this business were mutually exclusive.
 They stepped inside the squat gray building that probably started life as a school. The familiar scents of sweat and liniment greeted them. A hulk of bunching muscles sat on a stool by the door, leaning his perch back on two legs. His thumbs skipped over the keypad of a cell phone. “What can I do for you?” he asked, never taking his eyes off the device in his hands. Lucky envied anyone whose lifehadnt made them paranoid enough that their eyes never left the door.
 “I need a ring,” he replied, perching his shades on top of his head to eye Bo with an assessing gaze. “Thirty minutes, tops.”
 “You a member?” The guy condescended to glance up. “Oh, youagain.”
Try not to appear so thrilled, asshole, or I might think you have the hots for me,Lucky wanted to say. Instead he replied, “Yeah, me.”
 “Twos open.” The attendant dismissed Lucky, turning his attention back to his cell phone.
 “This way to the locker rooms.” A flick of Luckys hand summoned Newbie to follow, though he didnt waste time checking to see if the man complied. A by-the-book guy might pause a minute, but in the end do as told. Sure enough, two seconds later the squeak of shoe leather trailed Lucky across the worn wooden floor of the main gym. They bypassed a few men pumping iron, skipping rope, and hammering away at a heavy bag. An open doorway offered a view of a trio of sparring rings.
 The locker rooms were fairly clean, being early in the day, and Bo and Lucky shed street clothes in favor of shorts and T-shirts in a communal dressing room. Lucky peered at Bos ass while humming Black Eyed Peas My Hump, making up his own words. My hump, my big old juicy rump…I turn around and things fall down, my hump…
 Bo gave him the evil eye, nose scrunched as though hed whiffed something nasty. It being in a gym locker room made funky smells a distinct possibility. “What?” Lucky asked, donning his best innocent expression. Bo grumbled and stalked away, finding his way to ring two alone.
 Luckys second thoughts began when he found his opponent flexing, stretching, and bouncing in place through a series of warm-ups. Oh shit. Ex-Marine. Only slightly daunted, Lucky followed his own ritual of loosening up.
 In the next ring two men sparred, decked out in helmets, gloves, and pads. If genius at the door had been paying any attention hed be approaching now, insisting Lucky obey the gym rules about protective gear.
 “You ready?” Lucky asked Bo, ready to get the show on the road. Protective gear had no place in Bos upcoming “lesson.”
 “I still dont understand what this has to do with my training, but bring it on.” Bo stood proud and tall, apparently expecting a fair fight.
 Lucky didnt fight fair. Using his size, or lack thereof, to full advantage, he dropped to the canvas, sweeping Bos legs out from under him and rebounding to his feet in one slick move.
 Bo dragged himself upright, the light of awareness glinting in his eyes. Returning Luckys shit-eating grin, he faked with his left and jabbed with his right. Lucky danced out of reach.
 They circled, each seeking weakness in the other. From the corner of his eye Lucky noticed a few fighters assembling around the ring to witness what they probably saw as a grudge match and not Richmond Lucklighters Introduction to the Cesspool of My World.
 Roughly five minutes in the ring raised Luckys appreciation of his new charge. The man knew how to use his fists, even if he did rely too heavily on his hands while ignoring the rest of his body. Twice more Lucky caught him in a sweep. The next thwarted attempt proved the man eventually learned.
 Lucky lost all sense of time and place, focusing on his breathing, how he held himself, watching for a subtle shift of muscle to betray a punch aimed his way. Occasionally he wasnt fast enough or misjudged, allowing a blow to land on his shoulder or chest, and once, his face.Thatll leave a mark.
 He danced and faked, seeking to tire his opponent rather than beat him. If hed really wanted an easy victory, Bo would already be laid out on the canvas. Art hadnt lasted ten minutes during “orientation.” For some reason Lucky felt the need to test his protégés capabilities.
 They prowled, they clinched, they jabbed, they fell into perfect rhythm, orbiting each other, seeking an opening. This man might one day be my equal. At least in fighting.Lucky didnt find a worthy opponent often.
 Exploiting a split second of distraction while Bo wiped his sweaty brow, Lucky brought the lesson home, catching Bo on the chin with a lightning fast left hook, followed by a good swift kick, tumbling his opponent to the mat. Lucky dived like a duck on a June bug before Bo even hit the canvas, easily pinning the larger man.
 Despite the rush and heady affirmation that he was “still da man,” defeating Bo hadnt been easy. Lucky grinned at the fallen fighter, not a gloating grin, but a, “You did good, but I can still beat you” grin.
 He hauled a still-stunned Bo to his feet, helping him out of the ring. One arm wrapped around a firmly muscled back, Lucky guided the loser back to the locker room, to comments from the bystanders on form, stance, and whod won bets. Usual gym talk.
 In the wake of a testosterone high, Lucky showered, not bothering to hide his appreciation for Bos body, lean and taut with light muscles, more of a swimmer or runners build than a gym rats. Bo didnt turn away or cower beneath the not-so-subtle scrutiny; he merely lathered and rinsed his hair and body with practiced efficiency. His broad shoulders tapered down to a trim waist, ending in an incredibly firm yet round ass. The guy easily stood six foot. And while hed never make the cover of GQ, he wasnt too hard on the eyes, especially when compared to the rest of the department.
 Luckys cock responded to the intriguing view and he turned away to hide his budding erection. Taunting a rookie was one thing, perving on a coworker another entirely—even if he did want a closer look.
 Once dried and dressed, Bo asked, “Mind telling me now why we went a round in a gym when youre supposed to be training me?”
 No harm explaining, Lucky supposed. “I am training you. Our little exercise today served two purposes. One: you can tell a lot about a man by the way he fights. And if were gonna be watching eachothers backs, its best to know what youre capable of.”
 Bo chewed his bottom lip, mulling over the words. “Makes sense, in a twisted sorta way, I guess. Whats the other reason?”
 “To let you know from the get-go how badly I can kick your ass. Anytime you want to challenge me, remember this day.” Lucky spun on his heel and trotted toward the exit. He called over his shoulder, “Lesson two is this: I am the best. I always have been, and always will be the best. Watch and learn, but youll never be able to touch this.” He waved his hand to indicate himself.
 “But you were busted.”
 Lucky stopped in his tracks. Oh shit. Did Walter have to tell Newbie everything? He schooled the irritation out of his voice and turned to face Bo, hoping to come across as nonchalant. “Which leads to lesson number three: never trust anybody. Now, what say we go get some coffee?”



CHAPTER 6

It took a lot of conniving to avoid a man he sat across from for the good part of a week; however, Lucky had conniving down to an art form. And on those few occasions he and Bo breathed the same air, Lucky grinned and cracked his knuckles, a blatant reminder of who called the shots.

Either Newbie had stupid moments, or a death wish, for he insisted on talking—to Lucky.
 “Pretty lady. Is she your sister?” Bo stared over Luckys shoulder at a picture of Charlotte holding her oldest son. Shed been pregnant with the second at the time. What was he now? Eleven? Twelve? The woman desperately needed to send a new picture.
 Lucky offered a challenging glare. “What if shes my wife or girlfriend?”
 Bos jaw dropped open before he snapped his mouth closed and attempted to hide blatant disbelief. “Oh, Im sorry. I didnt mean…”
 “Shes my sister,” Lucky growled, flipping the picture face down. “Now, did you leave something on my desk?”
 “No.”
 “Then would you mind getting the hell back to your own?”
 “I came to bring you this.” He held out a large envelope.
 Lucky snatched it from his hand, reaching in to pull out a massive “there goes the rain forest” amount of paper, secured together by an industrial-sized paper clamp. A few pictures fell out of the pack, along with a key and a map to a Kissimmee, Florida address. Lucky shook his head in exasperation. Hed only been home a few days, and now hed have to leave again. And back to Florida, too, damn it. Florida, where hed spent some of the happiest times of his life. Now, he avoided the place whenever possible. He didnt need the reminders of how badly his life had gone to shit.
 “Youre welcome,” Bo huffed, beating a hasty retreat to his own desk.
 Lucky ignored him, staring at the image of a pretty, forty-ish blonde woman who might soon be facing some serious charges. With her carefree smile and perfectly styled hair, she certainly wouldnt strike many folks as a hard-boiled criminal. It takes all kinds, I guess.
 Beverly Ryerson, he read, sole owner of the Ryerson Clinic in Orlando, inherited from her late husband. The daytime drama lover in Lucky shouted, She killed him! A blurb in the report citing the cause of death as pancreatic cancer did little to diminish Luckys suspicions. Suspicions were good things. They kept you alive.
 He buried himself in his work, researching every available scrap of information about the Ryerson Clinic, sorting through phone bills, bank records, and personnel records. Several hours later he was thoroughly convinced that he knew more about Beverly Ryersons business than she did.
 “Mind if I ask you something?”
 Lucky jumped, startled to find Bo standing at his back again. Evening shadows stretched across his desk, and the surrounding cubes were silent. The clock on the wall showed 5:55. Damn. I actually was involved in my work.
 Yawning and suddenly exhausted, he carefully spun his chair around to hand a chipped and stained coffee mug to Bo.“Ill answer your question if you get me more java.”
 Bo opened his mouth, faced flushing a lovely outraged color, but in the end he snatched the cup from Luckys hand and stalked off. Presumably to the coffeepot.
 He returned with a cup of what might have been shoe polish, but Lucky eagerly gulped it down. When had they made it? A week ago?
 Given the time of day and a lack of a bigger audience, Lucky took it easy on the guy, somewhat. It simply wasnt worth the energy at the moment to irritate him properly.“Whaddya wanna know?” He leaned the chair back as far as he dared.
 “Keith and I did everything by the book. Why werent we able to find you?”
 “How did you go about your search?”
 “Standard tactics, according to Keith. Your car wasnt moved all weekend, your landlady swears she heard you in your room and that you never left, you didnt buy a bus ticket, rent a car, or even hitchhike, from what we found.”
 “Mistake number one—it wasnt me you needed to watch.” He turned a weary gaze on the man who never in a million years stood a chance of matching his skills. “Everyone has a weakness. Figure out the weakness and youll find your man.” I wonder what yours is.
 “Are you saying I should have found out which Starbucks suddenly experienced a spike in sales and sugarshortages?”
 As comebacks went, it wasnt bad. Needed work on delivery, but not a totally worthless effort. “No. Answer this. If Im not buying tickets, renting hotel rooms, et cetera, et cetera, how am I traveling?”
 Bos brow furrowed, and Lucky could almost hear the wheels turning beneath his perfectly styled hair. The light bulb came on, erasing the minuscule worry creases from the mans forehead. Damned but he appeared too young sometimes. The big bad world was gonna chew the guy up and spit him out. “You had an accomplice.”
 “Bingo!”
 “Instead of wasting time watching you…”
If you wanna find the animal, find the keeper.“You shoulda watched Walter, he made all my arrangements. Now, any idea where he is right now?” Lucky cracked his knuckles. “Or maybe Keith? Your landlady? Name em and I can find em.” His fingers raced over his computers keys.
 * * * Bright and early Monday morning, a blue Ford Escort pulled into the driveway of Luckys new home for the next few weeks, thumping to the strains of Lady Gagas “Pokerface.”  Ah, a contemporary rock fan. This is gonna be fun. Lucky scrolled his iPod to his “Crazy” playlist, more properly labeled, “songs to drive coworkers crazy.” He dropped the device back into his pocket, anticipating Bos reaction.

“Come on in. Its not much, but Walter doesnt believe in spending a dime more than he has to, as if the car he assigned you wasnt clue enough.”

If not for Bos attempting to get a job at the pharmacy theyd be watching, Lucky had little doubt that hed have wound up in some cheap, flea-bag hotel instead of this reasonably decent, if tiny house. How Lucky longed for a place out in the woods, where no one would ever find him—even with Walters help. To the houses advantage, several citrus trees crowded the tiny backyard, their limbs heavy with oranges, tangerines, and grapefruit. He hadnt had an orange off the tree in quite some time. Once youd tasted a freshly picked orange, the pitiful specimens in grocery stores lost their appeal. Did Floridians keep the good stuff for themselves? Hed certainly never tasted the like in North Carolina, or anywhere else.

“Too -small-and-dark living room in here, ugly-assed-kitchenleftover-from-the-70s-avocado-appliance-obsession over there, two closet-sized bathrooms.” He gave his new roommate a ten-cent tour. “The big ones mine. Two okay-sized bedrooms. I got the master suite, other bedrooms yours.”

“Why do you get first pick?” Biceps subtly bulged under a light blue T-shirt when Bo crossed his arms over his chest.
 Lucky swore hairs rose on the mans neck. He grinned, vowing to up the irritation factor. Newbies buttons were too easily pushed. “Im senior man. And besides, I got here yesterday to stake my claim.”
 “Well, if not for me, we couldnt get anyone on the inside.” Fire flashed in Bos eyes. Oh, temper, temper.
 “Stop that, youre turning me on.” Lucky leered and wriggled his brows. He tossed out, “I dont object to sharing,” in tones suggesting a reasonable compromise.
 Those sparking eyes blazed. “Havent you ever heard of sexual harassment?”
 “Heard of it, havent had any turned my way since my early twenties, darned the luck. You?” He smiled sweeter than black strap molasses, squashing down the ice in his stomach at the circumstances behind his particular “harassment,” and how easily hed given in. Hed eventually done time for the lapse of judgment and didnt like being reminded of his current indentured servant- hood.
“Fuck with the boss and the boss fucks with you,” hed been told often enough. Being youngand stupid, he hadnt listened, and wound up a cautionary tale.
 Bos glare wasnt impressive, but with some work stood a good chance of improving over time. He nailed the gritted-teeth growl, however. “Lord grant me patience, cause if I pray for strength, I might just wind up beating you to death.”
 “Now would be a good time for you to remember lesson number one,” Lucky reminded him. “I can kick your ass.”
 “Maybe last week, but not for long. Give me a while.” Bos brows nearly touched over his narrowed eyes. Their inky darkness bored into Luckys, causing something deep inside to squirm. A man could get lost in those eyes and never find his way back. Maybe never want to come back. Dangerous notion, my friend.
 Lucky blinked hard, tearing his gaze away and attempting to unscramble his brain. What the fuck? I never let anyone shake me up.Whats he doing to me? Scrabbling to regain the upper hand, he blurted, “Cmon, were burning daylight. Toss your stuff in there and lets get a move on.” He nodded at the shoe box sized bedroom, privately wondering how badly hed have to fuck up the room to make sharing the master bedroom acceptable to Bo.
 * * * “My heart, my achy, breaky heart,” Lucky wailed off -key, the worst backup singer Billy Ray Cyrus had probably ever been shackled with. Walters choice of a five-year-old Mazda for the stakeout didnt come equipped with an iPod docking station, so Lucky plugged a converter into the cigarette lighter to play through the cars speakers. Occasionally static or a snippet of music from a local radio station bled through the play list designed to create maximum annoyance.

Every now and again he glanced over to gauge the effect of his efforts on his unwanted partner, who leaned against the far window, hands squeezed into white-knuckled fists and face twisted into a bitter “kill me now” expression. “Do you have to play that so damned loud?” Bo shouted over the music. Once or twice hed put on headphones hooked up to an iPad, but Lucky merely jacked the iPod volume higher.

“What?” Lucky shouted back, hiding a smirk. Taking advantage of Bos preoccupation with staring out the window, he turned the volume down a notch, but only because itd reached levels irritating even to him and drowned out his pitiful attempts at singing. Plus, it threatened to blow out the cars inferior speaker system. He kept a close watch, ready to grab Bos wrist if the man got it into his head to snatch up the iPod and toss it out the window. Luckyd lost several iPods to other co-workers road rage.

Far too soon for his tastes, Lucky located the parking garage where theyd spend a good deal of time over the next few days.
 He wound the vehicle through the concrete structure to the fifth level, parking on the outside. Through the windshield he studied the strip mall complex housing their target. Only one of the six available units contained a business, but the entire parking lot already lacked open spaces, even at nine A.M. He switched off the engine and peered through a set of binoculars, the music dying with the motor. His ears continued to ring for a good two or three minutes.
 The vehicles down below varied from a late model Mercedes with local plates to a decrepit Chevy S-10. Without the hard evidence of an Illinois tag, Lucky wouldnt have believed such a beat up piece of shit capable of making the trip.
 Reaching into the backseat, he grabbed another pair of binoculars, thrusting them at Bo. “Youre the one with a fancy iPad; take note of every vehicle in that parking lot. Make, model, tag,general description of driver. Got that?”
 “What?” City boy arched a surprised brow. “Isnt there supposed to be a van, a team? You mean this is just you and me watching cars?”
 Lucky sent him a Lucklighter patented glare rumored to curdle milk. “You been watching too much CSI. On TV, budgetisnt something you hear often. Welcome to the real world, Newbie. This is simple surveillance; we wanna find out whos coming and going, not what they had for breakfast or whose wife theyre banging. Sheeessh. You college types dont venture out much, do you?”
 “All right, all right. Gimme a minute.”
 For a small place like the clinic, whatever they were doing, they did it fast. The cars and trucks came and went. Bos fingers rat-a-tatted over the keyboard of his high-tech toy with each new arrival, while Lucky focused on two delivery trucks adding to Ryersons inventory, and a handful of panel vans taking away. None bore any identifying markings. One-handed, he flipped the top off of his thermos, gulping down a mouthful of tepid brew. “Newbie?”
 Silence.
 “Fresh Meat?”
 “Those arent my names.”
 “Sunshine, nows not the time to have a diva moment. I want you to start adding arrival and departure times for the cars. Can you handle that?”
 Bos clipped response sounded suspiciously like itd been ground out from between wired shut jaws. “I attended four years of college and another four of pharmacy school to be your secretary?”
 Without missing a beat, Lucky gave his best affronted look, clutching his proverbial pearls. “I do not think of you as my secretary; I consider you my administrative assistant.” A half-beat later he tagged on, “Or my bitch—you pick.”
 “Fuck you!” seemed to come from a million miles away.
 “Name the when and the where.” Lucky managed the comeback using half his brain, the other half currently dedicated to upping the magnification of his binoculars to get a better view of the packages traveling via hand truck from the back door of the building to an SUV.
 During the height of Luckys party years his own doctor hadnt shied away from writing scripts, but Lucky had never needed more than a plastic shopping bag to haul his meds home. Of course, living with someone with free access to anything he wanted, delivered to the house by the case, meant he didnt often visit a doctor. If he had aches and pains he numbed them with goodies from Victors private stock. Ahhh, those were the days.
 He traded binoculars for a camera, snapping a few pictures at the highest magnification.
 Unperturbed by Luckys task, Bo carried on their verbal sparring. “Youre a fucking piece of work, arent you?”
 Most of his attention focused on the parking lot, Lucky managed a wellrehearsed comeback. “Uh-huh. Wanna see my „fucking piece of work?”
 “Saw it in the shower, not that I was looking. Nothing to write home about.”
 Lucky nearly choked. Itd been so long since hed had a worthy opponent that he wasnt quite prepared for the vocal right hook. “Are you sure? Maybe you need a closer inspection.” He lowered the camera and reached for Bos binoculars. “You wont be needing those. My johnson doesnt require magnifying.”
 “Pretty fucking hung up on yourself, arent you? Let me tell you something.” Bos face shaded scarlet. “You seen one cock you want nothing to do with, youve seen em all.”
 Lucky watched, tuning out the traffic sounds, mulling over what might have been a confession. No time for distractions now, duty called. “Wait right here.” Damn the timing. Hed love to continue their conversation.
 Letting a barrage of questions fall on deaf ears, Lucky grabbed a ball cap and a hightech gizmo hed been waiting for a chance to use from the backseat. His favorite surveillance supplier had recently introduced a new item, one with a battery guaranteed to last eight weeks, a far cry from the model thatd once proved his undoing, long ago, in another lifetime. If he could only have held out for fourteen days, the maximum battery life of that particular unit…
 He opened his car door and stooped to remain unseen under the low walls of the parking garage, scuttling like a palmetto bug down the ramp and meeting a few of the real things on the way down. Bugs and rats. Both grew bigger in Florida. Must be the sunshine.
 Pulling his hat down firmly over his brow and moving his shades from his pocket to his face, Lucky checked both ways and stepped out of the garage, casual, unhurried. A quick look-see above proved Bo remained with the car, though his binoculars now followed Lucky instead of the silver Corvette pulling from the clinics parking lot.
 Shoving his hands into his pockets, Lucky strolled unhurriedly along the sidewalk, making a note of security cameras. Because they didnt move to follow him, he assumed they either were stationary, dummies, or someone inside fell asleep at the wheel. Lucky loved it when targets grew lax in security. It made his job easier. Still, best to treat them as though they were live. Hed learned long ago to err on the side of caution.
 When the guy with the hand truck slammed the SUVs cargo area closed and disappeared inside the building, Lucky did a quick side-to-side check and dropped to his knees by the vehicle. In one fluid motion he rolled onto his back, peeling the covering off the magnet and slapping a tracking logger underneath the fender.
 The crunch of gravel under a shoe made his blood run cold, and he slid out and away from the SUV, crouching beside a green mini-van. The crunching grew closer and he yanked his watch off, shoving it under the edge of the van.
 “Mind telling me what youre doing?” a masculine voice barked, with enough edge to tell a seasoned pro like Lucky that it wasnt a busboy or store clerk he dealt with. The man at his back radiated danger and authority. Lucky didnt need to see him; he heard it in the voice.
 “Damned, fucking, cheap-assed piece of shit,” he babbled, making sure the guy had a clear shot of him reaching under the van to retrieve his watch. “You pay good money for something, you expect it to stay on your wrist where it belongs.”
 The words of a long ago mentor came back to him.Dont act evasive, but whatever the fuck you do, boy, do not make eye contact. Too bad Dad had been talking twelve-point white tails and not armed thugs. However, the principle worked the same with either. The target youd kill or the one out to kill you. Dad. Damn but I miss you. Why did you have to go and give up on me?
 He stayed in position, pretending to refasten his watch. Two and a half minutes from parking garage until now. A door opened and closed behind him, and he let out the breath hed been holding. Kicking himself for twelve kinds of fool for coming close to getting caught, he stood and watched the SUV drive away, hoping Bo captured the license plate. While not unheard of to cross the state line to visit a doctor, he seriously doubted any law-abiding citizens with“Georgia on their minds” had to drive all the way to Orlando to fill a script for Tylenol 3.
 To appease whomever else might be watching, he continued his trek down the street to a small park visible from the garage. He wandered through, ending up at the garages back wall, scrambling over and onto the first level. Avoiding the stairs—most assuredly the domain of more palmetto bugs—he traveled the rest of the way up in the elevator. Hed love a good workout, but didnt want to share space with rodent-sized insects.
 He stepped out of the elevator and kept to the shadows, approaching the Mazda from the passenger side blind spot. Hed raised his hand to bring it smacking down on the trunk, hoping to deliver another lesson—be aware of your surroundings—when a shoe scuffed behind him and he ducked, narrowly missing the blow aimed at his head.
 He hit the ground rolling, coming up in a crouch a few feet away, to find Bo lounging against the car trunk, laughing. “Knew youd try something sneaky,” he said, a pleased grin on his face. Sadly, pigeon spatters under his elbow ruined the “man in control” effect.
 Lucky growled, dusting himself off as he stood. “Did you get the license of the SUV?” If he cocked his head to the side, the pigeon splats formed a smiley face.
 “Sure did. Since it seemed important; Ive already sent it in to Walter.”
 On one hand, working with someone capable of rational thought was definitely refreshing; on the other hand, Lucky ran the risk of learning to like the guy. Liking people led to trusting them, which led to his life getting turned upside down. And liking folks you worked with added complications, especially if you planned on walking away and leaving them behind the moment the opportunity presented itself.
 Since too much thinking made his head hurt, Lucky pushed the turbulent thoughts away, in favor of something more immediate. “Im hungry. You ready to eat?”
 Lunch consisted of drive-through fast food, Lucky wolfing down and barely tasting a greasy burger and fries, washed down by a jumbo Coke. Bo munched a salad and baked potato, sipping from a bottle of water.
 Once finished, Lucky belched and tossed his trash into the backseat. Bo wrinkled his nose, daintily folding the bag his meal had come in and checking the plastic salad container. “Oh good, its recyclable. You do recycle, dont you?”
 Over the next few hours Lucky found himself fighting boredom, watching cars come and go and tuning out a lecture on greenhouse gasses. When hed about reached the point of shooting himself or his environmentally conscious partner, several car doors slammed, one after the other. Lucky checked his watch, grimacing at the crystal hed scratched by throwing it under the van. “Quittin time. Lets give them a few minutes to clear out and get the hell out of Dodge.”
 “Youll get no argument from me. Im starving.”
 “Of course you are. You only ate rabbit food for lunch. Oh, by the way, junior man gets cooking duty.” Lucky figured he might be pushing his luck, but you never knew until you tried, right?
 “Gladly, if you cook like you do everything else.” Bo mimed swinging a mallet down on an imaginary something hanging in mid-air, snarling out a pretty good Eastwood impersonation, “Cmon, spud, make my day!”
 Lucky didnt have a ready comeback, as the creative accusation rang too close to truth. He retaliated by giving old Billy Ray a rest and punching up Cyndi Lauper on his iPod. They exited the garage with the windows rolled down and Lucky screeching to the top of his lungs, “She bop, a he bop…”
 “Must you jam every time were moving?” Bo yelled.
 “Yes, I must,” Lucky yelled back.
 Bo endured the ride to the local Save a Ton Food Mart with fingers stuck in both ears. Once inside the store the real battle began.
 “Pork is loaded with cancer-causing chemicals.” Bo snatched a package of thick-sliced bacon out of their shared cart and tossed it back in the meat case.
 “But theyre tasty chemicals.” Lucky threw the package back into the cart.
 “You said I did the cooking. I wont cook carcinogens.” The package rejoined its fellow bacon packs in the cooler.
 “You will.”
 “I wont. I wont contribute to your death of heart disease, stroke, or cancer.” Bo turned the cart away, heading toward the produce isle.
 Oh shit! “Oh my God. Youre one of those tree-hugging weed eaters, aint cha? You mean I gotta spend the next however many weeks grazing like a cow?” In theory, Lucky was aware of non- meat eaters existing, but couldnt recall ever meeting one face to face. Werent those small nerdy guys with glasses? Howd Bo get buff nibbling lettuceleaves? “Okay, health freak. Tell me this. How are we supposed to get enough protein without eating meat?”
 “Watch and learn, T-Rex, watch and learn.”
 “T-Rex?”
 Bo pulled both hands back to his shoulders, wiggling his fingers. “Great big vicious carnivore with itty bitty arms.” He danced away from Luckys swat. “Thank you for proving my theory.”
 Temporarily frozen in place by a stunning display of oneupmanship, Lucky grudgingly awarded an unspoken, “Nice shot.” Attempting a recovery, he snatched up the largest bag of potato chips on the shelf, catching up with the cart near a display of leafy green stuff.
 Without even glancing up, Bo threw out an arm, blocking Luckys attempt to place the bag in the cart. “No nutritional value, too much salt and fat. Youll grow a spare tire within the next five years if you dont have a heart attack first. Given your high stress lifestyle, Im amazed it hasnt happened already.”
 Lucky shot a gaze to his belly, horrified to discover it wasnt quite as flat as it used to be. He sucked it in, setting the chips down in the closest vegetable bin. Gotta focus on abs tonight.
 “You want protein? Ive got your protein right here.” Lucky half expected Bo to leer and grab his crotch. Instead, he held up a bag of some kind of beans. “Edamame, extremely high in protein. And even though I dont eat meat, I do eat eggs whites and limited amounts of cheese. I gotta be careful, though. Some have way too much salt, or are made with rennet.”
 Deciding not to further embarrass himself by betraying ignorance, Lucky didnt ask what rennet was. Hed Google it later.
 Little plastic bags of tomatoes, carrots, onions, and peppers assembled in the cart before Bo started down the aisles. He seemed to have some kind of aversion to anything white, except tofu, selecting brown rice and whole wheat bread. When Lucky picked up a five pound bag of sugar, Bo raised an eyebrow, but allowed it to join their other groceries.
 “I know this may be hard for you, not used to eating right, but trust me, once you see how much better you feel, youll thank me. White sugar is one of the worst things you can put into your body.”
 “And I suppose brown is better?”
 Bo gave him a tight smile. “Stevia is better, but Ill allow you a few choices. You like your sweet coffee. In time, youll come around.” A package labeled “Stevia” joined the sugar. “Need coffee?” Bo moved down the aisle, hand hovering over a bag of— heaven forbid!—store brand decaf.
 Oh hell no! Quality could not be compromised, and decaf was for wusses! “I get mine at Starbucks.”
 Bo smirked and shook his head. “You can buy Starbucks coffee here, by the bag. You can make your own for a week for less than the price of two cups.” He placed a bag of pre-ground into the cart, a familiar orange logo offering some reassurances.
 Lucky stroked his chin, miming thoughtful contemplation. “That would be the logical thing to do, wouldnt it? Plus, itd save Walter one hell of a lot on expenses.” Reason alone not to make his own coffee when Florida boasted a Starbucks on practically every corner.
 “Yes.” Bo grinned as though hed made a convert.
 “Practical, too!”
 “Yes.” Bo added a nod to his enthusiastic grin.
 Grabbing the bag and slam-dunking it back onto the shelf, Lucky sniffed haughtily, nose in the air. “I dont do practical or logical, youd best remember that.” He stalked off down the aisle, stopping at the end to brandish a box of green tea. “You need some of this stuff, or you wanna stop by a hay field on the way home and get some fresh?”
 “Gimme that!” Using the cart as a scooter, Bo caught up and snatched the box from Luckys hand. “I cant take you anywhere and expect you to act civilized, can I?” He put the box back on the shelf, selecting another. “I only drink decaf.”
 Lucky shuddered; “decaf” was sacrilege.
 A middle-aged woman peered around the corner, eyes wide and fingers twisting in her sweater. Noticing the two men staring back at her, she popped back behind the canned goods.
 “See!” Bo growled. “Now youre scaring little old ladies.” “Me? Youre the one getting bent out of shape!”
 A manager approached, and knowing when hed worn out his welcome—usually—Lucky grabbed Bos arm and dragged him toward the checkouts. “Cmon. Enough shopping for today.” They did stop by the dairy case long enough to pick up a few “must haves.”
 While in the checkout line, Bos phone rang. “Hello?” he answered in wavering tones after checking the number on the BlackBerrys screen. “Yes, Im he.”
 Lucky edged closer, trying to decipher the conversation from the other end of the line. Bo shot him a warning glare. “Sure! What time?” Bo pantomimed a pen and something to write on. Lucky started to ignore him out of spite, but in the end relented, swiping a pen from the cashier without asking and ripping off their grocery receipt to hand to Bo.
 Bo jotted something on the receipt, head nodding in time with the  wah, wah, wah coming through the line. Ear glued to his phone, he followed Lucky out to the car, forcing Lucky to haul the bags and load them into the trunk by himself. With uncanny timing, the moment Lucky put the last bag away, Bo hung up the call. “That was the clinic. They want me to get drug tested Friday before they set up my second interview.” Judging from his excitement, he might actually consider it a real job offer and not an invitation into the lions den. He beamed ear to ear. “Im in!” he crowed.
 On a mission to return the man to earth, Lucky swatted his backside. “If only I could say the same.” He skipped away from Bos badly-aimed right hook.
 Bo fumed all the way back to their tiny little rental cottage. The first time Lucky opened his mouth to sing, Bo snatched up his iPod, finding classic rock on the Mazdas stereo instead. Though the station played Skynyrds “Freebird,” one of Luckys favorites, hed rather crawl on broken glass than accept Bos choice. He jabbed at a button, switching the station and pretending to be spellbound by a rappers angry shouts.
 Bos face twisted with disbelief. “Youre kidding me, right? You dont honestly listen to rap, do you?” He jabbed another button. Lucky jabbed it back.
 They continued their fight until a button popped off the stereo, disappearing under the drivers seat. “You broke it!” Lucky accused.
 “Did not!”
 “Did too!”
 They arrived at the house still squabbling, never letting up until theyd gotten their groceries into the kitchen. “You fix dinner. I gotta go type up a report for Walter.” Actually, Lucky planned to call in his report in the morning, but Newbie didnt know that. He flopped down on the couch, listening to the bangs, clangs, and occasional,“Oh shit!” from the kitchen, interspersed with a none- tooshabby rendition of Lady Gagas “Bad Romance.”
 Lucky stepped out on the front porch for a little peace and quiet and made his call. Walter answered on the first ring. “Good evening, Lucky. I take it you had a productive day?”
 Lucky ignored the attempt at pleasantries. “Get any information on the Tahoe I tagged? Please dont tell me Keith lost it.”
 He wasnt above tossing a reminder of last years fiasco out every chance he got, even if it had been a one-time deal. Keith certainly never cut any slack on Luckys transgressions. Somewhere out in the wild blue yonder, a Buick roamed the highways, one of Luckys little technological souvenirs, complete with dead battery, adorning its undercarriage.
 The voice coming through his cell phone sounded tired, and Lucky wondered what kinds of things made a law-abiding citizen like Walter lose sleep. Guys like me, probably.
 “As a matter of fact, we have. Its registered to a Claude W. Elledge, owner of Rx Dispose,a reverse distribution company. Its quite possible you witnessed a legitimate pickup of expired goods, bound for destruction.”
Uhhuh, and I got some swampland Ill sell ya. Hed seen Ryersons phone records, and noticed she called Claude Elledge and Rx Dispose on a regular basis. He still hadnt found a direct link with Regency Pharma, however. “What you wanna bet its not?”
 A weary chuckle vibrated into his ear. “Ive learned long ago to trust your instincts. Id never be fool enough to bet against you. After leaving the clinic, the vehicle took a direct route to the facility near Valdosta, Georgia, confirmed by local authorities.”
 Lucky wondered who exactly in Georgia theyd spoken to, recalling a certain blond from around those parts with a penchant for outdoor sex, and a day hike theyd made one summer a few years back. I do have a few good memories about this job after all.  “Any other plates turn up anything?”
 “Too soon to say, although there were a handful of interest.” In other words, we know, but were not telling you.
 “Theres been a new development.” Lucky took a long, leisurely breath, prolonging the moment in payback for Walters withholding information.
 “And?”
 “Newbies got his second interview, providing he passes the drug test.”
 The conversation lagged, and resumed with Walters, “When Bo goes for his test, I want you to go with him.” The suddenly stern tone brooked no argument.
 Lucky argued anyway. “Now why the hell do I have to do that? Ive got two months left and I aint slipped up once in eight years. Havent I earned a little trust by now?” He balled his free hand into a fist, nails biting into his palm, mumbling a litany of, “Bastard, bastard, bastard…”
 “Now, Lucky.” Walter wafted out a long-suffering sigh. “The terms of our arrangement call for monthly testing. If it were up to me…”
 “The arrangement.” More like a constant reminder of his greatest fuck up, and that though the confines of his world were no longer defined by concrete walls and razor wire, he did time nonetheless. Every member of his department, even Walter, had to undergo random testing whenever called, innocent until proven guilty. Only Lucky had to piss in a cup on a regular basis and constantly demonstrate his innocence. Monthly, like clockwork, under the watchful eyes of lab technicians, he hid his humiliation, knowing full well the smiling man or woman being nice to his face fully understood why he was there. Some might even have an idea of what would happen to him if the test came back positive. Back to concrete walls and razor wire. Lucky shuddered, swearing, never again.
 Walter brought him back from his momentary visit to hell. “Whats the name of the lab hes going to? Ill need to make arrangements to get copies of your results. His, too.”
 Huh? His, too? “Ill find out and text you.” Sounds of stirring from inside the house stayed Luckys tongue from asking too many questions. “Gotta go now.” He hung up without saying goodbye or waiting for Walter to do the same. Get the last word in and call it quits, his normal method of operation.
 After some of his anger had simmered down, Lucky made his way back to the kitchen. Figuring dinner must be about done, he felt it safe to offer, “Need some help?” Something tomato-y and Italian smelling scented the air, making Luckys stomach growl.
 “Can you cut the vegetables and toss the salad?” A wickedly sharp knife pointed to a plastic container of baby field greens, a bag of baby carrots, a cucumber, and a tomato.Well shit. Id never have offered if Id known he take me up on it. Dark thoughts took shape in Luckys mind as he whittled away at the carrots.
 “What the hell is this?” Bo stared at the salad bowl a few minutes later, a storm brewing in his eyes.
 “What the hell do you think it is? You told me to cut  the veggies right? Theyre cut now, at least, this one is.” Lucky snatched up a tiny carved carrot penis and tossed it into his mouth. “That ones uncut, if you prefer such,” he said, pointing to a rather misshapen lump.
 “Do you ever think about anything other than sex?”
 “Sure, on days ending with T. You?”
 “Of course.”
 “Like what?” Lucky propped his chin on his folded hands, feigning rapt fascination.
 “Like the political situation, unemployment, world hunger. The hole in the ozone layer.”
 “Ah-ha!” Lucky shouted triumphantly.
 “Ah-hawhat?”
 “You said hole. Youre as sex-crazed as I am and dont want to admit it.”
 If looks could kill, Bo would have to explain to Walter why Luckys unrecognizably charred body lay splattered on the kitchen floor. Wanting to prolong their battle, Lucky tossed out, “I wonder how much lube itd take to grease up that big of a hole,” to see what reaction hed get.
 Bo slammed a pan full of pasta down on the scarred Formica tabletop. “Shut up and eat!”
 “Oh, you said eat. If I eat dinner will you eat me?” Lucky quickly claimed the head chair before Bo had the chance. A dishrag flew at Luckys head, missing him and hitting the wall with a juicy splat.
 “Temper, temper,” he taunted. “Hey, whats wrong with these noodles? Theyre funny colored.” He gazed skeptically at the brownish strands hanging from his fork.
 “Nothings wrong with them.” Bo plopped down across from Lucky, back inches away from the stove. “Theyre whole wheat; much better for you than the regular kind.”
 They looked almost normal once covered by a ladleful of sauce. “Did you get any shake cheese?” Lucky jumped up and poked around in the refrigerator, trying to recall what theyd bought.
 “The cheese is on the table. Grab the bottle of wine off the counter, will you? Theres a corkscrew in the drawer.” Under his breath Bo added, “Or you can keep up the ignorant redneck act and chew the cork out with your teeth.”
 “I heard that!”
 “Good!”
 Regardless of the mans opinion of him, Lucky did know how to work a corkscrew, vaguely—back in his wine and roses days, Victor had a butler for such menial tasks—but it proved unnecessary. “A twist-off top? Dude, Im disappointed. Dont you have any class?”
Was that a growl? Goblets sat beside their plates. Lucky poured each one-third full, sliding both across the table. He swilled from the bottle, letting out a hearty brrrrppp.
 “Not too bad for twist-off wine.” He stared at the label before settling the bottle by his plate. “Guess it cant all be Boones Farm. Lets eat.”
 He munched daintily at his salad, pinky hanging in the air, eyeing Bos vicious mutilation of his carrot masterpieces. “Methinks youre a little frustrated. Not getting enough lately?”
 Bo shot daggers with his eyes. “Not all of us are hormone driven lunatics!”
 “Been a long time, huh?” Baiting Bo proved the most fun Luckyd had since his arrest. “A hot-blooded guy like you doing without? Limited to a little hand on gland action? Thats plain…sad. Of course, if you needed a favor…”
 “My sex life is none of your business.” Oh yes, definitely a growl.
 “Oh no? What if you are a hormone driven lunatic and attack me in my sleep? And out of the goodness of my heart I have to— uggghhh!— have sex with you.” Lucky leaned across the table, showing every tooth in a feral grin. “I sleep buck nekkid.”
 The forkful of pasta hed been twirling for the last two minutes finally made it to his tongue. Forcing a straight face, he chewed, fighting back moans. While the pasta had a somewhat chewier texture than he was used to, the sauce obviously didnt come from a can or a jar. Ripe chunks of tomato blended with neatly squared pepper cubes. Onions and garlic added to the tasty concoction. For the first time he noticed the horrible state of the kitchen, with tomato spatters on the stove, counter, floor, and…was that a spot on the ceiling? What a mess! But damned if Newbie didnt have it going on in the kitchen.
 About halfway through his portion Lucky realized a missing ingredient. “Wheres the meat? You forgot to put meat in this! You may be vegetarian, but Im not.”
 Without saying a word Bo pushed a bowl his way, a bowlful of brownish lumps that didnt quite look like meat. “Try them,” he said, slurping a long strand of pasta and licking the sauce from his lips while staring pointedly at Lucky. The little tease.
 Eyeing the lumps distastefully, Lucky stabbed the smallest chunk, slowly bringing it to his mouth. It sat on his tongue, Lucky uncertain whether to chew it or swallow it down quickly and avoid having to taste. He reached for the wine bottle in case he needed to wash down something nasty. In the end he chewed. “Mmmmmmm!” sneaked out of him before he had a chance to stop it. “Damn, boy! What arethose?”
 “Grilled portobello mushrooms. I soak them in Italian dressing and sprinkle them with seasonings. Feel honored. Id be tossed out of the vegetarian guild if they found out I shared our secrets with the unworthy.”
 Reminded of his mission to antagonize the man, not appreciate his cooking, Lucky regrouped for a comeback. “Damn the luck on the whole vegetarian thing. Does that mean you dont want my meat either?” He leered, brows jiggling suggestively. “If you dont like meat, Ive got a bone you can gnaw on.”
 A mushroom caught him upside the head, sliding down toward the floor. Lucky grabbed it, unwilling to waste tasty food.
 “For being an insufferable prick, you can clean up the kitchen!” Bo stood, polishing off one glass of wine and taking the other with him. “Good night! And dont you dare keep me up tonight snoring.” Nearly out the kitchen door, he tossed over his shoulder, “And if you put even a toe into my room tonight, youre a dead man.”
 Lucky sat at the table, raising the wine bottle to his lips. Dinner went well. He turned up the mushroom bowl onto his plate and licked his lips, enjoying the first vegetarian meal hed ever had…and trying to figure out how to work the cheese grater. Wheres Jeeves when you need him?
 After years of fast food and microwave meals, eating tasty fare had him ready to drop to his knees and propose on the spot. That is, if it werent for the cook being an unmitigated asshole. Pot calling the kettle black, aint it?
 After washing the dishes and putting the few leftovers in the refrigerator, Lucky climbed on a chair to de-sauce the ceiling. He made the rounds, locking up the house and turning off the lights. He found Bo asleep on the couch, T-shirt riding up to display a flat belly. The empty wineglass perched precariously on the edge of the coffee table.
 The man appeared too peaceful to wake, young and carefree. Lucky enjoyed the view for a few minutes, unaccustomed guilt niggling his spine for being so hard on the poor guy, remembering how difficult it was to be in a new situation, not knowing what to expect. On the other hand, if Bo wasnt cut out for the job, best to learn now and cut his losses early.
 Whatmade a man like Bo sign on for an outfit like Walters anyway? Why wasnt he at some large pharmacy chain, working nine to five? If he was hell-bent and determined to work against the criminal element, why not DEA? Or even FDA or Board of Pharmacy? Why join a motley crew of shadow dwellers like the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau? Especially the unsung Department of Diversion Prevention and Control. Whenever a raid made headlines, Luckys ilk were the ones who had a sleeve in the picture, or an elbow; they never commanded a place front and center, shaking hands with some politician. To his knowledge, no eager kid had ever pointed at him or Walter and exclaimed, “I wanna be like him when I grow up!”
 His bed calling, Lucky trudged down the hall, thinking,Im gonna sleep good tonight. When he crawled between the sheets in the strange room, for some odd reason he imagined Bo curled up beside him, hair breaking free of its too-precise styling to fan out on the pillowcase.
 He punched a pillow a few times, hugging it to his chest. Bos light snores drifted through his open bedroom door and he wondered what they would sound like next to him. No stranger to “disappear before morning” one-night stands, he hadnt woken up with someone in his bed in years, hadnt wanted to, actually. Why start thinking about bed buddies now?
 Patting his comfortably full belly, he passed off the ludicrous whim as food-related, and rolled to his side. Within two minutes hed flopped to his back. Shortly after that he gave his other side a try, uncomfortable squirmy feelings in his arms and legs robbing him of rest once again.
 Three hours later he lay awake, staring at the ceiling, wanting to beat the crap out of the asshole peacefully snoring in the living room.



CHAPTER 7

The scent of coffee woke Lucky the next morning, and he staggered into the kitchen in his boxers, surprised to find Bo slaving over a sizzling pan.

He ambled over to the refrigerator, scratching his lightly furred belly, and flung the door open wide to peer inside. It was too early in the morning for the sudden onslaught of cold air to faze him. Finding what he wanted, he twisted the top off a half-gallon jug, turning it up and gulping down ice-cold milk.

“Oh no, you dont!” Bo stood with hands on his aproned hips, spatula in hand.
 Lucky took another healthy swallow for spite, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “Its not like youre gonna drink it anyway.” His shiver had less to do with a wide-open refrigerator and more to do with revulsion as he pointed to a cardboard carton on the top shelf. “You drink”—he exaggerated a disgusted face— “soy milk!”
 “Doesnt matter. Drinking from the jug is gross.”
 “You had younger brothers and sisters, didnt you?” Lucky replaced the milk, leaning against the refrigerator door until it closed.
 “Whats that got to do with anything?”
 “Answer the question and Ill tell you.”
 Several emotions flitted across Bos face, most probably coming equipped with a promise to beat the shit out of Lucky. Finally, resignation won out. “Yes, a brother.”
 “Uh-huh, knew it.”
 “Why do you say that?”
 “The oldest always turns bossy.”
 About to make closer acquaintance with whatever Bo cooked, a familiar burble reminded Lucky of the coffeemaker, with a nearly full pot sitting on the counter. “I told you not to buy coffee,” he accused, more than a little grateful Bo hadnt listened.
 “If you dont want it, dont drink it.” Nose in the air, Bo turned his back, attending a pan full of eggs on the stove.
 A peek into Bos cup showed the thin green brew hed ordered at Starbucks. Ewww…how did he drink that stuff? And why make coffee if he didnt even like it? Choosing not to question—for now—Lucky rummaged through the cabinets, locating a suitable mug, emblazoned with red letters, “I dont do mornings.” Amen.
 Without moving his eyes from whatever he was doing, Bo slid the sugar bowl across the counter. “I still say youd be better off using stevia.”
 Lucky let the comment pass unchallenged, determined to arm himself with a good rebuttal later via the Internet. “Good morning to you too,” he said, sarcasm momentarily deserting him in the presence of caffeine gratitude.
 “I made you an omelet.” Bo turned around, a perfectly shaped, golden-brown half-moon lying on the plate in his hands. He breathed deeply, letting out his breath in a slow, steady rush. When he spoke again hed apparently calmed. “Pour a little of the sauce from last night over it if you like your eggs with salsa. The saucell be even better. Uh, you didnt throw the mushrooms out, did you? I meant to use some for the eggs but didnt see any in the fridge.”
 “I didnt throw them out,” was all Lucky would confess. Hed make damned sure to pick some more up his next trip to the store. Fungus never tasted so good. They probably would have made an appetizing addition to the omelet; though, in his opinion, eggs should come in shells and not in cartons.
 “Sit, eat,” Bo instructed, shedding his apron. “I gotta go shower.”
 Only then did Lucky notice Bos less than fresh appearance: jogging shorts, a stained T-shirt sweat-plastered to his pecs, depicting a nervous cow and the caption “Eat More Vegetables!” Running shoes completed the outfit.
 “Ummm…I got a few miles in this morning while you were asleep,” he stammered apologetically, as though hed done something wrong. “If you want to come with me some morning, I… I wouldnt mind.” Not waiting to for a reply, Bo fled the room.
Hes trying to be friends? After the shit Ive been giving him? Now why the hell would anyone in their right mind be nice to me?
 After a “same shit, different day” and another sleepless night, when Lucky dragged himself out of bed and toward the promise of sustenance the next morning, a glass of milk sat waiting for him on the counter.
 * * * “Mind if I watch the game?” Lucky tore his gaze from his laptop, wrenching an earbud from one ear. “Cant you see Im working here?”
 “Oh, sorry. I asked if you minded if I turned the TV on. Im tired of staring at cars and want to unwind before bed.”
 “I said Im working.” Lucky stretched his legs out, resting his heels on the coffee table.
 Bo shot him a disdainful glare but didnt say the words Luckyd bet good money that he wanted to. Cmon out to play, boy, I know you got it in you.
 A few moments passed, Bos anger kicking up a notch. “Its eight oclock. I find it hard to believe youre still working at this hour.”
 Lucky hid a grin. Bo was more entertaining to mess with than Walter. “Yet, here I am.”
 “Youre on a laptop, we have Wi-Fi. Why dont you take it to your room?”
 “Because I like the couch.” He wriggled to get more comfortable, dead center of a horrid floral sofa not nearly roomy enough to begin with.
 Perching on the edge of a cushion, as far away from Lucky as he could get and still be in the same time zone, Bo swallowed hard. Pride must have gone down, for he dropped his voice considerably. “Ive worked my ass off to be nice to you; wont you at least try to meet me halfway?”
 “Now why would I want to go and do a fool thing like that for?”
 Bo threw both hands into the air. “I give up!”
 Luckyleered. “I do like easy men.” The flippant remark earned him a swat on the shoulder.
 “All I want to do is sit back and relax for a bit, watch the Seminoles play. Is a compromise too much to ask?”
 If Bo had opened his mouth and spit nails it wouldnt have surprised Lucky a bit. “Whats the magic word?”
 “What?”
 “You heard me. Whats the magic word?”
 “What am I, seven?”
 “Um…I was hoping for seven and a half, at least. Inches, that is.”
 Bo bolted off the couch. “Now see here, you perverted son of a bitch!”
 Damnthe bastard was beautiful when he was angry. “Okay.”
 “Okay? Okay what?”
 “Okay, you can watch your game.” Lucky popped his earbud back in, restarting a back episode of his favorite addiction, South Bend Springs, in time for the results of the paternity test for Lilas baby. The episode ended on a cliffhanger; Lucky punched up the next installment.
 At some point he registered a warm body in close proximity, but when the snores began to drown out his show, he finally hit pause and tore his gaze away from a cat fight involving two soap divas. Bo propped between the couch arm and Lucky, head thrown back, dead to the world.
 Asleep he appeared peaceful, every trace of animosity gone from his face. He was kind of cute, in a boy-next-door way. In different circumstances, a handsome face, awesome cooking skills, and that whole “nice” thing might have been enough to sway Lucky to be a little nicer himself. But hed promised to teach Bo the job, not sit around bonfires roasting marshmallows and singing “Kum Ba Yah.” Still, he wanted Newbies enticing bubble-butt in his bed in the worst way.Once, only once, then Ill walk away.
 As Lucky watched, Bos head sagged a bit toward the front. Having your head bob like a chickens couldnt be comfortable. Rotating his neck in his sleep, his chin dropped dangerously close to Luckys shoulder.
 Lucky might have moved over, he didnt rightly recall, but the next minute that slack face mashed against his chest. Bo sighed, nuzzling in. What the hell?
 So close he could make out a light splash of freckles across a slightly crooked nose, Lucky decided that if this was all the sleeping together that theyd get to do, hed take it. Wrapping an arm around the slumbering man, Lucky pulled him closer. Thinking that wasnt such an uncomfortable position, he settled in and turned his show back on.
 A niggling in the back of his brain told him he should shove the guy away—violently. The little part of him that hadnt enjoyed close human contact outside of the occasional casual fuck said, Let him sleep. What he doesnt know, he cant use against you.
 Around two A.M., when Lucky finally felt tired enough to get a little shut eye, he eased Bo down on the couch, covering him with a ratty old throw. With no inkling why, he brushed his lips across Bos freckles. “Night, sunshine.”
 * * * Squat, press hands to floor, kick legs back, pushup, pushup, squat, jump up…
 “What the fuck are you doing? Tearing the house down?” Lucky dropped to the floor, keeping his rhythm and breathing

even.  Pushup,pushup…“What does it look like Im doing? And didnt your mother teach you to knock before coming in someone elses room? What if youd caught me choking the chicken?” Squat, jump up…

Bo leaned in the doorway, arms across his chest and eyes following every move. After two more reps he took a step forward, toeing off his tennis shoes.

Completing his set, Lucky collapsed onto the floor, sucking in great lungfuls of air and wiping sweaty palms on his shorts. Bo quietly eased down beside him. Ignoring his unwelcome audience, Lucky turned onto his left side, assumed a standard plank position with hand tucked behind his head, adding a little extra posturing to show off his shirtless physique. He raised his left knee, touching it to his bent elbow and lowering it back to the floor.

After the second rep Bo assumed a similar pose, far enough away not to foul each others movements. He brought his leg up. “Oh!” he exclaimed, repeating the motion and the “Oh!” of surprise. A grin lit up his face. “Man, what a burn!”

They switched sides, Lucky counting reps out load. At the third switch and call of “Ten!” they both sagged onto their backs, a few scant feet separating them.

“Dang! Thats a pretty decent routine you got going,” Bo remarked on panted breaths.
 “Prison workout, baybee,” Lucky panted back. “Limited space, lots of bigger guys. A cellmate taught me how to stay fit while avoiding the meathead bashers hanging out in the gym.” A white-collar cellmate content with the occasional friendly blow job from a hard-ass country boy whod watch his back. Of course, the adamantly straight corporate embezzler hadnt minded returning the favor either.
 “Will you show me that pushup routine you were doing when I walked in?”
 Lucky sighed, draping an arm across his face. “You strike me as more of a gym rat type.”
 “I tried to find a local gym that didnt require a years membership, but all the decent ones do. I dont wanna get all fat and flabby parking my ass in a car every day doing nothing. And I havent had much time lately to run.”
 Lucky first reaction was to say, “Get the hell out.” Upon further reflection, he changed his answer to “Okay” if for no other reason than to see the bane of his existence sweating like a pig and falling down. Burpees took a lot out of a man.
 Climbing to his feet, he held out a hand. “Stand up.” Bo pulled up, watching expectantly. “The pros on the fitness shows call it a burpee. The men in orange called it pain.” Lucky stepped beside Bo, dropping into a squat, then thrust his legs back. “Try it. Ummm…Id take my shirt off first if I were you, and maybe trade those blue jeans for shorts.”
 Bo shot out the door and Lucky relaxed, asking himself why the hell he let the man horn in on his private time. A practically nude vision appeared in his doorway. Oh yeah, thats why. A shaved chest and a tight ass hiding under a layer of thin nylon.
 Without a sound Bo dropped into the squat-thrust position.
 “No, your stance isnt stable,” Lucky admonished. “Stretch out again.” He placed a hand on Bos calf, dragging his leg over a few inches. “There. Try it now.”
 Over the next few minutes he found various reasons to touch his new student, until he wondered if a) he was inventing the reasons or b) Bo screwed up on purpose, hoping for a groping.
 Lucky assumed a cross-legged pose, taking on the role of supervisor to hide his rising boner. Bo grunted, pushing up against the floor, and Luckys warped imagination added erotic details while subtracting both their shorts. He squirmed, his cock getting friendly with his shorts inseam.
 When it became too much to bear, he blurted, “I need to use the john!” and shot into the bathroom, slamming the door with one hand while sliding his cock out of his shorts with the other. He turned on the sink taps, letting the rushing water mask the sounds of his groans. In less than a minute he spilled his load into the sink.
 Any time Bo wanted to work out together, hed need to add a new sequence to his warm-ups—the one-handed pipe pull.
 * * * Lucky sat on the front porch, sipping coffee and watching the neighbors leave for work. Damned but he felt drained.
 “Ill be back in a little bit,” Bo said, stepping out onto the porch, expensive smelling cologne trailing in his wake. Hed traded jeans and a T-shirt for ass-cradling khaki slacks and crisp white button-down. The man cleaned up nice. Real nice.
 Oh yeah. Friday. Drug test day. “Hold up there, hotrod. Walter wants me to go with you.”
 Bos neutral expression darkened. “I dont need a baby sitter.”
 “Wants got nothing to do with it. I dont like it any more than you do, but when Walter the a”—in mid-word he switched from “asshole” to—“all-knowing, says I go, I cuss him under my breath and do as he says before he yanks my leash.” After careful consideration he added, “Again.”
 “You better get ready. My appointments at eight-thirty.” Bo spun and stormed back into the house, slamming the door behind him. Who the hell pissed in his Cheerios?
 Lucky showered and slid on yesterdays jeans, discarding the pre-worn T-shirt when it failed the sniff test. He didnt bother shaving or even combing his hair.No one there Im trying to impress.
 Thirty minutes later he climbed behind the steering wheel. Bo took the passenger seat without argument, fingers drumming on a bouncing leg. With nothing better to do to pass the time, Lucky needled his unwanted sidekick. “Whats the matter? Fraid you wont pass the test?”
 So quietly Lucky barely heard, Bo replied, “Not this time.”
You dont say? “Wanna talk about it?”  Cause I sure as hell wanna hear about it.
 “No. What I want is for you to shut the fuck up and drive.” Minimal heat behind the words reduced what could have been a first class face slap to a mere love tap.
Somethings eating him, and it aint me, damned the luck.
 “I figure turnabouts fair play,” Bo mumbled, sliding a shiny silver disk into the CD player.
 Lucky braced for the musical equivalent of the hounds of hell to come barreling out of the speakers. Instead, soft sounds of a cello soothed his nerves; the soundtrack from the night hed graduated from a juvenile flirtation with larceny to hardened criminal…
Nineteen, far too full of himself, and suffering from a massive ego, Lucky believed laws didnt apply to him. If he saw something he wanted, he went for it, using the tools of his redneck upbringing to get them.
 Hed first spotted the classic Mercedes Roadster on his way home from the body shop where he worked. The sun had set, but the masterpiece of metal gleamed brightly under a streetlight. At first he merely admired and walked on, never thinking hed spot his dream car again. But he did, night after night, parked in the same spot outside of a club much too ritzy for his blood. Each time the vehicle appeared he stayed longer, his obsession with a rich mans toy clouding his judgment.
 Working at a body shop afforded him access to the manuals he needed, and his boss, delighted by the new kids interest, imparted the knowledge built up over a lifetime, never realizing to what use itd be put. It wouldnt be the first time Lucky relieved an owner of their car and sold it, and if his boss ever found out how many times hed copied customers keys… Well, if they never found the vehicle they couldnt prove how itd been stolen now, could they?
 With technical expertise acquired, Lucky studied the club next, the sweep of the security cameras, the position of the bouncers, and the time most likely to find the area free of potential witnesses. He didnt know the drivers name, but wealth and power clung to him like a well-worn jacket. An entourage accompanied him, though not obviously. To the casual observer, the other, lesser cars coincidentally arrived ten minutes later, always approaching from the south. The men driving them didnt have much in common with movie thugs, appearance-wise, but they carried themselves with far more bravado than the rest of the club goers. Once Lucky caught a glimpse of a gun beneath a flapping jacket.
 After two months of careful planning, he made his move, scaling the rear fence and approaching the club as though hed parked in the back. Head down, eyes on the ground, he waited for the car of his dreams, heart pounding. He hadnt eaten all day, expectation twisting his guts into knots. A buyer waited six hours away. A little joy ride, put the car through its paces, and BAM! walk away with a pocket full of cash for a few hours work. Beat the hell out of making minimum wage as a trainee at the body shop. And sure as hell beat picking tobacco at his parents farm.
 He thought hed die of waiting by the time the driver parked the car and entered the club. If his calculations were right, the thugs wouldnt arrive for another eight minutes.
 The security system gave Lucky little trouble, and the cars antique ignition begged for tampering. The engine still pinged from the owners ride to the club when Lucky fired it up and backed it out of the parking lot, driving the long way around to avoid being seen by the bouncer lounging out front. He stopped twice to avoid the sweep of the security cameras, and headed north.
 He wove and bobbed through traffic, constantly checking his rearview mirror, not knowing if he should be relieved or anxious when the familiar headlights of the thugs cars didnt appear behind him.
 He downshifted and veered sharp right, up the ramp and onto the interstate, tempted to test how fast the sleek car would go, but not wanting to draw undo attention. The car was flashy enough without him pulling a Mario Andretti.
 Unfamiliar music drifted from the cars expensive sound system, and for a moment Lucky wished for something less highfaluting. The more he listened, however, the more he found to appreciate in the soothing melody, deciding after the third playthrough that he liked it. He couldnt name the piece or even what instruments played it, but hed heard it before in movies.
 Other than the music, the drive proved disappointingly uneventful. The thrill seeker in Lucky hadnt gotten enough of a fix.
 His plans fell apart at the rendezvous point. His buyer wasnt there to meet him. He sat in the car, wondering what to do next, when he suddenly found himself surrounded. Throwing the car into reverse, he gunned the engine, only to be cut off at the last minute by the unwieldy body of a Ford F-150. Unwilling to damage the fourwheeled masterpiece hed stolen, no matter how desperate, he admitted defeat and prepared to meet his maker. Judging from the size of the men approaching him, and the fact they were visibly armed, he didnt expect to be handed over to the police. Well, at least Ill go out with a bang.
Two men wrestled him from the car, and he went down fighting, landing two good punches, a few kicks, and leaving the imprint of his teeth on one guys face. He tasted blood. Thatll leave a mark.
Enraged, the man bellowed, slamming Lucky to the asphalt. Stars spun before his eyes.
 “Stop!” The man stepped back and the cars owner approached. In jeans and a simple chambray work shirt, he didnt appear to be the same elegantly dressed man who showed up at the club like clockwork, except for his shiny loafers that even a hick like Lucky recognized cost good money.
 Pulled onto his knees, head held back by a tight grip on his hair, left Lucky no choice but to stare into the face of the man hed wronged. Up close, the vision of wavy black hair and high cheekbones appeared years younger than Lucky had originally estimated. Late thirties, early forties, maybe? A few months shy of twenty, he considered anyone over thirty to be old.
 The flecks of white burnishing inky waves at the temples, the way the mans darkly lashed eyes crinkled at the corners, all served to make him one attractive, if treacherous, package. A little inner voice warned Lucky “Youve fucked up big time, buddy!” and that the man hed planned to rob hadnt earned a fortune in stock trades. Somehow thatd added to the challenge—to beat the man at his own dishonest game.
 Luckys own personal Grim Reaper crouched down, putting them nose to nose. “If you had damaged my property, I wouldnt have asked them to stop,” he purred. For all his Italian or Spanish or whatever good looks, he spoke English with no trace of an accent, even if he did speak a little too loftily.
 Knowing anything he said would only worsen matters, Lucky held his tongue.
 “Ive watched you, how carefully you planned your little adventure. Youre smart and resourceful. Few of my acquaintance would have bidden their time, waiting for the right moment to strike.” Luckys intended victim sounded downright impressed.
 Lucky dropped his eyes to the ground, faking humility in hopes the mans admiration might get him off the hook. A finger under his chin forced his head up, his eyes once more meeting his captors. “Always remember this, you did not steal my car; I allowed you to take it. Never again will you get a second chance from me.”
 Curiosity got the better of him. “How did you find me? No one followed.”
 The man stood and nodded to one of his cohorts, who stalked to the car, bent down on one knee, and returned with a small device in his hand. “Why follow when you led us right to you?”
 Some kind of tracking device. Lucky groaned. The man chuckled. “Dont be disappointed, for Im quite awed by your skill. Though you fancy yourself a pro, youre no more than a novice. I can teach you. In time, youll be untouchable. Come to work for me.”
 Lucky weighed his options. “And if I say no?”
 The man chuckled again, with less humor. “Then, my young friend, no one will ever find your body.”
 That night Lucky went to work for Victor Mangiardi, wishing, at times, that hed said no…
 “Im joking. We dont have to listen to classical if you dont want to,” brought Lucky out of his memories. Bos finger hovered over the CD players “eject” button.
 Luckys hand shot out, grabbing Bos wrist. “Touch that button and die,” he said, losing himself in the familiar strains of Pachelbels “Cannon in D Major,” the music thatd played on his elevator ride to hell.
 * * * Lucky wanted to shoot, truly, madly, deeply wanted to shoot the perky receptionist at the lab. No one deserved to be that fucking happy. A chart sat on the counter, labeled “Lucklighter, R.” Fuckers.

An older lady in a garish smock adorned by rainbow colored kittens appeared at his elbow, the brightly hued whimsy at odds with her dour expression. “Mr. Lucklighter? Right this way, please.” In direct contrast to Ms. Perky, this woman scowled. He wanted to kiss the old crone who had the decency of not pretending either of them actually wanted to be there.
 “Ill meet you back out here,” Bo said. 
 Lucky gave a gesture more swatting mosquitoes than a wave. “Whatever.”
 He followed stooped shoulders through a door and down a hall.
 Stopping in front of the door bearing the international symbol for
 both male and female, the woman handed him a plastic cup. “Fill it
 at least half full and leave it on the sink.”
 How he wanted to say, “Ive never done this before. Maybe
 you should come in and show me how.” But the mean glint in her
 eyes said she might take him up on it.
 She stood by the door, arms akimbo on a set of boney hips. The door wouldnt even slam properly, denying him a chance
 to vent his frustration. Eight freaking years without even smoking
 a single joint, and yet month in, month out, he dutifully pissed into
 a cup to prove hed not relapsed, though occasionally the Atlanta
 lab added variety to his routine with a little hair strand testing.
Christ, people, if I intended to swan dive back into my old life, 
 dont you reckon Id have done it by now? And in enough
 quantities that a test wouldnt be necessary to know I was stoned
 out of my gourd?
 He took his precious time in the bathroom, inspecting the 
 furnishings, rating them somewhere between “all night diner” and
 “truck stop” for cleanliness. Hed spent a lot of time at diners and
 truck stops lately, and had nothing else to compare it to. He didnt
 often find himself at the Hilton or five-star restaurants these days,
 not since his association with Victor. Dried piss splattered the seat.
 Lucky, thinking, “When in Rome,” slopped on a few splats of his
 own while filling the cup, an alpha male marking his spot. Satisfied at having made the harpy wait, he sat the too-full cup
 on the sink, knowing itd be checked via thermometer to ensure he 
 hadnt brought in a clean sample. He washed his hands and opened
 the door. “There ya go, maam,” he said, “a cup of fresh-
 squeezed,” and stalked off without another word.
 Surprisingly, Bo wasnt there to meet him in the waiting room.
 Lucky sank down onto an uncomfortable couch, picking through a 
 stack of magazines to find the lesser of the evils spread out on an
 industrialsized coffee table. Hed no interest in Modern Mom, and
 considered golf boring, eliminating the half dozen golfing
 magazines. An image on the cover of Architectural Times caught
 his eye. It wasnt the same house, it wasnt even in the same
 country, but something about the color of the stone, the shape of
 the arched doorway, and definitely the ebony leather couch framed
 by the ornate entry reminded him of long ago…
“What are you doing in here alone? Are you not enjoying my 
 party?” A vision in black stepped through the patio doors and into 
 the den seemingly designed to match Victors ensemble. Raucous
 rock music and inane chattering followed him briefly, until he 
 closed the door and banished the chaos back outside.
 Lounging on a couch worth more than his parents car, Lucky 
 stiffened, ready to run if he must. He expected suspicion and
 accusations for being in the house alone. After all, hed only
 worked for Victor for six months, and Victor didnt give trust
 easily. “I like the music playing in here better,” he said, never
 believing his boss would buy it, even if it were the truth. Plus, he 
 wasnt much of a social butterfly, and the crowd drinking and
 laughing out in the gardens put his nerves on edge.
 Victor crossed the floor with sinuous grace, stopping in front of
 Lucky. A small smile turned up the corners of his lips. Lucky liked
 Victors smiles, how his eyes sparkled and the corners of his
 eyelids crinkled. “While some of my friends can be old and stuffy,
 there are plenty of young ladies here tonight. Several have asked
 about you.”
 Lucky held his breath, dropping his gaze to the floor. Rumors
 swirled that one look into your eyes and Victord know every last
 one of your secrets, and Lucky kept a secret he didnt want to
 share.
 In an eerie rumorconfirming move, in Luckys opinion,
 anyway,Victor read what hed hoped to keep hidden, even without 
 eye contact. “Ahh…I fear the ladies in question will be
 disappointed, eh? Never fear, a few young men have been making
 polite inquiries, as well. My nephew, Stephan, for instance.” While genetically blessed to resemble his uncle, Stephan lacked
 certain other of Victors qualities. Like ambition, common sense,
 and the ability to see anyone but himself, convinced that hed never
 have to lift a finger in life because his unmarried uncles riches 
 would one day find their way into his pocket. Lucky despised the 
 guy with a passion. Almost against his will, his gaze strayed back
 to Victor.
 “Whats wrong, Lucky? Stephan doesnt interest you either?” 
 Victor put a single finger to his lips in a thoughtful gesture.
 “Perhaps what you need is an older lover, yes? Someone to teach
 you, and wholl care for your pleasure as well as his own?” Chills ran up Luckys spine. Was this a test?
 Squatting down in front of the couch, Victor lifted Luckys chin
 with two fingers, forcing their eyes to meet, an uncanny reminder 
 of their first encounter. “You should have told me and saved us
 both some effort,” he quietly murmured, holding out his hand,
 palm up. “Come upstairs. I find, like yourself, that Id like a little 
 privacy.”
 Lucky stared at Victors hand, smooth, missing the rough
 calluses and broken nails of his own work-hardened hands. The 
 glint of diamond and gold circling the middle finger further 
 distanced the gap between their two lives.
 Eager enough not to listen to his inner alarm bells, Lucky only
 hesitated a few heartbeats. Eyes locked with Victors, he sealed
 their palms. They climbed the stairs together, hand in hand. Lucky willingly surrendered his body, never realizing how
 much of his soul Victor took as well…
 A slamming door caused Lucky to nearly drop the magazine in
 his hands. Bo stormed past with enough force to flutter the 
 magazines pages with the breeze of his passing. “Lets get the 
 fuck out of here,” he grumbled, slamming violently through the
 outer door.
 Lucky scrambled after him, buckling in and starting the car
 before attempting conversation. “Wanna talk about it?” “No! Get us the fuck outta here.” Bo muttered, “Damn Walter
 Smith all to hell,” under his breath.
 Always one to oblige, at least when it suited his purposes,
 Lucky laid rubber down, squealing tires out of the parking lot. Bo
 stared out the window, face pasty white. Lucky drove, not caring
 where. He reckoned his partner didnt care either. Spying a picnic
 table through the trees, he pulled into the empty lot of a roadside 
 park, overlooking a canal.
 “Lets walk,” he said, not bothering to check if Bo followed
 him. He fully understood the need to simply be alone sometimes,
 especially when theyd been in forced company day in and day out. 
 And he also understood the humiliation of drug testing, or rather,
 the humiliation of being distrusted. Somehow he got the feeling
 Bos testing wasnt merely for the clinics benefit.
 Traipsing down to the waters edge, he collapsed onto a bench,
 legs stretched out in front and elbows flared out behind him on the 
 seat back. After approximately ten minutes, he was about to give up and go back to the car when he heard a door slam. Bos
 footsteps clip-clopped down the sidewalk leading to the bench. “How do you do it?” Bo asked. “Living under a microscope,
 every damned body waiting for you to screw up?”
 Luckyd struck out before, but asked again, “You dont. Wanna
 talk about it?”
 The bench creaked when Bo sat. “I served in Afghanistan as a
 Marine.”
 “Uh-huh.”
 Rushing traffic on the street behind them, punctuated by the
 occasional squeal of brakes or a strident horn blast, ticked off the
 seconds. Lucky, not a patient man by nature, wanted to inquire,
 “And?” but held his peace. If he wants to talk, hell talk. If he
 doesnt theres not one damned thing I can do about it. Without
 quite knowing how it got there, Lucky was shocked to find his arm
 stretched out on the back of the bench, behind Bos hunched-over
 back.
 The set of the mans shoulders relaxed slightly on the force of a
 sigh, and he leaned back an infinitesimal inch, the fabric of his
 shirt barely brushing the sunbleached wood Luckys hand rested
 upon.
 Bo began speaking, his voice low and flat, completed devoid of
 emotion. “I cant name a single person who went over there and
 came back the same. I saw things, did things, no pimply faced teen
 ought to see or do.” He paused, staring out over the canal. The
 wake of a pair of swimming ducks marred the otherwise glassy
 smooth surface of the water. The sun beat down, and a bead of
 sweat tickled Luckys brow. “More than that, the hiding, the being
 friends with folks I couldnt even let see the real me or Id be on a
 plane bound for home, ate me up. I got so good at being someone
 else that I had no idea who I was anymore.
 “I nearly lost my fucking mind when I got back home. Its too
 weird when youre in the town you grew up in and it feels like
 youre a voyeur in someone elses life. Its like no one saw me,
 they only saw who I used to be.” He shifted on the bench, his
 shoulders pressing more solidly against the back. His voice 
 dropped to a mere whisper. “I couldnt sleep; loud noises, sudden
 movements, even my younger brother blasting his music too loud
 made me jumpy as hell. Crowds made my skin crawl, and I went a
 little crazy. When I couldnt take it anymore I got a script for
 alprazolam. God, what a freaking miracle.”
 Nothing seemed required of Lucky at that point, so he bit back
 a million questions and forced himself to listen without
 interrupting. Hed take the generic form of Xanax himself on
 occasion without a prescription, among other things, back before
 his regularly scheduled piss-in-a-cup days.
 “I took a few online courses in the service, finishing a BA
 when I got back, and enrolled in pharmacy school, determined to
 get myself a life.” For a moment Bos voice took on a more
 pleasant air—for a mere moment only. The darkness returned with,
 “Bad dreams still showed up once in a while, but not every night.
 After graduation, I started interning at a pharmacy, and they started
 up again. New places scared me, the customers scared me. Id lay
 awake at night, my heart hammering away. My doctor wanted to
 give me something else, said the alprazolam wasnt working
 anymore. It still did the trick, but it took more to get me to where I
 wanted to be. I found myself doctor shopping, going to one after
 another getting more pills.”
 Lucky cringed, fearing where the conversation was going, and
 hoping he was wrong. Fingers becoming numb, he shifted on the 
 bench, arm curling slightly around Bos back.
 Bo stiffened, sitting up ramrod straight. He heaved out a wearysounding breath, settling against Luckys arm. The temperature 
 soared from “oppressive Florida normal” to “hotter than hell.” “My doctor confronted me, told me I needed help, especially if
 I intended to work in a pharmacy. He even suggested pharmacist
 support groups, but  Ididnt have a problem. Everything I took I
 had a prescription for, right? That is, until even those werent
 enough and I found places that didnt require a script.” “You got busted?” Lucky ventured. Walter wasnt asking for
 results of Bos piss tests because he suspected the guy was
 preggers. Somehow, somewhere, Bo had screwed up.
 “No, or rather, my own problems werent what landed my ass
 in a sling.” Bo laughed but it didnt sound happy. “Ever hear the
 saying, „No good deed goes unpunished? Well, a friend of mine
 got jumped coming out of a club one night. He was scared to go to
 the cops and didnt have any insurance.” He shook his head, eyes
 scrunched closed as though trying to keep bitter memories from
 spilling out. “You should have seen him, Lucky. They hurt him
 some kind of awful.” Bo clenched his hands into fists; a muscle in
 his jaw twitched.
 While Lucky didnt personally have any friends whod been
 hurt like that,hed wanted to tear his former brother-in-law to
 pieces for hitting Charlotte. Instead, hed mentioned the incident
 over dinner one night, hoping Victor might take that as a hint about
 what Lucky wanted for Christmas. “And you tried to help him?” Eyes still squinted shut, Bo nodded. “I knew how closely my
 boss watched the controls, so I compounded something, thinking it
 might not be as noticeable.”
 “And it was.”
 Another nod. “Random audit caught it, along with some major
 pilfering by a coworker. He tried to share the blame, and when
 they drugtested us, guess who tested positive for controls?” Lucky couldnt help it, he had to ask, “Other than for your
 friend, did you steal anything?”
 A disgusted snort followed. “No! And with no real proof, they
 couldnt pin the missing stock on me. Cameras showed the other
 guy filling his pockets. But what evidence they had was enough to
 cost me my license.” He leaned over now, head buried in his
 hands. “I wanted to be a pharmacist more than anything, and my
 kid brother looked up to me.”
 Bo choked on a sob. “Walter came along, showed me a way to
 get my suspension revoked, get my slate wiped clean, provided I
 worked for him.”
 Yep, Lucky remembered Walters “too good to be true” offers.
 They came with lots and lots of conditions and fine print. “You got
 to be a pharmacist again, but you had to sell your soul for it.” Again Bo nodded, more slowly this time. “Worst of all is…Im
 afraid, Lucky. I joined the Pharmacist Recovery Network and get
 tested every month, and I dont dare tell Walter, but Im terrified to
 be in a pharmacy again, surrounded by temptation. What if I cant
 resist? I need this job; Ive got student loans out the wazoo…” Suddenly the green tea and aversion to caffeine made sense.
 Not a good mix with an anxiety disorder, from what Lucky had
 been told, and the running provided stress relief along with a sense
 of wellbeing. Dropping pretense, he wrapped his arm around Bos
 shaking form, recalling his own initiation into the downward spiral 
 of addiction…
“Why arent you sleeping?” Victor stood in silhouette by the 
 door, naked, backlit by a hall light. Sitting in the dark, soothing himself with the strains of Pachelbel, Lucky blinked hard against the light, puzzling out whether Victor sounded angry, suspicious,
 or curious.
 “Sorry, Victor. I cant sleep.”
 “Is something wrong?” Victors softly spoken tones swung the 
 pendulum from “Im in trouble” to “he sounds concerned.” Victor
 dropped to the couch, sleep-warm body radiating heat that Lucky
 discreetly inched toward. He neednt have been sneaky, for Victor
 lifted an arm and Lucky slid beneath, his lovers yawn inspiring a
 similar reaction from him. No matter how tired, though, he simply
 couldnt get to sleep.
 “Im restless and didnt want to wake you.”
 Victor nodded towardthe stereo. “You like this piece, dont
 you?”
 “Yes.” Since giving up his apartment to live with Victor full-
 time, more and more Lucky gravitated to the den and Victors CD
 collection. No matter how badly the day sucked, the bodycontouring give of the leather couch, the soothing music, the faint 
 scent of the potpourri the housekeeper placed around the room,
 never failed to calm his nerves. And there was Victor. Fully aware 
 of how ruthless Victor could be, the man possessed a gentle side,
 too, and any harsh words spoken during the course of the workday
 vanished with the suns last rays.
 Did he love Victor? No. They werent equals, and never would
 be. Besides, many times hed returned from the road to find
 evidence of Victors lack of loneliness in his absence. He
 considered their personal relationship a job perk, for the most 
 part, the older businessman teaching the skills necessary for
 Luckys vocation. The occasional trip to someplace exotic and
 expensive? Another perk, as was the reserved table at the club where hed caught his first glimpse of the man whod become the center of his entire world. Now, however, instead of standing on the outside, looking in, he arrived in the flashy car hed once
 coveted, escorted into the club as a V.I.P.
 A stiff wind might blow Luckys house of cards down; until then
 hed take whatever Victor offered.
 “I have something to help you sleep,” Victor said, lips and
 breath ruffling the hair at Luckys temple. Victor slid to the floor,
 parting Luckys knees and robe in one gesture. Seeing the gleam in
 his lovers eyes in the feeble light, knowing what lay in store,
 Luckys breath caught and his cock began to fill.
 Keeping their gazes locked, Victor took Luckys flesh into his
 mouth, cutting out any preliminaries. He slowly worked his way up
 and down, a lazy finger trailing from Luckys balls to his hole. Lucky scooted farther down on the couch, spreading his legs
 wider to give Victor more room to play. Victor teased his hole,
 pressing around the edges without penetrating, head bobbing 
 faster and faster.
 “Oh shit, thats good!” Lucky moaned, impressed as always by
 Victors skill and enthusiasm. Hed never met anyone who loved to
 suck cock so damned much. A hand grasped his balls, gently 
 fondling them in their sack, and Lucky moaned again, bucking his
 hips to increase the rhythm.
 Victor pulled off and Lucky whined his frustration, his lovers
 throaty chuckle adding insult to injury. “Patience,” Victor
 admonished before swirling his tongue over the head of Luckys
 cock once more.
 After amoments teasing, Victor swooped down, taking Lucky 
 deep into his throat with renewed vigor. Lucky couldnt resist, and
 within seconds he released his load, cock spasming time and
 again.
 Victor chuckled once more, pulling off with a slurpy pop. “Can
 you sleep now?” He rose and, like their first shared night, took
 Lucky by the hand and led him up the stairs to a master suite 
 double the size of Luckys former apartment. “If you cant, I have
 something else that may work even better.”
 Victor left him by the bedroom door and returned a few
 moments later with a glass of orange juice. “Go on, I only added a
 little,” he said. A few quick sips of the overly-bitter fluid and ten
 minutes later, Lucky lay curled into Victors side in a comfortable 
 haze, having met hisnew best friend…
 Bo laid his head on Luckys shoulder, startling away thoughts
 of Victor. Remembering the comfort Victor once offered, Lucky
 pulled his partner tighter. To prying eyes, they most likely
 appeared to be two lovers, enjoying the day and each others
 company. In his mind, however, Lucky mourned the friend lost to
 Walters edict of monthly drug testing, damning the man and
 feeling strangely grateful at the same time. He wondered about 
 Bos demons, annoyed to find they shared a weakness. Again, a
 faint hint of gratitude tempered the anger. How nice not to be 
 alone, with an ally to possibly stand in his corner when the more 
 straight-laced members of his department started shoveling out the
 shit. Delusions of camaraderie had to be the reason for his moment
 of weakness, why he sat holding a man he should push away. The sun rose higher in the sky, zenithed, and began its slow
 descent to the horizon. The ducks grew bold enough to investigate,
 giving up and swimming away when no popcorn or crackers came
 their way. Occasionally one or the other of the two men would
 sigh, fidgeting into a more comfortable position.
 Lucky wasnt used to the pleasure of merely holding and being held by another and found, much to his surprise, that he liked it. He still wasnt quite sure what to make of Bo, but the man made a comfortable armful, wavy hair tickling Luckys nose whenever the afternoon breeze lifted it. Without thinking, he sifted his fingers through the mass, reveling in a softness he hadnt expected.
 Artfully mussed, the straight-laced pharmacist appeared less rigid. Lucky wasnt sure when exactly it happened, only that a sense
 of peace seemed to settle over him. He didnt remember ever
 feeling so at ease with another, not even with Victor.
 Then Bo straightened, eyes glowing amber in the bright
 sunshine. They locked and held Luckys, electricity dancing
 between them. Something inside Lucky clicked, and a sudden flash
 of surprise on Bos face slowly shifted to understanding. They both
 tilted their heads, neither leading, neither following. Their lips
 touched briefly. They pulled away, studying each other, and came
 together in a frenzy of tongues and lips and pent-up passion. At various times Lucky felt a hand on his back, his neck, or
 clutching at his shirt, as he found his own hand mirroring Bos
 fingers scrabbling for purchase. Lucky kissed Bo long and hard,
 with a fire he hadnt even known he possessed, and Bo answered
 in kind. Lucky didnt know who moaned, but the sound brought
 them back to reality and they withdrew, foreheads resting against
 each others.
 Bo panted, fingers twined in Luckys hair. Breathlessly he
 whispered, “Thank you.”
 Lucky answered, “Dont mention it.”
 Much to his surprise, Bo kissed him again. “Come on, we need
 to get to the clinic before something fun happens without us.” He
 rose from the bench, returning to the parking lot at an unhurried
 pace, somehow ignoring the lightning Lucky felt crackling
 between them.
 Brushing his fingers to his lips, Lucky followed Bo back to the 
 car. He tried to ignore the kiss, tried to ignore the heightened sense
 of awareness Bo inspired. Did whatever the hell happened on the
 park bench complicate things between them? Get a grip on
 yourself! What are you, a sixteen-year-old-girl?
 Sliding beneath the steering wheel, he jabbed at the stereo
 buttons, ejecting Bos CD. Without allowing time for complaints,
 he hooked up his iPod and spun out of the parking lot, screeching,
 “Dont tell my heart…” at the top of his lungs.



CHAPTER 8

Monday morning (God, how Lucky hated Monday mornings), Lucky poured coffee from a thermos into his mug, careful not to spill on the cars tan cloth seats. Not that he cared a rats ass about the seats; wasting good coffee ranked right up there with killing people who didnt deserve it in his book of unforgivable sins. And he hadnt. Killed anyone, that is. At least not directly.
 “Could you kill a man, if you had to?” he mused aloud. Bo remained glued to his binoculars, a tick in his jaw betraying that hed actually heard the question. After a few moments of silence and several more nervous ticks, he replied, “Been there, done that.” He didnt elaborate, but his fingers tightened on the binoculars.

Normally, Lucky was asshole enough to push the point, despite Bos obvious discomfort. Something about the set of the mans shoulders, the way he subtly turned his body away, gave warning enough of the question scoring a direct hit on a vulnerable bulls- eye.

Oh shit—Afghanistan. When it came to the connection between Luckys brain and his mouth, what came up usually came out without slowing down. “You got some post traumatic shit going on?” In hindsight, maybe he should have asked a little more tactfully, but Lucky and tact hadnt crossed paths often, and when they did they tipped their hats and kept on walking.

“I dont know a man or woman who served in Afghanistan who doesnt carry some part of the tour with them back to civilian life.”
 To be honest, Lucky hadnt expected an answer, especially having already been told about the anxiety issues leading Bo to a little manufactured relief from a pill bottle. Those could be related to PTSD, right? Bo dropped the binoculars into his lap, staring at Lucky full on. Something haunted dwelled in his eyes that Lucky hadnt seen before.
 “I lost friends over there, saw shit no one should have to see, and I hid who I was for four years. If you dare make fun of what happened to me during my time in the service, I will kick your ass to Tampa and back. Comprende?”
 “Chill, man! Wasnt gonna!” Lucky lied, splaying his palms defensively. “Sheesh, some folks are too damned sensitive.” He expected Bo to back down and apologize; being one of those poor souls whod managed to acquire manners somewhere, but no stammered, “Im sorry” came.
 “And Im warning you…family is off limits, too. Big time.”
Jeez! Defensive much?“Your love life?”
 Bo snorted. “Nothing to talk about. But if you insist, fire away.”
 Every few years or thereabouts, something roused the compassion Walter swore existed in Lucky somewhere, locked away under a mountain of iron-clad son of a bitch. I can be a total bastard sometimes, cant I? Instead of the scathing insult perched on the tip of his tongue, out came a confession. “Cant be no worse than mine.”
 “Oh yeah?” Bo ran an assessing gaze up and down Luckys body, as though meeting him for the first time. Possibly in a club— or on a menu. “Cocky little bantam rooster like you?” Somehow Bo made the cut down Lucky heard on a regular basis sound more like a compliment. “Seems to me youd appeal to those edgy types into dangerous vibes. Have you tried leather clubs?”
 Leather clubs? Lucky viewed clean-cut Newbie with new eyes. “You wear assless chaps?” A mental image lodged itself in his brain and wouldnt go away. No doubt itd return to star in many a dream.
 A ghost of a smile turned up Bos lips. “And marched in a few parades. You?”
 Caught up in a fantasy about Bos firm globes framed by black leather, Lucky managed to force out, “Now why would I do a fool thing like that?” Hed hold out on a full admission to see how well his protégé managed to work out answers on his own.
 Bos wall of confidence cracked, the perusal running deeper. After a time he nodded, as if in agreement with himself, and shot back. “Youre as gay as I am; dont even try to deny it.”
 Lucky folded his arms across his chest, hand holding the coffee cup extended to protect his precious brew. Damned good assumption, but can you prove it?“In any situation, you cant go around making accusations without proof.” He waved his hand toward the pain clinic below their perch. “What evidence do you have?”
 Reminded of why they were there, Bo returned part of his attention to the parking lot. A familiar SUV pulled up, and Lucky joined him in watching it through binoculars.
 “Evidence one: you kissed me, remember? Two: youre fascinated by my ass. Oh, dont deny it, Ive seen you checking me out. Three: you gave yourself away when we showered together at the gym. Straight men may take a quick look for comparisons sake, but they dont gawk, and they dont sprout wood. Ill bet youd be able to recite word for word what my tattoo says.”
Tattoo? Howd I miss a tattoo? Luckys cock sproinged to attention. “I didnt see any tattoo.” He lowered his binoculars to view Bo from the corner of his eye.
 Bo flashed a wicked grin. “Gotcha! Which leads to four: you propositioned me, oh, about a dozen times or more.”
 “Dont mean nothing. Maybe Im equal opportunity. You know, any port in a storm? Howd you like to be Miami?”
 Bo waved a dismissive hand, plodding on. “How you came to work for Walter isnt a secret. Youll be thrilled, or horrified, to learn that the little enterprise that brought you down is now used as a classroom example of organized drug diversion.” More quietly he added, “Though they dont say it in the textbook, a lot of speculation took place out of class as to whether or not your testimony should have been tossed out due to your—well, due to a few rumors about how involvedyou were with your employer.”
 Lucky swallowed hard. Damn. While he didnt expect folks to forget about the drama splashed across the front pages a decade ago, hed expected some of the pain to fade over time. It hadnt. “And whats your personal opinion?”
 “By all accounts, you were good at what you did, but sooner or later, destined to take afall. If itd been me, Id have gotten out while the getting was good. How did you wind up being a drug lords, umm…if you dont mind my asking?”
 “Boy toy? The usual way, I guess. Seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“All day long Im surrounded by men with their hands out,” Victor said, once more escaping a party to find Lucky hiding out indoors. “They want to wring every penny out of me they possibly can. Not you, Lucky. You accept my gifts but dont demand them, and you dont expect me to take care of you. Youre independent. Youre a survivor. I like that about you.”
 He grazed his lips over Luckys. “Youre…restful. With you I can relax, be myself. Youve no idea how precious that is.”
 Lucky stared through his binoculars, watching the Tahoe.
 “Hes leaving without picking anything up,” Bo commented. “What happens when he leaves? Is anyone following him?”
 “Hes being tracked, which is enough for now.”
 Thinking of Victor, the absence of a love life, and Newbie lugging around more baggage than the average bellhop, left Lucky brooding, in serious need of distraction. He didnt like dwelling on such heavy matters. Those caused feelings,and Lucky didnt like feelings. They led to some pretty stupid shit. Like caring.
 Sex? Now that he could deal with. “Since weve both established that we play for the same team, what say we liven up these boring hours a bit?”
 “Fraternization among coworkers isnt advisable.” Did the man have to sound like a damned policy manual every time he spoke? And how did he guess what Lucky was suggesting?
 Lucky plastered on his best cheeky grin. “Who wants to fraternize? I want a blow job.” He invaded his passengers personal space, relishing the chill bumps rising in the path of his breath against Bos ear. “Id like more, but cheap-assed Walter didnt get us a big enough car.”
 His hand hovered over Bos lap, not quite touching the bulge there. “Youre not a virgin, are you?”
 “What? No!”
 “Good. I dont like virginity, personally. It never lasts.”
 “What the fuck?” Bo jumped back as far as the passenger door allowed. “I will not be talked to like some trick in a bar.”
 “Whatd I say?” Lucky attempted an innocent expression that probably appeared more like leering to the uninitiated. He retreated back to his side of the car. “I didnt say nothing out of the way.”
 Grumbling under his breath, Bo placed his binoculars to his eyes again, training them on the clinic. It took several minutes for the lovely flush to fade from his cheek.
 Not one to let someone else get the last word, Lucky stepped out on thin ice. “Im curious. Do you like to kiss first or get straight down to business? Youve already shown me how good you are with your tongue.”
 “Lucky?”
 “Yes?”
 “Has anyone ever told you youre a first-class asshole?”
 “Yes, but go ahead. I never get tired of hearing it.”
 Bo slammed his hand down on the dash. “Would you please shut the fuck up?”
 “Well, now, if I had something in my mouth to keep it occupied…”
 Bo let out a snort to do a grizzly bear proud. A minute later he crossed his legs but still couldnt hide the obvious rise in his Levis. He changed the subject. “Weve been at this for days! How much longer do we have to come here?”
 Lucky understood how Bo felt, but was too grumpy himself to offer sympathy. “Until you start working on the inside.”
 Silence followed, the two men watching, making notes, and in Luckys case, slurping coffee. Good thing the garages fifth level boasted a mens room, or hed spend too much time hoofing it back and forth to the local Quikity-Mart, to unload and reload, though the coffee there didnt come close to Starbucks.
 Much to Luckys astonishment, Bo asked, “What if I were to agree to a little, shall we say, distraction. What would you do to me?”
 Oh shit! Luckys heart skipped a beat and coffee dribbled down his shirt. He ignored the burn, distracted by the sudden flames igniting in his cheeks. His heart ka-thumped with extra force. What the hell? What wouldnt he do? It took him a few deep breaths to calm enough to force out actual, coherent words. “Id…Id have your mouthon my…”
 “No!” Bo shouted. “I didnt ask what your selfish ass wanted me to do to you. I asked what youd do for me. Whats in it for me?”
 The shimmer of unexpected assertiveness floored Lucky. In his fantasies Bo catered to his every whim. Hed never once imagined having the shoe on the other foot. “Well,” he began, attempting to ad-lib and hitting on the bright idea to turn the tables back around. “That depends on what you like. What do you want me to do to you?”
 Bo focused on something outside the window, his jaw clenching and releasing. “I may be into leather, but dont like being tied down. No humiliation, no cutting. Other than extreme kink and barnyard animals, its pretty much anything goes.”
 Luckys jaw dropped and all the air suddenly left the car, even though the windows were open.I cant believe hes telling me this shit! He pictured Bo spread out and helpless, because Bo had brought it up. “But youd wear your assless chaps?” he forced out of a mouth gone dry.
 “And nothing else. Open in the front, too.”
 “Are you hard?” Forcing his eyes to remain on the clinic, Lucky didnt dare check for himself, though hed spotted evidence of at least a semi-hard a few moments earlier. He gulped down the dregs of his coffee and tossed the cup in the general direction of the backseat.
 “Yeah.” Did Bos voice sound a little breathy?
 Lucky squirmed in his seat, tugging at his jeans to allow more room for his aching cock. If he thought Bo would continue their game, hed tug his zipper down and ease the pressure. However, he didnt dare escalate things to a point where Bo might shut him down. “If you crawled into my bed, would it be daylight or night?”
 “What? What does it matter?”
 Lucky sucked in a lungful of precious air, risking a venture onto soggy ground that mightsink at any moment. “Its night,” he whispered, voice gone husky. “The room is dark except for a few candles. I noticed you shave your chest.” Before Bo had a chance to interrupt, Lucky pushed on. “Im straddling you, wearing only my jeans. I pick up one of the candles.”
 On the other side of the car, Bo gasped but didnt interrupt. “I tilt the candle a bit, letting the melted wax drip down the side.” He paused, wanting his captive audience to wait for it, letting the anticipation build. “I dribble wax on your pecs. Its hot, but not too hot. Not enough to burn.” Back in his younger days, Luckyd experimented enough to determine where the line between pain and pleasure blurred. Encouraged by Bos silence, he carried on. “I make patterns around your nipples and belly button. Ummm…I can get to your belly button with the chaps on, cant I?”
 “You can now,” Bo hissed. Eyes on the parking lot, Lucky sensed the little rocking motions the man in the next seat made.
 “I peel the wax off one nipple with my thumbnail. It leaves a perfect imprint. I pucker up and blow against the skin.” He shivered at his own words, though the temperature in the car had spiked. Following his imagination down the rabbit hole, he lost himself in the scene vividly etched in his mind. Smooth, unblemished skin, marred by waxy spatters, nipples hard, Bos cock jutting out, exquisitely framed by silver buckles and black leather. It nearly stole Luckys breath.
 “Go…go on,” Bo stuttered.
 Lucky did a quick check on their target. Below the usual cars came and went, nothing out of the ordinary. Another sunny day in addiction land. “I lower my head and suck your nipple into my mouth. Do you like it rough? Want me to bite?”
 “Oh God yeah!” was whispered on a groan.
 “I reach down and grab your dick, squeezing. Do you like it fast or slow?”
 “Both. Grab my balls with your other hand? Gently.”
 “Yeah I got em. You havent shaved in a while, have you? Youre stubbly,” Lucky improvised.
 “Been awhile. Dont wanna take up too much bathroom time when I gotta share the hot water. Now what?”
 Dropping his voice a few measures, Lucky purred, “What do you want me to do?”
 “Oh God! Suck me, please!” Bos whimper made the sweetest music. As vocal as the man was now, if they were fucking for real, hed probably be moaning and yelling. Lucky locked his hand down on his shaft, fighting back the need to come. The game ended; now he played for keeps.
 A man, woman, and two kids passed behind the car, chattering away about something or other. Lucky and Bo made nary a sound, other than deep inhales and exhales, until the family passed out of hearing range.
 “Im licking your balls,” Lucky began again. “Theyre heavy, full. They draw up when I take them in my mouth, first one then the other. I flatten my tongue and run it up your shaft.Youre trembling, pushing up at me. Youre begging me for more.”
 The words from his fantasy transported to the real world with Bos hissed, “Please.”
 “Please what?” Not a car remained in the parking lot below, and a glance at the dash clock showed 5:07. “Its after five, were off the clock. Say the word and this ends here, two guys killing time.” Please dont say the word, whatever the hell it may be. “If you dont want me to stop, I wont. In about two months, Im outta here. No one has to know. What happens wherever the hell we are, stays wherever the hell we are.”
 One minute he sat under the steering wheel, the next hed crowded Bo against the door, his hand pressing against the bulge trying to rip its way out of Bos jeans. Bo blatantly pressed into the grip, choking out a reply, “Its wrong, we shouldnt, but right now I cant think of a single reason why.”
 “Me either, except we might leave some poor parent with a lot of splaining to do to their kid. I cant drive home like this.” He grasped Bos hand, rubbing it against his crotch. He shivered, desperate to have fingers other than his own wrapped around his cock. Like the first time hed made out in a car in his teens, hed shoot the moment anothers hand touched him.
 “What you got in mind?” Bos eyes darkened with lust, appearing wild and disoriented.
 “Follow me.” Lucky shot out of the car and jogged halfway across the parking tier before he heard a door slam behind him. He charged into the mens room and waited, counting out footfalls that approached the door.
 The door flew open and Lucky made a grab, ramming Bos back again the wall and setting off an automated hand dryer. Lucky ignored the hot air wafting over his arm in favor of slamming his mouth hard against Bos and shoving his leg between the mans thighs. They devoured each others mouths, no hesitant tender kiss, but a release of tightly coiled passion. Tongues intertwined, each mans fingers sifted through the others hair, tugging closer.
 Below their belts their bodies followed suit, Lucky rutting against Bos firm thigh in an old-as-time mating rhythm. Im going to blow in my jeans and I dont give a fuck.
 Luckys overwhelmed brain yielded up a single clear warning: someone might walk in. He pushed and pulled, dancing them toward a stall without breaking contact. A condom machine hung on the wall at an awkward angle, a handwritten sign proclaiming it “Out of Order.” Damn it!
 At this rate, he wouldnt last long enough to wrap his meat anyway. He somehow managed to wrestle them both into a stall, slamming and locking the door behind him.
 Abandoning Bos mouth for his neck, Lucky rose up on tiptoes, nibbling and sucking, hands fumbling with a button fly with way too many damned buttons. Bo made short work of Luckys zipper, sliding a hand in the opening to pull out Luckys iron-hard cock. Lucky moaned, finally succeeding in freeing Bos shaft. Avoiding the toilet to crowd Bo to the back of the stall, Lucky forced him up against the wall. “Is this okay?”
 Bo swallowed hard and opened his mouth twice, but no words escaped. He nodded instead.
 Lucky needed no other confirmation, and he rammed against Bo, answered thrust for thrust. Body crying out for release, he wrapped his hand around their cocks, plunging in time with Bos heavy pants.
 Bos moans turned to whimpers and the whimpers to wails. Remembering what hed been told in the car, Lucky reached between them to cup a tight ball sack. Bo grabbed Lucky by the back of the head, slamming their mouths together.
 One thrust more, twice more, every muscle in his body seized, and Lucky toppled over the edge, a sharp ooof!muffled by Bos tongue. His insides fluttered and his cock spurted, slicking his hand and his belly.
 Knees buckling, he managed to hold on long enough for Bo to cry out, catching the whimpers with his mouth. From storm to aftermath they traveled, sweat and come slicked, clinging to each other to keep from falling down.
 Heart hammering, lungs burning, Lucky forced his trembling knees to steady. When their marathon-runner gasps faded enough todraw a good breath, Bo murmured, “Lucky?”
 Afraid to answer and break the spell, Lucky squeaked out, “Yep?”
 Hesitation, followed by a wavering, “Well be doing this again sometime, wont we?”
 Though Lucky hadnt yet thought of anything beyond the current moment in time, “again” sounded damned good to him. “Oh God, I hope so.”



CHAPTER 9

Lucky felt quite certain he left paint on a column in his haste to leave the parking garage. He kept the car idling at the drug store while Bo dashed inside, and somehow made it home without ramming the Mazda into a tree. Hed barely shifted into park when he and Bo jumped out and took off hell-bent for leather up the front steps, violently slamming the door behind them. Dishes rattled in the kitchen cabinets.

A T-shirt landed close to the couch, and discarded socks and shoes marked their progress down the hall, Bo hopping on one foot while unlacing a stubborn sneaker. Lucky struggled out of his jeans, bunny hopping with trapped ankles the last few feet to his bedroom. He stopped to step out of the offending denim and Bo careened against his back, knocking him forward onto the bed. “Where I wanted to be anyway,” he quipped.
 The drugstore bag landed on the bedspread, Bo falling on top

of him. A little mutual cooperation dealt with any remaining clothes, and though theoretically theyd taken the edge off at the garage, their libidos raged like teenagers. Unable to make up his mind between kissing or sucking, Lucky lost the chance to choose. Bo used his strength to full advantage, flipping Lucky sideways into a sixty-nine position.

Lucky hummed around his mouthful, running his tongue under the uncircumcised skin of Bos cock, bucking into the moist heat surrounding his own flesh. He loved the solid bulk of the man in his bed, the flaring passion, the give and take of two men in lust. Slipping a finger into his mouth alongside Bos cock, he moistened it well, trailing it back behind the stubbly balls hed verbally fantasized about earlier, to the puckered surrounding of Bos entrance. He pressed against the skin, teasing but not yet seeking to penetrate, eliciting a groan from them both.

Blindly he patted the bedspread, locating the bag and upending the contents. More groping found a tube, and he removed his mouth from Bos cock to wrench the cap off with his teeth. He squirted too much onto his fingers, the slick goo dripping onto Bos thigh—he left it there for later use.

Remembering Bos earlier instructions, he applied a tender hand to the mans balls, returning the other to the wrinkled pucker he hoped to soon have wrapped around his flesh. Groans, moans, and squeaking bedsprings created an erotic melody, the occasional slurp thrown in for good measure. Bos energetic sucking wasnt going to help Lucky last, and he reluctantly pulled away from the delicious heat and pressure for the sake of prolonging the experience.

He breached Bos opening, watching his fingertips disappear inside. Bo rolled onto his back, knees bent, to let his legs fall open. “Its been awhile, go easy on me,” he cautioned.

Lucky bit down on his lower lip, fighting for control. Dont say shit like that when Im about to blow! Recognizing the potential for a history of abuse with Bos confessed, “I dont like to be tied up,” he slowed down, determined as hell not to do something stupid and thoughtless. The man had trust issues, and Lucky respected that. Lucky didnt actually have trust issues himself, he simply didnt trust anyone, therefore, no issue.

He took his time loosening Bo, wanting nothing more than to sink in ballsdeep. A shove of his shoulder and a croaked, “Okay” had him fumbling for the supplies again, throwing aside the first thing he picked up when it turned out to be a pack of gum instead of a condom. One hand uselessly slicked with lube, it took both him and Bo to open the packet and roll the latex down his shaft, and once more things nearly ended before they began. He grabbed the base of his cock and squeezed, thinking of horrid glass and chrome buildings, rush hour traffic on I-95, and Walters flat ass to stave off impending orgasm.

Once hed regained restraint, he climbed between Bos open thighs, closing his eyes in sheer bliss when tender flesh yielded and he slid inside. “Oh. My. God.” He held the position, memorizing the sensation of Bos internal walls clinging to his erection. He eased forward and back experimentally, not pushing too hard, opening his eyes to watch Bos face for signs of distress.

Bos breath came in staggered little gasps, his eyes glazed and unfocused. He rocked up,meeting Luckys downward swoop, their tongues mimicking their intimate joining down below.

“Damn, but you feel good.” Lucky fed the words into Bos mouth, lost in the Nirvana of a willing body. Bos legs came up to wrap his thighs in a vice-like grip, urging him closer and changing the angle of penetration. Taking advantage of the leverage, Bo pulled Lucky fully inside.

“Dont. Move. A. Muscle.” The heat, the grip, became too much. “Im not gonna last,” Lucky growled through clenched teeth.

“Dont.” Bo grab bed his own cock, desperately stroking, while milking Lucky with his inner walls.
 “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” Lucky chanted, the pressure building in this groin. He passed the point of no return and plunged headfirst into ecstasy. Need overcoming his desire not to hurt his partner, he slammed into Bos body, crying out as he emptied himself into the condom.
 And still he pumped, desperate not to leave Bo wanting. On the edge of collapsing, he felt Bos muscles tighten, and with his little remaining strength, delivered a bruising kiss, stomach sliding against Bos on a slick of come. He flopped down onto the bed, too tired to think of a snappy one-liner, let alone deliver one.
 “Lucky?”
 “Yeah?”
 “This is temporary, right? Two guys keeping each other company?”
 “Unhuh.” Bos fingers languidly caressed his side.
 “Okay.” Bo didnt sound too certain, but Lucky lacked enough participating brain cells to puzzle him out.
 He had no trouble falling asleep, and though he woke up three times, finding Bo sleeping peacefully beside him had him immediately dozing off again.



CHAPTER 10
 “Coffees ready!” Repeating his normal A.M. ritual, Lucky dragged himself bleary-eyed and stark naked into the kitchen, to find a far too perky Bo already dressed in neatly pressed khaki slacks and a white button-down shirt. He wore them well, too.

Lets see, I fucked him, slept with him, hes still here— and smiling at me like I might not have to wait until hell freezes over to do it again. And if the slap and tickle in the mens room counts, Ive had him twice. Shit, hes stormed right past “casual fuck,” and landed firmly on “in a court of law hed now be declared my lover.” How the hell did that happen?

Not that Lucky minded a few weeks of steady sex while serving his remaining time; he simply wasnt equipped to deal with drastic changes to his life without a minimum of two cups of coffee in his system. Damn, but I hate mornings! And he sure as shit wasnt going to cut Newbie any slack due to them sharing a bed, either.

He snarled, “And wha t the hell are you doing, decked out like youre going somewhere? And why the hell didnt you wake me up?” Oversleeping demanded taking his ire out on somebody, even if deep down inside he appreciated any extra sack time. Would he have to apologize for his bad mood later? Lovers tended to get touchy about that kind of thing.

But it also wasnt wise for the man to forget what kind of sorry asshole he worked with. Heaven forbid Mr. Permanent Press became  attached.Not that Luckyd inspired strong emotion in many men over the years beyond the desire to take him out into the woods somewhere and leave him. Or drop him off a cliff. All except for Victor.

“If only other men knew what a treasure you are…”  he heard in Victors voice. Lucky willed the ghost of his former lover to go away. Too damned early to deal with regret.

Bo remained annoyingly unfazed, a deep dimple etched in one cheek as he handed Lucky a steaming mug. “You were dead to the world; I thought it wouldnt hurt to let you snooze a while longer. SinceI have to be at the clinic, weve been relieved of stake-out duty.” He cupped Luckys cheek in his palm. “Why dont you take it easy today?”

Completing Luckys sudden visit to domesticity, Bo leaned in and brushed their lips together. “Good morning,” he said. “I should be back by noon. I found the message on my phone when I woke up.” A blush stained his cheeks. “Apparently, I was busy and didnt hear it ring last night. The test came out fine and Im going in for my second interview. If everything goes well, Ill take you out to lunch to celebrate my new job.”

He whistled, sauntering across the floor with an extra spring in his step. Turning back at the door, he imparted a final smile before heading outside. “Wish me luck.”

Lucky leaned against the kitchen counter, untasted coffee in hand. “Why do I suddenly feel like a housewife?” he asked the ugly green curtains.
 * * * Lucky picked at his country fried steak, barely tasting what he normally considered a favorite meal. He listened—for perhaps the fifth time—to Bos account of the inner workings of the pain clinic. Jeez, the guy acted like hed been hired for some kind of dream job and hadnt stepped into a nest of vipers, coiled to strike without warning. He had no idea how dangerous his excitement could be, if he lost sight of why hed be working at Ryersons.

“I hate to bust your bubble…” Lucky began.
 “Are you shitting me? You live for busting peoples bubbles.” Oh my God! That dimple, right in the middle of Bos cheek.

That amazingly cute and shouldnt be dimple. Lucky decided that he hated that fucking dimple, yet when it disappeared, found he wanted to see it again. “Yeah, okay. I reckon I do. But youve got to keep focused. Doling out shit to addicts willing to shell out the cash is notyour job.”

“I beg to differ; as of tomorrow morning at nine A.M., it will be.”
 Another flash of dimple punctuated the words. Smart ass. Oh yeah? Remind you of somebody? Lucky huffed out a frustrated sigh. “Getting in too deep is a job hazard and something you constantly need to watch out for. Making friends, getting comfortable, makes it harder on everybody in the long run. Dont forget your purpose!”
 The Dimple disappeared, leaving Lucky feeling like hed kicked a puppy. He tried again, grasping for some ever-elusive tact. “All Im saying is remember why youre there. If you muddy the waters, youll discredit yourself as a witness. We need you on the inside, but you dont work for them.”
 “I met Dr. Ryerson.” Bo stared into his glass of lemon water. “Actually, shes the one who suggested this restaurant when I told her I planned to meet a friend for lunch.”
 Lucky dragged his fork through a pool of gravy, swirling the gooey mess into circular patterns. “And?”
 “And I have a hard time believing shes guilty of what were accusing her of. I mean, she reminds me of a younger version of the woman from those cooking shows on channel fourteen.”
 Oh shit. If it were up to Lucky, hed label the man a liability and pull him out right now. If Bod already lost his objectivity, hed either blow the whole deal or get burnt the first day on the job.
 “Listen to me. Im only telling you this because you need to hear it. I knew someone like Ryerson, trusted him implicitly…for a time.” Lucky closed his eyes against the pain associated with Victors memory. “He ran the biggest drug diversion operation in the country. If a shipment disappeared without a trace, chances are itd turn up in one of his warehouses. Hell, if a shipment did turn up at his warehouses, more often than not  I put it there. He never hid his shady business dealings, and I accepted them. However, at his trial I found out more: extortion, money laundering…murder by way of providing the means for ODs. Kid, the man supplied Control I substances…”
 “Control I? Those arent even legal in this country!”
 “Spoken like a pharmacist fresh out of school. Anyway, whatever you wanted, he could get, and in quantity.” The words “ignorance of the law is no excuse” rang in Luckys memory. “At least three people died from using drugs he supplied. In the end, a jury convicted him of two of those. That suit-and-tie, best-table-atall-the-fancyrestaurants businessman received a life sentence.” And chose not to serve it remained unsaid.
Victor entered the courtroom behind his cadre of lawyers, a oncetailored suit hanging from his gaunt frame. Hed lost weight and, without regular visits to his stylist, the delicate white frosting normally reserved for his temples sprinkled throughout his hair, unchecked. During Lucky and Victors association, Lucky hadnt dwelled much on their age difference. In that moment Victor appeared ancient—and defeated. He sat with quiet dignity, bestowing a sad smile when Lucky took to the stand, swearing to tell the whole truth and fulfilling that promise, in essence shoving Victors head in the noose.
 Hurt and angry, the sharp sting of betrayal lending him courage, Lucky answered every question truthfully, pleading the Fifth Amendment four times. In the end, hed been escorted from the courtroom, his duty done. As he passed the table where Victor sat, their eyes met. Victor smiled. Not the grisly smile seen in movies of a mafia don declaring, “Ill get you back!” but the same smile that had greeted Lucky in the mornings upon waking in Victors bed. The smile that turned his insides to mush and kept him going out every day to break the law, in part simply because Victor asked him to.
 “I take it you mean Victor Mangiardi.” Lucky envied Bo the ability to casually speak the mans name, and how the topic hadnt stolen his appetite. Only a few forkfuls of glazed carrots remained on Bos plate.

“Were murder charges brought against you, too? No, wait, youre here, so obviously not.”
Of course not, I paid with my soul to dodge that bullet, giving them the evidence they needed to lay the dirt firmly on Victors doorstep.“No.” Lucky took a bite of steak, allowing himself time to regroup. He chewed methodically, buying every precious second to assemble his scattered thoughts. “The biggest thing they proved on me was conspiracy to distribute narcotics. I cooperated with the DA, reducing my sentence from twenty years to ten.”
 Two years into his sentence, Walter Smith came a-calling, offering Lucky a choice: rot in jail for another eight years, or spill the secrets of his former trade to the people whod put him in prison to begin with.
 Sadly, the deal didnt include a get out of jail free card. No, Walter held tightly to the choke chain around Luckys neck. One single misstep and hed be back in North Carolina for an all- expense paid extended vacation, courtesy of the Durham Correctional Center. Sometimes he wondered if Victors solution hadnt been the better idea. After a while the collar chafed, and Lucky began to think it better for his sanity to give up and go back voluntarily, rather than walk on eggshells, knowing one toe out of line and Walter had the authority to jerk the rug out from under his feet. Not to mention all of Victors former connections that Luckyd helped track down and put behind bars. No damned wonder he didnt sleep at night.
 What a fucked up half-life he had. Now, instead of stealing trucks and living for the next big adventure, he drank the hell out of some Starbucks, pushed the limits as far as he dared, pretending he controlled his life, and submitted to drug testing every month. His apartment, car, and bank account were overseen by Walter, and nothing was in Luckys name. Better to keep the departments pet criminal in line—and hidden. While Victor hadnt retaliated, the former business associates that hadnt yet been rounded up might like a few minutes alone with the man whod sold Mangiardi Enterprises and others down the river, and somewhere out there Stephan Mangiardi prowled, deprived of a hefty inheritance.
 Lucky hated his current jailer and respected him at the same time. Walter never exploited the situation or lied to him, and even stood in his corner when other members of the “team” let their ignorance and prejudice out to play, with Luckys self-respect serving as the target for their verbal darts. Walter also turned a blind eye occasionally when the pressure got too much and Lucky felt the need to cruise forbidden bars and get laid.
 And there were those concerned brown eyes staring at him now, making him wish he had a life to consider sharing. What the hell? Where had that ridiculous thought come from? Never mind, though, because he didnt have a life to share, and itd be a damned fool thing to do even if he did. In a matter of weeks hed be dropped back into the real world to fumble around on his own, hoping like hell to keep his head down and stay out of trouble.
 “Hey, man, whered you go?” Bo dropped his fork onto his nowempty plate with a clatter. “Are you okay? Youre not looking too good.”
 Forcing a smile, Lucky replied, a little too harshly, “What difference does it make what I look like? The bedroom light has an off switch, doesnt it?”
 The concern turned to hurt. “All Im saying is if you need to talk or anything, Ive been told Im a good listener.”
 Luckys self-control snapped. “Are you pitying me? Cause let me tell you, save your pity for some godforsaken soul who deserves it, okay? Im where I am because I made stupid-assed choices. I cant blame nobody but me if my life sucks canal water.”
 Bo lowered his voice and his eyes. “I dont care where youve been or what youve done or whose fault it is. Under the asshole costume you wear is a decent human being whos gone out of his way to be patient with me and teach me the tools of the trade, even if you do bluster and insult my intelligence on occasion. Ive learned to live with snarky remarks. And regardless of what you might believe, I wasnt born with a silver spoon in my mouth. What little I have I earned.”
 In the short time theyd worked together Lucky had never seen Bo completely lose his temper. In fact, hed taken it as a given that the man never truly got angry, despite Luckys goading. At least not angry enough to visibly shake. Bo disproved the theory in spectacular fashion, without yelling or even raising his voice. Heat simmered beneath a faux calm exterior. “You think you got it bad? No one understands poor little you? Well, let me tell you, try being a gay soldier in Afghanistan, living under Dont Ask, Dont Tell. Worried youll say something, do something, and someone will destroy everything youve worked for.
 “Try sitting around with your friends, knowing youre lying about a big part of yourself. Try getting letters from home, pretending your best friend is your girlfriend to keep the guys from harassing you about finding watching as the other guys girlfriends goodnight, and lay their heads down, knowing a woman and getting laid. Try kiss pictures of their wives and somewhere in this world someone loves and misses them. Try it, go on! Come back afterward and give me your „poor little Lucky song and dance. Yeah, what happened to you sucked, but as you said, you deserved it. Youve been paying your dues and will continue to for the rest of your life. Cause somewhere along the line you fucked up and grew a conscience and a sense of right and wrong. Get the fuck over it!”
 For a moment Lucky thought he saw smoke pouring off Bo, before realizing it was only a steam table in the background. He tried to form words, but none came out. Actually, what the hell could he say?
 Spinning a complete three-sixty, Bo reached over to grasp Luckys hand where it rested on the table, his tone now kind and caring. “The way I see it, were in this together. Youre my partner. If youve got a problem, Im here for you.”
 “Mr. Larsen?”
Larsen? Oh, yeah, Bos cover.
 The woman approaching their table, smartly dressed in a lavender business suit, tickled a memory, and it took Lucky a minute to realize where hed seen her before. In pictures. Hed seen her face, knew she drove a Mercedes, had her home address, and a compiled list of who visited her clinic. Shed hidden her horns well beneath meticulously styled platinum curls, and an expert makeup job hid the shiny red skin, but Lucky recognized a she-devil, disguised as a harmless aging beauty queen. A former Miss Georgia Peach, if he wasnt mistaken.
 Beverly Ryerson smiled sweetly at the hostess waiting with menus clasped to her chest. “Ill only be a minute, dear,” Dr. Ryerson said, clutching a tiny purse in both hands.
 Bo snapped out of the trance hed been under, yanking his hand back from Luckys. The lady smiled, red lips pulling back from overly bright teeth. “Oh, dont mind me. Although raised in the south, I dont share certain bigoted, narrow-minded ideas. My late husband did hail from New York, Godrest his soul.” Her melodic tones dripped the honey of a true southern belle.
 Ignoring Bos wide-eyed horror, she introduced herself to Lucky. “Hi, Im Dr. Beverly Ryerson, your partners new employer. He didnt tell me he was…involved.” Her smile, which less suspicious individuals might mistake for charming, turned apologetic. “With all the labor laws, were not allowed to ask, and our applicants arent encouraged to tell.”
 Lucky winced, worried what impact her inadvertent reference to DADT might have on Bo, wondering a half second later why he cared. The stricken ashiness of Bos face brought home to Lucky that he did care. Hed ponder the why later. He formed an instant dislike for Ryerson based less on her underhanded business ventures and more on her sticky sweet façade. No sleep would be lost over taking her down and helping Lady Justice shed the blindfold long enough to get a gander at the woman currently beaming expectantly at him. He discreetly rubbed his ankle against Bos leg in a silent show of support.
 Bo captured the ankle between his calves and gently squeezed before letting go and recovering enough to join the conversation. “Doctor, Id like you to meet L…” He shot a panicked “help me!” glance at Lucky, managing a quick save. “Larry, my…”
 “Oh, dont be shy,” Ryerson scolded Bo, in tones Lucky normally heard addressing small children. “Im a big girl, sir, and never cottoned to the notion of „it should be Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve.” To Lucky she said, “Im happy to meet you. Larry, is it?”
 Lucky tried to hide a wince. Larry?
 “Ill have to keep an eye on Will.”
Will?
 “With someone as handsome as you waiting back home, Im sure hell be tempted to sneak out early.”
 Lucky bit down on his tongue before, “Youre so full of shit Im surprised your eyes arent brown,” clawed its way out of his mouth. “Awww, shucks, maam,” he said, laying his accent on thick. “Youre too kind.”
 “Oh! And a southern boy, too! Tell me, young man, where are you from?” Could she possibly be any more phony? Lucky hated phony. “Carolinas, maybe?”
If she asks “Hows yo mama and dem?” Im gonna scream. At thirty-five Lucky hardly considered himself young. Hell, this woman wasnt much older. But Lucky didnt correct her, especially in light of his current problem of picking a city, any city, providing it existed in North Carolina, his home state. Preferably nowhere near Durham. Damn but he hated Durham, where hed shared Victors mansion and had later been jailed. Hed also better come up with a plausible last name, too. One Walter could produce documents for.
 “High Point,” he said, hoping she didnt respond with, “Oh, I have family there! Tell me, is such and such still located such and such?”
 Thank heavens she didnt go there. “How wonderful. Tell me, how long have you twobeen together?”
 Lucky searched his brain for a reasonable answer. Bo beat him to the punch. “Weve been together for years, but only recently did I convince him to move in with me.” His saccharin smile almost matched his bosss. She cant tell hes lying through his teeth.Bos ability to ad-lib with a straight face impressed Lucky no end. Turned him on a bit, too.
 “Larry, Dr. Ryerson is from Georgia, from down around Valdosta.” As pretty as you please, he dropped vital information right in front of her. Well, aint you a little dickens?
 The lady splayed her hand on her chest. “Oh now, Will. I told you to call me Beverly unless there are patients around.”
 “Okay, Beverly.” Bo smiled, but Lucky noticed The Dimple stayed hidden. Fascinating.
 If those two didnt stop it with the pasted on smiles and fawning, Lucky felt he might lose what little lunch hed managed to eat. While he admired his partners conniving streak, he nearly choked when Bo said, “Doctor…I mean, Beverly. Larry here has an old soccer injury that gives him trouble from time to time. Keeps him up at night.” He grabbed Luckys hand again, adding innuendo to his troubled frown. “Any good sports doctors in the area?”
 The exaggeration of a genteel southern lady disappeared, a trained doctor filling her pointy toe pumps. “How exactly did you injure yourself, Larry?”
 Lucky kicked Bo under the table, pissed to have gotten pulled into the mess, and even more pissed by being hung with a moniker like “Larry.” He didnt have a dog in this fight, and didnt care to. Two months and counting. He fumbled through a mental laundry list of hurts gone by, grasping a useable possibility.
 “I tore the cartilage in my knee back in my teens.” He left out the part where hed fallen out of a barn trying to get away before his dad caught him in the hayloft with a field hand when they should have been out planting tobacco. Let her fill in the blanks however she wanted.
 “Ill tell you what,” she said, eyes twinkling. “I normally require referrals to take on new patients, but since youre the partner of my newest employee, Ill make an exception.” Her teeth flashed and for a moment Lucky worried about imminent blindness.
 She dipped her fingers into her tiny purse and extended a business card. “Call the office, set up an appointment. Oh, do you have insurance?”
 Regardless of what shed said earlier, Lucky suspected a “no” would earn him a retraction of her kind offer. But then again, maybe not. Cash hid more easily than insurance payments.
 “Yes, maam,” he responded, although hed have to get Walter to cook something up, providing him with a fictitious employer.
 “Well, Larry, I look forward to seeing you in the office. Im sure well be able to take care of your pain. Bring your insurance card with you. Now, if youll excuse me, Im meeting an old friend for lunch.”
 She strolled away on a cloud of floral perfume, leaving an icy chill in her wake. Lucky waited until the lavender beacon lighted on a chair on the far side of the room to hiss, “Now why the hell did you have to go drag me into this? Introduced me and everything!”
 “What was I supposed to say? „Hi, Doc, Id like you to meet the anonymous fuck I picked up in a bar last night?” The malice in Bos eyes said hed have done it, too.
Excellent point, Lucky reluctantly agreed.
 Bo wasnt finished yet. “And dont you dare lie and tell me youre not jealous as hell that Im on the inside and youre sitting in some parking garage playing connect the dots with the pigeon shit that lands on the hood.”

He knows I do that?
 Motioning the waitress over, Bo handed her thirty bucks. “Keep the change.” She displayed a gap-tooth smile and wandered away. “Cmon. Its been a long day. Lets go home. We need to fill Walter in on our progress.”
 Bo, the traitor, passed out on the couch directly after their evening workout, leaving Lucky to type up reports and inform Walter both of Bos successful invitation to the inside, and his own opportunity to tag along. Why the hell didnt Bo sleep in a bed like everybody else? Lucky made as much noise as possible, but Bo slept like a log. He waited until ten to call Walter, hoping he woke his boss up from a sound sleep. Little guys had to score one for the home team every chance they got.
 A television blared in the background when Walter answered. No, not asleep. “Hello, Lucky. How are you and Bo getting along?”
 An image came to mind of Bo stretched out on the bed, naked and waiting. Lucky swallowed a mouthful of drool. “Umm…hes fine. I mean, were fine. He got hired on at the Ryerson Clinic.”
 Either not hearing or not caring about Luckys unfortunate choice of words, Walter exclaimed, “How wonderful!”
 “Theres something else you gotta know.” Lucky paused for effect. See? Two can play your stupid games, asshole!“I met Ryerson.” He parked his butt on the arm of the couch, inches away from Bos sleep-slackened face.Hes downright adorable when hes asleep, aint he? Lucky deliberately forced his eyes away, staring instead at an ugly as hell picture of a bowl of fruit. Who the fuck decorated this place? And what were they on?
 “You did? When? Where? Please tell me you didnt let yourself be discovered.”
 “No, she happened to have a meeting at the same restaurant where we ate lunch. Serves Newbie right for listening to her suggestion. Unfortunately, she kinda misunderstood something Bo said, and believes were partners, of the „we pick out china patterns together variety.”
 Silence. Lucky pictured a hamster double-timing on a wheel in Walters brain. After the hamster fell off, Walter ventured, “Does this jeopardize Bos assignment?” Not, “Do either of you have a problem pretending to be lovers?” but “Does it hurt the team?”
 “No. She made it a little too clear that shes not a homophobe, though the lady may protest too much.” Torn between pride and suspicion, Lucky sharedhis next bit of news. “Seems hes gotten me in, too. Spilled the beans to his new boss about some old sports injury giving me trouble, and she told me to stop by the clinic.”
 “She what? Oh my, Lucky.” Any weariness fled Walters voice, replaced by kid-at-Christmas excitement. Lucky pictured him rubbing his hands gleefully together. “Weve been trying for weeks to get someone in there as a patient, but shes extremely careful of whom she lets in. When are you scheduled to go?”
 “I have to make an appointment. Ill need an insurance card and a background for somebody by the name of”—he hated having to say—“Larry. I didnt tell her where I work, or am insured, but if she thinks Im Bos partner, she may ask questions. We need to have our stories straight.”
 “Well done, Lucky!” Lucky imagined all three hundred twenty pounds of the man bouncing up and down in some bizarre happy dance. It wasnt an appealing image. “I figured that if anyone could, youd find a way in. That was part of the reason I assigned you.”
 “Yep. I never give up.” Taking credit for Bos idea served the man right for toddling off to sleep instead of staying up to share Luckys pain. He absolutely hated giving reports. How he wished Bo were his administrative assistant in truth.
 “Theres a bet going around the office that youll coast on through December. How happy Ill be to prove a few people wrong.”
 “What were the odds?”
 “Seven for, one against.”
 “Who voted against?”
 “Why me, off course.” Walter snorted through the phone line. “You may not have arrived on my team the same way the others did, but youre every bit as valuable to me…” He stopped, mid- sentence. “Okay, truth. Id rather have you at my back than any of the others. Youd stay and fight if for no other reason than youre too damned stubborn to run.”
 Lucky didnt handle compliments well, never liking the uncertainty mushy sentiment brought with it. More and more lately Walter had been acting like he didnt truly want Lucky to leave. “Gee, Walter, I dont know what to say.”
 “No words needed. The Andrew Jacksons I plan to win off your gullible co-workers speak loudly enough. Do me proud, boy, do me proud.”
 * * * The night turned unseasonably cool for Florida. The heat pinging through the ducts mimicked footfalls, the traffic outside might mask door slams. Lucky lay in the dark, imagining the worst from each and every sound.Dont be silly. Most of the guys gunning for you are dead or in custody.And youre safe as long as youre hiding behind Walter. He snickered, even in his dread, at the image of his wiry body completely hidden by a man three times his size.

He choked on his mirth, a cold tendril of fear twisting to life in his gut. His Christmas present this year would be to rejoin the world, no more Walters name on his lease. Once more hed be Lucky Lucklighter, the man whod reduced his sentence by throwing someone else under the bus.I wont last a frigging year. Folks have long arms and longer memories. Ill need to disappear—for good.

An hour passed, then two. Desperate for sleep, he hollered, “Bo? Bo!”
 Feet hit the floor in the living room, pounding down the hall. Luckys door flew open, a naked Bo plowing into it. “Whats wrong?” he asked, flipping on the overhead light. Sometime since Luckyd left the living room, Bo had stripped down.
 Lucky blinked, squinting against the sudden brilliance. “Get in bed,” he commanded, flipping back the covers to reveal his own naked body.
 “What? Man, its the middle of the freaking night and I gotta get up and go to work in a few hours. Im too tired, and you shoulda mentioned this sooner before I, ummm…took care of matters myself.”
 While Lucky suffered through insomnia, Bo lay on the couch stroking himself? Naked? Fantasizing about what? Or who? Lucky momentarily entertained thoughts of the assless chaps of legend. The image drifted away, his mind too exhausted to hold on. “Im not gonna bother you. Now shut up and get in bed.”
 Even with hands on hips and defiance in his eyes, Bo looked sexy as hell. “I am not a teddy bear.” Not many people managed to pull off “intimidating” in their birthday suits.
 “Never said you were. Now get under the mother fucking covers and lets get some sleep.”
 Wafting out a long-suffering sigh, Bo flipped off the light and crawled up the comforter from the endof the bed. “Keep your hands to yourself, big boy. I mean it…Im only here to sleep.”
 “Scouts honor.”
 His attempt at sincerity earned Lucky a derisive laugh. Which idea did Bo scoff at: Luckys having once been a boy scout, or him claiming to possess any form of honor?
 He reached across the expanse of sheets, pulling Bo away from the edges of the queen-sized mattress to a closeness easily manageable on a bed half the size. Bo struggled briefly, grumbling out a token protest, and finally relaxed into the embrace. When his breathing calmed to a steady inout, Lucky whispered, “Goodnight, Teddy.”
 Bo growled, “I heard you!”



CHAPTER 11

“Its morning already? Did I oversleep?” Lucky blinked hard, disbelieving that hed slept soundly through the night—again. The “teddy bear” hed acquired must exude some kind of sleep chemical.

Bo raised his head far enough to see the bedside clock. “No, its six oclock. Shut up and go back to sleep. You may get the day off, but I start work at the clinic in a few hours.”

Up at six? Without a court order? Lucky rolled over, morning wood pressing dangerously close to Bos ass. “Good morning, sunshine.” He prodded Bos cheeks with his dick.

“It aint thatgood a morning.” Bo slapped at Lucky, pulling the bedcovers tighter around his shoulders.
 Lucky waited a second and prodded again, pulling the covers down.
 “Im your damned teddy bear, remember? Quit molesting the stuffed animal.” Bo grabbed the covers and pulled them back up. “Now leave me alone and let me sleep.”
 Since mere suggestion didnt work, Lucky tried whining. “But I got a stiffie.”
 Bo huffed and shot out the bed, turning an evil glare on Lucky. “Sounds like a personal problem to me. And if you follow me out to the living room, I swear Ill rip that thing youre poking me with out by the roots!”
 In the absence of a warm body to relieve his lust, Lucky took matters into his own hands, falling promptly back asleep afterward.
 He woke up with a hand shaking his shoulder. “Hey, Lucky, you awake?”
 “I am now,” he grumbled, faced smashed against his pillow muffling his words. The rich aroma of coffee took the edge off his ire, and he turned his head toward the scent, dragging his eyelids open. His favorite mug sat steaming on the nightstand. “You said to fuck off and let you sleep. Now youre waking me up why?”
 “Well, its your fault I woke up in the first place and I couldnt get back to sleep. New job jitters. Run with me and Ill call it even.”
What the hell? Lucky rolled into a sitting position, grabbing the cup and taking a healthy swig to help clear the cobwebs from his brain. “Running sounds too much like work for my tastes.” He regretted the words immediately when Bo glared, mouth opening for what would undoubtedly be a tirade. Remembering how wonderful that toned runners body felt against his, and wanting to feel it again, Lucky decided to let Bo win this battle.
 “Give me a minute or two. I aint shit until I have my coffee.” The Dimple made a hesitant appearance, prompting Lucky to add, “And dont you dare say I aint shit after, either.”
 The Dimple settled in to stay. “Wasnt gonna.”
 Lucky sniffed the air hopefully. “Did you cook breakfast?”
 “I was waiting until you woke up. French toast isnt good cold, although I did cut up some oranges if you want something right away. Damn but I love those trees in the backyard.”
 Bos eagerness to please reminded Lucky of Charlotte, before shed tried to please the wrong guy and wound up so confused she hardly knew her own name. The little clues gleaned over the course of a few daysslowly added up, but Lucky still hadnt puzzled out Bos story.
 Dropping down on the bed, Bo visibly relaxed, good humor apparently restored. However, when Lucky raised a hand to brush away a bit of blanket fluff caught in an eyebrow, Bo flinched and jerked away, smile vanishing. Just like Charlotte, with her wounded eyes, how shed winced at sudden movements…
 Lucky placed his cup on the nightstand. “Cmere.”
 A wary gaze connected with Luckys and darted away. “Why?”
 “I wasnt gonna hit you.”
 Bo cringed, and didnt come any closer.
 “You have something…right there.” Lucky pointed to his forehead.
 Bo swiped at his brow, coming away with the piece of lint. He dropped it, and his gaze, to the floor.
 “Mind telling my why you thought I was going to smack you one?” Lucky attempted to lighten the suddenly oppressive vibe with a little humor. “Have you done something to deserve it?”
 “No,” Bo replied in a small voice. “Why does anyone hit anyone else? Some dont need a reason at all.”
 Being lumped together with a dickless bully pissed the hell out of Lucky. He may have been a two-bit, lowlife conman, but unless delivering a lesson in the ring—or in a back alley—he didnt smack people around, especially not someone who suddenly appeared, for all his stocky size, as vulnerable as a kitten. “Wanna tell me about it?”
 “Nothing much to tell. My dad was a drunk with all the trimmings and some pretty bizarre ideas about raising kids.”
 “He hit you.” It wasnt a question.
 Bo barked a humorless laugh. “And I suppose your dad didnt?”
 “My dad whupped me, and if hed known everything I did, hed have whupped me more, cause I deserved it and he wanted me to do better.” To turn out better than I did.“Somehow I dont think were talking about the same thing.”
 Bos chin nearly touched his chest, and he clasped his hands together in his lap. “Probably not. But its not your problem.” Bravado and challenge crept into his tones. Good. At least the man didnt appear completely broken by his experiences.
 “Didnt you say you had brothers and sisters?”
 “One brother. Six years younger.”
 “You can tell me its none of my business, but did your dad hit him?”
 Bos pointed chin lifted. Yeah, Lucky wore his cockiness like armor on occasion, too. “He didnt have to. No matter what, I took the blame for whatever pissed him off at the moment. The son of a bitch wasnt laying a hand on Drew if I was around.”
 Lucky quickly amended his no-hitting policy, wanting nothing more than to hunt down the bastard whod hurt Bo, take him out to the woods, and tie him to a tree. Oh shit!
 “He tied you.” This also was not a question.
 Bo didnt need words to communicate, his body spoke for him. His shoulders drooped, and he deflated with the force of a heavy exhale. There were two ways to play this: tell Lucky it was none of his damned business, or share something deeply personal. Given how protective Lucky already was, he almost wished for the former.Im leaving soon; I do not need this guys sob story. And yet he waited, sensing the moment Bo reached a decision.
 “He liked to go out drinking, and me and my brother would sneak out while he was gone. Steal whatever money hed left around, go watch a movie or go get burgers.”
 Lucky pictured a young Bo, slipping out of a window. Hed done the same back in his own misspent youth. After a while, either hed gotten good at sneaking, or his parents grew too tired to do anything about it. “Let me guess. His answer wasnt to give up drinking and stay home with his kids at night.”
 “No, he came up with a better solution: he tied us spreadeagled to our beds before he went out.”
 Watching Bos eyes close tight, lines of tension forming around his mouth, was more than even a jaded man like Lucky could bear. Bo only struggled a moment when Lucky grabbed him and pulled him down on the bed, holding him through whatever dark memories replayed in his head.
 “He…he…hed be gone for hours. Sometimes he didnt come home until time for us to get ready for school. Id hear my brother crying from his room, but couldnt go to him.” Bos violent shaking rendered his words nearly incomprehensible.
 “When did this start?”
 “I was only twelve the first time, and I got so damned scared! Every little noise bugged the shit out of me. What if something happened? I…I couldnt get free no matter how hard I tried. Once Dad was gone so long I had no choice but to piss myself.” A strangled cry escaped, but no tears fell. Lucky wondered at what point the dam was going to break.
 The little hiccupping noises squeezing out of Bo might have been dry sobs.
 “Something worse happened, didnt it?”
 Bo bobbed his head, glancing up until their eyes met. “There was a fire…” Seeing the horrified expression on Luckys face, he quickly amended, “No, not our house. Next door, but the wind was blowing the smoke our way and the firefighters heard us screaming. I had no way of knowing where the smoke came from, and Drew screamed and screamed. I pictured my brother burning to death.” The knuckles on Bos fist whitened.
 Oh shit. Luckys been in some tight spots before, had a few narrow misses, but hed never, ever been helpless. Well, maybe that time kneeling at Victors feet. But at least Victor had offered a choice.
 “They called my aunt to come get us. To make a long story short, she took us in and Social Services charged Dad with neglect. I joined the Marines once I graduated, determined Id make something of myself.”
 While Luckys own parents didnt talk to him now, at least theyd raised him properly. And their punishments seemed harsh at the time, but nothing compared to what Bo dealt with. Unless disowning him counted, for being gay, getting arrested, or maybe because hed bitten the wealthy hand feeding him. They never rightly said. But after his arrest ended his time with Victor, his parents had refused to speak to him. The DA made quite a show of revealing how much cash flowed from Victors ill-gotten gains to Luckys folks. Were they ashamed of their own participation in Luckys downfall?
 “What about your mother? Where is she?”
 “Died when I was eleven.” Bo swiped at his flooded eyes with the back of his hand, the tears breaking free of his control. He blinked them back angrily. “I learned to cook to feed me and my brother, with whatever I managed to scrape together. After we moved in with my aunt, I kept cooking to help out because she worked nights. And unlike my dad, she let me buy decent stuff to work with.” In spite of the moment, Bo managed a laugh. “She said Id become a cooking snob when I started insisting on real tomatoes and fresh grated cheese for spaghetti. But I loved the cooking show on channel fourteen, and wanted to make every new recipe they did.”
 The show on channel fourteen, starring a sweet, grandmotherly woman who Ryerson reminded Bo of. The knowledge of Bos past weighed Luckys heart down, and he regretted some of his previous actions, not daring to ask for more details. He already felt strangely privileged to know what he did. “Thanks for telling me. Though I dont seem like a good choice to tell secrets to.”
 Bo snorted. “Youre the perfect choice.”
Oh?“What makes you say that?”
 “Cause you dont give a shit. Youll be gone in a few weeks and Ill never cross your mind again. I can say any damned thing I want to and, to quote you, „What happens wherever the hell we are, stays wherever the hell we are.”
Youre wrong, friend. Knowing how wrong scared the crap out of Lucky.
 “I still get fearful at night sometimes,” Bo confessed. “And I guess youve noticed me sleeping on the couch a lot. I was okay at my aunts with Drew in the room, and I learned to make do in the barracks with other guys around, but I still wake up occasionally, dreaming my hands are tied to the headboard.”
 An idea formed in Luckys head, and before he could stop them, the words came tumbling out. “Wed save the department money if we closed your room off and didnt heat or cool it. My beds plenty big enough for the both of us.”
 Their eyes met, Bos expression unreadable. Lucky broke the awkward stress by glancing at the clock. “Im afraid its too late to go running now. Youd best get ready for work.”
 * * * Lucky switched off the radio, a fierce glower warning Bo not to even think about turning it back on. They needed to talk. “Got your cell phone?” He put the car into reverse, backing out of the driveway of their little rented house.
 “Yes, Mom.” Lucky ignored the jibe, shifting from reverse to drive and pulling away from the curb. “My number programmed in?”
 “Yes, Mom.”
 Turning left toward the highway, he scrolled through a mental list of things Bo might have forgotten. “Got cash for lunch?”
 A disgruntled sigh wafted from Luckys right. “Yes, Mom.”
 “You got answers ready if they start asking questions?” Jeez, what am I? Freaking married?
 “Lucky?”
 “Yes?”
 “This may be hard for you to believe, but I did somehow manage to exist before I metyou.”
 “Trying to be helpful.”
 Bo mumbled, “And overprotective, and boneheaded.” Lucky pretended not to hear. The, “I could have driven the Escort,” came out loud and clear.
 Determined to keep his mouth shut—would serve the asshole right if he did forget something—they were halfway to the clinic when Bo broke the silence, his snide griping giving way to a touch of desperation. “Lucky?”
 “Yes.”
 “What do I do if…” Stopping at a red light, Lucky angled his head enough to sneak a glance toward the passenger seat. The lovely dimple hid deeply in Bos forlorn expression. The dark brown eyes that Lucky swore bored more deeply into his soul than anyone elses were currently trained on the floor.
 “If what?” Lucky bit his tongue, wanting Bo to say the words, to admit what truly plagued his mind and had him twisting his fingers together in his lap.
 “What if…what if Im tempted?”
 Bo slowly raised his eyes, revealing a shimmer that broke the heart Lucky hadnt realized he still had until recently. For a moment he regretted pulling the words out of Bo. He imagined himself standing in Victors bathroom, staring at a ready supply of about any kind of thrill imaginable in the medicine cabinet, hand reaching out. “Call me. If you cant call, text.”
 “Text what?”
 “Anything. Tell me how your days going. Tell me your coworkers are idiots. Tell me what you want for dinner.”
 “And what goods that supposed to do?”
 “Ill know what youre thinking, youll know that I know, and you also know Ill kick your ass if you give in.”
 The barest hint of a smile eased the tightness around Bos mouth. “Walters coming over tonight; better make dinner steak and potatoes. Im told hes not exactly adventurous when it comes to eating.”
 Walter might pay the rent—out of department funds—but the house wasLucky and Bos by right of possession. Theyd eat whatever Lucky damned well threw on the table, since it wouldnt be right to ask Bo to cook on his first day on the job.Damn! Im turning into “the little woman.” Lucky yawned, awfully tired for man whod slept like a baby.
 A mile from the clinic Bo clutched Luckys arm, fingers digging in. “Lucky?”
 “Yes?”
 “What if…what if they find out who I am and why Im there?”
 Pulling into the clinics parking lot, Lucky took Bos hand in his, forcing every ounce of confidence he could muster into his words. “It wont happen, and if it does, Ill come charging in and make sure youre home for supper.” Seeing Bo strung tight enough to snap, ice sheared off the glacier of Luckys newly rediscovered heart. Vulnerable, scared, grasping at straws for help. When was the last time someone had trusted Lucky to save them?
 He didnt know where the words came from, but he meant them. “Nothings gonna happen to you. I wont let it.” Realizing what hed pledged, he backpedaled hard, adding a flippant, “Cause youre my replacement, and I cant go if youre not here.”
 “Asshole,” Bo muttered, removing his hand and flopping back into the passenger seat, hugging his arms around himself.
 As badly as Lucky wanted to apologize, he didnt.  Youre getting too close. Youre leaving soon. The last thing you need is emotional entanglement.

His blood ran cold. Who should be arriving at the same moment other than the wolf in sheeps clothing responsible for their current situation? Beverly Ryerson stepped from her white Mercedes, bright red lips stretched into a wide smile. Oh shit, she thinks were a couple.

Lucky turned what he hoped passed for an endearing smile on Bo. “Will dear, Ill pick you up at five. Dont forget to text.” For his audiences enjoyment—not that he didnt love the hell out of it himself—he put a lip lock on his “partner,” possibly reaching places with his tongue that even Bos dentist had yet to discover.

Bo “Mmmmmpffffd” but otherwise played the part, pulling away a little out of breath. “Um, yeah. See you later,” he said, fingers skimming over his lips. He seemed a bit unsteady on his feet when he crossed the parking lot to the front door.

“Lucky, my boy, you still got it,” Lucky gloated.  Yeah, too bad you dont use it much, his conscience mocked. He nodded in response to the boss ladys fluttery wave, something clenching deep inside him when the dragon followed Bo into her den. Several things topped Luckys to-do list for his day off, but most faded to obscurity. With nothing better in mind, he aimlessly circled the block a few times, finally returning to the parking garage and taking his usual place on the fifth level.
 * * * Although technically not on duty, Lucky leaned against the railing of the parking garage, binoculars in hand and wishing like hell for a cup of coffee. He felt absolutely drained and the front of his head threatened to sheer off.Thats what happens when you start to get old.Thats what Victor used to tell him anyway. He pushed the memory of lovers past into the dark recesses of his brain, hissing, “Stay there!” But he recognized an exercise in futility. In addition to the ten year sentence the state had decreed, hed also been saddled with a lifetime spent with a weight around his neck.A weight named Victor. Hed have to remember to ask the doctor about the fatigue during his appointment.

He took out some frustration on a handy palmetto bug. It gave a satisfying crunch under the heel of his shoe. Oops, and the world is down by another of those nasty lil fuckers.

The front door of the clinic opened and closed, people coming and going on a regular basis, but Bo never ventured outside. Once or twice the back door opened and a slender young man with spiky hair stepped out to indulge in a cigarette before retreating back inside. Though normally a solitary man, Lucky found himself missing Bo and their sniping banter, and a smile pierced his stoic veneer. Most folks backed down when Lucky dropped into asshole gear. Not Bo. Each and every scathing serve found itself lobbed back over the net, which helped the hours pass and sharpened Luckys comebacks.

Picturing a younger version of his partner, scared and crying while the air hung thick with smoke, he once more wanted to track down the bastard responsible for that childhood trauma. How did someone whod gone through such hell turn out to be so damned nice, wanting nothing more than to do little things for someone else, make coffee, serve them dinner, not expecting anything in return? The boy needs professional help. He has every right to be more of a hard ass than I am.

Lucky had spent a lot of time on stakeouts over the years, with nothing but his own thoughts for company. On numerous occasions hed wondered what his life might have been like if he hadnt taken to stealing, if he hadnt met Victor, if he and Victor hadnt gotten caught. Never once had he ever contemplated himself as a person, or asked himself, “What kind of man am I?”

Staring down on the clinic, keeping a silent vigil, he measured his worth, eventually coming up with an answer. Not nearly the man Bo is. I maybe can kick his ass, but hes the better person. I dont believe I could have taken punishment to save someone else. In fact, I know I couldnt…or wouldnt. Well, maybe for Charlotte. For Charlotte hed have gladly served ten years behind bars.

He watched and waited, not even sure why he wasted precious time he could use relaxing. Did he not trust Bo? Granted, the man didnt have much experience at blending with the woodwork while peeling up the paneling to expose the worms in the walls. Would he screw up? Get caught? Blow the whole assignment? Bo might be the better man, but Lucky made a better undercover op, merging more convincingly with sleaze.

His cell phone chimed in his pocket, and he jerked it out to see: “Bo says, „Whats 4 dinner?”
 He huffed out a breath, saying a silent prayer for Bo to stay strong, and tried to come up with something to make the guy smile and take his mind off the temptation lurking in the pharmacy. In a flash of inspiration, he typed, “At r fave spot,” hoping his being nearby might somehow help Bo hold on.
 Even with such a confession of weakness Lucky didnt truly think Bo would screw up, although he couldnt fathom why he continued to stake out the place with a man firmly embedded inside. Interior surveillance devices fell elsewhere in unfathomable reason, Lucky felt the need to remain close. His eyes strayed to the bathroom across the way from time to time, and via hidden cameras and listening the department. Still, for some shivers raced up his spine as he replayed his and Bos encounter, or rather, what he remembered of it through a lust-induced fog.
 Twice more his cell phone chimed, delivering the same message, “Bo says, „Still there?” Lucky answered affirmatively.
 Toward the end of the shift Bo texted, “Whatcha wearing?” and Lucky relaxed, knowing the crisis had passed.
 * * * Walter helped himself to another drumstick from the box on the table, takeout fried chicken being Luckys meal of choice on his night to cook. As a nod to Bos eating habits, hed gotten extra potatoes without gravy, extra slaw, and a few ears of corn on the cob, one without butter.

“And theres Angie, a tech.” For the last twenty minutes, Bo had given a rundown of Ryersons crew. The tiny clinic boasted far more employees than Lucky thought possible. “She seems okay, but prone to gossip. And…I think I may have found something.”

The chicken leg paused a hairsbreadth from Walters mouth. “What did you find?”
 Boflashed a questioning glance to Lucky, who nodded. “It may be nothing but, well…”
 “If it caught your attention its worth mentioning,” Walter managed to get out before resuming work on the doomed piece of chicken.
 “In the pharmacies Ive worked in the past, we didnt carry meds with less than six months left on their expiration date. Most of the clinics stock has four months or lower.”
 Walter exchanged a glance with Lucky. “While its standard practice to return or destroy short dates for credit, its not illegal to sell them. Its quite possible that our friend from Georgia was merely picking up expired product.”
 “Yeah, but heres the kicker.” Bo paused in sopping the last bit of potatoes off his plate with a biscuit. “We save branded meds for the insurance clients and throw any old generic into the bottle for the cash clients. We mix and match to get enough. That kind of thing woulda got me fired at the last pharmacy I worked at.” He popped the bite of biscuit into his mouth and swallowed it down. “And thats not all. I saw a couple of cases marked „Rx Dispose, and instead of putting short dated goods into the box, we took them out and put them on the shelves.”
 Alarm bells sounded in Luckys brain. “I want inside Rx Dispose.”
 Walter washed down a bite of chicken with a mouthful of sweet tea. “I figured you would. Their scales are due for calibration next week, and an outside contractor provides that service. Youll be assisting as a trainee next Tuesday.”
 Howd he do that? Figure out what Lucky was thinking? Damn, theyd been working together far too long. Turning his attention back to Bo, the big bear of a man inquired, “Did you happen to capture any NDCs or lot numbers from those short dated products?”
 Bo nodded. “Yeah, and I found some serious shit from Regency Pharma.”
 “I take it youll also send the information via email? Any chance of finding out who supplied them?”
 “Working on it, sir,” replied Bo.
 Raising one bushy brow, Walter gave the well-gnawed drumstick a reprieve. “Anything else?”
 Lucky dug into his slaw, allowing Bo a chance to speak, which was harder than he ever imagined, too used to running the show. “Even after watching cars come and go, I had no idea how many patients are seen in a day, and most come from out of state. And while other states have laws about only a months worth of certain controlled drugs being issued at one time, I filled three months worth on a regular basis today.”
 Bo appeared visibly shaken by the ordeal of being embedded in an illegal medical practice. “And one woman told me shes been using the same sleep aid for years, when its got a black box warning for short-term use only. What the hell are those people thinking? Ive seen more off-label prescribing than I care to talk about. And when I tried to counsel the patient, the pharmacist in charge pretty much told me to shut the fuck up and „leave doctoring to the doctors!”
 Although Luckyd heard some of Bos rant before on the ride home, he sat quietly, letting his partner have his say.
 “There are only five doctors, and yet the pharmacy filled prescriptions for over five hundred patients today. As many people as came in, we didnt come close to that number, and we dont accept call-ins from other doctors or facilities, not that I heard anyone trying. Were an exclusive pharmacy for the clinic, yet have four regularly scheduled courier pickups. Where the hell are all those prescriptions going?”
 While Luckys hackles rose at the  were, he bit his tongue, determined not to interfere.
 Walter discarded the stripped leg bone onto his plate. “Interesting. Very interesting.”
 Lucky held little doubt that Walter had relevant, unshared info, and he wanted to smack the facts out of the arrogant holdout. It was Bos ass on the line, and he needed full access to any available intel to do the job.
 His thought processes came screeching to a halt. Why the fuck am I protective of him? Lucky latched on to a reasonable explanation: he needed to get Bo trained before riding off into the sunset. Nothing personal.
 Thumb and forefinger thoughtfully stroking his chin, smearing on a thin layer of grease, Walter said, “Ill see what turns up. In the meantime, whats for dessert?”
Asshole.
 * * * “Im going to take a shower,” Bo said after theyd shoved Walter out the door.
 “Dont use up the hot water!” The harshly barked words lost 
 their impact due to Luckys current position on his knees in front
 of the refrigerator, cleaning up a gravy spill.
 Without looking up, he heard the amusement in Bos, “I
 wont.” He listened to the steady beat of retreating footsteps,
 grateful for a few minutes alone to straighten his muddled
 thoughts. Sure he hadnt drunk much coffee lately, but his
 exhaustion surpassed any hed experienced in recent memory.
 Yawning, he locked up, heading for his own bathroom when he
 heard the water shut off in Bos. Old, cheaply made houses hid no
 secrets about where your roommates were or what they were
 doing.
 “Im taking a shower; dont you dare flush the toilet,” he 
 bellowed, though thats what hed have done to get a rise out of the
 man, if hed thought of it sooner.
 Standing under a scalding spray revitalized him somewhat, as did the shock of stepping out of the bathroom to find Bo lying in his bed. He froze, worried one wrong move and hed wake up to find himself alone.When he didnt say anything, Bo spoke up. “Ummm…you havent changed you mind, have you? After this morning …” He flung his legs over the edge of the bed, making as if to leave. The sheet pooled at his waist, low enough for Lucky to
 see he wore not a stitch of clothes.
 “N…no. Its okay,” Lucky somehow managed to say with the
 few remaining brain cells that hadnt headed south, taking the
 majority of his blood supply. His arousal left an unmistakable
 bulge in the towel wrapped around his waist. “I wasnt expecting
 to find you here, thought you were still in your bathroom. But I can
 guarantee youll never hear me ask you to leave.”
 Bo rose from the bed, crossing the floor one deliberate step at a 
 time, semi-erection bobbing with each movement. As on the park
 bench, neither of them seemed to make the first move, but
 somehow they ended up with damp chests plastered together,
 hungrily plundering each others mouths. Lucky rose on his toes to
 Bos level.
 An answering hardness pushed at Luckys, and in frustration he
 ripped the towel free from his hips, craving the mind-boggling
 sensation of skin against skin. Grasping Bos cock, he brought it 
 together with his own hardness. His tongue caressed Bos in time
 with his firm stroking, his hips following the in and out motion.
 His calves burned with the effort to match Bos height. Bos gentle tugs penetrated Luckys haze of lust, and he loosed
 his hold, letting himself be towed toward the bed, pushing Bo over
 and following him down once they reached the mattress. His hands
 were everywhere at once, tugging a pebbled nipple, sweeping
 down Bos sides to a pair of heavy balls. His own much hairier chest melded with Bos nearly smooth one, and he rocked his hips,
 sliding his slender, cut cock against Bos fatter one.
 The bed creaked, Bo moaned, and Lucky reveled in it all. “I
 want your ass,” he said. “I want to see it this time.” He crawled off
 Bo, allowing him to roll over.
 Lucky drank in his fill of skin a few shades lighter than Bos
 tanned back, and marred by the occasional freckle or mole.
 Rounded globes beckoned, every bit as lovely as Lucky
 remembered them. Climbing to his knees, he spread his hands,
 taking a mound of flesh in each and testing the firmness. Bo
 groaned, pressing back against the touch and spreading his legs,
 affording Lucky a glimpse of heavy balls and the rippled flesh
 marking his opening.
 Bending down, Lucky opened wide, sucking Bos right cheek
 into his mouth. Oh shit! His cock strained, wanting to be buried
 inside. Patience! Lucky hissed, to his brain as much as to his
 demanding body.
 He squeezed his fingers together, massaging the area
 surrounding Bos hole. Lucky nipped at the other cheek and
 extended his tongue, taking a swipe up each swell before raining
 down tiny nips and bites until the creamy flesh grew rosy and
 warm. Spreading the taut rounds, he gazed at Bos hole, hungry to
 be inside.
 Extending his tongue, a whim had him doing something for Bo
 hed never done for anyone else, no matter how much Victor had
 begged. He swept his tongue over Bos hole, waiting for both his
 and Bos reaction. Instead of being as repulsed as hed thought 
 hed be, he tasted only clean skin, the beguiling scent of male and
 soap filling his nostrils.
 With no further excuse, he explored Bos most tender parts with wild abandon, diving down to lick the mans balls, the
 retreating back to nibble the nicely rounded ass of his fantasies. Nearly trembling with need, he staggered off the bed and to the
 nightstand, fumbling in the drawer for the supplies hed thrown in
 there after their first night together. Bo watched his every move,
 squirming and gently humping the mattress. “Ill give you twenty
 seconds to get back up here.”
 “I can make it in ten,” Lucky shot back.
 Learning from past mistakes, he sheathed his flesh first before
 applying a generous coating of lube, and climbed back onto the
 bed to squeeze slickness between Bos cheeks. This time when he
 massaged, he inserted a fingertip, letting out a brief whine of
 impatience when Bos body pulled the digit into tight heat.
 Working his finger in and out and side to side, he kept time with
 his lovers frantic thrusts, preparing the way before lust overrode
 his caution.
 Unable to stand a moments more delay, he positioned himself,
 the head of his cock breaching Bos outer defenses. He held stockstill, giving Bo time to adjust, biting his bottom lip and fighting the 
 need to thrust deep. Bo reared back, showing impatience. When
 finally Lucky sank in completely, he dropped down over his
 lovers back and wrapped both arms around Bo, covering him. He thrust long and hard, both of them grunting, meeting in the
 middle as each shoved against the other. Grasping Bos hips,
 Lucky rolled to his side, never breaking contact. One hand
 encircling a straining cock, he pushed Bo into his fist with each 
 forceful thrust.
 Never one to talk during sex, he found himself uttering
 mindless inanities on panted breaths.“Damn, but you feel good.”
 “Like that? Want it harder?” “Come for me, baby, let me see you
 spurt. Show me how good Im doing you.”
 Twisting around, Bo gazed at Lucky with unfocused eyes, 
 catching Luckys mouth in a devastating lip lock that threatened to
 consume his soul, plunging them both into the abyss. Rather than
 release his hold the moment the trembling ended, Lucky latched on
 tighter, hanging on for dear life. If he didnt see Bos face, didnt
 see anything in those chocolate eyes, he could believe, if only for a
 minute, that what they had meant more to them both than a casual 
 easing of needs.
 Later, after Bo fell asleep, Lucky dragged a loosely hanging
 arm across his chest, pretending Bo put it there on purpose.



CHAPTER 12

“I can drive myself; Im not helpless.” Bo glared over breakfast, making Lucky fight a laugh. He supposed it was hard to make a case for independence while wearing an ugly green apron to match the ugly green kitchen.

“Yeah, but Im heading across town anyway.” A flash of inspiration hit, nearly blinding in its sheer brilliance. “Besides, I need to make an appointment. Why not do it in person?”

Bo paused in mid-rant, face providing an amusing, highly animated show as various anger, surprise, confusion, “Thats true.” In a move Lucky supposed meant to redeem some to the indignity of wearing a god-awful apron, he snapped, “But no making out in front of my boss! Do you have any idea the kind of expressions warred for dominance: petulance, and finally, acceptance. hell I caught at work? Be…that woman grinning at me every time she came into the pharmacy? And judging from the way the techs kept snickering, she didnt keep our little PDA to herself.”

He harrumphed, crossing his arms over his chest, pushing up his biceps and further inducing Luckys laugh instinct. What do you get when you cross a pit bull with Julia Child?

Heading off a pissing contest they didnt have time fo r, Lucky praised a fine meal with a loud belch and rose from the table. “Come on; times awastin.” He smiled sweetly, knowing Bo would want to smack the smirk off his face.

Feeling charitable, Lucky played Lady Gaga at normal volumes on the ride through Kissimmee to outlying Orlando, unwilling to admit out loud that Bo made one heck of a backup singer.

Far too soon for Luckys tastes, they arrived at the clinic. Throwing the shifter into park, Lucky bolted out of the car and around the hood to open Bos door the moment Dr. Ryerson approached. “Oh my. I wish I had a man who opened doors for me,” she commented in passing.

Bo shot the best “go to hell” death glare Lucky had ever seen. And given how many times hed witnessed variations of the particular unspoken sentiment, that was saying something. He raced ahead of the doctor, opening the clinic door and holding it for both her and Bo. The doctor giggled, Bos face flamed. Lucky swore he heard grinding teeth.

“Now you have a good day, dear,” he murmured loudl y enough for everyone in the lobby (limited to employees at the moment) to hear, swatting Bo low on the back. His finger accidentally on purpose connected with Bos bubble-butt.

Bos expression bordered on murderous. Dr. Ryerson unwittingly put herself inharms way, stepping between the two. “All right, lovebirds, tone it down. This is a family-oriented business.” Her tinkling laughter took any potential sting from the words.

Bo stalked off toward a door marked “Pharmacy,” smoke nearly pouring from him. Ryersons eyes filled with concern. “Trouble in paradise?”

“Ah, dont mind him, hell be okay. Hes still a little steamed about my old boyfriend being back in town.” Let her share  that with the pharmacy techs, crank my sex god status up a notch or two.

Conc ern escalated to disapproval. “Dont tell me you let him believe…”
 “Oh, no!” Lucky backtracked…hard. “Id never do that. Will knows hes my one and only, but hes got a jealous streak the size of Texas.”
 The doctor relaxed a bit. “I know what you mean. The man Im seeing has the exwife from hell…” She let her words trail off, but not before Lucky saw a brief flash of annoyance cross her well madeup face. Ah, the kitten had claws, and maybe the boyfriend or exwife werent the only jealous ones. Ryerson quickly changed the subject. “I supposed youre here to make an appointment, right?”
 “Yes, maam.” He nodded, slipping on his harmless good ole boy persona like a well-fitting jacket.
 Wrapping her taloned fingers around Luckys bicep, the petite blonde led him over to the reception desk. “Stella, youve met the new pharmacist the ladies are going crazy over?”
They are?Luckys eyes narrowed of their own accord as he discovered his own jealous streak.
 The pony-tailed woman glanced up from her computer screen, running assessing eyes over Lucky. “Dont tell me this is the lucky guy who removed “Will-licious” from the dating pool?”
 Dr. Ryerson chuckled. “Thatd be the one.”
Will-licious? Lucky growled, unused to having the tables turned on him like that. Normally,if any laughing went on, hed be the instigator, not the butt of the joke. And wasnt it unprofessional to call a coworker, or worse, an employee, “Will-licious?”
 “Well, if Im lucky, hes luckier,” Lucky said, trying lamely to regain control of the situation. “Im one hell of a catch. How many tall, dark, and handsome men are there?”
 The two women stopped laughing, sharing a puzzled glance and then raking twin gazes over Luckys blond-haired, blue-eyed, structurally impaired self. While hed never been called a troll, at least to his face, hed never been accused of being a hunk either. He waited for it, gauging the perfect moment to spring his punch line. “Exactly! Theyre a dime a dozen. But beat-up all-American shrimps like me are a rare find!”
 The women snorted inelegantly, neither appearing fully convinced that the weak attempted humor merited a snicker. For a moment Lucky missed Walter. Mr. Ill-laugh-at-anything would double over with a bad case of the guffaws.
 “Anyway,” Ryerson said, returning to the business at hand. “Larry needs an appointment, and Id like you to schedule him with me. Does that suit you?” Her blue-eyed gaze peered up from beneath heavily mascarad lashes that she had the nerve to bat. Bark up the wrong tree much, lady?
 “Ummm…you dont have to trouble yourself none.” Was this something she normally did for employees family members?
 “Oh, no trouble. No trouble at all. Were one big happy family here.” Her winking blue eye mesmerized him, luring him in with the same fascination Unfortunately for her, mongoose, a mongoose totally immune to feminine guiles. However, as he watched, he noticed a bit of strain around her mouth and eyes, a flickering of something slithery beneath the surface.An act. Shes putting on an act. Why?
 A small area by her left eye twitched. His blood ran cold and he recalled why Charlotte now lived on the west coast, far away from where shed started. Ryersons calculating evaluation reminded him a little too much of his mood-swinging former brother-in-law. She wanted Lucky for her patient, and she damned well intended to get him.
 “I reckon I wouldnt be a gentleman if I said no to an offer like that,” he replied, pouring on his own version of charm. Gentleman? Ha!
 Ten minutes later, after meeting more people whose names he hadnt a prayer of remembering, he reeled out to the parking lot and retreated to the safety of the Mazda. His mind spun with random names and faces that simply refused to match up. How the hell did so many people work in that one damned building? Hed accomplished several goals, however. Apparently, hed been welcomed into the fold, and he clutched an appointment card in a sweaty hand—his pass into Ryersons inner sanctum.
 When he returned home, he fired up his laptop, sending a message to his sister, Ryerson inadvertently reminding him that he hadnt written this week.
 of a small mammal watching a cobra. she practiced her reptilian wiles on a

Char,
 In case I havent told you lately, I love you and the boys. Rich

He plunged back into researching Ryerson, determined to find out what made her tick. Only once did Bo text, “U there?”
 Lucky punched out a response. “@ home. Nekkid.”
 “Bastard.”
 “U sweet talk r, u. Flattery gets u evrywhere.”
 After a few moments his phone chimed again, with the message,“LOL. Member u said that.”
 * * * Lucky woke up one morning, surprised to find Bo lying against him, curled into his back. He bolted upright. Oh shit! They were both late!

Bo mumbled, words ground out against the mattress, “Its Saturday,Arts watching the doc. We get to sleep in.”
 Shaking his head to clear the cobwebs, Lucky glanced at the clock. 9:00 A.M. Damn, hed slept. He lay back down but, like it or not, he was wideawake. And hard. “Um…Bo?”
 “Touch me before ten and die.”
 They rolled out of bed at twelve-thirty, both a little worse for the wear.
 * * * “What you wanna do today?” Lucky stared out the window at a bright, sunny day.
 “Go for a run?”
 “Too hot.”
 “Drive to Daytona and hit the beach?”
 “Too cool. And besides, were supposed to stay in the area in case were needed.”
 Bo turned on the TV and flopped down on the worn couch, flipping through channels. “Wanna watch a movie?”
 “Too boring. Besides, its a nice day out.”
 “But you dont want to run, you dont want to swim. What do youwant to do?”
 “We already did it. Twice.”
 “What elsedo you wanna do, horn dog?”
 “I thought youd never ask.” Lucky grabbed his laptop, shoving Bos legs out of the way to sit side by side on the couch.
 Bo studied the screen and let out a noise dangerously close to a squeal. “Get out! You do not watchSouth Bend Springs!”
 “You tell it at the office and Ill deny it with my dying breath.”
 “Tell? Why the hell would I tell anyone?” Bo nestled closer, resting his chin on Luckys shoulder. “Have they found out who Lilas baby daddy is? Oh wait! Shouldnt we make a beer and pizza run first?”
 * * * “What?” Lucky cracked open an eyelid, glaring at his partner. “Its Sunday, Im sleeping in.”
 “Oh, no youre not. We wasted the whole day yesterday watching soaps. Today, we clean.”
 Lucky raised his head high enough to assess the room with blurred vision. From his position in bed, he spotted two pairs of jeans, a pair of shoes, a shirt or two—all his—and what might have been the entire contents of his sock drawer. The nightstand sported three beer cans. One by one he picked them up and shook them, disappointed to find them empty. “Did you make coffee? It tastes like something died in my mouth.”
 Bo sniggered. “I dont know about died but something came in your mouth. Twice.”
 Growling didnt work with a hangover. A coffee cup appeared before his nose, the welcome fragrance of whatever Bo brewed every morning clearing out some brain fog.
 Rolling to his side and throwing his legs over the edge of the bed, Lucky nearly tripped over a pizza box. “Damn! Whatd we do last night?”
 “You have to ask? Maybe I should get Keith to install some cameras.”
 “Dont you fucking dare.” Bo was having way too much fun with this. Lucky held out his hand, taking the cup and swilling down half the contents. The coffee burned down his throat.
 “Drink up, take a shower and some Advil, and clean this room.” Bo patted Luckys aching head. “Ill get the kitchen and living room. You do your bathroom, Ill do mine, and Ill wash and dry clothes if you fold and put away.”
 At the moment all Lucky cared about was getting Mr. Perky out of his way and lying back down to sleep off his headache. He should have known better, for the moment his head hit the pillow, Billy Ray Cyrus wailed at full volume from the living room stereo, “Dont tell my heart…”
 “Theres a reason that mans single,” Lucky muttered, kicking debris out of the way to get to the bathroom.
 * * * “Good news, sunshine,” Lucky announced over breakfast Tuesday morning. “Today you get to drive yourself to work. Arent you thrilled?” Bo, apparently getting used to Luckys constant need to rattle his cage at every opportunity, continued calming stirring his oatmeal. “To what do I owe the pleasure of being treated like a grownup?”

“Im heading up to Georgia to investigate the reverse distribution operation.”
 Bo raised his eyes—eyes sparkling with interest. “Oh, really? Id love to see inside one of those places. In pharmacy school we learned about the supply chain, but its hard to imagine the start to finish process unless youve been there. And while Ive toured manufacturing plants, Ive never seen product actually destroyed. We pack outdates in a box and someone comes and gets them. End of story.”
 “Ill be sure to take lots of pictures.” Lucky tried for a disarming smile. Based on his breakfast companions wrinkled- nosed disgust, he missed the target completely. He let the matter drop for now. Truth was, he dreaded being gone overnight, sleeping in a bedwithout Bos calming presence. “I wont be home tonight,” he groused, gratified at his partners slight wince.
 “Im sure Ill survive. Only, do me a favor?”
 “Maybe.”
 “Dont drink too much caffeine? Its bad for you.”
 “Gee. I didnt know you cared.”
 Bo muttered, “Of course I care,” around a mouthful of oatmeal raisin mush. Or maybe hed said, “Take care.”
 “I should be back tomorrow night.” Lucky stumbled for appropriate parting words. Somehow, “Later, dude!” fell short of a proper goodbye to his… partner? Fuck buddy? Not-an-actualfriend-but-still-gets-benefits?Jeez, man. Get a grip. Youll only be gone one night!
 “Need help packing?” In the brightly lit kitchen, Bos eyes glowed with an inner fire. A wall clock ticked off the moments, Lucky feeling hed missed something he should be doing, Bo waiting expectantly for him to figure it out and follow through.
 In the end, he managed a lame, “No, I got it, thanks. Ill see you when I get back.” He turned and forced himself not to run away. Cursing himself for a coward, he hid in his room until the rumble of Bos Escort faded into the distance. He made a circuit through the house before leaving, wondering why it suddenly felt lonely.
 * * * Four hours later, his ride lengthened by stops for coffee and a resulting visit to a rest stop, Lucky found the hotel where hed spend the night. His nerves jangled and a sense of restlessness crept into his arms and legs, not to mention a headache throbbed with every heartbeat. And though hed measured out the sugar himself at Starbucks, his normal brew of choice tasted more like sickly sweet syrup than coffee.

He trotted to the hotel office to obtain a key and a large, square package, which he threw onto the queen bed once in his room. Depression crept in, knowing hed be sleeping alone tonight, especially after satisfying his curiosity about Elledges drug disposal operation. Uncovering other peoples dirt usually provided a keen sense of satisfaction, and the rush of entering the snake pit without getting bitten always left him with the hard-on from hell. Plus, hed have an eager audience for his exploits in Bo, whod hang on every word, tossing out the occasional question and giving Lucky a chance to be the smart one.

His automatic figuring of Bo into his adventures brought Lucky up short. I get off on my job? And Bo gets off on my getting off on my job? Man, we are two sick puppies.

He satisfied his inner felon by reasoning that were he to go out and hijack a truck full of narcotics hed get that same thrill. Okay, nothing personal about the job. The fun lies in not getting caught.

The box from the office yielded a generic, dark-blue uniform in some fabric not found in nature, the newness scratching Luckys skin when he put it on. The name tag read, “Kenny.” He waited, pacing the tiny room. A knock at the door made him jump. Damn! I better get a grip.

“Kenny?” A thin man stood at the door, who would be a couple inches taller than Lucky if hed straighten up. A sudden wind gust caught his thinning strands of light brown hair, revealing a balding pate. If not for the beginnings of a belly bulge, thered be nothing to the man. In short, he was the kind of guy who worked quietly in the background, avoiding notice, and was probably privy to every dirty little secret of whatever company he entered.

“Yeah, thats me.” Lucky offered his hand, deciding hed better play nice with his ticket into Rx Dispose.
 The man shook both his head and Luckys hand. “Ill give you fair warning: Im nervous about this whole thing, fraid Ill mess up. I dont mean to rush you or nothing, but Id kinda like to get this over with.”
 The man, whose nametag dubbed him, “Fred,” spoke softly, with a pure South Georgia twang, quite similar to Ryersons. Lucky nodded and followed him out to a panel van, an old-timey balance scale emblazoned on the side.
 Once buckled in, Fred filled the van with nervous chatter. “Theres two electronic scales back at the loading dock. I usually start there with the simpler units and work my way to the front, where they keep more sophisticated equipment in the labs.
 “Well be escorted, but they usually pick whoevers not busy, and since Im a regular, they dont pay too much attention.” Fred stopped at a red light, turning a pair of piercing green eyes on Lucky. “Whatever youre hunting for, I dont want you to tell me about it, okay? This is my job, theyre my customer, and I dont want to lose them. Itll be hell going in there every month if I know more than I should. Understand? Im not a good actor. Theyll know somethings up. Whatever youre here for, dont tell me.” He turned his eyes back to the road. “Besides, I have it on good authority that I cant keep a secret.”
 After that he babbled on, explaining, in far too much detail, how to calibrate the different scales and measurement devices theyd be working with, not that Lucky planned to be of much help.
 They pulled up into the parking lot of a tin building a few miles from the nearest town, designed to hold far more vehicles than the dozen parked here and there. A chain-link fence surrounded the back half of the property. “Loading docks are back there,” Fred told him, pointing a finger toward the fence. Elledges SUV sat parked outside the main entry, and Lucky hoped like hell he wouldnt meet the man face to face, although given the circumstances of their previous encounter, he doubted hed be remembered. No sense taking chances, though.
 They stepped into the lobby to sign in and were told, “Wait right here,” by a receptionist who asked Fred about his family as though they were old friends. Yeah, Lucky remembered how things worked in small towns—everyone knew your business.
 A kid hardly old enough to be out of high school soon joined them. “Hey, Fred. Hows it going?” Hands rammed down in the pockets of blue jeans that threatened to fall off his hips at any moment, the kid wasnt the type of guard Lucky had envisioned.
 “Hey, Lee.” Fred stepped back, flipping his gaze from the kid to Lucky. “I got a new guy with me today. Kenny, this is Lee. Lee, Kenny.”
 “Hi.” Lee pulled a hand from his pocket to shake Luckys. “Yall bout ready?” He turned and exited through a door marked, “Employees Only.” True to Freds briefing, they took a series of halls and traipsed across a warehouse on the way to the loading docks.
 Head on a swivel, Lucky checked the racks they passed, committing to memory relevant information and trying not to be too obvious. Mainly, boxes upon boxes labeled “Regency Pharma.” Lee and Fred both shared an affinity for talking, leaving Lucky free to be bold andspy to his hearts content. They passed a few glassed-in offices where employees in white coats, hairnets, and gloves performed some task on an assortment of bottles. When no one was watching, Lucky snapped a picture with the handydandy little camera Walter had provided.
 He nodded whenever Fred spoke to him, pretending to pay attention to the mans droning instructions, and tried not to sound like an idiot when Lee engaged him in a conversation about local events, things Lucky should probably know if he lived in the area.
 “Im new in town,” he said, which only encouraged the kid to fill him in on places he should go.
 On their way back to the lobby, Lee said, “Hold up a minute, I need to tell my uncle something.” He opened an office door, and Lucky barely had time to jump back out of sight. Thankfully, Lee delivered his message and shut the door before his uncle noticed who stood in the hall, but not before Luckyd spotted a picture of Beverly Ryerson sitting on the mans desk. The theme music of South Bend Springsprovided a mental “Da da da dum,” of clues falling into place. Lucky recalled Ryersons comment about, “The man Im seeing.”
 The entire adventure lasted roughly two hours, way over the time Lucky would have managed alone. After being dropped off at his hotel, he thanked the nearly-hyperventilating Fred, changed out of the polyester uniform and doubled back to Rx Dispose, watching the suspect company from the outside, wishing he had Bos iPad to take notes. Three cars remained in the parking lot after quitting time, one the now-familiar SUV. A bag of chicken nuggets and two large cups of coffee kept him company. Lucky settled in for the night.
 About ten oclock he hit pay dirt. An unmarked tandem rig pulled up outside the chain-link fence—the automated gate swung open to let it pass. For the next half hour Lucky listened to the bumps and clunks of a truck being loaded. Once the truck departed, the cars followed suit.
 Rather than go back to the hotel for a futile attempt at a little shut eye, he followed the truck…straight to Ryersons Clinic, and on to a few other facilities that hadnt yet pinged any radars.
 He called Walter from the road, his call going straight to voice mail. “Guess what?” He avoided Walter-baiting to get down to business. “Ive found some links to Regency at Rx Dispose. Now, I have a question for you. Why would a destruction facility need a relabeling operation?”
 Possibilities buzzed through his head, and his stomach swam with grease and coffee. Hed swallowed a half roll of Tums to no avail. Finally realizing hed left his gear back in the hotel room, he texted Walter to have someone retrieve his things, though he wouldnt cry over losing the damned uniform.
 Creeping into the house at five A.M., he hoped to find Bo lying in bed. Instead his partner lay half-on, half-off the couch, a throw and a pillow discarded on the floor. Hmmm.Somebody didnt sleep well. Lucky retrieved the fallen items and tugged Bo into a more comfortable position before tiptoeing into the bathroom for a shower.
 * * * “Ive seen livelier roadkill.” Bo leaned against the kitchen sink, sipping a cup of horrid-smelling tea. A plate of cut fruit sat on the table.

Even exhausted, Lucky managed a half-hearted comeback. “Well, if you happen upon a Mack truck with my face print in the grill, call the cops.” Though his stomach still wasnt happy with him, he snagged a piece of kiwi, something hed never eaten before meeting Bo. “I have a question for you. Dr. Ryerson is a widow, but is she involved withanyone that you know of?”

Bo shrugged. “The pharmacists dont talk about her much, other than how shes a great boss, doesnt make them work nights or weekends, and that they pull in more money now than they ever have before.” He paused for a moment, lips pursed together. “I did some searching on my iPad, and it seems Ryerson believes in second chances, too. Every pharmacist in the place has had a ding on their license. I dont blame them for being loyal.”

Not much impressed Lucky, but Bo researching on his own proved an exception. “Oh really?” Despite the interesting subject matter, Lucky lost the battle not to yawn.

Setting his cup down, Bo stepped forward, brushing his fingers against Luckys jaw. “You didnt sleep much last night, did you? Want me to fixyou some breakfast?”

One lingering glance, one half-second of eye meets eye, released a dam of welled-up need. They stood close enough for Lucky to feel the heat radiating from Bos body, and he closed his eyes, breathing in the scent hed missed the night before. He should walk away while fatigue clouded his mind, but instead wrapped his arms around his partner, holding tight, face buried in a warm neck.

After a moment arms encircled Luckys back, and for a few brief moments, all seemed right in the world. Bo kissed him, mouth tasting faintly of green tea, and slowly stepped away, returning them to reality with, “I gotta get ready for work. You get some sleep. And dont forget your appointment this afternoon.”
 * * * “Mr. Duncan? Follow me please.” Lucky put down a back issue of  Field and Stream, taking a moment to realize the nurse meant him. The pretty young woman beckoned…a pretty young woman most likely an accessory to drug diversion, Lucky reminded himself.

With one month and a handful of days left to his sentence, Lucky should have been damned happy, but he wasnt. And his rotten mood was only partially inspired by the needles and questions he soon expected to dig into him. Besides, he hadnt slept but two hours after Bo left that morning.

He entered a generic examining room, similar to hundreds of others, he supposed, expecting to be asked to remove his pants. At least thatd been the drill from the time when he actually had injured his knee. “Wait right here,” the nurse said, “Dr. Ryerson will be with you shortly.”

Expecting to have an extended wait, he passed the time imagining Bo, somewhere in the building, shoveling pills into industrial sized bottles. He yawned, exhausted. Maybe the regular sex wore him out even more than his sleepless night. Regular sex. He scowled. Hed be gone at years end. The smartest thing to do would be to banish Bo back to the couch, regardless of how well they both slept together. Hed soon be starring in The Lucky Show, into which no sidekick had been written, and couldnt be, no matter how damned sexy and appealing.

An area dead center of Luckys chest quivered. He conjured up images of opening a door and tossing Bo out on his mind-blowing ass. The not-quite-pain twanged again. Fuck it all to hell. An image came to mind of Bo standing before racks and racks of meds, desperately texting, “I want tofu surprise for dinner!” and no one around to answer him, or share the burden of his little secret.

The door clicked open, startling Lucky, and Dr. Ryerson stepped in with a broad smile suitable for framing and an open manila folder in her hand. “Hi, Larry! How wonderful to see you again. Will has told me so much about you.”

Lucky mumbled a baldfaced lie, “Nice seeing you again, too.” He fully understood how the womans employees got swept up into her game; she came across as open and honest. But Victor had, too, when hed wanted to.
 “Now, remind me. Was it a football injury to your shoulder?” “Soccer injury, my knee,” he replied. An impossibly wide grin grew farther, threatening to split the womans face in half. “Ah, yes. And it keeps you up at night.” Grin dropping to a coy smile, she shocked him with a little unprofessional innuendo. “And you cant be losing sleep for old soccer injuries, can you, with a hunky partner like Will?” She winked.

Lucky felt outraged on Bos behalf thatd she talk about her employees in such a way, especially while flirting with the mans partner. Hed taken an instant dislike to this woman in the restaurant, and close contact did absolutely nothing to revise his first impression for the better.

“Are you allergic to any medications?”
 “No, maam.”
 “On a scale of one to ten, how severe would you say your pain

is?” She jotted inside the folder while she talked, her southern accent lending her words a conversational air, rather than a business aspect.

“Depends,” he improvised. These questions were not the ones Walter had briefed him on, nor did she ask about previous doctors or any records he might have. “Normally, between two and three. IfIve been standing on my feet all day, it ups to seven, and sometimes at night, it throbs, hitting about a nine.” He didnt want to push too far and lose credibility.

The doctor didnt even seem to be listening, dropping her friendly persona to finally immerse herself in her profession. “Okay, Im writing you a prescription for a moderate pain reliever. Take only as needed, not to exceed three per day, and report back to me when you need more.”
 “Umm…thats all I have to do? You dont need to examine my leg?” Thats what hed feared, that an examination would show how much hed exaggerated. Her overly-friendliness came back in force as she handed him a slip of paper. Thank God it was a prescription and not her phone number. Hed been afraid, very, very afraid. “Why, Larry, are you telling me you wantto drop your pants?” The hand she place on his arm sported two nails broken down to the quick, and a few scrapes across embarrassment. kickboxing? Chopping firewood? Those abused hands didnt match the prim and proper image of the genteel southern belle she tried to be.

Lucky clamped his jaws tight, fighting the questions he wanted to ask.
 Thankfully, the doctor glanced at her watch and cut the meeting short. “Oops, I have to go. Patients are waiting. Before I do, Id like to ask you something.”
 Bracing for any number of things he didnt want to hear, Lucky held his breath.
 “Im having my annual Thanksgiving dinner for the gang and their families tonight and well…” She chewed daintily at her lower lip, smearing red lipstick onto her teeth. “It seems Will turned down my invitation.”
He what?“He did? Funny, he never mentioned it at home.” Funny indeed, as hanging out at the doctors house offered a priceless opportunity for snooping. Especially if Elledge showed up as her date. Lucky would have to keep his distance, however, and if Elledge remembered seeing him outside the clinic, hed make up an excuse.
 “Im afraid he thinks…I dont want him thinking hes not a part of our team because of, well…”
 her knuckles. The sight quickly dispelled his Did the good doctor spend her free time “Because hes with me?”
 More lips chewing. Heavy makeup made her eyes appear enormous, like the bigeyed girl in the picture Luckys mom had bought at a yard sale and hung over his sisters bed when they were kids. Something about those enormous, sad eyes inspired the willies, even years later. Dr. Ryerson reminded him of a small vulnerable child, and he tried to recall the advice hed given Bo about not being sucked in by appearances. This woman was quite possibly the mastermind behind a wellorchestrated “money will buy whatever you want” scheme. By this time next year, she might have traded her white-smock-covered power suit for a prison jumpsuit.
 And Luckyd be the one to put her there. Why the hell did she have to be nice? Why did she care about someone whod worked for her for a few days? Between his and Bos confusion where the doctor was concerned, perhaps they should avoid her little gettogether. But past experience had taught him while working the edges of Victors parties, what great sources of info they were, whenever hed worked up the nerve to stop hiding out in the den and do a little mingling.
 “Please. Itd mean a lot to me if youd come.” More lip nibbling rendered her lips fairly naked.
 “Ill talk to Will; tell him how important this is to you.” Lucky gave her a halfsmile. “And thanks for inviting us.”
 A full smile bloomed on her tortured lips. “Youre welcome. Wonderful to see you again, Larry.”
 A sigh of relief escaped him with her departure. He stuck his head out of the door, checking right and left to ensure shed truly gone. Returning to the examination room, he slipped on a pair of latex gloves from a box on the counter. Muffling the sound of doors opening and closing, he checked out the cabinets and drawers, finding sparse contents for what was supposed to be a doctors office. Hed explored similarly at his old family doctors and had found a veritable treasure trove of fun gadgets to play with. Except for a stack of prescription pads—that by law should have been kept under lock and key—he didnt find anything of note. He removed the gloves and started to drop them into the trash before noticing the metal can was empty—his addition might be noticed. Oh well, time to release his inner kid.
 Checking the hallway again, he stepped out, following the directions Bo had given him for the pharmacy while blowing up one of the gloves. A line waited, and Bos dinnertime stories hit home, about the sheer number of prescriptions filled in a day. Behind the counter Lucky noticed two white smocks that denoted pharmacists, and four colorful smocks that Bo had said the techs wore. With a sallow complexion, rheumy eyes, and red nose, Lucky suspected Bos fellow pharmacist of a drinking problem. Second chances, indeed.
 When Luckys turn came he handed his slip of paper to one of the techs. The last time hed had a prescription filled, the tech had asked him a lot of questions and pulled up his file on a computer system before entering his script. This tech glanced at the paper and turned without a word, ignoring his blown-up-glove wave to march over to a where a white clad back bent over a counter. The man straightened, and Luckys heart clenched to see Bos smile and wave. Bo even spared a laugh and disbelieving headshake for the glove. The smile fell when he raised the paper into viewing range. He scowled, but nodded at the tech and set to work measuring pills into bottles while the tech created labels and then shoved the bottles into a white bag.
 Bo brought the bag to the counter personally. Pale blue writing stood out against the white paper, and Lucky unfolded the top to read, “And what do youwant for dinner?”
 Concern shone in his partners eyes. Locking a cocky grin in place, Lucky mouthedthe word, “You.” He toted his bag to the front desk and handed over his twenty-five dollar co-pay, reciting the group and policy number Walterd emailed. The clerk didnt even demand to see or copy an insurance card, like Luckys regular doctors office would. Thirtyseven minutes. Start to finish, hed spent thirty-seven minutes inside the clinic.
 Only when safely outside in the car did he dare to peek at the candy Ryersons clinic freely dispensed. As suspected, he held in his hand a three-month supply of oxycodone, the most abused prescription pain reliever in the US, and the drug responsible for numerous overdoses. Two bottles were name brand, the third, generic, with two months dating left. Bo must have slipped him some of the questionable pills for analysis. Good man. With a little more training, he might make a passable field agent after all. Stopping by the post office, Lucky priority mailed the lot to the Atlanta office.
 Only upon arriving home did he remember that hed intended to ask Ryerson about his lack of energy. On second thought, though, shed probably have simply written him another script.
 * * * “I dont want to do this! You had no right to tell her wed go.” Bo stood with his hands on his hips in the middle of their shared bedroom, lips pursed like hed bitten a lemon.

“This is too good an opportunity to pass up. A chance to get inside Ryersons house without a search warrant. Are you kidding? Walter will be over the moon.”
 “You go. Im staying home. Or better yet, take Walter.” Lucky scrubbed his hand down his face. He should have known hed get an argument. “Itd be mighty strange if I showed up without you, dont ya reckon? Why are you dead set against going?”

Bo mumbled something Lucky couldnt make out.
 “Is it cause you dont want to be „out and proud with me?” For some reason, Bo not wanting to be seen with him hurt a little more than Lucky thought it ought to.
 “No, its just…” Again Bo spoke too softly to hear
 “Whats that?” They faced off over a distance of a few feet. No way in hell would Lucky back down, not on something this important. Why did the possibility of Bo not wanting to be seen together bother him?
 “Oh, fuck it! If you need me to come out and say it: you were right.”
 “Of course I was right! Umm…about what, in particular?”
 Bo shook his head, dropping his gaze to the floor. “About getting involved with the folks I work with. To you theyre suspects, to me theyre Hank, Linda, Bobby…”
 Oh shit. Not good. Lucky recalled his early days as Walters flunky. Had he ever gotten too close to a subject? Well, no. Only because he didnt generally get close to anyone. “Do you need me to call Walter, tell him you cant do it?”
 “No!” Bo shouted. More quietly he repeated, “No. I cant…I mean…”
 Without quite knowing how it happened, Lucky found himself across the room, Bo enfolded in his arms. “Its a job, man. A job. This isnt your real life. You cant see them as friends, you cant get involved. Its hard for some people, and to be honest, many dont last six months in this line of work. But youve got it in you.”
 God but the man felt right in his arms.Hes not the only one whos getting too close. Lucky told himself he was merely doing what hed been assigned to do, making sure his replacement didnt cop out. Liar. Lucky heard what sounded suspiciously like a sniff.
 Bo pulled away first. “Youre right, youre right. I gotta remember the kid who ODd, and those shelves full of shit that shouldnt be there.”
 “Good. Now lets get ready to go. Ummm…do you have Ryersons address or should I check her file.”
 “She lives out Ponderosa way.”
 Oh shit! Ponderosa? Why the hell did it have to be Ponderosa. Lucky suddenly found himself wishing hedidnt have to go.
 * * * “Where are we going? Beverlys house is down there.” Bo tapped a finger against his iPads display, nodding in the opposite direction. Did he have to call the woman “Beverly?” Whatever happened to keeping objectivity?

“Im checking out the neighborhood for security reasons,” Lucky improvised. His stomach had somersaulted when Bo first told him Ryersons address. While in the neighborhood, he couldnt resist poking a finger into an old wound. Itd been over ten long years—what if the house wasnt there anymore? He passed the address twice before finally locating Victors former vacation home. He pulled into the drive of the empty house next door.

For five years he and Victor had shunned business to vacation there together. Just the two of them, lounging around the pool, dining out at the citys best restaurants. Theyd even gone to Epcot on occasion. If the DA had seen them as “a married couple in everything but name,” theyd even spent their honeymoon there.

He almost didnt recognize the house— it appeared much smaller and not nearly as well-kept. Insteadof Victors prized Roadster, a Ford Minivan sat in the circular drive, not that Victor would leave his precious baby outside for long. Itd be nestled safe and sound in one bay of the double garage. The orange trees that had once flanked the backyard were gone. Lucky missed them. Several times when theyd stayed there the trees were in full bloom, and Lucky opened up every window to let their fragrance fill the house. Victor laughed, calling him a romantic, but left the windows open.

A light came on in the upstairs bedroom, a body silhouetted in the window. It wasnt Victors. And it wasnt Luckys. Those days were over and gone. The ghostly images of Victor distorted, Bo inserting himself into the memories. Lucky tried to picture Victor sunning himself in achair by the pool, but his mind wouldnt cooperate, wouldnt form a clear picture. Instead it offered up Bo, eyes twinkling, The Dimple firmly in place as he offered Lucky a rum and Coke from the poolside bar.

Lucky shook himself, casting off his fabricated recollections. A hand fell to his shoulder. “You okay?”
 “Yeah.” He attempted a smile. “Neighborhoods safe. We can go to the doctors now.”
 “Youre lying, and if you dont want to tell me, thats okay.” Bo leaned in and offered a kiss of reassurance. His mouth carried the lingering flavor of green tea, and the scent of his familiar cologne soothed Luckys frazzled nerves. Thered never be another perfect week spent in that house, but Lucky grabbed and held onto the perfect moment in the car with someone who recognized his hurting and wouldnt push as to the why. God, after only knowing him a few weeks, Lucky would miss the hell out of Bo once their assignment ended.
 “Wed better get on to the party.” Bo spoke quietly, reaching out to clasp Luckys hand. Lucky stared at their fingers, locked together. “What? Were pretending to be a couple, right?”
Yeah, like youre not trying to give me what I need right now. Silently grateful, Lucky gave Bos fingers a squeeze and released his hand long enough to shift the car and back out of the driveway. Their hands were joined when they arrived at Ryersons mini- mansion.
 “How wonderful you two came!” Ryerson exclaimed, air- kissing beside Lucky and Bos heads. “Boys, Id like you to meet my dear friend, Claude Elledge.”
 Up close, mingling with the crowd, the man who Lucky suspected of being a low-rent Victor clone appeared benign on the surface, and bore more than a passing resemblance to his happygo-lucky nephew, Lee. However, there was a stern set to his mouth, and “meanness in his eyes,” as Charlotte used to say. He didnt appear to recognize Lucky.
 “Gentlemen,” Elledge said, proprietary arm keeping Ryerson close. He extended his other hand and Lucky spotted the twin halfmoon cuts on the back, suspiciously similar to claw marks. Ryerson held herself stiffly, keeping an inch or two between her and Elledges bodies. Ah, maybe she was the one experiencing a little trouble in paradise.
 They exchanged pleasantries, the doctor playing gracious hostess and showing them around her massive Spanish revival home. Back in his Victor days, Luckyd rubbed elbows with a lot of well-to-do types and had gained a pretty good idea of what things like those weathered urns and massive doors cost. Hell, just because the legs on the plank table in the kitchen were sort-of chewed up didnt mean the good doctor was economizing—that wasa genuine Spanish antique, if he didnt miss his guess, and might even be the same one Victor had bent him over while explaining how to tell a real one from a fake. She could have paid for a round or two of her husbands chemo with it, except someone in health care might have gotten adequate enough insurance coverage that her husbands extended illness didnt suck her dry.
 Or she could be in debt up to her eyeballs. Even her dizzying schedule of ten appointments an hour would hardly bill out enough to pay for such a lavish home. According to the reports Lucky read, Dr. Ryersons husband left behind a modest life insurance policy and a heavily financed business.
 A young woman approached, begged their pardon, and whispered into the doctors ear. Ryersons bright smile fell. “Excuse me, gentlemen, I need to go check on my children. They dont care for large parties.”
 Two adorable towheads waited in the hallway, miniature copies of their mother. One appeared about six years old, the other a year or two older. The younger girl clutched a teddy bear. Lucky pictured his nephews, wondering how much theyd grown since hed last seen them. Ryerson took each girl by the hand and disappeared down the hall. Thankfully, Elledge wandered off as well. Lucky didnt relish spending too much time in the mans company, though he did remain close enough to catch tidbits of conversation. Nothing to help his case, however.
 Dr. Ryerson returned a few moments later, good humor somewhat restored. “Sorry, I guess its obvious who the bosses are in this house.” She loosed a strained giggle. “Now, lets eat, shall we?” Rather than a full sit-down dinner, the meal was served buffet style, with guests perching wherever they found an empty seat.
 Coworkers came and claimed Bo, who assured Lucky, “Ill be right back,” leaving Lucky alone with the doctor.
 Ryerson watched Bo disappear into the crowd, tossing an occasional backward glance over his shoulder,and sighed. “Loves a funny thing, isnt it?”
 Lucky did a doubletake. “Excuse me?”  Love? The ultimate four-letter word?
 “My husband used to look at me like you two look at each other. I miss that.”
What the fuck?
 She gave him her best sad little girl eyes. He imagined violins playing in the background. “I met Claude a year after Jacob died.” She sighed again, but this time it wasnt a breathy “Scarlett OHara in love with Ashley Wilkes” sigh. It was more how Lucky sighed when Walter told him to do something he didnt want to do. Did she consider Elledge a necessary evil?
 Gazing past where Lucky stood, Ryerson gasped, and Lucky turned, following her line of sight.
 “Now what the hell is he doing here?” she asked, displeasure pursing her trademark red lips.
 Lucky shrank back, hiding behind a large flower arrangement. Standing in the foyer, exchanging heated words with Elledge, was none other than Orange-tie-guy, general manager of the now closed Raleigh division of Regency Pharma.
 A group of women passed between Lucky and the door, and he ducked behind them, working to keep up with Ryerson. Though she tried to appear casual, Lucky recognized her single-minded determination to reach the newcomer quickly.
 Her brightlypainted fingernails sank into the mans arm and he flinched, but didnt pull away. Ryerson bared her teeth and hissed something too low for Lucky to hear, dragging Orange-tie-guy toward the door. She and the two men disappeared outside, and Lucky counted to three before making a beeline for the front door to peer through a crack.
 If he hadnt seen her with his own eyes, hed swear the woman he heard outside wasnt the doctor. Gone was the girlishness, replaced by a hard-asnails businesswoman. “What are you doing here? Havent I told you never to come here? Youll get your payment!”
 “Beverly, the Feds are hounding me. Its only a matter of time before they piece things together. Theres nothing connecting me to you. Youll get off scot-free. I need you to get me to the Caymans. Help me get on a plane or a boat and Im out of your hair.” Lucky winced at Orange-tieguys grating, nails-on-ablackboard nasally whine.
 “Theres nothing that I can do about that right now.” Ryerson never spoke above conversational level, but the ice in her tones sent chills upLuckys spine.
 “Beverly…” The husky interruption sounded like Elledge.
 “Dont „Beverly me, Claude. Listen,” she commanded in a voice Lucky couldnt imagine coming from such a dainty southern lady. “If you two dont calm down… Michael, Ive told you a hundred times. Youll have to hold off until Im relocated in Savannah. And for Christs sake dont come to my house, or the clinic. If youre under investigation, dont”—that one word slashed with the single-minded efficiency of a knife—“lead them to me.”
 A few short minutes of conversation made a few things clear: mainly, Beverly Ryerson called the shots, and also, she intended to move her practice to the other side of the state line, possibly hoping to stay one step ahead of laws that would shut her down.
 Lucky eased away from the door. Ryerson and Elledge returned a few minutes later, faces flushed and casting challenging glances at each other. Lucky hightailed it across the room to search for Bo.
 He found his partner laughing and chatting with a group of women, one Lucky recognized as the receptionist at the clinic. Bos smile wavered when Lucky joined the group, but recovered quickly.
 “Evenin, ladies,” Lucky drawled. “Im afraid I have to steal Will away. Weve got family coming for dinner tomorrow and we gotta get home and start cooking.” Several women voiced sympathy and wished them a happy Thanksgiving.
 Hand firmly on Bos arm, Lucky led the way to the front door.
 “Shouldnt we tell Beverly goodbye?” Bo asked.
 “Not a good idea right now.” He spotted the doctor and her beau across the room, acting as though nothing had happened out of the ordinary. Checking out the massive front windows to ensure the coast was clear, Lucky stepped out into a beautiful Florida evening. Night critters sang from somewhere in the well-kept lawn, reminding him not only of time spent at Victors house down the road, but his parents farm, and lying on a hillside daydreaming with Charlotte. How did my life come to this?
 “Lets get home,” Bo said, taking the key ring from Luckys hand and unlocking the car.
 Once they were on the road, Lucky felt it safe to talk. “Remember our meeting at Regency, the guy in the ugly orange tie?” Eyes fixed on the road, he couldnt see Bos expression, but well imagined the furrowed-brow thinking-face the man wore whenever puzzling something out.
 “Michael Burnett? The manager of the Raleigh division?”
 Trust a newbie to use actual names. Lucky avoided humanizing suspects whenever possible, to better keep a professional, and personal, distance. “He showed up tonight. Ryerson was none too happy about it either. Apparently, hes rather antsy about getting a payment from her and getting out of the country. She mentioned plans to relocate to Savannah.”
 “I guess we need to move fast, dont we?”
 Lucky nodded.“We should have everything Walter needs at this point. I wonder how long itll take for the lab to analyze those pills I sent him.”
 “I gave you some of the best, and worst, of our current stock.”
 “I figured as much. But heres the kicker: Burnett met us both at the Regency meeting, though I dont believe he saw us tonight. Ryerson warned him not to come around again, but if he does, you need to get the hell out of Dodge before he sees you.”
 “Well, weve got firm connections between Ryersons and Regency viaRx Dispose. Maybe itll be over soon.”
 “Yeah, maybe.” God, I hope so, but…Ill never see you again. Tomorrow would be Thanksgiving, and for the life of him, Lucky wasnt feeling particularly thankful.
 Later, he called Walter, filling him in on the details. Then he tossed and turned, every conceivable form of the assignment blowing up playing out against his closed eyelids, along with the very real fear that hed soon be alone again.
 “Cant sleep?” came a sleepy voice from his left.
 “Nope. Too much to think about.”
 “You havent been sneaking out to Starbucks behind my back, have you?”
 “No.”
 Bo let out a gusty breath and said, “Roll over on your stomach.”
 “Huh? We already—”
 “Trust me.”
 Lucky obliged, rolling onto his belly. Bo climbed onto his back, perching on Luckys ass. “Fuck the foreplay,” Lucky snorted.
 Bo whacked him between the shoulder blades. “Give me a minute, why don cha?” Both hands descended, kneaded the tight muscles in Luckys shoulders.
 “Oh damn. Yeah, right there.”
 While massaging the tension from Luckys body, Bo crooned soft and low, some old country song about needing somebody. Lucky drifted off to sleep to a hushed southern lullaby.
 * * * “Uncle Walter” came to Bo and Luckys Thanksgiving dinner the next day. He wasnt smiling. “Ive gotten information on our friend from Georgia.”

Bo and Lucky both stopped eating to focus on their boss. “Seems several cases of the lot number Bo gave me for shelf stock were reported to the DEA as destroyed by Elledges facility. I have copies of the destruction forms they issued. Rx Dispose is supplying the Ryerson Clinic with drugs that shouldnt exist.
 “And before you ask, yes, most of the products came from Regency Pharma. Were keeping an eye on your insurance claim, to see whats been charged. Some pretty odd bills have come out of Ryersons, particularly from public aid recipients, adding Medicaid fraud to the list of possible charges. When you go back to work on Monday, Bo, Id like you to check on a few claims, if possible. Lucky, weve sufficient surveillance at the clinic now. I want you to shadow Ryerson. If either Burnett or Elledge contacts her, I want to know.”
 “Can I get some more coffee?” Lucky asked, knowing a perfect host like Bo wouldnt hesitate to fill an empty cup. When Bos back turned, Lucky dropped his voice and gave Walter his best venomous glare. “Dont we have enough evidence yet to warrant a raid? Why keep him there?” The more he discovered of Ryerson— and Elledges—operation, the more dangerous he found it, as if murder by greed wasnt bad enough. And he still worried how much the former manager of the Raleigh facility saw the night before.
 Whatever Walter might have said died unspoken when Bo returned. “Heres your coffee. Whats wrong, Walter? Dont like the Tofurkey?”
 Walter gazed at his plate, as though seeing it for the first time. “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind this evening.”
 When Lucky escorted Walter to the door after dinner, he demanded, “Get Bo out. Now!”
 * * * Hours later, Lucky lay awake, worrying. Wriggling a sleeping Bo into his arms and staring at the ceiling, he admitted to his latest colossal fuck up. Despite trying damned hard not to, hed let someone into his heart. He recalled the last time hed even come close, and the ultimate price hed paid.

He didnt recollect exactly when it started, Victors tendency to exclude him.“Youll be busy this afternoon; Ill catch you up later.” How young and trusting hed been…

Hed gone on about his errands, depending on his partner to handle the business end of things: placing orders, arranging clandestine payments. Lucky served as glorified delivery boy and bed warmer, though he suspected the local forensics lab might have a field day with the sheets on Victors bed. Casual dalliances didnt bother Lucky—much. While he cared for Victor, he understood that his lovers wealth and power drew more opportunists than a flame amid moths. They both made money, and Victor always returned to Lucky sooner or later. No harm, no foul. It wasnt like Lucky turned down many offers himself, yet when he was in town, Victor treated him as one and only. As heartless bastards went, he and Victor were pretty evenly matched.

Not overly computer savvy in his younger years, he never tried to access any accounts, trusting Victor when it came to record keeping. However, he wasnt trusting enough to ignore what flashed before his nose. Hed returned home early from a Florida run and Victor hadnt been home. The sprawling mansion, normally in a state of museum-like order, appeared neglected, and certain of Victors treasures were missing: a painting of his mother, several sculptures.

A search of Victors study, a normally forbidden place, turned up two tickets to Rio, one-way flights leaving in two days, one in an unknown name, the other in Victors. Lucky didnt even have a passport. Unsurprisingly, the combination on the safe in their bedroom had been changed. Somewhere in the past few weeks, Luckys status seemed to have fallen from “partner” to “employee.” If Victor planned to run, something had gone wrong, something the bastard hadnt shared. And who the hell was he planning to take with him? Lucky pocketed the tickets.

He reluctantly handed over the damning evidence when cops showed up with a warrant for his arrest. Lucky went quietly, as Victor had always instructed, calling his lawyer at the station. He fully expected to be out in a few hours. Unfortunately, as his lawyer was also Victors, the asshole declined to take his case. Hed gotten stuck with someone recommended by a friend of a friend. At his arraignment, through a haze of gut-wrenching withdrawals, he listened to the charges, not understanding half of them.

It was only when leaving the courthouse that he fully understood how deep in shit hed fallen. Reporters lined the stone steps, shouting things about “extortion,” “cartels,” and even “murderer.”

It seemed more of Victors business dealings excluded Lucky than included him, and when things fell apart hed planned to escape, leaving Lucky to take the fall. Or so the feds made it seem, flashing the plane tickets beneath his nose and taunting him with some guy named Jeffrey Andrews, the name on the second ticket. Someone Victor had never mentioned.

Days went by as he lay in his cell, unable to sleep without Victors meds, rolling what hed learned over in his head. He stole drugs, Victor sold them, concealing them in plain sight at his sole legitimate distribution center, and Lucky delivered them. Now, it seemed, hed be held responsible for what people did with the drugs theyd bought. Three deaths, three possible murder charges. How in the hell had those happened? Even worse: Am I responsible for those people dying?In a panic and thinking, “What would Victor do in my shoes?” when the district attorney offered a deal, Lucky took it.

Yet, his heart skipped a beat when an aged and frumpy man appeared in court, somewhat the worse for the wear. Victors high- dollar suit hung off him; gone was the handsome man who commanded attention by simply entering a room. “Playing on the jurys sympathies, no doubt,” Luckys lawyer said.

Lucky didnt hold back, telling everything the DA asked about the man whod taken him under wing, making a poor country hick with carjacking skills into someone feared, revered, and with money in his pocket. His testimony helped bring in the “guilty” verdict.

Victor hanged himself the night of his sentencing… Bo stirred in his sleep, and Lucky cradled him closer, steeling his resolve to walk away when his time was up, convinced bad karma would see the man dead—like Victor.



CHAPTER 13

Lucky slapped his turn signal on and veered across two lanes of traffic, windshield wipers tick-tocking back and forth. Keeping Ryersons distant Mercedes clearly in sight, he reached down to snag his chirping phone out of the passenger seat. “Yeah?”

“Lucky, its Bo. Got a minute?” In the background, the slllllssssssh of wet tires on pavement announced a car driving by. Lucky pictured Bo leaning against the side of the clinic, huddled under the rear awning to avoid the rain.

Bos voice sounded shaky, uncertain. Luckys hackles rose. “Whats up? Is there a problem?”
 “Yes. No.” A sigh wafted from the receiver. “Im having a bad day, and I was hoping…”
 A thousand scathing remarks circled Luckys brain, jockeying for position out of his mouth. He tightened his lips in a hard line, determined not to speak without thinking things through. Bo didnt need smartassed remarks right now. Lucky settled for, “You know if you slip up you wont be able to hide it from me.”
 A defeated sounding “Yes,” answered him.
 “Ill kick your ass.”
 “Without a doubt.” In hushed tones, Bo asked, “Would you tell Walter?”
 The tentative question gave Lucky pause. Would he tell Walter, and condemn Bo to whatever consequences the man avoided by signing on in the first place? Searching his soul long and hard, he decided the answer was no. A man had to draw the line somewhere, and if Walter were half the boss Lucky thought him to be, hed figure it out on his own. The frequent drug testing guaranteed any indiscretions wouldnt stay secret for long. Channeling his inner asshole, hoping to piss Bo off enough to trigger the fight instincts simmering beneath the despair, Lucky barked, “There wont be nothing to tell, cause you aint gonna wimp out on me! Now get your ass back in that damned pharmacy and do what were paying you to do.”
 Silence, save for passing cars. After several moments, Bo responded, “Thank you, Lucky.”
 “Dont mention it.” Lucky dropped his pretense at anger. “What do you want for supper?”
 “You.” The call disconnected
 For the first time in recent memory, Lucky didnt mind not getting in the last word. Throwing his attention back into his work, he turned off the main drag, circling around a side road to avoid his quarrys notice. Yet, each time his mind wandered even a little from the task at hand, he heard again that one word that held so much promise: “You.”
 * * * Charlotte, Sorry I havent written, but Ive been busy lately. I hope to get up your way soon, maybe after Christmas. Give the boys my love.
 Rich
Lucky glanced over his shoulder at a sharp “Um -hmmm…” to find Bo standing in the doorway, dressed in tiny shorts, a T-shirt, and running shoes. “Get dressed; youre coming with me.”

Without bothering to ask where, Luck y replied, “No, Im not.” “Yes, you are.”
 “No, Im not.” Lucky hit “send” on his email before Bo got 
 close enough to see how hed signed. He wouldnt put it past the man to start calling him “Rich” whenever they argued. “You drink too much coffee and eat t oo much junk food, even if you do work out. For a guy pushing forty, thats a bad way to live.”

Lucky recoiled at the insult. “I am not pushing forty! Yet.” “Oh, excuse me,” Bo replied in mock apology, digging the knife in deeper. “You sure fooled me. And a better diet and a little cardio wouldnt hurt ya. Your prison workout may be good for toning, but it doesnt give you stamina. When was the last time you rated a fivemile run?”
 While Lucky couldnt really argue the point, he would still give it the oldcollege try. “Remember lesson number one? Have you forgotten how easily I knocked you on your ass? I can do it again without breaking a sweat, youngun!”
 Lucky could have counted every tooth in Bos head when he grinned. “Youll have to catch it first.” He turned, shimmying his backside beneath a layer of thin cotton. “You catch it, you can have it.”
 * * * “Easy there, dude. Only a few more steps.” Lucky scowled from beneath sweat-slicked brows, winded and lacking the breath for a proper growl. “Im not an invalid.” He tried and failed to summon enough energy to smack the selfrighteousness off Bos face.

“Oh here, lemme get the door for you.” Bo hopped the three front steps in one bound, unlocked the door, and held it open. The stupid grin never dimmed.

Lucky dragged himself into the house and down the hall, straight to the shower. He sagged against the cool tile wall, letting the showerhead pound between his weary shoulder blades. The curtain fluttered and Bo stepped into the shower, grin vanished and mischief playing in his eyes.

“You didnt catch me and win my ass,” he said, in tones strangely devoid of gloating, “but I think you deserve a consolation prize for trying.” He sank to his knees and Lucky gained a whole new appreciation for five-mile runs.
 * * * What a fucking shitty job I have. Lucky sat parked across from Le Chateau Jardin, a day spa Beverly Ryerson visited on Fridays, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel and willing time to skip on by.

He had her rout ine down. Shed spend a half day at work, leave to get a facial, pedi, and manicure, a half hour massage, have her hair styled, and go home afterward, ending Luckys shift and becoming Arts problem. If only shed get on with it.

Bored out of his mind, he visually toured the businesses around the spa. A Harley shop sat right across the street, floor-to-ceiling windows providing a clear view of Le Chateau. He abandoned the car to check out the latest bikes, straddling a Road King to test the balance. One day, when Im free, Im gonna get me one of these.

Stopping by an eye-catching trike, he noticed a bright orange “Sale” sign near the back of the room. He wandered over, fumbling through piles of gloves, helmet stickers, and other assorted small items in baskets before making his way to racks holding jackets and T-shirts.

The rich scent of leather brought Bo to mind, and his claim to own a pair of chaps. Too bad he hadnt brought them along. Well, maybe he needed a spare set.

One by one Lucky slid hangers over: T-shirt, T-shirt, jacket, vest, T-shirt, T-shirt, a what-the-hell-is-it, and finally, his fingers brushed black leather. A single pair of chaps hung from a bowed-in wire hanger. A tiny scrape, marked by red tape, marred the knee of one leg, most likely the reason theyd been reduced from a “not in a million years” price to “Ill think about it.”

He paid with his debit card, wondering how soon Walter would question him about the purchase, and slunk back to the car, bag in hand, before Beverly Ryerson reappeared. The aroma of leather wafting from the backseat, as well as images of what he hoped would soon form memories, left him rock hard and ready to go home.
 All the way across town he silently begged Ryerson to drive faster. 
 * * * “What ya got without meat?” Lucky eyed the menu, but it didnt make much sense to him. What the hell is tabouleh? Isnt there a shot for that?

“Sir, this is a vegetarian restaurant. None of our menu items contain meat, and we use only non-GMO soy. To some of our more discerning customers, thats a strong selling point.” Strange how a man an inch or two shorter still managed to look down his nose at Lucky.

Lucky scratched his head, trying to figure out what language the strutting little peacock spoke. If he wasnt hoping for advice hed love taking the arrogant snob down a notch or two. “Now why the hell does food need an insurance plan?”

The maître ds snooty little chuckle grated on Luckys nerves, and he balled his hands into fists, mentally chanting, Get the food first, get the food first.

“Not HMO, sir, GMO. Genetically modified organism. That means „tinkering with Mother Nature. Many of our patrons staunchly oppose altered foodstuffs.”

Despite his uppity ways, Lucky found it hard to totally dislike one of thefew men hed run across lately who he could literally see eye to eye. “I only want to get dinner, not save the world.”

A dimple appeared on one chubby cheek that didnt have nearly the same effect as Bos. “Is it safe to say youre new to vegetarianism?”

Lucky coughed into his fist to hide a snicker. “Real safe; as in „never gonna happen.”
 Confusion wiped the smugness right off the maître ds face. “If you dont mind my asking, why are you…?”
 “Why does any self-respecting meat eater come here?”
 The mans eyebrows sought his hairline, but given that his few strands of dyed-black hair sat back a good four inches from where they probably used to be, the eyebrows would never make it. “A woman, perhaps?”
 Lucky bent down to whisper into a diamond-studded ear, using the menu to shield them from prying eyes. “Im trying to impress someone and hopefully get a gratitude fuck out of the deal, and let me tell you, hedoesnt impress easily. Now, whats the best you got?”
 Five minutes of guffaws werent absolutely necessary, in Luckys opinion. Hysteria reduced to girlish giggles, the man reached behind a glasses lens to swipe at his eye with a fingertip. “Oh, sir. Thats the best laugh Ive had in a long time.”
 Rolling his eyes ceiling-ward, Lucky waited, hoping sooner or later the man would say something he actually wanted to hear.
 “May I suggest the eggplant parmigiana? It is our most popular item.”
 With practice, Lucky might be able to pronounce it. Inspired by a glance at a couple seated a few feet away, who alternately sipped from goblets filled with deep red wine while munching, he asked, “Got wine to match?”
 The man clapped his hands together. “My recommendation would be a lovely Sangiovese or perhaps a pinot noir.”
 The first one Luckyd never heard of, but the second one he had. “Okay, Ill take the eggplant stuff, and write down the names of those wines, why dont you?”
 “I can assure you, sir, our wines…”
 “Yeah, yeah. Youll charge me forty-two bucks a bottle or more. I can get it at Publix for fifteen or less. And can you get a move on it? He gets off work soon. Oh, and if I get my brains screwed out—thanks.”
 * * * Lucky didnt find Sangio -whatever at the grocery store, but they did have some reasonably priced pinot stuff. His own tastes ran to beer, but Bo seemed to prefer wine, and tonight was all about Bo.

Approaching the checkout line, Lucky passed a shopping cart loaded with discounted items. Staring at an odd assortment of candles, he firmly declared to himself, I am not going to get mushy,  but when other shoppers approached he snatched up two white jarred candles and shoved them into his cart before he changed his mind. Only to keep someone else from getting them, he told himself.

Dashing home and flying into the house before the car engine stopped pinging, he laid the chaps out on the bed. He drew in a deep breath, and violated a sanctuary normally reserved for the member of his team more suitable to kitchen tasks. He checked his phone to ensure Bo hadnt left a message about working late, while slamming the wine in the freezer to get cold in thirty minutes. You are supposed to chill the stuff, right?

Next, he turned the oven on to warm and painstakingly eased the eggplant dish out of the restaurant container and into a pan from under the stove, discarding the tinfoil evidence of take out. For food lacking in meat, the mixture of eggplant, tomato sauce, and cheese certainly smelled good, fragrant with spices he didnt know the names of. His mouth watered and he ventured a tiny taste, coming back for a second nibble to confirm the heavily spiced concoction didnt suck for not being laden with good ole USDA beef. Spotting a bowl in the dish drain, he filled it with a generous helping, trying to smooth out the rest so it wouldnt appear like hed taken any. He washed down a niggling of guilt with a few gulps of milk, straight from the jug.

Digging into the drawer under the stove, he located a smaller pan, and filched a little more eggplant. He slid the pan into the oven, munching his stolen portion while chopping veggies for a salad. For good measure, he smeared some sauce on the stove and counter to add to the illusion of him having slaved over a hot stove, cackling gleefully while adding tomatoy blotches to Bos ugly green apron.

He glanced out the window at the lessening rain, praying it would darken soon in keeping with his plans. When Bos car rounded the curb, he raced to the back porch, flinging open the breaker box and flipping switches at random until the kitchen lights went out. Heavy footsteps clomped slowly across the front porch.

“Oh, something sure smells good!” Bos tousled hair and a weary smile twanged at what might have been heartstrings on anyone else. Lucky didnt do twanging heartstrings. Must be indigestion.
 “Why dont you wash up and set the table, since I cooked?” Lucky fumbled the pan out of the now cooling oven. He never in his life had trouble lying with a straight face, even in the most dire circumstances, but lying to Bo—a man whom he may have to trust with his life, seemed—wrong.

“You can cook? Wow! Youre full of surprises, arent you?” Clicks and clacks accompanied Bos effortless waltz around the kitchen, in an orchestrated dance from glass cupboard to plate rack, to silverware drawer. Between living at Victors with a household staff, prison, where no one gave a happy damn, and living out of suitcases as Walters beck-andcall boy, Luckyd never developed any domestic skills. Nor did he intend to, unless every fried chicken and burger joint in Atlanta simultaneously exploded. Or, wherever he chose to settle down once hed chewed his collar off. That didnt keep him from marveling at his partners apparent ease in the kitchen.

He set the pan on a hotplate on the table and retrieved the wine out of the freezer. When he turned back around, Bo seemed to be biting his lips to hide a laugh. Since no snarky comments followed, Lucky didnt ask “Whats so funny?”
 “Candles?” Bo eyeballed the two jars on the counter. Lucky had never felt so foolish in his life, even after having fallen easily into Victors trap. It wasnt something he wanted to repeat. “The lights went out. I found them in a cabinet.” His excuse sounded lame, even to his own ears. Why had wine and candles seem like a good idea an hour ago?

Thankfully, Bo let Lucky off the hook, rummaging through a drawer for a matchbook. Though not fully dark yet, he deftly lit both candles, positioning them between the two plates. He held out a hand, and it took Lucky a minute to realize he wanted the wine bottle.

Handing it over, Lucky returned to the refrigerator for the salad before sitting down, thinking his plans werent panning out quite as intended. He wasnt supposed to feel awkward and out of place. Where was the smooth, suave seducer hed envisioned? At least the wine had a cork and not a twist cap—hed managed to get that part right.

“Everything looks wonderful, Lucky.” Bo took his customary place on the opposite side of the table, reaching over to squeeze Luckys hand. “Thank you.” He filled both their bowls with salad, and hmmmmd while ladling out heaping servings of eggplant. “How did you know eggplant parmesan is my absolute favorite meal ever?”

“Lucky guess, I reckon.” Lucky picked at his food, having eaten a full bowlful earlier and now finding himself more engrossed in the lustful moans and groans coming from across the table. Mind roaming to the bedroom and the chaps waiting there, his cock stiffened. Shadows and light played over his partners face, a coating of five oclock shadow lending Bos angular features a slightly scruffy appeal. Lucky fought back impatience to see Bo in the chaps, complete with biker-dangerous vibe. His cock pressed painfully against the seam of his blue jeans.

Hed half finished his wine before realizing he sipped from a glass and not the bottle. Oh, well, too late now to salvage his backwoods hick reputation. “How was your day?” he asked, to distract himself and possibly get Bo to quit moaning before he came without even touching himself.

A flush colored Bos cheeks. “Other than my moment of weakness, okay.”
 Neither spoke for a few minutes, Bo sipping wine and Lucky waiting for more details about the goings on at the clinic.
 Bo set the glass down, idly skating a finger around the rim. “I cannot believe how many patients came in today. Ive worked at a pharmacy that dished out scripts for institutions—hospitals, nursing homes, et cetera—and we didnt crank out nearly the volume that Ryersons did today. Man, its grueling.” He scooped up a forkful of eggplant and grinned, flashing The Dimple.“How nice to find a home cooked meal on the table. I had no idea you could cook like this. Maybe we ought to rethink the whole „junior man gets cooking duties thing.”
 Luckys gaze followed the morsel from Bos plate to his lips, shivering when a pink tongue tip swept out to gather a stray dollop of sauce.
 Returning to details about his day, Bo huffed a frustrated, “I swear, it baffles the hell out of me why the clinic hasnt been closed down long ago. I mean, Im handing out narcs like theres no tomorrow, and not even reporting them. The new law took effect months ago, and doctors arent allowed to keep controls on hand. Bev…I mean, Ryerson, gets away with it because she has an in-house pharmacy—for now.”
 Uhoh. A red flag slammed the brakes on Luckys fantasies of that talented tongue doing more than talking. “What did you say?”
 “I cant understand how the Ryerson Clinic gets away with keeping…”
 “No. You called Dr. Ryerson „Bev. Need I remind you how dangerous getting chummy can be? Or how dangerous she is. It was one thing when you only suspected. What I heard at the party shouldve removed any doubt.”
 Bos face flamed, crimson creeping up both ears. “Im not an idiot. I realize what shes accused of. But everyone calls her Bev. Even the techs.”
Accused of. Not guilty of. “You need to maintain your distance. You talking about her here like shes a friend aint a good thing.”
 Bo grumbled something unintelligible, folding his arms across his chest. “I havent forgotten why Im there, despite what you may think. Before your shift today, Elledge showed up. He and Dr. Ryerson disappeared into an exam room to have a rather loud conversation.”
 “Any idea what they were talking about?”
 “Seems shes getting a little nervous lately about some promise he isnt keeping and I distinctly heard her say „Savannah at least four times. She also accused him of being sloppy.”
 Dinner and anticipated debauchery mostly forgotten, Lucky stroked his chin, pondering the latest development. “We already knew shed planned to move. Ryerson charges five bucks for one oxycodone tablet. Multiply that by the ninety-day supply she gave me. Last I heard, the street value is thirty bucks a pop. That one script coulda got me close to three thou on the streets of Atlanta.”
 “She flew out of the room, redfaced. Whatever the guys planning, shes not happy with it. And if Im not mistaken, I heard a slap a time or two, but no one dared interfere, and who slapped who is still a mystery.”
 The unease that suddenly took up lodging on Bos face brought back how good a man he was. A good man whod taken his share of slaps, or worse, to spare his brother. “You believe he hit her, and it damned near killed you not to charge to her rescue, didnt it?”
 Dropping his gaze to the table, Bo fidgeted with the paper towel Lucky had given him for a napkin. “Yeah. And youre right, I am too close. All I see when I look at her is my mom, trying to explain to us kids that Daddy wasnt a bad man, and only got mean when he drank.” He sighed. “Mom went to work one day and didnt come home. Hit a patch of ice and drove off into a ravine.”
 Normally, Bo reached across the great divide between them, this time Lucky took the initiative, curling Bos hand into his. “You were told going in what was what. Youre there to collect information, and you have. If Ryersons innocent, she doesnt have to worry.” Not that Lucky gave Ryersons innocence a snowballs chance in hell. “If shes guilty, shes made her choices, and it isnt up to you or me to play judge and jury.”
 Bo laced his fingers with Luckys, latching on with a vise-like grip. “I know. In my head, I truly know. But in my heart… Jeez, man, shes got small kids at home.”
 “Hey, look at me.”
 Bo raised his sight barely enough to make eye contact.
 “Thats better. Listen, some people deserve what they have coming, but even knowing theyre guilty as sin doesnt help much. Theres nothing you can do about how folks live their lives. People tend to pave their own roads. Do you think the bad guys dont have families? Dont buy groceries? Dont live fairly normal lives?”
 Those warm brown eyes bored into Luckys clean down to his soul. “Is this how it was when you testified against Victor?”
 Luckys heart skipped a beat. He had no desire to discuss his former lover with his current one. Fuck buddy. Not lover.“No. Because I clued into what and who Victor was from day one. Its not like I was a lawabiding citizen at the time either.”
 Bo threw Luckys own oft-repeated words back at him. “Wanna talk about it?”
 “Nothing to say. Victor found out the heat was coming and planned to disappear, but the cops got us first. The DA convinced me that Victor intended to haul ass to Rio with his latest boy toy and throw me to the wolves. I got pissed and shot my mouth off.” “You beat him to the punch.” A statement, not a question.
 “Yeah, and at the time I fully believed the bastard deserved it.” Lucky averted his eyes, afraid of what Bo might see there. “Maybe he did, maybe he didnt. After he died, I had a hard time looking at myself in the mirror.” Especially after learning the rest of the story  remained unsaid.
 The sun had fully set, the twin candles casting a flickering glow over Bos face, causing his eyes to glitter in the semi-darkness.
 “You didnt actually cook dinner, did you?” Bo asked out of the blue.
 “No.” No use lying. Bos tone said hed already guessed the truth.
 “Yet, you went through a whole lot of trouble. Did you enjoy knocking yourself out for nothing, or was all this for a reason?” He wasnt accusing, but sounded genuinely curious.
 No wayin hell would Lucky answer such a “damned if you do, damned if you dont” question. He chose to ignore it.
 Lips sliding back over his teeth in a sultry smile, Bo said, “Lets clean up the kitchen and go to bed.”
 Lucky didnt have to be told twice. He rose and gathered the dirty dishes, nearly dropping half on the floor in his haste while Bo sealed leftovers in plastic bowls, banishing them to the refrigerator.
 He stood elbow deep in soapy water, grateful hed apparently missed turning off the breaker for the hot water heater. He jumped when a pair of warm lips skimmed his neck. Strong arms wrapped around him, and a moment later, Bo reached up and tweaked Luckys nipples while pressing a hard-on into the cleft of his ass. Lucky groaned and turned away from the sink. Teeth sank into his shoulder, preventing him from moving.
 “Uh-uh,” Bo said, words garbled against Luckys T-shirt. “Dishes first.”
 Luckyd never washed dishes faster in his life. With the last plate resting in the drainer, he spun, gazing up into a pair of gleaming eyes; eyes further darkened with lust and low lighting.
 Bo grabbed the washrag from Luckys hand, flinging it into a corner with a noisy splat. Looked like he intended to make that a habit, though Luckyd be damned if hed complain; especially when Bo brought his fingers up to frame Luckys face, bringing their lips together in a bruising kiss.
 Their hands grasped and clawed at each others shirts, Lucky popping a button or two off Bos button-down, the protest of a ripping seam attesting to their mutual impatience. Shirts fluttered to the floor to lie together on the linoleum. They attacked each others pants, toeing off their shoes with their mouths locked together.
 Showing off superior strength, Bo lifted Lucky to the counter edge, taking Luckys cock into his mouth. Head thrown back to rap a clunk against the cabinet door, Lucky lost himself in damp heat, excited hums, and the thrill of a lovers hands kneading his ass.
 Scrabbling for purchase on the slick countertop, he met Bo thrust for thrust. “Oh shit!” he exclaimed, a hot mouth and sinful tongue slipping up and down his flesh, keeping him circling the proverbial drain without giving enough to tip him over into oblivion. Bos hand cupped his balls, gently fondling in time with the enthusiastic tongue-lashing.
 When Lucky couldnt stand it a moment longer, Bo pulled off, plucked him from the counter, and headed off down the hall, Lucky thrown over one wide shoulder. Bo clicked on the light switch but nothing happened. “Did you turn off all the breakers or just some?” he asked.
 “Most, I think.”
 “Ill be right back.” Bo tossed Lucky on the bed and dashed back down the hallway, returning a moment later with the two candles, which he placed on the nightstand. Hands on hips, he stared down with a wonder in his eyes Lucky had never seen turned his way before.
 “Tonight, Im gonna ruin you for other men,” he promised, climbing onto the bed.
 Lucky scooted back, allowing some room, and his foot hit the chaps hed left on the edge of the bed. What little brain activity he was capable of warned him that the lustfilled evening hed hoped for paled in comparison to what Bo planned. Rather than risk ruining the mood, he cast a good swift kick at the damning pile of leather, knocking the chaps to the floor. They hit with a loud thunk.
 Bo stiffened. “What was that?”
 “Oh, nothing,” Lucky replied, grasping Bos neck in a firm grip to keep him from seeing the chaps. “I was folding clothes in here earlier. I reckon I forgot to put something away.”
 Luckys improvised answer must have been good enough, for Bo didnt check, rummaging instead in the nightstand for their dwindling supplies. He sat back on his heels, a question in his eyes as he ripped open a foil square and held the latex sheath to his cock, waiting.
 No one had topped Lucky in years, not since Victor. He didnt have anything against it,  per se, he simply didnt let anyone top him, though in prison, many had tried, until learning Luckys lesson number one. A power trip, a disgruntled former one-nighter had called it, whod had the nerve to assume “small” equated to “bottom.” Whatever the case, Lucky allowed himself a full five seconds to consider his actions and what they meant before nodding and parting his legs.
 Bo settled between, lips exploring Luckys chest, hands lightly tracing up goose-bumped skin, stopping shy of tickling. He inched upward, cock skating up Luckys thighs to slide their shafts together.
 Lucky bucked up, bringing their flesh more firmly together. “Patience,” Bo whispered, his breath heating Luckys ear a moment before his mouth descended, nibbling a sensitive lobe and traveling down Luckys neck and throat. Slick fingers teased Luckys opening. He jerked away involuntarily.
 “Shhh…easy now. Gonna take it easy. Damn but youre hot.”
My two-dollar pistol Lucky heard Victor say. He scrunched his eyes closed, willing the ghost of his dead lover away, wanting to believe the tenderness in Bos words and hands, wanting to believe someone existed whod love him despite his flaws. Moisture leaked out from the corners of his eyes, dripping onto the pillowcase. Bo, busy running his tongue up the inside of Luckys thighs, hopefully didnt see.
 The barest fingertip slipped inside Luckys hole, and he forced himself to relax, to welcome in the intruder. The finger advanced and retreated, advanced a little more, and retreated a little less, gaining more ground with each thrust. Bo stopped to add more slickness, eyes following the path of his finger. He smiled, The Dimple joining their liaison, fading in and out of sight with the wavering candlelight.
 Another finger joined the first, massaging tight muscles into relaxation. Lucky closed his eyes, lost in sensation. When Bos mouth plundered his, Lucky temporarily lost track of the rest of his body, eyes flying open wide. The thickness of Bos cock head pressed against him. He bent his knees, giving better access, and hissed when breached, fighting his bodys reaction to clamp down and fight off the intrusion.
 Bo stopped, weight braced on trembling forearms. “Need me to stop?”
 “No!” Lucky held his breath, waiting for the pain to pass. When at last the discomfort receded to manageable, he thrust back, inviting Bo inside. Slowly, slowly Bo entered, eyes trained on Luckys face.
 Each time Lucky flinched or hissed, Bo stopped, only resuming again when bidden. At last he lay flush against Luckys body, his tremulous little smile making another appearance.
 Grasping one of Luckys hands in his, Bo raised it over Luckys head for more leverage. His thrusts grew deeper, rocking both Lucky and the bed. The steady squeak squeak of the ancient bed frame dueled with Bos quiet moans and Luckys quieter pants.
 Finally, wrapping both his arms beneath Lucky, Bo lifted him, thrusting deeper still, burying himself completely in the recesses of Luckys body. Lucky slid his now-free hand between their bellies, wrapping it around his cock and pumping in time with the squeaking bed.
 His pants turned to whimpers, masked by Bos steady chant of, “Oh God, oh God, oh God…” Helpless, desperate noises escaped them both. Luckys muscles seized and he cried out as he came, hand slipping and sliding on his flesh while, above him, Bos strangled cries could have been “Lucky” or merely mindless grunts.
 The candles cast eerie shadows on the ceiling, and Lucky lay peaceful and sated in Bos arms. He didnt realize hed drifted off until, “Lucky, you awake?” had him jumping, breaking contact between his sweatplastered face and Bos chest.
 “Am now.” Stifling a yawn, he asked, “Something on your mind?”
 “Yeah. I have a confession to make.”
 “Oh?” Please dont tell me you faked this whole thing, and that what we did was only one more fuck to you.Oh God, its finally happened. Ive turned into a teenage girl. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.
 “Remember how I told you I stole meds for a friend?”
 “Errr…yes?” He wanted to ask, “Cant this wait until morning?” but successfully held his tongue, waiting. When Bo wanted to share, hed learned to listen.
 “He was my boyfriend.”
 “I figured that might have been the case,” Lucky lied, confused by a sudden flash of jealousy. Why was he bringing this up now?
 “He was a few years younger than me, a poly-sci major who dumped me when I was arrested. Said it wasnt in his best interests to associate with a known felon. I can kinda see his point, what with him wanting a career in politics.” Though he kept his voice steady, he didnt fool Lucky, who heard the hurt hiding beneath the feigned indifference.
 Two and two added up to “self-sacrifice” and Lucky gained a whole new respect for the man lying beside him. “You never told anyone but me who you stole for, did you?”
 Bo hesitated a moment before answering. “No.”
 “You let them believe you took those meds for yourself.”
 “Yes. I mean, you already know Ive got a history. It didnt take much digging for the investigators to find out about the doctor shopping. My positive drug test clenched the deal.”
 “But couldnt they tell the difference between what you had in your system and the stolen meds?”
 “They didnt do an in-depth test. I tested positive for drug use, over and above what I had valid prescriptions for, thats all that mattered.” Bo wafted out a sigh. “It was „damned if I did, and damned if I didnt. But I decided that if I was going down, I wouldnt take Darren with me.”
Darren is an asshole.“Bo?”
 “Uh-huh?” He sounded braced for the worst.
 “He didnt deserve you.”
 Silence, then, “I have another confession to make.”
 “Yeah?”
 “When we met you complained about not sleeping. From what you said I thought you might have Restless Leg Syndrome. You seem to sleep better now.”
 “Uh-huh.”  Thats what good sexll do for ya! “Your confession?”
 Bo fell quiet, and even in the dark Lucky pictured the downcast eyes, the twisting fingers marking his nervousness. Frustrated and worried now, Luckygrowled, “Out with it!”
 “I…um…I only meant to help.”
 Lucky huffed out a heavy breath. “Seems to me your tendency to help gets you in a lot of trouble.”
 “Rub my nose in it, why dont ya!”
 “Hey, sorry. Say what you gotta say.”  Please dont let it be bad, please dont let it be bad.
 “I…um…started slow, a little here and there, gradually increasing…”
 Holy shit! “You didnt!” Lucky ping-ponged between outrage and elation.
 “Yeah, I did. I switched you to decaf…and stevia.”
 “You are such a bastard. A card-carrying, no-holds-barred bastard.” If not for his mellow, post-sex afterglow leaving him weak, Lucky might have been tempted to hit the man. No wonder hed been out of sorts, feeling drained, and then flitting around like a hummingbird on speed at his next cup of genuine, sugary Starbucks hi-test.
 “So Ive been told.” Bo rolled onto his side, head on Luckys chest and fingers lightly sifting through Luckys chest hair. It felt entirely too good, entirely too comfortable, lying together. “But I never get tired ofhearing it…”
 Lucky gave him a playful swat. “Dont go stealing my best lines.”
 Bos soft chuckle reverberated through both their bodies, and when Bo squirmed, Lucky wrapped an arm around his back…To keep him still, no other reason. No, none at all. He lay listening to the sounds of their steady inhales and exhales, as they breathed in perfect harmony. Lucky wondered if their hearts beat in time, too. You are such a teenaged girl.“Bo?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Thanks.”
 “Dont mention it.”
 The next morning Lucky awakened to the sound of cheerful whistling and stumbled out into the kitchen to find Bo cooking breakfast…in nothing but a pair of assless chaps and a stained apron.
 * * * “Heres the DEA Newsroom. Id bookmark it, if I were you.” Lucky sipped coff ee, thigh pressed to Bos as they sat side by side on the couch, checking headlines that most of the other people in their neighborhood probably never read.

They checked the FDA, the Florida Board of Pharmacy, local news, and were starting to cross-reference. Not Luckys first choice of how to spend a Saturday off, but it needed doing. No matter how much Keith bitched and moaned, Lucky still had seniority, meaning he got to park his ass on the couch for the weekend while the snotty do-gooder watched Ryerson playing with her kids at the park.

He noticed something interesting in a sidebar and clicked. “See this article about emergency re-classification of an over-thecounter cough syrup?”
 “Uh-huh.” 
 “The tip of the iceberg. Keep your eyes open for follow-ups. A nd see this recall notice?”
 “Yep.” Bo squinted at Luckys laptop screen, entering the URL
 into his iPad. Lucky, born and raised in the south and familiar with
 “Dueling Banjos,” referred to their fact sharing as “Dueling
 Puters.” He personally felt his won, because it was bigger than the
 dinky little toy Bo used. “Get yourself a mans computer, why
 dont you?” he goaded.
 Bos “Got size issues there, big boy?” effectively shut Lucky
 up.
 “Theres only two current manufacturers producing that 
 product in this country, and its critical for heart surgery patients.
 Were not the only ones watching trends. The other manufacturer
 is about to get a ton of new orders that he cant fill, and if you
 check those orders, youll probably find a massive quantity ordered
 last week, from someone who heard rumors of a recall and bought 
 up stock.” Ten years ago, Victor would have done the same. Hed jokingly referred to himself as a “day trader.” “Once the product is in short supply, the hoarder will sell it to hospitals at up to three
 times the going rate.”
 Bos mouth dropped open and he sputtered in righteous
 indignation. “But that…that… Is that legal?”
 “Right now it is. If you read this article”—Lucky clicked on the
 tab for the Board of Pharmacy—“youll see the powers that be are 
 aware of the situation and are trying to crack down. The buzzards
 will make millions before that happens though.”
 “How did you learn about the black market?” Bo set his iPad
 aside, attention fully captured by Luckys explanations. “Not the black market, the gray market, where Victor made a
 lot of money. Of course, in his case, he often nudged the shortage 
 along, creating the recall through sabotage or hijacking a load of
 short supply raw materials.” Damn but it hurt to talk about Victor
 so clinically, like he was a case study and not a man. Seeing Victor
 through someone elses eyes made it hard to distinguish between
 what most people would consider a hardened criminal and a man
 whod been a thoughtful lover and who most likely intended it as a
 kindness when he dished out doses of chloral hydrate every night
 to help Lucky sleep.
“Happy Birthday, Lucky!” Victor handed over the keys to a
 new Mustang.
 A few months later:“I paid a visit to your brother-in-law. He 
 wont be bothering your sister again. Does she like her house in
 Spokane?”
 And later still:“Tell your mother not to worry about your
 fathers hospital bill…And your brothers tuition is taken care of.” Yeah, like Luckyd said before, being nice didnt make
 someone a good person. And if Victor were still alive to find out Luckys parents had disowned him, that might earn them another visit from Luckys guardian devil. Funny how having a rich boyfriend had reconciled them to their sons being gay and other shortcomings—as long as the rich boyfriend remained in the
 picture.
 Bo reached over and squeezed Luckys hand. Lucky hated and
 loved it at the same time. Why did Bo have to be so damned
 understanding, almost reading his mind and knowing when he
 needed a simple gesture like a hug or a hand holding? Why did the 
 guy make things harder than they had to be, knowing in a matter of
 weeks theyd part company for good?
 This time, the comforting wouldnt be silent. “Can I ask you
 something?”
 Mesmerized by a pair of inquisitive brown eyes, Lucky
 couldnt say no, and found himself nodding.
 “Did you love Victor?”
 Lucky got the distinct impression that the question had nothing
 to do with understanding Lucky and Victors business and
 everything to do with Lucky as a person.
 “No!” Lucky blurted, changing the answer to “yes,” and after a 
 moments hesitation, “maybe.” He ran his free hand through his
 hair, thoughts and emotions swirling around his brain, finally
 deciding on, “I dont rightly know.”
 Bo stroked his thumb over the back of Luckys hand in
 soothing circles. “Sorry, I shouldnt have asked.”
 “No, I dont mind. Its just…whether I did or whether I didnt
 doesnt do any good now to me or to him. My lawyer tried to
 convince the jury that Victor was an older, more experienced man
 who took advantage of a young innocent.” He snorted. “I wasnt
 even born innocent. The jury bought it, though, cause I got off a whole lot easier than I should have, and they pretty much held a public lynching for Victor.” In his mind he pictured Victor, relaxing next to him on the couch in that big, comfortable den, followed by an image of the man hanging in a jail cell, something Luckyd never actually witnessed except in his worst nightmares.
 No matter what the man had done, he didnt deserve that. Lucky opened his mouth and the truth came out. “Maybe I did
 love him, only I didnt realize it at the time. But Ive always heard
 that memories get sweeter with time. We werent exclusive, but he
 was good to me. Taught me things, showed me a life Id never
 have known otherwise.”
 Silence descended, making Lucky uncomfortable. Should he 
 say more? Did Bo want him to say more? Should he change his
 story and swear he never even cared about Victor? About stressed
 to the breaking point, Bo released the pressure valve with, “Your
 relationship was a gray market, too. I get that. Now, if I were to
 Google this product…” And they were off to the races again.
 * * * Sunday Lucky cleaned while Bo visited the grocery store. Hed headed out to the car to grab some bags when he spotted a purchase that hadnt been on the list.

“And what the hell is this thing?” In a cleared out corner of the living room sat a small potted plant, pink blossoms trailing from its many shoots.

“Christmas cactus. I figured the place wasnt big enough for a tree, and sinceIm living with a Grinch, it might not be a good idea. I settled for a cactus.”

Lucky stared down at the plant, unwilling to admit how pretty it was, even if it should have been in the other corner to get more sun. Bos hopeful expression tugged at his heart. Knowing a growl was expected, he didnt disappoint. “We can keep it, but remember; you gotta feed and clean up after it.”

He stalked back out the front door to the pleased sound of, “Thank you, Lucky.”
 The next day while Lucky trailed Ryerson from store to store, he did a little Christmas shopping of his own. The enormous local Toys “R” Us allowed him plenty of displays to duck behind, and the doctor appeared too mesmerized by endless choices to notice anything else. She had kids, but damn! Only two! Shed loaded her cart full enough for a family with six rug rats.
 Several of her intended purchases piqued Luckys interest and he decided that a cart allowed for better blending with shoppers. It also gave him an excuse to be there, if noticed, and he grabbed one of his own, mulling over what his nephews might like.
 “Would a twelve-yearold boy like this?” he asked the man standing next to him. He held up a robotic T-Rex, fighting a smile when he recalled Bo calling him one.
 “I got my grandson one last year and he loved it,” the stranger assured him. “And Joeys eleven.”
 Lucky put the dinosaur into his cart, toying with the controls, making the toy roar and the eyes flash red. He snickered and added another for Bo.
 Toys “R” Us wasnt too bad, and Lucky checked both nephews off his shopping list. He started to get something for his brothers little girl, but stopped at the last minute. His brothers sided with Mom and Dad, considering Lucky a disgrace, and any gifts he sent were always returned—unopened. With a heavy heart, he placed the stuffed kitten back on the shelf.
 He paid a few extra bucks to have the gifts wrapped—he sucked at gift-wrapping—and waited in the car for the doctor to emerge.
 The department store Ryerson visited next wasnt nearly as entertaining, although Lucky managed to check his sister off his shopping list by purchasing a small bottle of whatever Ryerson had been spraying at the perfume counter. At sixty bucks for the smallest size, Charlotte was bound to love it, right?
 Unable to help himself, he ducked into leather goods, yielding to temptation and buying Bo a new iPad cover…to match the chaps.
 The next store was too small for him to avoid detection. While Ryerson shopped, Lucky stepped into the adjoining shop without checking to see the name.
 “Can I help you, sir?” The salesgirl sniggered at his wide-eyed surprise. “Welcome to Undercover Lover. Anything in particular youre shopping for?”
 Neck deep in bustiers and leather whips, Lucky wanted to explore the store at leisure, without some commissioned salesgirl stalking him, and without having to worry about Ryerson slipping under his radar. “Ill be back,” he said, beating a hasty retreat.
 He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, waiting for Ryerson to get enough of shopping or max out her credit cards. She emerged from the store another hour later, laden down with bags. “Mountains of drug money come in handy, I reckon,” he muttered. Thankfully, she headed for home, where shed become someone elses problem.
 It took Lucky twenty-six minutes to follow Ryerson home. He made it back to Undercover Lover in seventeen.
 Ten minutes later Lucky tried and failed to keep his scowl in place while watching a windup “Perky Pecker” bouncing across the counter. The ridiculous grin on the plastic minidildos “face” made it impossible not to smile. Being the only current customer afforded Lucky the full attentions of the bored salesgirl, and shed enlisted his help in testing gag gifts.
 “If you get two you can race them,” she said, steering the toy away from the edge of the counter with a fingertip.
 While silliness wasnt his forte, Lucky imagined several appearances by The Dimple if he stepped out of character long enough to buy the ridiculous toy. The pecker slowed and stopped and Lucky rewound it, setting it hopping again. “Youve talked me into it.” Why, he had no clue.
 “Okay, youve got something cutesy, now how about getting your guy something a little more romantic?”
 Lucky shot her a horrified glare. He never thought hed been obvious. “What makes you say I have a guy?”
 She giggled, actually giggled, and it further horrified Lucky to have been chatting idly with a woman who may have been twenty, tops—about dancing dildoes! She waved an “its no big deal” hand. “No straight man alive would play with a Perky Pecker. They may cop a sly glance and throw one in a bag for their girlfriend, but theyd never make eye contact with me while doing it, or worse, theyd wave it in front of my face making vulgar suggestions, like I havent heard them before.”
 For a relatively young woman, she appeared world-weary. “Dont worry, your secrets safe with me. You cant work in a place like this long if you dont have an open mind. I mean, if I can advise a guy on what kind of bustier to get for himself, I can help you pick out a Christmas present. Cmon. What would your man like?”
 Your man. Was Bo “his man”? He scratched his head, considering both the clerks question and his own. “I honestly dont know. Were kind of new.”
 “Ah. Youre getting something started, not trying to fan dying flames.”
 “Huh?”
 “We normally see two kinds of customers in here: those trying to start something and those trying to save something. Trust me, the starting something crowd are a whole lot more fun. Lets take a stroll through the racks, shall we?”
 She waved a hand in the general direction of the showroom, and stepped out from behind the counter. Passing a display of braided whips that appeared to be more for show than for practical use, she selected one, slapping it against her palm for effect. “Tell me, how does he like his kink?”
 While Lucky found the possibilities intriguing, jumping off the deep end might not be advisable. “Lets tone it down a notch or two. Were fairly new, remember?” He left off, “And short-term.”
 The womans smile faded and she wafted out a disappointed sigh. “Darn. I was hoping to kill an afternoon fantasizing about two hot guys having a little fun. Oh, well.” She replaced the whip, browsing through other displays of nipple clips, body wax, and a few things Lucky wasnt too sure about. They ended up in mens apparel, if the skimpy, flimsy garments counted as clothing.
 The saleswoman held up a mesh tank top. Lucky shook his head. She held up a thong with an elephants head positioned over the crotch. “The trunk grows,” she teased, holding it up suggestively with her fingers to demonstrate.
 “No. Definitely, definitely not.”
 When she held up a leather thong, adorned with silver rings, Lucky grinned. Itd match the chaps perfectly. “Ill take it. Oh, and dont forget two Perky Peckers.”
 He made it back to the car with his wrapped packages, called it a day, and headed for the house after stopping by the post office to mail gifts to Spokane. The brightly gift-wrapped package holding Bos T-Rex completely hid the Christmas cactus, and Lucky rummaged around for an empty box to set the plant on. While admiring his handiwork it dawned on him that this would be the first Christmas in a long time he actually hadnt dreaded.
 Bo cast a few glances toward that corner of the living room during TV time, but otherwise said nothing. However, when Lucky lay in bed the next morning, waiting for the scent of breakfast to beckon him to the kitchen, he swore he heard paper rattling. He struggled to keep his smugness in check over an egg white omelet and coffee. Sure enough, his packages werent quite where hed left them.



CHAPTER 14

Bo left for work, leaving Lucky alone with too much time on his hands. How easily hed fallen into pretending to be someone he wasnt. At times he caught himself staring out the window, waiting for his lover to come home. Lover? No, Bo wasnt his lover. All a fairy tale. Yet when Bo lay beside him, offering up that magnificent ass, Lucky wanted to believe the fragile truce between them might last forever. But it couldnt. Where once hed counted the days in eager anticipation, now he dreaded them.

In the midst of his own pity-party, Walter showed up unannounced. “I have copies of new bills submitted to your insurance company, for appointments you didnt even have,” he said without preamble, stepping in from outside. “Ryerson tacked on several additional items covered by your plan. She keeps digging a deeper and deeper hole to bury herself in.

“I also had your prescription analyzed with interesting results. It goes hand in hand with the relabeling operation you uncovered at Rx Dispose.”

Across the street the neighbors were hanging Christmas decorations. Lucky shut the door, wanting no reminders of the swift passage of time. “Did you find the missing link?”

“Pos sibly. While the branded tablets tested as expected, the generics ranged in potency from eighty to ninety-five percent strength. Even with only two months dating left, theyd either been exposed to extremes conditions, or more likely, were expired to have so low a rating. We traced the manufacturer back to Regency.”

“The Raleigh facility leaked like a sieve. You read my report.” “Lucky, therere more hands in the proverbial cookie jar than you can even imagine. In fact, thats why Im here. This operation has now escalated. The Florida Attorneys Office is working with the DEA and local law enforcement. Weve been asked to pull out.”

“Pull out?” Bo worked hard and devoted long hours to the assignment. It seemed, after the “wannabes” of Diversion Prevention and Control put their collective asses on the line, the big boys intended to waltz right in and take over. While Lucky didnt personally give a shit for himself, his partner deserved better, deserved the kudos taking Ryerson down would earn. Had he really insisted that they get Bo out of there a few days ago?

“What gives them the right to call the shots? Weve been here from the getgo, busting our asses.”
 “Weve done our job, gathered enough evidence to warrant a raid. We only waited long enough to put the other puzzle pieces in place. Regency Pharma, Rx Dispose, Ryerson Clinic, the nets are cast and are about to be dragged in.”
 Lucky stared at the packages in the living room. The cactus appeared to droop in sympathy. From where he stood he could see into the sunlit kitchen, the horrible avocado walls looking downright inviting now that he counted his days as numbered. A magazine lay opened on the counter, and he wondered what Bo had planned for dinner.
 “Where does that leave me and Newbie?”
 Walter, adjusting his glasses and squinting at his cell phone screen, didnt seem to notice Luckys reluctance. “Bo will move on to a new assignment. Youll spend your remaining days working with me, tying up loose ends.”
 Swallowing hard around a lump in his throat, Lucky asked, “And?”
 “And I fulfill my part of our bargain. I agree that releasing you back out into the world isnt safe for you, and have received approval to take drastic measures. Youll be free to leave with a clean slate, like youve always wanted. Everything is in place.” He tore his gaze away from his phone, peering at Lucky over the top of his glasses. “Unless, of course, youd rather continue to be Richmond Lucklighter and stay with the department. Im authorized to offer you a choice.”
 Stay on? Equal toKeith and Art and everybody else? Luckyd changed in the last few weeks, and had yet to decide if it was for the better or worse. Hed…mellowed. Reaching down deep inside to find the grouchy hard-ass he used to be, he rolled his eyes and spat, “Are you kidding? Ive counted the minutes for eight long years, biding my time to get the hell out.” If I always wanted to escape, why dont I want it now? “What happens after Bo does his time?” came out too fast for him to stop it.
 “He, too, will be free to leave. Or he can stay on once his contract is up.”
 Unbidden, Walter pushed past Lucky into the living room, plunking down on the couch. “Youre the one who gave him his chance. If youd proven to be more liability than asset, or worse, violated your probation, Id never be allowed to offer the same opportunity to someone else. Youve done us proud, and we hate to see you go. I mean it, Lucky; I truly do, for myself and the rest of the department.”
 Eight years. For eight years hed dragged around a massive inferiority complex, thinking Walter and the rest of the crew looked down on him. “What now?” Lucky ventured, fearing he already had the answer.
 “Now its time to pack. Tonight Bo will be heading back to Atlanta. The raid is scheduled for five oclock sharp. I suggest you spend the intervening time getting your proverbial house in order, then return to the office.”
 * * * Lucky sat on the edge of his bed, holding a shirt hed found underneath. Bos. In a few short days, his sentence would be over, like hed known it would—one day. He gazed at the pillows, imagining dark hair contrasting with the pillowcase, the steady rise and fall of Bos chest, the breathy little noises escaping while the man slept. For years Lucky had dreamed of this moment, the wrapup when Walter would finally let him go.

A complication had arisen in the form of a guileless pharmacist, caught in an act of compassion. While Bo considered himself Luckys kindred spirit, Lucky knew better. They stood worlds apart, growing farther apart by the minute. Bo sacrificed himself for a friend; Lucky sacrificed a friend, and more, to save himself, even if he hadnt truly known the full extent of his misdeeds at the time.

He buried his face in the shirt and breathed deeply of cologne and Bo,recalling the precise moment when hed discovered how greatly Victor had cared about him, and how horribly hed betrayed the man…

For the first time in weeks hed been allowed to change out of prison orange and into a suit, his lawyer determined to show the jury a respectable man. Though when Lucky checked his appearance in the mirror, he saw only himself—a two-bit, low-life, waste of a human being.

Head down, hed trudged quietly into the courtroom, swallowing hard when his lawyer led him to the exact spot where hed last seen Victor. He hesitated, as though sitting in the same chair somehow desecrated the dead. In the end, hed manned up and sat, whispering, “Im sorry, Victor. I had no idea.”

He spotted his sister seated in the back of the courtroom, giving him a reassuring smile even while wiping teary eyes. His parents and brothers hadnt come, nor did he expect them to. Theyd said their final and unequivocal goodbyes via a scathing phone call.

His lawyer took a seat next to him, absentmindedly laying a newspaper on the table. Lucky turned away from the image carelessly left in his line of sight, an image of Victor, taken in better days. A lump rose in his throat. Though too far away to read the print, he didnt need to. Hed seen the news on TV. Victor Mangiardi, forty-four-year-old millionaire, had hung himself in his cell rather than face life in prison.

Although on some level, Lucky felt it was wrong to cry for the bastard, he still did, remembering the caring side of his former lover, the man who tried to help him sleep, who gave him a shot at the good life.

Now, at Luckys trial, the one real threat his lawyer had feared was gone. Victor wouldnt be testifying.
 In a daze Lucky held up his hand to be sworn in, answering every question with a simple yes or no, as hed been coached to do.
 It wasnt until the final moments of his trial that the prosecution produced a piece of evidence theyd not shared with the defense, raising objections resulting in the summary dismissal of incriminating exhibit 4A fromthe proceedings. It didnt matter, for the damage had been done. Lucky didnt care one way or the other at that point, because he had seen, clearly seen, a passport in the name of Jeffrey Andrews…bearing his picture. Me. Victor planned to take me with him to Rio.
After his trial hed wandered in a nightmare world, not understanding until much later that the only things proven against him were conspiracy, possession, and a few lesser charges, for which he was sentenced ten years.
 He lay in his cell after his sentencing, tears coursing down his cheeks, alternately picturing Victor, alive and laughing, and Victors cold, still body lying on a slab. In the background of his mind, Pachelbels Canonplayed…
 Knowing what was best and wanting what was best were two entirely different things. He willed himself off the bed to continue packing, determined not to be there when Bo arrived. What good would it do?Does Bo have any idea how far Ive fallen? Does he know Id give up my shot at freedom to spend a few more days with him? Dangerous thoughts.
 He forced himself to take a few minutes to send a cryptic message, and hoped his sister understood, because to state things more clearly put them both at risk.

Dear Charlotte, Remember how I told you Id always be there fo r you? Believe me, I will, always. Soon a stranger will contact you. I cant tell you his name right now. Listen to him. I love you. Give the boys a kiss and a hug from Uncle Rich.

Message accomplished with a knife steadily twisting in his heart, Lucky hauled his few meager belongings out to the car, determined to make a clean break. Better for the both of us.

He loaded the car, and though he swore he wouldnt, found himself lying on the bed, hugging Bos pillow and breathing in the familiar scent he despaired of ever smelling again.

Sheer determination forced him up and out the door, to the car and down the street. With any luck hed soon be caught up with Walter and wouldnt have time to dwell on the past. As if. And he and Bo may still encounter each other at work sometime. What would they do? What would they say? Would Bo pretend theyd never been more to each other than coworkers? Two guys whiling away the time?

Noticing a speck of gray sticking up between the seats, he reached over and pulled out a CD case, heart dropping when he recognized it as Bos. Feeling a need to torture himself, he popped the CD into the player. When the first strains of Pachelbels Canon drifted from the speakers, he visualized Bo stretched out on the bed, wearing nothing but chaps. I never saw him in the thong. Will he wear it someday for someone else, or will he simply throw it away?

He drove through town one final time. Unable to resist, he made his way to the parking garage across from the Ryerson Clinic. Picking up his binoculars and leaning against the hood of the car, he hoped to get one final glimpse at Bo. He discounted texting as too lame. What would he say?Its been fun, see ya?

A red BMW pulled into the parking area, reminding Lucky of the executive lot at Regency Pharmas Raleigh facility, and he wondered why. His blood ran cold when the driver stepped out, dressed in a suit and wearing an ugly orange tie. Oh fuck no!

A familiar SUV pulled up next to the pricey, four-wheeled toy, Elledge climbing out and striding determinedly toward the door. God-awful Orange-tieguy fell into step behind him. Luckys mouth dropped open. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit! The Raleigh manager had definitely seen Bo before and possibly had again at Ryersons dinner. The moment he set foot near the pharmacy, Bo was toast.

Grabbing his phone from his pocket, Lucky dialed, watching in horror as the two men approached the door.Please dont go near the pharmacy, please dont go near the pharmacy. Hed never prayed so hard for anything in his life.

The phone rang five times before a recorded message said, “Sorry, I cant take your call right now…”
 He leaped into the Mazda, throwing it into reverse and leaving rubber and smoke in his wake. Punching in Walters number, he swerved to miss an oncoming car, taking a corner on two wheels.
 “Hell…”
 “Walter!” Lucky shrieked, “Its gone to shit! Burnetts at the clinic with Elledge. He knows Bo! Get that team in here now!”
 “Calm down, Lucky…”
 “Bos going down if you dont get his ass out of there!” He heard a chime, and switched to text mode to accept an incoming message. His heart skipped a beat and then slammed against his ribs as he read:
“Bo says, „Help! Locked in BR! They know Im in here!”
 A second later another message appeared:
“Bo says, „Wont b home 4 dinr. Luv u.”
 Lucky hung up on Walter and dialed Bos number, but the phone went straight to voice mail. A moment later Walter called back. Lucky took the call while cursing a delivery van blocking the garage exit.
 “Oh for fucks sake! Move your mother fucking ass! Now, damn it!”
 “Lucky, calm down. Ive alerted the team. Keep your head down, and whatever you do, do not get involved. I repeat: stand down, let those better prepared take care of this. Theyve planned the raid start to finish. Dont get in their way. Bo might not even be noticed.”
 Blood trying to boil and freeze in his veins at the same time, Lucky took a deep breath. How he hated Walter for being right, but flying off the handle halfcocked wasnt going to help anybody. “He texted me our code for „Ive been made.” He didnt repeat the “luv u” part, and didnt have time to dwell on those words right now. They clouded his mind and he needed his wits about him.
 The van rolled forward; not enough to let Lucky out, but enough to let him see a mass exodus from the clinic. Car doors slammed in rapid-fire succession, patients and smocked pharmacy staff fleeing the premises.
 What the fuck was going on down there?
 Once the parking lot nearly emptied of all but a handful of cars, Elledge charged out the clinic door, Dr. Ryerson tottering on spiked heels behind him. Orange-tie-guy came next, wrestling with a pissed-off pharmacist.
 Bo kicked and flailed with his elbows, landing a solid head-butt on his captor. Holy shit! They had his hands tied behind his back. Dear sweet lawdy no.
 I will fucking kill you for that, you bastard! Lucky promised.
 Bo shrieked in outrage and Elledge whirled, smacking him across the mouth with the flat of his hand.
 Righteously indignant and ready to rend Elledge limb from limb with his bare hands, Lucky laid down on the horn, screaming, “Move your damn ass!” to the top of his lungs at the driver of the van.
 To Walter he shrilled, “Theyre going mobile, in the SUV. If Keith has ever done anything right in his life, get him tracking that damned piece of shit. Ryersons with them and theyve got Bo. And no, Bo isnt going willingly.”
 He pounded his hand against the steering wheel, chanting, “Move it, move it, move it,” to the van. The van inched up and Lucky gunned the engine, metal screeching against metal as the two vehicles traded paint. The brake lights of the Tahoe glowed crimson and the hulking vehicle slowed to turn left, two blocks away.
 “Lucky, what are you doing?” Walter kept his voice low, as usual, but he didnt sound happy.
 “Im going after them.”
 “Lucky, stop! This is out of your hands. Were tracking, and will have the team there in five minutes.”
 “Theyll be too fucking late.”
 “I order you to abandon pursuit. Right now! This is not your fight!” For the first time in eight years Walter raised his voice.
 Lucky ignored the order. “It is my fight, damn it. Theyve got my partner.” He slammed the phone to the passenger floorboard, needing both hands on the steering wheel, and tuned out the steady, “Lucky? Lucky? Lucky, answer me, damn it!” squawking from the floor.
 Instead he punched the stereo button, turning up the volume to drown out the noise. Canon exploded from the speakers at high volume.
 Many times in the past hed pushed his driving limits: when stealing Victors car, the first time hed jacked a load in Chattanooga. All those times fading from memory, Lucky clutched the steering wheel in a death grip, entire being focused on catching and stopping the SUV.
 He recognized the moment they spotted him and took evasive action, swerving the top-heavy Tahoe too sharply to the left. It wobbled and tipped, then righted and accelerated, eight cylinder engine putting the Mazdas four cylinders to shame. The heavier vehicle leapt ahead, and Lucky shifted hard, spurring every bit of performance available from a car not designed for high speeds.
 The SUV cut off a car, tearing across lanes and shooting through a red light. Blaring horns sounded drivers displeasure. Luckys shoe hit the floor, coaxing a few more RPMs out of a high-mileage car already pushed to the breaking point.
 He slammed on brakes and fishtailed, barely missing a pickup truck that screeched to a halt in front of him. Swearing up a blue streak, he threw the car into reverse, scratching tires in his haste. Spying an open spot of road, he dropped the shifter into drive, resuming the chase. He nearly stopped breathing when he finally got free, only to realize hed lost the SUV. Out of the corner of his eye he caught movement—a black blur, streaking down the highway to his left. His lips pulled back in a feral grin.
 “You can run, but you cant hide, mother fuckers!” he snarled at the assholes topping his shit list.
 In the distance sirens wailed, but he couldnt afford to wait and see if they meant friend or foe. Whipping the car down an access road, he had a clearer shot at open asphalt, sans red lights, and raced parallel to the Tahoe. He hoped like hell theyd think theyd lost him and drop their guard.
 The SUV veered sharply, nearly toppling the vehicle by swerving into the parking lot of an abandoned shopping center, slowing it enough to let the Mazda gain some ground. Luckyd about reached the lot when the Tahoe hit a speed bump, a back door popping open and a body tumbling out. Bo hit the ground hard, bolted upright, and ran stumbling and nearly falling, hands still tied behind him. Bobbing and weaving, he made for the nearest building, in what seemed to Lucky to be slow motion. The Tahoe spun around in a cloud of dust and squalling tires, aimed like a giant weapon at Bo.Hed never make cover in time.
 One thought rang crystal clear in Luckys head: “Oh hell the fuck no!”
 He stomped the gas. The tires spun, scratching for a purchase on the cracked asphalt, and then grabbed hold, rocketing a fourwheeled missile across the lot on an intercept course.
 His entire body jerked like a rag doll on impact, the crunch and squeal of the dying Mazda screaming protest. Head thrashing back and forth before crashing against the steering wheel, Lucky felt a slick of warm wetness slide over his forehead and down his cheek.
 An airbag slammed him full in the face, and he clawed at the plastic to get it out of his line of sight.
 He tried to focus, unable to figure out why he was staring at the bottom of a vehicle. As his vision blackened and tunneled to a pinpoint, he whispered, “I love you, too.”
 His last conscious thought was, “Walters gonna kill me.”



CHAPTER 15

The first thing Lucky noticed was a steady, mechanical hum and a few rhythmic beeps grating on his nerves. Performing a cautious inventory, he wiggled the fingers of his right hand, a pinch and pull warning him of an IV drip. Next, he tried his left hand. “Oh dear Lord!” he attempted yelling, but his words came out a weak rasp, hardly sounding human.

A chuckle came from his left . “I see that rumors of your death are highly exaggerated.”
 Walter. Hed died and gone someplace bad, to be greeted by Walter Smith. Despite the many times hed made the accusation, he hadnt actually believed Walter ruled the underworld. Until now.
 He kept his eyes closed, hoping for sweet oblivion to claim him again. No such luck. “I know youre conscious, Lucky. Time to wake up and smell the coffee.”
 “Coffee?” He coughed around the hairball lodged in his throat. “Water!” he croaked. Something touched his cracked and dried lips, and he pried them open to take a straw inside, slurping down the cool liquid like the nectar of the gods.
 “Im sorry. I did bring you coffee as I have every day. Unfortunately, since you werent awake, I was forced to drink it myself.”
 The bastard didnt have to be smug about it. Lucky managed to open his eyes, slamming them closed again at the harsh fluorescent lighting highlighting Walters bulk like a bizarre full-body halo.
 A question poised on his tongue, but he dared not ask and give too much away. Would their “fraternizing” jeopardized Bos deal if Walter found out? Lucky weighed his options and voiced his second most pressing concern: “They get Ryerson?”
 “Yes, and Elledge and Burnett, too. Theyve also rounded up quite a fewaccomplices. Even being in intensive care wouldnt have saved you from the reaming out Id be giving you if your vigilante justice hadnt stopped their escape.”
 Lucky sighed, stopping mid-motion when the deep exhale spiked pain through his chest. Broken ribs. More than one. “Ill bet shes regretting the day she ever met me.” What would happen to her, to her kids, if she went to prison? If tough old Victor cashed in rather than suffer the consequences, would the doctor? Lucky didnt want another suicide on his conscience.
 “To hear you tell it, shes hardly the first. If youre worried about her giving up, youre underestimating her. Its not easy to pull an MDs license, and shes hired an entire team of the best trial lawyers in the state. Shell try to make a deal.”
 Lucky lay still, listening to the sound of his own breathing. His hand, a leg, and various other areas cried out in pain, but he reveled in it, glad to be alive…and free? “What day is it?”
 “January second. Im afraid you missed both Christmas and New Years.”
 “January?”
 “You were out of it for quite some time, though your doctor believes you would have made a full recovery if you hadnt taken an unexpected turn for the worse.”
 Fuzzyheaded, he couldnt quite process Walters meaning. Nothing mademuch sense right now. “A turn for the worse?” You mean it got worse than how he felt now?
 Walter heaped a generous helping of theatrics into his woeful sigh. “Yes. It seems you died on December twentieth.”
 “Died?”  The nurses must have given me some damned fine drugs, because it sounded like Walter said, “You died.” “If Im dead, this proves my theory that you do rule Hell.” That earned him a hearty, bodyshaking belly laugh. Luckys ribs ached in sympathy.
 “That would definitely be your idea of Hell.”
 The fuzz cleared from Luckys brain. Oh yeah, Walters “drastic measures.”
 “Im afraid that despite our best efforts, Richmond Eugene Lucklighter died at seven P.M. on December twentieth, saving me the trouble of creating a suitable death for you. Put a big damper on Christmas, let me tell you, and almost made my superiors more compassionate about the car you willfully destroyed. Lucy and I sent a lovely poinsettia arrangement to your sister. Charlotte told me to tell you that she doesnt believe youre dead for…how did she put it? Oh, yes, I quote, „My brother didnt die in no damned car wreck; hes tougher n a pine knot. Youd better tell him to get his sorry ass to Spokane or I will hunt him down like the dog he is.”
 For a huge man with absolutely no feminine side to speak of, Walter did a deadon impression of Charlotte and her “southern belle who can kick your ass.” He cocked a fluffy brow in question. “Exactly what is a pine knot and how tough are they?”
 “Google it,” Lucky replied, cheered by his sisters words. Seemed she understood his message loud and clear, and he trusted her to keep the knowledge on a must-know basis—meaning their parents now considered themselves down by a kid, if they hadnt already. Thinking of his parents, he probed the raw wound to see how badly it still hurt. “Mom, Dad?” He held his breath, heart seized in a painful grip.
 Walter suddenly found the floor of great interest. “They didnt attend your memorial service, nor did your brothers.”
 Lucky closed his eyes, releasing his pent-up breath. What did he expect? For them to suddenly realize theyd been wrong? Fat chance.
 Walter, however, wasnt finished. “Keith and Art made sure everyone in your hometown knows you died a hero. If its any consolation, your parents phone is probably ringing off the hook with well-meaning neighbors calling to tell them how proud they are of a hometown boy making the evening news…in a good way.”
 Yeah, small consolation indeed. He visualized the sprawling farmhouse hed grown up in, how hed stopped thinking of it as home a long time ago. Home; where was that? With Victor? With Charlotte and her boys? Someplace yet to be discovered?
 “Home” brought to mind the tiny house in Kissimmee, the big bed hed slept in every night, limbs tangled with his lovers, even if his lover had been part of a temporary arrangement. He wondered what had happened to the packages hed left under the Christmas cactus. He imagined Bos handsome face, streaked with tears, unwrapping the Perky Peckers Lucky had bought with the hopesof an appearance of The Dimple. That is, if Bod survived. Had he saved Bos life? Lucky dared not ask. Until he knew for sure, hed hope he hadnt caused more pain to a man whod already experienced too much. Surely Walter wouldnt be upbeat if hed lost a man, would he? Even he wasnt that heartless.
 Instead of the question threatening to explode his brain, Lucky asked instead, “I cant believe my time is finally up. What now?”
 “As wed first discussed months ago, Richmond Lucklighter is now legally dead. You neednt worry about Victors henchmen or any of the new enemies youve made over the years tracking you down.” Walter gave him a mock stern glare. “Youve been given a new life; try not to fuck it up.”
 “What about testifying against Ryerson and the others?”
 “Dont you remember?” The moving mountain exaggerated surprise. “You came to long enough to answer questions for the record before your untimely death, and there are also your reports and surviving partner. Not to mention that Elledge, possessing few functioning brain cells, apparently, didnt cover his tracks. The whole incident of kidnapping Bo from the clinic was caught on the security cameras, and we found dozens of Regency labels sporting bogus lot numbers and expiration dates in his office.”
Surviving partner? Bos alive! Hallelujah! “You mean those cameras actually worked?”
 “Regardless of what youd like to believe, Keith is good at what he does. He tapped into their feed weeks ago.”
 Lucky finally voiced the burning question: “Is Bo all right?”
 “Bo? What? No more „Newbie or „Asshole? Why, Lucky, I do believe your coma mellowed you.” Walter bared his teeth in either a grin or an attempt to scare the shit out of someone.
 Lucky didnt scare easily. His patience came to an end. “I dont work foryou anymore; I dont have to play nice! Now tell me—”
 “Nice? Since when have you ever played nice?”
 Lucky scowled, giving it up immediately when something pulled over his eyebrows. “Id like to know that my replacement is at least functioning, though hell never be as good as me.” He held his breath, hoping he hadnt given too much away.
 “Other than being brokenhearted over the loss of his partner, hes fine. Right now hes neck deep in Regency Pharma, separating the lambs from the goats, as it were. The corruption there sank deep, and it will take months to sort out the details. But we have undisputed evidence that Burnett received kickbacks for providing short dated products and new labels to Rx Dispose, who in turn, provided the Ryerson Clinic, oftentimes with expired product.”
 Inwardly Lucky breathed a sigh of relief. “Bos not in a pharmacy?”
 “No, hes not in a pharmacy. Hes currently Frasers right hand man, and though I dare say he misses the action of his former assignment, itll give him a chance to further establish himself.”
 “Fraser? Regency Pharmas CEO? Hes clear?”
 “Yes, Fraser is clear. With the investigation wrapping up, Im free to disclose that Fraser never was under suspicion. He first approached us when he began to have doubts about some of the players on his team, which is why we staged our little demonstration and placed you at Burnetts facility. We decided to give them enough rope and let them hang themselves, though at the time we had no idea how far-reaching their schemes were. Ryersons isnt the only clinic to close. The three others that you tracked deliveries to were raided a week later. All that remains is to tidy up the loose ends, which Bos helping with. Quite a mind for business, he has.”
 Walter patted Luckys shoulder with one beefy hand. “You trained that boy well.” He sank onto a chair by the bed, his mien thoughtful. “I hesitate to suggest this lest you start throwing expensive hospital equipment, but I do wish youd stay on with us. You and Bo made a good team. However, Ill respect your choice. If you dont mind my asking, what plans do you have for the future?”
 Having had plenty of time to dwell on that particular possibility, Lucky thought hed have a ready answer, but he didnt. He improvised. “I plan to take it easy, settle into a new life, do some fishing. Ill try to find a way to safely tell my sis Im okay, and go for my CDL license, maybe do a little long-haul trucking. See the country a bit.”
 “Make sure you come by your loads honestly. My entire department was trained by the best diversion consultant in the business.” The twinkle left Walters eyes, and, for a split second, he appeared truly sad that their time together was at an end. Once more Lucky wondered exactly how badly Walter had pissed off the cosmos to wind up working with him. “Think what you like of me and yourself, but Im honored to have worked with you. Like it or not, about six years ago, you actually stopped seeing this as a sentence and truly put your heart into stopping the bad guys. I need a few more men like you and wholeheartedly wish youd reconsider leaving. You could still work for me, even with your new identity.”
 Lucky considered, genuinely considered, staying—for about half a second. Hed lived for this moment far too long to give it up without a fight. Once more he pictured Bos sad face. The man had had weeks to mourn, thinking Lucky dead, and didnt need an ex- con in his life. Lucky hoped someday Bo would find someone to love him, cherish him, someone he trusted enough to let out all the bad memories, and whod help him make better ones. Though honored to have been that man, even for a short time, it tore Luckys heart out to say, “Its time for me to move on. Keep an eye on Newbie for me, will you? Hes not half bad once you get to knowhim.”
 He closed his eyes and lay back on the pillow, willing Walter to leave before he said something hed regret.



EPILOGUE

“Oh, fuck yeah!” Bo moaned, writhing and impaling himself on Luckys cock.
 Lucky pumped faster, tension pooling in his groin, gathering for release. He shouted out his pleasure, shooting his load into his lovers frantically bucking body.
 His eyes shot open, his hand wrapped around his spurting flesh. Lucky groaned, casting a wistful glance at the pillow next to his. What I wouldnt give to have Bo here.
 No sounds of life came from the kitchen, no wonderful aroma of brewing coffee beckoned. In the past few weeks, Luckyd learned to hate silence. He rose and dressed, not bothering to shower and shave, and trudged down to the local Starbucks, as he did every single “cant tell one day from the next” morning of his life. Sadly, though he kept to decaf and stevia, he didnt sleep well alone.
 “Good morning, Simon!” a too-cheerful clerk greeted, handing him his usual.
 Simon—Did they have to fucking call me Simon?—Harrison grabbed a newspaper from the rack by the door and perused the days headlines at his normal table. “Operation Exposure a Success. Twenty-Four Charged in Pharmaceutical Diversion Sting.” Damn! The corruption did run deep. He ran down the list of names and charges. Nearly everyone employed by Ryerson was named, as well as several at Rx Dispose and the Raleigh division of Regency Pharma. He wondered how Burnetts prison jumpsuit would match that horrid tie.
 He skimmed the article,“Task force operatives take down multistate drug diversion operation.” There was no mention of Bo or Walter, though the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau received a small footnote. It startled him to see his own name: “Agent Richmond E. Lucklighter, Southeastern Narcotics Bureaus Department of Diversion Prevention and Control, killed in the line of duty.” That ought to stick in a few craws.
 Lucky felt a smug bit of pride to have had a hand in that operations success, something hed never allowed himself before. No, before he was too busy chafing at the bit, ready to shake off the stigma of his mistakes. He raised his coffee cup to his lips, toasting a quiet, “Heres to the team.”
 He folded the page and carefully ripped out his thankfully pictureless obituary, not having a clue why he wanted to save it. To piss off the next customer in here who picks this paper up and tries to read it, he rationalized. He raised his cup again, annoyed to find it empty.
 “Black decaf, four stevias?”
 Face still hidden behind his paper, he replied, “Thanks, but I didnt order another.”
 The man standing beside his table didnt budge. With a weary sigh “Simon” raised his eyes, falling instantly into the deep chasm hed often worried hed never escape from.
 “Y…you!” he stammered, all eloquence stolen by the one who finally managed to track him. His heart slammed against his ribs.
 “Hello, Lucky,” Bo murmured, voice low enough not to be overheard.
 “Its Simon now. And how did you find me? Or better yet, howd you figure out I didnt die?” Theyd planned everything to a T. How had this man tracked him down in less than a month? Was he losing his touch? If Bo found him, would the ruthless bastards hed pissed off hunt him down, too?
 “Dont freak. I came alone. No one knows Im here.” Bo may have towered over Lucky by a good few inches; at that moment he appeared small and lost. “I needed to talk to you.” His gaze roved over the crowded tables, falling to rest again on Lucky. “Alone.”
 Lucky nodded, the words he wanted to say stuck in his throat. He took the cup from Bos hand and made his way outside and across the parking lot to—Bo drove a Durango on his own time? He climbed up, way up, into the passenger seat and shuddered, uncomfortable not being on the drivers side.
 Bo slid beneath the steering wheel, sipping green liquid from a Starbucks cup. Lucky licked his lips, remembering tasting Bos favorite beverage in a kiss. “Now, to answer your question, I had a good teacher. He told me that everyone has a weakness. Watch the weakness and youll find the man.” He slipped a hand across the console, resting it on Luckys knee. When Lucky didnt respond, he withdrew.
 Lucky grabbed Bos fingers, lacing them with his own and bringing their joined hands to rest on his thigh. He gave his lover a tremulous smile, torn between happiness to see him again, and fear of what might come next.
 “You may not be aware of it, but Walter adores you. After the crash he was inconsolable. But, something changed. He announced your death without batting an eye. Id seen him blubbering incoherently at the scene, thinking you were dead. At first, I thought hed become numb. Then I caught him personally packing away your things. He smiled as he put them in a box. I remembered losing guys in Afghanistan. We didnt smile. I figured your time was up, and that you and Walter had faked your death to give you a way out.”
 Smart man. Too smart.
 “And how did you find me?”
 “That took a little more time. Having heard you talk about how much you love the south, I narrowed my search to six states, after nearly having my ass kicked by an angry woman from Spokane.” He closed his eyes and shuddered in mock horror. “Do you have any idea how many Starbucks there are in the south? Oh, and youll be happy to know that youre not the only regular who likes black coffee with sugar, or even the only one who takes four sugars. That did narrow down the playing field considerably, however. And then, low and behold, I located a Starbucks in Alabama that stocked stevia and served massive amounts of decaf to one particular customer.” The Dimple appeared, igniting a fire in Lucky. Hed always wondered how it felt, the elusive thing for which his sister put up with too much shit for far too long, and that kept Walter and his Lucy together for umpteen years.

Oh fuck. Im useless! Done gone and fell in love. Damn it. I do not need to be in love, especially if Bos only here to prove a point.
 “Why did you come? And if the next words out of your mouth are „Walter sent me, I swear to God Ill lay you out in the floor, right here, right now. You may have learned a few things from me, but I can still kick your ass.” Lucky dropped his gaze to his coffee cup, hoping Bo wouldnt notice the mixed emotions spinning out of control in his soul.
 “No, Walter didnt send me. As a matter of fact, I didnt tell him where I am. I asked for a few days off to handle some personal business.”
I wish youd handle me! nearly slipped out. Lucky clamped his lips together before the words escaped.
 Bos fingers tightened on Luckys. “Actually, ever since you left Ive had this song stuck in my head, and I cant remember the words.”
 “Ya dont say.” Lucky didnt miss the momentary alarm in his former partners eyes when they locked onto the shaved part of his head, where the newly healed skin still itched like fire.
 To the mans credit, he didnt ask the obvious question, instead, he said, “Yeah. What happens if she tells his achy, breaky heart?”
 What? It took Lucky a moment to recall how hed tortured Bo via Billy Ray Cyruss hit. “I honestly dont know.”
 “You dont? But you sang „Achy Breaky Heart all the time.”
 “Only in the car with the iPod.”
 “But…but…”
 Despite his best intentions not to, Lucky smiled. “Im not a huge fan of country. Give me Skynyrd, Seger, and the Allmans. A little Gaga from time to time, some classical when the mood strikes. I only sang to work your nerves.”
 “You what? You mean Ive been calling radio stations, dedicating that to you, hoping youd hear and realize I was searching for you, for nothing?”
 Luckys smile fell, sheer horror replacing his mirth. “You didnt.”
 Bos grin showed every last tooth in his head. “Gotcha!”
 Lucky didnt know whether to be relieved or pissed. He settled forIll hear the man out. In all seriousness, Bo said, “I cant tell you how bad it hurt, seeing you hauled off, broken and bleeding in that ambulance. I sat in the waiting room all night for you to come out of surgery.” He took his hand back to wipe at his eyes. “It almost killed me when I showed up to visit you, to find your room in ICU empty.” Closing his eyes, Bo exhaled a heavy breath. Luckys heart ached in sympathy. “And then, I saw Walter dry- eyed at your memorial service, and it finally clicked for me.”
 He never realized how badly he might hurt Bo. If he had, he might have been tempted to give Walter a different answer. A lump clogged his throat. “Im sorry, Bo. I never once considered what this might do to you.”
 “Its okay. That youre not dead is the important thing. I know why you did what you did. I also know that maybe Ishouldnt say this, but what we had…we were good together. Please tell me you felt it, too.”
 In keeping with his new vow to be truthful whenever possible, Lucky replied. “We were good. And youve crossed my mind a time or two.” There, I said it!
 “When you left like you did, was it just to make a fresh start, or did you mean to leave me behind?” Those big brown eyes pleaded with him now.
 “You dont need no two-bit, no account, ex-con hanging round, college boy. Go find yourself some nice lawyer, settle down, spend weekends at the club.” Yeah, if thats what he needs, why do the words taste like lies coming out of my mouth?
 “What if thats not what I want? Have you ever thought about that? And Mr. Whatever-the-hell-your-name-is-now, the way I understand it, Richmond Lucklighter is dead. Its in the papers. Whatever he did in his past is lying in the shallow, unmarked grave hes rumored to be resting in. That means youre no ex-con.” He pulled in a deep breath, averting his soulful eyes, his fight for composure obvious to someone used to reading body language as a survival skill. “I want you back, Lucky. Preferably as my partner at work as well as at home, but Ill take you any way I can get you. I need you; youre the only one who understands.”
 Lucky half expected to hear, “Mr. Lucklighter? Wake up. Time for more meds.” He held his breath until he couldnt hold it anymore. “And youre sure Walter didnt put you up to this?”
 “Im sure. Hed welcome you with open arms, though. Hell, even Art said hed give his eye teeth to have you back. He bawled like a baby at your memorial service.”
 “Art actually said he wanted me back?” Lucky chewed on that little tidbit of information. “Keith?”
 “Lets not go there. Oh, but „old faithful settled a bit of debt on that score.”
 “Huh?”
 “Also known as „the chair from hell. After you left someone gave the damned thing to me, but Id seen it nearly throw you a few times.” He did a damn fine impression of an evil-overlords “Muwhahahaaa…”
 “What did you do?”
 “Well, our friend Keith took an afternoon off and…” “You didnt.”
 Bo nodded vigorously, grin broadening. “Yep. Your chair lived up to its spiteful reputation.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, hitting a button and handing it over. Lucky gazed at the image of an upended chair, someones legs and feet sticking up in the air. A picture of Keiths wife and kids sat on a desk in the background. “I made copies for every bulletin board in the building. Anonymously, of course.”
 If Lucky didnt already love the man, Bos giving Keith payback definitely plumped a cherry on top of a sweet deal.
 He considered for a moment being back at work, having someone in his corner when it came to dealing with assholes. Next, he rolled the events of the last few weeks over in his head, struggling to sleep, waking up in an empty bed, finally slogging out the door around nine A.M. to sit at Starbucks. Trying and failing to grill portabellas properly. Drinking coffee and reading the paper in a crowded coffee shop because hed recently discovered a serious dislike for being alone. Lunch at a local diner, a mindless evening spent in front of the TV. The only time his pulse raced at all these days was when watching the evening news, or reading about some drug kingpins dethroning. Though hed rather face a firing squad than admit it, he missed putting scum out of business.
 “If I came back, what about the „no fraternization thing? Do I have to keep my hands to myself while were on a stakeout?”
 “After having experienced firsthand how interesting you can make surveillance, if you do keep your hands off me Ill request another partner.”
 “What makes you think theyd let us be partners?”
 “Walter would pretty much agree to anything to get you back. They need you, Lucky. I need you.”
 As good as the man had become, he still needed to work on keeping his emotions off his face. With his strained smile he appeared to be one “no” away from heartbreak. Still, Lucky felt it best to issue a reality check. “Id better warn you, being legally dead hasnt changed me much. Im still an insufferable bastard.”
 “Youre my insufferable bastard.”
 “I drink milk from the jug.”
 “I drink soy milk, remember? I have my carton, you have your jug.”
 “I guzzle one hell of a lot of coffee.”
 “Good. I bought Starbucks stock.”
 “Youll never get to meet my folks.”
 “Walter claims you; Ive already met him. And Im sure your sister is a whole lot friendlier without the shotgun.”
 “I toss and turn in my sleep.”
 “I can calm you down. Im your teddy bear, remember? Besides, its not like Ive never slept on a couch before.”
 “I sing on stakeouts.”
 Bo lurched away, feigned horror on his face. “Oh, hell, no! Sorry, but thats the deal breaker.”
 Lucky swore his heart stopped.
 Bo made a move to open the door, turning back around with one side of his mouth quirked up. “Not! Ill invest in ear plugs.”
 Luckys heart started beating again. “You got an answer for everything, dont cha?”
 “I learned from the best.”
 Lucky reared back in his seat, considering. “When do you have to be back?”
 “Monday.”
 “Monday, huh? Four days?”
 “Six. Todays Tuesday.”
Oh yeah. Maybe it is.Luckyd always said, “If it sounds too good to be true, it usually is.” This time he added, Fuck that. At least I know what Im getting into. To Bo, he said, “Why dont we go back to my place?” He wriggled his brows. “In between getting reacquainted, you can call Walter and start making my demands.”
 Bo released a huge, relievedsounding breath. “Sounds damned good to me.”
 As they pulled out of the Starbucks parking lot, Bo added, “Oh, T-Rex? I brought the chaps…and my Christmas presents. Maybe Ill have to call in sick Monday.”
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