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Foreword


This work is dedicated to my dear friend and fellow author Parker Williams, who wanted to know what happened to Jerry in Diversion Book 3: Corruption. Also, to all readers, betas, reviewers, editors, and artists who have supported me and my stories over the years. I treasure all of you.  
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Chapter One


Favorite Metallica T-shirt? Check. Beer? Check. Cigarettes? Check. Dallas Cowboys ball cap? Check. Alter ego?  
Don’t leave home without him. 
Clasping a cigarette between his lips freed Brody Jenson’s fingers for dealing cards. The pile of tens, twenties, and a few fifties before him grew with every winning hand—currently, about three thousand dollars’ worth. Not bad for two hours’ work. 
The dilapidated warehouse-turned-gambling-den clung to the scent of machine oil from a past life. Lights illuminated their little corner, fading into shadows. Three personnel doors led outside, in addition to a loading bay door held closed by a rusted padlock. Not exactly the Casino Royale. 
Big hairy wolf spiders ruled the place. They were welcome to the warehouse from hell. 
The middle-aged wannabe card shark, a small-time drug dealer barely out of his teens, and an elderly stranger seated at the rickety card table shot wary glances Brody’s way. 
The Glock under the table added a bit of insurance. Another thing never to leave home without. 
The four other men loitering on couches passed a joint while ornery fluorescent light flickering overhead cast eerie shadows over their faces. The entire place reeked of beer, smoke, skunk weed, foul body odor, cheap cologne—along with the ghost of oil past. Godawful death metal completed the drug-den ambiance. 
This must be what hell is like. 
Maybe Brody should start living better. 
One spectator laughed. “Y’all gonna let this skinny kid whoop your asses?” Prison tattoos covered his arms, telling the story of his thirty-odd years, his face a staple from the DEA’s most wanted fugitives posting. Conspiracy to distribute and possession with intent to distribute controlled substances. 
One 9mm in a shoulder holster. 
Though he appeared relaxed, one leg bounced in agitation. Best to keep an eye on him. Hopefully, he’d mellow out with the pot. 
Another spectator replied, words garbled by trying to talk and hold in smoke at the same time, “Of course they are.” His exhaled smoke hung in the air before drifting away. “If y’all don’t get your heads out of your asses, he’s gonna take you for everything you got.” 
Which Brody would, in about three hands. 
“Nah, not me!” he answered in his best good ol’ boy drawl. 
Smoke guy also sported numerous tattoos—and appeared on the wanted list. Conspiracy to distribute controlled substances. Knife in left boot, AK-47 in his late-model Silverado parked outside.  
Dangerous. Do not attempt to apprehend. 
Brody kept watch from the corner of his eye. 
One of the other men on the couch wore a pouch on his hip, the perfect size for a small-caliber handgun. 
Only one guy at the table came packing—the drug dealer with a Glock of his own on his hip for all to see. 
No nervous twitches, no swallowing hard. Brody sat confident in his chair, rolling through a litany of lessons on body language. It wouldn’t take much to provoke these guys into violence. 
Bile burned his throat. If he made a wrong move, he’d be dead before his body hit the floor. 
“’Scuse me.” He pulled a buzzing phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen, offering an apologetic smile. A text read, What you gonna do about dinner? in case anyone looked. He lifted a finger. No shakes. Go him. “Gimme a sec, will ya?” 
He texted back, I can go by La Casa. Want a couple of burritos? I’m getting a chimichanga. Three extra hot sauces, one mild, right? I’m getting medium. 
“Hey, what you texting there?” One of the dangerous men snatched the phone from Brody’s hand, read, and grinned. “Old lady making you pick up dinner?” He smacked Brody’s shoulder. Brody fought a sigh of relief. No one in this room knew “La Casa” meant “they’re here,” that burritos stood for the fugitives, the chimichanga stood for drugs, the hot sauces identified the weapons. 
He finished his text with B home after 7, which translated into “seven other people in the room.” Most wouldn’t hesitate to put bullet holes in Brody if they saw him as a threat. 
Any normal human could walk away now with a small fortune or keep going for the long game. Brody never had been the kind to leave well enough alone. “Normal” never described him either.  
Stalling made the other players squirm. Let ’em. Finally, Brody placed his smoke on the empty beer can he’d commandeered as an ashtray. 
He fought the urge to tap his fingers. Anticipation ran high. 
The drug dealer studied his cards, brows furrowing, while the older man sighed. Only the card shark managed to keep his tells to a minimum—until he tapped one fingertip against the tabletop. Interesting. Of the four of them, only Brody held a good hand. 
His heart pounded. Any minute now…
The personnel doors flew open. “Atlanta PD. Freeze!” Rifle-bearing SWAT guys flooded the room in full combat gear: helmets, safety glasses, and steel plate armor. How many of Brody’s stories included the words Then SWAT arrived? 
The first tattooed guy charged for the window. The second drew his gun.
“Stop!” an officer commanded, taser in hand. 
Cards flew. Brody hit the floor. 
The runner kept going. The cop fired his taser, sending the man face-first to the dusty floor. 
Another cop fired. The other tattooed guy fell. Crash! went the card table. Brody winced. 
A third guy pulled a runner toward the darkened corner of the warehouse. Two cops took off after him. 
Rough hands wrenched Brody’s arms behind him, yanking him off the floor. “Hey, take it easy there. Police brutality!” The cop behind Brody grunted, slapping cuffs around Brody’s wrists. The old school metal kind, not zip ties. 
“You have the right…” Brody recited the Miranda rights along with the cop. Not his first rodeo. He ended with, “I have the right not to give a fuck.” 
The arresting officer scowled. 
Brody grinned. “You ain’t got no sense of humor at all. When I die, you can have mine.”
A cop snapped pictures while another donned gloves and dug out evidence bags. Brody’s Glock went into the first, the money went into another, the cards into a third. 
Brody watched as cops led away five men while the other two recovered on the floor. 
“Come on, you!” the cop who’d cuffed Brody growled, hauling Brody from the room with a firm grip to the biceps. 
Radios crackled outside. Flashing lights reflected off the mirrored windows of the building across the street. A handful of people loitered, but not too close. Many in this neighborhood had reason to avoid cops. 
The officer shoved Brody toward a waiting vehicle. 
“Get off me!” Brody tried to shrug off the hand. The officer held fast. Only his hand on the top of Brody’s head prevented a concussion as he forced Brody into the car. 
Brody remained silent, closing his eyes for a moment’s peace as the car pulled away. 
Only one arrest this week so far. Not bad.
For a Tuesday. 




Chapter Two


Several other men from the bust crowded Brody’s cell, one a regular at the poker games, another the older dude likely trying to make a few extra bucks. How had he gotten caught with the riff-raff? Him, the judge might go easy on. The repeat offenders? Not so much.  
The known violent suspects were placed in a separate cell. Good. Playing human punching bag would turn the day from hell much worse. 
Damn, what Brody wouldn’t give for a smoke. Possibly a drink, too. A strong one. Why was he still in here? The wall in front of him gave no answers. 
A uniformed cop sauntered up on the other side of the bars. “Jenson?” 
About damned time!
Brody disconnected from the wall. He didn’t say anything while the cop opened the door and hustled him out, merely tapped a rhythm with his fingers against his thigh. He’d passed tired a few miles back, swiftly falling into totally fucking exhausted territory. 
He didn’t glance back at the guys remaining in the cell. End of association. 
For now. 
A man waited at the front desk. Dirty blond hair, blue eyes, midforties, about five foot six, with a world-weary air and massive case of small dog syndrome. His faded Tornado’s sweatshirt appeared slept in. Tornados? Maybe his kid’s little league team. 
Brody straightened, rubbing in the roughly nine-inch height difference. “What took you so long?” 
The man appeared enough like Brody for them to pass for the close kin they pretended to be, except for the height thing. They’d learned grudging acceptance over the years, but still, no real love lost between him and his “uncle.”
Some folks said they were too much alike. 
As if. 
“I do have a life, you know,” Uncle Ricky growled, in a kill-me-now tone. “I don’t just sit around all day waiting to bail your ass out. Besides, the babysitter was late.” 
Brody hadn’t checked, but was pretty sure making bail fell somewhere in Uncle Ricky’s job description. “You don’t bail me out that often.” Well, lately, maybe. Three times this month, so far. 
The cocky little bantam rooster of a man sneered. “Hey, I shot you once. I’ll gladly shoot you again.”
A short, barrel-chested man with brown hair and the beginnings of middle-age spread held paperwork. His name badge read “Sergeant Hicks.” He raised an eyebrow. “Really, guys? No one around but us. You can drop the act.” 
Somehow the cop seemed familiar. Then again, Brody put in appearances at the precinct regularly. 
Usually handcuffed.
“Who said it’s an act?” Uncle Ricky snapped. 
Sergeant Hicks leaned in, lowering his voice. “Did you really shoot him?”
Mr. Attitude shrugged. “Long story. Hell, you’d’ve shot the little shit too.”
Hicks grinned. “I still might someday. You give me hope. Hashtag, goals.”
“Watch it! This little shit is a whole lot taller than you.” Both of them, actually. Yes, Brody went there. He glared at Hicks, then at Uncle Ricky. “Y’all better be nice to me, or I’ll tell Daddy.” Childish, yes, but nothing made Brody’s fake uncle snap to faster than playing the daddy card. 
In this case, “Daddy” meant the one person who could get Uncle Ricky in line with a single raised eyebrow. 
“Ah, the little boy needs to hide behind his daddy.” Sergeant Hicks needed to butt the hell out. 
Brody flipped Hicks off, then held out a hand. 
“I gave all your effects to L… Uncle Ricky.”
Brody frowned, wriggling his fingers. “You know the drill.”
Hicks pulled Brody’s lighter and cigarettes from a drawer, handing them over. “One day, you’re gonna forget to ask for these. I’ve got twenty bucks riding on it.”
Brody flipped Hicks off again. Paperwork filed, court dates he’d never keep assigned, he stepped out of the police station, firing up a cigarette the moment he cleared the door. 
“You’re not smoking that damn thing in my car.” 
This again? As if he’d try. “Hey, dude. I’ve had a muthafucker of a day.” To put things mildly. “Cut me some slack, why don’t cha? Besides, you don’t have to wait. I’m a big boy. I think I can find my own way home.” Or find someone else’s home to go to at the bar.
Plan B got Brody’s vote.
“You know that’s not the way this goes. We need to talk.”
“If we must.” Brody took one last drag of the cigarette he’d only lit to stall for time, then dropped the butt into the receptacle at the front of the building. So against his created persona who wanted to flick the butt onto the sidewalk. He exhaled a lungful of smoke into the semidarkness, stretching his neck from side to side, hitting the mental switch to turn off Brody Jenson. 
The last of the sun’s rays slipped behind the Atlanta skyline. Another few weeks and the sun would set entirely by seven p.m. Another year coming to a close. 
The air would be one heck of a lot cooler. He breathed deeply, exhaling stress, calming his mind. 
Jerry. I’m Jerry Wilkerson, not Brody. 
Jerry followed “Uncle Ricky” to an SUV, waiting for the distinct click of the door lock. 
He’d exited the police department as Brody Jenson, the king of misdemeanors, and climbed into the SUV as Jerry Wilkerson, ignoring the twin child seats in the back, an assortment of toys, and hair ribbons. 
“For the record, I was winning.” Like hellafuck, too. “Was about to take those muthafuckers’ money.”
Uncle Ricky snorted. Nope, not in a talkative mood tonight. Probably a good thing given his tendency toward four-letter words. On a slow week for the office betting pool, they bet on how many times the man said “fuck” in a day. Rumor said he swore at work to get the words out of his system before going home to his kids. 
Rumor also said his husband would kill him for cussing around the young ’uns.
The car smelled of some kind of air freshener—or grape Kool-Aid. 
They rode in silence into the heart of Atlanta, Uncle Ricky grasping the steering wheel tightly in both hands. A wedding ring glittered on his right hand, while his left lacked two fingers from a work-related injury. 
Every sight of that mangled hand reminded Jerry of the dangers of the job. 
Not like he needed reminders. Why did he risk his neck to get bad guys off the streets again?
Lights glittered from buildings they passed—brightly from apartments, more subdued from offices closed for the night. Ah, to be in one of those apartments, home safe and sound, surrounded by family. Probably eating dinner, then vegging out around the TV. 
Without the thrill of the chase, he’d be bored in five minutes. 
The SUV pulled beneath a familiar structure, the parking garage for the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau’s Atlanta, Georgia office. 
Yeehaw.  
They trudged toward the elevator, every click of their footsteps echoing in the cavernous, mostly empty space. Jerry punched the Up button “You know—” 
Uncle Ricky shoved out a hand. “Save it. I’m too damned tired to listen to the story twice.” He leaned with his back against the wall by the elevator, looked up at Jerry, and straightened—which didn’t make him much taller. 
Hmm… Twenty minutes without a single “fuck.” Yeah, must be tired. 
Jerry bounced on the balls of his feet. For all that he towered over this guy, no one intimidated SNB agents like Uncle Ricky. Hell, he intimidated most people.
He hadn’t lied about shooting Jerry, either. 
They got off the elevator on the sixth floor. No receptionist at this hour to greet them meant no stopping for pleasantries. Good. Jerry wasn’t exactly at his best. 
A tall, muscular woman sauntered toward them from the direction of the bureau’s gym, T-shirt and running shorts sweat-soaked. Her hair formed a curly halo around her head. Celtic armband tattoos circled her biceps, a darker pattern against her dark skin. 
“Hey, Rett.” Jerry gave a small wave, the greeting echoed by Uncle Ricky. Loretta “Rett” Johnson commanded nearly as much respect around here as the Bureau’s favorite director. 
Rett yawned wide. “A win, huh?”
“You might say that.” Jerry ranked right up there on the list of folks who adored Loretta Johnson. She lacked Jerry’s height by a few inches, but stood taller than most others in the office. 
“Well, I’ll leave you to it. I gotta get home for dinner. I’m so damned glad I found a man who cooks.” She stepped onto the elevator, repeatedly jamming a button until the doors closed. 
Uncle Ricky led the way down the hall and tapped on a closed door, allowing Jerry’s heart enough time to start pounding and his clenched fists to grow sweaty. Please let there be no hand shaking.
“Come in.” The voice coming through the door stroked like a hand skimming down Jerry’s spine.
Uncle Ricky opened the door. Jerry shoved his hands into his jeans pockets, pretending not to be affected by the man on the other side of the desk of the immaculate office. 
Jerry had met bad-assed Cyrus Cooper, Sergeant at Arms for a biker gang, years ago. Whenever in stressful situations, he channeled his idol, who’d always been calm, in control, and ready to settle arguments with fists.  
He’d idolized Cyrus, never recovering from finding out Cyrus Cooper was merely the undercover persona of Bo Schollenberger, narcotics agent, now Director of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau’s Department of Diversion Prevention and Control. 
At least Bo made a big improvement over the losers Jerry typically fell for. 
Let DEA handle the street dealers. SNB went after the bad elements in the pharmaceutical supply chain, usually handing them over to DEA when the case expanded past SNB’s Southeastern US jurisdiction. 
Looking at Bo caused heartache, yet Jerry couldn’t stop. Like pressing a finger against an injury to check for soreness.
Yup. Still sore.
A few framed photos surrounded a laptop on the relatively bare desk. Every item on the bookshelves seemed placed by measurement. Even this late, Bo didn’t have a hair out of place, appearing far too fresh in the suit he’d worn all day. There should be a law against the woodsy cologne Bo wore. 
Cyrus might’ve been ordered, but not to this extent. Every meeting, Jerry searched for traces of the man he’d known—and loved—and found nothing.
What an idiot, to mourn someone who’d never actually existed. 
Interesting, though, to speak with the Director of Diversion Prevention instead of the Director of Undercover Ops, a woman Jerry met only once at an office Christmas party. 
The man behind the desk had the same brown hair and dark eyes as Cyrus, but no longer wore the neatly trimmed facial hair. What a loss. A touch of scruff added a bit of spice, in Jerry’s opinion. 
One photo on the desk caught Jerry’s eye: Bo and Lucky, one grinning, one trying not to, and two smiling kids, a boy and a girl. Which brought on another heartache. 
A happy family. Something Jerry would never be part of.
An “A-hem” stopped Jerry before he could plunk down in the nearest chair. He rolled his eyes, taking the next seat, leaving the one Uncle Ricky’d no doubt pissed on to claim as his own. Jerry didn’t necessarily want that particular chair, but yanking his boss’s chain however he could without diving into insubordination territory made for a fun pastime. 
Bo gave a warm, if tired, smile. “Fantastic job today, Jerry. Nice takedown. The drugs and guns were a bonus, but two men on the DEA’s most-wanted list are now in custody.”
Men who’d stayed on the list for far too long. 
“Uncle Ricky” grunted, his personal speak for Yeah, you did good. The closest he’d come to paying an outright compliment. The role stayed outside the door. There was no Uncle Ricky here, only Richmond Eugene Schollenberger, also called too many other aliases when needed. Known not-so-affectionately as Lucky.
Bo’s husband, former on-the-job partner, now the current Undercover Ops manager, and Jerry’s boss.
Oh yeah. Lucky had been lucky all right. 
Luckier than Jerry, who’d gotten stuck with Lucky for a boss instead of Bo. How many people could say their boss literally shot them? 
“Thanks.” Hiding the effects of the praise took long practice. Folks needn’t know how badly Jerry crushed on Bo. Bo’s marriage to the piece of work currently sitting in the next chair, plus having two kids, effectively put a damper on any dreams. 
Besides, it wasn’t Bo Jerry fell in love with, but the role Bo once played undercover. Having a thing for bikers sucked sometimes. For confident, get-things-done types in general. “There was an older guy arrested in the bust. What will happen to him?”
“Not your problem.” Lucky’s words came out garbled on a yawn. He stretched in the chair, making Jerry flinch away to avoid a wayward fist—a blow that might or might not have been intentional. Lucky put a lot of effort into being seen as an asshole.
The efforts paid off on most days. Occasionally, boss man let his guard down. Jerry considered those brief glimpses of the real man underneath the act an honor few got to see. Lucky made you earn his trust.
“I’ve gotten preliminary notes from your handler.” Bo shifted his gaze toward Lucky. “And Atlanta, PD, but I expect a full report from you tomorrow.” 
Lucky handed over the packet of items taken from Jerry at his arrest: cell phone, the Glock, fake IDs, the recording device hidden in a pendant, a belt with a ginormous buckle, and a navy-blue ball cap. 
Bo leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his flat stomach. “Your first solo assignments since you left rookiehood have gone well.”
“Got anything else lined up?” Adrenaline beat the drug called bath salts any day of the week. Each case brought the possibility of another healthy dose. 
Of the two, only adrenaline hadn’t tried to kill Jerry—yet. 
One side of Bo’s mouth lifted in a smile, doing things to Jerry’s insides. “There might be an assignment or two if your manager can spare you.” He gestured towards Lucky, sprawled in the next chair. 
Lucky yawned again, scratching his belly through his shirt. “I’ll give it some thought.” What a grouch. How did Bo stand the guy 24-7?
Bo handed Jerry a drug pamphlet. 
“What’s this?”
“There’s a new prescription opioid on the market, gaining popularity, particularly among certain doctors. Brody Jenson needs to go to a few appointments for a knee injury. I’ve emailed the details. I’ll have medical records created. Plus, you’re still working the prescriptions-for-pay case, correct?”
Jerry nodded. Very telling that Bo sent the email before asking Lucky’s permission. Yeah, Jerry wouldn’t be able to tell Bo “no” either. “Yes, sir, but I’m about to wrap that one up.” 
The bosses asked a few questions about the day, corroborated by police reports. Finally, after about a million years—or an hour—Bo stood. “It’s getting late. Why don’t you go on home? We’ll talk more tomorrow.” 
Finally! “That works.” Before they could change their minds, Jerry darted from the room, pulling the door closed behind him. 
Visuals came to mind of what might happen now in the office: Bo pressing Lucky against a wall, plundering his mouth. 
Jerry strode away, counting light fixtures, noting stains on the carpet, anything to distract himself. 
No need wanting what he couldn’t have. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry drove a faded green Honda Civic, the most stolen car model in the country, this one too old to do more than inspire a laugh from thieves. Good on gas, though, while not drawing undue attention, the reason he’d been assigned the POS from the bureau’s impound lot. 
Despite his earlier fears, the thing hadn’t dropped parts on the interstate—not yet, anyway. His secondhand Toyota Highlander would’ve been better, but not a car Brody Jenson would drive. 
An unassuming car for an unassuming man. Only Jerry’s six-foot-plus height—the result of a late growth spurt—set him apart. Brown hair that seemed to get darker every year from the nearly white it had been at his birth; brown eyes; physique a bit on the scrawny side. The description matched a million other guys. Nothing stood out but the puckered scar beneath his collar bone, easily hidden when needed, from a bullet wound. 
Which only added to Jerry’s—or rather Brody’s—lawless reputation. Getting shot by an undercover narcotics agent raised his street cred. 
Jerry tapped a cigarette out of his pack. What the fuck? He dropped the pack onto the passenger seat and rubbed a hand over his face, fingers catching on stubble. Damn, he must be tired. Brody smoked; Jerry didn’t. Gum from the container on the console worked better. Strangely, the brain switch usually worked until Jerry lost track of who-the-hell-am-I-today. Hell, Jerry barely appeared at all some weeks. 
What a fucked-up life. Time to put in for vacation just to be himself for a while. 
Not much traffic this late at night, thank God. A half hour after leaving the office, Jerry pulled into the driveway of the two-bedroom duplex Lucky helped him find for Brody. 
The landlady sat on her porch swing in a ratty bathrobe, surrounded by cats. “Good evening, Brody.” 
“Evening, Mrs. Griggs.” Jerry lifted a hand, bounding up the steps, and keyed open the door. Some guys at work went round-the-bend paranoid—evidenced by the Fort Knox level security system on Bo and Lucky’s house—but Jerry hadn’t fallen victim to the job to such a degree. 
Yet. 
Besides, the most recent burglaries in this neighborhood targeted gaming systems, money, and jewelry, things Jerry didn’t leave lying around. In a couple of cases, the felons trashed the house for shits and giggles. 
Coming home to an empty house made Jerry reconsider some of his life choices. No family or friends to hang out with while undercover, or anytime really. Then again, leaving the door open would likely bring plenty of four-legged company from the landlady’s porch, especially if enticed by the whirr of the can opener. 
While the Schollenbergers managed a decent relationship, they both worked for the same outfit. Each knew what the other went through. Jerry spent half his time posing as a petty criminal while undercover for the bureau. Not exactly good boyfriend material. Especially not when he’d earned the nickname “PC” from work for his efforts. 
PC for petty crime.
Jerry threw french fries in the air fryer he’d won at last year’s office Christmas party and snagged a beer. Alcohol and fast food. His favorite food groups, or rather, Brody’s. There he went again, forgetting himself. Literally. Still, he wasn’t about to throw out food.
He hauled everything into the living room, stripping down to his boxer briefs. Clothing optional. The only way to live while at home. And he might have forgotten how to eat without a laptop in front of him. 
Details. Oh, he’d be busy, working on the new case. Good. Busy kept him occupied. Busy kept him out of trouble. 
Maybe. 
But tonight ended the search for his targets. One case firmly closed. At least his part, except for the reports. 
Jerry typed a few notes about tonight’s raid while the details remained fresh in his mind, though busting illegal gambling and small-time drug deals weren’t the SNB’s primary focus. The guys wanted by DEA were part of a collaborative effort, also known as “SNB did what you couldn’t.” Some agents could track and provide surveillance but not drink beer with the target.
No love lost between DEA and SNB, spurred by an incident before Jerry joined the bureau, told in whispers during breaks.
Jerry freely traveled where other agents couldn’t while establishing Brody Jenson as a two-bit felon. On the wrong side of the law, therefore not a cop, but also no one of importance. Easily lost in a crowd. Half the men arrested tonight probably didn’t remember Brody Jenson’s name or what he looked like, being drunk or stoned by the time the game started.
Jerry’s strength came from being underestimated, at which he excelled. 
He checked the time. Still early enough to grab a beer or two, maybe have a decent conversation at his favorite bar, though he might be rather bleary-eyed at work tomorrow. 
He also wouldn’t turn down the offer for a quick fuck from the right person. 
He’d have much preferred one of his vintage band T-shirts with a pair of classic checkerboard Vans and blue jeans, but he’d left his clothes at his studio apartment and only brought “Brody” clothes. Still scoured from thrift shops, but without much thought. Jerry carefully considered clothing choices. Brody grabbed something off the floor. If it passed the sniff test, he wore it.
While the two might not look much different to the untrained eye, to Jerry, they were worlds apart. 
Willing himself back into Brody mode, he slipped into jeans and a T-shirt, and headed out. 
Hunting for trouble. 




Chapter Three


Jerry strode through the door of the Last Call Bar and Gill like he owned the place. Either no one in charge noticed the misspelling of “grill” or flat didn’t care. Probably the latter. Jerry wouldn’t have cared at one time either. Now, superiors questioned his reports, laughing at a typo.  
One more chance to prove them wrong. Proving assholes wrong made getting out of bed in the morning worth the effort. 
Not many people in here on a Tuesday night. Didn’t matter. He wasn’t here to make a deal, just be seen, another regular enjoying a beer after work. However, no one here knew what Brody Jenson did, so assumed he did nothing. 
Nothing legal, at any rate. He’d learned from the best the joys of being underestimated. Especially while playing the role of Brody. 
Two guys shot pool in the back, one a local small-time drug dealer, the other a denim and leather-clad vision. No club colors on his leather vest, though, so possibly an independent biker or a wannabe trying to dress the part. 
Was the guy a dealer or wanting to score for himself? Both types of transactions went down here regularly. Like card playing, Jerry kept track of who drew what, who passed to whom, and who held the ace at any given time. 
He bypassed tables for a seat at the bar, silent Brody-speak for “don’t bother me tonight.” The mirror over the bar let him observe the goings-on at the pool table. 
Bikers. Oh hell yeah. Lots of trouble sometimes, but the sex-on-legs currently playing pool pressed all Jerry’s buttons. Tall. Maybe even taller than Jerry’s six foot three inches of height. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a deep tan to his skin, more a product of genetics than the sun.   
Damn! Those boots! If there was truth to the rumor of big feet indicating a big dick… Jerry swallowed a mouthful of drool. 
He hadn’t seen this particular biker before. Probably just came in to score. Lord knew the dealers circled this place like sharks around blood.
Then again, maybe the man’s needs weren’t for drugs. Wouldn’t be the first guy to come in here on the down-low. The Last Call, while not known as a gay bar, drew a diverse crowd. Pretty much the only rule? Whatever happened here never happened—even with video evidence. 
Plenty of men to choose from on busy nights if one knew what to look for. Jerry definitely knew what to look for after a few false starts. Speaking of false starts…
The bartender wandered down to Jerry’s end of the bar, throwback pornstache lifting with his smile. “Brody! My man. Long time no see.” Steve ticked off most of Jerry’s boxes too: tall, but not as tall as Jerry, lean but muscled, brown eyes and hair, with the added bonus of a dimple in one cheek. But he also ticked off boxes in the “oh hell no” column, such as “arrogant, self-centered asshole.” 
Jerry resisted the flirtatious lure. “I was in here last night, Steve.”
Steve smiled, slapping a hand over his heart, while pouring on the theatrics. “Seemed forever to me.”
Yeah, right. At work, Steve knew how to make each customer feel important, like the center of his world, at least for a few moments until cash hit the tip jar. In bed? He expected the same treatment. While not entirely selfish, Jerry did expect a return on investment when he lavished a lover with attention. 
Steve took. Even his flirtation at work centered around “what’s in it for me?” Jerry gave in to temptation occasionally when a dry spell hit. 
Had to be a pretty bad dry spell. Sleep with Steve, and he thought you owed him. He wasn’t near good enough in the sack to make demands of Jerry’s time out of bed. Besides, he thought of Jerry as Brody. 
“Stop your flirting and get me a beer.” Jerry wasn’t in the mood. The stranger weighed on his mind. Hunting on Jerry’s private land? Or rather, Brody’s. One more person to investigate. Not everyone who came here was one slipup from a cuffing, but best to suspect everybody until they proved otherwise. 
The guy didn’t flash money or power around, so wasn’t one of the suppliers Jerry patiently waited for. 
Steve handed over a frosted bottle, noticing the direction of Jerry’s gaze. “Don’t waste your time. Neither of them bat for your team.”
Very telling for Steve to say your, not our. “Must be kind of boring living in your narrowminded world.” Jerry sipped his beer. 
Steve scowled, pornstache contracting with his lip pursing like a furry caterpillar. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Did the jerk really need things spelled out? “We’ve had sex. To you, that makes me gay. But you don’t see yourself as gay.”
“I’m not.” Steve grinned. “I prefer to think of myself as equal opportunity.” 
“Bi? Pan?”
“I don’t believe in labeling myself.”
“But yet you don’t mind labeling others. Ya know, if you think you got somebody all figured out already, it takes the fun out of getting to know ’em, am I right?”
Steve’s grin fell, a decided chill filling the space between them. “I don’t want to know them if it’s just a quick fuck.” Ouch. A direct hit of brutal honesty. Another reason to leave before the sheets cooled at Steve’s place. Was he angling for more than a fuck? 
“You work here, man. You outta know the importance of building repeat business.” Jerry reached across the bar and patted Steve’s cheek. “Takes the guesswork out the next time you’re looking for a quick fuck.” Jerry spun his barstool to openly watch the action at the back of the room, effectively tuning Steve out. Two men Jerry recognized as construction workers racked the pool table next to the stranger’s. Soon the clack of pool balls hitting filled the room over whatever godawful music Steve played. 
A few people crowded around tables, munching barely edible nachos or fries, sipping beer, and swapping lies. The kitchen must’ve stayed open late tonight. Jerry once hung around a place like this when he’d been young and dumb. Or younger and dumber. The 441 Cruisers frequented that place—bikers Jerry hero worshipped, never realizing what pieces of shit most of them really were. 
He knew now. A cigarette would be good, but not worth going outside, not now. Too much going on he didn’t want to miss. He made a mental note of regulars or any others who might be there for more than a beer. 
A smiling young man sat at a table with an older one, laughing and feigning interest. He winked while catching Jerry’s eye. Yeah, more for sale here than beer, food, and drugs, but Jerry didn’t care about some college kid making a few extra bucks. 
He’d enough to worry about with drugs. Besides, staying in character meant Brody had not a single fuck to give if a rich older man engaged the company of a younger one for the evening.
The dealer’s hand brushed the biker’s a few moments later, the barely perceptible handoff taking place. Jerry took pictures while pretending to text. Finally, the biker glanced up, fathomless dark gaze boring into Jerry’s. 
Holy shit. He’d often heard the saying, “Undressed me with his eyes.” Undressed, hell. The biker stripped Jerry bare for a cavity search. 
Jerry would’ve let him.
The spell broke when the biker returned his attention to the dealer. 
A few moments later, the biker returned his cue to the rack, tossed down some bills onto the table. He strode off, having gotten what he came for. 
Worn denim hugged his thighs, showing off an ass worth dreaming about. The rent boy at the table followed Jerry’s line of sight. They shared a grin. Ah, another connoisseur of fine man ass. 
The dealer swaggered over to the bar, counting out bills. Whatever bet they’d made, chances were the biker added in the price for his score. 
Damn. One hell of a lot of twenties. In a way, the deal brought on nostalgia for the time before many people did their dealing over the internet. Dark web. Cryptocurrency. Crime went high-tech.
While Jerry hadn’t been around back then, nothing he loved better than the old true crime novels he’d started reading in juvie, when agents solved problems with their wits instead of technology. Most stories featured at least one naïve character taken advantage of by the bad guys, until either succumbing to a life of crime or dying. 
Personally, doing bad hadn’t worked out, but the jury was still out on Jerry’s end. A bullet? A car chase gone wrong? A professional hit? 
He’d taken a few peeks at the memorial page on the SNB’s website, wondering if or when his name would appear. Lucky’s had been there for a while during his stint in the SNB’s version of witness protection. 
His was the only one ever removed. 
Everyone at work looked at the memorial page, likely wondering the same thing as Jerry, though few confessed. All it took was one moment, one slipup, and the death he’d dodged years ago would finally track him down. 
And this time, not take no for an answer. 




Chapter Four


 The sixteen-passenger van jostled Jerry against the man sitting to his left, who grinned, showing yellowed teeth. “Rub all you want,” tall, dark, and unwashed said, placing a hand on Jerry’s knee. “I don’t mind at all.” 
“Yeah, but I do.” Jerry pulled away as much as the crowded vehicle allowed. Much more of this, and he’d ask for hazard pay. 
A foul mix of stale cigarettes and sour booze wafted from the cretin’s mouth, wrinkling Jerry’s nose. Busting the guy upside the head might blow Jerry’s cover as a mindless sheep, setting back three months’ work. Maybe not an option after all. 
Jerry none too gently peeled the offending hand off his leg, finger by finger, biting back the words, Try that again. You’ll be known as “Lefty.”
Leaves of red, gold, and yellow clung to the branches of mostly bare trees outside the van’s windows, a far sight prettier than Mr. Toxic Breath. Grinding gears pushed the mindless chatter of fellow passengers into the background. The afternoon’s rays kissed Jerry’s cheek with warmth, though outside, the temperatures fell into the zone his mother used to call sweater weather. 
The harvest would be over back home, along with apple picking season. Mason jars of canned Granny Smiths probably lined the pantry shelves of his grandparents’ old farmhouse, waiting to be turned into pies or apple crumble. Hmmm… Apple pie. With cinnamon and oatmeal on top. 
He hadn’t been home in far too long. Would doing so put his family at risk from the people he’d pissed off over the years? Better to act like family wasn’t important. Besides, the grandparents weren’t too happy the first time they’d caught Jerry kissing another guy. Or the second time. Or the third. 
Before the overly ambitious grabby fucker could try again, the van pulled to a stop behind a familiar brick building, a clinic Jerry’d visited regularly over the past three months. From the crowded van, he slogged behind ten other drudges to a tiny doctor’s office ill-equipped to handle so many patients at once. No one sat in the waiting room when they arrived. A chair by itself at the far end offered a bit of protection against attempts at mindless chatter. Jerry’s ass hit faded upholstery a moment before the moron from the van dragged over a stool. 
“What ‘cha doing later?” the loser asked, plopping his pungent ass down way too close for Jerry’s comfort. 
Anything but you. Jerry’s barely restrained comeback died on his tongue as a nurse emerged from a door to call out, “Zimmerman? Stoddard? Jenson?” Head of the class today, just in time to leave the guy with a skewed sense of self-worth behind. The nurse bypassed the scale and the area set up to collect blood samples and pressure, her pink-smocked back serving as a guide to a room marked “Exam Room A.” 
A man loitered in the hallway, trying for casual when every line of his body screamed “guard.” Yup, Jerry didn’t trust the folks he’d come in with either. 
“The doctor will be with you soon,” the woman said, beating a hasty retreat as though sensing the trouble she’d just ushered in. The other two patients followed her. 
A family might be waiting for her somewhere. She might have no idea that she worked for a shady son of a bitch who wrote opioid prescriptions with a far too easy hand. Her reality would soon be filled with investigators and a subpoena. Twinges of guilt would never have crossed Jerry’s mind a few short months ago. I’m getting soft.
A balding, fifty-ish man in a lab coat stepped through the door. He didn’t examine Jerry, didn’t speak, and, in fact, never regarded Jerry long enough to pick him out of a lineup should there be a reason to later. Instead, the man whose name graced several degrees—proudly displayed in frames on the wall—merely handed Jerry a stack of prescriptions. 
The crumpled scripts tightly fisted in Jerry’s hand scratched his sweaty palm as he made his way out to the waiting room. The two men who’d gone back to the exam rooms with him emerged as the nurse called three more names. All returned in less than ten minutes, to be replaced by the remaining four. The surly van driver stood by the front door, ensuring no one left. 
Jerry and his fellow “will ache for money” patients clambered back into the van less than an hour after arriving for the short trip to a mom-and-pop pharmacy. A rusty awning and fading linoleum spoke of more prosperous times when the tiny apothecary likely faced little competition in the area. Now, the aging building stood alone, a relic of an earlier era and poor cousin to the four brand-new chain stores the van passed en route. 
Jerry took his place in line at the counter, handing over the papers from the doctor when asked. Hint number one at something shady going on. Who wrote paper prescriptions these days? A pharmacy tech took a brief look before handing the slips to another tech. “Green Diamond Insurance?” the man, scarcely more than a boy, asked, extending a hand for Jerry’s ID.
Which added insurance fraud to a growing list of crimes this young ’un committed. When had Jerry gotten so old as to refer to other adults as “young ’uns.”
Jerry handed over his fake documentation. He perused the pharmacy area from his vantage point at the counter, mentally cataloging row upon row of bottles and boxes. Nothing much to look at until he noticed a white-jacketed man busy counting out pills. 
Chestnut hair barely touched the man’s collar in the back. When he glanced up, deep chocolate eyes bored into Jerry’s, bringing to mind someone else. Jerry’s heart skipped a beat. He snapped his mouth closed. Crow’s feet gathered where smooth skin should be, and a shiny gold band spoke of marriage. A too-long nose and absence of freckles broke apart Jerry’s momentary bout of mistaken identity. Just a guy in a pharmacist jacket with dark hair and dark eyes. 
“Why are all the good ones nonexistent?” Jerry mumbled under his breath. 
“Sir?” the tech asked.
“Nothing.” While Jerry waited, he fantasized about going a few rounds with the man who haunted his dreams. Ah, to run his fingers through that lush mass of perfectly styled hair, turning it into a sexy, freshly-fucked- looking mess. Or see those dark tresses fanned out on a pillowcase while he…
Suddenly, his dream guy changed, taking on the form of a stranger in a bar he’d seen the night before. A much safer choice for fantasy fodder. 
Jerry made a discreet dick shift, stepping to the counter's far end to wait for the little white bag filled with enough painkillers to keep him numb for a month or more. 
“Get him!” someone shouted. 
A flash of dark blue shot past, a kid in a hoodie, snatching a bag from a tech’s hand. “Outta my way, Grandma!” The guy shoved a lady to the side, his tennis shoes pounding on tile toward the door. 
Jerry jumped out of the way of the hulking van driver. The man pile-drove the kid into a rack of sunglasses. 
“Help!” the kid cried, twisting like an eel in the man’s grasp, sending Ray-Bans flying. 
Jerry averted his gaze. Not his business if a victim tried to victimize the buzzards. Only, if the enterprising youngster did break free, it would mean a loose end—and more paperwork. Paperwork. Brrr.  After a moment spent staring at the offender, those milling around the pharmacy went about their business. It wouldn’t be the first time someone on their crew attempted a rip-off. 
“Jenson?” the tech called. One scribbled signature made Jerry the proud owner of a bag full of mind-numbing goodies. Unfortunately, even though he shopped the hell out of doctors and currently had six different prescriptions for painkillers, the doctors and pharmacies didn’t consult the Prescription Drug Monitoring Program. If they had, or gave a happy damn, they’d have cut him off long ago. 
He studied the bag label. Fentanerol? Must be something new. Normally, he got oxycodone, hydrocodone, or something similar. Oh, right. The pamphlet Bo gave him. 
Under the van driver's watchful eyes and the apprehended kid's reproachful gaze, Jerry waited until the last of their group clutched a white pharmacy bag to shuffle back out the door. 
“Wanna come over later?” the foulest man to hit on Jerry in years asked. 
I must be losing my touch if that sumbitch expects a yes.  Jerry flashed an insincere grin. “Sorry, dude. I got plans.”
Pudgy cheeks drooped, the man’s shoulders following suit. Not Jerry’s problem. Besides, though he didn’t know it yet, the overly optimistic admirer would also have his hands full in about—Jerry glanced at his watch—oh, thirty minutes, give or take. 
He rubbed a thumbnail over the cheap watch he wore simply because it once belonged to Grandpa. 
Jerry liberated the innocent-looking medallion around his neck from the audio-muffling effects of his shirt collar as he stepped from the pharmacy into the rapidly chilling evening. He climbed back into the van. There, by the driver’s visor, a new camera that hadn’t been there the last time Jerry visited Dr. Have-a-Pill. Some IT geeks must be pushing for a raise. 
The driver took them away from the drugstore to a nearly empty backstreet parking lot, where a late-model Cadillac waited. The faint orange glow of the setting sun glimmered from behind the nearest building, casting shadows across cracked asphalt.
The closer they came to the Cadillac, the faster Jerry’s heart pounded. He held his breath as the seconds ticked by. The culmination of weeks’ worth of careful preparation, soon coming to a head. Still, one false move might blow his plans to shit. Slow inhales and exhales steadied his breathing as he flexed his fists. 
Glancing at his comrades-in-felony, he sized up his opponents. The kid who’d tried to run would benefit from the surprise ending to his day—it might just prolong a life currently on a crash course with an overdose. Jerry had no idea why the others in the van resorted to law breaking, but his job didn’t include being judge and jury—only ensuring these folks kept their as yet unknown appointments with the law. 
Still, the kid pulled at Jerry’s heartstrings for a moment, reminding him of a younger version of himself. 
Jerry squirmed on a cracked plastic seat, fighting the urge to bounce a leg, dividing his attention between the Caddy, his fellow passengers, and the roads leading in. The van came to a complete stop. A man stepped out of the waiting car. From a distance, Jerry spotted two gray SUVs turning down the street, slowly making their way toward the parking lot. Had to be newbies. Could they be any more fucking obvious? He shifted in his seat again, muscles bunching to spring the moment the door opened.
Hard to imagine how people older than his twenty-four years were still newbies. 
Cadillac man climbed into the van, holding a leather bank deposit bag. “When I call your name, come forward, please.”
Politeness? From a soon-to-be-con? What a waste of breath. 
“Aaron? Barber?” the man called. Alphabetic order. Jerry sank back into the seat. 
One by one, Jerry’s coconspirators stepped forward, relinquishing their bags of pharmaceutical goodies in exchange for one hundred dollars, a mere pittance of the street market value for the drugs they turned over. The van driver examined the contents, comparing the bottles inside the bags with the list on the outside before letting anyone off the van. 
“Here you go,” Jerry said, when his turn came, “though I hate giving up good drugs. I could have myself one hell of a party with this.” He winked at the man handing out cash. 
The man glared, counting twenties into Jerry’s hand but not responding. No problem, the camera caught every detail, as did Jerry’s mic. He glanced out the window, spotting the two SUVs parked beside a building across the street. 
“Later!” He hopped out of the van, aiming across the parking lot toward the bus stop, where most of the other van passengers huddled together. 
Five, four, three… Nothing happened on the count of one. Okay. One more time. Five, four, three… Still nothing. Slow bastards. Five, four, three, two… The Cadillac rolled forward. Twin screeches split the quiet from twin Dodge Chargers, sliding into position front and back, cutting off the Cadillac’s escape.  The sleek sedans beat the hell out of the old Crown Vics the department once used. Slam, slam, slam… Uniformed officers erupted from the vehicles, surrounding the Caddy. 
Before the frightened sheep could react, the two SUVs barreled toward the bus stop. The vehicles skidded to a standstill. Men in blue piled out. Gotta get out of here, now! Jerry’s tennis shoes smacked the asphalt in a perfect one-two cadence, followed close behind by the enterprising kid from the drugstore. 
Heart and legs pumping in rhythm, Jerry whipped around a building, cutting down a deserted alleyway. He paused, back to the wall, straining his ears for any sound. 
Thump, thump, thump, went his rapid heartbeat.
“Think we lost them?” the kid asked between panted breaths. 
“Dunno.” Jerry peered through the shadows to the end of the alley. “Maybe.” 
The kid blew out a relieved-sounding sigh. From the corner of his eye, Jerry caught a flash of blue at the far end of the alley. “You go on,” Jerry said, holding his side and pouring drama into a winded gasp. “I can’t run no more.” 
Teeth flashed brightly against a freckled face. The guy pushed back a mop of lank hair. “Hold ’em off then, old-timer. I’m outta here.”
Smug bastard. Rough brick abraded Jerry’s jacket as he leaned against the wall. A few minutes later, from the end of the alley, the distinct snick of handcuffs broke the quiet, followed by, “You have the right to remain silent.” So, the cops caught the freckle-faced kid. Saved somebody the trouble of tracking him down later. 
And another one bites the dust. Jerry trudged off into the proverbial sunset, slipped his cell out of his pocket, and hit speed dial. The phone rang once before connecting.  Jerry spoke two short words. “It’s done.” 
He trudged out of the alley. A lone figure sat on a black Harley across the street, watching as the cops processed the guilty. The biker did nothing, simply watched, features hidden by a helmet with a smoked face shield. 
Jerry stared back. 
Finally, the biker rode away, a footnote in Jerry’s report. 
The chill running up his spine said otherwise.




Chapter Five


“Fancy meeting you here, PC.” Sergeant Hicks clearly thought he was greeting Jerry as he stepped up behind him in the Starbucks line. Too bad he was going to out Brody in the process, because this was Brody’s world, not Jerry’s, and Brody couldn’t be seen talking to a cop.  
He murmured, “Hey, Sergeant Hicks.” 
“This is the first time I’ve seen you outside the precinct. Especially in this neck of the woods. You just move to the area?” Did the man have to talk so loudly? 
“Yeah. Something like that.” As though Hicks didn’t have access to Brody Jenson’s address. 
Jerry turned back to the front of the line, hunching his shoulders. Leave me alone, leave me alone. Nothing worse than being a captive audience to a checkout line conversation. No escape. 
Finally—finally!—the woman in front of Jerry moved, leaving him first in line. Chatting with the barista provided a convenient excuse to avoid none too discreet Sergeant Hicks. Nothing wrong with cops, but getting friendly with them never ended well. 
Cup of pumpkin spice cappuccino and a plain coffee in hand, he nodded to Hicks and left. 
Why did seeing Hicks outside the precinct cause a major case of the jitters? Jerry had learned to appreciate the jitters and respect their opinion. 
He kept a watch in his rearview mirrors, but no one followed him to work. Still, he hid the car in the back of the parking garage, behind the impound lot. Not easily seen. 
Jerry slunk off the elevator of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau’s Undercover Ops offices. The sense of not belonging settled over him, like every time before.  
Hell, newbies probably found more acceptance. 
The man behind the reception desk, who growled at the word “receptionist,” never looked up but also never missed anything. Eric the not-receptionist could likely give a full description of Jerry, his clothes, and his coffee cups later.  
Eric wore his hair natural, in a riot of soft curls. His eyes were blue today, thanks to colored contact lenses. Yesterday they were green. The dark suit made him look like a fed. Hell, no one on this floor wore suits, except for Eric in his bids to impress the boss. He took working for Undercover Ops as a personal challenge to one-up the professionals. No telling what he’d look like tomorrow. He’d even shown up in a kilt once, speaking with a pretty damned convincing Scottish brogue. 
Cute, creative, but oh so straight. 
The receptionist for the Department of Diversion Prevention and Control on the sixth floor was perky blonde Lisa, who happily shared recipes or details of shelter pets to adopt. The seventh floor got Eric, also known as Lucky Junior—not just for his lack of height. 
Though straight, rumor said Eric would gladly have Lucky’s babies. Jerry was definitely more of a Bo fan. 
Any Lucky/Eric babies were bound to deck the doctor with a roundhouse right as they came screaming out of the womb, at which point Jerry turned his thoughts off. No going there. Ever. 
He lifted a hand holding a coffee cup in a greeting Eric never acknowledged and kept on plodding. Then again, working with Lucky brought out the cynic in everyone. Sixth floor? Sunshine, light, and Bo Schollenberger. Seventh floor? Gloom, doom, and Lucky Schollenberger. 
Abandon hope ye who enter here. Or so someone wrote in large letters on a piece of poster board they’d taped to the wall once, in perfect view of anyone exiting the elevator. At least four people added, “Amen.”
Including Lucky.
Lucky had your back, though he’d grumble the whole time. Except around Bo. Training manager Loretta Johnson swore Jerry to secrecy before sharing how Lucky turned marshmallow around his kids. 
But though the folks on this floor loved pointing out Lucky’s grouchiness, he’d earned their respect. He might gripe, but there was no one Jerry trusted more at his back, not even Bo. Because Lucky never let his feelings get the better of him on the job, therefore, didn’t pose a distraction. 
Jerry cracked Lucky’s door a bit. No one in there. Good. He left the cappuccino on the desk and beat a hasty retreat to his cube. The scent of pumpkin spice began to fill the room. 
Jerry’s assigned cubicle held two desks and a filing cabinet, but only one chair as someone had long since taken the unused one. Some asshole who thought they were funny had once again taped over his nameplate with “PC.” Petty Crime. Merely a role—a role Jerry played well. 
The name stuck. Because Jerry sometimes forgot who he was supposed to be some days—before coffee, anyway—PC worked. 
At least he got a window despite it only offering a shitty view of a butt-ugly building across the street, the peeling paint advertising a clothing store that closed sometime in the 60s. Someone occasionally joined him in the cube, but never stayed, usually a visitor from another agency on temporary assignment for training. 
The office betting pool laid money on everyone using the desk lasting less than a month. It wasn’t like Jerry ran them off or anything. He’d hardly spoken to the last four. Why learn names if they wouldn’t stick around? It wasn’t his fault they flunked out of training. 
But yet, he did remember names, even when he tried not to. A curse of a memory somehow untouched by drugs, alcohol, and sheer force of will to forget the past. 
He needed to up his game on frying brain cells, because each one who left struck him as a missed opportunity.
Jerry sat on his ratty chair, laptop on the desk he tried—failing miserably—to keep as neat as Bo’s. Unlike Bo’s, no family members smiled from silver frames. 
Jerry loaded the pictures he’d downloaded from his phone into the bureau’s secure database, searching for a match to a known criminal.
Coworkers all around him held at least one college degree. The lack of a piece of paper with a university’s name tacked to the wall gave Jerry something in common with Lucky. 
Jerry took a few classes online, working on his associate's degree in criminal justice, though not really sure what he wanted to do with his life. 
Working off his probation for his involvement with a motorcycle gang’s drug dealing left him technically free to leave the bureau at any time. Where would he go? Limited family, no true friends, at least not in Atlanta. Just a job, a reasonably decent vehicle, and a tiny apartment. Not the life he’d dreamed of, riding with his biker friends, delivering what he’d once thought of as a relatively safe high. 
The bath salts known as Corruption cost not only the lives of the users but also dealers and some innocent bystanders. 
Had nearly killed Bo, one of the few people who’d actually cared if Jerry lived or died. Might have killed Jerry too, given time.
Working for the bureau wouldn’t make anyone rich; at least not the ones who kept things honest—but Jerry didn’t lack for anything. 
Except for maybe decent company. How could Jerry pick up someone worthwhile with his contrived reputation? How could he form a bond with the guys he brought home, knowing he might arrest them one day? 
Which brought inappropriate thoughts of handcuffs. Damn, he needed to get laid. 
Not Steve again. No, no, no.
A bellow echoed through the department. “PC! Get your ass in here!”
Oh shit. Still, Jerry owed the boss for the cracks at the police department. He closed his laptop and slowly made his way to Lucky’s office, opening the door but keeping one hand on the knob. “You bellowed, sir.”
Lucky gave amazing stink eye, hefting the Starbucks cup. “Pumpkin spice? Really?” 
Jerry batted his lashes. “Innocent” didn’t come easy for him. “Hey, you like Starbucks.”
“Coffee, not this sweet frou-frou shit.” Lucky curled his lip. 
“But it’s October! Time for pumpkin spice.”
“I shot you once,” Lucky growled. “I can do it again. Now quit wasting time and go do what we pay you for.” With excessive drama, he held the offending drink over the trash can, then let go. Thunk! So, he did know how to throw trash away, making the assortment of cups on his desk a personal choice.
“Yes, Uncle Ricky,” Jerry got out before closing the door behind him and whistling on his way back to his cube. 
“Dude, you got a death wish.” Eric stood in the hallway with a handful of papers. He knocked on Lucky’s door, plastering on a smile. 
“Come in if you won’t go away!” Lucky grumbled from behind the door. 
For a moment, Jerry pitied Eric, who now must face Lucky’s bad mood. 
Badder mood. Lucky’s moods only came in shades of bitchy. 
Jerry settled in at his desk, opening his laptop. Time to get the day started. He sipped from his wonderful cup of Starbucks coffee while he worked. 
It took two hours to complete his report, email both Schollenbergers and turn in the money earned during yesterday’s deal to evidence. Maybe they’d give him more interesting assignments in the future—real ones for once. He’d spent so much time playing the role of a slacker that he’d started to believe the hype. 
Yet, there were Bo’s emails…
The desk phone rang. Getting used to a landline again sucked. Staying in one place? Not Jerry’s thing. He’d rather talk on the move, when he could claim lost signal as a reason to hang up. “Wilkerson,” he answered. No one calling his desk phone expected Brody Jenson. 
“Good morning, Mr. Wilkerson.” Ah, the bubbly voice of Receptionist Lisa from downstairs. Jerry relaxed a bit. “Mr. Schollenberger would like to see you in his office in ten minutes.” 
Jerry’s hackles rose again. “Which one?”
Lisa paused a moment, then lowered her voice. “The nice one.”
Bo, then. Figured, since Lisa acted as the receptionist for Bo’s department. Didn’t hurt to ask, though. Jerry wouldn’t put it past Lucky to lure unsuspecting souls into a false sense of security. “Will do. Thanks.” Jerry didn’t know Lisa very well, except for a smile and wave when passing in the halls. The picture behind her desk showed her, her husband, three blond boys, two dogs, a cat, and a hamster. 
Ten minutes allowed time to piss and grab more coffee, or as Grandpa used to say, “Unload and reload.” 
Jerry tapped on Bo’s office door precisely ten minutes later. Few people here or anywhere earned Jerry’s respect. Bo topped the list. Lucky made the list, too, though probably best not to say so out loud. Lucky could sometimes be a bit overconfident, once considered the department’s best undercover operator, until Bo came along. 
Bo let his heart rule him at times. 
The betting pool laid odds on Lucky actually having a heart. 
“Enter,” Bo called. 
Jerry entered the room, checking to ensure they were alone. They were, which caused equal parts nervousness and elation. Bo might look like the outlaw Cyrus Cooper, the role he’d played while undercover, but only outwardly. Bo negotiated with words. Cyrus with fists. Cyrus had also looked out for Jerry, embodying all the protective instincts of a mother grizzly. 
The question was, had Jerry fallen for a man or a keeper? If the office betting pool got wind of his mental state, he’d lay twenty bucks on six months before HR made a therapy appointment. 
“Sit down.” Bo waved a hand toward the two chairs before his desk. 
Out of spite, Jerry parked his ass in the chair Lucky claimed. Little victories, the only kind won some days. “You sent for me?”
“Yes. I’ve read your reports. Good job, by the way. I’m curious about this biker you spoke of.”
No matter how much time passed, Jerry still felt like a wet-behind-the-ears teenager in Bo’s presence. The guy was over forty and still just as hot as the first time Jerry saw him when he’d passed for being a twenty-something. 
Only more responsible. 
“I never saw him before this week. He came into the bar to make a drug buy.”
“Are you certain it was a drug buy?” Bo cocked the brow over one eye. 
“Playing pool with a dealer, in a bar known as the Quickity Mart of Drugs, the barely noticeable handoff.”
“Could be an informant, passing information. Don’t limit your thinking. Remember Cyrus Cooper.” 
Jerry needed no reminding. He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Could be. But I doubt it.”
“What makes you doubt?”
“Just say it’s a gut feeling.” Self-preservation instincts hadn’t done well for Jerry in his younger years, but he’d like to think they’d improved over time.
“Hmm…” Bo steepled slender fingers under his chin. “Let me see what I can find out.”
“What am I doing in the meantime?”
Bo’s barely perceptible wince didn’t bode well. “You’ve got some doctors’ appointments. Continue being seen in the bars and all the bad neighborhoods. I also emailed a list of suspect online drug sellers I’d like you to check out as time permits.”
Desk duty. Jerry wasn’t a fan. He let out a sigh. “Do I have to stay in the office?”
“Split your time. Keep me informed. And Jerry?”
“Yes?”
“Maybe you should introduce yourself to the biker. Any drug deals going down in Brody’s neighborhood, he’d want to know about.”
True. For a moment, Jerry pictured Bo as badassed biker Cyrus Cooper. What would Cy do? Wade into the thick of things and fight his way out if necessary. “Yeah. I can do that.” 
A slow smile stretched across Bo’s handsome face. “To quote my predecessor, go do what you do.” 
Bo’s predecessor, Walter Smith, the legend of the SNB, now retired. Of course, living long enough to retire was a feat in itself, or so Jerry heard. 
Drug dealers ran at the sound of Walter’s name. 
Maybe they’d fear Jerry Wilkerson one day too. 
If he lived long enough. 




Chapter Six


A massive advertising budget hadn’t hurt Dr. Donald Steadman’s practice, judging by the opulent waiting room. The suits filling the tasteful couches probably doled out a minimal copay, letting insurance handle the rest. One man in particular wore a pinstriped getup likely worth more than Jerry’s car. 
His personal car, not the office loaner. The guy’s manicure probably cost more than that POS.
Cream leather couches surrounded square glass tables topped with artificial flower arrangements. Framed photos depicted notable Atlanta buildings, digitally enhanced to make them appear nicer.
While a few patients occupied themselves with tablet computers or state-of-the-art cellphones, Jerry stared at a screen cracked from one too many hard falls. He’d left his work phone in the car. 
Instead of a suit, he’d opted for wrong-side-of-the-tracks chic, in faded jeans ripped by nature, not design. His big toes stuck out of holes in his thrift store tennis shoes, what his friends back home called “air-conditioned.” He definitely looked like the poor cousin at the family reunion. 
No one chose to share his couch. 
He’d gotten an appointment despite his appearance—or rather, Eric made one for him—and now filled out an endless questionnaire, providing his former doctor’s name as someone existing only in the SNB’s databanks, but whom the IT department turned into a legend among doctors. 
A legend recently retired in Athens, leaving Brody Jenson needing a general practitioner. The department provided Brody’s records to Dr. Steadman. All Jerry needed to do was see the doctor, perform convincingly, and walk away with some evidence. 
Even the slightest due diligence on the part of the practice would show Jerry had already visited four different doctors this month. 
The door by the reception desk opened. A woman in a plain blue scrubs top called, “Jenson?” 
Jerry plodded toward the back. 
The woman gave him a broad smile. “Mr. Jenson? If you’ll follow me, please.”
He knew the drill for new patients: check weight, height, blood pressure, temperature, etc. She did none of those things, merely deposited him in an examination room. 
Interesting. 
The exam room looked like any other he’d been to: light blue walls, white cabinets, a counter, a sink, a brown exam table with a matching single chair, and a rolling stool. 
No telling how long until the doctor arrived. Jerry busied himself studying more prints hanging on the wall and the diagrams of human body parts. 
He’d spent one hell of a lot of time in exam rooms as of late. Maybe he should start a YouTube channel or make TikTok videos, “Rate the Waiting and Exam Rooms.”
Over here, folks, the exam table rates an eight for padding but a two for the high step up…
He pocketed a brochure from the countertop labeled Do You or a Loved One Have Opioid Addiction?
If they didn’t when they got here, they probably would once they left. 
Someone rapped twice before opening the door. The white-coated doctor stepped in, holding an iPad in one hand, extending the other. “Mr. Jenson? I’m Dr. Steadman. I understand your family doctor recently retired, and you’re looking for another general practitioner.” The doctor stood about six feet, with an average build and a graying comb-over. People still did combovers? He should just shave his head, bring out a definite Daddy vibe. 
Jerry shook the doctor’s hand briefly. “Yes, sir.” Ah, he remembered his manners. Mama would be so proud. Though, would Brody be polite? Probably not. 
“Have a seat.” With a wave of his hand, the doctor indicated the paper-covered examination table to which Jerry had given low ratings.
Jerry hopped onto the table. Paper crinkled beneath his ass.
“So, what are you seeing me about today?” The doctor clutched the tablet computer to his chest, still standing. 
Despite studying his invented medical history, Jerry gave the minimum information, testing if the doctor required more. “Dr. Moss was treating me for a messed-up knee.”
“I see. How did you injure yourself?”
“Dirt bike. If I stand for any length of time, it hurts like a sonofabitch.” Jerry rubbed his kneecap for emphasis.
Dr. Steadman leaned back against the counter behind him. “I see. How long did Dr. Moss treat you for this injury?”
“It happened six years ago.” Jerry gave a self-deprecating laugh. “When I was young and dumb.” 
“What was his prescribed treatment?”
The information should be in Jerry’s record. So telling that the doctor chose to ask the patient instead. “Hydrocodone as needed.”
“How is that working for you?”
Jerry scrunched his face. “Not very good.”
The doctor studied Jerry at length, then gave a decisive nod. “I wouldn’t doubt it after so long a time. However, I have something new I think you should try. It’s an oral strip absorbed through the cheek, so works faster than the average pill or capsule.”
“Really?” Jerry feigned ignorance. “Oral strip?” Could this be the prescription he’d already received once this week?
“You place the strip on your tongue where it dissolves.” Dr. Steadman smiled, the edges of his eyes crinkling, giving him a favorite-uncle look. Jerry learned early on that even people who seemed kind and honest weren’t necessarily. “I’m told it has almost immediate effect.” Shiny silver winked on Steadman’s wrist. A Rolex? An honest-to-goodness Rolex? Doctoring in this area must pay well.
Jerry let out a harsh breath he hoped sounded like relief. “Sounds good to me.” 
“It’s from a relatively new pharmaceutical company that’s making great strides in innovative pain treatments.”
“New?”
“It’s FDA approved.”
“Okay.” The pre-SNB Jerry would’ve thought FDA approval meant the drug wasn’t risky. Oh, how he’d learned. An approval only meant the good outweighed the bad. But by how much?
“What pharmacy do you use?”
Jerry gave the name of a privately owned outfit he’d been investigating. 
“Very good.” The doctor tapped away on his tablet. “I’ve sent in the prescription. Take one strip as needed for pain.”
The doctor wrote a prescription based on Jerry’s say-so. No examination. He hadn’t even whacked the knee with a rubber mallet. 
“Stop by the front desk on your way out.”
Jerry paid his twenty-five-dollar co-pay and left the office, perusing the parking lot. Toyotas, BMWs, Audis, and off to itself, a motherfucking Bentley. The license plate read, “Doctor S.” He shook his head. 
Yeah, business paid really well, but not that well—Jerry saw the financial records—making kickbacks a definite possibility.
He climbed into his junker. For just a moment, he spotted a black Harley Davidson, the driver wearing a smoked face shield. Jerry turned around, but the biker was gone. 
Huh. Jerry stopped at a no-tell pharmacy slated for a takedown in the near future. 
He walked out a few minutes later with what looked like a pack of the filmy breath fresheners his mother once used. Tasted horrible, the tech said, but melted completely in seconds. The name on the container? Monumental Pharmaceuticals. 
Jerry got into his car. A Harley Davidson fired up across the street, roaring away too fast to read the tag. 
[image: image-placeholder]Monumental Pharmaceuticals, Inc. had only been around a few years, according to the SNB database. They’d not pinged any radars so far despite dealing with Schedule II opioids. 
A private company, rumored to go public soon, three owners: a chemist, a salesman, and a guy who’d managed pharmaceutical manufacturing facilities in China. They were listed as a virtual manufacturer, meaning someone else made the drug, put the company’s label on the packages, then shipped the product directly to distribution facilities.
Also, nothing radar-pinging about the owners, except for their exceptionally comfortable lives. The chemist had a forty-year-old son and a thirty-year-old wife. Wife number four. Once you get past enough failed relationships, it's time to recognize the problem wasn’t them.
The drug trade greatly rewarded the Monumental guys. Massive houses, vacation homes—all the trimmings of ill-gotten gains. They specialized in startups, selling the businesses at an enormous profit a few years later. Mostly generics, but they’d received one recent FDA approval: Fentanerol, a fentanyl-based drug unique enough to warrant its own approval.
The Fentanerol prescription from Jerry’s new doctor raised many red flags. For one, the FDA approved the drug for use in cases of extreme cancer pain or end-of-life care. No doctor should prescribe such a powerful opioid for a simple knee injury. 
SNB’s consultant doctors suggested physical therapy for such an injury, particularly in a young patient. Fentanerol? Really? 
Highly addictive. And the dosage? Much higher than the approval claimed. 
What was Steadman trying to do, kill Jerry? The first doctor’s prescription was written with the express purpose of drug diversion. Jerry’s well-being didn’t factor in.
He slipped the scripts into an evidence packet with copies of the pharmacy paperwork along with his report, although he’d already emailed the boss. 
One more thing. Jerry studied the cell phone photos. He still hadn’t gotten a good shot of the motorcycle’s tag, but one thing was sure: the same biker followed him today. 
He’d recognize the Harley Road King anywhere. 
Somehow, he’d picked up a tail. 
Who did the guy work for? The two high-profile DEA targets from the other night had plenty of ties to organized crime. Then again, some of the biker gang he’d testified against years ago were now out of jail or had dodged convictions. Many pissed-off folks with Harleys and firepower would love to see Jerry’s face on the SNB memorial page. 
If someone had him in the crosshairs, he wouldn’t wait around. 
Time to start hunting the hunter. 




Chapter Seven


Friday night saw far more customers at the bar, another bartender joining Steve, along with three additional servers. The mystery biker shot pool at a back table when Jerry arrived.  
Damn, but the man was gorgeous, all dark hair and eyes, dressed in a black leather vest over a black T-shirt, leather jacket thrown over a chair. Like an opening scene of Jerry’s own personal porno. 
The crowd ranged from suited businessmen to college students, with bikers and a few guys Jerry recognized as gang members, though he didn’t know any of them personally. 
Yet. 
They left him alone; he left them alone—for now. 
Jerry watched the pool-playing biker as openly as possible, letting his interest show. Kicking a few asses in the past assured the bikers wouldn’t say anything—at least not to his face—and have to explain how a skinny gay man left them with a black eye, broken nose, or both. 
While he might not be muscular or a martial artist, he’d learned redneck fighting early—bash someone with the closest heavy thing. 
Fighting wasn’t the only physical contact crossing his mind. If Biker-from-Jerry’s-Fantasies showed any signs of returned interest, well, Jerry wasn’t above a bit of flirting. 
Or more than flirting. 
He’d been nineteen, high as a kite, ready to knife Bo in a jealous rage—not that he remembered much about the night Lucky shot him to protect the man he’d later marry. 
Jerry had woken up to face a crying mother and criminal charges.
Walter Smith, former Director of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau’s Department of Diversion Prevention and Control, sat in a chair by the hospital bed. “Well, Jeremy. It seems you only have a few choices. I suggest you choose wisely. You won’t get a second chance.” Walter was the only one who still called Jerry “Jeremy”, the name on his birth certificate.
Since then, Jerry found himself testifying several times against the 441 Cruisers, the motorcycle club he’d been a hanger-on to, gotten probation for his part in their drug distribution scheme, and decided he wouldn’t be the one getting laughed at ever again. Or be in danger of overdosing. Again.
In his line of work, he couldn’t swear not to get shot. 
Again.
Using Bo Schollenberger as inspiration and sponsored by Walter Smith, Jerry finished school, learned to fight, and while undercover pretended to be the kind of man he swore never to be again. 
He sometimes wore a loose button-down shirt to display the gunshot scar below his collarbone, adding to Brody’s legend, in addition to a string of arrests. Other minor offenders knew him, trusted him as far as honor among thieves went, considering him the last person who’d write reports for the likes of the SNB. 
He didn’t want the little fish, though. He wanted to take down the bosses whenever Lucky deemed him ready. 
The biker at the bar might be involved in more than small-time drug deals. He carried himself with authority. Why was he here? What had he bought? Were the drugs for himself or someone else? 
Inquiring minds needed to know. 
The man turned being fine into an art form, carrying himself with confidence. An ex-military background showed in every line of that spectacularly hard body. Stocky build, even without muscles, solid enough to stop a truck.
Keep your distance, Jerry. The last thing he needed was a conflict of interest in his case. Still, if he could ask a few questions... Bo said to introduce himself, right? 
Ask a few questions? Is that what you’re going with? Jerry joined a game at a nearby table, catching a glimpse of the biker from the corner of his eye. Jerry won a few games, lost a few games, but ended the evening twenty dollars richer, minus the cost of a burger, fries, and beer. 
Yep, Jerry had learned his lesson about gambling, except when the job required, like poker. 
Or the office betting pool.
The biker looked up while returning his cue, locking dark eyes with Jerry’s. All the breath left Jerry’s lungs. Why wouldn’t his muscles move? Paralyzed? Paralyzed by a dark-eyed gaze. 
After a while, the biker broke eye contact, striding toward the back door. 
Heart thudding, Jerry racked his own cue, counting to thirty before following. 
A street light illuminated the far end of the alley but didn’t reach the bar’s back door. What a dumb move. Unless someone deliberately killed the lights. 
Hands grabbed his shoulders, shoving him backward. “Wha…” Jerry’s back hit the wall. Before he could lash out, iron grips caught his biceps. A mouth slammed down. Few men had ever kissed him from that angle. Taller even than him. 
Please let this be the biker.
The hands held him firmly but not restrained. Jerry parted his lips, allowing an insistent tongue inside. 
The tongue invaded, forcing a moan out of Jerry. The kiss was wild, passionate, and more than a little dirty, with the slick slide of tongue against tongue. Whoever this was, they knew what they were doing. Smelled good, too, like the kind of cologne Jerry couldn’t afford on his salary. Well off and a good kisser. This might be Jerry’s dream man if he wasn't on the office’s hit list. 
Those hands released his arms, skimming upward to cradle his face. The mystery man thrust forward, rubbing a firm erection against Jerry’s answering hardness and nipping at Jerry’s lower lip before diving in again. 
Jerry wrenched free from the kiss. “You should know I don’t put out on the first… whatever the hell this is.”
A chuckle answered, followed by the guy resuming where he’d left off. 
Jerry panted at the next surfacing for air, “I might have to make an exception.” He hurt. Wanted. Needed. The stranger palmed Jerry’s cock through his jeans. How could he be doing this, not knowing who his mystery partner was? 
Well, there had only been one man in the bar all night taller than Jerry. 
Nimble fingers opened his jeans, while the man slithered downward. A moment later, warm, tight heat wrapped around Jerry’s cock. Oh God! He flattened against the wall, arms outstretched to keep himself from falling. 
Jerry thought the guy could kiss? Damn. Kissing was just the appetizer. Not being able to see only added to the excitement. A wet tongue trailed along the underside of Jerry’s cock, then lips wrapped around the head again, taking him down, down, down. 
“You have zero gag reflex, don’t you?” Jerry moaned into the darkness. 
This time, the chuckle vibrated through his straining dick. Managing to get his legs to hold his weight, Jerry released the wall with one hand and cupped the back of the man’s head. Silky waves caressed his fingers. He guided the motion, unable to keep from thrusting, biting his lips to stifle a groan. 
Best blow job of his life, and he couldn’t even see the guy. Not that this was the first time Jerry enjoyed an anonymous encounter. At least then, he’d known the man’s face if not the name. But, this? This was something entirely different, erotic as hell. Did the man blowing him know who Jerry was? Or was he simply a hard cock to scratch an itch with?
A firm hand rolled Jerry’s balls, the relentless mouth sucking harder, just shy of painful. Exquisite! 
The man moaned. Judging from his rocking motion, he’d taken himself in hand. So, he didn’t expect Jerry to reciprocate. 
Electricity jolted through Jerry when the guy reached back to massage Jerry’s hole. Oh damn, oh damn. “I’m gonna—”
Ecstasy barreled down with the force of a train wreck. Jerry’s unseen lover pulled off, replacing his mouth with his hand. The perfect grip and rhythm brought Jerry to a shuddering climax. 
A moan in the darkness said the stranger found release too. 
Jerry collapsed against the wall, breathless, heart pounding. In a daze, he registered the guy refastening his jeans. 
Mystery Dude placed a kiss against Jerry’s lips. Footsteps led away. 
What the fuck just happened? Who was that man? 
Jerry slowly came down from an orgasm high. 
One thing for sure. He’d relive this encounter many times in his fantasies. 
He staggered back toward the bar once his shaky legs worked well enough again. Hadn’t he been headed for home? Beer. Now. He plopped down on a barstool, using the bar for support. “Steve? Gimme a beer.”
Steve grinned. “My, don’t you look freshly fucked.”
“Shut up, Steve. Beer. Now.” Jerry still fought to control his breathing. 
“As you wish.” The shit-eating grin didn’t leave Steve’s face. Jerry perused the room—a room much emptier than when he’d walked out back. Had one of these men been with him in the alley? No. They all looked settled in. Besides, Mystery Dude headed off the other way. 
“You missed the action.” Steve handed over a beer.
“What happened?” 
“Some gangbangers came in. I think they were looking for you.”
Fuck. Jerry had led cops to those two guys at the card game. But then, the biker had lured Jerry outside. To keep him out of the fray or to protect him? Either way, why?
Then again, maybe he’d just been horny.
“Did you recognize any of them?” Jerry ventured. 
Steve shrugged, pursing his lips. “I haven’t fucked any of them, if that’s what you mean. Though a couple of them might do with the lights off. One of them”—Steve wolf whistled— “sex on legs, let me tell ya.”
“Did the biker come back in here?” 
“Nope. Can’t say he has. Haven’t seen him since he lured you out the back.”
Lured.
Fuck. 
Who was this biker? 
What did he want with Jerry?
And would he want it again?




Chapter Eight


 Jerry took advantage of the weekend accessing the bureau’s database when few agents were around the office. He tried facial recognition, even tapped into video feeds of the bike. No tag, no hits on the face.  
One biker, a cop, and now gangbangers following him. At this rate, Jerry might have to invest in a Schollenberger-level security system. 
The job came with great benefits—stellar insurance, three weeks of annual vacation, and a pension if he lived long enough to collect, or help Mama out if he didn’t. Still, looking over his shoulder all the time sucked. He filed possible threat reports as required by the department, though he didn’t have solid information on the gang from the bar or even if they were truly looking for him.  
Gut feelings said they were, likely connected to the arrests Tuesday night. Both of the DEA suspects held gang affiliations. 
Should Jerry avoid the bar, thus avoiding the gang and the biker? That might be the smart thing to do. The safe thing. Why the hell couldn’t Jerry ever make the right choice? If he didn’t stick his neck out and be seen, he’d never find out what he needed to know. 
Threat report done, he studied his normal case load. Names. All Jerry had to show for his time. Small-time dealers, customers, carjackers, and a few guys wanted for breaking and entering. If they weren’t involved in drugs, Jerry turned the information over to Atlanta PD. So far, his fictionalized persona was the worst person he knew.
Brody Jenson’s skillset lay in crawling into the city’s underbelly, lifting the rocks to find the worms beneath. Maybe one day he’d get better assignments, get out of Atlanta, maybe go deep undercover, like Bo used to. 
Ah, hell. Not realizing he’d decided to do so, Jerry found himself in his car on the way to the bar. 
So, there he was on a day off, sitting at the bar nursing a beer, when someone sat beside him. 
“Lots of free barstools. Why you gotta take that one?” No peopling today. Maybe tomorrow too. Coming to the bar had been a mistake.
“Why not?” The rich baritone made Jerry jerk his head around. 
Right next to him, close enough to tease with the scent of cologne, soap, and man, sat Jerry’s biker, in the flesh. The guy looked even better close up, with dark stubble shading a square jawline, full lips lifting into a dazzling smile. It should be illegal for a mere flash of teeth to do such damage to Jerry’s insides, now reduced to mush. 
The man took a sip of beer, swiping out his tongue tip to capture a stray drop. Had that tongue been in Jerry’s mouth? The biker’s lips glistened. “Buy you a beer?” His rumbling voice caressed Jerry like a hand over bare skin. 
Jerry’s bare skin. He scarcely bit back If it comes with an amazing blowjob, sure! “Why?” Only force of will kept self-conscious squirming to a minimum.
The biker arched an eyebrow as dark as a raven’s wing. “Why what?” 
Nobody did things for Jerry unless they wanted something—usually something worth much more than a beer. “Buy me a beer.”
Again, the biker flashed a disarming smile, dark lashes lowering to hide the near-blackness of his eyes. “I believe we might help each other out.”
Many visions of “helping each other out” appeared in Jerry’s head, likely none of them what the biker really had in mind. Most involved the men’s room, back alley, or backseat of Jerry’s car. “How?”
All humor left the biker’s face. “You watch me.”
“And you watch me. Why?”
The biker cast discreet glances right and left. No one sat nearby. Steve waited on customers at the far end of the bar. Not to mention the more-noise-than-music blasting, making overhearing conversations nearly out of the question. “Because the people here believe I’m gay, no one thinks anything about my approaching you.”
“Thinks?” Oh jeez. Fishing, Wilkerson? Now?
Again with the smile that just might be Jerry’s undoing. “I like to keep people guessing.”
Jerry exaggerated an eye roll. “You’re a bit of an asshole, ain'tcha?”
The biker raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Guilty as charged.” Deep voice, with a definite not-from-around-here twang. Not Boston or New York. Jerry knew those. 
He couldn’t hold being an asshole against the man, not while working hard on his own asshole moments. Hours. Days. Weeks. Jerry put on his best flirtatious grin. “So, what you want with me?”
The man held out his hand. “Niccolo de Silva, but call me Nico.”
Jerry stared at the hand before taking de Silva’s surprisingly rough palm. “Brody Jenson.” What a grip! Firm, without needing to go all alpha male and squeeze Jerry’s knuckles. 
“Nice to meet you, Brody.” While saying both their names, the bit of skepticism in de Silva’s voice implied that A) Niccolo de Silva’s might be fake and B) de Silva didn’t believe the name Brody Jenson, either. 
“Likewise, Nico.” Jerry used the same amount of disbelief. See? Two can play the game.
Nico threw his head back, his laugh a hearty, carefree sound. “I like you, Brody. But then, I knew I would.” He motioned Steve over. “Two of whatever my friend here is having.” 
Talk about a voice made for murmuring filthy promises in the dark. 
Steve poked out his bottom lip in a pout that wasn’t nearly as seductive as probably intended. Jealous much? 
Jerry waited for the beers, then for Steve to wander off to say, “So, start talking.”
“Not here.” Nico took a healthy drink of his beer. “Ahhh… Nothing better than a good beer.” His eyes twinkled in merriment, as though daring Jerry to name something better. Or one of the many something betters currently coming to mind. 
Nico showed not the slightest sign of hurrying, putting on a casual face. 
Fuuuccckk… Jerry's mind shot straight to Nico making the same “Ahhh…” noise when he came. “Then where?”
“My car?”
Jerry frowned. “No big black Harley out back?” Damn the luck. 
Nico shook his head. “Not today. I brought the Expedition, hoping to run into you.”
Expedition. Plenty of room in the back…
Jerry batted his lashes, fighting back panicked fight-or-flight instincts. Nothing made him feel more cornered as an agent than being made in public. Something hard in Nico’s eyes said his outward good humor shouldn’t be tested. “I fit real good on the back of a bike. I know when to lean and…everything.”
“I’ll bet you do.” Nico added a bit of leer to his smile. “But you can’t have good conversations on a bike.”
“Or here.”
“Especially not here.” 
Jerry mulled the words over for a few moments. Fuck. He really was about to be made, wasn’t he? “Worried about bugs? And I’m not talking those nasty palmetto bugs out back either.” 
Nico leaned in, placing his mouth against Jerry’s ear. “Show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”
The warm breath on Jerry’s skin made him shudder. What could he say? His heart pounded. Still, this man conveniently showed up at Jerry’s cases. He knew something. Or thought he did. Jerry reached down, pretending to scratch his leg while checking his ankle holster. One couldn’t be too careful. 
One side of Nico’s mouth lifted into a knowing smirk. “If I wanted to hurt you, I would’ve already. I just want to talk.” 
Jerry followed Nico out the door, around the building, to an SUV parked away from the street. Nico opened the passenger door. 
Jerry winked, trying to pretend his heart wasn’t pounding double time. “Keep that up; you might spoil me.”
“If you insist.” Nico shut the door, rounded the vehicle, and climbed behind the steering wheel. 
“I noticed you parked on the side with no traffic,” Jerry pointed out. And him with no microphone, too far away for anyone to hear screams and no working surveillance cameras. Once more, he patted his ankle. 
“How astute of you.” Nico merely sat, showing no sign of starting the vehicle. 
“I got nothing against sitting with a hot guy or anything, but what do you want?” Jerry’s “oh shit, what have I done?” meter went into overdrive. 
The act fell away. Suddenly Jerry found himself staring at an unsmiling face and cold, calculating eyes. “Information.”
“About what?”
“You’ve been seeing doctors from my shit list. Visiting pharmacies. Your arrest record is the stuff of nightmares, yet you walked away the other day during the drug raid.”
What the ever-loving fuck? “You’ve been following me.”
“Let’s just say you and I travel in the same circles. I got to thinking. With your record and you still walking free, there’s more to you than meets the eye. You go to a poker game, the cops raid, and take out two of DEA’s most wanted. Coincidence?” Nico glared. “In my experience, most coincidences require a lot of careful planning.”
“What about the drug deal you made in the bar?” A deal proved by photographic evidence. 
Nico’s brows furrowed. “What drug deal?”
“The dealer at the pool table slipped you something.”
“Ah!” The furrow eased. “Not drugs. Information.”
Information? Really? “Are you a cop? You’re not from Atlanta PD. I know all of them.” And didn’t like eighty percent of those. 
“No, I’m not with Atlanta PD.” 
“Then who are you?”
Nico flashed a grin. “I told you. Nico de Silva.”
A likely story. In Jerry’s world, names didn’t mean much, put on and cast off when needed. “What will searching your name get me?”
Nico shrugged. “Nothing much. Just what I want known.”
This guy had to work for an agency, but which one? “Who the fuck are you?” Jerry reached for the door. “Tell me, or I’m outta here.”
Nico slammed the locks. “I’m either your best friend or worst nightmare. Now, let me ask the questions for a change. A two-bit felon arrested in a gambling raid gets bailed out a few hours later by his uncle.”
“That’s not actually a question, but lots of folks get bailed out by relatives.” Pound, pound, pound, went Jerry’s heart. 
“Yes, but not all of them have Lucky Schollenberger for an uncle. I know who you are, Jerry Wilkerson. I know who you work for.” 
Fuck. Jerry gave a hard swallow. 
“Don’t worry. You’re careful enough, keeping a membership for Brody Jenson at the gym in the SNB building to have an excuse to go there.” He ran his gaze over Jerry’s body. “Though, if you want to make the story more believable, you might try lifting a few weights every so often.”
What? “Hey! I am Brody Jenson.”
“Then I’m the Easter Bunny.”
Asshole. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Bunny. Where you keeping the chocolate eggs? I’m hungry.”
Nico let out a long sigh that must’ve started at his toes. “Look, I know who you are. Assume I know everything there is to know about you.”
Jerry’s worst dream come to life. Being made. “What. Do. You. Want?” He managed to squeeze the words out from between clenched teeth.
“A partnership. I’d like to meet your handler. I think we can reach an agreement.” Nico dropped a killer smile on Jerry again. “You might find you like working with me.”
No doubt. Jerry flashed to the memory of the night in the alley. If this guy had been following him, knew who he was, what was the other night about?
“What do you want me to do?” Still, in the darkness, Jerry had no proof of his lover’s identity. Steve often volunteered the information that there were no security cameras back there—generally while trying to talk Jerry into a breaktime quickie.
“I want you to arrange a meeting with the Schollenbergers. Both of them. Private like.”
“What makes you think I can?”
“I would never have approached if I hadn’t checked you out first.”
If this guy knew, did others in the bar? The wrong word in the wrong ear could get Jerry killed. 
“Don’t worry. I’ve got resources most people don’t. Now, I need to talk to your bosses.”
Jerry folded his arms over his chest. While Bo and Lucky were well prepared to take care of themselves, Jerry wouldn’t hand them over easily. “Why?”
After a long moment, Nico blew out a breath. “They need my help.”
They need his help? Arrogant much? “Why not contact them directly?” 
“Because there’s one hell of a lot of folks around here I don’t trust, but I trust you to arrange an introduction when no one outside the meeting will be any wiser.”
“Why do you trust me?”
“Let’s just say I’m a good judge of people.” The reply came a bit too fast. 
Jerry barked a laugh. “I think your trust meter got broke.”
Nico relaxed against the seat, keeping his gaze locked with Jerry’s. Polygraphs couldn’t be nearly as truth-inducing as those eyes. “You’re good people, or you wouldn’t have lasted four years with SNB. They’re some tough sons of bitches.”
Fuuuucckkk. Nico really did know way too much.
Yes. Yes, the SNB were tough sons of bitches. Still, Jerry could think of many things worse than working with Niccolo de Silva. It seemed Nico knew all his secrets. “Okay. How can I get in touch?”
Nico rattled off a number that Jerry tapped into his phone. “That’s one way to get you to call,” Nico said. The man’s grin could charm the hind legs off a mule. 
Or the clothes off an SNB agent. Even so, Jerry wouldn’t trust this hot-as-fuck biker as far as he could throw him. Pretty charmers weren’t rare in the drug business. 
Jerry climbed out of the vehicle, fighting not to glance over his shoulder. Inside the bar, he stalked to his stool. 
Steve chirped, “I didn’t know if you two were coming back”—he waggled his brows—“so I left your beers.”
Jerry nodded, dropped a twenty onto the bar, wrapping a napkin around Nico’s beer bottle when Steve wasn’t looking. Not much condensation. With any luck, forensics could get usable prints. 
Evidence. Never leave home—or anywhere—without evidence. 
Nico de Silva wasn’t the only one with resources. 




Chapter Nine


“He says we need his help.” Bo cocked his head to the side, running a hand up the back of his neck. Spikes of his normally perfect hair stood at odd angles. An unbidden image came to mind of Lucky running his fingers through the strands. “Did he say why?” 
Jerry sat in front of the desk. “No, sir.” He’d already run Nico’s prints. Niccolo de Silva did indeed exist, born in Iowa thirty-one years ago, played football in high school, and looked a whole lot better without the pimples. 
Wherever in Iowa he came from, they knew how to grow them.
Nico also starred in the hottest military picture known to man. Placed on a recruitment poster, even Jerry might’ve enlisted. The years had been good to Nico de Silva. 
He’d gone from awkward teen to hellafine man.
Instead of sitting behind the desk, Bo leaned hipshot against the side. 
Bo relaxed a bit with Jerry and a few other agents, not trying so hard to hide any evidence of body language. What a privilege to be one of the people Bo let see this side of him. The day being Saturday, he’d also left the suit at home, wearing a polo shirt and blue jeans. He still could’ve posed on the cover of a magazine. 
Bo’s polar opposite husband Lucky slouched in “his” chair, tapping on the keys of the laptop he’d parked on the near side of Bo’s desk, doing a more thorough background check because why would he believe someone else? Jerry turned away to allow some privacy. Lucky struggled a bit with typing due to the two missing fingers. He held up a finger on his good hand. “One more minute.”
Bo gave his partner an indulgent smile. Likely the reason Lucky didn’t work for Bo. They’d never get anything done. 
“He’s not a cop.” Lucky pursed his lips. “Former Army Ranger, now a civilian. Worked for Homeland Security and the Justice Department. Why the hell doesn’t he just apply for a job if he wants in so bad?” He lifted his blue-eyed gaze to Bo. “You should see his credentials, though all but the most basic information is classified.”
“He does intrigue me.” Bo took a sip of something hay-smelling from the coffee shop. “What does someone of his experience want with us?”
“I don’t know.” Jerry still got the willies knowing exactly how much information the guy managed to find on him. “I got no idea how he knows about me. He swore no one else knew, though.”
After a few moments of quiet—and meaningful eye contact with Bo—Lucky said, “Okay. We’ll meet with him Monday night after hours. Escort him through the employee entrance. Make sure you’re not followed.” 
Ice and heat shot through Jerry’s insides in equal measure. “Yes, Uncle Ricky.”
Was that a snort from Bo as Jerry fled the room? 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry spent Sunday finishing work for his online classes, straightening the house, grocery shopping, sleeping, and reading about a 1940’s detective searching for a serial killer in New Orleans. 
He glimpsed someone who looked a lot like Sergeant Hicks at the grocery store but ducked down an aisle, out of sight. Stalkery much?
A plaintive meow pulled Jerry to the door. He opened to find Mr. Tibbles’ face wreathed by white flower petals. Oh, right. Halloween on Monday. Rett mentioned taking Bo and Lucky’s kids trick or treating. Leaving the Schollenbergers free to meet with Nico. 
Mrs. Griggs must be getting an early start. 
Jerry opened the door wide. The cat ripped the daisy off its head on the way in the door. Jerry picked it up to give to Mrs. Griggs later. 
What was Nico doing now? Thoughts of Nico behind the bar brought squirmy feelings to Jerry’s insides. Damn, but he’d love a round two. But no. Better not to get involved with someone who might be around work. 
With their own agenda.
Still… Nico. Jerry sighed. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever wanted a tomcat you couldn’t have, have you?” he asked the cat. 
“Mrrroow!” Which could mean yes, no, or “feed me, human!” 
Jerry hadn’t brought many books with him for his undercover assignment, but had a few books he’d gotten at a yard sale down the street. He settled in for an evening of reading while Mr. Tibbles groomed himself on the far end of the couch.
Jerry fell asleep in the living room, the book in one hand and a cat purring on his lap. 
[image: image-placeholder]Monday night, Nico pulled his Harley in behind Jerry a few blocks from the bar, following him to a local shopping center. No tails. Good. Jerry turned left at the next light, leading the way to the meeting. He eventually pulled under the building housing the SNB offices, parking in the back next to the impounded car storage area. 
Nico parked behind him, locked his helmet to his bike, stowed his leather jacket in a saddlebag, and strolled to the elevator, slinging an arm over Jerry’s shoulder part of the way. Oh God. That arm. Should Jerry shrug the arm off or cling? 
He did neither, simply enjoyed the warmth soaking through his sweatshirt. Together, they rode to the sixth floor. 
No receptionists at this time of day, a good thing since Eric’s freaky red contacts and the tiny red horns peeking from his hair kind of weirded Jerry out. Especially when combined with Eric’s sinister grin and leery “Wanna make a deal?” 
The elevator door swished open with a soft ping. Lucky leaned against the wall, his scowl enough to make Jerry want to hop back inside and hit a button. Any button. A rookie and one of the IT geeks holding a wand stood a few feet away. “Search him.” 
“But—” Jerry started to protest. 
Nico smiled, holding his arms out to his sides. “Don’t worry. I’d have thought less of him if he hadn’t searched me.” He grinned at the IT geek. “Go easy on the sides, will you? I’m ticklish.”
Duly noted. 
The geek waved the wand over Nico’s body, lingering over his pockets and crotch. The rookie performed a pat-down. Stepping back, they both nodded to Lucky. 
“Okay, you two. You’re done. Go home.” Lucky pushed off the wall and sauntered down the hallway toward Bo’s office, a slight limp to his step. Jerry heard about an on-the-job injury resulting in an occasional issue. 
Something involving bat shit. 
Lucky made a career out of convincing people to underestimate him. While all eyes were on Bo, who’d made quite a name for himself, Lucky snuck up behind and bit.
Also, the rumor mill mentioned Lucky’s powerful friends, possibly former drug lords, who might or might not operate within the law. Don’t piss him off, or they really won’t find your body, the saying went. 
Nico followed Lucky, Jerry bringing up the rear. Speaking of rears, did Nico have to wear tight blue jeans? Hard to think about working with the two well-formed swells of ass flexing with each step. Trim waist. Broad shoulders. Hair long enough to curl against Nico’s neck, inviting fingers to sink into the soft strands.
Oh, to be the one doing the pat down. 
Lucky rapped twice before opening Bo’s office door. A third, mismatched chair, sitting off to the side, joined the usual two. Right. Spectator seating for someone meant to observe only, not speak. 
Jerry’s perch gave the perfect position to watch Nico’s facial expressions. Nothing with the Schollenbergers happened by chance.
This time, Bo stood behind his desk, hands splayed on the surface, a somewhat unassuming master of his universe. 
Nico leaned forward, extending a hand. “Mr. Schollenberger, how nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard good things.”
Bo shook the offered hand while Lucky sprawled in the chair he’d long ago claimed as his. 
“Mr. de Silva.” Bo released Nico’s hand and sat, indicating for Nico to do the same. Ah, so a more formal gesture. Telling. “You’ve met Richmond?” Bo dipped his chin toward Lucky. 
“Yes, though he didn’t introduce himself.” Nico added saccharine sweetness to his words while taking his place in the next chair.
“Hey, he already told Jerry he knew of me, so why bother?” Lucky pleaded his defense with a dismissive hand wave. 
“Please, have a seat.” Bo gestured toward Jerry, who took the remaining chair. “Now, before we get started, how did you discover Jerry’s identity?”
Nico didn’t hesitate. “Some damned good facial recognition software. A concern for a later time. If I can do it, so can others, but not many have access to the tech.”
Lucky stiffened. 
Da fuck? Way to shoot Jerry’s undercover career to shit.  
Bo nodded. “Yes, it is. Jerry said you think we need you. I’m curious. Why do you believe that?”
Nico sat straight but not stiffly, radiating confidence. “Because you’re chasing down the supplier of the opioids suddenly flooding Atlanta. So far, you haven’t gotten many leads, have you, and you’re just getting started?”
Bo and Lucky exchanged a glance before Bo replied, “Nothing solid yet. Go on.”
“I’ve got names, dates, addresses, whatever. I’ve got the intel; you’ve got the manpower and authority. I think we can work together.” Nico met Bo’s intense gaze, not backing down. There had to be things, important things, he wasn’t saying.
“How did you get the information?” Bo folded his hands together, resting them on the closed laptop. 
Nico mimicked Bo’s pose, hands resting on the desk. “I’ll tell you when we have a deal.”
“Pretty damned sure of yourself, ain’tcha?” Lucky groused. 
Nico inclined his head in Lucky’s direction. “As a matter of fact, I am. With reason.”
Bo narrowed his eyes. “Mr. de Silva—” 
“Call me Nico. I’m not used to ‘Mister.’”
Bo nodded. “That’s right. Until recently, you were Specialist de Silva.”
Nico inclined his head, never taking his gaze from Bo’s. Jerry got the impression, though, that Nico kept aware of his surroundings. “You’ve done your homework.”
“So, a man with an impeccable military record fails to reenlist, works some highly classified assignments, disappears off the grid, then suddenly lands in my office.” Bo kept the laptop closed, not needing to consult his notes. 
“My friend overdosed on fentanyl-laced heroin.” Nico settled more casually into his chair. “After an accident, his doctor prescribed oxycodone. He only took four. Someone is making it look like he became addicted, turning to heroin when his doctor cut him off.
“I’ve spent the past few months building my case. I knew you wouldn’t help me unless I brought something solid to the table. I first saw Jerry a few days ago at a raid and noticed he walked away when others didn’t. Next, I see him at a bar where I’m meeting an informant. Then he keeps an appointment with Dr. Steadman.” Nico nearly snarled the name. “I’m not a big believer in coincidence.”
“What is the significance of Dr. Steadman?” Bo kept his gaze riveted to Nico. Bo’s other set of eyes, aka Lucky, watched too, but swung his attention to Bo and Jerry on occasion.
“He was the doctor who supposedly cut off my friend’s drug supply. Bryan had never been to the man as a patient in his life.” A touch of a snarl crept into Nico’s words. 
“How do you know this?” Bo asked, expression dark and impassive.
“I knew Bryan. Plus, I’ve got his cell phone and bank records. After his overdose, when I got there, his apartment had been cleaned out. But I knew where he hid things. He kept a very interesting journal, but I believe he hid most of his information elsewhere.”
Bo raised an elegant brown eyebrow. “Why not go to Atlanta PD?”
Nico gave Bo a knowing look. “I need someone with a longer reach.” 
Bo steepled his index fingers, bringing the tips to his lips. “Everything is within our jurisdiction.”
“Precisely. Bryan worked for Monumental Pharmaceuticals, headquartered in Alabama, noticed some irregularities, and started building a whistleblower case. The drug addiction story effectively made him an uncredible witness to anyone he’d already talked to.”
“You said he suffered an overdose.” Bo remained cool, as always, very matter-of-fact. No emotions bled into his words, likely the reason he played the role of spokesman instead of Lucky.
A muscle bunched in Nico’s jaw. “That’s what the medical report says. But that much fentanyl would’ve killed him before he could get the needle out of his arm. I believe he was moved after the fact, and the whole scene was staged.”
“You believe. Do you have proof?”
After several moments and several hard blinks, Nico shook his head. “Forensics has a photo of the needle lying beside him at an odd angle.”
“And?”
Nico sniffed, then straightened, his professional demeanor settling around him. “The photos were doctored, the syringe added in. Besides, there was no other drug paraphernalia found in the apartment.”
“You can prove the evidence was tampered with?” Bo tapped his fingers against his desktop, creases forming on his brow.
Nico nodded. “If your forensics department is any good, it won’t take you five minutes to agree with me.”
“You believe he was murdered.” Bo rocked back in his chair. Lucky shifted subtly. Nico had their undivided attention now. 
“I believe whatever happened to him wasn’t self-inflicted.” Nico’s unwavering gaze remained locked with Bo’s in a silent battle of wills. “The only prints were his. But from his left hand. His left arm was the one tied off. If he’d injected himself, the prints should be from his right hand. Someone fucked up.”
Lucky joined the conversation. “We found no one fitting your friend’s description in our searches.”
“Check Bryan Brown.”
Bo nodded to Lucky. “So why did you approach Jerry instead of coming here directly?”
“Because the main asshole you’re looking for believes Brody Jenson knows something. I’ve been watching, waiting for them to act. Then, I realized there’s more to Brody Jenson than meets the eye.”
Lucky spoke up. “Got the photos. Sending them to Keith in IT now.”
“Thank you, Lucky.” Bo gave his husband a tired smile, then shifted his attention back to Nico. “Mr. de Silva—”
“Nico.”
“Nico,” Bo agreed. “We can’t bring in a civilian. Of course, you can be an informant, supplying information. Still, we can’t reciprocate or allow you to be an active part of this investigation without supervision by one of our agents.”
Nico sat back in his chair. “Then I continue my own investigation and seek vigilante justice while you chase your tails.” He shrugged. “It might take me longer, but I’ll get there. Brody’s cover isn’t blown completely, but he’s got a target on his back. You can either start from scratch or work with me.” A muscle tensed in Nico’s jaw again. “The choice is yours. But I think there’s more you should know.”
Bo arched an eyebrow. “Yes?” 
“The doctor who prescribed the painkillers? They’re pretty strong. Seems he makes a habit of prescribing that specific med and none other. No generic substitutes allowed.” Nico sat back, arms folded over his chest, every line of his body saying, There, take that!
“I’m not going to ask how you know, but you’ve got my attention. Go on.”
“Four manufacturers in this country have already been fined millions due to kickbacks to doctors for prescribing their products. They don’t give a shit that it’s illegal.”
Bo pursed his lips, tapping his fingers against the desktop again. All for show. When Bo chose to, he could hide most of his emotional tells. “Some consider fines a cost of doing business. They've earned fifteen million by the time they’re fined five.”
Nico nodded. “Or more. While organizations like the SNB and DEA focus on the major players, a little startup like Monumental Pharmaceuticals flies right under the radar.” He made a whistling noise, flying his hand like a plane. 
Bo flashed a quick glance to Lucky and back to Nico. “Now, I’m going to ask how you know anything that isn’t considered hearsay from a journal.”  
“I’m sure you’ve looked me up by now. You tell me.”
“You’re a hacker. Considered one of the best. Even our IT geeks know about you.” Lucky studied his fingernails, not looking directly at anyone and probably noticing every blink or flinch. 
“So I’ve been told.” Anyone else might have sounded boastful. Nico delivered facts. 
Lucky gave up on his nails to side-eye Nico. “You’re obtaining information illegally.”
“The SNB could tie everything I find in a neat bow, real legal-like. Plus,” Nico continued, “I have Bryan’s notes. He’s a witness.”
Bo released a long, steady exhale. “But not here to testify.”
Nico met Bo’s gaze with a hard stare of his own. “Something they need to pay for.” 
Bo leaned back in his chair, staring out the window at the view of a rainy, dreary evening that didn’t bode well for trick or treaters. “We need to discuss this. I need contact information.”
Nico nodded toward Jerry. “He knows how to reach me. In the meantime…” He pulled a stack of folded papers out of his pocket and tossed them onto the desk. “A sample of what I have to offer.”
“Jerry, can you see Mr. de Silva out?” Bo lifted one of the forms. “Come back when you’re done.”
Jerry nodded, following Nico from the room. “Damn, man, you don’t play, do ya?” 
Nico snorted. “I don’t have time to play. The longer we wait, the longer the sons of bitches have to hide their tracks.”
Jerry took Nico down to the parking garage, watching while Nico donned his helmet, jacket and gloves. He nodded once before roaring off on his Harley. 
Jerry stood there for a few moments. 
Whoever Nico was, without a doubt he hid things. One thing for sure: he was a dangerous man. 
Who knew far too much. 




Chapter Ten


Bo, Lucky, and Jerry sat in the office after Nico left.  
“We don’t have time to train him for this assignment,” Lucky drawled, his rural North Carolina accent coming through. He sipped from a Starbucks cup, legs stretched out in front of him. “I don’t care how impressive his record is.” 
Bo had abandoned his suit jacket and tie and had rolled his light blue shirtsleeves up his arms to display a dusting of dark hair on his forearms. “You trained me on the job, and you have to admit, his credentials are better than half the applicants we get.”
“He’s going to pursue this without us. I say arrest him now.” The scowl on Lucky’s face would’ve sent Jerry scurrying if turned his way.
“He’s persistent,” Bo countered.
“He’s arrogant.”
“So are you.”
Jerry swiveled his head back and forth like watching a tennis match. This had all the familiarity of an old argument. He should’ve brought popcorn. 
Bo pulled out the big gun. “What would Walter Smith do?”
Lucky glowered. Answer enough. 
“You’ve already completed a background check, I take it.” Bo inclined his head.
Lucky paused, glowering, before dipping his chin in a nod. “Nothing but a speeding ticket eight years ago. Understandable for a man who rides a Harley. They just kinda tempt a guy, ya know?” He said, “He’s one of those college educated types,” like it was a bad thing. “Got a bachelor’s degree in information technology. Former Army Specialist, Department of Defense. All that was before the Justice Department. He gets around. I imagine he could find out what I ate for breakfast.”
“Odd that he didn’t mention those organizations, or provide references. He wants us to think he’s a lone wolf.” Bo scrubbed a hand over his face, hiding a yawn. 
“Maybe he is acting on his own or wanting to make us work.” Lucky’s phone chimed. “Must be Rett, wondering when we’ll pick up the kids.” He pulled his cellphone from his pocket. “Well, I’ll be damned. How the hell did he get my number?”
Bo hurried to stand behind Lucky, peering at the screen. “Wow. I never saw that coming.” 
“What?” Lucky and Bo caught off guard? This, Jerry had to know about.  
“Read it,” Bo prompted. 
Lucky let out a sigh. “‘You had grits and eggs at home. Your husband doesn’t know you stopped for a bacon biscuit on your way to work.’” Lucky slammed his hand on the chair arm. “Motherfuck! How the hell did he bug this office and know what I did at home? We searched him!”
The phone chimed again. This time Bo read, “‘Told you you needed me.’”
Lucky tilted his head back to meet his husband’s gaze. “If we use him, a mighty big if, can I kill him when we’re done?”
The phone chimed again. This time Bo read, ‘“If you help me put those assholes behind bars, I just might let you. Then again, you’ll need me too much by then.’ Oh, this smiley face is just too much.” 
Lucky snarled, “He’s an asshole. We had this office checked right before the meeting.”
The following text read, Guilty as charged. 
Bo shook his head. “I’ll arrange another sweep for tomorrow.” 
Good thing Nico wanted to work with the SNB instead of against them. 
As Jerry left the room, Bo growled to Lucky, “We’ll talk about that bacon biscuit and your last cholesterol check later.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Nico attended abbreviated training with Loretta Johnson during the day. In the evening, Jerry ensured they were both seen at the bar, trying and failing miserably not to act like a couple. If folks thought they were hiding a gay affair, they might not look much further. 
Like giving ants a few crumbs at a picnic to keep them away from the sandwiches. 
Nico made no mention of the night in the alley. Worst of all, he offered no repeat performance. What if the mystery man hadn’t been Nico at all? 
Horrifying thought. What if Jerry asked and Nico said no? Even more horrifying thought. 
Nico played pool with local dealers while Jerry pursued his “Petty Crime Brody Jenson” persona. He’d already planted the seeds of an old injury requiring pain meds. It seemed bar dealers dealt in oxycodone and hydrocodone as well as cocaine and heroin. 
He brought all purchases to the SNB lab. 
Now, Lucky, Jerry, and Nico gathered around a conference room table, each with a laptop in front of them.
“This is diverted legitimate product.” Lucky examined a sample from the latest haul, then, finally, shifted his gaze to Nico. “What position did Bryan hold with Monumental?”
“Route salesman. When he started the job, he told me their starting salaries were low, but bonuses were high, sometimes reaching six figures in a year. More incentive to push the big-ticket items.”
“Like Fentanerol.” The drug doctors sent Jerry’s way during his last sting. 
Nico nodded. “Exactly. I’m not willing to settle for a scapegoat. I want to bring down the whole house of cards. The pressure to do anything necessary to sell the drug starts at the top.”
Lucky shifted his attention from Nico to Jerry and back again. “What else did Bryan tell you?”
“That their entire sales staff looked like models and didn’t have much pharma sales experience, if any.” Nico tapped a few keys, then turned his laptop to display the screen. “Here’s their sales force.” 
Nico hadn’t lied. Every damned one of them could’ve appeared on magazine covers.
Lucky barely even looked. “Yeah, doctors are likelier to talk to ’em if they’re pretty. Got any pictures of Bryan?”
Nico took his computer, tapping a few more keys, then turning the laptop back around. Lucky grunted. Blond hair, blue eyes, chin dimple. For a moment, something tugged at Jerry’s heart. Had Nico and Bryan been more than friends? Jerry swallowed a lump of totally ridiculous jealousy.
Jealous? Really? Over a guy he wasn’t even sure he’d been with in an alley? 
“Anything else?” Lucky sounded bored. The light in his eyes told another story. Once upon a time, Lucky had associated with a drug trafficker—as more than a mere employee, some said— received a ten-year sentence and worked off the last eight years with the SNB. Then he’d stayed, helping put away people like he used to be.
He’d met Bo somewhere along the line, fallen in love—who wouldn’t?—gotten married. Now he had two kids, a dog and a cat. You wouldn’t expect someone so domestically inclined by looking at Lucky’s record. The record that had officially been wiped clean. Something about witness protection, killing him off, then bringing him back. 
Sounded like the plot from one of Jerry’s noir crime novels. 
He wouldn’t say so if his life depended on the admission, but if Lucky could go from convicted drug trafficker to a manager with SNB, then marry a guy like Bo, maybe there was hope for others too. 
“Yes, there’s something else.” After a long moment of staring at Lucky, Nico showed another image of a post-it note. He paused, gaze flitting to Jerry before darting away again. “This is one of the few things I found at his apartment. Since it had been cleaned out before I got there, I’m thinking this was left behind deliberately.”
Lucky stared for several moments.
Curiosity got the better of Jerry. “What does it say?” He angled for a better look at the screen.
Lucky adjusted the laptop, allowing Jerry to see. There, in scrawled print, was a name:
Brody Jenson.




Chapter Eleven


Brody Jenson? Jerry hadn’t met Bryan Brown that he knew of, so why did the man have Brody’s name?  
His name being found in a possible murder victim’s apartment went beyond creepy. 
Jerry kept an eye on his mirrors on his way home out of long habit, but no one followed. No black Harley Davidsons crossed his path either. He needed to talk to Nico. So many questions. Did he dare call? No. Not without more information. 
Jerry left the front door open upon arriving home. He pulled ice cream from the freezer and sat on the couch with a pint of rocky road. Sooner or later, he’d get company. Thank God the night was warm for November. 
The South. Go figure. 
Mr. Tibbles always seemed to know when Jerry pulled out the Ben and Jerry’s. Jerry flipped through channels on the TV, finally settling on a sitcom he’d tried and failed to get into several times because everyone at work talked about the actors. All beautiful. Like the salesmen for Monumental. 
“You really shouldn’t leave your door open like this.”
Jerry’s heart banged against his rib’s. “What the fuck? Man, don’t go scaring me like that!”
The scent of pizza hit his nose at the same time he registered Nico standing in the doorway, a pizza box in one hand, a sixpack of beer in the other. “Then again, easier to get in this way.” Nico hip-checked the door closed just as a familiar gray tabby hopped onto the top step. No ice cream for the kitty tonight, then. 
But what about Jerry? “What you doin’ here?” Should Jerry be mad or glad? 
Nico hovered right inside the doorway. “Can I come in?”
“What? Looks like you’re already in to me.” 
Nico swept his gaze from Jerry to the couch and back again. 
Smooth, dude, smooth. “Oh. Sure.” Jerry set his ice cream on the coffee table, shifting to the side to allow more room. 
Nico placed his offerings on the coffee table, and handed Jerry a beer. “I wanted to apologize for not being upfront with you from the start. I had my reasons, but it was your bosses I didn’t trust, not you.”
Usually, it was the other way around, at least concerning Bo, who came across all sincere and honest and managed to follow through on the unspoken promise. “What makes you think you can trust me?”
There was still the matter of how Nico bugged Bo’s office. 
Nico’s knee-weakening smile ought to be illegal, plunging Jerry’s mind into the gutter—or rather an alley behind a bar. “Besides checking your background? Because you’ve done everything I’ve asked. I’m also a fairly decent judge of character—a requirement for my last jobs.” 
“Why are you here?”
Nico’s stare never wavered. Jeez, the man’s dark eyes bored through Jerry, possibly seeing clear down to soul level. “I wanted to figure out why your undercover name was found in Bryan’s apartment. Like I said, I don’t think it was there by accident.”
Bryan Brown. Bryan Brown. Nope, still didn’t ring any bells. “I swear to God, I didn’t know the guy. But, umm… can I see the picture again?”
Nico dug into his wallet, extracting a different picture from the one on his computer, of two men laughing, one a younger version of Nico, the other…
“Fuck.”
“Fuck what?”
“I have seen him around. We didn’t talk or nothing. Was he gay?” Had they met at a club? 
“No. Not Bryan. So he couldn’t be putting the moves on you.” Nico cocked his head to the side. “Did he consider you were a suspect, I wonder, maybe not knowing who you really were?”
Brody Jenson's entire profile screamed “suspect”. “Do you think he was looking to score?”
Nico shook his head. “Never. Not Bryan. I can promise you.”
Jerry studied the picture more closely. Interesting. Nico kept an old-school photo.  Most folks these days showed images from their phones. “No way to know with him gone, is there?”
“No, but he didn’t leave that paper by accident.” Nico returned the photo to his wallet. “If he’s even the one who left it.”
“Are you sure he wrote that?” The blocky print could’ve been anybody’s, right? 
“I’m sure. I had the handwriting analyzed, but I’ve seen his writing enough to know.”
Nico had access to some pretty good forensics for a civilian. “Why’d ya leave the Justice Department?” Jerry blurted before he could stop himself. 
Without batting an eye, Nico answered, “Because I’m on a personal mission that falls outside their protocol. I intended to go lone wolf until I met you.” He popped the top on a beer bottle.
Jerry followed every movement, from lips pursing, touching glass, and then the bob of Nico’s Adam’s apple when he swallowed. 
Nico used a napkin for a coaster, placed his beer on the coffee table, then opened the pizza box. “You like pepperoni, don’t you?”
“You don’t know?” Nico appeared to know everything else about Jerry. Maybe not a good thing.
A slow smile teased Nico’s lips up, crinkles forming around his eyes. “Some things I’d rather find out from you.”
Why? “Yes, I like pepperoni.” Nico had also bought Jerry’s favorite beer, no big mystery there since they frequented the same bar.  
Nico took a piece of pizza from the box, gesturing to Jerry. 
Should Jerry accept? What was this guy’s angle? Why was he here? He didn’t seem to do anything without a hidden agenda. Jerry’s stomach rumbling made the decision. He bit into a slice of pizza and moaned. “This is so damned good.” He’d only managed time to eat a candy bar and two bites of ice cream all day. 
Nico’s smile appeared genuine. “I’m glad you like it.”
Jerry dropped all pretext of a friendly visit. “Now, I’ll ask again. Why are you here? I get the feeling you’re not telling me everything.”
“I told you. I wanted to apologize and ask about Bryan. Since it seems we’ll be working together on this case, I wanted to get to know you better.”
While Nico pushed all Jerry’s buttons, he also pinged a few alarms. “I’d rather find out more about the case.”
“Ask me anything.” Nico washed down the last of his pizza slice with a healthy mouthful of beer. “About the case, rather.”
“Nothing personal?”
Nico winked. “I’d rather you figure those things out on your own.”
Fair enough. Jerry won top marks for research during SNB training. He muted the television. Even now, a program ran from Jerry’s cube at the SNB, doing a wide search on Nico’s fingerprints. Facial recognition turned up nothing of interest. Then again, the program searched against a criminal database. “Your friend worked for Monumental?”
Nico sobered. “Yes.”
“He was Steadman’s rep?”
“Yes.”
Nico let out a frustrated breath. “This could last all night with single-word replies.”
“Sorry.” A touch of color suffused Nico’s face. Blushing? Really? 
Jerry had forgotten how to blush shortly after leaving high school. “No, I’m sorry. Sometimes my brain just don’t work.  I see Bryan as a witness, not a friend you lost.”
Nico patted Jerry’s knee, a knee much closer on the couch than a few minutes ago. “That’s okay. I’ll remember for both of us.”
The hand retreated. Jerry wanted it back. “You gonna tell me if I step out of line?”
One side of Nico’s mouth lifted, the scruff on his jawline adding to his whole bad boy vibe. “Most assuredly. Bryan’s territory covered Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, and Alabama.”
“All in SNB jurisdiction.”
“Yes.” Nico stared out the window, though the night was too dark now to see anything. “All in SNB territory. If I’d known the whole story about what went on, I’d have sent him to you guys.” He took another swallow of beer. 
“What did he say was going on?”
“Suspicious practices. Some are legal, but barely, some are outright illegal. He didn’t specify, just said in his notes that he needs… needed more information.” Nico took a deep, steadying breath. “Sorry.”
“You were close?” Jerry had never really had a close friend, someone to tell his secrets too.
For reasons.
Nico shifted his gaze from the window to Jerry. “Yeah. We met in junior high, stayed friends ever since. Afterwards, I kept in touch as much as possible, but with the Army and working in another state…”
Jerry leaned in, maintaining eye contact. “I might be stepping over a line here, but have you got some kind of survivor’s guilt thing going on?” He’d seen folks before who couldn’t deal with the fact that they lived when someone else died. 
Nico turned away, letting out a heavy sigh. “I just wish we’d been closer, and he’d told me details earlier. Maybe I could’ve done something.”
Jerry fought the urge for a moment before resting a hand on Nico’s shoulder. “You’re doing something now. We’re gonna get those bastards.”
Nico clinked his beer bottle to Jerry’s. “Yes, we are.” This time when their eyes met, Jerry found something softer in Nico’s gaze, which, combined with the upturned side of Nico’s mouth, made Jerry’s insides quiver. Oh yeah. This guy knew how to seduce. 
Was he trying to seduce now or simply playing to his nature? Nico caressed Jerry’s face with one hand, slowly working his way backward. Then, wrapping rough fingers gently around the back of Jerry’s neck, Nico urged Jerry forward until their lips brushed. 
Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes! But… Jerry pulled back. “You’re not just using me to get information, are you?”
Nico grinned, then lifted the hem of Jerry’s T-shirt over his head. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He pushed Jerry back onto the couch, twisting the fabric around Jerry’s wrists.
Nico slid to the floor, running his lips over Jerry’s exposed abs. Jerry’s shiver only served to widen Nico’s smile. 
Eyes heavy-lidded, Nico swiped his tongue from the top of Jerry’s jeans to his collar bone, pausing to nibble, suck, and kiss along the way. Jerry’s disappointed cock screamed, Me! Now! No mouth should be allowed to get so close without following through. 
This was a bad idea. A terrible idea. 
Especially if they’d be working together. 
Then again, some terrible ideas were worth the consequences. Jerry squirmed when Nico brushed a ticklish spot, moaning when Nico flicked his tongue tip over Jerry’s nipple. 
Nico looked up. “Some guys don’t like that. I’m glad you do.” He went about proving his point, lavishing attention on first one taut bud, then the other. 
Oh God, that felt good, between a hot mouth and callused hand skating over Jerry’s skin. Nico drew back, lifting the ice cream carton to peer inside. Oh, that wicked grin did terribly filthy things to Jerry’s libido.
Nico spooned up a bit of the melting rocky road, then drop by drop, anointed Jerry’s skin. Damn! Cold. Almost immediately, a hot tongue chased back the chill. Jerry’s stomach, pecs, and shoulders received the same treatment. 
All but his groin.
Jerry kept his loosely bound wrists exactly where Nico left them, draped over the arm of the couch. 
Nico smirked while tugging down Jerry’s jeans. Once more, he dripped melted ice cream. Oh God. He couldn’t mean to… Jerry hissed as each drop hit his cock and balls.
“Oh fuck. You trying to torture me to death or something?”
“Definitely the ‘or something.’” Nico licked the ice cream off Jerry’s painfully hard dick. “Did I mention how much I like rocky road?”
“I’ll buy stock.” The ability to speak suddenly left Jerry as warm lips wrapped around his cockhead, traveled downward, then back up, Nico moaning deep in his throat. Fuck, but the guy excelled at blow jobs. Just like Jerry’s alley lover. If a blowjob was this good, how would Nico be in an actual bed? 
“Can we move this to the bedroom?” Jerry croaked.
“I thought you’d never ask.” Nico snagged the ice cream on his way down the hall, placing the container on the dresser across from the bed. 
Jerry lost no time shimmying out of his clothes to stand fully naked in front of the biker of his dreams.
Nico had shucked his leather jacket in the living room but still wore boots, jeans, and a Harley Davidson T-shirt. Would it be weird to ask Nico to remove the clothes but wear the boots? 
Images ran through Jerry’s mind, Nico naked except for boots. 
Once more, Nico captured Jerry’s wrists, using his body to push Jerry back toward the wall, then buried his face where Jerry’s neck met shoulder. Warm breath brushed Jerry’s skin, combined with the rasp of five o’clock shadow. How would those whiskers feel on a sensitive inner thigh? 
Nico claimed Jerry’s mouth, all heat, persistence, and toe-curling possession. Claimed. Totally, completely claimed. With insistent pressure, Nico invaded Jerry’s mouth with his tongue. Now came Jerry’s turn to moan.
As though reading Jerry’s mind, Nico fell to his knees, pushing Jerry’s thighs wider and brushing stubble against the sensitive skin. Fucking damn! The rasp sent chills racing up Jerry’s spine. 
When Nico took Jerry’s balls into his mouth, one at a time, then licked a swath up Jerry’s cock, Jerry nearly shot right then and there. He stared down at Nico’s upturned face, lips stretched wide, lashes dark against his skin. 
Only the wall at his back kept Jerry from collapsing onto the floor. He clutched Nico’s wide shoulders, feeling the play of firm muscles beneath his fingertips. “On the bed. Now.” Before his weak knees gave out completely. 
“I do love a man who knows what he wants.” The sultry look in Nico’s eyes nearly buckled Jerry’s knees again.
“What I want is your clothes on the floor.” As an afterthought, Jerry added, “Keep the boots on.”
“Maybe some other time.” Nico stood, whipping his T-shirt over his head. “Right now, I want skin to skin.”
This was such a bad idea. The most wonderfully excellent bad idea ever. 
Jerry’s mouth watered at the whorls of dark hair covering Nico’s chest, leading down into faded jeans. “Off. Now.” Hand to Nico’s shoulder, Jerry forced him backwards until Nico fell onto the mattress. 
Jerry dropped to the floor, fumbling Nico’s boots off while Nico wriggled his jeans down to his ankles. 
Boots off. Then jeans, so fast Jerry didn’t even notice if Nico wore anything beneath. 
“Up!” Jerry ordered, pointing toward the headboard. 
“Yes, sir!” Nico saluted and shimmied his way up the bed. He sank down onto a pillow, lifting one brow. “Now what?”
Jerry straddled Nico’s body and descended, locking their mouths together. With the way the guy kissed and sucked, Jerry might get his mind blown along with his dick. 
“Keep your motor running. I’ll be right back.” Jerry darted into the bathroom for the quickest prep in history, then returned with a condom and lube. Devilment in his eyes, he climbed between Nico’s spread thighs, taking in the hairy legs and thatch of dark curls around Nico’s groin. 
In the semidark bedroom, Jerry noticed patterns inked beneath the chest hair that he couldn’t quite make out.
Nico’s cock was long, fat, uncut, and fit so good in Jerry’s hand, the swollen head a deep purple. 
Jerry gave a few strokes, drawing a gasp from Nico, then lowered his head and worshipped the hard flesh with his mouth, stroking the length with his tongue. 
Nico released a growl, working his fingers into Jerry’s hair. “Damn, that feels good. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve dreamed of having your mouth on me.”
Jerry would’ve replied, And you don’t know how many times I dreamed of having you, but he’d been taught not to talk with his mouth full. Nico thought of him? Though he’d love to suck Nico all night, Jerry pulled off, holding Nico’s gaze while tearing open the condom wrapper. 
Keeping eye contact, Jerry asked, “Can I ride you?”
Placing a warm hand on Jerry’s hip, Nico nodded. 
Slowly, slowly, Jerry worked the latex down Nico’s thick shaft, then added a touch of lube. Lifting himself above Nico’s lap, Jerry positioned the tip of that perfect cock to his hole. 
He paused. This was going to feel so good, that fat cock stretching him. Jerry sank down, groaning when the tip breached him, an incredible burn heralding wonderful things to come. 
Planting his hands against Nico’s firm chest, Jerry slowly slid lower, lost in a pair of penetrating dark eyes. The burn turned into a fullness he hadn’t felt in a very long time. He panted, adjusting to the girth. 
“You okay?” Nico asked.
“Yeah. Just give me a moment.” Slowly pain eased into exquisite torture. Jerry rose and fell, taking more each time, Nico’s hands on his waist helping to guide him. 
One moment, Jerry felt too full; the next, pressure against his prostate sent him soaring in pleasure. 
Finally, fully seated, Jerry paused to enjoy the feeling of Nico inside of him, looking at him like Jerry might be the best thing ever. 
“I got to move,” Nico murmured. 
“Okay.” Jerry shifted his hips to prove the point. 
Nico surged upward, groaning out his pleasure. “Damn. Feels so fucking good. You feel so good.” He gripped Jerry’s hips tight enough to leave marks. 
Jerry never minded a bit of pain with his pleasure, as long as the guy didn’t go too far. 
He met Nico’s thrusts, feeling rock-hard pecs flexing beneath his fingers. His own cock bobbed. 
Nico released one side of Jerry’s hips to take Jerry’s cock in hand. Holy fuck, fireworks happening too fast if Nico didn’t slow down. 
But too good to stop, every shift, every thrust, pressed all the right places, the fullness when Nico plunged inside, the emptiness when he withdrew. 
Familiar tension grew deep within Jerry. No! Not so soon! “Slow down, or I’m gonna cum,” he muttered on panted breaths. Sweat plastered his hair to his forehead and glistened on Nico’s skin. 
Damn, what a fine man. And Jerry’s, at least for now. Time to make things last. 
Nico grunted, continuing to thrust and stroke. “While I like nothing better than edging, let’s save that for another time. Tonight? Do what feels good. You’re young. You’ll get hard again. I’ll make sure.” 
All the permission Jerry needed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! Ahh…” He stilled, muscles seizing. His brain fuzzed out. Just a little more… Jerry slammed down, crying out. Orgasm rocked his body, pulling wordless cries from his throat. He barely registered Nico’s fingers digging into his hips. Spasms fired from deep within as cum pulsed from his cock, spattering Nico’s chest. 
Aftershocks shuddered through Jerry. He held tight to Nico’s biceps to keep from falling. 
He lost the battle, collapsing onto Nico. Nico withdrew and rolled Jerry to his back. Moving nearly too fast to track, Nico peeled off the condom and took himself in hand, head thrown back, eyes closed. 
What a sight. And Jerry too wiped out to do much more than lie still and admire. Except for his heart thudding away in his chest and the breathing that didn’t seem to give enough air. 
Nico groaned, one hand beneath his balls, the other frantically stroking, body jolting while pearly drops rained on Jerry’s stomach. The muscles in his arms and chest bulged, flexing with every movement. “Oh God!” Nico moaned. “Oh fuck!” His whole body shook, jerking with each spurt of cum. “Ohh…” He gave one last shudder, then held in place, softening cock still in hand. 
After a moment, he opened his eyes, flopping down onto his side. Jerry’s heart raced, his thoughts hazy.
Nico threw an arm over Jerry, dragging him close, close enough for Jerry to feel Nico’s heartbeat against his own chest. 
Their breathing gradually calmed as Nico ran gentle fingers over Jerry’s back. Finally, he broke the quiet with a grin. “That was even better than in my fantasies. Yours?” 
Now how the hell did Nico know… What the hell? He seemed to know everything else about Jerry. Why not fantasies? “I’m not sure. Reckon after we rest a while and eat more pizza, we can try again to be sure?”
Nico grinned. “I like the way you think.”
Definitely the best worst idea ever. 




Chapter Twelve


“While I ain’t planning on picking out curtains or anything, you got somebody waiting for you back home? Husband? Wife? Boyfriend? Girlfriend?” A little late for Jerry to ask, naked and sweaty in bed drinking coffee after a wild night of sex.  
Still, he had standards. Better late than never for finding out if he’d gone against those.
While Jerry preferred bottoming, Nico leaned toward mouths, hands, and simply rubbing off on each other. Who knew those acts could be so erotic? 
Nico sat propped on a pillow against the headboard, muscular body, hairy chest, and pleasure trail on display. Dark stubble shadowed his cheeks, giving him an additional dose of sexy. 
The ink on his chest morphed into a dragon with outstretched talons in the light of day, though he’d no pieces on his arms. An idly tossed sheet concealed his cock. Damn the luck. “No. I had a partner for a while, but he wanted things I couldn’t give.”
He? Yes! Jerry sat cross-legged on the bed in all his naked glory. Clothes were made for wearing outside the house. More convenient for sex this way too. “What did he want?”
“A boring, nine-to-five life.” Nico took a healthy swig of coffee, closing his eyes with a blissful expression normally reserved for a post-orgasmic haze. “That’s some damn fine coffee, Jerry. Now, where was I?”
“He wanted boring?” How could anyone walk away from Niccolo de Silva? The guy must’ve been out of his mind!
“He referred to it as ‘stable’ and accused me of not loving him when I said I couldn’t. Then he moved out.” Nico stared off into the distance. “That’s what hurt most, you know?”
“Him moving out?”
“No, him being right. We got along okay, liked some of the same things. The relationship was good between us, but never great. I think I stayed as long as I did because my family loved him, his loved me.” Nico shrugged. “I didn’t want to disappoint anyone. If not for him ending things, who knows? I might’ve ended up in a loveless marriage to please other people.”
Nico didn’t strike Jerry as the kind of person who’d sacrifice his own happiness for others, but what did Jerry really know? “How long were y’all together, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Four years. I hear he’s married now. Got two kids.” Nico took another sip of coffee. “I wish him well. How about you?”
“What? Me?” Jerry suddenly knew without a doubt how a deer in headlights felt. 
“Yeah, you.” A slow smile spread over Nico’s face. “Anyone come along wanting to take you off the market?”
“Nah. I was a loner growing up. Didn’t have many friends. I stayed in the closet until dropping out of high school. After that, I kinda…” Confession time. “I fell head over heels in love with an older man.”
Nico’s brow crinkled. “He didn’t return your feelings?”
Jerry shook his head. “He wasn’t even who he said he was.”
Nico did a double take, tipping his head to the side. The sheet slithered a fraction to the left, nearly exposing Nico’s cock. Nearly, but not quite. “Come again?”
Time to confess to an extreme amount of head-up-ass. “He was undercover. The man I fell in love with didn’t exist. Later, a stranger wore his face. Kinda left me reeling, ya know?”
Nico let out a low whistle. “Man, that’s hard. Are you okay?”
The warmth in Nico’s dark eyes couldn’t be mistaken. “Yeah. I think so.” Jerry actually was okay, though why it had taken so long to consider the question remained a mystery.
“How old were you?”
“Nineteen. Then I got pulled into the case, ended up testifying against guys I thought were my friends.” Jerry shrugged, though hints of inner pain still existed at what he saw as a betrayal. “They weren’t. I still suffered the consequences for my part.”
“I see. What was your part?”
How was it so easy to open up to the man? Jerry found himself saying things he’d never admitted to anyone else. But then again, they’d only be together for a short time. Afterward, they'd likely never see each other again. “I got involved with a biker gang dealing in synthetic drugs. Bath salts.”
Nico nodded. “I remember those. Nasty business.”
Jerry wished he could forget. “I kept the books, knew about the operation. Just a dumb kid with nothing better to do than hang around.” Waiting for scraps of attention went unsaid. He winced. How pathetic his life had been.
Nico patted Jerry’s shoulder. “I was a dumb kid once too. Life has a way of fixing that.”
What? No judgment? Jerry slowly exhaled, regaining his bearings. “Yeah, I reckon it does.”
“You’re definitely not a dumb kid now.” Nico saluted with his coffee cup.
Some days Jerry doubted that.
Nico kindly changed the subject. Or rather, returned to the original topic. “So, no one else?”
“Not really. Long story, but I OD’d on the drug the bikers sold, got shot, and faced charges when I woke up. As an adult this time, not juvie.” Though Jerry had done his time in juvie for minor offenses. 
“You did time? I didn’t read about any convictions.”
Jerry scowled. “If you already know everything about me, why ask?”
“Sorry!” Nico lifted both hands, one still gripping the coffee cup. “I think I’m better talking to computers than people, so forgive me when I put my foot in my mouth. Deal?”
One side of Jerry’s mouth lifted without his say-so. “Deal. Back then, a man named Walter Smith held Bo’s job, a big mountain of a man.”
“I’ve heard of Walter Smith.” Nico took another sip of coffee. “He’s kind of a legend in narcotics enforcement.”
Jerry nodded. Though he didn’t see his mentor much since Walter’s retirement, the big man still checked in regularly, given his tendency to adopt stray people. “When everybody else would’a given up on me, Walter came to my hospital room. I thought he was worried because one of his agents shot me, but it was more. He acted like he actually cared, ya know?” Even now, Jerry clearly pictured Walter by the hospital bed, concern etched on his weathered face.
“I’ve only heard good things about Mr. Smith. Who shot you, if you don’t mind my asking? Those records were sealed.”
“Lucky.”
“Lucky!” A hand over Nico’s mouth prevented a coffee spew. “Why the hell did he do that?”
“I kinda got wasted, tried to take a knife to Bo…”
“Why did you…” Nico stopped, expression frozen in confusion before the truth dawned. “Bo was the older man, wasn’t he?”
Jerry let out a slow breath. “Yes.” No need to say anything more.
Instead of pressing for details, Nico asked, “So, after him?”
Jerry could have kissed Nico for not pursuing the in-love-with-the-boss angle. “Hookups mostly. I spent all my time training, then months on assignments sometimes. Don’t leave time for much else. Besides, most of the guys I know would either run screaming or stick a knife in me if they knew I worked for SNB.” Jerry might have acted that way himself once. The running part, not the knifing. Then again…
Though he studied hand-to-hand combat and boxing with Loretta Johnson and tried to stab Bo while high, he’d never deliberately hurt anyone in his life.
Nico’s low chuckle stroked like a hand down Jerry’s spine. “I find it interesting that the Schollenbergers met on the job.”
“Bo told me they hid their relationship at first because the bureau didn’t allow coworkers to date, but they slipped through some kind of loophole. Now they don’t work together. Not directly, anyhow.”
“Hmmm…”
“Lucky’s brother-in-law used to work for Bo too, but transferred when he married into the family. He went back to the Virginia office he’d started from.” 
“Wow. Does that mean the place empties out whenever there’s a family reunion?”
Jerry couldn’t fight a smile. “Something along those lines.”
“How did you go from testifying to working for the SNB?”
“That was Walter’s doing. Because of him, I only got probation, and a job at SNB once I passed the test and got my GED. It could have been worse, much worse, given some of the charges I faced. Since I managed to piss a lot of folks off back home, I guess I’m safer here.” Jerry added more quietly. “So is my family.”
“I take it you don’t see them much.”
“No.” A subject Jerry did not want to talk about. “How about you?”
“My family? I used to see them regularly, but things aren’t the same since Bryan. Our mothers are close. I go home when I can. The first thing they ask is if I’ve caught the guys responsible yet. They don’t believe he OD’d any more than I do. After a while of no hellos, just ‘Have you caught those assholes?’ I quit going. Like I wouldn’t call them the moment I did.”
“Wow.” In his own way, Nico might be as alone as Jerry. 
“Aren’t we a pair?”
“A pair of what?” Jerry laughed, though his heart didn’t join in. “I call Mama once in a while, let her know I’m okay and ain’t doing drugs.” He rolled his eyes. “Somehow, my family can’t seem to see me as I am now. They’ve got this image of me in their heads being nineteen and a total screwup.”
Nico patted Jerry’s bare thigh. “I can’t believe you were ever a total screwup.”
“Believe it.”
“Nope. Because if you were a total screwup, you’d still be one.”
Jerry studied his nearly empty coffee cup. “Huh. Maybe.”
“Of course I’m right. I’m older and wiser. I also know plenty of total screwups. Enough to be able to say you don’t even come close.” Nico placed his finger under Jerry’s chin, gently lifting until their gazes met. 
“If you say so.”
Nico sat back, relaxing against the headboard again. “Where are you from? Your accent sounds local.”
“About an hour away, in Athens. I want to ask you something.” Jerry averted his gaze. Did he really want to know?
“I can’t promise I’ll answer, but I will if I can.” 
“Fair enough.” Jerry drew in a deep breath. “That night behind the bar was you, right?”
Nico grinned. “In the habit of getting sexed up in the dark by anonymous strangers, are you?” 
Put that way… “No. Usually, when I go out back with someone, I read ’em their rights and cuff ’em.”
“Oh, cuffing! I never thought of that.”
“So it was you!” Jerry’s smile fell.
“Yes. Is there a problem?”
“Why did you lure me outside?”
“I had it on good authority that something was going down. Something neither of us should be there for. At the time, I’ll admit I still thought you were Brody. You seemed to be working from the same doctor list as me. Then there was Bryan’s note. You going to jail would’ve cut off contact. I needed to see what you were about. Then I discovered your connection with SNB.”
“Is that the only reason?”
After a few moments, Nico said, “No. I wanted to.”
He wanted to? Damn. Jerry might need time to think about that revelation. “I got another question. While you’re fan-damn-tastic with your mouth, and I ain’t complainin’, you don’t seem to want to bottom.” They’d done several things during the night, but no more anal. 
“That’s not something I enjoy, though some past lovers have complained. Is that a problem for you?” 
After the ride Nico gave last night? “Oh, hell no.” Jerry grinned. “Where’s home?”
“Virginia, for now.”
“Ah.” Virginia, the site of a lot of organizations with three letters, or nearby. “You hide your tracks well. I can’t find anything current, just your past records.”
“I’d be fucked at my job if you did. I’m the guy people come to when they need to disappear off the internet. Anything else you want to ask?”
Was there? “Folks. Not people. Here in the South, we say folks. Be sure to pronounce the W.”
Nico’s brow creased. “There’s no W in folks.”
“There is down here.” Jerry enunciated clearly, “F-O-W-K-S. No L.” 
Nico tried. “Fowlks.”
Jerry face-palmed, shaking his head. “It’s gonna take a lot of work to make you a Southerner.”
“Why would I want to be a Southerner?”
“If ya wanna talk to locals, ya gotta speak the language.”
“Ya reckon?”
“Good boy!” Jerry pulled a stick of gum from a pack on the nightstand, handing it to Nico.
Nico stared at the gum. “What’s that for?”
“Positive reinforcement.”
“Dog training? Really?”
Jerry shrugged. “If it works.” 
“I’ll remember to bring candy into the bedroom.” 
This brought them to the next subject, one Jerry wasn’t sure how to start. He caught his bottom lip between his teeth. Might as well plow right in with the direct approach. “You’re holding back with me, aren’t you?”
A furrow formed between Nico’s brows. “Holding back? I just told you everything. Or everything I can, at any rate.” 
“Not the job. I mean in bed. You’re holding back.”
After several long moments that felt like a year, Nico finally answered, “Actually, I am.”
What? “Why?”
Nico sat up in the bed, taking Jerry’s chin in his hand. “Will you let me show you one day?”
One day? Jerry’s heart did a happy jump. “Okay, next Southern phrase.”
“What’s that?”
Jerry grinned. “Damn skippy.” 




Chapter Thirteen


Noisy squeaks came from the corridor. Jerry poked his head out of his cubicle. Nico pushed a laden cart with one hand, pulling a chair with the other.  
What the fuck? 
Nico smiled. “Hi, roomie. Looks like we’re bunking together for a while.” 
How could one simple sentence cause joy and sheer terror at the same time? “What?” Oh, smooth, Jerry. With such a distraction sitting a few feet away, he’d never get a lick of work done. 
A few feet. As in, within reaching distance. Enough to give a guy a stiffie. Then again, knowing Lucky could pass by the cube any second put a screeching halt to “making Nico naked” fantasies. 
Nico hauled his things into the cube, unloading items from the cart to the desk. “Lucky and Bo want us sharing space since we're working together.”
As if being around Nico didn’t affect Jerry enough already, now he’d have to walk around fighting a hard-on. Nice. He put on a brave face. “Cool.” Time to distract himself from the erotic gutter thoughts before losing himself in mental porn. “Why would a doctor prescribe Fentanerol for knee pain?”
Nico paused moving in. “Fentanerol. Potent stuff. Only recently received FDA approval.”
Was this guy a walking search engine? Just ask a question; he’d spit out the answer. Civilian Jerry’s ass. “Yeah. For severe pain. Seems the doctor isn’t doing badly for himself or for the company selling it either.”
“May I?” Nico gestured to Jerry’s laptop. 
Jerry nodded. Nico leaned over Jerry’s shoulder, tapping a few keys.
God, he smelled good. Some spicy cologne made Jerry want to throw the man down and lick every inch of him.
“A month’s supply of Fentanerol could cost you over two grand. Since you went as an insurance patient, they’ll be billed. There is no generic, so the provider has to pay.” 
“Well, I normally pose as a Medicaid patient, but they won’t pay for a drug indicated for cancer unless the patient is diagnosed, so we set Brody up with a bogus insurance policy.” Strange talking about Brody as a separate person. Jerry’s life. So fucked up.
Nico tapped a few more keys. “Ah-ha! Thought so.”
“Thought so what?” Jerry stared at the screen. 
“Dr. Steadman is part of Monumental’s speaker program.”
“I’ve not dealt with those before.” Knew about? Yes. Dealt with? No.
“Basically, Monumental pays Steadman to sell other doctors on their products.” The disgust in Nico’s voice spoke volumes about his opinion of the program. 
“That pays big bucks? I thought manufacturers couldn’t pay doctors kickbacks.”
Nico gave a snort. “They can’t pay direct kickbacks, but they can disguise the action as a healthcare professional merely informing others about the products. Usually, it takes place over dinner in a nice restaurant. Monumental probably gets away with paying around twenty-five hundred dollars for each meeting. It’s a fine line between legitimate practice and the manufacturer violating the antikickback statute.” 
Jerry tallied a few figures in his head until his mind threatened him with a shutdown. “Nice chunk of change.” Maybe he’d been a bit hasty in abandoning the illegal drug trade. Nah. He’d nearly died at nineteen.
“Tell me about it. Those dinners aren’t held at Waffle House either. Nothing cheap.”
How Jerry would love to see firsthand exactly how fine Monumental drew the line. “How can we get invited to one of those?”
Nico grinned. “Once again, I like the way you think. The problem is, Steadman knows you.”
Oh, how Jerry had wanted to try disguises as part of an undercover operation. “Leave that to me.”
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry entered the cube he shared with Nico a few days later, folded his arms over his chest, and leaned against the entryway. 
Nico glanced up from his laptop, then dropped his gaze back to his work without even missing a keystroke in his typing. “I’m sorry. If you’re looking for Jerry, he isn’t here.”
“Do you know where he’s gone or when he’ll be back?” Jerry had practiced the deeper voice in the car every morning and evening. But not at home if Nico stayed over. He’d stayed over nearly every night since they started working together, so…
Jerry had also worked on minimizing his Southern accent.
“No. He didn’t say.” Nico continued doing whatever. Talk about dedication. Dedication, oblivion, whatever. So much for “be aware of your surroundings at all times.” Yeah, definitely a civilian. Even Eric paid better attention—while pretending not to. 
“Mind if I wait?” No one was allowed into the office unless they worked for SNB or had an escort, so a stranger’s presence shouldn’t alarm a newbie like Nico. Still, Jerry waited for some hint of recognition.
Nico glanced up again, nostrils flaring just enough to show irritation. “Okay by me.” He returned his attention to the laptop. 
Jerry sat at his desk, using his feet to push the chair around the carpet as annoyingly as possible. “So, how long have you worked here?”
A muscle in Nico’s jaw twitched. “Not to be rude, but I really need to get this report written.”
Oh, this would be so much fun. “The only part that’s rude is you not recognizing the guy you’re sleeping with.”
“What the fuck?” Nico jumped out of his chair. 
Jerry used his normal voice. “It’s me, Nico.”
“You?” Nico looked adorable when confused. Not that Jerry would say so out loud. 
“Have I ever mentioned our kick-ass team here in undercover ops? Makeup, disguises, they even work with us on changing our voice and body language.”
Nico circled Jerry. “You look like you’re in your late thirties, thirty pounds heavier, and dressed nothing like Jerry Wilkerson or Brody Jenson.” He touched Jerry’s now blond locks. “Your eyes are blue. Somehow, you appear shorter too.”
Jerry stood and did a runway model twirl. “I know, aren’t they fabulous? Clothes, hair, everything.”
After a few more moments of staring, Nico sat back down, never taking his eyes off Jerry. “Amazing. If I didn’t know you, no doctor you’ve met once will. Here…” Nico pulled out his cell phone and took a few pictures. “I’m betting my facial recognition software won’t identify you.”
“That’s the plan.” Jerry took his voice low. “Want me to wear this getup home today?” He waggled his eyebrows. Another thing he’d always wanted to do: roleplay. 
“What? Why…” The furrow between Nico’s brows evened out. He gave Jerry a serious once-over. “It could be fun, but to be honest, I just want Jerry.”
If such sweet talk didn’t make a guy melt… 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry tried his best not to stare as he and Nico followed a hostess in a little black dress. He’d never seen such elegance as this restaurant. Were the floors marble? Crystal chandeliers hung overhead, giving off a soft glow. Classical music played in the background. 
He mentally replayed the instructions from Loretta Johnson on which fork or spoon to use, all while trying not to trip over his own feet. His new loafers were loud and far too slick. 
The woman stopped by a table set for ten. “Here you go, gentlemen. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”
“Water, please,” Nico said, turning on a charming smile, “for both of us.” Even though Jerry had practiced a voice to go with his thirty-something, successful doctor persona, Nico would do most of the talking, with the added bonus of him understanding all the doctor speak. 
Nico’s reassuring hand on his knee kept Jerry from flinching when Dr. Steadman approached their table, flanked by two other men, one similar in appearance to Steadman, agewise, the other much younger. They’d dressed in business casual, like Nico and Jerry, though they appeared far more comfortable in their button-down shirts than Jerry felt. 
Nico stood, extending a hand. “Dr. Steadman? I’m Dr. Nicholas del Mar. This is my associate Dr. Jason Masterson.” In undercover ops training, Jerry learned to create a fictitious name similar in cadence and sound to his own, to make answering automatically easier. 
No one at the table asked for any particulars on Jerry, so he didn’t offer the SNB-provided backstory he’d practiced for days. 
“Dr. Donald Steadman.” The doctor introduced the other two men loudly enough for Jerry’s mic to pick up. He showed no signs of recognition. 
Good. Undercover Ops knew their stuff, as confirmed by Nico’s software program, which hadn’t recognized Jerry either. 
Introductions made, all sat. Steadman ordered a whiskey sour while the two men with him ordered wine. Finally, the man Jerry had been researching online appeared, dressed in a polo shirt, khaki pants, and grinning widely. A beautiful blonde in a short skirt suit clung to his arm. Marcus Braswell, Monumental Pharma’s top-performing salesman as well as Southeastern Regional Sales Manager. Tall, fit, just going gray at the temples, with a chiseled jaw and dimpled chin. In a word? Gorgeous. Yet something in his eyes brought to mind a predator on a wildlife show. 
Marcus and the woman made a beautiful pair. Many heads swiveled to watch their passing. 
Marcus strode forward, the sheer force of him nearly enough to send Jerry running for the door. He exuded confidence and a take-no-prisoners manner. “Gentleman! I’d like to introduce you to Amber, because you just can’t have enough beauty at the table, can you?”
If Jerry were Amber, he’d have punched the guy. Amber simply smiled, somewhat uncomfortably, while the other men chuckled. At least Marcus pulled out her chair. 
A waiter passed by. Marcus lifted his hand. “Pinot Grigio for me and the lady.” He swept his gaze around the table. “Anyone else?” Everyone but Jerry and Nico ordered more alcohol. They weren’t the ones paying the tab. Marcus added, “How about a plate of appetizers, enough for ten people.”
“Are we expecting more?” Dr. Steadman asked. 
Marcus patted his belly. “No. I’m hungry enough to eat for three.” 
Jerry had spent the afternoon studying the rules regarding manufacturers using healthcare professionals as speakers. According to the PhRMA Code, alcoholic drinks weren’t allowed at presentations, only modest meals. Everyone in attendance should have a legitimate reason to be there. 
Looked like Marcus didn’t think rules applied to him. So many people didn’t. 
Jerry called those folks job security.
The waiter brought drinks and took their orders, all of which were to be added to one tab. Lots of steak, lobster, and steak and lobster. Because he couldn’t afford to go all out often, and because going cheap would stand out, Jerry ordered prime rib, baked potato, and green beans something-something. Nico chose an expensive, French-sounding entree. 
Jerry would enjoy his meal and include the details on his report.  
They chatted, nothing but small talk, Marcus plying the doctors with drinks and food. Amber took dainty sips of her wine but didn’t touch any of the appetizers. She only picked at her dinner salad. The looks she gave Marcus on the few occasions she wasn’t studying the table didn’t speak of love. Maybe they’d fought on the way over. It didn’t take a lot of imagination to see Marcus as a total dick. Oh, how he droned on, mostly about himself. Wasn’t this supposed to be a meeting about pharmaceuticals? 
On the plus side, the prime rib melted in Jerry’s mouth. When had he ever had such a wonderful meal? Or such an expensive one? It almost made up for the bad company. Bad company except for Nico. 
After dinner, Marcus finally ended the latest monotonous golf story. 
Dr. Steadman began the portion of the evening Jerry had been waiting for. “While I’ve got you here, I need to tell you about a wonderful new product from Monumental Pharmaceuticals. How long does it take oxycodone to work on pain? Hydrocodone? What if I told you your patients could feel relief in as little as five minutes?” 
The FDA approval stated thirty minutes, but now might not be a good time to argue.
The two men beside Dr. Steadman gasped. “Five minutes?”
Steadman gave an emphatic nod. “Only injectables work faster. But these your patients can self-administer at home.” 
The younger of Steadman’s colleagues asked, “What price point are we talking?”
“Now, how can you put a price on pain relief?” Marcus butted in with a far too loud laugh. Damn, just when Jerry hoped the motormouth of the South ran out of words. 
The young doctor chuckled. “That bad, is it?”
Marcus sat up straighter. Yep, he got a bite. Now to reel them in. “Totally covered by most insurance and Medicaid. We can show you how to file to ensure payment.”
Jerry’s hackles rose. Time to be more than a body at the table. “Is it for all pain? Or specific?”
Steadman fielded the question. “It was originally designed for cancer patients, but pain isn’t choosy who it picks on. Why should we be?”
Aaaannnnd…There went another red flag. 
Dr. Steadman cleared his throat. “A young man came into my office the other day with horrendous pain from a motorcycle accident. Unfortunately, his normal doctor overlooked the severity. Now, with Fentanerol, he’s pain-free.”
It took a minute for the truth to register. Steadman might have been talking about Jerry and highly exaggerating. 
“Fentanerol,” Nico mused. “Is this fentanyl-based?”
“It is!”
The conversation about the drug took five minutes before returning to golf or whatever the hell else they discussed. 
After a while, Steadman’s buddies left, leaving Steadman, Marcus, Jerry, Amber, and Nico. Steadman eventually stood after a few moments of squirming that Jerry understood as him waiting for Jerry and Nico to leave. “I think I’ll call it an evening, gentlemen.” 
Marcus addressed Nico and Jerry. “Would you gentlemen excuse me a moment?” He and Amber rose, following Steadman. The woman had barely eaten and hadn’t spoken a single word. 
Marcus came back alone. 
“What about your girlfriend? Did she leave too?” The whole dinner couldn’t have been comfortable for her. Jerry caught her more than once glancing longingly at the door.
Marcus laughed. “Oh, she isn’t my girlfriend. I brought her for Steadman.”
It took a moment for the pieces to fall into place. Nico pressed his knee to Jerry’s, urging him to silence. 
All the red flags in the world just rose.
“Now.” Marcus folded his hands before him on the table, pausing for a busboy to clear their dishes. He ordered another drink. “Steadman writes on average ten new prescriptions for Fentanerol each week. If he can convince his two friends to write even five weekly, we’ve doubled sales with this deal alone.” He fixed Nico with an inquisitive gaze.  “You two could do the same once you start writing scripts.”
“How do you compensate him?” Nico rubbed his chin, intense stare focused on Marcus. Jerry knew full well the weight of that stare. 
“Twenty-five hundred for each presentation. Plus, a few perks thrown in for good behavior.” Marcus winked. Amber. She’d been a part of Steadman’s payment. The prime rib turned to lead in Jerry’s belly. “Not only that, but if we scratch his back, he scratches ours. I expect twenty new prescriptions per week by year-end from each prescriber.”
“Is the product that lucrative?” Jerry had to know. 
Marcus smiled indulgently. “Although it cost eight million dollars to bring to market and obtain FDA approval, it is very, very lucrative.” He turned his attention to Nico. “So, think you might be interested in booking a few presentations and inviting colleagues?”
Nico made one damned fine actor, leaning forward, every inch the interested party. “It is a tempting offer. Does the FDA restrict use to severe pain?”
Marcus waved a dismissive hand. “You doctors off-label prescribe all the time. You’re just not allowed to say so directly in sales pitches.” He lifted his hands in a surrendering gesture. “Hey, I’m just here as a consultant. A healthcare provider ran this whole show.” 
Which might or might not hold up in court. 
“What about the legalities of payment?” Nico asking saved Jerry the trouble. 
Marcus clutched the proverbial pearls. “It’s perfectly legal to pay professionals to tell others about the product.”
Nico nodded and stood. Jerry took his cue from Nico. “I’ll seriously consider the proposal and be in touch.” Nico shook Marcus’s hand. “Thank you for an informative evening. I have your card.”
“That you do.” 
The whole damned restaurant ought to, the way Marcus flashed them around. 
Jerry extended his hand, trying not to cringe when Marcus shook, half expecting his fingers to come away slimy. 
He trailed Nico from the restaurant, letting out a relieved breath. Another experience he hoped never to repeat, even if people here treated him like someone important, holding the door for him and saying, “Good night, sir.”
Jerry waited until getting into their borrowed BMW to turn off his microphone. “Wow! I mean…wow! I’ve met street corner drug dealers with more scruples.” 
Nico gripped the steering wheel tightly in his hands. “That was Bryan’s supervisor. I didn’t know he’d be here tonight. I thought they’d just send a rep, not the Southeastern sales manager.” He let out a long, hard breath. “It took every ounce of my self-control not to beat the living shit out of the asshole.”
Really? He’d put on a pretty good show of hanging on to every word from Marcus’s mouth. 
Jerry had never been good at comforting others but reached across the console, resting a hand on Nico’s knee, silently offering support. Nico took one hand from the steering wheel and laced their fingers together. His eyes glittered in the dark. “Can I spend the night at your place? I don’t think I should be alone with my thoughts tonight.” 
Always! “Like I’d tell a hot guy no.” Jerry fully understood. Something about being in the presence of Marcus made one feel just a bit dirty, and not very good about themselves. 
One thing they didn’t tell newbies about this job during recruitment:
All the damned nightmares. 
That walked on two feet. 




Chapter Fourteen


They stopped by Nico’s studio apartment to pack a bag. They’d barely gotten inside the door when Nico pushed Jerry against the wall, pressing his lips to Jerry’s neck, trailing upwards to gently nip an earlobe, sending fire shooting toward all points south.  
This was like some kind of fantasy, Jerry with a dark-haired biker, but where a young him would’ve imagined Bo, the him of today knew exactly who he was with, who he wanted to be with. 
Then again, Jerry still wore his disguise. Was this a fantasy for Nico too? 
Jerry hooked his leg around Nico’s, pulling him closer. Nico chuckled against Jerry’s skin, then lifted his head, putting them nose to nose. Nico’s dark eyes bored into Jerry’s, leaving him feeling exposed, vulnerable, but oh so desired. No one had ever looked at Jerry like a duck about to pounce on a June bug.
Then Nico sealed their mouths, sliding his tongue against Jerry’s. Oh shit, oh damn. Jerry’s cock ached to be touched. Or sucked. 
He slid his fingers through inky hair, cupping the back of Nico’s head and deepening the kiss until he’d nowhere left to go. In a reminder of the night in the alley, Nico gripped Jerry’s upper arm, then released the hold to wrap one arm around Jerry, pulling him closer still. 
Nico’s hard cock rubbed Jerry’s through way too many clothes. Jerry moaned. To hell with who might hear. 
He nearly screamed when the kiss broke until Nico murmured, “You need to be naked,” against Jerry’s mouth. 
“We both should be,” Jerry replied, a bit breathless. 
A smile crept into Nico’s voice. “What say we take care of that?”
Jerry whipped his shirt over his head before Nico stopped speaking, pausing to enjoy the view while Nico did the same—at the cost of a few tears and flying buttons. The thick mat of dark hair covering Nico’s chest felt like silk against Jerry’s fingers. 
Damn, how he loved the dragon covering Nico’s chest, tail disappearing below his waistline.
Nico had Jerry up against a wall again a moment later, Jerry’s sparsely furred chest pressing to Nico’s. The kiss curled Jerry’s toes. Oh God, but the man could kiss, tender and conquering, sweet and sultry all at the same time! 
Nico slipped a hand into the top of Jerry’s pants. “Is this okay?”
“More than okay. A thousand times better than okay.” Jerry struggled to get the fly open and give his cock expansion room. He wouldn’t ruin the moment by teaching a Southernism now. 
Long, rough fingers gripped his cock, stroking, slowly stroking. Nico murmured against Jerry’s hair. “I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind. How you smell. How you taste.”
“That time in the alley, I couldn’t see you but hoped it was you.”
“My spur-of-the-moment idea to get you out of the bar turned out damned excellent. I hadn’t intended for things to go so far, so fast, but shit happens sometimes.”
Jerry grinned. “I like the way you think.”
“Then you’re gonna love the hell outta this.” Nico dropped to his knees, taking Jerry’s cock into his mouth. No preamble, no teasing, just straight into the main event. 
“God, I love a man with no gag reflex.” 
Nico moaned around his mouthful of dick. 
Jerry buried his fingers in Nico’s tousled waves, keeping his balance while urging on the action. Perfect suction. Perfect heat. Jerry groaned and panted. 
Nico pulled off. “I don’t want you to come yet.” 
Jerry guided Nico back to his cock. “I’m young. I can come again.” And again, at this rate. Especially with a man who pushed all of his buttons. 
Squeezing Jerry’s ass cheeks in his hands for leverage, Nico bobbed, licked, and lightly nibbled. 
A scream nearly leaped off Jerry’s tongue. Fuck, this was good. Familiar tension built within. “I’m gonna cum.”
Nico nodded but didn’t move his mouth off Jerry’s cock. 
“Oh God!” Jerry moaned, flexing his fingers against Nico’s scalp and letting loose. “Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh fuck.” He shot, pulse after pulse, vision darkening around the edges. Or maybe he’d closed his eyes. Fuuuuuuuckkk!
Aftershocks shivered through him. Finally, Jerry collapsed against the wall, heartbeat and heavy breathing drowning out all other sounds. “Damn, that was good. Give me a minute. I’ll pay you back.”
“I got a better idea.” Nico climbed upward, body to body with Jerry, bucking his hips, driving into the fist he pressed against Jerry’s abs. Once. Twice. On the third thrust, Nico released a low, desperate moan and cried out, jerking against Jerry. 
He placed his hands on the wall on either side of Jerry’s head, breathing hard and resting their foreheads together. They stayed like that for long moments, Nico’s cum drying between them. 
Jerry’s racing heart calmed, reality invading his senses once more: the steady whoosh of the heater; a car horn from outside. 
Nico bussed his lips against Jerry’s in an almost chaste kiss, then pushed off the wall. “You have no idea how much I love doing that.”
“You don’t know how much I love you doing it too.” Way too much, probably. 
Nico cupped Jerry’s cheek, kissing him again. “I wish I’d have known just what a wonder you are.”
“Even back when you thought I was a petty criminal?”
“Yeah. Even then. I wanted to fuck you and maybe bust you later.” Nico’s grin shone in the dim lighting. 
“We’d have both brought the handcuffs, ’cause I thought the same about you.”
“What say we get out of here and go to your place?” Nico ran his hands through the fake blond strands on Jerry’s head, so much lighter than the usual brown. “I mean, you’re hot no matter what, but I prefer you as you are.”
Jerry looked around the tiny apartment Nico temporarily called home. So clean. So tidy. Like a fucking museum. Brr… Cold, and not like Nico at all. “Yeah. My place.” 
They cleaned up in Nico’s postage stamp-size bathroom, then Nico wasted no time packing. Bag thrown over his shoulder, he stopped by the lone personal effect Jerry saw: a chess set made from rough-hewn wood. Nico studied the board for a few moments, then moved a piece, nodding to himself. 
“What’s that?” Jerry never thought much about chess, but didn’t it need two players? 
“Me and Bryan learned to play chess as kids. His grandfather taught us. Then, whenever one or both of us went on the road, we’d take a set. Every day we’d each make a move.” Nico gave a bittersweet smile. “Now, I make his moves for him. We could’ve played online, but it wasn’t the same, you know?” After a few more moments, he moved another piece. “Check,” he said, then strode toward the door, turning off the lights. 
Jerry needed to learn the game. Then, maybe, just maybe, he could help Nico deal with the loss.
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry lay naked on the bed, hands secured to the headboard, cock so hard he ached. Damn, this was hot, but… “Why did you tie me up? Got some kind of cowboy fantasy? You want all the control?”
Nico smiled, cock equally hard as he sat on the bed beside Jerry. “In a way.” He ran his fingers over Jerry’s nearly bare chest, inspiring a shiver. “This way, you’re free to focus on what feels good. You have no responsibility but to enjoy.”
Not Jerry’s idea of fair. “What’s in it for you?”
“Do you have any idea how damned sexy it is, knowing every moan, every gasp you make is because of me?” Nico blew lightly on Jerry’s skin, bringing goosebumps. “I did that. I can and will make you feel good. It’s also to make sure you get the full experience and don’t take things too fast.” 
Jerry bucked up, seeking friction, heat. Release. 
Nico chuckled. 
“Asshole. How can you be so calm? Or don’t you like what you see?” Did Nico just want to play with Jerry, not do him? Talk about hell. 
“Oh, I like what I see. It’s taking a lot of self-control not to attack, but I also know that prolonging the event can be so intense. Wouldn’t you like to see how far I can take you, how far your body can go before you cum?”
“I’ve always been more of a cum now ask questions later kind of guy.” Still, the idea gave Jerry pleasant shivers. 
“I can see that.” Nico laughed. “I’ll attempt to change your mind.” He bent down, taking Jerry’s mouth in a searing kiss, his hand on Jerry’s jaw guiding the motion. 
Yeah, it was hot to let Nico take control. No posturing needed. No one here to pretend to be dominant for.
Nico ran warm hands over Jerry’s torso, pausing to tweak both nipples. Oh, damn! Who knew submission could feel so good?
Nico raked his fingers through Jerry’s chest hair, which was a lot sparser than the dark mat Nico sported. 
Jerry strained against his bonds, testing his limits, digging his heels into the mattress and bucking up, silently begging to be taken. Nico looked sexy as fuck—all muscles, hair, and brute strength. 
As solid as a Mack truck.
The mind-blowing part? He wanted Jerry. Even if temporarily. “What do you want me to do?”
The smile Nico gave just might melt Jerry’s insides. “Lie there. Enjoy. Let me know if you like or don’t like something I’m doing to you.”
“Talk? Like, with actual words?”
“Trust me, with your moans and body language, I’ll know.”
“Pretty sure of yourself, ain’t ya?” Damn if the quiet confidence wasn’t one hell of a turn on.
Nico’s voice went low and raspy. “In this, yes.” 
Did that mean there were things he wasn’t confident about? 
Nico bent and kissed Jerry again, a mere brush of lips, barely touching. Then he plundered, taking Jerry’s mouth in a nearly brutal kiss. Jerry’s thoughts slipped away, plunging him into an abyss of feeling, not thinking. 
Then Nico’s lips were gone. “If you want to stop, just tell me, I’ll stop.” He kissed Jerry one more time. 
“I won’t say stop.” Jerry could do this, play Nico’s game. While he wouldn’t say stop, nice knowing he could. 
One side of Nico’s mouth lifted, creating an appealing crease in his cheek. 
Fuck yeah! Jerry was in for a fantastic night. 
Nico skated his lips over Jerry’s jaw, back to his ear, then lower, over neck, shoulder, and chest. Finally, he took a nipple between his lips, giving a slight nip, then blew over the spot. The nip of pain turned to pleasure. Jerry shivered. 
“Like that?” Nico grinned. 
Jerry couldn’t form words. He nodded. 
“You haven’t seen anything yet.”
“Ain’t.”
Nico's forehead creased. “What? Is ‘ain’t’ your safe word?”
Now Jerry grinned. “You’re in the South. It’s ‘you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.’ We also drop the ‘g’ off the ends of our words.”
Nico’s grin grew downright sinful. “Then you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” 
“I’ll have you sayin’ ‘yount to?’ in no time.” 
“What is ‘yount to?’”
“Southern foreplay.”
“I prefer my own way.”
After a few moments, Jerry did too. 
Nico worshipped Jerry with his mouth, hot breath ghosting over Jerry’s skin. Down, down, down, to his treasure trail and below. 
Nico lubed his hands, then rolled Jerry’s balls with one hand, stroking Jerry’s shaft with the other. All the while, Nico’s cock stood tall and neglected, a drop of fluid perched at the tip. 
“Ah!” Jerry gasped, shoving into the hand that felt wonderful but wasn’t quite enough. “So fucking good.”
“I sense a ‘but.’”
“Tighter? Harder?”
Nico gave a knowing smile. “This is all about drawing out your pleasure, remember?”
Drawing things out? Jerry’s body craved release. Now. “I need to cum.”
“You will… eventually.” Nico dropped his teasing tone. “Remember, if this gets uncomfortable for you, just say stop.”
Challenge accepted. “Never!”
Nico continued at a maddingly slow pace. Jerry thrust upwards. Tighter! Faster. The man might just kill him. Even with the “not quite enough” hand job. Nico stroked upward, rubbing his palm against the head of Jerry’s cock. 
Oh hell! A current jolted through him. Who knew a hand job could be so intense? “Why won’t you let me cum? Don’t you need to?”
“Ah, the impatience of the young.” 
Jerry thrashed on the bed, yanking at his bonds. “You’re killing me!”
A soft chuckle answered him. “While I might send you to heaven, I won’t need to kill you.”
Closer, Jerry inched toward the edge. Closer… closer…
Nico removed his hand. Jerry shoved his hips upward, humping the air, and flopped back down, every nerve ending on high alert. “Ahhhh!”
Nico leaned in, giving Jerry a brief kiss. 
Then he began the torturous process all over again. Pleasure, so much pleasure, heart throbbing out a steady beat, Jerry moaning. All the while, Nico kept those dark, dark eyes fixed on Jerry. Jerry lost count of how many times he got close, only to have Nico stop. 
“You’re so beautiful, skin flushed and sweaty. You’re breathing hard, letting me know what I’m doing to you. Do you want to cum?”
Nico had to ask? At this point, Jerry would’ve promised anything to finish the job. “Yes,” he croaked. 
Nico leaned in, plundering Jerry’s mouth, tightening his grip on Jerry’s cock and stroking a faster cadence. 
Jerry broke free from the kiss. “Oh fuck!” He’d nearly shrieked into Nico’s mouth, muscles tensing, back bowing off the bed. “Oh fuck! Oh fuck, oh fuck!”
He shot, entire body convulsing, arms straining against his bonds, electric currents shooting through him, graying out his mind. Wave after wave of pleasure swept him away, catching him in aftershocks. Chills raced up his arms. Jerry shuddered, collapsing against the pillow and digging his fingertips into the covers. 
He vaguely registered Nico wiping him with a warm, damp cloth, releasing his hands and kissing each wrist, while Jerry panted like a marathon runner. 
Nico climbed into the bed, dropping a kiss to the top of Jerry’s head, then pulling him close. 
Boneless, Jerry burrowed into the embrace, heart still pounding hard. 
“You did well, Jerry,” Nico murmured, a note of pride in his voice. “Are you okay?”
“You expect me to form words?”
Nico chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
“What about you? You didn’t cum.” A situation Jerry intended to fix the moment his body started listening to his brain again. 
“I’m fine. That was for you.”
“No! Let me—”
Nico placed a finger on Jerry’s lips. “Maybe later. Not now. You have no idea how much pleasure I get from watching you. Thank you for trusting me.”
“Thank you for letting me cum before I lost my mind. So, you like tying guys up?”
“Not tying them up, per se, though I do practice shibari.”
“Shibari?” Seemed like Jerry had heard of that once.
“Japanese rope bondage. It’s an art form.” 
“So, you do like tying guys up.” Didn’t that rev Jerry’s libido all over again?
Nico softly murmured, “I’d like to tie you up one day, if you’re willing, though I left all my ropes at home.”
“You should’a brought ’em. They might’ve come in handy on a case.” Jerry did his best to waggle his eyebrows but likely failed. “You know, one quick trip to Lowe’s…” Tired, so tired, now that he’d started coming down from his orgasmic high. “You could always try hog-tying the bad guys.” 
“No. They might contaminate my ropes.” Nico kissed Jerry’s head again. “Now, rest. Get some sleep. I’ll be here until morning, but have to go back to my apartment before work. I’ve got some phone calls to make. If you’re still asleep, I won’t wake you. I’ll see you tomorrow at the office, okay?”
Hadn’t Nico said something about not being alone with his thoughts? Jerry started to protest but fell asleep before he got past “Nico…”




Chapter Fifteen


Keeping things professional at work came fairly easily. Yay for undercover ops training, particularly the part about preventing unwanted tells through body language.  
Jerry sat at his desk, investigating one of the three owners of Monumental Pharmaceuticals, focusing on the chemist. Liam Heer, sixty-three years old, obtained a degree in chemical engineering from Penn State, worked in product development at two companies in the UK and one in Germany. Participated in two other US startups. The first sold for seventeen million dollars then closed its doors two years later due to undisclosed FDA infractions. The buyers took Heer to court and reached a settlement. 
Another manufacturer purchased the second startup, took the drug patents and closed the facility, putting a few hundred people out of work. 
Heer wasn’t the kind of guy you’d introduce to your sister. He’d married his fourth wife three years ago when he’d been sixty. She’d been twenty-seven. 
Monumental’s headquarters was located in Alabama. Heer was instrumental in the development and gaining FDA approval for Fentanerol. Like with the other companies, did he plan to sell, take the money, and run? 
He held dual citizenship in Norway and the US. He’d been sued a few times for questionable business practices and investigated by FDA and DEA but had never been charged with a crime. His current net worth made Jerry want to rethink his life choices. 
“This guy is a piece of work,” Jerry announced. 
From across their shared cubicle, Nico turned toward Jerry. “My guy too. Maxwell Vaughn, fifty-eight, has made a fortune in sales, but was fined once for questionable practices.”
“Which were…”
“Bribing doctors and hospital pharma buyers. Doesn’t mind flashing around his money, either. He’s been brought up on charges of sexual harassment by female members of his sales teams over the years, but before national news brought more attention to the problem, sadly, guys like him got away with it all too often.”
Jerry shuddered. “Who’d do business with two bottom feeders?” Of course, he’d known his share of bottom feeders too.
“Amazing what people will overlook when money is involved. Nobody cares if he shoots someone in broad daylight as long as he makes them rich.”
Jerry had met too many seemingly untouchable people over the years. If being a lowlife gave wealth and power, why be a good person? “Wanna check what’s behind door number three?”
Nico tapped a few keys on his laptop. “Ellis Gould, the youngest of the group at forty-seven. Managed drug manufacturers in India and China before coming to the US, originally from New Zealand.”
“Vaughn is from New Zealand?”
Nico nodded. “All three have ties to another country. The longest Gould stayed at one company was five years. He left one after two months.”
“Ya reckon he found something he didn’t like?”
Nico nodded. “Or his bosses did. He’s never so much as owned stock in another company. Now he forms a partnership. It’s heavily financed right now, but if they keep pushing Fentanerol, their books will be in the black in no time.” Nico squinted at the screen. “Interesting. Fentanerol is the only name-brand drug they produce. They offer several generics and bought four products from troubled manufacturers who held exclusive rights. Then hiked prices significantly. Consumer protests were ignored. The products are still selling because there’s no equivalent on the market.”
Jerry let out a harsh exhale. “These guys know how to make money.” While being assholes.
“And, apparently, aren’t really picky about how. That, boys and girls, is one reason pharma companies get bad names.”
“Still, they have to offset the multi-million-dollar development costs before they start making money.” A fact Jerry learned in training. 
“Or get someone else to assume the debt by showing them how much of a moneymaker their product could be. They’re privately held now, with the three owners, but are getting ready to go public.” 
“They all have a net worth in the millions!” Based on what Jerry found, the men in question didn’t contribute a lot to day-to-day operations. 
Nico stayed quiet a while before saying, “They sacrificed people like Bryan to keep it that way.” He lifted his head toward the ceiling, blinking hard.
At that moment, Jerry so wanted to cross the cubicle and offer a hug. Bryan’s fate weighed heavily on Nico. While their efforts couldn’t bring Bryan back, they could seek justice. What gave wealthy assholes the right to their high-dollar lifestyles at the cost of others’ lives? 
Once more, Jerry wondered about the whole story of Bryan Brown. Nico shared few details except that they’d been friends and Bryan worked for Monumental. 
Jerry rolled his chair over, placing a hand on Nico’s shoulder, all the comfort he dared offer at work. “Anyone else we can talk to who might give us more evidence?”
Nico reached up and squeezed Jerry’s fingers. Message received. “They have a huge turnover in their salesforce. Maybe some of the others know something, though some might have at least guessed about Bryan and decided to keep their mouths shut.”
“We won’t know if we don’t ask.”
“Any chance we can get Eric to schedule a few appointments?”
“Only if Lucky asks him. But then again, Lucky wouldn’t ask, he’d tell.” Eric would fall all over himself trying to win the boss’s favor. “It’s not in Eric’s job description. Besides, Lucky gets bent out of shape if we try to pawn work off on someone else.”
“Good policy.” A slow smile eased the tension on Nico’s face. “I guess we’re on our own. Okay, let’s get a list of names together.”
Oh goody. Yet another list of names. 
[image: image-placeholder]Of seven ex-Monumental salespeople, three agreed to talk. Jerry and Nico met Sue Porter in a diner near Tallahassee, Florida. 
Like Bryan had told Nico, Sue was beautiful, with long blonde hair, long legs she currently showed off in a short skirt suit, bright blue eyes, and flawless makeup. She sipped coffee while Jerry and Nico nibbled doughnuts. 
“I worked for them for two years.” Sue wrapped manicured fingers around her coffee cup. “I’d just graduated college with an English degree. A friend told me to apply, so I did. They didn’t care that I had no prior pharmaceutical knowledge, saying they preferred to train their own personnel.” She winced. “Fewer bad habits, he said.” 
“Who said?” Nico asked.
“Marcus Braswell. He hired me. He trained me.” Her words contained a touch of bitterness. 
“What did the training consist of? Product information?”
Sue let out a bitter laugh. “No. More how to read my targets, determine what would convince them to write more prescriptions for our product.”
“That’s normal, isn’t it?” Jerry managed not to say “ain’t”. While he’d nothing against the word, he did like to appear professional outside of the office. 
Sue shook her head. “Not the way they did it. One of the reasons they don’t recruit salespeople with experience is they’d know enough to realize the raw deal they were getting. The salary is far lower than the industry standard, which the company dismissed because they’re training us.”
“Mind if I take notes?” Nico poised an ink pen over a blank notebook page. Pen and paper? Really? How old school.
Jerry liked. A lot. 
Sue let out a sigh. “Sure. Go ahead.”
“I realize you hadn’t worked for any other pharma companies, but did you know any differences?”
“I work for a better company now. Yes, the differences are noticeable. Although Florida and part of Georgia were my territory, I only called on men. After the performances I gave while working at Monumental, I should’ve gone to Hollywood.”
Nico scribbled notes. “Can you elaborate?”
“For instance, there was this one doctor convinced he knew more than the rest of humankind combined.” She gave a snort at odds with her delicate appearance. “I didn’t recite facts, just handed him the brochures, batted my eyes, convincing him to mansplain to me. I’d grin, nod, grind my teeth, and scream once I got to my car.” Sue paused to take a sip of coffee. “After every visit, he wrote scripts for our products like crazy, then slacked off so I’d come to see him again.”
“Did any of the doctors treat you less than professionally?”
Sue barked a laugh loud enough to turn heads at other tables. “Are you kidding? Comments about my body, hints about when their wives would be out of town. It was all very degrading.”
“Did you tell Marcus?”
“Pffft! Marcus told me he wouldn’t deduct cheap thrills from my paycheck.”
“What a douche.” Jerry slapped a hand over his mouth. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that to slip out.”
“Oh, I fully agree.” Sue paused for several moments, sweeping her gaze back and forth between Nico and Jerry. “Can I say something totally off the record?”
Nico closed the notebook, placing the pen on the cover. “You may.” 
Sue bit her lower lip, staring down into her coffee cup. “I’m not sure how it happened, but I found myself involved in an affair with Marcus.” She let out a long, slow breath. “Soon after, he suggested I get a little friendlier with the doctors if you know what I mean. He said it didn’t affect us. It was all business.”
“He forced you—”
“No! I tried to find a way out, but you’ve met the guy, right? He gets what he wants sooner or later. Then, at a conference, I had drinks with some other reps. One of the men bragged about Marcus’s involvement with a female doctor—one of those in my territory I wasn’t allowed to call on. That night, the rep I roomed with got drunk and started crying, telling me she was pregnant with Marcus’s baby and he wanted her to get an abortion. I went out to my car, left everything I’d brought in the hotel room, and started driving.”
“Where did you go?”
“To a friend’s house. I didn’t answer his calls. Finally, he left a text threatening me if I violated the non-disclosure agreement I’d signed.”
Fuck! Jerry kept quiet, letting Nico do the talking. “I’m very sorry, Ms. Porter.”
Her laugh held no humor. “Well, I got the hell out of there, landed a better job, and didn’t find myself in jail for murder.” The poor woman looked like she needed something much stronger than coffee. 
“Can I ask you a question?” Nico kept his voice low, soothing. 
“Sure, since I’m baring my soul here.” Sue sniffed, wiping her eyes with a fingertip. 
“Did you know a salesman named Bryan Brown?”
“Yeah.” Sue stared at the table. “I was sorry to hear about his overdose. None of us who knew him believed it just so you know. Mr. Clean Living wouldn’t even take a pill for a headache. He was good-looking and charismatic like Monumental wants their salesforce to be, but Bryan never quite fit in.”
Nico leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “Why?”
After a long moment, Sue whispered, “He didn’t lose his integrity.” 
Nico hid his grief, pushing on, ever the professional. “What products did Marcus focus on the most?”
“Fentanerol. But with the issues a few years ago with pill mills in Florida, some doctors cut way back on writing opioid prescriptions.” 
“You still found receptive doctors?”
Sue nodded. “While Monumental couldn’t outright give incentives, they managed to make it worthwhile for the doctors to write more scripts. One doctor even got busted by DEA.”
“What did Monumental do?”
“Dusted their hands and said, ‘His problem, not ours. We didn’t tell him to off-label prescribe.’”
“Did you? Tell him, that is.”
Sue wrinkled her nose. “We all did. We learned the drugs, what they did, their indications, and then pushed them for other uses anyway.”
“You knew about the opioid crisis.” Nico went back to taking notes.
“Yes. Marcus has a way of luring you in, making you feel like he’d never tell you to do anything wrong. Oh, I can’t blame it all on him. I should’ve followed my instincts the first time they told me to run.”
“When was that?”
“When he said, ‘Hi, I’m Marcus Braswell.”
[image: image-placeholder]The other two interviews mimicked Sue Porter’s. 
“Man, what an asshole Marcus is,” Jerry said when leaving the restaurant in North Carolina after their last meeting, which went long because the poor woman started crying. She’d given in to pressure and gotten an abortion after all. When she called to tell Marcus, he was super supportive, sent flowers, then ghosted her. She quit. 
“Yeah. I can’t believe Bryan ever worked with such an asshole without losing his shit.” Nico put the borrowed SUV into gear and pulled from the parking lot, heading back toward Atlanta. All day for a single interview, the rest of the time driving.
“So, of the three, only two agreed to testify.” Actually, Sue agreed to take the guy out into the woods and come back alone. 
“Monumental’s attorney will try to pass them off as disgruntled ex-employees, or lovers, in some cases.” Nico chewed on his thumbnail, gripping the steering wheel with the other hand in a white-knuckled grip. 
“What about doctors?”
“Our best bet is to try to turn Dr. Steadman. He’s up to his ass in alligators.” Nico grinned. “I learned that saying from Loretta Johnson. Anyway, Steadman is up to his ass in alligators and doesn’t even know it. We can make him aware and offer a deal. I’d have to talk to Bo and Lucky first, but he’s written bogus scripts to an undercover narcotics agent. While we have no proof of Marcus providing Steadman with a prostitute, just the fact that we know should shake the man up. Plus, a five-minute spiel doesn’t warrant him being a part of Monumental’s speaker program.” Nico yawned, rubbing a hand up the back of his neck. “Easy enough to get records on him.”
Okay, former employees, doctors… “How about patients?”
“Due to confidentiality, I couldn’t admit to having that information even if I did.” Something about the tightness of Nico’s jaw said he could get the info if he hadn’t already. Scary. 
“Let me check something.” Jerry entered search terms into his phone’s browser. “How about if they’re openly blogging about their experience? Publicly blaming Dr. Steadman for his sister’s overdose.”
“What?” Nico pulled over at an abandoned gas station and reached for Jerry’s phone. “Well, hell. While this could be passed off as hearsay, the guy did his due diligence. Appointments, times, behavioral changes. Checking his sister into rehab. Poor guy.”
“He sounds mad enough to help us put away Dr. Steadman.” 
Nico shook his head. “While I’d love to arrest him, we’re after bigger fish. This could get Steadman to cooperate, though. The more solid evidence we have against him, the better.”
[image: image-placeholder]Benjamin Williams was a prosecutor’s wet dream. Successful lawyer, well known for working with charitable causes around Atlanta, and he’d even considered a run for mayor. Squeaky clean and highly respected. His sister first went to Dr. Steadman for back pain following a skiing accident.
A former college linebacker, he stood a few inches taller than Jerry, shaved head gleaming in the restaurant’s light. They’d chosen a local sports bar for their meeting. If this case kept involving food, Jerry might soon need a diet. 
Benjamin, one of few men Jerry knew with that name who didn’t go by Ben or Bennie. He took in Jerry and Nico with shrewd eyes during handshakes, his grip firm and dry. He met Jerry’s eyes. “I would say it was nice to meet you gentlemen, but under the circumstances…” He waved a hand at the table. They sat. 
“I took the liberty of ordering appetizers,” Benjamin informed them, voice a low rumble. His navy suit fit him perfectly, accentuating the warm brown of his skin. So many beautiful people on this case. Where were the typical Joe Averages?
A waiter came by for their drink orders. They all sipped water, chatting for a few moments over a plate of buffalo wings and fried mushrooms before getting to business. 
“My sister went skiing with friends up at Sugar Mountain during her first year of nursing school. She’s a damned fine skier but took a nasty fall. Local doctors told her to see her family physician back home. The family doctor only prescribed opioids in extreme cases, so her friends urged her to see Dr. Steadman. Not only did he give her prescriptions, but he also kept writing them long after he should have stopped.” Benjamin slid a few sheets of printed paper across the table. “Here are dates and reports from the doctors in North Carolina and our family doctor.
“After a year on Fentanerol, Steadman cut her off cold. Annie dropped out of school at around then, started doing illicit drugs. One of Steadman’s other patients referred her to a man in Atlanta who swore he could get anything she wanted.
“She began using heroin. The family checked her into rehab four times. Each time, she began using again. Then she bought fentanyl-laced heroin. She was dead before she got the needle out of her arm.” Benjamin paused, wiping his eyes with a napkin. “Sorry. She was my baby sister. Those assholes only saw dollar signs when they looked at her, not a bright young mind at the beginning of her life. We got the street dealers, but not Steadman.”
Nico studied the papers. “Are these copies for me?”
Benjamin nodded. “I want him to pay for getting her addicted and keep it from happening to anyone else. From what I’ve learned, she was the third patient he lost this way. Numbers and dates are in the papers.”
He fixed his gaze on Nico’s. “I’ll do anything you need of me, but please, stop this devil. If the pharma company is complicit, I want them to pay too. The wrongful death suit I filed got tossed out.”
Nico tucked the folded sheets into his notebook. “We’ll do our best. Trust me. Our best is pretty damned good.”
Benjamin nodded. “That’s all I can ask.”




Chapter Sixteen


Jerry hadn’t ridden a motorcycle since hanging out with the Cruisers. He’d sold his bike after he nearly died.  
Damn, how he’d missed this, even riding behind someone. 
Especially behind Nico. 
Their shared case hadn’t allowed much downtime, especially not with the clock ticking and the weather turning cooler. As a rule, Atlanta didn’t have severe winters, but received occasional snow or ice. 
Which shut down the entire city, causing amusement for Northerners who didn’t understand how two inches of snow could bring Atlanta to a standstill. 
Nico would be long gone by the time winter hit fully. 
They rode past Jerry’s duplex onto open roads. Jerry managed to stay reasonably comfortable wrapped in leather, wearing a face shield, hunkered behind Nico. The bike’s stereo blasted a mix of classic rock and top 40 hits. 
The ride brought back so many memories, good and bad, about Jerry’s time with the 441 Cruisers. Embarrassment flooded him, though. How could he have thought those guys were his friends when they made fun of him behind his back? 
The club president, Mateo, had treated him well, or better than some other bikers, until he thought Jerry betrayed him. And then Jerry caught Cyrus kissing Lucky, ending a whole lot of dreams. 
Now Jerry found all the best parts of Cyrus Cooper with none of the bad embodied in Nico. No, not fair. Cyrus had never needed Jerry, but Nico? Maybe he did. Only Nico was short-term. Yeah, but for now, things were good. Jerry would worry about tomorrow… well, tomorrow. 
If nothing else, Nico’d shown Jerry there was life after Cyrus. Had Jerry clung to his crush to keep from pursuing an actual relationship?
Yep. Therapy lay in the immediate future. 
For now, he took evening rides with Nico, ate pizza on the couch while watching old TV shows, and curled up in bed together most nights. 
Who would’ve known Nico loved old Columbo reruns as much as Jerry? 
Nico even liked cats, welcoming Mr. Tibbles into the house occasionally to join him and Jerry on the couch—as long as the cat stuck to the back of the couch and didn’t try to come between them. 
How Jerry would miss the sex when Nico went home, the friendship even more. Still, Jerry knew so little about the man. Where he lived in Virginia, what his plans were. They didn’t discuss much. Simply enjoyed the now. 
Like tonight, racing through the starlit night. Riding a bike always gave Jerry a sense of freedom. When riding, all his problems faded away, letting him truly lose himself in the moment, the warmth and sturdiness of Nico. 
They didn’t even need a destination, just the Harley, the road, and each other. 
If only things could stay this way. 
[image: image-placeholder]Though he didn’t want to, Jerry made the trek to the place all personnel referred to as “where everybody fears to tread,” aka Lucky Schollenberger’s lair. 
Jerry knocked, but didn’t wait for an answer. Lucky never invited anyone in willingly, except maybe his husband. Just try keeping Bo out. Or Loretta Johnson, who pretty much went wherever she wanted. Jerry sure as hell wouldn’t try to stop her. Even cleaning staff avoided Lucky’s office unless specifically invited into the boss’s inner sanctum. 
The man himself sat in his padded leather chair, coffee cup in hand. Three more sat on his desk, one perched precariously on a stack of papers. 
He rolled his eyes upward from his laptop. Jerry plopped into a chair uninvited. Rumor said Lucky didn’t like being reminded of being shorter than most people at the bureau. Sometimes Jerry flaunted his height. Other times? Not so much. 
A picture on Lucky’s desk resembled the one on Bo’s, showing a happy family man, not the snarky sonofabitch Lucky portrayed at work. 
“Yes?” Nothing welcoming in Lucky’s voice, but Jerry recognized bluster. One didn’t grow up around hard-core bikers without learning to see past—or ignore—attitude. 
“I wanted to ask you a question.” See? No shaking voice or hands. Go him!
“Your email doesn’t work?” Lucky frowned. 
“Weren’t you the one who told me you can tell a lot from expressions at face-to-face meetings?”
Lucky paused midsip of his coffee to let out a put-upon sigh. “Damn it, I did, didn’t I? Ask your question.”
“Monumental’s taking a lot of risks.”
“That’s not a question.”
“Why? All three of the owners are filthy rich. Why would they jeopardize their livelihood?”
“Good question. What makes you think they’re jeopardizing anything?” Wow! Lucky put down his coffee to focus on Jerry? Make a note on the bureau calendar. 
“They’re pushing a new, highly addictive opioid. So many companies have gotten busted for shady practices lately. Why risk it?”
Lucky ticked off points on his fingers. Only three on that hand. “Number one, you know how much they stand to make, which will more than cover any fines while still leaving them with a huge chunk of change.”
“It still seems risky.” Jerry tried not to stare at the place missing fingers used to go.
Lucky put down his hand. “Yes. But one’s a chemist, one’s experienced in sales, and the other in management. Who else stands to gain?”
“Marcus Braswell.” 
“Based on your report, yes.”
Marcus. “But he’s only a regional sales manager. There are others. Marcus flaunts his rule-breaking or whatever you want to call it, daring someone to notice.”
“Yes, there are others. Don’t let your opinions keep you from looking at the big picture. He’s obvious. Way too obvious.” Lucky slurped another mouthful of coffee. Well, Jerry’d managed to hold his full attention for eight seconds. He won office rodeo. “Either he’s not as shrewd as we thought, or he might be the sacrificial lamb.”
“What?”
“If all eyes are on him, where aren’t they looking?”
“He’s a distraction?” 
Lucky shrugged one shoulder. “Could be. Don’t rule out any possibility. Eighty percent of those who go through our training don’t graduate. You did. For reasons.”
Damned straight. “Only because I refused to let Walter Smith down.” And Bo.  
Lucky almost smiled. “You wouldn’t have graduated if you weren’t capable. Keep an eye out, let me know if you find out more. I’ll do some poking around. You”—Lucky pointed at Jerry’s face—“keep your head down.”
“Was Monumental involved in the pharmacy scam we just wrapped up?”
Lucky shook his head. “Nothing ties the two together except for the drug distributed, and that’s based on demand. Keep looking.” He turned his attention back to his laptop. Dismissed. 
Jerry got up to leave. 
“Jerry? One more thing.”
Jerry turned to look over his shoulder. “Yes?”
“Stay out of trouble.” Lucky frowned. “No, forget I said that. Bo says I shouldn’t ask more from people than they can give. Just…be careful, okay?”
“Aww… I didn’t know you cared. Uncle Ricky.” Jerry grinned and bolted out of the office before Lucky could get the last word in. 
Something hit the closed door. Well, maybe Lucky got the last word in after all.
He’d also given Jerry much to think about. 
His Monumental file still showed on his laptop. He settled into his chair. No Nico. Where was he? Jerry was sort of responsible for him, after all. Oh, right. Meeting with Rett this morning. 
With no distraction from his far-too-good-looking partner, Jerry got back to finding answers to the list of questions he’d compiled. 
Who else should he look at besides the owners and Marcus? 
Three owners, six regional sales managers. Sales staff received salaries and bonuses for the number of prescriptions written in their territory, so another dozen folks. All with something to gain from the sale of Fentanerol.
At the expense of innocent patients and those caught in the cross fire. And someone set Bryan Brown up to stop him from telling what he knew. 
Even though every day something more appeared in the news about the opioid epidemic, those like Monumental still wanted their piece of the pie. 
Or the whole fucking pie.
Bastards. 
Steadman wasn’t innocent either. Time for Brody Jenson to pay another visit. 
If for no other reason than to make the guy nervous. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry broke quite a few rules by returning to the doctor’s office early for a refill. He sat in the waiting room with a handful of others—most dressed to the nines—waiting for someone to call his name. 
“Jenson?” 
Jerry held his head high, following the nurse into an exam room. No one took his blood pressure or measured height and weight. The process would take what? Five minutes, tops? 
He sat on the examination table, drumming his heels against the metal supports. 
At last, Dr. Steadman entered, frowning. “Mr. Jenson, I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”
“Brody. It’s Brody.” Jerry forced a sheepish smile. “I left my meds on the bathroom sink, and steam from the shower melted them.” He’d sat around a conference table with Bo, Lucky, and Nico, brainstorming the most believable excuses. Lucky’s won out. 
Go figure. 
“Ah! Didn’t I caution you to keep them in a cool, dry place?”
Jerry shook his head. Since the pharmacist merely handed over the goods without offering counsel as required, Jerry hadn’t gotten the information there either, though the SNB evidence room should be both cool and dry. 
“I’ll make an exception this time, noting the issue in your file.” Steadman fixed Jerry with a meaningful glower. “But this is the only time I will. Same pharmacy?”
“Yes, sir.”
The doctor lifted a tablet computer from the counter and tapped the screen a few times. “There. Now, I don’t expect to see you again for at least a month.”
“Why can you only give me a month’s supply at a time?” Jerry put a little bit of whine in his voice, like a spoiled child asking for more candy. 
“It’s required with a Schedule II narcotic.” 
At least Dr. Steadman adhered to that much of the rules. Jerry pushed his luck. “I saw you and your girlfriend out the other night. She’s gorgeous.” 
The doctor whipped his head around so fast Jerry’s neck ached in sympathy. “What?”
Jerry donned his best innocent face. “Your girlfriend. The pretty blonde.”
The doctor paled, then color flushed his cheeks. “Oh, yes.” His brow furrowed. “Were you at the restaurant? I didn’t see you.” His stiff demeanor clearly said, They wouldn’t have admitted the likes of you.
“I work there as a busboy every so often.” Or, Jerry would as soon as he got Bo to have him listed on the restaurant’s employee list. Not that he ever planned to actually work there. 
The stiff set of Dr. Steadman’s shoulders relaxed. “She’s not my girlfriend, just a… business associate.”
So that’s what you’re going with. “Well, she’s hot.”
“The next time I see her, I’ll pass along the compliment. Now, I’ve sent in your prescription. Stop by the front desk before you leave.” 
Yes, must remember to pay for the office visit. Jerry hopped down from the table. How telling that the doctor didn’t even ask about pain or injury. 
Jerry stopped by the front desk as instructed. He’d have to thank Loretta Johnson when he returned to the office. Without her training, he wouldn’t have been able to act natural when coming face-to-face with Marcus Braswell in the lobby. 
[image: image-placeholder]Once more, Jerry found himself in Lucky’s office, sitting side by side with Nico. “Did Braswell recognize you?” Lucky asked. 
“If he did, he didn’t let on. But our folks did an awesome job on my disguise the other night. Even Nico didn’t know me.” Jerry didn’t add, and he’s my lover. 
“Not even with facial recognition software,” Nico added.
Lucky nodded. “So, we’re working our way up the food chain. So far, we have credible evidence against Braswell and Steadman, but we can’t prove anything yet on the owners.” He turned his attention to Nico. “What do you have?”
“I’m going through the emails from our three witnesses. Most were from Braswell, but a few came from higher up. Some blatantly demanded that the sales force push for off-label prescribing of Fentanerol. There’s a memo for doctors on how to get insurers to pay. It’s mostly creative use of the truth.”
“How so?” Lucky sipped from his ever-present coffee cup. 
“The drug is indicated for breakthrough cancer pain. Say someone at the insurance company calls and asks if the doctor is treating Jane Doe for breakthrough cancer pain. The memo instructs the doctor’s office to answer, ‘The doctor has been treating her for three years,’ leaving off exactly what they treated her for. The overworked insurance rep will generally hear a ‘yes’ and not ask questions. While the answer wasn’t an out-and-out lie, well…” Nico shrugged. “You get the idea.”
“I do.” Lucky tapped his fingertips against his coffee cup. “In another life, I might’a done the same thing myself. Now the question is, who knew what and when did they know it?”
“I checked public records. I can’t believe no one’s filed a suit against them yet,” Jerry said. But, yeah, the internet and an afternoon at his desk did have uses. “Except for Benjamin Williams, whose suit got tossed out.” Maybe even due to money changing hands. 
Lucky stared out the window for a few moments at a pigeon prancing on the ledge, entertained by its reflection. “Nico, Bryan was in the process of filing suit. Who else might have known?”
“I don’t know. He never mentioned confiding in coworkers and I’ve already spoken to his friends outside of work. Bryan didn’t tell them anything.”
“A girlfriend?”
Nico turned his gaze to the floor. “He traveled with his job. While he occasionally saw women while on the road, none I’d call a girlfriend.”
“He didn’t mention anyone local?”
“No.”
“Would he tell you if he was seeing someone?”
“Probably.”
“Hmm…”
A thought occurred to Jerry; one he didn’t dare mention to Nico until he’d done some research. He could be totally off the mark. 
Gut feelings said he wasn’t. While Lucky and Nico focused on the higher-ups, Jerry would look elsewhere.




Chapter Seventeen


“A strip club, Jerry, really?” Loretta “Call me Rett” Johnson sat at a table with Jerry, sipping a rum and Coke. She drew appreciative eyes with her rock-solid body, finely honed by daily workouts, her six-plus feet of height, and her halo of springy soft curls.  
She’d traded her work uniform for a formfitting dress, which further accentuated her figure. Monumental would snap her up in a heartbeat for their sales staff. 
Then she’d hurt somebody.
“I heard you took Lucky to the Raging Stallion once.” Though Jerry still couldn’t wrap his head around his growly, grouchy boss tossing back shots while shoving dollars into stripper thongs. 
Especially while sharing a table with Rett. 
Brrr… Nope, no unseeing that image. 
“That was different. It was his birthday.” Rett regarded the crowd over her glass of beer. 
“Mine’s in six months.” Jerry plastered on a grin known to win people over. Okay, only Mama and Grandma, but still.
Rett swiveled her gaze Jerry’s way. Her glower scared him—three years ago. Not now. “You’d better be glad my son’s visiting family this weekend.” The SNB’s training manager came across as a bit hostile. However, anyone who managed to acquire BFF status and remain there with Lucky Schollenberger must be made of steel. While she’d grumble a bit, she’d always had Jerry’s back from the day he’d set foot in the bureau. 
“I just thought it might be better to have someone with me, ya know?” While he’d been to the Stallion, a local gay club, a few times, he’d never before sat in this particular establishment, watching women strip. 
“Why not take your partner?”
For a moment, Jerry froze until realizing from her casual manner that Rett meant his work partner. “Because my idea might just be paranoia. If so, I don’t want to mention it to him.”
“Why not?” 
“Because it involves the friend who OD’d.”
Rett placed her glass on the table. “Go on. I’m listening.”
“Nico said Bryan saw several women while on the road with his sales route, but none Nico knew of here in Atlanta.”
“Maybe Bryan liked his private time.”
“What if he saw someone he just didn’t talk about and the ones he mentioned were a cover?”
She gestured with her glass: Go on. 
“The sales meeting I went to? The salesman brought a blonde. I thought she was his girlfriend, or something, but later found out Marcus intended her for Dr. Steadman.”
“A sex worker?” No accusation in Rett’s words. Of course, in her line of work, she’d met good-as-gold folks others turned their noses up to and those with power and position you’d better not show your back. 
“Yeah.”
“From what I’ve heard of Bryan, he was a pretty standup guy. Would he have accepted such a favor?”
Some of Monumental’s employees had a few years ago, but from what Nico said, Bryan wasn’t a rule breaker. “What if he didn’t know?” 
“Hmmm…” Rett paused to sip her beer. “So, why are we here?”
“At the dinner, Marcus called her Amber, but her real name is Judith Sullivan. I tracked her here. She’s a stripper.”
“Exotic dancer,” Rett corrected, stiffening in her seat. “She’s just a woman making a living. Don’t you go disrespecting her.”
“Yeah, sorry.” Heat rushed to Jerry’s face. “Anyway, what if Bryan was seeing an exotic dancer and just didn’t tell anyone?”
“You think Monumental might’ve used her to get Bryan out of the way?”
Yeah, put that way, the whole idea seemed idiotic. “I know. It sounds like something from a soap opera.”
“I happen to like soap operas, thank you very much.”
“Good. I was kinda hoping you’d ask some of the dancers about her. If they ask why, tell ’em you need a dancer for a bachelor party.”
One side of Rett’s mouth quirked up. Scary as hell. “Oh, I can probably come up with a better story.”
“I’m sure you can. If you can get ’em talking, ask about a boyfriend or her… extracurricular activities.”
“You asked me instead of one of the other agents. Why?” She lifted a questioning brow.
“Because I can trust you. If this doesn’t pan out, there’s no record on the case because I did discuss it with management—you. No need to file a report unless we find something.”
Rett narrowed her eyes. “You really don’t want Nico to know, do you?” 
“Not if he doesn’t have to. Besides, I also want to know if Marcus Braswell is using her. How much does she know, and can we use anything against him?” 
After a few moments of uncomfortable scrutiny that made Jerry squirm, Rett said, “Okay. We’re just here having a few drinks and watching the show.”
Jerry relaxed. He had this. Nico was sparring with Lucky at a gym down the street from the SNB and didn’t plan on coming over tonight. Who should Jerry feel sorrier for?
The lights lowered, and the Top 40 pop music changed to something with a driving beat. The stage jutted into the audience, giving far more tables a front-row seat than a traditional stage. The blonde from the restaurant strutted from behind a curtain, dressed in the same type of short business suit from the other night, paired with stilettos. She’d piled her hair into a messy bun and wore a pair of black-framed glasses. Every straight man’s wet dream for a boss. 
Jerry watched while Loretta slipped away. 
No catcalls or wolf whistles here in this upscale gentlemen’s club. He also wouldn’t question why the owner owed Walter Smith a favor—Jerry and Rett’s ticket in the door. 
Amber tossed the glasses to the side in one swift motion, and released her hair to tumble over her shoulders. Button by button, she removed her jacket, which she also tossed to the side. She teased out the buttons on her blouse, her breasts spilling over the top of her bra. All without losing the beat. 
She proved to be an excellent dancer, incorporating backbends, walkovers, and grace. She’d likely had a lot of dance training growing up. When her parents dropped her off at ballet lessons, they probably didn’t picture their little darling dancing here. 
Jerry focused on the stage and the audience, forcing himself not to seek out Loretta. She knew what to do better than anyone. 
Amber stripped down to a hot pink thong and pasties, then flipped off the stage, coming into the audience to a multitude of men, and women, shoving money at her. She pulled her heavily glossed lips back into a bright smile, bringing to mind a cheerleader instead of a woman paid for sex. 
After Amber disappeared backstage, Loretta returned, gaining nearly as much attention as Amber. She dropped into her chair, grabbed her drink, and drained the glass. 
The second dancer came out, looking far too young to be taking her clothes off in public. Damn! Jerry was getting old. “Get what you needed?” he asked. 
“Oh yeah. Let’s stay for more of the show to keep from looking suspicious.” Loretta rose, sashaying toward the bar. Half the men followed her with their eyes, not watching the dancer. 
She returned with a beer for herself and one for Jerry. They watched two more dancers before leaving. 
They climbed into Loretta’s Jeep, heading back toward the office. Jerry barely managed to hold back questions long enough to clear the parking lot. “What did you find out?” 
“She had a boyfriend she talked about all the time. Then, one day, she stopped, but never said what happened to him. She doesn’t say anything about him at all anymore.” 
“Did they say a name?” Of course, Jerry already knew the answer based on the tightening of Rett’s jaw. 
“Yeah. Bryan.”





Chapter Eighteen


Eric, twirling a finger, actually spoke when Jerry set foot off the elevator the following day. “You, mister, get right back on the elevator to the sixth floor. The Schollenbergers are waiting.” Then, in an uncharacteristic show of sympathy, Eric cringed. “One, I could take. Two, at a cookout. Both in a meeting? That never ends well.” He ruined the moment of solidarity by grinning. “Better you than me. Buh-bye!”  
Asshole. 
What else could Jerry do but as told? He wanted to check his cube for Nico but didn’t dare keep the bosses waiting. 
Receptionist Lisa smiled, giving Jerry a much friendlier greeting than Eric had. “Hi, Jerry! They’re in the conference room.” Her warm smile usually preceded Would you like to adopt a puppy from the shelter? Instead, she said, “Bo ordered coffee and donuts.”
God bless the forces that had rented space in the next building for a coffee shop. Then again, if the owners knew how much coffee the SNB agents as a whole consumed on a regular basis, it might have been a strategic decision.
A lucrative one. 
Jerry entered the conference room, where Bo, Lucky, Rett, and Nico huddled on one end. Two strangers sat at the far end. Uh-oh. Battle lines drawn? Nico handed Jerry a cup of coffee. Jerry nearly startled before realizing a work partner would know how he took his coffee and wouldn’t raise suspicion with the thoughtful gesture. 
Jerry sat next to Nico, facing the two newcomers. Who were they? Why were they here? Jerry didn’t often sit in on meetings with anyone other than his bosses and teammates.
The first stranger could’ve been a linebacker back in the day. Approximately sixty, a mountain of a man who brought Walter Smith to mind. While he wore a suit, he didn’t wear it well, tie askew, jacket barely buttoned, salt and pepper hair in need of a comb.
The second man reached scarcely above Lucky’s height of five feet six inches, with a fluid grace about him hinting at a dancer. His suit fit to a T, tie knotted just right, dark hair beaten into submission. He wore frameless glasses. 
Bo looked better in his suit than the other men. Rett wore an SNB polo shirt and dark pants, her usual office attire, while Jerry and Nico dressed to blend in with the general population in jeans and T-shirts. Lucky opted for jeans and the SNB polo shirt. Ah, he must’ve gotten another memo from his boss about wearing band T-shirts on the job. For agents, yes. For management, no. 
Bo began, addressing the unknown men. “On my team, we have Lucky Schollenberger, Undercover Ops Manager, his direct report, Agent Jerry Wilkerson, Loretta Johnson, Training Manager, and Niccolo de Silva, temporarily assigned to the SNB as a consultant.”
The larger stranger nodded, but the smaller man answered, in a deep Texas twang. “Special Agent Hisano Kane and Special Agent Dennis Kasperson, DEA.” He paused a moment, meeting Bo’s eyes. “And Special Agent Niccolo de Silva.”
What the fuck? Jerry turned all his incredulity on the man sitting beside him, barely restraining a verbal What the fucking hell, man? 
No response from the bosses. So Bo and Lucky already knew. 
And hadn’t shared the intel. Assholes. 
Nico didn’t look at Jerry. 
Bo spoke instead. “Jerry, we’re sorry we couldn’t tell you the truth from the beginning, but despite all our successes, some people”—he glowered at the DEA men—“don’t respect our hiring practices. It took some convincing for them to work with us openly. We’re like the dirty little secret of drug enforcement to some.”
Bo, Lucky, and Jerry had all come to SNB with blemishes on their records, working off probation or, in Lucky’s case, a prison sentence, in service to the SNB. 
Jerry kept his mouth shut. Had Nico known Bo and Lucky knew? Why not tell Jerry? Then again, maybe he had. A mental image came to mind, Nico sliding against Jerry, moaning, Harder! Yes! Right! There! By the way, I’m with DEA. Oh God!
It could have happened, with Jerry too caught up in the moment to notice. 
Bo continued, “To catch everyone up. Bryan Brown was the undercover persona of Nico’s fellow agent at DEA, Ryan Green.”
What the fuck? Fellow agent? A scowl from Lucky kept the words inside Jerry’s mouth. 
“Green went undercover with Monumental as a sales representative, gathering evidence. It’s doubtful anyone at the company knew his relationship with the DEA, but they did suspect he was about to file a whistleblower suit.” Bo added to his team, “We’ll handle DEA’s lack of faith in us at another time. Suffice it to say we have a common goal. As the case against Monumental is Federal, we need their help.”
Jerry met Bo’s eyes, sending the mental message What about me?
“Jerry, with your established persona of Brody Jenson, you can still get into places and talk to people we can’t, at least not if we want their trust. You’re staying on the team.” Bo glowered at the DEA men, daring them to contradict him.
Agent Kane smiled. “As they say in the south, ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’ We agree. We’re planning a slightly different tactic for Monumental.”
“How so?” Bo sat so close to Lucky that Jerry easily imagined them pressing their thighs together under the table.
He’d caught them at it once.
“In the past, we’ve gone after pharmaceutical companies, not individuals, for failure to identify and report customer orders that deviate from normal pattern, or for filling orders deemed suspicious. It’s rare to target specific people.” Kane studied the tablet computer sitting in front of him. “Ever since the opioid crisis began, companies have settled, either with an admission of guilt or without, paid a fine, then gone on their merry way.” He looked up, shaking his head. “In most cases, publicly held companies see a boost in stock.” 
“That is so fucked up,” Rett muttered.
Lucky spoke next, a tag-team effort by the Schollenbergers. “You’re going to make sure people take notice if they know their CEO title won’t protect them.” 
Kane nodded. “Exactly. What’s a five-million-dollar fine to a multibillion-dollar company? Why not target these assholes’ personal salaries? Leave them facing criminal charges?”
“Why hasn’t this been done before?” Add Rett into the tag-team mix.
“It has.” Those were the first words Nico had spoken all meeting. “It’s tough to make charges stick to any one person. Most plea bargain or turn state’s evidence. But we’ve got a possible murder on our hands. That can’t go unpunished.”
Jerry wholeheartedly agreed. 
Kane shifted his gaze from one to the other, taking in the SNB team. Finally, he said, “We want to work together, the SNB and DEA.”
“Why? Normally we do the footwork. Y’all waltz in after we’ve done the hard part and take our case.” Lucky didn’t sound bitter at all. Much. 
“Your team has gathered quite a bit of evidence and even made a connection we haven’t.”
“Who?” Jerry blurted before he could stop himself. 
“Judith Sullivan, who I believe goes by the name of Amber. We’d like to speak to her.” So, the big guy could talk after all, though his voice came out more animal growl than words.
But how the fuck did they know about Amber? 
“No,” Lucky stated flatly. “From what we’ve gathered about her state of mind, the last thing she needs is to be called in by DEA. Or SNB either, for that matter.” Ah, he’d read the report Jerry submitted late last night—or spoken to Rett. 
“What do you suggest?” Special Agent Kane asked.
Lucky looked around the room, took a long sip of coffee, then eased back in his chair. Yeah, he’d come by his asshole reputation honestly. Only when he got good and damned ready did he reply, “Let her talk to Rett and Jerry.”
Kane exchanged glances with Nico, who Jerry studiously avoided looking at directly. “Why them?” 
“Because Jerry knows how to talk to people without being intimidating.” Wow! Lucky thought that? He’d never said. Then again, he wasn’t given to paying compliments. “Loretta brings authority, but she’s also easy to talk to. I think the two of them would gain far more information than the rest of us in this room without scaring the witness half to death.”
Loretta spoke up. “From what I gathered, she’s mourning whatever happened to her boyfriend. She doesn’t have many people she can trust. It’s possible she’s being manipulated by Monumental’s regional sales manager.”
Lucky continued the story. “Not only can Loretta win her over, but she’s also our best choice to convince Ms. Sullivan we can protect her.” 
Jerry regarded Rett. She nodded. Jerry’s heart lifted. He wasn’t getting thrown off the case. His heart sank a moment later. He wasn’t sure where he stood with Nico anymore, but anything after hours remained firmly off the table. 
They needed to work on their communication.
Nico not trusting Jerry hadn’t kept him out of Jerry’s bed. 
The bastard. 
[image: image-placeholder]They broke for lunch, only Jerry didn’t bother hanging around making small talk or deciding on a restaurant. Instead, he charged out of the conference room and through the door marked “Stairs.”
“Jerry, wait!” 
Jerry continued climbing the stairs to his cubicle, avoiding the elevator, Lisa, Rett, Bo, Lucky, Eric, and most of all, Nico. 
But Nico followed him. Hands balled into fists, Jerry kept going, past the seventh floor, higher and higher. He came out on the top level, stomping down to the unfinished part. Nothing but empty offices, some without carpet or paint. 
He sat down on a painter’s tarp, knees brought up to his chest. Nico had quit calling out, so hopefully believed Jerry to be in his cube and exited on the seventh floor. Jerry’s cell phone rang. He didn’t answer. Let voicemail earn its keep. 
Had Nico called him outside at the bar in an effort to lure him in? What about all the other times, relaxing on the couch, eating pizza, then sharing Jerry’s bed?
At the very least, they’d established a conflict of interest, at most, a total betrayal of Jerry’s trust. Before, it had been the two of them. Now, with DEA an official part of Jerry’s case? 
How much did they know? 
Why should he expect anyone to want him for him, based on past experiences? Just another person who tried to use him. 
Figured. 
How stupid he’d been to risk his job. Had Nico used him? If so, that stopped now. If he’d known Nico was DEA at the beginning, he’d never have gotten involved. Oh, wouldn’t you? his conscience prodded. 
Sometimes Jerry hated his conscience. The top brass should be out somewhere eating lunch by now, giving him at least an hour. 
Jerry opened a sliding glass door onto a balcony, pulled out a cigarette, and lit up. Normally, Brody smoked, but Jerry didn’t. Right now, he needed to channel Brody, who didn’t give a shit about anything or anybody, and who definitely wouldn’t be bothered by a fuck buddy. 
He drew the smoke into his lungs and exhaled, smoke and steaming breath mingling. The dreary sky matched Jerry’s gloomy mood. His jacket would feel nice, but he couldn’t be bothered to go inside. 
Besides, he couldn’t afford to run into Nico, not now with the wound still raw and him not knowing what to say. 
His phone chimed again. Well, fuck. They just weren’t going to leave him alone, were they? 
Instead of Nico, the message came from Loretta Johnson. Come to my office. I got you lunch from Bucky’s. Take the stairs.
No matter what kind of lousy mood he found himself in, Jerry wouldn’t turn down Rett. She could hurt him far too easily. He’d sparred with her. She could take him.
In her sleep. 
Jerry slipped in her open door. The scent of chili lured him farther inside. 
“Close the door,” Rett ordered, pausing with a hotdog near her mouth. “Sit your ass down, eat, and listen.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Jerry grabbed the closest bag and extracted a hot dog. “All the way?” 
“Is there any other way to eat a hotdog?” Rett replied, chasing down an errant ketchup blob on her desk with a napkin. 
Just like he liked, which at Bucky’s meant ketchup, mustard, chili, and loads of onions. Ha! Onions, perfect for a revenge kiss—if Jerry ever kissed Nico again. 
Both cups on the desk looked to hold iced tea. He grabbed the closest one, inserted a straw, and divided his attention between food and Rett. He hadn’t even known he was hungry. 
“What a bitch move Nico pulled.”
Mouth full of hotdog, Jerry nodded. 
“Him being your partner, I’m sure it pissed you off.”
Again, Jerry nodded. 
Rett arched an eyebrow, scrutinizing him while chewing a french fry. “From what I’m gathering, there’s more going on than a mere partnership. You feel betrayed.”
The next bite went down the wrong way. What the fuck? How did Loretta know? Jerry coughed, swilled down tea to buy time, then asked, “What?”
“You heard me. I’m not asking if it’s true or not. What I need to know is: can you work with him?”
“Umm…”
“Hey.” Rett fixed Jerry with a no-nonsense glower sure to send most people scurrying. “If it’s one or the other, I choose you.”
What? “You’d choose me over DEA.” Really? 
Rett gave a decisive nod. “I choose you over anyone they’d want to bring in.”
Well, quite the vote of confidence. 
Rett took a bite of her hot dog, closed her eyes, and hummed in pleasure. “Bucky’s makes the best damned hot dogs, don’t they?”
Jerry nodded, mouth full. Free food always tasted better, in his book. They ate in silence, but sooner or later, Rett would get to the point. 
Finally, she wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Ahh… That hit the spot. Saved me from having to go out with Lucky. The man is not in a good mood. I’d feel sorry for abandoning Bo, but he married the guy; he’s legally obligated to put up with that mouth.”
The reasons for which the office betting pool had debated for years. The last time Jerry checked, the voting favored blackmail of some kind. 
Rett leaned back in her chair, eyeing Jerry too closely for comfort. “Now, to get back to business.” 
Jerry had been afraid of when the other shoe would drop. I will not squirm. I will not squirm. 
“If you don’t feel comfortable working with Nico, just say the word. I’ll request your assistance elsewhere.” She’d bend rules for him? 
No, Jerry couldn’t let her do that. “It’s not your case, and since when have you let anyone to get away with ‘I don’t want to work with them?’”
“Right now, it’s all hands on deck. Since I agree Nico might’a pulled a bitch-ass move, and that’s not an optimal partnership… Still, something tells me Bo and Lucky will send him packing back to DEA sometime soon.”
Okay, time for Jerry to put Nico out of his mind and get back to work. “What’s next?”
“You and I are going to interview Amber.”
[image: image-placeholder]Amber had just finished her last set of the evening, changed clothes, and headed toward an ancient Chevy in the parking lot. 
Rett stepped out from behind her Jeep. “Judith Sullivan?”
“Yes?” The woman shot wary glances from Rett to the closest security camera. 
Rett flashed her badge. “I’m Agent Loretta Johnson with the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau, and this is Agent Wilkerson. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
Amber paled, stumbling backward on her spike-heeled shoes. She covered her face with her hands, letting out a wail. 
Rett and Jerry exchanged confused looks. “Will you talk to us?” Rett asked. 
Face still in her hands, Amber nodded. “I’m sorry.”
Sorry for what? 




Chapter Nineteen


Although they gathered in Rett’s office, Rett formed a circle of three chairs in the open space before the desk and took one, while Amber and Jerry took the other two. Apparently, Bo’s “make them feel equal” lessons paid off.  
Unless you were with someone you didn’t want to feel equal. Intimidation had its uses and usually landed a person on the seventh floor with the bad Schollenberger. Instead of good cop/bad cop, Bo and Lucky played Good Schollenberger/Bad Schollenberger. 
Only, it wasn’t an act. 
The water bottle Amber clutched in both hands trembled. 
“Okay, Judith. Can I call you Judith?”
The blonde shook her head. “Please, call me Amber. I haven’t been Judith in a very long time.” Her sadness told a story of loss. 
Rett nodded. “Okay, Amber. Start from the top. Tell us what happened to Bryan Brown.” Loretta kept her voice softer than Jerry had ever heard, posture at ease. 
“Do I need a lawyer?” 
A furrow appeared between Rett’s brows. “Do you think you need a lawyer?”
Amber bit her lower lip, eyes downcast. “Maybe.”
“You have a right to a lawyer if you want one, but you’re not a suspect. We’re speaking to you as a witness. Do you mind if we record the conversation?”
“What? Oh. Yeah, sure.” Amber still didn’t raise her gaze. She sniffled into a tissue from the box Rett placed beside her on the desk. She’d made a mess of her hair by running her hands through the thick mass. Makeup streaked her face. “There’s no use hiding anymore. Like Mama always said, ‘Truth will out.’” Suddenly Amber sounded very Southern, very young, and very lost.
Kudos to Rett for not mentioning that no, they hadn’t found out whatever truth they’d been seeking. 
Amber let out a heavy sigh. “He came into the club one night, paid for a private dance, then started showing up a couple’a times a week. We’re not supposed to date customers, but there was something about him that made you want to trust him, do what he said.”
“So you went out with him,” Rett prodded, after a few moments of silence. 
Amber nodded. “It was great at first. He treated me like a queen, bought me presents, then he changed. Although I suppose he didn’t change, he just dropped the act. Started making demands.”
“What kind of demands?” Rett seemed to be doing just fine asking questions. Jerry sat quietly. 
Amber stared at her hands, busy shredding a tissue, water bottle clasped between her thighs. “He wanted me to get close to someone he saw as a threat, find out what I could.”
Had Bryan involved a civilian in a case?
“What did you do?” Rett kept her voice calm. Despite her imposing presence, she’d made nonintimidation into an art form. 
When she wanted to.
“The guy never came into the club, so I had to find him. We met in the grocery checkout line, of all places.” Amber’s grief briefly lapsed into a smile. “We went out, grew close, too close for me to tell his secrets to an asshole. But still, the asshole pushed, threatening to tell the truth about me if I didn’t do what he said.”
“Bryan forced you to spy for him?”
Amber’s head shot up, blatant confusion on her face. “Bryan? No! Bryan was an angel. I’m talking about Marcus Braswell.”
Jerry couldn’t keep the words inside. “Marcus Braswell?”
Again, Amber looked confused. “Who did you think I meant?” Her eyes went wide. “Oh God. You thought I meant Bryan used me. No. He’d never do that.”
Loretta shot Jerry an “are you hearing this?” look. 
Yeah. Yeah, he was. 
Loretta let out some of her South Texas drawl. “Marcus felt threatened by Bryan and sent you after him. How?”
“He said he’d tell my boss I was using again. Said he could get me thrown into jail.”
“So, you dated Bryan.”
“Yeah. Marcus made him out to be some kind of snake, you know? But he wasn’t.” Amber’s voice turned fond. “He was everything Marcus wasn’t.”
Holy fuck. “You fell in love with him,” Jerry offered. Soap operas had nothing on the SNB. 
Amber nodded. “He loved me too. Marcus threatened to tell the truth about me, so I beat him to it. I told Bryan what I did for a living, that I’d been in rehab, that my mother had custody of my son until I could get back on my feet.” She sobbed. “He didn’t care. He didn’t fucking care. He said he loved me anyway and would help me however he could.”
Something Bryan couldn’t share with Nico or his fellow agents: falling in love with a known drug abuser and a possible witness to his case.
After several moments of sniffles and blowing her nose, Amber added, “He offered to send me someplace safe until he could come with me.”
“Then what happened?” Jerry asked.
“I told Marcus to fuck off. He got mad, then went real calm. Scary-calm. The kind of calm that gives you the willies.”
Yes, a former drug dealer used to have that effect on Jerry. 
“And?” Rett seemed satisfied with Jerry’s taking over the questioning and left him to it. 
Amber sniffed again, threatening another ugly cry. “Bryan took me to dinner. That’s all I remember. I woke up the next morning hungover in Bryan’s bed and knew I’d done something the night before. My mouth tasted like stale booze. I was so groggy I could hardly move.” Her words were barely distinguishable over her wails. “I… I found Bryan in the living room. I tried to wake him up, but he wouldn’t wake up.”
“What did you do?”
“Called an ambulance. I didn’t know what else to do, so I called Marcus. I know now how dumb that was, but I was terrified.”
“What did Marcus do?”
“He told me to get out of there, he’d take care of everything. So I caught an Uber home. Later, Marcus told me Bryan was dead but he’d taken care of things so no one would implicate me, but I had to do exactly as he said.” Amber paused, taking a sip from her water bottle. “He didn’t call me again for a few days. I’d hoped I’d heard the last of him and kept expecting cops at my door. What had I done? Had I gotten shit from somewhere and convinced Bryan to try some? Bryan would never. Then, Marcus called, wanting me to do him a favor.”
“What kind of favor?” Jerry felt he already knew.
“He was a regional sales manager, Bryan’s boss, and he had a customer he wanted to reward.” Amber made air quotes. She dropped her now-empty bottle to the floor and buried her face in her hands. “If I didn’t want him to go to the police and tell them I murdered Bryan, I had to sleep with the doctor.”
Fuuuckkk. Add human trafficking to the charges facing Marcus. 
Amber broke down completely. “I killed Bryan. There was a guy I used to buy from, said I’d bought some shit from him, said me and my boyfriend were going to party. Bryan didn’t do drugs. So why would he want to that night? Did I force him? Hell, why did I blow my sobriety? I don’t remember a damned thing! Why can’t I remember? I killed the man I loved! Why can’t I fucking remember!” She slammed her hand on Rett’s desk. 
Well, fuck. 
Rett got down on her knees, wrapping her arms around Amber. Amber’s sobs rocked them both. “Shh…child. You ain’t killed nobody. I know killers. You ain’t one. But you gotta get yourself together, okay? It sounds like you were drugged.”
Several drugs could’ve produced those effects while still leaving the victims able to get home on their own. 
Amber gave a hard sniff and nodded. 
Rett smoothed back Amber’s hair. “You’re not a killer, but you are a witness. I’m going to arrange somewhere safe for you.”
“How about my mother and my son?”
“Are they in danger?”
Amber nodded. “Marcus threatened them. What is he? He can’t be just a salesman.”
“We’ll take care of them too. We’re not really sure what Marcus is, but we intend to find out.”
A fucking monster, mostly.
[image: image-placeholder]Nico stopped calling and texting at ten p.m. Jerry half expected him to show up at the door. He didn’t. 
Good, Jerry needed time alone to lick his wounds. Stupid. He’d been so stupid. 
At least he had a chance to pull himself together before seeing Nico again. 
The bed felt lonely. No one to cuddle with. No waking up with an arm wrapped around Jerry’s waist. 
He’d only been borrowing time. Sooner or later, Nico would be gone. 
The thought gave no comfort as Jerry lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, reliving their happier moments together, until long past midnight.
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry reviewed all information about the Bryan Brown case. It worked better calling him by his undercover name of Bryan Brown instead of his real Special Agent name. 
Bryan Brown. Ryan Green. Yeah. Go figure. 
Amber said she’d found Bryan in the living room. The police reports said he’d been found in the bathroom, arm tied off with a necktie, a hypodermic lying a few feet away. 
The photos showed the telltale blue skin of oxygen deprivation, a symptom of an opioid overdose. Sadly, not Jerry’s first rodeo. There was no mention of Amber at all. The recorded call for an ambulance turned out to be inconclusive, as the caller cried so hard the voice couldn’t properly be made out. 
He prepared a list of further questions for Amber while Rett made arrangements for witness protection. 
Someone clearing their throat had Jerry looking up. Nico stood in the doorway of the cube, sadness in his eyes. “I’ve been looking for you.”
“I’ve been avoiding you.” Jerry did not need this shit right now. Anger boiled within him. Must. Focus. On. Work. Don’t let him know he got to you. He should’ve known better. Cool, confident men like Nico didn’t want poor nothings like Jerry, only to use them. 
Nico gave a humorless laugh. “So it would seem. Look, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you who I was.”
“Is Niccolo de Silva even your real name?”
“Yes. We just doctored my records.”
“Pretty damned good job if Lucky didn’t figure it out.”
“Oh, he did, about five minutes after meeting me. He gave my superiors an earful.” Nico shrugged. “Things are out in the open.”
Jerry turned back to his work. He’d deal with Lucky’s lack of information sharing later. “If you say so.”
Nico dropped into the chair opposite Jerry. “Look, I’m sorry, but I couldn’t blow my cover. You understand, right?”
Now was not the time to have this conversation. Tomorrow wasn’t looking good either. In fact, “never” probably worked best. “Nope.” Jerry popped the “p,” thinking about some “Being an Asshole 101” lessons he’d learned from Lucky. 1) Be as annoying as possible. “You took the option away from me.”
Nico turned away. “Fuck. I did, didn’t I?”
“Do your superiors know you used sex to get what you wanted from me?” If Rett took Jerry to the boxing ring right now, he’d stand one hell of a chance of lasting a few rounds. 
Nico lifted a hand toward Jerry, dropping it again when Jerry shrank back. “I didn’t do that. Me and you are something totally apart from the case.”
Jerry stopped internet surfing long enough to glower at Nico. “Really? Could’ve fooled me.”
“Jerry, I…”
Professional. Jerry could be professional. Bo would be. “Look, I’m willing to work with you to finish this case, but that’s it. We’re coworkers, nothing more.”
Nico’s Adam’s apple bobbed with a hard swallow. “Okay. I get that.”
“No, you don’t. You ain’t never getting that again.” Calm, Jerry. Stay calm. Never let anyone get the upper hand. 
“I’m sorry,” Nico said again.
“So am I. When am I gonna stop falling for men who don’t exist?” Jerry smacked a hand over his mouth. He’d said that out loud. 
Nico braced his hands on the edge of Jerry’s desk. “I do exist, Jerry. I’m Nico, the same guy I was yesterday, you just know who I really work for now. Nothing else has changed.”
Jerry turned away before Nico’s earnest dark eyes could sway him. “We have a witness who’s cooperating.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I’ll send you a copy of my report. If Bo and Lucky say I can since I work for them.” Jerry headed to Rett’s office before his heart exploded. 
He wouldn’t look back. He wouldn’t. 
Jerry looked back. Nico had his face in his hands. 
[image: image-placeholder]Amber appeared much calmer this morning, though she’d traded makeup for dark undereye circles. Jerry sat beside her again in Rett’s office. Two suitcases sat off to the side. “I know this is painful, but I need to ask you a few more questions.”
Amber sighed. “This is a nightmare that’s not going away, isn’t it?”
“I’ll do my best not to add to that, but I need to know a few things.” Jerry recalled the details he’d just learned during his online search. 
“Like what?” Without her makeup, Amber looked so young and innocent. She was a beautiful woman. A beautiful woman being used by a bastard Jerry hoped to throw into jail. He didn’t for a minute believe Amber killed anyone. 
Besides, Jerry knew the feeling of being used. “You found Bryan in the living room, right?”
“Yes. Lying on the couch.”
“You tried to wake him up.”
“Yes.”
“Was his arm tied off with a necktie, like he was shooting up?”
Amber scrunched her nose. “No! He’d worn a dress shirt the night before. Both sleeves were down. No tie.” 
Interesting. “There was no pulse?”
“Not that I could feel. Then again, I was terrified, and I’m no nurse.” 
Even more interesting. “Think back to the night before. Where did you go to dinner?”
“A little Italian place downtown. Bell something or other.”
“Bella Italia?” Jerry offered.
“Yes, that’s it.” Amber nodded. 
Rett stayed silent, letting Jerry ask the questions. 
“Did you order drinks?” 
Amber wrinkled her nose. “No. I told you, I went through rehab and finally got sober. I wouldn’t throw away all my hard work.”
Jerry made a few notes on his notepad. “Did Bryan order a drink?”
“No. He likes beer but doesn’t…” Amber sniffled. “Didn’t drink out of respect for me. Didn’t. He didn’t drink.” Despair washed over her again. Whatever had happened, Amber had loved Bryan and hadn’t meant him harm. Unless she was a damned good actress. 
So, someone moved his body and made it appear like he’d shot heroin. 
Fentanerol could easily have been hidden in Amber and Bryan’s food without them ever knowing, letting fentanyl-laced heroin get the blame. “Did you order the same thing?”
“No. He ordered pizza. I had linguine.”
“Did you share anything?”
“We got mozzarella sticks as an appetizer.”
Either Amber hadn’t gotten as much of a dose as Bryan, or Marcus intended to frame her all along. 
“Thank you, Amber. You’ve been a big help.” As an afterthought, Jerry added, “We’re gonna get whoever did this. I promise.”
Amber reached out, taking Jerry’s hand in hers. “Thank you. There’s something else Bryan told me that I didn’t tell Marcus.”
“What?”
“That he was an undercover DEA Special Agent investigating Monumental Pharmaceuticals.”




Chapter Twenty


“Nico De Silva! Get your ass in here!” The shout nearly rattled the windows of Jerry and Nico’s shared cubicle. “Bring Jerry with you!” 
Nico whipped his head in Jerry’s direction. “What the hell was that?” 
Jerry sighed. “The boss’s answer to picking up a phone. Let’s go.”
What now? Surely Lucky hadn’t found out about Jerry and Nico. Besides, what could he say? He married his on-the-job partner, for fuck’s sake. And it wasn’t like Jerry and Nico reported to the same person. 
Lucky looked pissed. Of course, he often looked pissed. While basically fair, he wasn’t known for his patience. 
Jerry stepped into the office. Telling that Nico went first. Trying to shield Jerry from stray bullets? 
“Sit down,” Lucky growled, muscle flexing in his jaw. 
Jerry and Nico sat. The desk held its usual assortment of debris.
“You wanted to see us?” Nico ventured. 
“Now with all the cards on the table, why the fuck didn’t you tell me you were DEA from the get-go?”
Nico never even flinched at the venom in Lucky’s words. Either very brave or totally lacking in self-preservation skills. “Because you hate the DEA.”
“Not the fucking point.” Lucky didn’t deny the accusation. Then again, his views on rival agencies were pretty well known in the office. 
Nico softened his tone, though not the steely gaze he’d fixed on Lucky. “I wanted to. My boss suggested caution.”
“Who’s your boss?”
“Marvin Royce.”
Lucky threw up his hands. “Well, that explains a lot.” 
“He said the SNB holds a grudge against us for one of our guys going bad on you.”
Lucky snorted. “Just one? Hell, one would’ve been a picnic. Bottom line is, like it or not, we have another DEA as… guy in our midst. Some of our agents do hold a grudge.”
“I can hold my own.”
“I bet you can.” Lucky snorted again. “Just so you know, my vote went for throwing your ass to the curb the moment you first lied to us and bugged Bo’s office. Bo thinks this cooperation might go a long way in mending bridges. What do you think?”
“Following orders isn’t a good defense, but no matter who I worked for, I gave them all my loyalty and did my job to the best of my ability.” Nico rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I’ll do the same for the SNB.”
“Yes, but you being here is all about you avenging one of your own.”
“Yes.”
“You go vigilante on me, I’ll yank your leash so hard they’ll feel it all the way to Virginia. Got it? You might not report directly to me, but your temporary partner does. You get him hurt, you’ll answer to me.” Lucky leaned forward, placing his forearms on the desk, staring holes through Nico. “I know places they’ll never find your body.”
Nico’s Adam’s apple bobbed hard. So, he wasn’t entirely immune to Lucky’s intimidation practices. “Yes, sir.”
“Now, what’s your plan?”
“I’m still looking into why I found Brody Jenson’s name in Ryan’s apartment, and I’m tracking doctors Marcus deals with. With Ryan out of the way, Marcus is servicing those accounts personally.” 
“I suppose he gets the bonus money too, right?”
“I’m pretty sure.”
Lucky narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know about things with DEA, but here at SNB, ‘pretty sure’ don’t cut it. We only accept ‘damned sure.’ Let me know when that happens. Now, what have you got?”
“I’ve been monitoring the doctors’ spending habits. Some are neck-deep in debt when they meet Marcus. Others buy big-ticket items or travel afterward. Marcus offers them a way to live the lifestyle they want.”
“What kind of big-ticket items?”
“Cars, boats.” Nico shrugged. “One’s wife just got breast implants and a facelift.”
Lucky scowled. “With HIPPA laws, you’re not allowed access to medical records.”
“Who went after medical records? I friended her on social media using a dummy account. She’s got before and after photos posted. Plus, she’d asked for recommendations for a surgeon the same week her husband started writing scripts for Fentanerol.
“That's how I found out about the boats, cars, and house remodels. These guys have definitely increased their spending. They’re none too careful about hiding what they buy either.”
Social media, huh? 
“Kickbacks.” Lucky’s scowl looked even more threatening than usual. 
“Yeah, buddy.”
Lucky gave Nico some serious side-eye. Even Jerry did a double-take. “Yeah, buddy?”
“Jerry’s been teaching me Southern.” 
Lucky turned his glare on Jerry. “Why?”
Teaching him before Nico showed his true colors. Acronym. Whatever. “He’s originally from up north. How many folks in Brody’s social circle are gonna talk to someone who speaks all Northern?”
“Good point. Carry on. Now, I’m going to teach you some more Southern. Get the hell out of my office and get back to work.”
“Yes, Uncle Ricky,” Nico and Jerry called as they shut the door behind them. 
Bang! Something hit the door from the other side. 
Nico grinned. “He’s fun to mess with, isn’t he?”
“Ain’t he,” Jerry corrected. “And yes, he sure the hell is.” Just for one brief moment, he forgot to doubt Nico. 
The moment didn’t last. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry changed clothes twice before deciding on threadbare jeans and a vintage Nirvana T-shirt. He wasn’t changing his style to impress some man. 
Where the hell was his jacket? Hadn’t he worn it yesterday? Fuck. He must’ve left it at work. Time to pull out the Atlanta hoodie he’d used before the weather turned too cool. 
The thing reeked of smoke, so Brody wore it last. Hard to argue with a roommate who mistreated your clothes when you were the roommate. 
Forget two months. Jerry would be in therapy within the month. The office betting pool would be so proud. 
He took a long look at the bed and let out a sigh. How he’d love to lie there with Nico. But no, he had a job to do, and Nico had lost bed privileges. Still, Jerry’s heart ached. For a time, too brief a time, he’d been happy. 
Which only drove home the point that happy was meant for other people, not him. 
Wallet? Check. Keys? Check.  Leaving at precisely 6:50 a.m. to beat traffic? Check. 
Jerry stopped by the Starbucks drive-through for coffee, then pulled beneath the SNB building with fifteen minutes to spare. 
Should he have brought coffee for Nico? They were partners, after all. Then again, true partners didn’t keep important shit to themselves, did they? 
As usual, Eric didn’t acknowledge Jerry passing by his desk. He’d gone for the goth look today, all in black, with eyebrow and lip piercings Jerry thought must be fake. Black fingernails peeked out from the cuffs of Eric’s extra-long-sleeved shirt, and he’d gelled his hair into gravity-defying spikes. 
Probably better they weren’t speaking. Jerry didn’t know what to say. 
Nico wasn’t in the cube. Jerry dropped into the chair, placing his laptop on his desk. He idly turned the chair back and forth with one foot. His black leather jacket hung on the back of his chair, answering the question of where he’d left it. 
Should he text Nico? They were supposed to work together, after all. He checked the clock on his phone. Oh. Still not eight. Maybe Nico planned to arrive just in time. 
With nothing pressing to do at the moment, Jerry booted his computer, ready to check emails. He leaned back in his chair, ramming his hands into his hoodie pockets. His fingers closed around a small object. Wait! What was that? 
A flash drive? He didn’t use those. His laptop didn’t even have a USB port. Where had a flash drive come from? He studied the object. What was written on the side? 
Monumental Pharmaceuticals. What the hell? Jerry charged toward Lucky’s office. He banged his fist on the door. 
“If you’re not going away, come on in.” Yep. Lucky was in. 
Jerry entered, leaving the door open. No one willingly passed close to the boss’s office this early in the morning. Nico sat in front of Lucky’s desk. The two of them with their heads together this early did not bode well for the day.
Lucky turned his blue eyes upward. “Something I can do for you, Wilkerson?” 
Jerry shifted his gaze from Lucky to Nico and back. Nico wore a neutral face, showing no emotion. 
Should Jerry wait Nico out, not share what he’d found? It would serve the asshole right for keeping secrets. “I found this in my pocket.” Jerry stepped forward, dropping the flash drive onto the desk. 
Lucky studied the drive, Nico leaning forward for a look. “Where did you get this?”
“I have no idea. I haven’t worn this hoodie in a while. I found it in the pocket.”
Nico lifted the flash drive, holding it close to his nose. “Monumental? What’s on it?”
“I haven’t checked. My laptop doesn’t have USB.”
Lucky took the drive from Nico, studied his computer, then punched a button on his desk phone while lifting the receiver. “Keith. Got an old laptop with a USB port? I need one.” He scowled more than usual while hanging up the phone. “Technology sucks sometimes.”
Most of the time, in Jerry’s opinion. Hard to consider a time ever existed when folks didn’t have to worry about their every move being recorded and shared on social media for laughs. 
A fresh-faced rookie with long blonde hair and thick glasses knocked on the doorframe a few minutes later. “Mr. Schollenberger? Here’s the laptop you asked for. Keith says he needs it back by the end of the day.”
Lucky growled what might have been “Thanks,” booted the laptop, and inserted the flash drive. “Well, I’ll be damned. This goes really high on the food chain. Is this all accurate, I wonder.”
Nico and Jerry moved to look over Lucky’s shoulder. 
Nico’s mouth dropped open. “This is Ryan’s! He always was a details kind of guy. Whoever got to his apartment first took his laptop.” He paused a moment, blinking hard, before continuing. Lucky and Jerry pretended not to notice the wavering in Nico’s voice. “There’s big money to be made in drugs.”
“Yes, there is,” Lucky agreed. “We’re here to stop those who don’t keep things honest.”
Well, hell. No wonder Jerry got nowhere. He scanned Ryan’s list of names. These folks were mostly all above his pay grade. Another list linked to scanned copies of manifests for drug shipments that should have been marked suspicious. Jerry recognized one name, a doctor he’d gotten pills from a few weeks ago. “He just got busted.” He pointed to the screen.
“Out on bail,” Nico replied. “Though his associates have started distancing themselves.” He turned away from the laptop screen. “If only we could sow the seed of doubt, turn them against each other.” 
Lucky closed the laptop after a few moments. “Nico? I want you looking into their sales practices. What kind of incentives they’re offering doctors. As a startup, you’d think they’d learn lessons from other manufacturers, but instead, they’re going by a playbook used in the early 2000s.
“Just for the record, now that we’re sharing information, how did you bug Bo’s office? We searched you, and we never found the bug.” 
Nico lowered his gaze, giving a bashful smile. “Yeah, but you didn’t search Jerry.” He turned apologetic eyes on Jerry. “Sometimes, a simple arm across the shoulders is more than it seems.”
Well, fuck. He’d used Jerry. Again. 
“You’re a sneaky bastard.” Was that approval on Lucky’s face?
Not good. Not good at all.  
What was Nico’s angle? Did he hope to blackmail Jerry somehow? 
What would happen if Lucky and Bo found out about the night behind the bar? Or all the other times. What were they discussing when Jerry walked in?
“There’s one more thing,” Nico said, shooting a quick glance at Jerry, then back to Lucky. 
“What’s that?”
Nico pulled in a deep breath, blowing out his cheeks on the harsh exhale. “The note with Brody Jenson’s name. Jerry, didn’t you say you saw Ryan at the bar?”
“Yes, but we never spoke besides a ‘Hey’ in passing.” Was this why Ryan wrote Brody’s name on the note? Had he somehow slipped the drive into the hoodie’s pocket? 
“Nothing more?” 
Jerry wracked his brain. Had they spoken? Shoulder connected shoulder outside the men’s room at the bar. Excuse me. “Oh fuck. He was trying to tell someone he’d slipped evidence into my pocket. But how did he know it’d wind up where it needed to go?”




Chapter Twenty-one


Saturday. Grocery shopping. Cleaning. Coursework. Tossing out the shirt Nico planted a bug on. Jerry couldn’t stand to look at it anymore. 
But definitely not thinking of Nico, wondering how he spent his nights now that he no longer filled Jerry’s bed. 
On his way to the grocery store, he passed houses covered in lights, wreaths on the doors. Would Grandma set out the ancient lighted Santa she’d always placed on the front porch? 
Apple pie. How he’d miss her apple pie during the holidays. 
As he headed into the city, houses gave way to businesses, equally decked out. Snowflake decorations hung from light posts. And it wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet. 
Three dark SUVs fell in behind Jerry. Someone was definitely following him, and not trying to hide. More than one someone. None of them on a motorcycle. 
Jerry whipped the steering wheel to the left, making an illegal U-turn. Three SUVs did the same. Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck!
Too bad the car didn’t come complete with Bluetooth. Jerry paused long enough to hit Lucky’s number. 
“The evil Schollenberger,” a gruff voice answered. 
“Boss?”
The panic in Jerry's voice must’ve registered. Lucky got down to business. “Where are you? What’s happening?”
“I’m being followed. Three late model SUVs.”
“Black?”
“Yeah.”
“Fuck.” What did Lucky know that Jerry didn’t? “I’m not at the office, but I’m clueing in Keith. He’ll get a read on your location. Have they made any aggressive moves?”
“Not yet, but they’re staying on my ass.” Any closer, and Jerry might have to name a price and charge for personal favors. 
“Keep moving. Stay in public. Do you know the Raging Stallion?”
“The gay bar?” Now was one hell of a time to ask.
“Yeah. Are you close?”
“I think so.”
“Good. Head there. I’ll get the welcome wagon ready.”
Jerry left the phone alone, letting Lucky end the call, and ducked down a one-way street, passing a string of strip malls. Right. Left. 
He checked his mirrors. Still behind him. How the hell could he lose them? The smoked glass windows wouldn’t give him a glimpse inside the vehicles, but if they chose to ram him, his little POS didn’t stand a chance. 
On and on, he rode. Traffic opened up. One SUV shot past him, settling in front, while another flanked him. The third rode his bumper. 
Fuck, fuck, fuck! They weren’t going to leave him a choice, were they? No time to call Lucky back, either. Please let him have help on the way. 
Jerry took one hand off the wheel and reached into the glove box for his Glock. It wouldn’t do much against assault weapons, but better than nothing. 
The cars around him slowed, forcing him to slow too. His only escape was down the sidewalk on his right, full of people. They all stopped at a red light. Jerry wriggled over the console, grabbed his phone and gun, and bolted out the passenger side door. He slipped, fell, then hauled ass.
A woman screamed, jumping out of his way. 
He’d made half a block when doors slammed behind him. 
No time to think. He ran, dodging people, kids, small dogs, what-the-hell-ever. Where was a cop when he needed one? Please, please, please let help arrive soon.
Footfalls pounded behind him, ending Jerry’s “maybe I’m just being paranoid” hopes. He needed to take up running. Down an alleyway, over a fence, still, he ran. Someone swore behind him, the chain link fence rattling. 
He sucked in air, clutching his side, cut through another alleyway, and got back on the street. Did no one notice a skinny guy running from a bunch of thugs? 
No, they didn’t consider it their problem. 
Through alleys and back yards, Jerry darted, side aching. Air wouldn’t come. How much longer could he run? 
Sudden movement from the side. A solid wall of muscle. “Oof!” Direct hit.
Falling. 
Jerry lay winded on the ground, staring up at blue sky. 
And three scowling faces. Two men yanked Jerry up by the arms, holding tight while the third guy frisked him, taking his gun. 
One of the SUVs pulled to the curb. A man hopped out, broad shoulders, dark hair slicked back, eyes that bored right through Jerry, and an overall dangerous vibe. Jerry hadn’t met the man face-to-face before, but anyone of Brody Jenson's reputation knew Santiago “Santi” Molina.
“Bring him. We’re going to have ourselves a little chat.”
Please let Lucky have sent help. Help currently searching for black SUVs with windows too dark to have a hope in hell of seeing inside. 
The guy behind the wheel seemed focused on driving while Santi sat next to Jerry in the backseat, studying him intently. Dark eyes, dark hair. Lots of tats. The kind of man Jerry usually went for. 
Only not while being held prisoner. 
“You were there the night Manny and Diego got busted at a card game,” Santi said.
“Well, I—”
“Yes or no!” Santi snapped. 
Jerry straightened his shoulders, channeling Cyrus Cooper with a bravado he didn’t genuinely feel. “Yes. Yes, I was. What of it?”
“The cops busted them.”
“Yes.”
“You went to jail but didn’t stay long.”
“My uncle—”
“Yes, or no?” Santi’s scowl sent a shiver of fear twisting through Jerry’s belly. 
“Yes.” Holy fuck. Jerry was about to be another body in a cornfield, wasn’t he? An image of his obituary on the SNB memorial page flashed before his eyes. 
Santi glared. “I know you’re working for the cops.”
“What? I—”
“No need trying to deny it. We’ve got guys inside who know things.” Santi tapped a fingertip against his temple. 
“I had nothing to do with their arrests.” Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Jerry's heart thudded in time with his internal chanting. 
“Doesn’t change the facts.” Santi stayed quiet for several moments, a muscle in his jaw twitching. He clenched and unclenched his fists, flexing the amateur tattoos on his knuckles. 
“What are you going to do to me?” For all his bravado, Jerry barely kept a squeak from his voice. 
“Depends on you, amigo.” 
“What do you want to do to me?”
Santi released a slow, lazy smile. “I could think of many uses for you.”
Fuck. 
Santi’s smile fell. “But a man in my position”—he spread his hands wide—“well, I have a reputation to uphold. Maybe one day, on the down-low.” He winked. “Anyway, I know you got something to do with Manny and Diego going away.”
“I—”
“I’m not stupid. I been watching you. Manny’s my cousin and our leader. Because of you, we’re leaderless.”
Fuuuuucccckkkk! This was not gonna end well. “Can’t you get another one?”
Santi nodded. “That’s the problem. His brother Tito thinks he’s next in line, but he’s got shit for brains, the little bastardo.”
“What’s that got to do with me?”
Santi leaned back against the seat, appearing less of a threat. “Word on the street says you got an in with the cops. This can’t be traced back to me, you understand. I can give you names, dates, whatever you need.”
Definitely not what Jerry expected. “What do you want me to do, exactly?”
“I want you to make sure Tito gets off the street for a long, long time.”
“What’s in it for me?” No use denying anymore. The best-case scenario involved stalling enough for Lucky to send help. 
“You do this for me, maybe we work together again sometime.” Santi cupped Jerry’s jaw, coming close enough to waft breath over Jerry’s cheek. “If you don’t, others would be very interested in what I know. I’d hate to see your pretty face all messed up.” He leaned in, brushing his lips to Jerry’s. “While I wish we had more time, the guy on the Harley has passed by enough for us to know he’s looking for you.”
Maybe Jerry wasn’t about to die today, but did Lucky have to send Nico? “What info you got?”
“Hand me the folder.” Santi stuck his hand over the front seat console. 
The driver slapped a folder into Santi’s hand. “This has all you need. I’m taking a little vacation to Miami. When I get back, I want him gone. Feel me?”
“What about those loyal to him? Are they coming after me later?”
A slow smile spread over Santi’s too-handsome face. At least he’d look better on a wanted poster than others Jerry recalled. “Don’t worry. We’ll cheer when he’s gone. Now go.”
The driver pulled over, hopped out, and rounded the vehicle to open Jerry’s door. Jerry climbed out, taking in his surroundings. His favorite Starbucks. No coincidence there. The driver shut the door and resumed his place behind the wheel. The SUV pulled away. 
Jerry stood on the sidewalk, opening the folder. Photos, a schedule, drug deliveries, locations. The guy really wanted Tito gone. Sirens wailed in the distance. He must be near the Stallion. 
A familiar roar sounded. A black Harley skidded to a stop in front of Jerry. Nico jumped off the bike, tossing his helmet onto the seat. He took long strides toward Jerry, clutched Jerry’s biceps, and stared him up and down.  “Are you okay? What did they do to you?” He folded Jerry into his arms. “I was scared shitless when I heard.”
Jerry fought the embrace. “Hey. There might be SNB folks around.” As much as Jerry secretly wanted Nico’s arms around him, this embrace left him confused. Was it just relief for an unharmed coworker? 
Nico stepped back, chin down, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Sorry.” He glanced right and left. “I was just so worried about you.”
“I’m okay. Really. Umm… Can you give me a ride back to my car?” Probably the last thing Jerry needed, his traitorous dick pressed against Nico’s ass. It didn’t feel betrayed at all. 
“Lucky had it towed.” Nico opened the storage case on the back of the Harley and withdrew another helmet. “I can take you home if you want. We can get it later.”
Jerry held up the folder. “Actually, I need to get this to Lucky and Bo.”
“They headed into the office after you called. I’ll take you there.”
Jerry tried twice to secure the helmet, fingers trembling too violently to be of much use. Nico swatted his hands away. “Here, let me.” He tossed the folder into the storage case, and snapped the lid shut. 
Helmet secured, Jerry climbed on the bike behind Nico, clutching for all he was worth. 
Nico made a call. “He’s all right. He’s with me. We’re heading for the office.”
Santi Molina wanted a favor.
Strike one person who wanted Jerry dead off the list. 
Maybe. 
For now.




Chapter Twenty-two


Jerry reported on the information taken from Santi. If the folder's contents were accurate, the SNB would score its third capture in a month of someone from the DEA’s most-wanted list.  
Too bad Jerry had to leave the takedown to others as his caseload didn’t allow anything else. Lucky would see to the job being done. 
Now, to turn attention back to Jerry’s current case, Monumental Pharmaceuticals, and find how deep the corruption went. While already at the office, might as well get some work done. 
Marcus was a regional sales manager and spent one hell of a lot of time in Atlanta, where he owned a home. One of three. 
No matter how much he tried to focus, Jerry’s mind wandered. Thank God Nico didn’t appear to have waited around for Jerry’s meeting with Bo and Lucky. Fuck. He needed out of here. At least the loaner car sat waiting for him in the parking garage. 
He exited the elevator with caution. No Nico. Was Jerry relieved or disappointed? 
With nothing else to do, “Brody” returned to the club, knowing Amber was expected but wouldn’t be dancing. He sat at an out of the way table, one perfectly angled to let him keep an eye on his fellow patrons. 
The twinkling Christmas lights hadn’t been there for his last visit. Nor the half-decorated tree he’d found in the lobby. Jeez, couldn’t they at least wait until December started? 
He’d left a message for Nico about where he’d gone—a message left on Eric’s voice mail, so Nico might get it tonight, might not, or maybe three weeks from now. Sometimes Eric’s attitude worked in Jerry’s favor. 
The chair beside him at the table slid back. Today wouldn’t be one of those days. 
Nico sat down. “I reviewed your notes. Good work. I suppose you’re here waiting for Braswell?”
“Yes. I want to see his reaction when he realizes Amber slipped her leash.”
“Her name is Judith.”
Jerry shrugged. “She wants to be called Amber, so I’ll call her Amber. Niccolo. Besides, call me Jeremy, see what happens. Just because our parents hung the name on us don’t mean we gotta use it.” No letting on how sitting close to Nico made Jerry’s heart pound faster. 
“Point taken. Can I get you a drink?”
Jerry lifted his glass. “I got what most people probably think is a rum and coke.”
“When in a strip club, pretend you’re drinking?”
“Something like that.” Besides, Jerry wasn’t in the mood for beer. Damn it! He liked Nico. Genuinely liked him. Or had. All of what they’d had together couldn’t be a lie, could it? Well, Rett was somewhere with her son and fiancé, making Jerry thankful for the company. 
After a while, Marcus Braswell entered, meandering down front to a table marked “Reserved.” Dr. Steadman soon joined him, along with two other men. 
A muscle in Nico’s jaw tightened. “Wish I could arrest them now. All three of those doctors are on my list.”
Jerry snorted. “Pill pushers. Looks like Marcus is trying to make a sale. I’ll bet the records show they were at a steakhouse, and Steadman gets paid $2500 in speaker fees.”
“I’m thinking you’re right.”
A smile crept over Jerry’s face, a sense of smug satisfaction filling his chest. “If Marcus thinks Amber’s going to help him out tonight, he’ll be sorely disappointed.” 
The first dancer began the show, dressed in a red and white dress with a Santa hat. Marcus frowned. He stood and walked toward the back while the doctors ordered another round of drinks. Jerry discreetly filmed everything. Marcus returned, gesturing wildly. The men left together. 
Oh, someone wasn’t happy. 
Jerry followed Nico outside without a word and into Nico’s car. All four men in Marcus’s party got in their cars and left. Jerry and Nico followed Marcus to a beautiful house on the edge of Atlanta. 
They watched for an hour, but Marcus never re-emerged. 
“Jerry, I—”
Jerry threw up a hand. He did not want to have this talk. Ever. “Save it. Right now, I want to go back to the office and compile some data.”
“But it’s eleven p.m.”
Jerry gasped. “Lucky was wrong!” 
“Excuse me?” 
“Lucky said you DEA guys couldn’t tell time. Or was that ‘couldn’t tell your ass from a hole in the ground?’”
Nico sighed. “I’ll take you back to your car.”
“No need. I left my car at work and took an Uber. Just take me to the office, please.”
[image: image-placeholder]Nico stayed despite Jerry not wanting him to. 
The picture of a company behaving badly emerged on Jerry’s laptop screen, courtesy of the flash drive he’d found. From the top guy to the newly hired rep, everyone was in a position to contribute to the corruption. Extortion, conspiracy, racketeering, fraud. 
Now murder and human trafficking. How much of Marcus’s behavior did his superiors know about?
Nico placed a cup of coffee on Jerry’s desk—a red cup with green Christmas trees. Would people shut up about Christmas already? 
Jerry thought about turning down the peace offering but needed the caffeine. “Where did you get this? The coffee shop doesn’t open until five.”
“Jerry, it is five. Or five-ten, rather.”
“What?” Oh shit. Time flew when investigating shitheads. “You’ve got someone inside Monumental?”
“Yes. An administrative assistant and someone in the compliance department they don’t listen to.”
“How long have you been investigating?”
“We’ve been building a case for over a year. The whistleblowers approached us. We had Ryan until recently.” 
Whatever Ryan might have been to Nico, friend or coworker, the pain of his loss felt genuine. 
Jerry softened his tone. If he stared too long into Nico’s big brown eyes, he’d let go of his resolve to keep things professional. “Can I ask you something off the record?”
“Sure.”
“When you approached me at the bar the first time… Well, are you gay, bi, pan?” He’d kept so much else hidden. Jerry had known straight guys before who’d slept with men for various reasons. 
Nico sat down at the desk across from Jerry’s. “I don’t like to label myself, but I’m attracted to the person, not their gender. I am definitely attracted to you.” I am, not I was.
“But you still had sex with me as part of your assignment.” Gods, how stupid had Jerry been? 
Nico sat at his temporary desk, his own coffee cup in hand. “No. I wouldn’t. I was with you because I wanted to be. No other reason.”
“Do your bosses know?”
“About us? No.”
“That’s a conflict of interest.”
“Possibly. We’re collaborating, but each works for a different agency.” 
“For now.”
“Yes, for now.” Nico hung his head. 
Time for a change of subject. “What else do we need for indictments?” 
“We’re about ready to mount arrests coordinated with other jurisdictions. We don’t want anyone finding out and getting away. And that’s a lot of peo…folks to coordinate with.” 
Jerry nodded. Not much longer, and he could forget Nico de Silva ever existed. 
Good luck with that. 
Jerry stood abruptly. “I’m going home to shower and shave. Maybe get a few hours’ sleep.”
“That’s not an invitation, is it?” Nico gave a tired but sheepish smile.
Yes! “Oh hell no.”
Nico’s smile fell. “Can’t blame a guy for asking. Get some sleep, Jerry. I’ll see you later.”
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry’s eyes felt full of sand. He pulled into the driveway of his duplex. Damn, he’d be happy to stop being Brody Jenson for a while and return to his own apartment, small, lonely, and pet-unfriendly as it was. 
Mrs. Griggs wasn’t sitting on her porch swing surrounded by cats. Then again, the morning was kind of cold and it was still dark out. Jerry darted up the steps, opened his door, and stopped. 
Something wasn’t right. He couldn’t put his finger on what, but there was definitely a wrongness in the air. Jerry slipped back to his car and rummaged through the glove box for the gun Molina’s guys put back. Jerry really should keep this with him. 
Should he call someone? Nah. Not for an eerie feeling. He laughed at himself.
Slowly, stealthily, he entered. Something crunched beneath his boot. He flipped on the light. 
Splinters, stuffing, broken glass everywhere. Someone had totally destroyed his living room. Fucking hell. Well, at least the burglar hadn’t walked away with anything of value. 
He texted Lucky. Someone trashed my house. 
The person or persons responsible probably left long ago, because none of the local break-ins resulted in a confrontation. Still, you couldn’t be too paranoid. 
Back to the wall, Jerry crept through the duplex, listening. No sounds. What would have happened if Jerry had been here last night? 
More mess in the kitchen, the refrigerator door open, milk and egg goo on the floor, dishes and glasses smashed. He stooped, running his fingers through the mess. No longer cold, so not a recent occurrence. 
Down the hall, he went. More mess in the bathroom. The SNB would owe Mrs. Griggs a fortune in damages, but why hadn’t she called the cops? Was she all right? 
Jerry entered his bedroom and flipped on the light. 
“Took you long enough. But as I’m sure you noticed, I found ways to occupy my time.”
A man in black sat on Jerry’s bed, back resting against the headboard, gun in hand. “Put the gun down, Mr. Jenson. Nice and easy.”
Jerry hesitated a fraction of a second—long enough to lose any advantage. He could never get a shot off now before even a semicompetent shooter. He placed his gun on the dresser and stepped away. This wasn’t some kid looking for pocket change and video games.
“Good. You keep cooperating, I won’t have to put a bullet in you.”
Thoughts rolled around in Jerry’s head. How long before anyone noticed him gone? No one would expect him in the office until tomorrow. 
“Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited for you? In this uncomfortable bed, no less. How do you stand it?” The man patted Jerry’s lumpy mattress.
Who was this asshole? 
Jerry feigned nonchalance he didn’t truly feel. Be Cyrus Cooper. Be Cyrus Cooper. “I don’t. I lay in it.” Sometimes not alone, he would have added, but the image of this man on his bed imprinted on Jerry’s retinas. He’d have to burn the bed later. But what the hell, the rest of the place was a dumpster fire after being trashed. “What did you do to the landlady?”
“Nothing. She got called away.”
Time to see if this asshole might leak information. “Strange that Marcus sent someone to do his dirty work. Or that you’d even bother with me.” This guy couldn’t be a professional. Jerry would be dead by now. “Why are you bothering with me?”
“Marcus?” The man smiled. “Oh, no. Marcus sees you as a minor inconvenience, though he did have the foresight to frame you when Bryan OD’d, just to take the heat off the stripper he hoped to blackmail. He’s an asshole and a low sonofabitch, but he lacks the balls to get the job done directly.”
“You have the balls?” Keep him talking. Buy minutes, though no one is coming to your rescue. Maybe Jerry should’ve installed a security system. Or gotten the hell out when he saw his duplex. 
An oily smile crossed the man’s face. “Yes, I do.”
“What do you want with me?”
“It seems you’ve been paying visits to a lot of doctors. Your name has been connected to Bryan Brown. Then you’re seen with a certain stripper. Now she’s gone. Apartment cleaned out. Do you know anything about that?”
“Exotic dancer,” Jerry corrected automatically, a point a few folks drove home after Bo’s foray into dancing while undercover. “Are you sure it was me?”
“I saw you on video.” 
Apparently, the man hadn’t seen Rett flashing her badge. Maybe the camera angle hadn’t allowed it. Interesting that he had access to the video, though.
“Who was the woman with you?”
Good. He hadn’t seen the badge. “Just someone I picked up at Joe’s bar. I asked if she wanted to see a strip show, she said sure, so there you have it.”
The stranger narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you. Did you know Bryan Brown?”
Jerry wasn’t fast enough to hide his reaction. 
“I thought so. Who are you working for?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“It’s not hard to access your records. You’re a small-time hustler who lies, cheats, does whatever he needs to make a buck. In some ways, we’re the same. You could’ve made one hell of a salesman if you didn’t think too small. So, you’re a confidential informant? For who? Atlanta PD?”
Jerry forced out a laugh. “Ha! They don’t pay shit.” What to do, what to do? Mrs. Griggs wasn’t next door, and cats couldn’t call 9-1-1. No one would miss him for hours. 
His phone vibrated in his pocket. Who’d call him at this hour? Please let it be Lucky. The paranoid sonofabitch would be sure to send help if he didn’t get an answer, after the text Jerry sent. “Look, I’ve been out all night, I’m tired as hell and just want to sleep. What do you want?”
“I want to know who you work for.”
Jerry splayed his hands. See me be harmless? “I’m freelance all the way.”
The man scowled. “Doctors talk, they figured out you visit all Monumental’s contacts. You’re on camera at several pharmacies. If you’re trying to doctor shop, you’re doing a piss-poor job, using the same name.”
“That’s the point, isn’t it? None of those people even pay lip service to due diligence. I just walk right in and get whatever I want.” Jerry’s phone stopped vibrating, starting again a moment later. 
“What is your connection with Bryan Brown?”
“I know the name. He OD’d, right?” If Marcus hadn’t sent this asshole, who had? “You’re working for someone from Monumental Pharmaceuticals.”
The man rolled his eyes, mimicking Jerry’s Southern drawl. “Ya reckon?”
Oh fuck. “They’re pushing Fentanerol like there’s no tomorrow.”
The gunman grinned. “Do you have any idea how lucrative that product is? Or how much they stand to make just from Atlanta doctors? Bryan could’ve had his cut if he’d kept his mouth shut.”
“What do you mean?”
“He got cold feet and was about to go to the feds. He knew what was what when they hired him, fresh out of college with no experience.”
Good, this dickhead didn’t know who Bryan really was. At that moment, Jerry noticed the wide-blown pupils. The shaking in the hand holding the gun. “Looks like you’re able to give testimonials on the product.” 
The man’s grin became downright terrifying. “It’s some amazing stuff. As you’re about to find out.”
“What are you talking about?” Jerry’s phone vibrated again. Please let whoever come check on him. 
“I painted your light switches and door knobs with low doses. Each item you touched increased the dosage. It’ll kick in soon. They’ll find you dead in your trashed apartment, just another petty criminal. They won’t even do an autopsy.”
Oh shit! “What about innocent people who touch those things?” What about Mrs. Griggs? Was Jerry’s heart pounding harder? 
“The potency fades after a few hours.”
“You’re taking a lot of risks for your bosses.” Keep him talking, keep him talking.
“I don’t think so. You’ve got what? Seven prescriptions for a powerful narcotic? What do you think Atlanta PD is gonna do?” 
Jerry would be highly pissed to find out Nico bugged his house, but it might save his life if Nico had invaded Jerry’s privacy. 
Why, oh why, hadn’t he kept the bugged shirt? 
Jerry’s lips lost feeling, numbness creeping up his face. His heart was definitely pounding hard. Fentanerol. Fentanyl overdose. Another soul lost to the opioid crisis. What was happening?
A wave of dizziness dropped Jerry to his knees. 
The man growled, “No matter who you work for, I’ll find them.”
Summoning all his energy to stay upright, Jerry snapped, “Can you even shut the fuck up and let me die in peace?” 
His face smacked the floor. At least this asshole only knew him as Brody, not about the connection to SNB. 
Jerry smiled. Somehow, Lucky would find out everything. 
Then kick this motherfucker’s ass.
An image of Nico popped into his head. His heart ached. He could’ve loved the guy. 
Jerry’s heavy eyelids slid closed. 




Chapter Twenty-three


Chatter. Multiple people. Moving. Bright lights. 
Jerry blinked hard, trying to focus. Concerned faces, flashing lights. In the midst of the chaos, Nico. 
“I’m coming with,” Nico said, climbing into what had to be an ambulance.
Jerry caught a bleary glimpse of cops. He focused on Nico’s dark eyes, now somewhat shiny. Someone held his hand. Jerry fell back into darkness. 
[image: image-placeholder]Beeps. Hushed conversation. Jerry blinked his eyes open. A darkened room. Something tickled his nose. Oxygen tube? Beep. Beep. 
Where was he? 
Tired. So tired. He’d worry about it later. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry opened his eyes, still groggy. Why was peach fuzz growing on his tongue? 
White ceiling. There went the beeping again, a sound he associated with hospitals. No tube on his nose now, so either his oxygen levels had improved or he’d died. 
He wasn’t sure he cared which right now, drifting in and out of sleep, maybe for minutes, maybe for days. 
A hushed voice brought him fully to consciousness. 
Nico sat off to the side, whispering into his phone. He spotted Jerry, mouth forming a surprised O and eyes going wide. “He’s awake. I’ll call you back.” Nico placed his phone on the rolling table thingy beside Jerry’s hospital bed. 
It was a hospital bed, right? Hospital. Yeah. He’d already reached that conclusion. 
“What… What…” Jerry licked dry lips.
Nico held up a glass with a straw. “Here. Drink.” 
Jerry followed orders, to Nico’s hum of approval. He could get used to being taken care of. “What happened?”
“You were drugged.” Nico returned the glass to the table. “Two days ago.”
Two days? “Why ain’t I dead?”
“The official reason? You dropped your wallet. I tried to call, but you didn’t answer. When Lucky called asking if I’d seen you, I knew something was wrong. Lucky phoned in a welfare check to Atlanta PD, and I stopped by on my way to my apartment.”
Okay. Only… “My place isn’t on the way to yours.”
“Is now. Anyway, I saw your lights on, peered in the window like a stalker, and I’m glad I did. The place was a mess. I found you in the bedroom. Your lips were blue.”
For a moment Jerry imagined himself as one of the opioid victims he’d found over the years. No. He did not want to die of an overdose, and here he’d nearly done so twice. His family might never believe he hadn’t fucked up on his own. “I never wanted to be a Smurf.”
Nico’s strained smile vanished in a heartbeat. “It’s not a good look for you. I hope to never see you that way again.”
“You never answered. How am I alive?” Someone needed to de-fuzz Jerry’s brain. 
“I carry Narcan. Most agents do. When one dose didn’t work, I found a second dose in your glove box.”
“Two doses. Must’ve been bad.” Very bad.
“Jerry, the paramedics had to hit you twice more once they got there. They nearly had to intubate you.” Nico squeezed Jerry’s hand. “We nearly lost you. Several times.”
Holy fuck. That bad? “Did you tell my boss?”
Nico nodded. “Lucky and the cops got to your house shortly after I did. Both Schollenbergers are coming here to the hospital.”
“Fuck. I’m in no state to answer questions.”
“Can I ask one?”
“Yeah. Can’t promise I’ll answer.” Or that Jerry might have an answer to give.
“Do you know who did this to you?”
For now, Jerry would ignore what Nico clinging to his hand might mean. Whatever the reason, he clung back, never wanting to let go. Nico anchored him. “I don’t fucking know.” Something occurred to Jerry. He jolted upright in bed, making his head swim. “Fuck! You didn’t touch the doorknobs or light switches, did you?”
“No. Lights were on, doors were open.”
“Don’t let anyone touch anything! He put something on the knobs and switches.”
“You know protocol. Everyone wore gloves, but I’ll request a decontamination unit. Bo’s ordered someone to get the place cleaned up.”
“The guy said the effects would fade after a while. He called me Brody and thinks I’m a confidential informant.” Jerry’s heart nearly beat out of his chest. What if Nico had been exposed too? His head swam. Two days. Two days had passed. If anything was going to happen, it would have by now. 
“How about my landlady?” What about the cats?
“She’s fine. So is Mr. Tibbles, since she said you’d worry about him.”
What a relief. What if someone innocent had gotten hurt because of Jerry?
“Now rest while you can.” Nico enfolded Jerry’s hand between both of his, eyes a bit shiny. 
Jerry wouldn’t ask him to stop. “Nico?”
“Yeah?
“Thanks.”
After all they’d been through, Nico saved Jerry’s life. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry could’ve gone without waking up to Lucky Schollenberger’s face. At least he didn’t give sad eyes and say, Poor little Jerry. 
Nope, the boss opened his mouth, saying, “Someone trying to kill you is no reason to miss work.” Yeah, sarcasm. Lucky must be scared as shit. 
“Put me down for a vacation day,” Jerry snapped back. He’d learned in class the importance of communicating with suspects and victims on their own terms.
Lucky preferred snark. 
A language Jerry spoke fluently. This level of snark meant the boss cared. 
Lucky sat in a chair by the bed, Bo hovering over his shoulder, eyes full of sympathy. An arrangement of fall flowers sat on a table by the window. Yeah, Bo had his place in things, but sometimes, like now, Jerry didn’t need coddling. 
“How’s Amber?”
“She’s safe with Loretta,” Bo replied. 
“Good.” Nico wasn’t in the room. Jerry wouldn’t ask about him. 
“Agent de Silva filled us in,” Bo continued. “Good thing you left your wallet. By the time Lucky got to you it might’ve been too late.”
Jerry didn’t remember leaving his wallet at work. Had Nico made an excuse to come by? “Yeah. Good thing. The asshole at my house was sampling Monumental’s stock and out of his fucking mind.” In hindsight, Jerry should’ve gotten off a shot once he spotted the man on his bed. Taken his chances against a bullet wound.
Another bullet wound.
“Well, that’s not good.” Lucky let out a yawn. Two small kids at home and a job not for the faint of heart probably wore the man out. 
Not to mention being married to the hottest DILF in three states.
“What’s he look like?” Lucky asked.
Jerry closed his eyes, trying to recall. “Average man, with average height, average build, brown hair. No one who’d stick out in a crowd. Wearing black jeans and a black button-down. With loafers.” He’d had the nerve to wear shoes on Jerry’s bed.
Yeah. Burning the mattress, the comforter, the sheets, the pillows…
Lucky shared a looked with Bo. “Not much to go on. Anything else?” 
Was there? “Oh, wait! He held the gun in his left hand.” 
“That narrows it down some. Glasses?”
“No.”
“Anything else?”
“He tried to talk Southern but couldn’t quite pull it off.” 
“Few can if they’re not born and raised with it. We haven’t found any prints yet. Your place is such a mess we’d have a hard time figuring if something was out of place. Anything else?” Lucky studied Jerry while trying to appear casual. Yeah, he cared. 
But would die before letting anyone else see. 
“No. I passed out and woke up getting shoved into an ambulance. Cops were there. And Nico.” Jerry searched the room. For all his anger, he dearly wished to see the man again. “The guy called me Brody, so we’ve got that going. He mentioned Bryan Brown’s murder too.”
Bo and Lucky exchanged glances again. Bo acted as spokesman. “About that…”
“What the fuck?” Jerry pulled together enough functioning brain cells to ask.
“Bryan Brown, or rather, Special Agent Ryan Green is still alive,” Bo said.
“Holy fuck! How?”
Bo sat on the edge of Lucky’s chair, one arm around his husband, presumably for balance. They’d probably never noticed their subtle PDAs whenever they were around people they trusted.  Their trust in Jerry inspired warm feelings. Or were those caused by drugs?
“Sergeant Hicks was first on the scene, or rather, after Braswell or whoever moved Green from the living room to the bathroom and staged the fake overdose scene. From what Amber told us, they hadn’t been given a lethal dose at the restaurant. It appears that someone injected Green with more. Hicks administered Narcan right before an ambulance arrived.”
Yeah, Amber said she’d called one. But… “Sergeant Hicks? The creepy cop who keeps following me around?”
Bo held Jerry’s gaze. “Special Agent Hicks, with DEA. He didn’t want the would-be killer to know they’d failed. They might try again.”
How many fucking DEA agents were there? “So, Agent Green is okay.”
Bo and Lucky shared a look, before Bo answered, “He stopped breathing for a few minutes. He’s been in a coma ever since. It’s a miracle he didn’t die. His doctors don’t know if he’ll wake up or what he’ll be like if he does.”
“Does Amber know? She thinks she killed him. Marcus used her fear as leverage to force her into prostitution.”
Again with the shared looks. “While we don’t know how involved Marcus was, it appears someone did drug Green and his lady friend at the restaurant, though we’re not sure exactly how.”
“The guy at my house painted Fentanerol on my light switches and doorknobs.”
Bo nodded. “It’s too late to check for residue in Green’s case, though Amber’s account indicates the restaurant. We’ve got someone pursuing the matter. Anyway, Special Agent Green is still alive at the moment.”
“Good.” 
Bo continued, “He wasn’t expected to live at first. He might never be the same, but he’s a fighter. Ms. Sullivan has been informed.”
“Someone needs to act soon.”
Bo nodded. “With all three owners having dual citizenship, we can’t allow them to leave the country.”
“If you find the asshole who tried to kill me, can I be there when you go after him?” Let the man know someone he’d thought of as a sleazy petty criminal took him down. “I got a couple of cans of whoop-ass with his name on ’em.”
“Depends on how soon you get out of here and what your doctors say.”
Jerry nodded towards the flowers. “Thanks for those.” He’d always liked sunflowers. 
Confusion came over Bo’s face. “We sent you a live plant, but it’s not here yet. Those are from someone else. Want me to check the card?”
“No! That’s all right.” Oh shit. Who sent him flowers? Did he want his bosses to know?
Lucky rose and strode to the table. “Shouldn’t no one but us know you’re here.” He lifted the card, squinted, then dug a pair of readers out of his front pocket. “It just says, NDS.”
Niccolo de Silva. 
At least they now knew the person stalking Jerry wasn’t Marcus or Hicks. 
“I’ve got a question. If Hicks was really with DEA, why has he been following me?”
A voice came from the doorway. “Because I asked him to.” Nico pushed off the doorframe, eyes fixed on Jerry. 
Bo raised an eyebrow, silently asking, Do you want Nico here? After a moment, Jerry swallowed hard, nodding to Bo. 
Bo grabbed Lucky by the arm. “We were just leaving.”
“We were?” Lucky did a damned fine impression of a confused German Shepherd. 
Bo shook his arm. “Yes, we were. Anyway, Jerry. We’ll be by later to check on you. Call us if you need anything or think of anything else. C’mon, Lucky.” Bo all but hauled Lucky out the door. 
Nico barely nodded acknowledgment, keeping his sight on Jerry while he crossed the floor and dropped into the bedside chair. “You’re feeling better?”
“Than dying? Yeah, sure.” What was up with Nico? 
“Good. Good.” Nico bounced one knee. “I worried about you.”
“I’m tougher than a pine knot, as they say here in the South.”
Nico stayed silent for several moments, then quietly murmured, “I thought you were dead. I walked in and found you on the floor, turned you over. You were blue. I… I thought I was too late.” Something like a sob escaped his chest. His eyes glistened. 
Jerry held out a hand. “I’m fine. I’m not dead.” Had Nico really worried? Could he actually care? No. No hoping allowed. Even if Nico did care, even a bit, he’d lied by omission. Didn’t matter. He’d soon be gone. 
Still, his determination to see Jerry—because he had to be lying about the wallet—saved Jerry’s life. 
With a slight nod, Nico laced their fingers together, saying nothing. Comfort bled through the hold, warming Jerry clear down to his toes. For a moment, he recalled all the times he wished he had someone to worry for him. Someone to care if he lived or died. So nice to finally have someone concerned for his well-being, even temporarily. He might not totally forgive so easily, but he would hear Nico out. “Thanks for the flowers. Sunflowers are my favorite.”
Nico nodded, a slight smile teasing up his lips. “I know.”
“How do you know?”
“The wallpaper on your phone.” 
Jerry had chosen the image because it brought back memories of Grandma’s flower garden. He never thought it might reveal something of himself. 
When the silence became too much to bear, Jerry prodded, “Is there something on your mind?”
Nico studied him a long time before answering. “You know when this case is over, I’ll have to return to Virginia, don’t you?”
“Yes.” Why bring this up now?
“It’s… it’s going to be hard. A lot harder than I first thought.”
“Why?”
Nico squeezed Jerry’s fingers tighter. “I’ve never had someone in my life who understood what I do or why. Then there you are. Do you realize in our time together, you haven’t asked one damned thing of me? You seem happy to be with me, but don’t complain when I can’t be there. You’ve got your own life, too, and don’t want to revolve your world around me. Yet, I know you care.” He looked down. “Or rather, you did.”
Jerry tugged on Nico’s fingers until Nico glanced back up. The sincerity on his face nearly crushed Jerry’s heart. “Of course, I care.” Damn the luck.
Nico stared into Jerry’s eyes for a long moment. “I know you do. I care too. Leaving will be hard. Listen, I can’t apologize enough for keeping things from you. I hope, even if you can’t understand, you’ll forgive me.”
Time for some blunt honesty. “I can’t say I’d do any different if Lucky told me to stay quiet. It would have been hard, though.”
“Believe me, it was.” Nico’s full lips lifted into a shy smile. “Do you think maybe we can stay in touch once I leave?”
Really? “How will that work with our jobs?”
“If we want it to work, we can make it happen. Don’t you agree?”
Maybe best to lighten the moment with some humor. “Finally, someone appreciates me being stubborn.”
“Yes, I do.” Nico lifted their joined hands to his mouth, kissing Jerry’s knuckles. “I’d like to get to know you better off the job. See where you really live. Discover the you hiding beneath the disguises and aliases.” 
Jerry would like those things too. 
They sat in silence for a while. Finally, Nico asked, “Are you up for a little work?”
“What kind?” Jerry would love to be, well, up, but he’d need a bit more time. 
Nico pulled a tablet computer out of his leather jacket. “I’ve got some information on some of Monumental’s lesser-known components.” He turned the device toward Jerry. “Most of their staff. Does anyone look familiar?”
Jerry ran a finger over the screen, scrolling through the listings. Finally, he stopped. “Oh my God! Him. This is one of the doctors I’ve gotten Fentanerol from!” He spread his fingers on the screen to enlarge the image. “Yep. Definitely him.”
Nico took the tablet back. “Yeah, once the company goes public, he’ll own a good bit of stock, or so I’ve been told. He stands to make a killing when he sells. All the more reason to buddy up to Marcus.”
“He’s not the guy from my house, though. That asshole didn’t strike me as a pro either. Too talky. I don’t think real pros monologue like they do in books.” 
Nico nodded. “We have overzealous future stockholders, an unscrupulous sales manager—and my fellow agents in other territories say Marcus isn’t an anomaly. Then we have three founders who’ll also own a shit ton of stock, who’re pushing an addictive drug. The office manager is cooking the books on sales figures. Some of the sales force have crossed lines. So far, we have fifty-four suspects, some already in custody and cooperating with the case.”
“It’s about over, huh?”
“Yeah. Once we talk to this guy.” Nico tapped a finger on the tablet. 
“You know Bryan is alive, right?”
Nico’s face blanked of all expression. He quietly murmured, “Ryan.”
“Yeah, Ryan.”
“They told me. But we’re not sure if he’ll ever be himself again, if he wakes up. He went without oxygen for a while.” Nico stopped typing to rub fingers over his tired eyes. “I’m going home for Thanksgiving. I plan to go see him in the hospital.”
Thanksgiving. Hell, Jerry’d been trying his best not to think about the upcoming holiday. Easy to miss Thanksgiving, with Christmas decorations going up all over town. Christmas usually threw up on the sixth floor of the SNB. Only a few brave souls decorated on the seventh. 
Though he’d never say so out loud, Jerry secretly couldn’t wait to see what crazy outfits Eric put together. 
No use thinking about another lonely holiday. Time to change the subject. “Why did you have Hicks follow me?”
“I didn’t want you winding up like Ryan.”
Here Jerry thought Sergeant Hicks was just a creepy stalker cop. Of course, Jerry still hadn’t ruled out all of those. “I can see why SNB has an antifraternization policy. You can’t base work decisions on personal feelings.”
Nico rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “At first, I thought you might know who drugged Ryan, especially after finding the note. I still don’t know why he gave you the flash drive unless he’d figured out your ties with SNB.” 
“You took me out back anyway.”
“By then, I’d already decided you weren’t a killer.” Nico flashed a smile. “A killer body, maybe, but not a killer.” He fixed Jerry with a dangerous stare, smile failing. “You know Brody Jenson needs to go away, right? You’re about to be made.”
“Yeah. I know.” Which meant office work until something came up requiring Jerry’s skills.
“I’ll be sad to see him go.”
Yes. Even though Brody wasn’t real, he’d been a part of life for a few years. Jerry would miss him. “I’ll have to learn to be me again.”
“Just promise me one thing.” Nico sandwiched Jerry’s hand between his palms again. 
“What’s that?”
“That the man I’ve come to care about is the real you.”
Which worked both ways. “If you care, you won’t hide things from me.”
Nico stayed quiet for so long that Jerry took the answer for a resounding “No!” “I promise. I tried to talk my boss into approaching the Schollenbergers directly. Remember the morning I left early, saying I had calls to make?”
Jerry nodded. He’d been disappointed to wake up alone. 
“I pleaded with him for an hour. I’ll insist next time. In the end it didn’t matter. Lucky figured things out. Bo made some calls. Then Kasperson and Kane showed up.” 
Time to lighten the mood. “In Southern, that’s ‘cross my heart. Next time the boss gets some damned fool idea into his head, tell him to fuck the hell off.’”
Nico pulled back, narrowing his eyes. “That’s Southern?”
“With a redneck twist.”
Nico placed a hand over his heart. “I promise. Or should I say, ‘damn skippy’!” 
“Or ‘does a frog bump his ass when he hops?’”
That earned Jerry a headshake. “I don’t think I’ll be going for that one.”
“It’s okay. We got plenty, based on the state, and in some places, the county.”
“Then, however I need to, I’ll promise never to keep vital information from you again.”
“Only vital?”
“Something tells me you don’t want to know everything. Too much information could be boring.”
“Okay, nothing vital,” Jerry agreed. There were some things, especially about the job, that he couldn’t share either. Which added to the difficulty of trying to have a relationship. 
“You’ve got a deal.” Nico made it hard to stay mad.
Jerry smiled faintly, his energy nearly at an end. Sleep. He needed sleep. “I can’t be anyone else but me when I’m with you. Which is one of the awesome things about you.”
Nico grinned. “One of the things?”
Jerry relaxed onto the pillow. “Yeah. One of them.”
“What about the others?”
“I’ll let you know once I get home where I don’t have to worry about a nurse or the boss walking in.”




Chapter Twenty-four


Someone had cleaned the duplex, removing everything broken—which didn’t leave much. Maybe Jerry would take inventory after a nap, see what he’d need to get by.  
He’d only been home ten minutes when Lucky called. “Meet me in the sixth-floor conference room.” Harsh words sounded in the background. He softened his voice after a moment. “Umm… you’re up for that, right?” 
Jerry turned to Nico, hitting mute on his phone. “Lucky wants me at the office.”
Nico nodded. “I’ll drive you.”
“I can be there in less than an hour.” Jerry could be there in fifteen minutes from his own apartment downtown. 
“Do it.” Lucky didn’t say goodbye before hanging up. 
He never did.
“What do you suppose that’s about?” Nico asked. 
“I have no idea.”
Nico drove while Jerry tried to figure out what Lucky could possibly want. He and Bo had left the hospital room to give Jerry and Nico privacy. Were they about to turn on him now? 
He and Nico exited the elevator on the sixth floor of the SNB building. Lisa greeted him with a huge smile, wrapping him in a lavender-scented hug. “Oh, Jerry. I heard about what happened. I’m so glad you’re okay.”
“Unhand him, woman,” Lucky barked from down the hall. “We’re waiting on him.”
Lisa stepped back, smile a bit sheepish. Though she obeyed Lucky like anyone else in their right mind would, she showed no fear. “Sorry. You better get to your meeting.” She nodded at Nico, then scampered back behind the tinsel-draped reception desk. 
Jerry strode past Bo’s office into the conference room, sensing doom with every step. Bo was already there, along with Rett Johnson. Though Bo held the director’s title, the three of them, Bo, Lucky, and Rett, shared power, as Lucky’s boss never seemed to be around. 
The betting pool said she didn’t exist. That SNB only made her up because no sane human wanted to deal with Lucky. They might make jokes about him, but truth was, the man got shit done. 
“Come in, Jerry. Nico, I’m glad you’re here. Sit.”
Jerry started to grab a chair near the front. Rett said, “You’ll want to sit where you can see the screen.”
Nico led the way to better seats. 
The moment they sat, Bo stood, leaning with his hands on the back of his chair. He nodded to Lucky and Rett, who sat near Nico and Jerry. “Jerry. Did you get a good look at the man who broke into your house?”
“Yes.” The asshole appeared on Jerry’s eyelids whenever he closed his eyes. 
“Can you identify him?”
“From a lineup?”
“No. Just him.”
Images formed in Jerry’s mind, even with his eyes open. The man in black sitting on his bed. The gun. The sneering lips. “Yes, I can.” The same way he remembered names, he recalled faces, even if he couldn’t pair the two up at times. 
“A body came into the morgue about two hours ago. Dead of an apparent overdose.” Bo clicked on the television. A man’s appeared onscreen: bald head, bushy gray brows and mustache, about sixty. 
“Everyone’s here, go ahead,” Bo said, a little louder than normal.
The man droned on with all the emotion of a ream of copy paper, “Male, approximately thirty-five years old, five feet eleven inches tall, one hundred ninety pounds, no identification found with the body.” 
The man Jerry recognized as the medical examiner continued, “A prescription bottle was found in his pocket in the name of Brody Jenson, along with several other items.” 
Bo clicked on an icon onscreen. The scene changed now. The inside of the evidence room appeared. The camera zoomed in on Jerry’s Glock, another gun—probably the one the bastard held on Jerry—the empty prescription bottle… 
Granddad’s watch, one of Jerry’s books. Jerry hadn’t kept much at Brody’s apartment, but those were some things that mattered. 
“Are those yours?” Bo asked. 
“Yes.”
Bo stared at Jerry a moment longer before addressing the group. “Jerry was in the hospital at the time of this man’s death. Jerry, did you have any prescription bottles at the house?”
“No. I turned them all into evidence.”
“Well, someone went to some trouble to make it seem like this man burglarized Brody’s house, then OD’d on Brody’s prescription. All nice and tidy. So far, it’s been deemed an accidental overdose.”
“Who is the man?” Did Jerry really want to know?
A crime scene image showed a closeup of a man’s slack-jawed, blue-tinged face. 
“That’s him!” Jerry’s heart sped. “The man who broke in.” 
Nico spoke up. “I know him. Or know of him. Leon Shaw. He’s got ties to Gould at Monumental. Likes to think he’s more important than he is. Got a couple of felonies against him, but never anything this big.”
“Someone hired an amateur to take Jerry out?” Lucky rubbed a hand over his face. 
“He called me Brody, so maybe whoever hired him doesn’t know my connection with SNB.”
Rett chimed in, “He tried to kill Jerry with drugs on objects he’d touch. From what Amber said, that’s likely what happened to her and Ryan.”
“Do we have the man responsible? Is it the same man? If so, who hired him?” Bo shifted his gaze from Nico to Lucky to Rett, then to Jerry. 
“My money’s on Gould!” Rett said. 
Nico raised his hand. “Permission to dig into that, sir.”
Bo narrowed his eyes. “Legal avenues only.” He shrugged. “Unless legal doesn’t work out too well.”
Nico grinned. 
[image: image-placeholder]A black SUV pulled in behind Jerry. Oh shit. Not again. The SUV followed him through left and right turns. He called Lucky. “I’m being followed again.” Fuck. His evasive maneuvers put him in an area of derelict warehouses on a one-way street. 
“We’re tracking. I’ll have someone there soon.”
“They haven’t tried to box me in or anything. Maybe he just wants to talk.” No people on the sidewalk. Few cars. Not good. 
“Go to the Raging Stallion parking lot. We’ve got eyes there.”
“Be there in ten.” Jerry hung up, then grabbed his Glock. The light turned red. He beat his fingers against the steering wheel, steadily checking his mirrors. “C’mon! C’mon!” He would’ve run the light if a white van hadn’t come out of nowhere, forcing him to stop. 
The popping of the door latch gave him one scant second to lift his gun as the passenger door flew open. Back against the driver’s door, he took aim in a one-handed grip, grasping the driver’s door handle with his free hand. 
Santi slipped into the passenger seat, closing the door. “Drive,” he said. He looked from Jerry to the gun and back, holding up his empty hands. Somewhat reassuring, if not for gloves. “As I tell my guys, don’t pull a gun unless you intend to use it. My men are right behind us. I’m pretty sure this piece of shit car doesn’t have bulletproof glass.” He grinned. “Like my SUV.”
Jerry glanced in his rearview. The dark muzzle of a sniper rifle peeked out of the SUV’s open window, aimed right at Jerry.
Shit!
"Now unless you plan to kill me, put that thing away and drive."
Killing Santi was tempting, but sadly, a terrible idea. Jerry put his gun back into the console, and accelerated through the now green light, while attempting to keep his heart from crawling out his throat.
Please let Lucky have put a tail on them. “W… what do you want?”
Santi grinned. “Is that any way to greet a friend?”
Fuck. Santi must want another favor. 
“Whoever you spoke to caught Tito at the right time. He won’t see the outside of prison for years. By the time he gets out, if he ever does, there’ll be no question who runs this city.” Santi’s smile oozed smug satisfaction. Cats who’d eaten canaries could take lessons. 
Jerry thought the mayor ran Atlanta, but hell, he’d been wrong before. He hit the turn signal for a left turn, taking him back into the city. 
“Uh, uh, uh,” Santi admonished, giving the shaky finger. “Why don’t you pull over behind this warehouse?”
Fuuuckkk… Jerry complied, keeping the car as visible as possible from the street. 
Santi either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Why didn’t you tell me you’re a drug agent, not an informant?”
Double fuck. “Would I have survived if I had?” Jerry swallowed hard, turning to face his foe. The lump in his throat wouldn’t budge. 
Santi shrugged. “Maybe. I’d never throw away something useful.”
Something? “Am I useful?”
“I think so.” Santi ran his gaze over Jerry’s body, lips quirked into a leer, spending a few moments on strategic areas before moving on. 
Well, that wasn’t suggestive at all. “What do you want?”
“Nothing. I just wanted to let you know who to thank for Santi Claus giving you an early Christmas present.”
“What present?”
“The guy who tried to kill you.” His tone suggested that Jerry should’ve known exactly what Santi spoke of. 
“What?” How did this guy know about the attempted murder?
“I know you’re not recording.” Santi held up a wand, similar to the sweeping devices used by the SNB. “So it’s your word against mine, but as a gift to you, I got rid of the problem.”
“You—”
Santi’s mask of friendliness dropped, showing the seriousness of a man willing to dispose of rivals in whatever way necessary to achieve his end game. A shiver slithered up Jerry’s spine. “No amount of investigating will ever show anything more than an overdose. Hell, the guy was already tripping balls when we got to him. We just helped him on his way.”
What? “You killed a guy for me?”
Santi nodded. “That’s before we found out you’re Jeremy Wilkerson with SNB, though you go by Jerry. Most might see you and me on opposite sides of the coin, but I see an opportunity to work together.”
They killed the hitman? What kind of favors would Santi ask in return? This day just kept on getting worse. Maybe Jerry should’ve stayed in the hospital another day. “I ain’t breaking any laws for you or anybody else.” Those words just might seal Jerry’s doom. To hell with it. He’d redeemed himself from his past life. 
“Not asking you to. From time to time, there will be other Titos out there I’ll ask you to take care of, which is good for your business So, just think of me as a confidential informant you don’t have to pay. We can be good for each other’s businesses.” Santi’s grin did not bode well for those others he might want taken care of. 
“My boss will have to know about this relationship.”
“Fine, as long as you keep word off the street.” Santi grasped Jerry's collar, hauling him close. “Do we have an understanding?”
“Umm… I reckon?” The words came out more question than statement. What else could Jerry say and hope to get out of here alive? 
“Good.”
Santi pulled Jerry closer still, crushing their mouths together. The kiss was brutal, raw, and whiskey-flavored. 
It ended as quickly as it began. Santi smiled, sadness in his eyes. “If my world was different, I’d like to be more than business partners, but as things stand”—he raised his hands in a helpless gesture—“it can’t be anything more.”
No way could Jerry allow such a thing, even if not for his growing feelings for Nico. 
Santi cupped Jerry’s cheek with gentle fingers. “Know I’ll be watching and listening. If I hear of any more threats to you…” He mimicked shooting a pistol with his thumb and forefinger. “Though I now know who you are, you’ll always be Brody to me. I have your back.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out an envelope.  
What now?
“While your guys searched the poor excuse for a hitman’s hotel room, my guys got there first. I know the maid who found him.” He handed Jerry the envelope. “It’s all here. Proof of him arranging half of the payment up front with instructions on how to get the rest. With your resources, you should be able to track who hired him. I wanted to make sure no one got this before you did.”
The SUV pulled next to Jerry. 
“What happens next is for the benefit of anyone watching.” Santi grabbed Jerry’s T-shirt and yanked, ripped down the front, then tousled Jerry’s hair. 
What the fuck! Jerry paid good money for that Nirvana shirt! 
“There.” Santi rubbed a soothing hand over the offended cotton. “Try to act as though you’ve been roughed up.”
Before Jerry could register the words, the door flung open. Santi hopped out, slipping on a pair of dark glasses. His driver opened the back door of the SUV. Santi disappeared inside. 
Jerry’s heart pounded. What the ever-loving fuck?
He didn’t know if Santi looked at him when the SUV pulled away. Only then did he realize he’d been touching his lips where Santi kissed him. What the hell was that about? 
No need to act like he’d been roughed up. The last ten minutes left Jerry’s head spinning so hard he could do nothing but grip the steering wheel and shake. His fucking Nirvana shirt!
Nico pulled into the parking lot on his Harley, in head-to-toe black leather, as he’d been the first time Jerry spotted him. 
He leaned the big beast of a machine onto the kickstand and hopped off, yanking his helmet from his head. Jerry rolled the window down. 
“You okay?” Nico fingered the torn T-shirt, narrowing his eyes. “Did they hurt you?”
“No. No, they didn’t. They just wanted it to look like they did.”
“What? Why?”
“Let’s get to the office. I only want to tell this story once.” Despite his words coming out unwavering, Jerry trembled. 
“Okay. Why don’t you ride with me? We’ll get the car later.” Yeah, good idea. 
Jerry spotted three other cars as he donned the spare helmet and climbed onto the bike—more agents from SNB. Arriving too late. 
Wrapping his arms around Nico as much for an anchor as to hold on, Jerry barely registered the ride to work, pulling under the building, or taking the elevator to the sixth floor. Bo’s office, then. 
Lisa wasn’t at the desk, saving Jerry from her concern. He also wasn’t in the mood for all the decorated cubes he passed on the way to Bo’s office, stockings hung on each one with names of agents Jerry knew but didn’t interact with much.
Bo, Lucky, and Loretta waited in Bo’s office, now loaded with four chairs. Jerry kept his jacket zipped to avoid questions. He’d include the torn shirt in his report. 
Rett handed Jerry a bottled water and pointed to the chair in front of Bo’s desk, beside Lucky. “Sit. Drink. You look like you could use something stronger, but this is all we got.”
Jerry opened the bottle, swilling down half the water in one go. He sat before his legs gave out. The ride over had given him plenty of time to reflect on his meeting with Santi. 
And realize how bad things could have gone. 
“What happened?” Lucky snapped.
“Give the poor boy a minute, why don’t you?” Good. Loretta stood in Jerry’s corner. 
“It’s okay.” Jerry wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.  “I have a new source for information who wanted me to know the guy who tried to kill me wouldn’t bother me again.”
“Who?” Bo prompted. 
“Santiago Molina.”
“Sonofabitch!” Lucky exclaimed. “Atlanta PD’s been after him for years but couldn’t make anything stick. Now murder?”
Bo offered the voice of reason. “There was nothing on site implicating anyone else. The death was ruled an accidental overdose.”
“Well, maybe Sa… Molina lied and just wanted me to owe him a favor.” Jerry could hope. He’d hung out with questionable characters before, but someone who acted so casual about murder pushed even Jerry’s dubious boundaries. “He said he found me useful.” Should he mention the kiss? 
“Maybe.” Bo pursed his lips, staring out at nothing. Then he turned to Jerry. “Until this case closes, no going out. If you do, I want someone with you. I’ll also put you up in a safe house. Until further notice, no Brody Jenson, and I’m putting a guard on you—”
“I’ll do it,” Nico said. “We’ve been working together on this case so far. It’s only logical for sharing information.”
Lucky snorted. Rett smacked his arm. “Ow… What was that for?” Lucky rubbed his reddened bicep. 
“For all the times you needed it, and I wasn’t around.” Rett’s pointed smile could’ve scared sharks out of the water. “I like Nico’s idea.”
Bo nodded. “Unless anyone besides Lucky has objections—”
“Jerry works for me.” Lucky folded his arms across his chest. 
“As your direct supervisor is missing in action, I’m pulling rank.” Bo smiled a bit too sweetly. “Unless you’d like to watch over Jerry personally.”
Lucky scowled more than usual. “Oh hell the fuck, no.”
Somehow, Jerry couldn’t imagine Lucky using such language when Walter Smith sat in this office. 
Score one for the office betting pool. One meeting, one use of “fuck.” 
So far.
“It’s settled then. Rett, will you get everything Jerry might need from his place?” To Jerry, Bo said, “There’s a secluded cabin outside of Athens that should do nicely.”
“Athens? Isn’t Athens Cruiser territory?” Nico hardened his stare. “Not the safest place for the guy who testified against them.” Wow. Look at Mr. Biker getting all protective and shit. 
He voiced Jerry’s own concerns, though. 
“This place is far enough from Athens to be out of sight, and only a handful of the remaining 441 Cruisers still live there,” Bo assured them. “Familiar surroundings give you an advantage if something does happen. Plus, it’s a short drive back here if you’re needed.” 
Very true. On all points.
“It’s in the middle of the woods, with one access road, backing up to the river. We’ve got monitors and a security system. You’ll have periodic check-in times. Plus, we have agents in the area working a case who can give backup, if needed.”
Nico scowled, but finally nodded. “I’ll want to see the layout.”
“Certainly. I’ll get Keith in IT to email you the particulars.” 
“Oh, wait! There’s one more thing I forgot to tell you! Well, two more things, actually. One, Molina knew my real name and who I work for. He also gave me this.” Jerry opened his jacket just enough to pull out the envelope, then passed the evidence to Bo. “He wore gloves, so don’t expect any prints but mine.”
Brow wrinkled, Bo slit the envelope open with a silver opener from his desk, removing the contents: three sheets of copy paper. The wrinkle deepened as Bo studied the top sheet, massaging his temple with his free hand. 
“What’s it say?” Lucky asked.
“I’m still reading.” Bo shuffled the sheet to the bottom, eyes moving left to right as he read. He moved on to the third sheet. “I’ve never heard anything like this in my life.”
“What?” Lucky and Rett spoke as one.
Bo looked up from the pages, letting them drop to his desk. “The rest of the hitman’s payment would have been made in company stock. He was an amateur, who hoped to cash in once the company went public.” He shook his head. “Stock? Really? These guys are beyond amateurs.”
“Just call them what they are,” Lucky drawled. “Fuckwads who don’t know their ass from a hole in the ground.”
Rett lifted her hand. “I second that.” 
Bo locked gazes with Jerry. “Santiago Molina is dangerous. We’d bring murder charges if we had enough evidence to make them stick.” Bo shifted his attention to Rett. “Loretta, I’m assigning that to your department. Work with Atlanta, PD. You’ve already got someone looking into local gangs with the rookies, correct?”
Rett nodded. 
“Good. Jerry, whatever you do, be careful.”
“I’ll see to Jerry’s safety,” Nico replied. 
Those five simple words shouldn’t have been as comforting as they were. 
Nico would keep Jerry safe. 
Trust Lucky to ruin the moment. “You’d better, or I’ll have your ass.”
Nope, but Nico might have Jerry’s. 




Chapter Twenty-five


The safe house turned out to be a lake cabin near Jerry’s hometown of Athens, Georgia. If he guessed right, Bo stayed here as Cyrus Cooper during the case involving Jerry and the 441 Cruisers.  
Forever ago. 
Seemed like just yesterday.
After turning off I-85 toward Athens, Jerry expected to see leather jackets emblazoned with the Cruisers’ distinct colors. The few bikers out on the road showed no club ties. 
He’d done that. He’d helped take down the Cruisers. Best to keep his head low in these parts. Then again, Bo wouldn’t send Jerry into danger. 
Athens, Georgia. Several landmarks brought back memories. The bar where he’d once hung out with the Cruisers, the former motorcycle repair shop—now a beauty salon—where the Cruisers received drugs for distribution. 
The high school he’d never graduated from. The thrift store where his mother once bought all his clothes. Turning left at the red light would take them to his grandparents’ farm, or turning right would lead to the trailer park he’d grown up in. 
Jerry’s past. He wouldn’t look back. 
Nico silently reached across the console, taking Jerry’s hand. Had Jerry’s distress been obvious? 
They bounced along a dirt track driveway twenty minutes later, through a stand of pines, the woods opening onto a clearing. A log cabin perched in the center, close enough to the river to see blue water through the trees.
Jerry stepped out of the SUV, ensuring he kept the Glock close, breathing in the crisp fall air. 
Nico popped the back open, then reached inside for his packed duffels. “Let’s take our stuff inside and come back for the supplies.”
Jerry nodded, grabbed his own bags, and followed Nico to the front door. “I see two cameras.”
Nico nodded. “Six outside, one in the garage, one for the living and kitchen areas.” He glanced back over his shoulder, waggling his brows. “None in the bedroom.”
To be certain, Jerry had borrowed a device from the IT department. He’d do a check for himself later.
They’d no sooner entered the bedroom when they dropped their bags to the floor. Nico spun and captured Jerry in his arms, sealing their mouths together in a bruising, desperate kiss. 
Their clothing joined their bags on the floor a few moments later. 
Nico pushed Jerry down and loomed over him on the bed, securing Jerry’s wrists in one large hand. His wolfish grin softened. “I was so worried about you. First, someone drugs you, and being abducted seems to have landed on your daily to-do list. When I got the call about you running from black SUVs again, it scared the hell out of me.” He punctuated his words with a kiss. 
Jerry’s heart sank. “Which is what makes it hard for agents to have relationships, and explains the company’s policy on coworkers dating.”
Nico nodded, something unreadable in his eyes. “I suppose. But even without the near misses, just being around you brings excitement into my life. You’re fearless.”
Fearless? Jerry? “I wouldn’t go that far.”
“Fearless enough to do what we do.”
“Or crazy enough. I wouldn’t rule out crazy.” Jerry gave token resistance to the hold on his wrists, enough to remind Nico Hey, at your mercy here. Is there a point to the restraint?
“Yeah. That too.” Nico dropped a gentler kiss onto Jerry’s lips. “I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost you.”
What? They hadn’t known each other long. What was Nico saying? 
“Um…avenge me.”
“I’d open all the cans of whoop-ass in the world on them.”
Then words lost importance as Nico writhed on Jerry’s body, releasing Jerry’s wrists to lace their fingers together. 
Who knew rubbing against someone else could be so exciting? Nico’s solid thighs against Jerry’s made him shudder. 
Nico moved backward, sitting on the bed, legs crossed, holding out one hand. “Come here.”
What? No! They’d been doing fine. Jerry managed to climb onto all fours, cock bobbing, to crawl over to Nico. 
Nico arranged Jerry onto his lap, facing him. While penetration might prove challenging at that angle, the position allowed Jerry to wrap his arms around Nico, kissing him while Nico worked both their cocks in one fist. 
Oh damn. So good. Jerry worried at first when Nico said penetration wasn’t his first choice, but he’d perfected other ways of getting off. 
Nico pulled his lips back from Jerry’s, remaining close enough for his breath to caress Jerry’s face. “I like this position. The closeness. You holding on to me.” He dove in again, tongue lashing against Jerry’s. Never once did he lose rhythm with his hand, stroking, stroking, their balls resting against each other’s. 
Jerry moaned. How good. In Nico’s arms, the cares fell away. Safe. He felt safer than ever before. Nico would keep him safe. Be there for him. 
At least for a bit longer. 
Nico caught Jerry’s moans in his mouth, one arm around Jerry’s back, holding him close, hand gliding more easily as they both leaked precum. 
Nico put his mouth to Jerry’s ear. “You have no idea how badly I want you.”
Words grew impossible as grunts and groans replaced speech. 
Jerry’s balls drew close to his body, familiar tingling beginning deep within. “Please don’t edge me now,” he managed to say. Cum. He needed to cum. Now. 
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” came Nico’s choked reply. 
With one last groan, Jerry flew apart, muffling his cries on Nico’s shoulder. 
Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck. The world exploded, rocking Jerry to his core. He shot, shot again, and yet again. Every spasm sent him spiraling into ecstasy. Oh fuck, this felt good. “Nico!” he cried out.
A moment later, Nico answered him, roaring out his release, bucking so hard Jerry had to hold on tight. They rocked together through aftershocks, one after another. 
Faces buried in each other’s necks, they panted, hearts thudding. Lying on the bed might be more comfortable, yet Jerry couldn’t summon the strength to move. 
“That was good,” he murmured. 
Nico nodded against his shoulder. 
There they stayed, clutching each other, as their orgasm highs slowly faded. 
After a while, Nico nudged Jerry. “We’d better go get the groceries in. I hope the rocky road survived.”
[image: image-placeholder]Nico and Jerry sat on the porch swing, each with a bowl of semi-melted ice cream.
“You grew up around here, didn’t you?” Nico asked. 
“Not far from here.” A subject Jerry would rather avoid talking about. Being poor. The teasing by other kids. Mama crying at the kitchen table when she’d once more failed to make ends meet. “I wish I could show you around, but some folks ’round these parts might still know me.” He cringed at the reminder of the ugliness of the past. 
“I admire you, Jerry.” Nico waved his spoon for emphasis. “Everything you have you worked hard for. Hell, you even have the respect of hard-nosed Lucky Schollenberger. Me? I was born into a military household, where I wasn’t just expected to graduate with honors and attend college. It was demanded. I was Colonel de Silva’s son. Mediocre didn’t cut it in my household. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I still felt the love. My father was my hero.” Nico’s tone hit a note of sadness. “He died before I ever got to the rebellious teenage years. From then on, it was ‘Think of your father’ or ‘What would your father expect?’ Even beyond the grave, he shaped my choices. 
“You didn’t have a positive father figure, yet, look at the two of us. We took very different routes, but aren’t we here in the same place now?”
Maybe Nico already knew the ugly parts. Enough for Jerry to open up a little. “The last I heard, my father was in prison. I was twelve. My mother worked two jobs to support us, so she was never home. My grandparents were there until they found me kissing a boy.” Jerry could still picture the betrayal in their eyes. “They acted like I’d chosen to be gay just to cause problems for them.”
“Wow. I’ve heard of self-centered before, but damn.”
Anger flashed through Jerry. No one spoke ill of his grandparents. He might’ve been a little gruff when he snapped, “They wanted what was best for me.”
Nico kept his voice quiet, even. “No, Jerry. Wanting what’s best for you means supporting you. If they didn’t understand what it means to be gay, there are libraries, the internet, PFLAG. They should have educated themselves before harming you with ignorance.”
“Now see here—”  
Nico threw up a hand. “You spent years building them up in your mind. But when you needed their love and support, they took it all away because you wouldn’t conform to their ideas of what you should be. The last thing on their minds was your well-being. Pretty damn selfish if you ask me.”
They sat in silence for a time. Jerry replayed old conversations in his mind, looking at them in a new light. What will the preacher think? and What if your mother’s boss finds out? and the ever-damning, How could you do this to us?
How could he do it to them? Jerry’s anger deflated. “Yeah. You’re right. Mama don’t understand, but she loves me and wants me to be happy.”
“As well she should. What would she do if you brought someone home to meet her?”
Good question. “I… I don’t know. We don’t talk about my personal life.”
“Does she date?”
“Well… yeah. Sometimes.” Though not lately, to Jerry’s knowledge. He’d always wished she’d find someone to make her happy and her life easier. 
“Does she tell you about the men she goes out with?”
“Some.”
“Then why can’t you tell her about your dates? Discuss your heartbreaks, ask her advice.”
Jerry pictured his mother’s downcast eyes, her squirming when confronted with things she didn’t understand. “I worry she’d be uncomfortable.”
“You never know if you don’t try. You’re what, twenty-five?”
“Twenty-four.”
“So for the next however-many years, you won’t share with her when you find someone special. What if you get married? Wouldn’t she want to help plan the wedding? Meet your fiancé?” Nico grinned. “Or if she’s anything like my mom, approve of them?”
Damn, but Nico asked some interesting questions. “I’ve never really thought that far ahead. I’ve never had someone in my life I wanted to stick around.” 
Nico shoulder-bumped Jerry. “Look, by hiding yourself from her, you’re not giving your mother the benefit of the doubt. You’re cutting her out of a part of your life. If she loves you, truly loves you, and wants you to be happy like you say, she’ll be thrilled to know you have someone special, and she’ll comfort you if things don’t go right.”
“I’ve never had anyone I could be my total self with.” But you remained unspoken. “I’m afraid she’ll still see me as the young punk who couldn’t stay out of trouble.” Just like your father, she’d said once. Then spent the rest of the day apologizing. 
“Until you introduce her to the fine, upstanding man you are now, what choice does she have?”
What choice, indeed.
“I’d give anything to be able to talk to my dad again,” Nico said, placing his bowl aside and stretching his long legs out in front of him, gently pushing the swing. “You have that option with your mother. Maybe she can help bring your grandparents around. You love them and miss them. Depending on age and health, they might not be around very much longer, or they could be around for decades. How many Christmases, Thanksgivings, and birthdays are all of you missing out on?”
“Y’all,” Jerry corrected automatically. He slapped his forehead. Sure, with the deep conversation around him, his brain latched on to that?
Nico tipped his head to the side, a wrinkle forming between his brows. “Excuse me?”
“You said ‘all of you.’ That should be ‘y’all.’ And ‘excuse me’ should be ‘huh?’ or ‘what you talkin’ ’bout?’”
Nico laughed, the lines shifting from between his brows to the sides of his eyes. He wrapped an arm around Jerry’s shoulders. “Yeah. If I hope to meet your mother, er… I mean, mama, one day, I better start learning my Southern.”
Nico hoped to meet Mama?
“Let’s get this case over before we go thinking past that” was all Jerry could think of to say, squashing down the hope in his heart. 
Despite their words of keeping in touch, nothing held them together after the case. Nico would leave and never look back. 
Like so many other people in Jerry’s life. 




Chapter Twenty-six


Nico and Jerry lay on their backs on a blanket by the river, the day mild enough for the sun to keep them warm. How peaceful. Each day—four so far—was a blessing. Each day was also a curse, knowing the setting sun marked one less day to spend together.  
“I grew up really poor,” Jerry said, with no idea why he shared something he kept from others. “You’ve heard the saying ‘poor as church mice’? Well, even church mice felt sorry for us.”
Nico didn’t answer, merely ran his thumb over the back of Jerry’s hand. 
Encouragement enough. 
“Kids at school picked on me ’cause I never wore name-brand clothes. Most were nearly worn out by the time Mama bought them at the thrift store or some yard sale. I worried I’d show up to school in a shirt that used to belong to somebody I knew, and get picked on even more.”
Mama even cut Jerry’s hair herself, which showed. A lot. 
“Kids are cruel,” Nico replied, lacing their fingers. “I’ll bet none of them ever accomplished what you have.”
Jerry snorted. “What I’ve accomplished? Not much, let me tell ya.” 
Nico rolled onto his side, propping his head on his hand, elbow on the blanket. “Don’t ever belittle your accomplishments. Because of your work on our latest case, hundreds of lives might be saved. You got a dangerous motorcycle club off the streets. Should I go on?”
Jerry rolled, mimicking Nico’s pose which, unfortunately, meant taking his hand back. “But I don’t have a family, a house, a nine-to-five existence.”
Nico brushed a stray lock of hair out of Jerry’s eyes with one finger. “Be honest with yourself. Do you even want those things?”
Did he? “I wouldn’t mind having a family and a house someday.”
“You’re young. You can still have that.”
Maybe, though being around Nico made Jerry want them more. 
“Besides, if they picked on you, they’re assholes. So why would you want to be like them?”
“Good point.” Jerry smiled. “Anyway, Mama bought me thrift store clothes. One day she brought home an old Rolling Stones T-shirt with marks on it she swore she could get out. Turns out those marks were signatures. I had a vintage, signed T-shirt worth one hell of a lot of money, that she got for a buck or something.”
Nico raised a brow. “Where is it now?”
“Framed, on my living room wall.”
“How come I’ve never seen it?”
“Because the duplex isn’t really where I live. That’s Brody’s place.”
“Oh, right. That explains a lot.”
“What do you mean?”
“The place didn’t seem much like where Jerry Wilkerson would live. No personal effects. You’ll have to take me to your place sometime. Your real place.”
Why did Nico insist on talking like he’d still be around after the case? “Anyway, when I left home, I swore I’d only buy new clothes, never get picked on again.”
Nico snorted. “That doesn’t sound like you.”
“No, it’s not. I kept shopping thrift stores, except for things I can’t or won’t buy there. I’ve come across several more vintage items.” If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, and Mama established a style for Jerry years ago that still worked. 
“I like how you dress. It suits you.”
Jerry nodded. “Yes, it does. Instead of spending all my money, I’m saving for a house, and I send money home to Mama, so she don’t have to worry so much.” Though he still wished she’d move out of the trailer park. Like Jerry, she saved every dime she could. “I went to a car dealership once, was gonna buy the nice, new car I always swore I’d have.”
“What happened?” 
“Turns out I didn’t really want a new car. Like you said, I was trying to do things to make a bunch of assholes look up to me.” Jerry shrugged. “Who knew having people looking down on me would help my work?”
Nico blinked hard, then scowled. “People don’t look down on you.”
“No. They look down on Brody.”
“I’ll never look down on Brody or Jerry.” Nico brought Jerry in for a kiss. “Anyone smart wouldn’t either.”
Before their lips connected, Jerry said, “Unless I’m lying under you.” His phone rang, interrupting the moment. He gave Nico a brief brush of lips over lips and answered. “Wilkerson.”
“Jerry. It’s Lucky. Get your ass back here. The shit’s about to hit the fan. I sent you a Zoom link. You and Nico join in.” Once more, Lucky hung up without saying goodbye. 
“You heard that?” Jerry asked. People in the next county probably heard. No one ever accused Lucky of being soft-spoken. 
Nico nodded. 
They both sighed. 
[image: image-placeholder]“We need you here at an ungodly hour.” Lucky scowled into the video conference screen. “You can come back tonight and we’ll put you someplace safe, or stay there and drive in early tomorrow morning.”
Such an early start to a day—a day promising to be long. 
Nico and Jerry each tuned into the call on their separate laptops so as not to appear too much together, but the truth was, they sat close enough in the small living area to play footsie, Nico on the couch, Jerry in an overstuffed armchair. 
“We’ll be there.” Nico sounded more cheerful than such news deserved. Yes, months of work would conclude tomorrow, scoring justice for Ryan, Amber, and a bunch of other folks; however, closing the case ended Nico's assignment with SNB. Soon, he’d head back to Virginia, working for DEA. Maybe he’d think of Jerry once in a while. 
While Nico took all nonessential items to his SUV, Jerry searched the refrigerator for perishables. His and Nico’s last dinner together should be something special. 
They had shrimp, cheese, and bacon. No chicken broth, but the cabinet yielded a few bouillon cubes. What Southern kitchen didn’t have grits? He’d use the last of the milk and butter too. 
Nico said grits were growing on him. Wait until he tasted Grandma’s recipe for Southern-style shrimp and grits. He’d become a convert for sure.
Jerry’s humming took form, something catchy he’d heard on the radio about bad habits. While he’d not necessarily consider Nico a bad habit, breaking his Nico addiction wouldn’t be easy. 
Maybe not even doable. 
But wait! Jerry hadn’t looked at Bo as more than a boss in the past few weeks, seeing now a man with whom he had nothing in common. Someone who would never truly get him. 
Unlike Nico, who might understand Jerry better than Jerry did.
He divided the shrimp and grits into two bowls, toasted the leftover French bread they’d bought for spaghetti the other night, and set the table. A quick internet search answered the question of wine pairing, though different sites made different suggestions. Jerry poured two glasses of chardonnay.  
“Nico!” he called. Where was Nico? He hadn’t heard his partner rambling about the cabin in a while. 
Nico entered the dining room, eyes lighting at the sight of dinner. “That smells wonderful.” He pulled out a chair, sitting opposite Jerry.
“Don’t get too excited there, big boy. It’s grits.”
Nico grinned. Damned if that grin didn’t do interesting things to Jerry’s insides. “And shrimp and bacon. Yeah. Anything tastes better with bacon.” 
A man after Jerry’s own heart. How had he ever been obsessed with someone like Bo who, from what Lucky said, limited the bacon supply at the Schollenberger house? Vegetarian? Really? Brr…
He held his breath while Nico raised a forkful of grits. With a small smile tugging at his lips, he took the bite, closed his eyes, and moaned. “Damn, that’s good.”
Jerry let out a relieved sigh. “You’re not just sayin’ that, are ya?”
Nico shook his head. “While I wouldn’t turn down anything put on the table, this is delicious.” He waved his fork in Jerry’s direction. “Do you know how long it’s been since anyone’s cooked for me?”
No one but Mama and Grandma had ever cooked for Jerry. With the case ending, he wouldn’t have time for Nico to return the favor. Always before in the cabin or at Jerry’s, they’d shared cooking duties or ordered takeout. 
“I’m glad you like it.” Jerry hid his flash of sadness by taking a sip of wine. Wine. Something else he’d learned to appreciate from Nico. Afterward, they put the dishes in the dishwasher, refilled their glasses, and ambled out to the porch. 
The temperature dropped with the setting sun. They sat on the front steps wrapped in a quilt off the bed, watching the sun dip behind the trees. 
“I’m going to miss this place.” Nico sighed. Not I’m going to miss you, but still something. 
Jerry leaned into Nico’s warmth. 
“Come with me,” Nico said, taking the quilt and heading toward the river. 
Following him, Jerry discovered where Nico had been all afternoon. 
“I found this a few days ago.” Nico waved a hand toward a spot on the ground, a fire ring loaded with firewood next to a sleeping bag and possibly every pillow from the house. 
Who was the romantic now? Jerry sat on the bag, staring out over the water, the sun’s last rays lighting the sky in shades of pink. 
Nico settled in next to him, wrapping them both in the quilt. “You know, I’ve always been a city boy when we weren’t living on base, but I’m coming to appreciate this place. No one around. Just you and me. I can hear myself think out here.”
Jerry heard his own thoughts a bit too clearly, all of them saying He’s leaving, he’s leaving, he’s leaving. Jerry wouldn’t ruin their last night together by whining, making demands, or otherwise changing the mood. 
Nico pulled a lighter from his pocket a moment later, leaning forward to start the fire. The kindling glowed, then caught, slowly building until a small fire blazed. 
“Warm enough?” Nico asked. 
“You can make me warmer” shot out of Jerry’s mouth before he could stop himself. 
Nico smiled, lifting one eyebrow. “I think I can at that.” He took Jerry’s empty glass, finished his own wine, and set both glasses to the side. Lifting the quilt, he pulled Jerry against him, fusing their mouths. Tongue against tongue. Breath mingling. The heat of the fire and Nico’s body doing battle with the chill of a November evening. 
Nico laid Jerry down on the sleeping bag, running a hand over Jerry’s cock through a layer of denim. Though he spoke no words, the look in his eyes said everything Jerry ever longed to hear: I want you. I need you. Maybe the look stopped short of I love you, but if ever anyone gazed at Jerry with love in their eyes, it probably looked something like this. 
Before he could puzzle out all the emotions Nico showed, they kissed again, warm, lazy, like they had all the time in the world instead of a clock ticking in the background. Nico’s mouth tasted of spice and wine. 
Jerry would forever connect shrimp and grits with tonight—and never make the recipe for anyone else. 
A slight breeze came off the water, bringing along the scent of damp earth, pine trees, and smoke. Those would also forever remind Jerry of Nico. 
Nico ran his slightly chilled fingers beneath Jerry’s T-shirt, goosebumps forming in their wake. 
No sounds but the crackling fire or the occasional frog—the evening had grown too cold for most night critters. 
Yet here Jerry lay, arching while Nico relieved him of his jeans. Jerry rolled his T-shirt over his head with a delicious shiver more about anticipation than cold. 
Nico stood, smile never fading, firelight painting his body in shadows and light. He slowly slipped his shirt over his head and to the ground, then unzipped his jeans. With painful slowness, he worked the denim down his thighs, slipped out of his shoes, and kicked the jeans away. 
Naked. Totally naked, standing bare-assed in the woods. Where any late-night fishermen with nothing better to do on a cold night—armed with a high-powered spotlight—might see them. 
Who cared? They’d checked multiple times to ensure the camera range. Nothing here. 
Nico settled over Jerry, pulling the quilt around them, rocking his hips to slide his hard cock against Jerry’s. He dropped lower, taking Jerry into his mouth for a few teasing strokes, before dropping lower still. 
Oh fuck, but Nico’s tongue felt good, sending electric currents through Jerry, making him want, need, nearly beg. 
Nico moaned, licking, nipping, lavishing Jerry’s skin—thighs, hole, behind his balls…
Then, pressure at Jerry’s opening, a finger gently probing, breaching his entrance, making Jerry cry out. 
“Like that?” Nico asked. 
“You know I do.” 
Nico dragged his jeans over, fumbled in the pocket, then resumed his exploration. One newly slicked finger turned into two, the pressure exquisite. 
Jerry rocked back, wanting more, wanting all Nico was willing to give. 
“Want me to fuck you?”
“Huh?” Caught in a haze, Jerry barely registered the words.
“I said, do you” thrust “want me” thrust “to fuck you.” Nico’s fingers massaged the perfect spot deep inside, and quickly withdrew.
“Fuck yeah!” For a moment, Jerry missed those fingers until something larger, more insistent breached him. 
The quilt fell away as Nico lifted one of Jerry’s legs onto his shoulder, angling deep, giving a shallow thrust, retreating, returning more forcefully. 
“Fuuuccckkk!” Jerry rolled his head back, the full sensation easing from just this side of pain to just that side of pleasure. “Yes, yes, yes.”
Nico chuckled, setting up a slow, steady rhythm. 
“Damn, damn, damn,” Jerry chanted. The agonizingly slow pace promised to steal his sanity. 
“No quick race to the finish line tonight,” Nico murmured. “I’m going to keep you on edge for a while.”
Should Jerry be scared? 
Time after time, Nico shoved into Jerry, only to retreat, nearly pulling out before pushing back in, shifting the angle, the tempo changing whenever Jerry’s groans became too regular and his muscles tensed. 
How could Nico possibly know each time Jerry got too close? “I love how you feel,” Nico said on a moan. “How every emotion shows on your face when we make love.”
Make love?
Nico paused thrusting to kiss Jerry’s calf, brush his stubble against the skin.
Jerry willed his mind elsewhere to prolong the moment, but how could he think of anything but the touch of Nico’s hands and lips, the way Nico made him feel? Nico thrust back, Jerry reaching, trying for a bit more contact, depth, anything to tip him over the edge.
He panted now, thrashing, nearly frantic. Digging his fingers into Nico’s forearms, he ground out, “Please,” from between clenched teeth. 
“I’d love to do you raw,” Nico said, “nothing between us. Filling your body in the most intimate way.”
Oh fuck! Like Jerry needed any further prompting to want to come. But yes, skin to skin, nothing between. Some of Jerry’s hookups wanted bareback. If they insisted, he walked. Expecting something from him without considering his wishes only boded ill for the encounter. 
But though Nico said he didn’t necessarily need penetration himself, he willingly gave what Jerry needed. 
“Please,” Jerry pleaded, not quite knowing what he asked for. To bareback someday? To cum? For Nico not to leave him? 
With one last kiss to his calf, Nico lowered Jerry’s leg, settling more firmly between Jerry’s spread thighs, taking weight on his arms. 
Jerry wrapped his ankles around Nico’s thighs. “Yes!” He shoved backward, meeting Nico stroke for stroke, digging his fingertips into Nico’s back, sucking up marks on hard pecs. Nico tasted of salt and smoke. 
Pressure built within, Jerry moaning with each thrust, pushing upward, pressing his cock between their bodies. Friction! More Friction! 
On a long groan, Nico stiffened above him, rhythm faltering as he shoved in hard. Head back, eyes closed, face washed in the firelight, Nico had never been so beautiful. “Oh fuck!”
No! Not yet, not… Jerry came with a cry of his own, body bowing with the impact. He jerked, nerve endings firing. He clung to Nico. 
The storm carried them away together, dragging out the ecstasy while Nico rained kisses on Jerry’s nose, his eyelids, his lips…
Afterward, they lay panting in a sweaty tangle, Jerry still quivering from aftershocks. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. How could Nico not know how damned good that was? 
Jerry held on as Nico slowly withdrew, shifting to the side to move his body weight. 
Jerry floated in contentment, chill on one side, warm on the other. Tomorrow would be soon enough—too soon, actually—to consider what came next. 
Head nestled on a firm chest, Jerry closed his eyes, drifting off to the reverberation of Nico’s humming against his ear. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry and Nico rode in relative silence back to Atlanta, holding hands over the console, occasionally letting go for Nico to drink from his coffee cup, then lacing their fingers again. This was it. The culmination of a lot of work. 
Today the net would close around Monumental Pharmaceuticals. 
They met all other key players at the SNB offices at four a.m., turning the conference room into a war room. Officers were in place throughout the Southeast, waiting for go time, to coincide with raids in other parts of the country. Finally, they filed out. 
Jerry rode with Lucky, Nico, and two officers from Atlanta PD since Bo rarely participated in the field these days. Four other vehicles trailed them. 
They all knew their places. They would go in quiet, surround Marcus’s house, then announce their arrival. An officer had sat outside all night, ensuring Marcus was home. 
Jerry would be part of the first wave to enter. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. He’d trained for this, participated in many raids before. Each one made him wonder Will this be the one where I die? Bo said treating each raid like it might be the last one could keep him alive. 
Nico’s experience likely rivaled anyone’s at the SNB, with his combat training and years with various agencies. Was he nervous at all? He gave Jerry a sad smile. Once today was over and paperwork completed, they’d have no reason to see each other again unless they were needed to testify if the case went to trial. 
It had been fun, without a doubt. Jerry really thought they’d had something and would relive some fantastic blowjobs in the future, but their time together was over. 
That smile warmed his heart, though. He’d keep it. 
Two-story masterpieces lined the street where Marcus lived, many illuminated by Christmas lights. They exited the vehicle at the end of a cul de sac, shortly before sunrise. What a house. Marcus owned three? Wasn’t worried about people wondering where his wealth came from, was he?
The team sat in the Suburban, waiting for the other vehicles before getting out. Slam, slam, slam, slam, slam. One door after another closed. The sun’s first rays lightened the horizon. Jerry wore a tactical vest beneath his barely worn SNB raid jacket, Southeastern Narcotics Bureau emblazoned across the back and on both sleeves. Nico geared up similarly, but with a DEA jacket. 
Because of the attempts on Ryan and Jerry, they all wore nitrile gloves. 
Gun drawn, shoulder to shoulder with Nico, Jerry followed the two Atlanta officers to the front door. Lucky trailed behind them. Jerry bit back a comment about Uncle Ricky getting old. 
Finally, when all signaled they were in place, one of the officers rang the doorbell. No answer. Well, it was pretty early. They rang again to the same result. The officer nodded, turning the doorknob. Open. 
Easy. Too easy. However, two security cameras caught their movements, since their warrant didn’t include disabling cameras. They weren’t about to blow their case by letting Marcus accuse them of evidence tampering. Besides, if he didn’t know they were here by now…
All five entered, one officer and Lucky peeling off to the right into what appeared to be a living room. The other officer sought out the back door to admit the rest of the team. 
“Atlanta, PD!” one cop announced. 
Jerry and Nico climbed the stairs, a circular affair of polished wood and metal designed to look like the stairs floated. Through the back window, Jerry spotted a covered swimming pool. 
Quietly he climbed to the second floor. He and Nico posed on either side of the first door, guns at the ready. Nico crossed his fingers, indicating they’d form a crisscross pattern when entering the room. He bounced his knees for a count of three. 
Jerry threw the door open. 
A closet. Just a closet. Still, his heart pounded. Marcus had a lot to lose, making him too dangerous to underestimate. 
The second door opened into what appeared to be a guest room, complete with an adjoining bath. The last room overlooked the pool. As they’d yet to find a primary bedroom, this must be Marcus’s. 
They took position. One, two, three. Jerry turned the knob, shoved the door open, and flattened himself against the wall. 
Crack! A chunk of drywall flew off the opposite wall from the shot. If Jerry had been standing in the door… “DEA,” Nico announced. “We have the house surrounded. Put the gun down and give yourself up.”
Miranda rights could wait until later as long as they didn’t start asking questions. 
Another crack. Jerry winced. 
Glass shattered in the room. Jerry entered, keeping low. Marcus had abandoned the gun to slam frantically at the window with a stool. More glass shattered, raining down on the floor. Marcus stood on bare feet, wearing only a pair of pajama bottoms. 
Jerry lunged and took Marcus down. Marcus swung the stool, but couldn’t get momentum from that angle. 
Nico snatched the stool away. Marcus glared from Jerry to Nico and back again. “You! You’re fucking narcs!” He threw Jerry off with a mighty heave. Jerry rolled and took aim.
Marcus made for the window again, bare feet crunching over glass, staining the shards red. Damn, that had to hurt. 
Nico grabbed him by the arm, slamming him against the wall. “Cuff him, Jerry!’ 
Jerry holstered his weapon and reached for his cuffs, picking his way through the glass. Nico shifted to allow Jerry room. As Nico made room for Jerry to fasten the second cuff, Marcus flung his whole weight out the smashed window…
Yanking Jerry half-out the window by his grasp on Marcus's wrist. Gritting his teeth, Jerry clamped down in a death grip as Marcus fought to get loose. “I… I can’t hold him, Nico!”. 
“Let him go!” Nico roared. Was he talking to Marcus or Jerry?
Marcus brought his other hand up, plunging a glass shard into the back of Jerry’s hand. 
Jerry screamed…
And fell. 
Marcus tumbled backward, eyes wide, through the pool cover.
Jerry dropped beside Marcus, the weight of his gear dragging him down. The cover bunched around them. How the hell was Jerry supposed to move in this stuff? The cover contained small bubbles to keep it afloat; however, Jerry and Marcus each tore a hole through on their way down. 
“He’s outside,” Nico shouted into his radio. “Repeat. The suspect is outside.” 
Jerry thrashed, grabbing onto Marcus’s ankle as he tried to swim away. 
Oh no he didn’t. 
Marcus landed a solid kick to Jerry’s injured hand. Mutherfuck! That hurt! Both of their blood stained the water. Jerry’s feet touched bottom before Marcus’s. 
Jerry sprang, knocking Marcus off his feet the moment he reached the shallows, wrenching the sonofabitch’s arm behind him. 
He made it to the ladder, hauling Marcus with him. Both panted for air. It took several tries to climb, with Marcus acting as dead weight. Jerry pulled, falling backward onto the tile around the pool, Marcus with him. The moment Marcus hit dry land, he stood and ran. 
Jerry took him down. 
Marcus raised his fist, cuff dangling. Oh hell, no! Jerry punched, catching Marcus in the jaw. 
Yelling came from around them. Jerry couldn’t stop to look. Marcus struggled; muscular body fueled by desperation. 
Jerry punched again. That’s for Ryan. And again. That’s for Amber…
Arms wrapped around him from behind. “Ease up. We got him.” Nico. 
Jerry got in one more good punch before letting Nico haul him backwards. He glared at his hand, now oozing blood. Fuck. 
Injuries meant more paperwork. 
And his first official SNB scar. Not to mention the complications of exposure to a suspect’s blood. He would make damned sure he and Marcus were both tested. Thank God for post exposure drugs, hepatitis vaccines, and SNB protocol. 
Two uniformed officers with Atlanta, PD held Marcus by the biceps, while a third succeeded in attaching the other cuff. 
Nico breathed hard. “You okay?”
“Better than Marcus, I reckon.” Jerry shook out his hand. Punching Marcus hurt, but felt good too.
“I reckon, too.” Nico tried unsuccessfully for a smile. “Now come on. An ambulance is coming. I want you to get your hand checked out.”




Chapter Twenty-seven


Jerry wasn’t a part of SNB’s upper echelons, therefore not allowed in the video conference with DEA and DOJ two days later. 
He sat at his desk. No telling when it happened, but someone had removed all of Nico’s things. 
A carved wooden chess piece—a king, sat on Jerry’s desk along with a note: My moth… mama always said that when visitors left something behind, it meant they’d be back.
The chess set meant a lot to Nico, or maybe not now when he could play the game with Ryan face to face—if Ryan woke up. Still, the tiny carved figure made warm things happen in Jerry’s chest. 
He still held the king in his hand when Lucky stopped by the desk, spun Nico’s chair around backward, and sat down, folding his arms over the back of the chair. 
Nico’s chair. Jerry would forever think of it as Nico’s chair. Jerry slipped the king into his desk drawer. 
Lucky shifted in the chair, wincing at a squeal. “Gotta get some WD-40. I think Rett keeps a can in her office.”
Jerry wouldn’t doubt it. She probably kept a whole tool kit.
“You know, when I first started, my coworkers thought it’d be funny to give me a piece of shit chair that would throw you if you moved wrong.” Lucky wriggled, making the chair squeak again. 
“You made them pay, right?”
Lucky shook his head. “Nope. I kept it. Learned its ways. Switched out coworkers’ chairs on occasion when they weren’t looking. But it was my chair.”
“What happened to it?” 
“You’re sitting on it. Rett Johnson fixed it. So, you’re parked in my ass print.”
Good lord! “I don’t need the mental image, boss.”
Lucky grinned. “I’m distracting you before ripping off the Band-Aid.”
Oh shit. “What?”
“Marcus was released from the hospital and is awaiting arraignment. Seems he cracked a rib. Based on your testimony, and the fact that he’s a suspect in the attempted murder of Ryan Green, the judge deemed him a flight risk. Meaning no possibility of bail. He’s also provided enough information to point a finger at Ellis Gould. Marcus only wanted to frame you and clear Amber after what happened with Ryan, so he could use her. He had no idea Ryan was DEA. Says he didn’t know Monumental hired someone to take him out. It could be that the same man who tried to kill you did the same to Green. We’re still investigating. Even if not directly responsible, Marcus had a hand in things.”
“Okay, that’s not too bad.”
“Of the three owners, Maxwell Vaughn fled, but got caught at the airport.” 
“What about Heer?”
Lucky shook his head. “Found dead of a suspected suicide. Unfortunately, Gould is on his way to China, where he worked before and has connections.”
Fuck. “Can’t we get him back?”
Lucky shook his head. “China has no extradition treaty with the US.” 
“Damn it!” 
“He’s made this an international matter.” Lucky’s smile had Jerry wanting to back up a few paces. “I’ve got friends.” He patted Jerry’s shoulder. “You did good. Anyone who doubts our hiring practices again is gonna be taught a lesson in the boxing ring.”
“By you?”
“Oh hell no.” Lucky patted his barely-there middle. “I got a bad case of dad bod, so I’m sending Rett.”
The entire office betting pool would bet on her. “So, it’s over?” If they’d closed the case, why did Jerry’s heart weigh a ton?
“All but the paperwork. The rest is up to someone else.”
Jerry let out a sigh, staring at his bandaged hand. “Yeah. Paperwork.”
“Look at it this way. In ten years, you’ll be able to push reports off on newbies.”
“I’m not a newbie.” Jerry made full agent nearly a year ago. 
“You are to me.” Lucky nodded at the empty desk. “I see your partner moved out.”
“Yeah.” Jerry failed to keep the bitterness from his voice. The last he’d seen of Nico, he’d been talking to another DEA agent at Marcus’s house. 
“Left without a goodbye, huh?”
“Something like that.”
“I did the same to someone once.” Lucky gave a wry smile, shaking his head. “It didn’t stick.” He stood, leaving the chair in the center of the cube as he walked away. 
Yup, still an asshole every chance he got. 
But… Case over. Soon Jerry would get another assignment, leaving Nico free to ride off to wherever he came from. 
Jerry settled in his chair, spinning to look out the window at the building next door. He could stay here, keep working for SNB, or what? What choices did he have? Decent job, decent pay, and Jerry was good at what he did. 
His apartment wasn’t much, but with his current assignment over, how safe would it be to stay in the duplex? Two bedrooms, small but adequate bath. Less rent than for his studio. The occasional cat wandering by for ear scratches added another check in the “pro” column. 
Maybe he should start going to the gym at work, make some friends. Stop living for someday and living in the now. Damn, he sounded like a motivational poster, even in his own head. 
For a while, a short time, he hadn’t been alone. Found someone he could talk to without being forced to watch his mouth. He’d found a living, breathing Cyrus Cooper. Someone real, who wanted him too. 
But hadn’t wanted him enough to stay. Not when you told him to go.
Pining wasn’t getting Jerry anywhere. He booted his laptop, then checked his email. Maybe he’d get another good assignment. 
An email came from Lucky an hour later. Never good this early in the morning. Or anytime, really. 
Jerry, come see me. At least Lucky hadn’t screamed down the hallway this time. 
Bless his heart. Somebody should make the boss sit through the Professional Communication class everyone else in the bureau sat through. Jerry eyed the clock on his laptop. Not late enough to claim he’d been at lunch so didn’t get the message. 
Wonder what wild hair he’s got up his ass now?
Several agents eyed Jerry with pity. He must have a walk of shame thing going on for folks to know his destination. Then again, no one hurried to Lucky Schollenberger’s office. 
He tapped on the door before entering. 
Bo sat in one chair, one ankle crossed over the opposite knee. His dark suit fit him to a T. Lucky wore an SNB polo shirt, but beneath the desk, he wore jeans and ratty tennis shoes. 
Jerry shifted his gaze from one to the other. “You wanted to see me?”
“Have a seat.” Bo waved a hand toward the empty chair. 
Jerry swallowed hard. This couldn’t be good. He sat. 
“First off, let me say again how impressively you helped with this case.” 
“Yeah. DEA didn't even try to take over. They shared credit. This time.” Though Lucky spoke with his usual snark, the corner of his mouth turned up. 
Bo gave Lucky some serious side-eye. “As I was saying, we really appreciate your efforts.”
“Thanks?” Jerry’s voice broke. 
Bo dipped his chin in a brief nod of acknowledgment. “Anyway, Agent Green is awake. I’m told his prognosis is good.”
What a relief. Nico would be happy. “What about Amber?”
“Green asked for her first thing. That part of the story just might have a happy ending.” Bo gave his husband a sappy smile. 
“Good thing someone will,” Jerry muttered. 
“Excuse me?” Bo eyed Jerry with patience. 
“Nothing.” 
“We’ve got a few more assignments for PC before he retires.” Lucky sipped what appeared to be his third cup of coffee for the day. Either that, or he’d become a paper cup collector. 
“Back to the bars and back alleys.” Alone. Until recently, Jerry hadn’t minded being alone. Damn Nico, for coming in, making him care, then leaving. 
What a fucked-up situation. Back to being PC. 
“I’ve got some news for you.” Lucky leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk.
“Yeah?”
“You remember my boss?”
“The one we never see?” Jerry vaguely remembered gray hair, black-rimmed glasses, and a pack-a-day smoking habit.
“Yeah. She’s retiring next month. I’m being promoted to director.” Lucky moaned out the words as though a promotion meant punishment. For Mr. Rules-are-for-somebody-else, maybe it was.
“Who’s taking your place?” Please don’t let Jerry get stuck with an asshole. 
“Loretta Johnson. She’s more than earned the position.”
Whew. Jerry could work with Rett. She’d provide a buffer between Jerry and Lucky when necessary. 
But that left her position open. “Then who’s taking her job?”
“You’re not interested, are you?” Lucky asked.
“Me?” Jerry couldn’t keep the horror off his face. 
Lucky laughed. “Thought not. We like promoting from within, but there aren’t a lot of folks around here who’re trainer material, so we’re also accepting outside applicants.”
“Getting any interest?”
“Some.”
Not Jerry’s problem since he’d completed training. He might have some refresher programs on occasion, but he’d deal. Any new trainers would answer to Bo. 
Besides, the one person Jerry wanted to have join the bureau on a permanent basis left. 




Chapter Twenty-eight


Christmas spewed inside the bar, the only explanation for miles of tinsel, greenery, and gaudy decorations. Not a tasteful display in sight.  
Jerry perched on his favorite barstool, so not in the mood for this shit. “Gimme a beer. I swear I will fuck this place up if you try to make it Christmassy,” he growled to Steve, who wore a Santa hat and a T-shirt emblazoned with Wanna see my jingle bells?
Steve disappeared from Jerry’s line of sight, limited to the bar top, returning a few moments later. “Here you go, Scrooge.” 
Jerry took a sip, not looking up. Case closed successfully, Jerry’s name in the hat for a commendation, his favorite training manager getting a promotion. He should be happier. Tonight, most of the SNB met at a local steakhouse for a party.
No partying for him.
He wasn’t in the mood. No family get-together this year, though the Smiths had invited him for a New Year’s dinner. Maybe he’d go. Walter seemed to miss the SNB action since retirement and would sit for hours listening to case details, offering the benefits of his years in narcotics enforcement before falling asleep in his recliner. 
No peopling tonight. The only person Jerry wanted had only texted twice since going back home. The first read Happy Thanksgiving, and the other I’ll be out of pocket for a bit.
Well, what did you expect? Jerry’s conscience chided. You knew your time together came with an expiration date.
Knowing didn’t make the hurt any less. Of course, Jerry could call, but somehow the ball seemed to be in Nico’s court. 
Jerry paid his tab after two beers, keeping a careful watch in his mirrors on the way home. Was that a Harley? No, a Chevy with a missing headlight. 
Streetlights sported decorations. Everywhere Jerry looked, brightly colored ribbons, blinking bulbs, and Santa Clauses. Everywhere. In stores, on the streets, on houses. Mrs. Griggs decorated the tree in their shared front yard with unbreakable plastic ornaments to withstand climbing kitties. 
Nothing on Jerry’s side of the duplex. He’d officially moved in, leaving his studio apartment behind. Loretta rallied the team to donate mismatched, though usable furnishings to replace what the murderous asshole destroyed. Combined with the items Jerry brought with him from his old apartment, the place finally looked livable again. 
Special Agent Green was well on his way to recovery. He didn’t remember giving the flash drive to Jerry or writing Jerry’s name on the Post-it. Maybe he never would. 
Green had also reunited with Amb… Judy. She’d gotten into counseling, reclaimed her birth name, and planned to testify against Marcus. 
They were one couple who’d both gone through hell, but came out the other side together.
Unlike Jerry and Nico. No, not fair. Judy and Ryan deserved their happy ending. 
Jerry sat on his polka-dot couch—courtesy of Lisa—eating mac and cheese off a plate from a rather nice set provided by Eric, who said his aunt gave him the ugly things. His loss, Jerry’s gain. The plaid pattern wasn’t too ugly.
Somehow though, he got the feeling Eric wasn’t entirely truthful. Like Lucky, he fought hard to make people think he wasn’t a very nice guy. 
Lisa said Eric helped out at the local animal shelter, adopting two kittens, but she swore Jerry to secrecy. 
Beside Jerry on the couch, Mr. Tibbles rumbled in happy cat contentment. 
Jerry had moved the bed from his studio into the duplex, often imagining Nico lying in a post-orgasm haze, or curled around Jerry, rather than the asshole holding a gun on him. 
“What do you think, Mr. Tibbles? Is Nico somewhere wrapped up with some hot guy, giving him something to thank Santa for?”
Ropes. He’d mentioned ropes. How Jerry longed to feel those on his wrists, his ankles, his body.
As he often did, he glanced at the coffee table, where the chess piece sat. Nico left it, so that meant he intended to come back, right?
Hope dwindled with each passing day. 
Mr. Tibbles yawned, showing a mouthful of sharp teeth, stretched, and promptly zoned out again. Ah, to be a cat, with no cares beyond When are you feeding me again, human?
Jerry’s mother was in Chicago taking care of his great aunt, so no going home for Christmas. He wasn’t ready to face the grandparents yet, with his fresh perspective of them being selfish. 
The Schollenberger house was full to bursting with relatives coming in to spoil Bo and Lucky’s kids. Rett left yesterday for Ireland to meet her Irish cop fiancé’s extended family. Hell, even Eric managed enough holiday cheer to make plans. 
Not that he’d have hung out with Jerry. 
Here Jerry sat alone. He could spend this time unpacking boxes. Rett hinted at some of the donated packages containing Christmas decorations. 
He just wasn’t in a tinsel kind of mood. 
The Raging Stallion advertised a Christmas show. A neighbor issued a surprise invitation.
Going out didn’t mean ending the evening in bed with the cute neighbor, but Jerry wasn’t interested in a strip show involving tinsel or making polite conversation either. 
He’d done well this year, helping take down a pharmaceutical company bent on profits no matter the costs to others. On a plus or minus side, he still had a cube to himself. 
Though the empty side only served to make him miss Nico. He pictured Nico, the slow, easy smile, how his ass looked when he bent over a pool table, or the definition of his muscles as he stretched out on Jerry’s bed, dark eyes nearly black with desire. 
The dark hair gave him the makings of a future bear. 
Jerry missed the dragon tattoo. 
Nico probably got a commendation for taking down Monumental. One of the surviving owners was still missing. The other would go to trial. Several lower-ranking employees at Monumental were also charged. Some turned state’s evidence, others made deals. 
One man ended his own life with an overdose of Fentanerol. 
Marcus would go to trial. Jerry would testify. 
So would Nico, Judy, and Special Agent Green. Life went on. Already the SNB prepped Jerry to go undercover at a pharmacy suspected of selling illegal ADHD meds, along with other drugs. 
What would he do if he crossed Nico’s path again? The last few lonely weeks left Jerry with too much time to think. He’d been falling hard for the man, had already fallen. 
Nico was right. He hadn’t changed. Jerry just found out more information. 
Maybe during the trial they’d get a chance to talk. About what, though? Jerry lived in Atlanta. Nico made his home in Virginia. 
At least maybe they’d get closure. 
Tonight, though, three days before Christmas, Jerry sat alone. 
Two raps came on the front door. Who the hell could that be? The neighbor asking again if Jerry wanted to go to The Raging Stallion? Mrs. Griggs, come for her missing cat? Maybe Mrs. Griggs wanted to go to the Stallion.
If Jerry ignored them, would they go away? 
The raps sounded again. Damn it! He peered through the living room curtains, not recognizing the car in the driveway. First thing after Christmas, he’d get someone in here to install a security system. 
He held his gun out of sight while opening the door. 
Nico stood in the doorway, hair a bit longer than Jerry remembered, starting to curl on the ends, with a fashionable whisker shadow darkening the lower part of his face. He rammed his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket. With a sheepish grin, he asked, “Can I come in?”
What? Nico, here? Now? 
Jerry picked his jaw off the floor and opened the door farther, gesturing for Nico to enter. Both paused, realizing Jerry was waving his gun toward the couch. 
Nico wove his way through half-unpacked boxes. Jerry caught a whiff of familiar cologne that took him back to nights in bed, breathing in the scent. 
“Have a seat,” he managed to say, gesturing to the couch with the hand not holding a gun. “Want a beer?”
“A beer would be nice.” Nico remained standing. 
Jerry placed his gun on the table by the door. They stood staring at each other. Jerry’s heart lodged in his throat. God, the man looked good. 
Jerry might have moved first, or maybe Nico, but they came together, sealing their mouths, wrapped in each other’s arms. How wonderful to hold Nico again, even through the leather jacket. 
Nico stepped back, stripped off the jacket, and tossed the barrier onto the couch. He took Jerry’s shoulders in his hands, forcing Jerry back against the wall, taking his mouth in a brutal kiss. 
To hell with right or wrong or what-the-hell other. If Jerry got an hour of happy, he’d take every minute. He’d worry about tomorrow, well, tomorrow. 
Lips firmly pressed against Jerry’s, Nico said, “I missed you so damn much.” He ran chilled fingers under Jerry’s T-shirt, leaving goosebumps. 
Five more minutes and Jerry would’ve already been stripped down to his underwear. 
His hands were much warmer as he reached inside Nico’s shirt, combing his fingers through that thick mat of hair. His fingertip brushed a pebbled nipple. He brought his free hand down to cup the bulge at Nico’s groin. 
Hard. Nico was hard. 
For Jerry. 
Jerry sank to his knees, jerking open Nico’s jeans. He’d never wanted anything as badly as he wanted Nico’s cock—right fucking now!
Denim and cotton stood no chance. Jerry wrestled Nico’s cock out of his jeans and boxer briefs, then sank down on the warm, hard shaft, breathing in Nico’s unique smell. Jerry moaned. How good Nico felt in his mouth, the slightly bitter taste of precum, foreskin yielding against his tongue. 
Jerry’s breathy panting mingled with Nico’s. Nico sank his fingers into Jerry’s hair, urging him on. 
Jerry needed no urging. He plunged down again and again, shutting out the thoughts screaming in his head, focusing on feeling, living, and possibly rearranging his suddenly cramped cock. 
Nico lifted Jerry by the armpits. “Why do you get to have all the fun?” They raced toward Jerry’s bedroom by unspoken agreement, shedding clothes along the way. A boot hit the wall; a sock hung off the dresser. 
Finally, they collapsed onto the bed, scrambling into a sixty-nine position on their sides. Fucking hell, Nico had forgotten nothing about how to give a world-class blow job. If Jerry didn’t focus on something else, he’d shoot before they even got started. 
Then he lay on his back, Nico staring down at him, connecting their mouths, touching, caressing. 
They came together like they’d lost no time at all, or they’d been apart for years. They fit perfectly, each knowing what the other needed, how to bend, how to turn, how to thrust. Their moans, grunts, and “I love you”s meshed with the rapping of the headboard against the wall and the sounds their bodies made rubbing together. 
It took a while for the words to sink in. Nico loved him. Or at least said so in a moment of passion. 
“You feel so fucking good,” Nico moaned beside Jerry’s ear. “I missed you so fucking much.”
Nico rose, placing a kiss on Jerry’s wrist and then wrapping Jerry’s fingers around the spindles of the headboard. Nico let go. Jerry held on. 
Nico plunged against Jerry, so real, so solid, igniting every nerve. Nico grabbed Jerry’s ass and lifted, changing the angle of their frotting, and damn, if he wasn’t a genius, amping nearly unbearable pleasure to another level. 
“Fuck, you feel amazing.” Nico's dark eyes entranced Jerry, showing depths words could never convey. 
Tension deep within finally forced one of Jerry’s hands from the headboard as he wrapped his fingers around their dicks and stroked. 
Caught in the tempo, Jerry lost himself in Nico, gripping a firm bicep as he groaned out his pleasure, every muscle seizing, then spasming, once, twice… his grip growing slick as he came. 
Nico threw his head back, “Oh fuck, oh fuck! What you do to me!” He cried out, burying his face in Jerry’s neck, hot breath coming in a series of harsh pants.  
They stayed there, locked together, sweaty, shaking. 
Perfect. 
Nico grimaced, unsticking himself and leaving the bed. Reluctantly, Jerry let him go. 
What now? Why had Nico come? The sound of running water came from the bathroom, then he returned with a warm, wet washcloth. Gently, he cleaned the mess from Jerry’s belly. 
Tossing the cloth in the general direction of the hamper, Nico climbed onto the bed, collapsing onto his side, head propped on his hand. He studied Jerry a long moment, finally swooping in for a kiss, then placing his head on Jerry’s shoulder. 
Jerry curled his arm around Nico. They lay there together, breathing evening out, pounding heartbeats slowing. 
They didn’t speak. Speaking could ruin the moment. What could they say? They got along well in bed, but lived in different cities. Would Jerry leave Atlanta if Nico asked him to? 
Well, he’d never know because Nico would never ask. 
After a while, Nico’s breaths slowed even more. No getting under the covers without waking him, so Jerry covered them with a blanket, turned out the light, and settled in. 
As he fell asleep, Nico murmured, “Good night,” and pulled Jerry close. 




Chapter Twenty-nine


Jerry rose early to the sound of a heater vent clicking. Nico slept on, dark lashes nearly brushing his cheeks.  
Extricating himself from the bed without waking Nico required careful maneuvering, but in the end, Jerry slid on a pair of sweat pants and headed into the kitchen to make coffee. While he loved going naked around the house, too many things existed in the kitchen capable of causing harm to his exposed skin. 
Eggs or toast would be nice, but instead Jerry warmed some of Mrs. Griggs’ homemade coffee cake. He placed the two cups of coffee on a “Welcome to Texas” tray from someone in IT, along with a plate of sliced cake. 
“Mrrroww?” Oops! He’d forgotten about Mr. Tibbles last night. He opened the front door. The tabby pranced out. Thank God he had a litterbox in the laundry room just for such an event. 
Retrieving his tray, Jerry took his bounty to the bedroom. 
Nico sat up in bed, knuckling one eye and scratching his furry chest. “Good morning.” He took in the tray in Jerry’s hands. “Breakfast in bed?”
Jerry settled the tray on Nico’s lap and crawled back into bed. “Nothing much, but my landlady makes unbelievable coffee cake.”
Nico tried a piece of cake, washing the morsel down with coffee. “Oh damn. This is good.”
“Told you. You should taste her peach cobbler.” Jerry allowed a smile to show. His nerves still ate at him. Why had Nico come back? What did it mean, if anything?
“Sorry I dropped in without notice last night. It would’ve served me right if you’d been gone.” Nico lowered his voice. “Or weren’t alone.”
“I wasn’t alone.”
Nico scrunched his brow. “You weren’t?”
“Didn’t you notice a rather handsome gray-haired gentleman in the living room when you got here?”
“You’ve got a man out there?” Nico pulled the covers around his waist.
Jerry shrugged. “More tabby than gray-haired.”
Nico blew out a breath, stiffness in his shoulders relaxing. “Nope. I didn’t see anything but you.”
They ate and drank in silence for a while. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you or anything, but why are you here, Nico? A long way to drive for a booty call.”
“I’m not here for a booty call. How could you even think that?”
Because that’s all anyone else ever wanted me for longed to climb its way out of Jerry’s mouth. “Then why?”
“I told you. I missed you. I would’ve been here sooner, but I got an unexpected case that didn’t allow contact. Sorry. That’s why I had to leave the office so fast. Didn’t Eric give you my message?” 
“No.” Jerry would have words for Eric. 
Nico leaned in to plant a kiss on Jerry’s lips. “You didn’t throw me out in the snow, so I reckon you might have missed me a little too.”
Jerry snorted. “We don’t have any snow.”
“True, but you know what I meant.” 
Jerry bumped his shoulder to Nico’s. “Still, it’s a long haul from Virginia.”
“About eleven hours, if you stop for gas and to eat.”
Wow! Eleven hours on a whim? 
Nico lowered his voice to a throaty purr. “I wanted to see how long it would take me to get to you.”
“Eleven hours, apparently.”
“Apparently.” The moment turned awkward. Finally, Nico broke the silence. “I’ve had a lot of time to think in the last few weeks. I don’t want us to be over just because the case is.”
Jerry’s heart skipped a beat. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that if you want to continue, we have a few choices. I know you love the South. I’m coming to like it, too, once I get the hang of grits and the fifteen different uses for ‘bless your heart.’ So, either we can make long trips on a regular basis, I can put in for a transfer to the Atlanta office, or I can apply for a position with the SNB, but that might put us in a conflict.”
Nico was willing to move here? For Jerry? “Would the same be true for DEA?”
“I’m primarily a hacker. I don’t usually do fieldwork these days, though I have in the past. They normally stuff me in an office somewhere, toss in a few snacks now and then, and leave me to my own devices. Sometimes they even let me out to go home.”
Jerry grinned. “You just want to move here so you can ride your Harley year-round.”
Nico took Jerry’s coffee cup, placed both cups on the tray, and moved the tray to the nightstand. Staring fixedly into Jerry’s eyes, he said, “Only if you’re on the back of my bike.”
Whoa. “Really? You’d really move here to be with me?”
“I really would.” 
“But, you’d have to leave your job, your friends, your home.”
Nico pressed a kiss to Jerry’s temple. “I’m not giving up anything to be with you. Either SNB or the local DEA would be pretty good job moves.” He smiled. “A life move too.”
Jerry stared upward, blinking hard. He wouldn’t cry. He wouldn’t. Though his heart melted into a big gooey puddle. Subject change time. “There might be cases we can still work together.”
“I’d be fine with that.”
“Does your boss know about me?”
“He will. I think he already suspects. I mean, we’re hackers. We know shit.”
Jerry laughed. “Yes, you do. But you gotta promise, no more bugging my boss’s office or my cube! Or the house. Especially not my clothes.” He quickly amended, “Unless some asshole is trying to kill me.”
Nico chuckled, raising a hand. “I promise.” He sealed the promise with a kiss. 
And more. 
Later, Jerry lay in a sated heap, head on Nico’s chest. “How long can you stay?”
“I’m on two weeks’ vacation. I can stay as long as you’ll let me.”
Jerry shot upright. “Even through Christmas?”
“Especially through Christmas. I didn’t make any plans, and my mom and stepdad live in Kansas, so if you don’t mind Christmas dinner with a bunch of folks you haven’t met yet… Oh, wait. That’d be my mama and stepdaddy, right?”
“That works. Will apple pie be involved?”
“I pretty much guarantee it.”
Christmas. A time for family. “Maybe next year we can go see my mama.” You’re presuming one hell of a lot, aren’t you?
“Not this year?”
“She’s in Chicago looking after my great aunt.”
“Oh. Well, my mom, err… mama will love you. Expect to be spoiled rotten by her and Grandma and questioned to death by my sisters.”
“How many do you have?”
Nico mock shuddered, “Four. Then there’s aunts, uncles, cousins, and a couple of people I think just showed up one day. We’re that big Italian family you see on TV but don’t believe truly exists. But don’t expect too much. Most of the family has been in this country at least two generations, and few of us speak a lick of Italian.”
Jerry settled back onto Nico’s shoulder. Christmas with Nico’s family. Then back here. 
“How about you? What days are you off?”
Not expecting to have plans, Jerry hadn’t asked for much time off for the holiday. “I report back on the twenty-eighth, then off New Year’s Day.”
“I can work with that.”
Just then, a yowl came from the front door. “I think Mr. Tibbles wants in.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask. Is he your cat? I like cats.” Nico grinned.
“He’s his own cat, but I think he believes I’m his.” 
Nico gave Jerry a kiss that promised so much more. “As long as he agrees to share you with me.”
Jerry lay in Nico’s arms, warm and safe, the world growing so much brighter. One day soon, they’d have to role-play, in which a DEA agent arrested a petty criminal to have his wicked way with. 
Maybe later they could watch sappy Christmas movies, maybe even open the boxes marked “Christmas Shit,” and get a little festive. 
Yeah, definitely later. Right now, Jerry was too comfortable to move. “Nico?”
“Yes?”
“Did you bring your ropes?”
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry slipped into the spare bedroom while Nico slept, hunting through boxes to find what he needed, and reused the shiny gift bag Mrs. Griggs brought over full of Christmas treats. Hopefully, Nico liked the smell of gingerbread. 
Jerry had bought this item weeks ago from an online auction, though he had no idea at the time when or if he’d get to use it.
Next, he opened one of the boxes marked “Christmas Shit,” digging through to find what he needed. The fake tree only stood three feet tall, which meant he wouldn’t have to put in too much decorating effort.
He’d just put the tree together when arms came around him from behind. Nico kissed Jerry’s ear. “Let me help you.” 
Jerry made coffee. Together they decorated the tree. He didn’t put the bag beneath it yet, not wanting to pressure Nico into gift giving. His being there was gift enough. 
They spent the day eating takeout, watching sappy Christmas movies on TV with Mr. Tibbles, occasionally banishing the cat outside for some sexy times. 
Best Christmas ever. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jerry woke early the morning of Christmas Eve, sneaked into the living room to place his gift beneath the tree, only to find a neatly wrapped package. He checked the tag. “For Jerry.” Really? Nico bought him a present? 
What if Nico’s present made Jerry’s look crappy by comparison? 
Well, too late to go shopping now, but one gift he could give. Jerry started the coffee pot, pulled on a T-shirt and boxers to provide some protection, and set about giving Nico the kind of breakfast Grandma used to cook. 
Jerry’s grandparents. He’d sent a gift card, but someday soon, he’d have to reconnect. He’d either come out of the encounter with his grandparents back in his life or know for sure they’d truly disowned him. He’d never know until he tried, right?
Nico provided the strength to try. 
Jerry made grits with real cream and butter, grating fresh cheddar cheese as an add-in, set sausages to cooking, and warmed the griddle for pancakes. Six scrambled eggs ought to work out fine. 
The scents brought back Christmas memories from long ago, the smells of breakfast, the scent of bayberry candles, and cinnamon from an apple pie in the oven. His heart ached. Yeah, he needed to talk to Grandma and Grandpa—soon.
Though he’d never been lavished with gifts like some kids he’d known, his family did the best they could for him. Missing them left a big hole in his heart. He’d talk to Mama later today. Sometime soon, he hoped to introduce her to Nico.
Would she like him? Of course she would. How could she not?
Jerry occasionally checked in on Nico, still sleeping. He looked good, his dark coloring contrasting with the pale blue sheets. To Jerry, he seemed to belong there. 
It took three trips to get everything into the bedroom: two full plates, coffee, syrup, butter. 
Nico yawned, rubbing his eyes. “Is it morning already?”
“Merry Christmas Eve.” Call Jerry a sap, but he’d even darted outside to cut sprigs of holly to garnish the food tray.
Nico gave a lazy smile, blinking a few times until finally focusing on Jerry. “Merry Christmas Eve to you, too.” He took in the tray and the coffee cups on the nightstand. “Wow! You went all out.”
“It’s the kind of breakfast Grandma used to make on Christmas.” 
They settled in with their backs against the headboard, plates on their laps. Jerry paused between bites. “What were your family’s Christmases like?”
Nico swallowed a mouthful of pancake, moaned, then wiped syrup off his lip with a paper towel. Jerry would have been happy to lick the drop off with his tongue. Nico said, “Have you ever seen the movie where the family has too much going on and forget their kid when they leave for the airport?”
“A couple’a times.” 
“Think of the chaos. That’s my family. But with more people.” Nico’s smile said he’d liked the holiday just fine. 
Jerry, with his small family of four, couldn’t even imagine. What had he gotten himself into by agreeing to visit Nico’s folks? 
Nico patted Jerry’s leg. “C’mon. Let’s finish up. I got you something under the tree. We need to get on the road.”
Jerry swallowed hard. Driving to Kansas the day before Christmas. Not his best move for sure, but he’d be with Nico, so who cared about traffic? 
Jerry finished eating, took the dishes to the sink, and met Nico in the living room. 
Nico now wore boxers, but remained shirtless. How the hell was Jerry supposed to focus with all … Nico on display. 
Nico sat on the couch, handing Jerry the wrapped gift from under the tree. “It’s not much, but I hope you’ll like it.”
Jerry cocked his head to the side, staring at the silver and green wrapping paper. What could it be? 
“Open it,” Nico urged, hands clasped between his knees. What? Nico? Nervous?
Jerry used to open gifts carefully, so his mother could reuse the paper, till they started putting everything into gift bags. To hell with it. Jerry ripped, tearing into the package with wild abandon. 
An e-reader. 
“I know you like to read,” Nico said. “This way, you can carry more books with you.”
Tears flooded Jerry’s eyes. 
“Whoa! Wait! I’m sorry! I hoped you’d like it. I’ll take it back and get you something else,” Nico babbled, terror on his face. 
Jerry grabbed him tight. “No. It’s perfect. I’ve… I’ve always wanted one.”
“Then why the tears? I thought I’d gutted you or something.”
“When I was younger, I wanted an e-reader so badly, but even if Mama could’ve afforded one, the e-books cost money. Money we didn’t have. So we bought books at yard sales. I told everybody at school I liked books I could hold in my hands.” Oh, the lies he’d told to hide his disappointment with his lot in life, like telling his friends they couldn’t come over because his mother didn’t like strangers in the house. How could he let anyone see the rundown trailer they lived in? 
Nico held Jerry close. “I also got you a year’s membership to a site where you can read any book you want.”
“Really?” Jerry pulled back with a sniff, scrubbing his eyes with the back of his hand. “What happens when the year’s up?”
Nico smiled. “Then I always know what to get you for Christmas.”
Jerry barely kept the tears from flowing again. They held each other for a few moments. Finally, he said, “I got you something too. It’s not much.” He bit his lip. Nico had obviously put thought into Jerry’s gift. Jerry just wrapped something he’d bought nearly a month ago, hoping to have a chance to give it to Nico. 
“I… uh… didn’t know you were coming, so I didn’t have time to shop.” Besides, Jerry’s bah-humbug mood would’ve wreaked havoc on fellow shoppers. “I got this a while back, hoping I’d get a chance to give it to you.”
Nico wiped a tear from Jerry’s face with a fingertip. “I showed up unannounced. I didn’t expect anything.” He kissed Jerry’s nose. “All I want is you.”
Jerry gave Nico the bag from under the tree, holding his breath as Nico reached in and extracted the T-shirt. 
“It’s from the Harley shop in Boise!” Nico exclaimed. “I was born there.”
“Look on the back.”
Nico turned the shirt around. “The year I was born.”
Jerry nodded. “You know I like vintage T-shirts. I saw this online and thought of you.” 
Were Nico's eyes misty now? He pulled Jerry into a hug. “You really are an awesome man.” He kissed Jerry’s temple. “Jerry Wilkerson, I do believe I love you.”
Good thing, too, because Jerry had given Nico something else for Christmas that couldn’t be taken back. 
His heart. 




Epilogue


They gathered around a fire pit in Jerry’s back yard: Rett, Jerry, Nico, Bo, Lucky, Mrs. Griggs, and a few others from the SNB. Remnants of a cookout lay scattered around the yard.  
They all lifted a shot glass from the picnic table.
Bo started the proceedings. “He was a huge part of the SNB and will be sorely missed. With his help, we apprehended three of DEAs most wanted, brought down a corrupt pharmaceutical company, and it’ll take five years for DEA to wade through the paperwork and work the cases through the legal system.” He swallowed his shot far too gracefully for whiskey. Maybe his wasn’t. 
Mrs. Griggs went next. “He was quiet and always paid his rent on time. Mr. Tibbles misses him.” She slammed back her shot like the boss she was. 
Next came Rett. “Of all I tried to teach him, he retained a full twenty percent, which is ten percent more than most rookies.” She took her shot.
“He was a little shit,” Lucky said, a half smile lifting one side of his mouth. “The most likable thing about him.” He emptied his glass, making a face. 
What? Lucky liked Brody? But did he like Jerry? 
Nico smiled. “While Brody might have made a name for himself as a petty criminal, he brought me to you guys.” Also, to Jerry, remained unsaid. Their relationship remained an open office secret. Like Bo and Lucky’s instance, they invoked the loophole of “we were involved before you hired one of us.” 
The office betting pool gave eight to two odds of the relationship succeeding. 
Eric lifted his glass. “He was teachable. Now I got to start over.”
Jerry’s turn came. It seemed strange to say goodbye to someone who never really existed, but it wouldn’t be the first time in his life and likely not the last. “He saved my ass a few times, though, come to think of it, he’s the one who got me in trouble to begin with.” Finally, he said, “May Brody Jenson rest in peace.”
One by one, all assembled shared thoughts of Brody Jenson, then swallowed their shot, all but Lisa, who rested a hand on her pregnant belly and held a glass of orange juice. 
Once everyone said their piece, Jerry piled fake IDs, a Dallas Cowboys ball cap, anything associated with Brody Jenson into the fire pit. Lastly, he tossed on a pack of Marlboro Lights. 
Head bowed, voice serious, Bo said, “Like Ricky Getsinger, Cyrus Cooper, and so many more before him, we lay Brody Jenson to rest. He worked hard and did his job well. Like many successful men, his fame grew too much to bear.” 
The assembled held out their glasses. Mrs. Griggs did the honors of pouring each another shot. 
Bo lifted his glass. The others followed suit. “To Brody Jenson!”
“To Brody Jenson!” they all repeated. Together, they slammed back their shots, a collective hiss sounding at the burn.
On that chilly night in early February, Brody Jenson followed other undercover personas who could not or would not be used again, into the night. 
One by one, the coworkers and landlady faded away, leaving only Nico and Jerry. They tossed a few more pieces of wood onto the fire and stood staring at the flames, Nico’s arms around Jerry from behind. They broke apart. Nico waved a hand, indicating the bottle and two shot glasses sitting on the picnic table. He poured more shots, handing one to Jerry. 
They clinked glasses. “To Brody.”
“To Brody,” Jerry echoed, then slammed the shot of Jack Daniels. Fire burned down his throat all the way to his belly. 
They sat side by side in two lounge chairs, staring at the flames he’d augmented with sticks, linking their fingers. The gesture, once so foreign to Jerry, now felt natural. 
Especially after a few public displays while visiting Nico’s family—his large, loud family— from aunts, uncles, cousins, two sets of grandparents, and a few people Jerry hadn’t yet figured out. He’d needed three days of quiet to recover from Christmas. 
“Have you been practicing your Southern?” Jerry asked. 
“Fowks, young-uns, us-uns, yount to, and bless your heart.”
Jerry winced. “Keep practicing.” 
“I still don’t like grits unless they got shrimp and bacon.”
“Add enough cheese and scrambled eggs and you can’t taste ‘em. When you meet Mama, she’s going to try to feed you. There will be grits involved. And country ham.”
Nico saluted with his free hand. “I’ll try to be ready.”
Now… “When are you moving to Atlanta?” They were still new, but had kept in touch since Christmas. Would working in the same building and seeing each other every day change things? 
“My last day with the DEA is February twenty-sixth, then I’m taking a week off to get my ducks in a row before starting SNB the next Monday. Eric found me a great condo in his neighborhood. I signed a six-month lease until I get to know the area, figure out where I really want to live.”
“Sounds good.” What was wrong with Nico living with Jerry?
“It’s not too far from here.” Nico raised an eyebrow and his beer in Jerry’s direction. 
“It’s not, huh?” Was that promising?
“Yeah, I figured I needed to keep an eye on Mr. Tibbles. If I don’t drop by with treats every so often, he might waste away to nothing.”
Not a chance. Mr. Tibbles easily weighed twenty pounds. 
“While I’m checking on poor Mr. T, maybe I can stop in and say hello. Bring you treats too.”
Would Jerry finally get the full treatment of Nico’s ropes? He shivered at the thought. “I think Mr. Tibbles would approve.”
Nico reached over, wrapping an arm around Jerry’s shoulders. “I think I would too. What will you be working on in the near future?”
Jerry shrugged. “I’m laying low for a while, letting folks forget about Brody Jenson. Focusing on being Jerry.” At least, he hoped so. 
“How committed are you to this place?” Nico waved a hand, indicating the duplex.
“I’ve got a six-month lease since I rented in my own name, not Brody’s.”
A slow, easy smile slipped across Nico’s face. “Who knows what the future holds, but I’m one of the betting pool who put his money on us.”
“Me too,” Jerry admitted. So far, he’d been unable to discover who’d bet against them. 
“In that case, when I start looking for a more permanent residence, how would you like to come house hunting with me?”
House hunting. Jerry cocked his head to the side. “I’ll go with you, but you don’t need my help.”
“Don’t I?” Nico sighed. “If you’re gonna make me come out and say it, I’m hoping I won’t be living there alone.”
“What?” A home. Security. Nico.
“Well, if you don’t want to, I can always ask Mr. Tibbles.”
“How about me and Mr. Tibbles?”
“Sounds like a deal to me.” Nico moved his chair closer, pulling Jerry’s head onto his shoulder, and let out a happy sigh. “Just one thing, though.”
“What’s that?”
“To make this work, we’re gonna need a bigger chair. One we can sit in together.” They kissed, long, hard, slow, saying everything they needed to without words. 
Jerry did love how Nico thought. 
But he should, since he loved the rest of Nico too. 
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Also by Eden Winters


Want to know more about Bo, Lucky, and the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau? Check out Eden's Diversion series: 
Diversion
Collusion
Corruption
Manipulation
Redemption
Reunion
Suspicion
Relation
Tradition
Decision
Benediction (Including bonus novella, Domestication)
The entire series can also be purchased as three box sets. 
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