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Chapter One

Bam! The shot missed Lucky’s head by inches. Stephan’s henchman loomed in the doorway, chambering another round. On pure instinct Lucky aimed and fired. The man’s evil smirk turned to wide-eyed disbelief. He grabbed his chest, lifted his bloody hand. Mouth open, he stared at Lucky—and crumpled to the floor.

Bo lay nearby, an empty hypodermic sticking from his neck. “Lucky?” He grabbed at the needle. Lucky crawled over and took his lover’s hand. Bo’s fingernails were blue.

Lucky tuned out the footsteps and banter of coworkers passing by in the hallway outside his cube and stared at the report on his laptop he’d taken four hours to hunt and peck his way through. Surrounded by people, yet in explaining the Mexico cluster fuck, he was alone.

No matter how many times he reread his notes, a lump still formed in his throat when he got to the part where a syringe full of pain killers got jabbed into his partner’s neck.

Everyone in the department considered Lucky a diehard son of a bitch—no conscience, no remorse. Why couldn’t they be right?

Closing his eyes helped him revisit that night. This time in his memories his shot went wide. Someone else took the guard out. Had he or hadn’t he? Fucking nightmares messed with his head until he even imagined himself shoving the needle into Bo’s neck.

He highlighted the passage about pulling the trigger and a man falling to the floor and hit “delete”. Killing a man meant a full Southeastern Narcotics Bureau inquiry, and at the very least, a psych evaluation with a department shrink. Lots of bullets flew. No telling whose took a man out, not without a full investigation in Mexico. He’d bet a week’s pay the local big kahuna destroyed any damning evidence. Nestor Sauceda didn’t leave anything to chance. He sure as hell wouldn’t allow the SNB to play in his sandbox… at least not without making sure they only found what he wanted them to find.

“Discharged a firearm,” worked better. That much he remembered. Maybe. Rubbing his eyes didn’t make them feel less gritty.

He typed “Lucky Lucklighter” at the bottom of the report, backspaced and changed the name to Simon Harrison. He really must be tired. Too tired to remember today’s name.

Once more he checked his e-mail. No sign of Victor Mangiardi’s coroner’s report. Whoever promised the damned file didn’t work for Walter—he’d have their ass for dragging their heels. “You’ll have it Monday.” Like hell!

The world tilted. What the fuck? Lucky grabbed his desk with both hands and scowled at the smirking woman standing with one hand on the back of his chair. The Hell Bitch chair didn’t need any help throwing him. One wrong move or sneeze and…whee! A quick trip to the floor. Only one person had the brass balls to try to dump him.

Loretta Johnson crossed her arms over her chest and scowled back. “I’ve been talking to you for five minutes. Least you could do is nod or grunt or something and pretend to listen. Hell, I’d settle for a fart at this point.”

Lucky’s coffee cup sat by his elbow—refilled. Spilled droplets soaked into his desk blotter. Fuck. She’d brought coffee and he hadn’t even noticed. “I’m busy—working.” Time to get a grip before he let the wrong person sneak up on him.

Johnson grabbed the chair from the next desk and plopped down onto the seat. Bo’s chair. But no Bo. Her scowl softened. “What’s going on, dude? You haven’t bitten a rookie’s head off in days. They’re starting to think you don’t care.”

Lucky picked up the coffee cup, but couldn’t disguise the trembling in his hand. Coffee wound up on his shirt.

In a flash Johnson went from die-hard agent into “Mom” mode, scanning his face with too observant eyes, like his own mother’s, while blotting the droplets with a tissue from the box on Bo’s desk. Next she’d slap a palm against his forehead and ask him to stick out his tongue. “Are you feeling okay? You’re not yourself.”

None of her business. But if he didn’t answer, she’d go digging on her own. Stubborn woman. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

Johnson lowered her chin and frowned. “Then go home.”

Why? Nobody there but a cat. He could try to see Bo again at the rehab center, but each time the attendant turned him away hurt more and more. “I’m sorry, but Mr. Schollenberger doesn’t want visitors.” The words might as well be a knife.

Ah, for six weeks to fly by so Bo would be home again. “I’ve only got a few more hours. I’ll stick it out.”

Something akin to worry flashed across Johnson’s face. “Lucky, it’s six. Everyone else left an hour ago. I came back from the gym, saw you here, and asked if you wanted to go to Bucky’s for barbeque. What ya doing working late on a Friday night?”

Pork? Rolled in greasy sauce. His stomach lurched. “No, thanks,” rolled off his tongue before he could stop it. Since when had he turned down greasy, fatty food? Or grown polite?

Shorts, tennis shoes, and the sweaty T-shirt clinging to the woman’s chest filled his vision. Oh, since a sweaty behemoth entered his personal space.

“Well, you need to eat something. You’re looking puny.” Everybody looked puny next to a woman six feet tall and  muscled like The Rock. She didn’t have to point out Lucky’s being a runt. “You gotta look after yourself. I’d say go see a doctor, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“Nope.”

“Then go home and rest. You look like you ain’t slept in a week.”

“I’ll try, but I ain’t promising nothing.” Fuck, his exhausted brain couldn’t even cough up a worthy smart-assed comeback. Technically, he was on leave to look after a partner no one but his boss knew he played house with. The partner was currently in rehab and not accepting calls, so Lucky dragged his ass back to work. Not because he liked his job—‘cause he didn’t. Much. But too many back episodes of South Bend Springs and he’d be talking to the cat and expecting the critter to answer. Besides, they’d replaced the ballsy actress who’d played Lila with a lightweight. Took all the fun out of his soap opera addiction.

“Good night,” Johnson drawled in her Texas accent. She tromped off down the hall, glancing back over her shoulder every few feet until she disappeared around a corner.

After six? He’d been in a fog. Lucky stared at Bo’s empty desk. Right now Bo was probably sitting down to supper. Were they feeding him well? They’d better not be trying to make the man eat meat. If he wouldn’t accept calls or visits, how about a vegetarian care package?

***

The attendant’s sigh fluttered the papers on her desk. “You again. I’m sorry, Mr. Harrison, but he doesn’t want to see anyone.”

“I stopped by to give him something. He can get stuff, right?” At the lowest point in Lucky’s life, after his arrest, he hadn’t wanted to see anyone either, too embarrassed and ashamed. Wound-licking called for privacy. But they were partners, damn it, and he could help the man. If only Bo wasn’t so stubborn.

“Yes, as long as it’s not drugs, alcohol, or other items on our prohibited list. This isn’t a prison, you know.” The woman popped her chewing gum and couldn’t have appeared more bored if Lucky’d asked her to. She drummed acid-green fingernails on the counter.

Sure seemed like a prison to Lucky, what with its “gotta be buzzed in” doorways and lists of rules plastered on the walls. Even had that musty prison smell, lurking beneath forest-scented spray. He put a recycled copy paper box on her desk. The scent of tomato sauce and spices wafted from the cardboard, driving back too hideously familiar pine-cleaner aroma.

“What’s this?”

“He’s vegetarian. I want to make sure he’s eating right.” Without another word Lucky turned and trudged out the door, hands rammed into his blue jeans pockets. If a family-sized eggplant parmesan, a basket of fruit, box of stevia, and seven kinds of herbal tea didn’t say “I’m thinking about you,” nothing would.

***

Lucky grabbed the counter to keep himself upright. Why was everybody hell bent on seeing him sprawled face down? “Yeah, yeah. You’re starving, I’m late, and how dare I not have your bowl full already? But if I break bones getting into the kitchen you don’t get fed.”

The black and white tomcat that’d tripped him stropped Lucky’s ankles and yowled. Bossy little thing, but the can opener only worked so fast—and only if Lucky got there without winding up on the floor.

Tired. Bone weary, gotta-sleep-now tired. He didn’t need a bang, bang, bang, on the front door, or the stern face of Loretta Johnson when he opened the screen.

“How the hell did you find out where I live?” Work following him home was never a good thing.

Johnson pushed her way past Lucky into the house and straight into the kitchen like she’d been there a million times, toting an industrial-sized thermos in one hand and a grocery bag in the other. “Man, please. I work for the SNB. Is there anything I don’t know? If you don’t like it, blame my trainer. Oh. That’d be you.”

Lucky double-timed to keep up with her. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

She dropped her burdens on the counter and leaned down to scratch Cat Lucky behind the ear. The furry traitor rubbed against her hand. “I’m saving your sorry ass is what I’m doing.”

“Saving my ass? How’s barging into my house uninvited saving my ass?”

All six foot of her straightened up and glared down at Lucky. “I don’t know the full story, but you’ve been in Mexico for months and your partner went into rehab the moment you got back. You’re in the office a few days later with the shakes so bad I’m surprised no one else has noticed, and if your eyes were any redder you’d bleed to death.”

And he’d been so careful to use eye drops. “Now wait a minute…”

Johnson turned her back and opened the nearest cabinet. She closed the door on mismatched plastic bowls and tried two more doors. “A-ha!” She yanked out a coffee cup and filled the mug from the flip-top thermos. “Here, drink this.”

Lucky eyed the greenish liquid. Looked and smelled, familiar. “What’s in it?”

“Grandma’s secret recipe. I could tell you, but then I’d have to shoot you. Pot liquor, mostly.”

“Pot liquor?”

“The juice of cooked down collard greens…”

“I know what pot liquor is!” Wasn’t a country kid alive who didn’t get dosed with the shit every time they sniffled. “What I want to know is why.”

The hand on her jutted-out hip didn’t bode well for him winning this fight. “You haven’t gotten drug tested since you’ve been back, and the randoms happened last week. That means we’ve got about three weeks to get whatever’s in your system out of there.”

Lucky opened his mouth and shut it again. She knew. No telling how, but she did. And she wasn’t judging. Yet. He lowered his voice. “Are you gonna tell Walter?”

“Depends on what we’re talking about here.”

No need arguing. “Chloral hydrate, to help me sleep.” While his former drug of choice wasn’t the most addictive or dangerous, it was habit-forming, and listed as a controlled substance. If he tested positive for a controlled substance without handing over a valid prescription, he’d soon be joining Bo in rehab. And while the prospect of seeing Bo was a good thing, Lucky didn’t need a bunch of medical types poking and prodding him. He’d do just fine on his own.

“Last dose?”

“Before I left Mexico. About a week ago.”

She nodded, rubbing her chin. “And that’s it? Nothing else?”

“I swear.” His fucked-up life didn’t need any fuel for the fire.

Johnson shoved the cup at him again. “Then this ought to do the trick. Drink a cupful twice a day for three days, then I’ll make more. This batch has cayenne and yellow root, but we can’t do much yellow root.”

Yellow root. What Lucky’s mama used to give Uncle Henry when he’d been on a bender. Helped with the detox and soothed the stomach, but also masked the stuff he tried to hide on drug tests. Worked so well it was now one of the substances to check for.

“And you can use the vitamins in the greens. I’m thinking you ain’t been living very healthy these days.”

An understatement. Lucky stared into the cup, breathed in vegetable fumes and spice, and coughed. “Why are you doing this?”

Her tone softened. “’Cause no matter how much you might say otherwise, if the shoe were on the other foot, you’d do it for me. And I’ll be honest. Since leaving Southwestern for Atlanta, I don’t want to train with anyone else. They quote textbooks, you teach me what I need to learn without adding on a bunch of useless crap. Now, drink.”

He eyed the cup, then eyed her. This wouldn’t be fun.

Lucky drew in a deep breath, chugged the green liquid, and didn’t stop until he’d emptied the cup.

Damn him for buying the biggest coffee cups available at the Super Dollar. Fuck! Nasty! Fire scalded his throat worse than a shot of whisky, and settled in for a nice, slow burn.

He belched, tasting the gross again.

“Now, for the sleeping.” Johnson dug into the grocery bag and pulled out a zip-top baggie.

“You detox me and bring me pot?” He’d hate to arrest her. Too much paperwork involved.

“No, it’s another of Grandma’s blends… tea this time. But don’t worry. No caffeine.” She dug out a shiny metal egg-looking thing full of holes. He’d seen a few in the kitchen drawer at Bo’s apartment. “This here’s a tea ball. Pack it full of leaves and steep in hot water for three minutes. Then drink.”

“What’s in this?”

“Chamomile, catnip, and echinacea. Valerian root. Drink a cupful about thirty minutes before bedtime. Don’t watch any action adventure or the evening news. Nothing to get you worked up. You just having trouble sleeping or you got restless legs or other shit going on?” She crammed the tea ball full with contents from the bag.

“Restless legs.” He’d never admit to the terrors he woke up to every night.

Johnson rinsed the coffee cup, filled it with water from the sink, and stuck it in the microwave. “When the water gets hot, take it out and put the tea in. What you got that’s tight?”

He rejected the first thought that came to mind. “Excuse me?”

“Wrap your legs snug before bed. Ace bandage, tight socks, something to apply pressure. No caffeine, no fizzy sodas. Got that?”

“Yes, Mom” nearly crawled out of his mouth. “And if I refuse?” Pushy woman.

“Then you’re a liability and it’s my duty to report you to the boss.”

“Okay. You win. I’ll drink the tea. Now will you please leave so I can go to bed?”

Johnson stooped, scratched the cat on the head again, and left the kitchen. Lucky followed her into the living room. Getting rid of the busybody couldn’t be this easy.

At the front door she turned around and made a kissy face. “You’re welcome.” She shot out the door before Lucky managed a comeback.

***

Lucky lay awake, an image of Bo in his head, and a half-interested cock in his hand. The image faded, wouldn’t come in clear. And Lucky didn’t have a single picture of the man in the house. Not a one. Nothing on his cell phone either. Too much risk of folks finding out about them to keep any evidence handy.

Bo in his chaps, nothing underneath. Lucky’s semi-hard cock took notice. The fantasy faded, replaced by the horror of Bo overdosing, gasping, lips turning blue—an image straight from Lucky’s nightmares. His erection wilted.

Fuck. Lucky couldn’t even jack off right anymore.

He glanced at the clock. One a.m. Three hours of tossing and turning and still no sleep. Cat Lucky hopped up on the bed and chirped.

“No, it’s not time to feed you.”

No help for it. Lucky trudged to the kitchen, a black and white feline twining around his legs, tripping him twice. “If you kill me, I can’t open cans.”

The cup of water still sat in the microwave. Lucky punched in two minutes and fed the cat while waiting.

He took the water, tea ball and all, back to bed. Bo would love this stuff. Then again, if Bo were there, Lucky might not need help. They’d watch a little TV, fuck like rabbits, and fall asleep in a tangled mass.

Johnson’s tea couldn’t come close to Bo’s way of tucking Lucky in at night. Lucky sucked down the concoction, curled up, and conjured a memory of him and Bo by the river.

Sleep claimed him during a remembered kiss.

***

Oh, God! Lucky stared at his hands. Thick red droplets slid down his fingers onto the sheets. He scrubbed his hands on the cover. The moment he got them clean more blood oozed from his pores.

He jumped out of bed and crashed to the floor. A dead man’s sightless eyes stared back at him—Bo’s eyes.

***

“Fuck!” Lucky bolted upright from the bed, heart pounding. He flipped on the bedside lamp and stared at his hand. Clean. No blood. Breathe in/breathe out.

Clutching his chest didn’t calm his heart. He closed his eyes, to be transported to a drug plant in Mexico where a dead guard lay on the floor. The face shifted and melted, becoming Bo’s. Shit! A dream. Not here. Not real. Cracking open one eye, he peered over the side of the bed.

“Mrrrp?” Cat Lucky hopped up on the bed and butted Lucky’s hand. Lucky rubbed a furry ear.

He’d shot a man. Taken a life. Or had he? Either way he’d lied by omission to his boss.

Loretta Johnson better have a home remedy for losing one’s mind.


Chapter Two

Lucky stepped off the elevator and took a sip of Starbucks decaf on his way to his desk. “Monday” and “morning”, two of Lucky’s least favorite things, but at least he’d gotten some sleep over the weekend.

The perky-to-everyone-but-him receptionist took a step back. “Mr. Harrison. Mr. Smith asked for you to stop by his office.”

What now? Lucky glanced at his bare wrist. Oh. Right. Yet another watch now roamed free in the world. The last one he’d parted with of his own choosing. Lowlife rednecks didn’t need Rolexes. Especially Rolexes inscribed by former drug lord lovers.

The clock over the reception desk said 8:55. So not late. Johnson might have gone back on her word and spilled the beans. No, they’d made a deal. Why help him and then go running to Walter? Well, if she had, she wasn’t the first to throw his sorry ass under the bus—and likely wouldn’t be the last.

Lucky sucked in a deep breath and huffed it out. The receptionist took another step back, staring at him wide-eyed, like he drowned puppies in his spare time or chopped up the neighbors with an ax for fun. Hell, he hadn’t growled at her in ages, not since Bo’s niceness rubbed off. He nodded and made his way to Walter’s office. He didn’t knock. Years of Bo couldn’t break Lucky of that bad habit.

“You wanted to see me?” Lucky dropped into his usual chair in front of a cluttered desk. Not as cluttered as Lucky’s, but every bit of the surface hid beneath paper, books, and files, except for the tiny bit of blotter where Walter now rested his hands. Never accuse Walter Smith of being a virtual guy. If he couldn’t touch it, it didn’t exist.

If Lucky was about to get his ass handed to him on a plate, he’d go down swinging.

“Lucky, Lucky, Lucky.” Walter let out a harsh exhale. “Whatever am I going to do with you?”

Shit. Johnson must’ve told. No more trusting her. “Boss, I’m handling it my way. In a few weeks…”

“In a few weeks HR will have issued a warrant.”

“What?” For a drug test?

“I told you they wanted to see you. They’ve sent letters and e-mails. Now they’re to the point of insisting I escort you personally if you don’t report to Human Resources and resolve whatever issue they have.”

Okay. They’d asked to see him about a dozen times now, so maybe not a career-ending drug test. Security showed up if he missed a pissing in a cup appointment. “All right. I’ll go.”

Walter gave Lucky the narrow-eyed squint that said better than words how deep in shit he’d be if he didn’t follow orders. “Now, please?”

Lucky beat a hasty retreat to the door. Another bullet dodged—for now.

“And Lucky?”

“Yes?” He stopped and glanced over his shoulder.

“Nice to see you rested over the weekend.”

Was he that transparent?

***

Anna or Hannah (or was it Savannah?) held out a stack of papers to rival any pile on Walter’s desk. Only, her desk was much neater. Too neat, as in, “Does she ever do anything?” neat. The floor and side table? Another matter entirely. It should be against the law to cram so many plants into such a tiny space. Lucky dodged a few flowerpots on his way to the lone chair in front of her desk.

What she lacked in papers, she made up with kid pictures.

Lucky’s desk held one department store photo of his sister Charlotte and her oldest boy, taken while she was pregnant with the second. The kids were both in high school now. Past time to change the picture. And first chance he got, he’d get pictures of Bo. He might not be ready to stack them on his desk like this woman had her family, but he definitely needed one or two for the house. Oh! One of Bo in his chaps and nothing else.

He took the papers. “What’s this?”

The woman handed him a pen. “It’s Richmond Lucklighter’s 401K. He’s legally dead, so you need to either cash out or roll the balance over to Simon Harrison’s. That’s why we’ve needed to see you. This whole matter is hush hush, and the sooner we take care of the legalities, the better.”

At the first opportunity, Lucky intended to abandon the department-created identity of Simon Harrison and use his own name again. Killing off Lucky Lucklighter and hiding behind an assumed name hadn’t worked. Everyone he’d hoped to avoid knew he still lived. And this lady did too. Which might explain why he’d been whisked into the HR Director’s office the moment he showed up.

He shuffled through the papers. Yeah, he’d had a payroll deducted 401K, but the statements lay unopened in a kitchen drawer. Wait! “How much money are we talking?”

“The current balance is on the bottom of page sixteen. But remember, if you take cash instead of rolling the money over, you’ll be taxed and penalized.”

Lucky’s hands shook as he rifled through the papers, but not because of lack of sleep or withdrawals—he’d slept forty-seven of the last fifty-eight hours, off and on, thanks to Johnson’s tea. Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity fuck. Really? “Are you sure about this?”

The woman picked up a pair of glasses from her desk, perched them on her nose, and rounded the desk to hover over Lucky’s shoulder. “Is there a problem?”

“Is this amount right?” He’d not seen so many zeroes on a statement since his living with a drug lord days.

“Well, you chose investments with high risk. It looks like your risk paid off. Congratulations. Now, if you want to deposit this into your Simon Harrison account, sign on the bottom of the page.”

Once Lucky picked his jaw up off the floor, he’d need a drink. “And all this is mine?”

“Less about a third for penalty and taxes, unless you’d prefer to roll over the amount into another account.”

Divided by three, multiplied by two. “Calculator?” Lucky held out a hand.

“There’s no need. You’re looking at a cash value of about thirty thousand dollars.”

Thirty thousand? Plus the eight he’d saved for a motorcycle. A little more and he wouldn’t have to ask Bo for anything, and could make the house a surprise. “I’ll take the cash. It’ll make a nice down payment on a house, once I add my savings.”

“How expensive a house are you intending to buy, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“They’re asking 200,000. Twenty percent is 40,000.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Why on earth are you putting down twenty percent?”

“Ain’t that the going rate?”

“For some institutions. Mr. Harrison, are you a member of the credit union?”

He’d changed the name on his credit union account the moment he’d died and been reborn. “Yes.”

“I suggest you talk to them before applying for a bank loan. You might get a better interest rate, and a much lower down payment. Now, for the 401K disbursement, sign page eighteen, giving us permission to cut a check, and page twenty, verifying I disclosed the penalty information.”

Lucky read and signed, heart hammering away. Please, Lord, let this not be a dream. “Can you direct deposit to the credit union?”

“Sure can. We’ve been waiting for you, so the funds should be available by next Monday.” She handed him another form to sign and smiled. At Lucky. His asshole reputation must’ve not preceded him, though as head of Human Resources, she was bound to have heard something.

Holding the keys to everything Lucky wanted shielded her from a lot of grief.

***

“What’s your current credit rating?”

Lucky didn’t often use credit. After getting out of prison to work for Walter, he’d bought his car from a police auction for cash, and lived a low-key lifestyle. Before that, Victor Mangiardi had taken care of him. A nice way to live, but other than a car stereo in his teens, he’d never made payments on anything. And he’d been Richmond Lucklighter then. He’d only been Simon Harrison for a short time, and although he’d used credit cards to make expense reporting easier when on assignment, he paid them off every month. “I’m not sure.”

“Then let’s see.” The woman tapped on her laptop and whistled. “Mr. Harrison, I don’t think we’ll have a problem getting you the loan.”

He owed Walter one hell of a lot of those frou-frou coffee drinks from Starbucks for giving him a credit score to make a loan officer whistle.

An hour later Lucky fought to hide a grin from a woman who’d put the Energizer Bunny to shame. “Now, I’m familiar with the house you’re considering. Offer a hundred eighty k. Trust me.” She winked and handed him the phone.

He pulled a dog-eared card from his wallet and dialed.

“Mr. Harrison?” The Realtor didn’t sound too happy to hear from him, not that he blamed her. She’d been working hard for her commission. That’s why she got commission.

“Is that house still available? The fixer-upper in the gated neighborhood?”

“Y… yes.”

“I want to make an offer.”

***

Lucky ambled down the hall and out the door, fishing his phone out of his pocket. What should he say? Great news, I think I got us a house? Or, remember how we talking about living together?

Maybe he should make small talk first. They teamed me up with Johnson to investigate a distributor who’s dishing out way too much oxycodone. Wanna shack up?

That is, if Bo took the call.

Lucky sat in the credit union parking lot for a full ten minutes before getting up the nerve to dial Bo’s number. Not wise to mention the house yet, in case the deal didn’t go through, but good news needed sharing.

The call went straight to voice mail. Lucky left his umpteenth message since Bo had checked in to rehab. “Look, I understand you’re dealing with stuff, but if we swapped places, you’d lecture me on how we’re in a relationship, and it’s your right to be there for me. But I didn’t call to guilt you or nothing, I just want to hear your voice.  I… I miss you.”

If Lucky’s heart got any heavier he’d wear it in his ass.


Chapter Three

Lucky settled down, coffee in hand and attitude on slow simmer, sitting in the boss’s office first thing in the morning for the second day in a row. If Bo didn’t talk to him soon he’d go off on someone. Hey, he should go visit Rookie Landry. Take the asshole down a notch.

“Whatever happened to the leave you requested?” Walter sat back in his chair, in full-on father/confessor mode.

“It makes no sense now with Bo in rehab.”

“Oh, I see. Well, the time is available whenever you need.” All pretenses dropped. “The Mexican authorities are following up on the leads you provided. You’ve greatly aided their case.”

“Their case. Not ours.” Story of Lucky’s life. Do all the grunt work and let another agency waltz in and take the glory. If it kept Lucky out of Mexico, more power to them. “What about Southwestern?” All the contacts they’d made in Texas fell to the Southwestern Narcotics Bureau. Nobody there had pissed Lucky off lately, and Johnson came from Southwestern. Turning over a case to them didn’t hurt too much.

“They’ve made a few arrests and are watching Mangiardi’s known customers.”

“During meetings, Bo handled the financial end of things on an iPad. I’d like to get my hands on it.”

“I’m forwarding parts of your report and will make mention. Now, is there anything else you need to tell me?” Walter lifted one gravity-defying eyebrow.

He couldn’t know about the dead guy and merely asked what he’d ask any agent. The more Lucky turned the event over in his mind, the more he pictured Cruz shooting the guard. Yeah. Lucky’s shot went wide, hadn’t it? Fuck. “No. I’ll let you know if I do.”

Blood on his hands. Body on his bedroom floor. Just a dream. A stupid dream. “What about the guy I told you about? Cruz?”

“I’ve contacted the DEA, and though they had agents in the general vicinity, they deny having anyone on site.”

Liars. No fucking way was Cruz a drug dealer. He reeked of agent—to another agent.

“There’s another matter we need to discuss.” Walter snapped into business mode.

Oh, God. He’d gotten Victor’s coroner’s report.

“Your partner.”

His partner. Walter swore Bo and Lucky’s involvement didn’t matter. Must matter now. “What about him?”

“His probation is over. His record is expunged, and his pharmacist license restored with no restrictions. He’s free to leave.”

Bo could leave. Nothing kept him in Atlanta. He could go anywhere, do anything. Time to turn Atlanta into the land of opportunity. “I see. Last we talked, he’d wanted to stay on with the SNB. Are you saying you don’t want him?” After all he’s done for this bureau?

“We’ll extend an offer, but Lucky, he won’t be eligible for undercover work again for some time.”

“Why not? He’s pretty darned good if you ask me.” Too good. Better than Lucky in ways.

“There’s no denying his skill. It’s the emotional attachment that’s a problem.” Walter held up a staying hand. “Don’t say ‘I told you so’.” He paused to take a drink of the whipped cream-topped liquid doughnut he called coffee. White foam clung to his upper lip. “While Bo’s ability to stay in character is an asset, it’s time for him to let go of Cyrus Cooper. Our official policy is to limit assignments to less than a year for this very reason. Bo’s close to that. And given the circumstances of what happened in Mexico, he needs time to adjust.”

Warnings went off in Lucky’s head: Danger! Boss about to say something you won’t like!

Walter took a deep breath and released it slowly. “He’ll be offered the position you used to fill—auditing pharma companies.”

Ah, hell.

After the thrill and action of being a biker enforcer for a drug smuggling ring, shaking hands and sitting in board rooms would bore Bo to tears. It bored Lucky, but then again, Lucky hadn’t had a choice in the matter. “And what if he says no?”

Walter let out a sigh and rubbed his nose beneath his glasses. “Then he’ll be given the highest recommendation when he leaves.”

Prickles dances up Lucky’s spine. “What about me?”

“You’ll train, work, sharing cases with Bo occasionally, as much as policy allows known couples to collaborate—if he stays.”

“Known couples?” Walter was okay, but “known couple” implied common knowledge. Now wasn’t the time for a company-wide announcement.

“While you haven’t flaunted your relationship, my knowing means the SNB knows.”

“Oh.” Fuck. Big wheels in Virginia or where-the-hell-ever snooping into Lucky and Bo’s personal business.  Not cool.

“Now, as I was saying, you weren’t as deeply undercover as Bo, and not for as long. You’ll be clear for assignment again in six months, providing you pass the psychiatric evaluation.”

A man had to be missing a few marbles to pretend to be someone else and rub elbows with criminals. What did the psych eval prove? That Lucky was crazy enough for the job? “Any idea when he’s coming back?” Bo might not talk to Lucky, but Walter must stay in the loop. Unease gnawed at Lucky’s insides.

“He didn’t tell you?” Walter’s bushy eyebrows reached for his hairline.

“He’s not talking to me. Says he needs time to get his head together.”

Walter donned his best “favorite uncle” smile. “Give him time. Now, did you take care of that Human Resources issue?”

“Yeah. 401K stuff. I’m looking into buying a house.” The words slipped out.

“Wonderful.” Walter clapped his huge hands together. “When do you close?”

“Not sure. I placed the bid this week. If the bank takes my offer, I’ll have a lot of work to do.” A lot of work. “It’s a fixer upper.”

“Nothing worthwhile is ever easy, is it?” Walter smiled.

Was boss man talking about the house or Bo? Uh-oh. He’d mentioned buying a house after letting the man in on the secret about him and Bo. Lucky said “I”. Walter heard “we”.

“Well, when you need time off, I’ll reinstate your leave.”

At least Walter had the good graces not to smirk or pry. “Thanks. I’ll keep you posted.” What if Bo changed his mind? What would Lucky do with all the unneeded square footage and the amazing kitchen he’d never use?

Walter squeezed his hands together so tightly the knuckles whitened.

Oh shit. Change of subject coming. “What?”

“I received a reply regarding Victor Mangiardi’s coroner’s report.”

Lucky gripped the padded leather chair arms. If he hadn’t been sitting his weak knees would have dropped him. “And?” This “is he or isn’t he?” shit got old. Time to find out for sure.

A moan escaped on Walter’s sigh. “It was the single politest ‘go fuck yourself’ letter I’ve ever received.”

“Wait! What?”

“They told me in no uncertain terms that those records are sealed.”

“What does that mean?”

“That we’ll need a court order to see the file.” Walter formed his lips into a hard line. “I’m sorry.”

Fucking hell. Is he or isn’t he? Somebody please give an answer. “So in other words, we’ll never find out for sure if he hanged himself, someone else did the job, or he’s still alive.”

“I’m afraid not.”

Well, didn’t that just beat all? “Am I supposed to traipse through life looking over my shoulder?”

“No, Lucky. Because the entire bureau has your back.”

Bo, yeah. Johnson, yeah. Walter, yeah. Dickwad Keith and anyone else he’d pissed off? Fuck. Lucky might as well bend over and kiss his own ass goodbye right now.

And after all this waiting, all the promises, he still didn’t know for sure what happened to Victor Mangiardi.

Might never know.

***

“Here you go!” Johnson stomped into Lucky’s house, lugging another thermos. “How ya feeling?”

The shakes stopped, and Lucky managed at least five hours of uninterrupted sleep on most non-nightmare nights. “Okay.”

“Exercise helps. How often do you work out?” She set the thermos on the counter.

The prison routine Lucky swore by had dwindled to twice a week. “Not nearly enough.” Why the hell did she keep coming around when he did everything in his power to run her off?

“Need more tea?”

“Sure.” Damn her for being right about the tea—and for putting up with his crap.

“This house makes a pig sty look good.”

“Nobody asked you to come here.”

Johnson bent down and put them nose to nose. Showoff. Hard to get an upper hand when she towered over him. “Sooner or later, we need to get something straight. Just because you like to get all growly and keep people away don’t mean that shit flies with me, got it? I got seven older brothers and sisters, and I’m the runt. Me still being live and kicking should give you an idea of how well I learned to fight.”

The runt? Sheesh. Family dinners must’ve been like feeding time at Gatorland. “Think you could hold your own against me?”

“I don’t think so, I know so.”

Oh yeah? “You know the gym down from work? Sonny’s?”

“Yeah.”

“Ever been there?”

“A time or two.”

His daddy taught him to never to hit a woman, but this one likely hit back twice as hard. Could Loretta Johnson beat him in the ring?

Johnson bent and stroked Cat Lucky’s back. “If I win, you’ll drink your tea and pot liquor like a good little boy and stop giving me so much shit.”

“Why are you helping me?”

“I done told you. You’re the lesser of the evils at work. And besides, if Bo thinks you’re worth the time of day, you must be.”

Cold sweat broke out on Lucky’s forehead. “How well do you know Bo?” What do you know about me and him?

“We were in classes together, remember? We got to know each other while training. He’s a good agent, friendly too, which is more than I can say for some others.”

Whew. Lucky’s secret was safe—for now. Though he no longer had to worry about his relationship getting him or Bo fired, it still might stir up a hornets’ nest at work if he parked a picture of Bo on his desk and held the guy’s hand at the company picnic.

“Oh, and he has questionable taste in men.” Johnson gave him a cocky smile.

“What do you mean by that?” They’d been discreet, hadn’t they? At least Lucky had.

“Look, I was in class with the guy for weeks, and went out with him on assignments. He didn’t look at the woman in danger of toppling over from a bad case of triple Ds.” Johnson toyed with the thermos lid. “Oh, and he kept an eye on a certain shrimp in class. You figure it out.”

Baiting him. She knew nothing for sure and tossed out innuendo hoping he’d bite.

“I’m his trainer. Of course he looked at me.” Lucky never gave up without a fight.

Johnson peeled her lips back to show every gleaming tooth in her head. “You give me the stink eye every time I dare park my butt in your partner’s chair.”

I do?

“You both got it bad.”

Blackmail wasn’t intended, but “You’re one to talk” slipped out before he could stop it.

Her smile fell. “You’ve been watching me.”

Instead of smart-assed remarks, he opened his mouth and out came, “Wanna talk about it?” Yeah, he’d noticed the woman flirting and patting the ass of a certain DEA assistant.

“Nothing much to say.” She blew out a cheek-bulging breath. “I came up here from Texas, Phillip was down from Jersey, and we had rooms at the same hotel. Sometimes we’d end up at the bar. One night we had a few too many and woke up the next morning in the same bed. You gonna tell Walter?”

“Nothing to tell. He works for DEA, so it isn’t a problem. He isn’t a problem, is he?”

This time her sigh must have traveled up from her toes. “It started out as friends with benefits. I mean, look at him. Born and raised to money. Daddy wanted him to be a lawyer. And me? Papa worked as a mill foreman and Mama taught school. But with eight kids, two incomes didn’t go far. Not to mention Phillip’s parents don’t like me.”

“Racist bigots?” Yeah, those still existed, but as a Southern-raised gay man, Lucky’d spent too much time punching bigots in the face to look down on someone else for a little thing like skin color.

“Not necessarily. If I had money and the right last name they’d change their tune. But look at me.” She waved a hand toward her body. “I’m six feet of tattooed ghetto kid, who worked her way through community college and doesn’t have an Ivy League degree. To them I’m a gold digger and not the debutante with the rich daddy they want for their little boy.”

Lucky rarely gave a fuck about someone else’s life. Johnson’s drama made his life seem boring. “What does he say?”

“Ah, he’s young and dumb… Poor, misguided man thinks he’s in love.” Her eye roll fell short of sincere. “Another reason they don’t like me. I’m black, five years older than him, got a kid, and their son loves me.”

A kid? “You got a kid?”

“Yeah. He stays with my gran right now. As soon as I get settled here they’ll come live with me. I didn’t want to uproot them till I was sure I was staying.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Lucky had never been anyone’s idea of confidant.

“’Cause everybody needs a friend. Even a hard-assed son of a bitch like you—or me.”

“I don’t need friends.”

“Tough. This ain’t about just you.” Johnson handed him the thermos and strolled toward the door. “Name the when and I’ll be at Sonny’s.”

She slammed the door hard enough to make her point.

Yeah, everyone needed a friend.

Lucky picked up his cell phone and called rehab. At least they’d let Bo keep his phone. Bo’s voice came on the line. “Sorry I can’t take your call right now…”


Chapter Four

Lucky drove past the Magnolia Rehabilitation Center for the second time that day. Why were so many streets in the South named “Magnolia” or “Peach Tree”? Yet those names beat out “Palmetto Bug” or “Big-Assed Skeeters”, other things the South had in plentiful supply.

There were other, shorter ways to get home, but who wanted to follow the same route all the time? And Magnolia Center wasn’t far out of the way. A mile or twelve.

The forbidding brick building hadn’t changed, appearing more sinister with the gloom and fog, and the “A place to find peace” sign didn’t comfort Lucky at all.

Enough rain fell for him to turn on headlights and windshield wipers. Rubber strands that used to be wiper blades crept across the windshield, doing absolutely nothing to wipe away the rain.

Fuck. Time to add wipers to the long list of things to be fixed on the Camaro: brakes, shocks, exhaust system. Throw in new tires too. And a front end alignment. The transmission slipped yesterday.

Well, it was a free country, and wasn’t a damn thing anyone could do to stop him from pulling into a convenient parking lot to fix his car. Bo might see him from a window. Better tell him the deal. Lucky texted: In parking lot, working on car. U need anything?

Not that he expected an answer. The trunk yielded a bottle of stuff he’d bought at the auto parts store to make water bead off the windshield without using the wipers. Vibration from his pocket made him jump.

He yanked his phone out and checked the screen. A text! From Bo!

What’s wrong?

Hallelujah, Bo spoke! Well, sort of. Lucky’s hands shook so badly he barely got the words typed out. Old. Parts wearing out.

Bo replied, I meant the car.

Hardy-har-har. Very funny. Still, Bo spoke to him.

Got a minute?

What? A minute? How about a lifetime? Lucky messed up three times and had to start over trying to type with trembling hands, and finally managed legible text with the help of the auto correct function on his phone. What you got in mind?

Come in?

Lucky dashed to the front entrance, leaving the trunk open and door unlocked. Screw it. Let thieves have it all.

Bo said “jump”. Now to find out how high.

The attendant greeted Lucky at the door, hands on her hips. “Mr. Harrison, I’m sorry, but…”

“It’s okay,” said a familiar voice. Outside, the rain fell. Inside, the world got brighter. “Let him in.”

Bo stood in the hallway in a gray T-shirt and sweat pants, hair standing every which way on his head, and he’d let his face scruff do its own thing.

Fucking gorgeous.

Lucky drank in the vision like a thirsty man. God, had it only been two weeks?

Every ounce of Lucky’s being wanted to pounce and tumble Bo to the floor. But hell, he’d gotten his foot in the door. Better behave.

“Are you sure?” The woman stood no taller than Lucky, with a thinner build, and two-inch talons on her fingers painted bright orange today. Her rigid stance said she’d fight to the death to protect Bo.

Yeah, that made two of them.

“Yes, ma’am. I’d like you to meet my partner. Lucky, this is Brenda, Brenda, Lucky. I’ve told you about him.”

His partner. Bo said, “partner”. He’d also mentioned Lucky to this woman. No wonder she wouldn’t let him past the desk.

Old instincts kicked on, and terror of being found out. For a moment Lucky froze.

Brenda smiled. “I kinda figured, but wasn’t sure. If you’d sign in?” She held out a pen and clipboard.

Lucky scribbled his name, keeping his eyes on Bo in case he changed his mind.

“C’mon, no one’s on the patio.”

Lucky followed Bo down a hallway and out a door to a couple of picnic tables and chairs. Damp red, gold, and orange leaves stirred in a breeze. Late October. About when they’d first met two years ago. An awning shielded them from the mist, but not the chill.

The cold caused an involuntary shiver. “You’re not cold?” I’ll volunteer to be your blanket.

Bo shook his head. “It’s too stuffy in there. Better out here.” He sank into a padded chaise lounge and patted the one next to him.

Lucky could’ve used a jacket, but he’d brave an arctic freeze bare-assed for a few moments with Bo. He sat and stretched out his legs, struggling not to reach out and touch. Better let Bo make the first move.

Bo stared at a shrub a few feet away, its leaves brilliant orange.

Oh, pretty. One of those would look nice in the front yard of their new home. What the fuck was Lucky thinking? First to get the house, then convince Bo it would be their home.

Without a word Bo laced their fingers. “You’re not going away, are you?”

What was he supposed to say? Bo cracked the door, letting Lucky in a little. One wrong word and Bo’d slam the door in his face again. Lucky ventured, “Wasn’t planning to.”

“I laid a whole lot on you in Mexico, about me losing my mind and beating up Darren. Have you changed your mind about me yet?”

“Why would I? Compared to me, you’re a choir boy.” Bo knew the worst about his life before the SNB, about ten percent of what Lucky’d done with the SNB, and that he was still an all-around asshole. A man would have to get up early in the morning to beat Lucky’s record.

“Maybe you’ve decided it’d be best not to live with a ticking time bomb.”

“And what if you decided not to live with an asshole with a bad attitude?” Ticking time bomb? If that’s how the poor guy thought of himself, no wonder he wouldn’t see anyone. Lucky’s mind wasn’t at peak performance these days either.

“I thought by not seeing you, not talking to you, you’d come to your senses.” Muscles clenched and unclenched in Bo’s jaw.

Maybe it wasn’t Lucky the man worried about. “Have you?”

Bo shook his head. “I’ve done a lot of thinking here. About you. About me. About the job. About all the shit that went on down in Mexico.”

Thinking was highly overrated. “And?”

“My probation time is up soon. My life will be my own again.”

The cold grew colder. Now wasn’t a good time to ‘fess up about the conversation with Walter and Bo’s pending job offer. “Any thoughts of what you want to do?” Please let it be with me.

Bo gave a halfhearted smile and squeezed Lucky’s fingers. “No. Right now my plans are to get out of this place.” He brought Lucky’s hand to his mouth and stroked Lucky’s knuckles across his chapped lips.

Lucky soaked up each bit of contact. Bo touching him meant something good, right?

How to convince the guy to stay? The last few months with the SNB hadn’t given him any good reasons to stick around.

There’d been a time when Lucky would’ve had Bo on the ground, and inside his jeans he’d grown so hard he hurt. But he wanted more than the man’s body now: he wanted Bo, mind, body, soul, obsessive compulsive cleaning tendencies and all. He scooted his chair close enough to rest a leg across Bo’s.

Bo rocked his leg under Lucky’s and dropped their joined hands to his lap. The heat from his groin caressed Lucky’s fingers. Bo held tight. “God, how I’ve missed you. I thought after a few days I’d be able to focus on other things, but every day I wake up with you on my mind, and go to sleep at night wondering where you are and what you’re doing.” He stared out at the rain. “I’ll be flat honest. When I checked in here, I figured we were done. That once you thought things through you’d run screaming. I can’t say I’d blame you.”

As if! “You done been gone so long you forgot how stubborn I am.” Good thing Lucky wasn’t the only one who couldn’t keep his mind on anything else but his lover.

“Yes, you are. You called, you texted, you dropped by. You wouldn’t leave me alone to my pity party.” So quietly Lucky barely heard, Bo added, “Thanks.”

“The PTSD, Mexico, the drugs. I could tell you all day long how none of that’s your fault, but I’m sure you wouldn’t listen.”

Breath misted in front of Bo’s face. “No. Things happen for a reason. Maybe I brought all the crap down on myself. But, Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you didn’t give up on me.”

“Me too.” Bo still wanted him. The vice around Lucky’s heart sprang open.

Bo locked gazes with Lucky, showing a world of hurt and uncertainty.

Every doubt, every what-if that had plagued Lucky these past few weeks, they’d haunted Bo too. How could the man doubt Lucky’s love?

Oh yeah. The not wanting to be seen as a couple, the lengths it took to make him commit. No wonder Bo missed what was right in front of him.

Lucky leaned over the chair arms, grabbed Bo, and yanked.

Bo landed on top of him, hands everywhere at once. He slammed his mouth down hard on Lucky’s, hard enough to cause a wince when their teeth clacked. But not hard enough to make him stop.

With all his might, Lucky wrapped Bo in his arms. If he held on tight enough the man couldn’t ever leave again, couldn’t scare him again, couldn’t find himself in harm’s way.

Lucky poured every bit of his loneliness, insecurity, and all the bad stuff into their connection, willing Bo to understand. And with each swipe of his tongue Bo purged the hurt, the anger, the fear. In its place he gave love, the promise of something better. Hope. He gave hope.

His warm hands on Lucky’s chilled skin chased back more than physical cold. The twisted chains inside Lucky’s gut loosened. His heart beat freer, he breathed easier. They weren’t out of the woods yet. Hell, with their jobs, they might never be. They might well spend the rest of their lives fighting demons.

With Bo at his back, bring ‘em on.

“Never shut me out like that again,” Lucky pulled back enough to growl.

“Won’t,” Bo got out before fusing their mouths again.

They came up for air. “And don’t you ever let me go.”

“Can’t.”

Lucky’s cock hurt like hell, but rubbing off against his partner while the woman at the front desk watched on a security screen wasn’t happening. He made a quick package adjustment while Bo did the same, then settled the man in beside him on the chair.

Which lasted all of a minute until Lucky shivered.

Bo hopped up. “Damn. Here I am thinking about me, and you’re freezing. C’mon. There’ll be other people in there, but we can sit and talk in the rec room.”

“I’m comfortable.” Lucky fought off another shiver. It was fucking cold out here, especially without Bo. “And around other people, I can’t do this.” He stood, lifted Bo’s chin with stiff fingers, and kissed him.

“Then I’ll be right back.”

Bo dashed into the building and back out again a few moments later. “Here.” They squeezed into the chair together and Bo tucked them both into a blanket. Ah… better.

With the blanket covering them, they could sneak in a hand job, but Lucky ignored his body’s demands and held Bo, enjoying his warmth, his scent, his not giving up on them.

Several times the words were on the tip of his tongue to tell Bo about the house, but Lucky kept his mouth shut. Bo used to talk about moving in together. No telling how he felt now, and pushing might make him run.

“My probation time is up soon. My life will be my own again.” What if Bo’s future didn’t have a place for reminders of his past?

Right now Bo was here, and Lucky wasn’t about to borrow trouble.

In time, he fell asleep with Bo’s arm flung over his chest. For the first time in weeks, he woke up content.

***

“Wanna go pick up some fast food?” Johnson stood at Lucky’s cube, hand on her hip. Five minutes until quitting time, and Lucky intended to beat the pack out the door today.

“What happened to Phillip?”

Johnson scowled. “He’s off gallivanting with his boss today. O’Donoghue likes to yank his leash every now and then to prove he can. Makes him feel like a big man.”

Okay. Sounded like Lucky wasn’t alone in not liking the DEA big shot on loan to the SNB. “I’m afraid I got other plans.” It wouldn’t hurt you go out with Johnson. Yeah, but visiting hours at the center aren’t long. Sorry, Johnson. Visiting Bo won out. “How about another time?”

She gave a halfhearted smile. “Yeah. Sure. I’ll go work out instead. The better to kick your ass if we ever make it to the gym.” Johnson sauntered off, but her steps were slower than usual.

And since when did he give a shit about disappointing other people? Strange, her hangdog expression tugged at his heartstrings.

The moment the clocked clicked to five, he shut down his laptop and dashed past the throngs heading down the corridor, and beat them to the elevator. The door closed on several hopeful faces. Hopeful, rather, until they caught a glimpse of him. “I’ll catch the next one,” one woman said.

Let ‘em. Lucky didn’t need their mindless chatter anyway.

It took three tries for him to fire up his Camaro, and he pulled out of the parking garage to another cloudy day. Damn. He hadn’t fixed his wipers yet and rain might start any second. Oh well, time to stop by the auto parts store—at least for wipers. Picking out everything the car needed would take a few hours.

He made it to Magnolia Center in a half hour, plus the time to slap a new pair of wipers on the car. Bo met him at the reception desk.

The attendant grinned. “You boys behave yourselves, okay? The patio camera is on the fritz again. Maintenance will be here to fix it in about an hour.” She winked and strolled away.

Lucky trotted behind Bo out to the patio again. The door clicked shut. Bo grabbed Lucky’s shoulder and slammed him back against the brick wall.

“Wha…?”

Bo’s mouth on Lucky’s stopped the words. Today two layers of leather jacket separated them, but Bo shoved his hands beneath to run up Lucky’s chest.

“What about What’s-her-name?” Lucky strung together enough brain cells to ask. He didn’t trust that “camera on the fritz” bit.

“She’s turning a blind eye as long as we don’t get too frisky.”

Bo’s lips on Lucky’s neck fizzled out any thoughts more complex than “Oh. Good.”

Body to body, Bo rubbed against Lucky, the stiffness in his jeans matching the stiffness in Lucky’s own.

Lucky might blow right here, right now.

“Even if she’s watching and lied about the camera, it doesn’t cover here by the wall. I checked,” Bo whispered against Lucky’s ear. “And she’ll keep anyone else from coming out. Not that anyone does now with the crappy weather.” He unbuttoned and unzipped Lucky’s jeans and plunged his hand inside.

Lucky bucked into Bo’s grip while fumbling with the front of Bo’s jeans and palmed his erection through a layer of denim. “Get these open.”

Bo stepped back, unbuttoned, unzipped, and resumed his position against Lucky. Mouth to mouth, shoulder to shoulder, and hands on each other’s cocks, they stroked. Bo moaned into Lucky’s mouth.

And somehow the prospect of an audience ramped up the lust factor. Bo liked public sex. Whether the possibility of getting caught or exhibitionist tendencies turned him on, at the moment nothing mattered but how good his hand felt on Lucky after them being apart for so long.

In other circumstances, a few filthy words about getting caught might kick the heat factor up a notch, but given how things had gone lately, Bo might shut down.

The center, the rain tapping out a steady rhythm on the roof, even the woman inside faded to nothing. The world narrowed down to Bo: the taste of green tea on his tongue, the comforting weight of his body pressed to Lucky’s, and his hand, his talented hand, stroking Lucky.

Lucky closed his eyes, tilting his head farther back to rest against a rough brick wall.

Bo moaned again.

Oh, fuck! Oh fuck!  Lucky lost control, shattering into tiny pieces. Somehow, he managed a faltering tempo.

Bo shot, his come coating Lucky’s hand. They leaned against each other, panting despite the chill, foreheads pressed together. Bo let out a laugh. “I can’t believe we did that.”

Lucky couldn’t either, but he was too busy trying to keep his knees from buckling to form words.

“Stay still.” Bo messed around with his pants, producing a wad of tissue he used to clean them up—somewhat. Good that the “taking care of everybody” part of his personality hadn’t disappeared completely.

Once they were respectable again—or as respectable as Lucky got—they lay together under a blanket on the chaise lounge.

“How are you doing?” Lucky asked.

Barely enough space existed between them for Bo to shrug. “I dunno. My counselor says I’m getting better at recognizing when Cyrus tries to take over, and can distinguish his reactions from my own.”

He rested his head on Lucky’s chest. Good. At least he wasn’t running like he often did when he most needed a warm shoulder and comforting arm.

“They’re both a part of you, but remember, you created Cyrus. You control him, he doesn’t control you.” Lucky never went undercover long enough to blur the lines between fantasy and reality, and had enough felon in him to not play a role, only tap into his darker side. And no one had shot drugs into him on a daily basis.

“You sound like my counselor now.”

Was that a good thing, or a bad thing? “But you’re able to figure out who’s at the wheel, right?” Cyrus had his advantages, like not suffering from Bo’s heavy conscience. He looked out for himself. The self-preservation instincts could stay as long as they didn’t interfere with who Bo was.

Bo nodded but kept quiet.

Rain patted on the patio beyond their awning. They nestled together with the tap, tap, tap, and sluicing of tires against wet pavement as background noise.

After several moments, Bo broke the quiet. “My lease is up on my apartment. They called me today.”

“What did they say?” Getting words out of Bo didn’t used to be so hard.

“They want me to sign another year’s lease.”

No. Please no. Not another year apart. “The offer to move into my place still holds. That is, if you want to.”

“You’d never ask me to move in to be nice, but are you sure you want to give up your freedom and personal space to have me around all the time?” Bo raised his head and focused his deep brown eyes on Lucky.

Lucky’s bank account. His car. Hell, everything he owned was Bo’s for the taking.

His insides quivered. God, his man was gorgeous, in a way most people never noticed. There was a fire to him, an energy. Whatever it was, the raw power drew Lucky in and wouldn’t let go.

Lucky trusted little in the world, so life wouldn’t let him down. Couldn’t let him down. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

Bo dropped his gaze to their joined hands. “And if I snap one day? Go bat shit insane?”

“You won’t.” I’ll catch you if you fall.

Bo remained quiet for a while. Too long. Nerve-wrackingly long. “You can’t know that.”

“Then we’ll deal. Who’s to say I won’t snap? Or one day we wake up to the cat dangling a dead mouse in front of our noses.”

Bo snorted. “He’s too lazy to hunt. You feed him too well.”

Nope. No changing the subject. “We’ve already had this conversation. Well, not about the mouse thing. I can handle anything you throw at me. And I thought we’d agreed to move in together.”

“Just wanted to offer you an out in case you had second thoughts. I’ve been thinking about what we said in Mexico, about buying a house together.”

Cool! Time for Lucky to share his news. “About that—”

“I think we should wait. I mean, I’m not sure about what I want right now. One minute I think about staying on with the SNB if they offer, the next I’m online digging through college course books and dreaming about going back to school or something.”

What? No pressure. Don’t give him any pressure. He can’t stand any more. The shattering of Lucky’s dreams rang loud in his head. Don’t let it show! Don’t let it show! At least Bo hadn’t mentioned moving away from Atlanta.

It took a lot of effort for Lucky to say, “If that’s what you think’s best.” Fuck! What about the house? Now wasn’t the time to tell him. He might see the token of commitment as Lucky forcing his hand.

“So, you okay with me moving in with you? What about your landlady?”

Now was Lucky’s turn to snort. “If it came down to a choice between me and you, you’re her favorite. You have that effect on people.” If anyone didn’t like Bo, Lucky hadn’t found them. Hell, even the fur ball that’d barged into Lucky’s life meowing sucked up to Bo. Figured. The little ho cat made nice with Johnson too.

“The doctors here think I should be ready to leave in a few more weeks. Too bad that means leaving my counselor. I’ll see someone else once I’m discharged, but she’s easy to talk to.”

“Want me to go ahead and move you?” Quick! Before he changes his mind!

“I can’t ask that of you. I got too much stuff to move alone. Why don’t I give notice and pay another month?”

“Save your money. I won’t be alone. She don’t know it yet, but someone volunteered to help.” Johnson wanted to be Lucky’s friend? What good are friends if I don’t intend to use ‘em?

They huddled together in the chair, not speaking. Lucky squirmed and rearranged his cock. He’d gotten off a few minutes ago and already needed another round. His movement wafted their combined scents from under the covers. No doubt about what they’d been doing.

The door squeaked open behind him the moment Lucky snaked his hand into Bo’s jeans for round two. “Sir? I’m afraid visiting hours are over.”

Fuck.

Or maybe not.

***

“Oh, pretty!” Johnson held up one of Bo’s dragon statues. “The boy has good taste… in some things.”

Lucky snatched the figurine out of her hand. “Hush up and earn the case of beer I’m paying you.” Somehow, luring Johnson into helping him pack hadn’t been such a good idea.

“Yes, boss.” Could she sound more mocking? “But you should’ve warned me before I packed the bedside table.”

It’d be a cold day in Hell before she’d let Lucky live down how fast he’d run when she’d found Bo’s toy.

Lucky pulled himself up to his full height—six inches shorter than Johnson. “You so much as breathe a word to Bo, and they’ll never find your body.”

She raised her hands, palms splayed. “Wasn’t gonna.”

Good. He’d hate to hurt her.

“I don’t promise to not use it against you whenever I need blackmail material.” She danced out of the way of Lucky’s swat.  Damned short-assed T-Rex arms.

A pile of packed boxes formed in the living room, marked to take to Lucky’s, and larger items, like Bo’s bed, landed in a rented storage unit.

The toy he’d take to the house. When Johnson wasn’t looking.

“Oh, now, I like this.” Johnson pulled a photo out of a drawer of a much younger Bo, baby-faced and in uniform.

Lucky snatched the picture from her hand. “I’ll take that. And any more you find.” He rummaged through the drawer. Other pictures showed the man in uniform, with a smiling woman and a sullen teen who looked enough like Bo to be his younger brother. Must be the aunt who’d raised him.

Bo mentioned patching things up with their families one day. Lucky flipped through a few more photos and found one of two young boys, one unmistakably Bo, with a woman and a man. Had to be his parents. The man, woman, and Bo smiled. The younger boy had his lip poked out.

Bo had his mother’s smile, eyes, and dark hair. The man and boy had reddish curls. The mother who’d died and the father who’d turned out to be an abusive asshole. Lucky picked out a few pictures to take to the house, the rest he shoved into a box. If Bo wanted to see them again, the pictures or the people, Lucky would be there.

***

“I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Schollenberger isn’t taking visitors right now.”

Lucky placed a Starbucks cup of green tea on the desk. “I thought I’d been cleared to see him.”

The receptionist glanced up and down empty halls, leaned across her desk, and whispered, “He’s kinda had a bad day.”

Damn. “Will you at least give him this?” Lucky pushed the tea forward.

“I will.”

Lucky took slow steps back to his car, hoping for a “Wait! Stop!” that never came.

His ten text messages went unanswered.

***

Holy fuck! What would Bo say about the blood? He’d have Lucky’s hide for messing up the house.

Blood covered the comforter, the floor, even oozed from the walls. Where could Lucky hide the dead body? Bo should be home soon! He’d have a fit over the mess.

Lucky charged into the living room. What to do? What to do?

Bo stood in the middle of the room, lips bloodless, eyes staring.

No, he didn’t stand—he hung.

Lucky screamed.

***

Lucky shot upright out of the bed. The cat scrambled out of the room, hissing. Fuck. Not again. Much more and snap! Goodbye mind.

He stepped over boxes into the kitchen. Six a.m. Hell, he might as well make coffee. More boxes sat on the counter. He pushed them out of the way of the coffeepot. Bo’s stuff. But no Bo.

If Bo were there, he’d hold Lucky, tell him everything would be okay. Not that Lucky wanted a hug right now. Not really. Oh hell, who was he kidding? Bo. He needed Bo…

…who’d tell him to talk to Walter. Damn it. Too fucking early now.

Telling Walter about the nightmares would make everything real. Others would find out, forcing Lucky to face the music.

But he’d kill a dozen guys to save Bo. And he’d sure as hell pull the trigger on Stephan Mangiardi and not lose a moment of sleep.

Where was the bastard? Was he coming after Lucky? Were Mexican henchmen planning to take out Bo?

Fuck. Lucky might never sleep again.


Chapter Five

“Boss, I need to talk to you.” Yeah, might be better to wait until 4:30 on a Friday, have his talk with Walter, and haul ass after his coworkers fled the building. But something had to give before Lucky lost his ever-loving mind. Three weeks’ worth of nightmares and pretending things were fine when he visited Bo left him desperate.

“Have a seat. Would you like coffee?” Someone had cleared enough room on one of Walter’s cabinets to put a fancy one-cup coffee pot. “I have decaf around here if I can find it.” Walter dug through a desk drawer and pulled out a K-cup.

“No, thanks.” The mere thought of coffee rolled Lucky’s nervous stomach.

“You’re saying no to coffee? Someone alert the media.”

The lame humor further roiled Lucky’s gut. If he didn’t get the weight off his chest, explosions were coming. “There’s details from Mexico I wasn’t sure of, so I left them off my report.”

“Oh?” Walter sat up straighter and rested his hands on his desk. Seemed he had an official stance for every occasion.

“I told you about the gun fight. It all happened so fast.” The Garcia brothers, dead. Bo dying. And a dead guard. All in a few seconds. Yet, some of those seconds stretched into hours.

“Regardless of what you see on TV, most shootouts last less than three minutes.”

“This one didn’t go two, I don’t think.” Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang rattled through Lucky’s head. He closed his eyes and blew out a breath. “I had a borrowed gun, and…” He sucked in air to buy a few moments. Once the words left his mouth, no taking them back.

“Go on.”

“I… IthinkImighthaveshotaman.” There. He’d confessed.

Walter regarded Lucky with deceptive calm, but behind an unemotional façade, the man’s mind had to be churning. “I see. Who do you think you might have shot, and where is the gun now?”

For fuck’s sake. What had he done with the gun? “One of Stephan’s men. And I’m not sure about the gun. Someone shot Bo full of hydrocodone, and the only thing on my mind was getting him back across the border. I might’ve dropped it in the office, or in the lab where we found the naloxone.” Naloxone. The only reason Bo still drew breath.

Walter steepled his fingers. His bushy gray brows gathered over a deep furrow above his eyes. “You’re aware that shooting a suspect calls for further investigations, don’t you?”

“Yeah. I can’t swear it was me. Bullets were everywhere.” But it could have been me. Was most likely me. Wishing it wasn’t didn’t change a thing. Still, no harm in trying. “If I did, it was self-defense.”

“Of that I have no doubt. Nothing appeared in the report I received from Mexico of you having shot a man. Perhaps the other witnesses saw things differently. Bo made no mention of it either.”

“Bo was busy. And I hope Cruz saw it different, ‘cause I’ve been having dreams… You told me you’d shot men before. How do you keep it from eating you alive?”

“I did what my country called on me to do. I stand by each decision and would pull the trigger again if put into the same circumstances.”

“That don’t answer the question.”

“Taking a life is never an easy thing, nor is the emotional fallout later. But if I hadn’t pulled the trigger, the enemy would have, and killed me or my brothers in arms.” Walter made killing sound so reasonable.

“Then I’m screwed, right?”

Walter abandoned his chair, rounded the desk, and sat next to Lucky, pressing the warm weight of his hand to Lucky’s shoulder. “Off the record? If you took a life without remorse, you wouldn’t be human.

“For years I wondered about the men I shot, the lives and families they’d left behind. I didn’t let it show and told no one until I entered counseling ten years later. I should have told you last summer when you first asked, but even today talking about it makes me uncomfortable.” Walter slipped his hand off Lucky and stared at the wall. “No amount of training can prepare you for something like this. Value for human life, early religious training, it all plays a role.” He gave Lucky a tremulous smile.

“I’m screwed, then.” Lucky buried his face in his hands.

“Our insurance website lists department-approved therapists and psychologists. I expect you to make an appointment with one.”

“I don’t need—” Lucky peered through his splayed fingers.

“I believe you do. Plus, it’s required of any SNB personnel who discharges a firearm in the line of duty. I’m afraid if you don’t choose someone, I’ll be forced to choose for you.” He returned his hand to Lucky’s shoulder. “Trust me, Lucky. I wish I hadn’t waited ten years.”

Walter never raised his voice, didn’t even sound stern. Lucky got the message anyway. As fatherly as he spoke, first and foremost Walter was Lucky’s boss.

Lucky ought to give Art a call, find out who he’d used when he’d shot a man determined to carve out his liver with a switchblade about three years ago. But Art winged the guy, who’d lived to get shot by someone else in a drug deal gone wrong.

“Is that all you have to tell me?” Walter sat, unblinking.

“I think so.” Lucky dropped his hands to his lap. The chloral hydrate should be out of his system by now, thanks to the gag-inducing brew he choked down every night, courtesy of Loretta Johnson.

“A drug test is mandatory when there’s been a shooting.”

“I’ll go.” And pray they did a piss test and not hair analysis—and that it came out negative.

The rigid set of Walter’s shoulders relaxed. “I’m sorry, Lucky. After all you’ve been through these last few months. You should have mentioned this earlier and included as much as you remembered in your report.”

“I wasn’t sure. I keep having nightmares. They mess with my brain until I can’t figure out how much is real or a dream.”

Walter nodded. “Make an appointment soon. Until we’ve finished our investigation, I’ll reinstate your leave, if you’d like.”

“No. Don’t.” Lucky didn’t want more time to think. He stood and slogged to the door, body heavy, like swimming through molasses. Maybe he should take a break. “I’ll let you know.”

“Lucky?”

“Yes?”

“Two agents behaved admirably under pressure and performed above and beyond expectations. You returned both to me through your actions. If you pulled the trigger to save the lives of two good men, you did the right thing.”

Confessing meant dragging in Internal Affairs or whatever—and Bo. Last thing the poor guy needed.

Lucky spent the next few hours finishing his report, filling in what he could weed out as fact, and what he recalled of the fuzzy parts. Had Cruz stood on his left or right? Where was Bo? Alejandro? Fuck. Alejandro, who’d taken on his own brother to save Lucky. And bled out in a parking lot.

Lucky’s phone chimed around 3:00 p.m. Bo texted, Gotta talk to you. Now.

Shit, meet fan. Four stretched yellow lights and three middle finger salutes later, Lucky pulled in to Magnolia Center.

***

Bo met Lucky at the door. “Oh, God, Lucky. Why didn’t you tell me?” All the breath whooshed out of Lucky from Bo’s savage bear hug.

Tell you what? “Um… you were a bit busy?” Lucky gasped in enough air to say.

Bo loosened his grip but didn’t let go. “Yeah, and I’ve been kicking myself ever since Walter left.”

Fuck. “Walter was here?” So much for breaking the news gently.

Bo darted a glance toward the attendant, who chatted with a couple at the desk. “C’mon. Let’s go outside.” He marched Lucky out to the patio. The day was pleasant for October, not too cool, not too hot. And it wasn’t raining.

“What did Walter tell you?” And did Lucky need to have words with the man once he got back to the office? Bo had enough to deal with right now.

“He came in with a guy I’d never met. Wanted to discuss the night I got… injured.”

Injured? A vial of narcotics injected into Bo’s system counted as one hell of a lot more than injured. If not for a shot of naloxone to stave off an overdose he’d be dead.

Bo narrowed his gaze and brought his nose within inches of Lucky’s. “They asked if I’d seen you shoot a gun.”

Fuck.

“I told ‘em the truth. That all hell broke loose and I lost track of who did what. And the lights were out part of the time.”

Thank God. “So, you didn’t see me shoot anybody?”

“No, Lucky, I didn’t.” Bo rested his head against Lucky’s. Green tea aroma drifted to Lucky’s nose on Bo’s breath. “Is it true? Did you kill one of Stephan’s guards?”

Lucky spun and stalked away, wrapping his arms around himself. Why was it so cold all of a sudden? “Sometimes I think I did, other times I close my eyes and can almost see Cruz pulling the trigger. Then at night when I dream…”

Warm arms wrapped around him from behind. “Sh… It’s okay. Same thing happened to me the first time.”

The first time? No, Lucky wouldn’t ask the next obvious question. Nope. No way, no how. Bo didn’t talk much about his time with the Marines. Lucky now understood why.

“What happens now?” Bo asked.

“Nothing. They investigate, talk to whoever Cruz works for. In the meantime, I can warm a desk or take time off.”

“What’re you gonna do?”

“I don’t know yet.” About anything.

Bo nodded against Lucky’s back. “I’m getting out of here soon.”

“That’s good. What’re your plans?” Lucky turned his head enough to see Bo shrug.

“I’m not sure yet. If they release me to return to work I might climb back on the horse that threw me, at least until I come up with a better idea.”

Oh hell no. Not this soon after almost losing him, even if Walter did let him back undercover.

“Are you okay?” Here Bo was, sitting in a rehab center, piecing his life back together, and he worried about Lucky.

Now came Lucky’s turn to shrug. “Good as I ever been, I suppose. I got my .38 a few years back and was proud. Getting to haul a gun around meant I wasn’t a second class agent no more. I never thought much about putting the damned thing to use.” Hell, some agents only fired at range targets. Trust trouble to find Lucky.

“Are you in therapy?”

“Not yet, but Walter’s told me to pick someone from the department approved list or he’ll do it for me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

Bo clutched him tighter. “That I’m so wrapped up in what I did and what happened to me that I blocked out the hell you went through. I’ve been selfish.”

Selfish? Bo? Confused perhaps. “If you were, you got a right to be selfish. You gotta look after yourself.” Bo’s arms around Lucky made life better, no matter what happened.

“But like you said, we’re in this together. I can’t think of just me anymore. There’re two of us to consider.”

Dear God let him still feel that way after the center released him. “I want you home. Do what it takes to get there, okay? That is, if you still want to be there.” Please, God, let him say yes!

Bo grunted instead. “Where else would I go? Until I figure out what’s what, I guess you’re stuck with me.”

A camera panned over the patio area. Lucky couldn’t care less. Let Little Miss Painted Nails get an eyeful. He turned, grabbed his man by the back of the head, pulled him down to kissing height, and laid a big wet one on him.

“Lucky?” Bo mumbled.

“Yeah?”

“Air?”

“What? Oh, sure.” Lucky eased his hold without letting go.

Bo panted. “You can be darned forceful when you want to be.”

Shit. Bo didn’t like to be held down or restrained. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Bo grabbed Lucky and gave as good as he’d gotten.

***

“Good evening, Lucky.” Mrs. Griggs waved from her perch on the porch swing. More than cats occupied the space beside her. Loretta Johnson was all Lucky needed after the day from hell. Her familiar black Jeep filled the landlady’s driveway.

He bobbed his head and breathed in too-thick air. A tickle started in the back of his throat. If he stomped into the house without making eye contact Johnson might get the message to leave him the alone.

No such luck. She met him at his front steps.  “Wanna talk about it?”

“No.” Gritting his teeth didn’t ease the growl in his voice. Go away. Go the fuck away.

The newbie with more guts than self-preservation eyed him up and down. Let that kid come to Atlanta soon and give her someone else to spend her maternal instincts on. Lucky hadn’t been mothered in a long time and didn’t intend to start now.

“I’ve got a better idea,” she said. “Grab your stuff. We’re going to the gym.”

“Johnson, I…”

She bared her teeth. “Get your stuff. Trust me. You’ll thank me later. We’re about to work out whatever the hell’s eating you.”

There wasn’t enough exercise in the world to fix Lucky’s problems. “And if I say no?”

“Then I’ll drag you.” She took her hostility down a notch. “Believe me, Lucky, I’m trying to help.”

Well, her witch’s brew hadn’t hurt him yet, and except for nightmares that weren’t her fault, he slept better. “Okay, but you owe me one.”

Johnson sat on the top step. “You’ve got five minutes before I come in and get you. And don’t think there’s a house made that I can’t get into.”

Lucky grabbed his things and waited out the full five minutes before stepping back on the porch. No need going easy on her.

She stood and pulled a set of keys out of her jeans pocket. “I’ll follow you so you don’t get any ideas.”

Losing her in traffic would be easy, but she knew where he lived. Damn it.

***

“We need a ring.” Loretta spoke up before Lucky’d even gotten in the door. Trust her to get the upper hand and try to intimidate him with her dominance. Fat chance.

The Lord of the Cell Phone sitting on a stool at the front desk paused his texting. “Sure, Ret, how ya been? Two’s open.” In all the time Lucky had been coming to this gym he’d never seen the fuckwad attendant smile. Had never before seen the guy’s teeth, truth be told. But now he grinned big. “Ret” grinned back.

“Enough socializing. Can we get on with it?” Lucky could be home sulking and munching down on something fried and artery-clogging.

“You’re taking him on?” The creepy little jerk cut his eyes in Lucky’s direction. “Shoulda told me sooner. Lots of folks around here willing to pay good money to watch this cocky little bantam rooster get taken down a notch or two.”

Fucker. “Hey! I’m standing right here!”

Johnson tossed a glance over her shoulder, complete with batted lashes. “Won’t be for long.” She exaggerated a sigh. “Let’s get this over with.” With a wink at the texting wonder she slung her gym bag over her shoulder and traipsed to the women’s locker room.

“You’re about to get your ass kicked.” The guy went back to texting.

Lucky dressed and warmed up before his opponent arrived at the ring, padded and helmeted. She wore a tiny pair of blue nylon shorts and a white wife-beater tank top, showing off her muscles. Another move designed to intimidate. “Built like a Mack truck” didn’t even begin to describe her solid form. If the truck hit her, he’d lay his money on Johnson.

“Where’s your gear?” she asked, adjusting the chin strap on her helmet.

“Protection is for wussies.” Not having trained to use padding and such put him at a disadvantage. Better for his opponent to think him hard-headed. Gloves were all he needed.

“Do you screw without a rubber?” She held out a gloved hand and scrunched up her face. “Don’t answer that. I remember what I found in the nightstand. But it’s your funeral.”

And the answer to her question was: not anymore. Damn it. Lucky climbed into the ring, bounced in place, and sized up his opponent while Johnson went through a series of warmups the likes of which he’d never seen before. With Johnson’s height and longer arms, he’d soon be working hard to get close enough to land blows. But what he lacked in size and reach, he made up for in speed, agility, and attitude.

Johnson ended her routine by closing her eyes and taking several deep breaths. Chances were she’d already visualized the entire fight in her mind. She’d be in for a few surprises. “Ready, T-Rex?”

Oh hell, she didn’t go there. Nobody called Lucky T-Rex and got away with it. Nobody but Bo. Lucky forced an evil smile and tapped his glove against hers, short-assed arms and all.

He’d go down fighting, cocky to the end, but he’d go down. Whereas he never made solid plans and took advantage of any opening, from what he’d learned of his student so far, she had cold calculation down to an art form.

“I asked around work about you. Seems you like to bring agents here and show off a little.” Johnson circled, keeping Lucky in her sights.

“Picking up pointers? Good, you’re gonna need ‘em.” Lucky feinted left and danced back. Johnson didn’t take the bait. While he’d never fought a female agent, his sister had taught him to take it easy on a woman at his own risk. Charlotte had kicked his ass a time or fourteen.

He turned to match Johnson’s movements. Her steps were heavier, her movements clumsy. “Yeah, go on, try to lull a man into a false sense of security.” He’d seen her take steps three at a time on raids, and had also watched her on the dance floor at a local club, trying to make a drug deal. She had more grace than Lucky ever hoped to match—when she wanted to.

“I heard you got a mean right hook, once you shut up and fight.” She settled, braced for impact.

Who’d said that?

The shift was so subtle that if he hadn’t prepared, she might have pulled a fast one. Muscles bulging in her legs gave her intentions away. All her weight on one leg, she kicked. Lucky ducked. A shoe roughly the size of his Camaro whooshed over his head.

“You gave yourself away. Too much time between planning and doing.” He dove for her leg.

Johnson stumbled but regained balance.

Lucky rolled and came up with his fists ready. “Nice.”

Her right hook went wild. No way had she studied boxing or any formal fighting. This woman had gained her moves on the street. Lucky’d learned early in battles with his brothers and added to redneck fighting tactics in prison.

The powerhouse spun, elbow aimed at Lucky’s face.

He bent back. The blow grazed his cheek. Johnson hit and hit hard, but she threw too much of herself into the punch and needed time to recover.

Lucky laughed. He was her trainer. Time to train. “You’re counting too much on the blow connecting to buy yourself time to regroup.”

They danced. Her arms gleamed with sweat, the black Celtic tats around her biceps bulging. She swung wide, exposing her back.

Lucky dodged beneath her arm and landed a solid punch to her right deltoid. He jumped out of her reach. “You left your kidney wide open. In a real fight you’d be in pain right now.”

He dropped to the mat and kicked hard.

Johnson hit the mat, rolled, popped back up, and so did he—though her size made her slow. Something about her changed. The glint in her eyes took on more serious menace.

She came at him. Right, left, right. She plowed a glove into his jaw.

Fuck! That hurt! Lucky stumbled backward and countered with a few punches of his own.

Johnson hit, she meant business, but landed one out of every four punches.

Lucky punched twice, and connected both times, though with his short arms he didn’t command the power she did. As far as upper body strength, they were pretty evenly matched. She must bench press Mazdas.

Lucky ducked a swing and slammed his fist into her solar plexus.

Johnson reeled backward.

Punch, punch, punch.

Flat on his back on the mat. Texting boy needed to dust the ceiling fans. Solid weight landed on top of Lucky. He wriggled, fighting to break free from an octopus. No matter how hard he struggled, or where he went, Johnson matched him.

Oh hell. In trouble now!

She pinned him and grinned, her knees on his shoulders holding him to the floor.

“Wrestlers pin, not boxers,” Lucky managed enough breath to grunt.  He jerked his knee up into her back.

Johnson straightened.

Lucky took the microsecond of distraction to buck up and throw her off. That was close. He didn’t get away. His opponent jumped up and grabbed him from behind. Lucky went limp. His dead weight toppled them both.

How long had they been fighting? He crawled away. Johnson grabbed his ankle. He fought for purchase on sweaty skin.

They rolled, tumbled, and wound up panting, side by side on the mat.

“Do you yield?” Johnson forced out between gasps.

“Fuck no!” The fight was on again.

Johnson pinned him. “Whoot! I kicked your ass!” She wobbled to her feet and held her arms up, bowing to nonexistent spectators. Thank God the gym was almost empty or they’d have attracted a crowd.

Lucky crawled to the ropes and hoisted himself up. Johnson turned her back. He locked his gloves together and brought them crashing down.

She never knew what hit her.

Lucky threw all his weight into pinning her for a three count. Hey, she’d started it! He rolled off and lay panting beside her.

“Feel better now?” came out on gasped breaths.

Did he? Not really. At least he no longer wanted to punch someone. Been there, done that. “Define better?”

After a few minutes of catching her breath, she asked, “Want to talk about it now?”

No. “Nothing to talk about.”

“Coulda fooled me, you storming around the office ready to kill someone.”

Out tumbled “Too late.” Lucky’d never learned when to shut the fuck up.

“Oh.”

If the woman pushed him, asked questions, he’d shut her down. Her lack of asking gnawed at him. She’d been with Southwestern for five years before her transfer. No telling what she’d seen.

“You ever shoot a man?” he asked.

With their breathing now calmer, the rest of the gym came back into focus, the shriek of tennis shoes on the floor, the booming voice of a trainer in another ring, instructing a fighter.

Minutes ticked away before Johnson answered, “Yeah.”

Interesting. “Kill him?”

“He might’ve wished he died, but no.”

“What happened?” While Loretta Johnson’s picture probably appeared in the dictionary under “bad ass”, shooting didn’t seem her style. She’d more likely beat someone to death.

“Former cop went bad and had a baby up on a bridge, threatened to throw the kid over if Mama wouldn’t give him drug money.”

If Charlotte’s no account ex threatened one of her boys, she’d blow his ass away in a heartbeat. “You shot the man to save the kid.”

“Would do it again in a flat minute. What happened with you if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Shootout with a wannabe drug lord.” Images formed in his mind: Lucky taking aim, the guard falling. Were those memories or dreams? “I don’t regret pulling the trigger, I mean, it was him or me, or even my partner. It’s just”—fuck!—“I wanted him dead. I wanted him stopped. It all happened so fast I didn’t look for any other options. I see his blood in my dreams, but I can’t for the life of me work out for sure if I was the one to kill him or not. You think I’d remember.”

Johnson rolled on her side to face Lucky. “They train the hell out of us. When a threat happens, there’s no thinking to it—we react, like we’re drilled to do. If I hadn’t pulled the trigger, that asshole might have killed an innocent child and the mama too. If you hadn’t acted, your partner might be dead, or a few other people. If you shot, you put your training to good use. Trust yourself. You did the right thing.”

Not one of the textbook answers Bo spewed, and might make sense to a more rational man. “No regrets at all?”

“Just one.”

“What’s that?” Lucky stood and offered Johnson help to stand.

“I’m not looking forward to the day when I have to tell my boy why I shot his daddy.”


Chapter Six

What body parts were still speaking to Lucky either hurt or no longer worked. Cat Lucky wound around his ankles.

“Not a safe place to be, unless you want me stepping on your tail,” Lucky told him. He dropped his gym bag onto the floor, shuffled into the kitchen through the maze of Bo’s belongings, fed the cat, grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge, and downed three ibuprofens.

Loretta Johnson came way too close to kicking his ass. And forced him to see things clearly.

He dug his phone out of his pocket and set it on the counter. Two missed calls. And a half-dozen texts—all from Bo.

Holding his phone to his ear with one hand and the water bottle in the other, he replayed the first message. “Lucky, can you come get me? I’ve convinced my doctor to let me come home.”

Fuck. Lucky glanced at the clock. Ten p.m. The call came in at six-thirty. Why hadn’t he checked his phone before going out for pizza with Johnson? He brought up the second message. “Lucky? Where are you? I’m packed and ready.”

He grabbed his keys and punched in the number for the center. Dear God, let it not be too late. How he ached to hold Bo again. He stopped to open the front door.

“Bout time you got home,” sounded behind him.

Lucky spun. Bo leaned against the living room wall, hair mussed and blanket marks etched into his cheek. Looked like a fucking model.

The phone and water bottle slipped from Lucky’s fingers. Fuck ‘em. He’d get them later. He ignored the ice water chill splashing his leg. With what little strength he had left, he threw himself across the room.

Bo caught him.

Ah, Bo.

Safe.

Here.

Now.

He’d come home.

To Lucky.

Bo held Lucky tight. “Today I realized I’d stayed longer than I needed to. There’s a fine line between getting help and hiding, and they weren’t about to push me out the door when the bureau’s insurance covers the bill up to eight weeks. But I have to continue therapy.”

They’d deal with details later. Lucky rose up on his toes and brought his mouth down hard on Bo’s. It didn’t matter why he’d come home—he was here. God, how Lucky missed his man.

Bo grabbed the hem of Lucky’s T-shirt and yanked.

Lucky helped him rip off the flimsy bit of cotton while toeing off his shoes. He resumed the kiss, calves screaming with the effort to match Bo’s height.

He ran his hands up Bo’s side. A breeze meant somehow he’d lost his shorts. The hard cock pressed against his own meant the same magic force must have claimed Bo’s.

Down on the floor, Lucky grabbed Bo behind the neck and held him in place while making up far too many missed kisses. Bo’s groan vibrated against Lucky’s tongue.

Lucky closed his eyes and reopened them fast. If he so much as blinked Bo might disappear back to the center, or Mexico, or any other God-forsaken place. No, best to keep him in sight.

Maintaining constant contact, he trailed his lips over the scruff of Bo’s jaw, down to the long column of his neck. Bo’s heartbeat throbbed against Lucky’s tongue. Lucky sealed his lips over the pulse and sucked. In the morning Bo would wear a bruise. What would once have caused alarm was now almost a compulsion, to mark the man for the world to see.

He worked lower, the hair on Bo’s chest tickling his face. Down lower to Bo’s abs. The muscles there tightened.

Bo flipped him over onto his back and climbed on top. “Damn it, Lucky. I missed you.” He lowered his mouth to Lucky’s and all brain cells fizzled out.

Lucky interlocked their fingers, wrapping his legs around Bo and bucking up into him. “Me too.” His cock slid against Bo’s, both trapped between their bodies.

Fucking A.

They rolled and tumbled.

A table fell.

Lucky’s head hit the wall. Pain stabbed at his overused muscles. Then, everything but Bo faded into nothingness. The touch of Bo’s skin, the rasp of his beard, the slide of his hands over Lucky’s body, those were important.

“Oh, God!” Bo gasped into Lucky’s ear. He shook and froze, flying apart in Lucky’s arms. He barely even missed a beat before picking up the pace again, sliding through the wetness he’d left between their bellies.

The scents of cologne, come, and man filled Lucky’s senses, driving him on and on and on. Deep inside the trembling began.

Bo’s “Ah, ah, ah,” against Lucky’s mouth kept time with their thrusting.

Once more, twice more. Lucky tipped over the edge, clinging to Bo. He shot again and again, and fuck, fuck, fuck.

He lay on his back on a scratchy rug, sweat cooling on the parts of his body not covered by Bo.

Bo slid off, onto his back by Lucky’s side, sucking in air like a marathon runner. “I missed this.”

“Really? I couldn’t tell.” Hallelujah!

Bo raised his hand and gave Lucky a lazy swat. “I needed to get my head together.”

“Did you?”

“It’s as together as it’s gonna get, I suppose.”

Still not an answer. And sorrow laced the words. Bo wasn’t all the way back. Lucky hadn’t expected overnight miracles. He grabbed Bo’s hand. “You’re here.”

“Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For waiting.” Bo rolled to his side, facing Lucky, and propped his head on his hand. “For calling every damned day when I told you not to. For showing up at all hours wanting to see me. For bringing me food.” He leaned in and swiped his lips over Lucky’s nose. “For convincing me that no matter how fucked up I am, you’re still here, and you’re too stubborn to leave.”

Covering Lucky’s mouth with his own, Bo forced his tongue inside.

Lucky grabbed the back of Bo’s head and moaned into the kiss.

Yeah. Bo gave Lucky plenty of reasons to keep him around. No matter how fucked up Bo might get, Lucky still had him beat. “Sorry I missed your calls,” Lucky said.

“It’s okay. I assumed you were busy and caught a cab.” Bo grabbed Lucky’s shoulders and pushed him back, nose wrinkled. “Umm… you kinda smell.”

“I’ve been sparring with Johnson.”

“Wow! Who won?”

What kind of question was that? “Did you doubt me for a minute?”

Bo gave a half smile. “Well, I’d like to think you were distracted, thinking about me getting out soon.”

No matter what went on in life, more and more Bo had crept into Lucky’s mind, pushing other thoughts aside. Much better to have him in the flesh. Lucky hugged him tight. Nope, not a dream. “Were you sleeping?”

“Not really.”

“How about I make you a cup of tea, take a shower, and then we go to bed?”

Lucky showered, cleaned up the water he’d spilled, let the cat in, and locked up the house. Better put his phone on the charger. A new message appeared on the screen. Oh, fuck. The Realtor. He dialed his voice mail with trembling fingers.

“Mr. Harrison? The bank accepted your offer. Does an early December closing suit you?”

He’d have to bust ass, but he’d damned well move him and Bo into their new home by Christmas. Their home. With the thirty year mortgage. If Bo wanted. What had he gotten himself into?

He dashed into the bedroom to tell Bo.

Bo let out a muffled snore. The news would have to wait.

But Bo wasn’t sure yet about what he wanted. Only one thing to do then: move in together and help him decide to stay. Make him forget about leaving.

Worth it.

***

“Wanna go for a run?” Johnson strolled into Lucky’s cube at quitting time.

“’Fraid not.” Lucky lost the battle to keep the smile off his face. “Bo came home.”

“He did? Great! How’s he doing?”

“Fine.” Lucky wanted him to be fine, therefore he was fine, right? “But I gotta get home.”

“Don’t blame you there. Well, later then.”

Before Lucky managed a reply, Johnson traipsed back down the hall. Bo. At home. May the cops all be busy somewhere else, ‘cause speed limit signs were mere suggestions when too much road kept Lucky from his man.

In record time he pulled up in his driveway.

“Hey, Mrs. Griggs!” Lucky threw his hand up at his landlady and took the front steps in two leaps. For the first time in weeks more than a cat waited for him. With any luck Bo’d even fixed dinner. Damn, but Lucky missed the home cooking.

He burst through the front door, ready for a welcoming kiss.

Oh dear God! Call the cops! Lucky dropped low, pulled his gun from his laptop bag, and clicked off the safety. “Bo!” No answer. Should he call Walter?

Stephan Mangiardi’s men had come. Books lay on the floor. By the front door. Please, let Bo be here and okay. “Bo!”

He glimpsed broken plates smashed on the kitchen floor. And in the living room… not one of Bo’s dragon statues! Shards of red, blue, and green littered the rug. No time to look now.

Muscles tensed, Lucky cleared the kitchen and living room. Flat against the wall, he crept down the hall toward the closed bathroom door—the bathroom where he’d found a “Did you miss me?” note from Stephan before waking up with a headache in Mexico.

Fuck! Why did Lucky stay here? Why did he leave Bo here alone? Behind the door, water ran.

One hand on the doorknob, he turned. Deep breath. Here goes nothing. He flung the door open. A full bath sat empty, no Bo, water gurgling down the overflow pipe. One eye trained on the door, he turned off the water. He’d been around the block too many times to fall for a distraction.

What if someone took Bo while he’d been waiting for his bath? Lucky toed off his shoes to sneak up on the bedrooms.

The guestroom was empty, or as empty as it ever was, full of things Lucky never got around to putting away. His room, then.

Gun at the ready, the twisted the doorknob and pushed. Bo lay face up, hugging a pillow.

Lucky was on the bed without realizing he’d moved. “Bo? Bo! Are you okay?” No blood, no obvious hurts. He grabbed the pillow to check further, but Bo clung tight.

“Bo, what’s wrong?”

In a flat monotone, Bo replied, “I lost it today. Totally fucking lost it.”

“What? Why?” And was this what the Magnolia Center receptionist meant when she said Bo’d had a bad day?

“I was watching the news, about disgraced DEA agents in Columbia. Then they interviewed a few people on the street who lumped all narcotics agents into the same group. Said the government ought to do away with us.” Bo’s knuckles whitened where he gripped the pillow. “Every time we go out there we put our lives on the line, now folks are saying we shouldn’t even exist. Do they understand how much crap would be on the streets if we weren’t?”

“I don’t even want to imagine.” Last year synthetic drugs cost a businesswoman her mind and her freedom, and a few other folks their lives. Doctors handing out meds like candy racked up kills. Without the SNB, DEA and other watchdogs, death tolls would rise.

And a dipshit reporter with too few facts went stirring things up.

“The more I watched, the angrier I got, until… I lost it.” Bo sniffed.

Damn, he must’ve been out-of-his-mind pissed. “Are you okay?”

“Lucky, I destroyed your house! Aren’t you afraid of me yet?” His voice rose a few decibels. Bo stopped and continued in a softer tone. “The doctors were wrong. I’m not ready to be home. I can’t control this shit anymore. Why do you want me here?”

“You didn’t destroy the house. You broke a few things. Nothing that can’t be replaced.” Now might not be the time to mention the dragon statue from Bo’s collection.

“Will I ever make it through the day without going crazy?”

Lucky tugged the pillow from Bo’s chest and lay down, pulling Bo’s head onto his shoulder and slipping his gun onto the floor along with the pillow.

Bo stiffened, then relaxed. Lucky held on until hunger forced him from the bed. Bo picked at his sandwich—eaten in the bedroom to avoid the mess in the kitchen and living room.

But the niggling of worry from earlier took root in Lucky’s heart. What if? What if? What if? circled his brain.

After Bo fell asleep, Lucky ventured out of the bedroom, put to right the shambles, and searched the guestroom for the cameras and alarms he’d bought and never installed. He’d deserved to get conked on the head and hauled to Mexico for letting his guard down.

Never again. Using a hand-held screwdriver instead of power tools to keep the noise down, window by window, door by door, he secured his home as he should have long ago.

He poked his head into the bedroom. He’d get those windows tomorrow. Bo lay curled up on the bed, Cat Lucky snuggled in the crook of his knees. Lucky pulled the cover up to keep him from getting cold.

Room by room he surveyed his work, leaving the testing for when Bo wasn’t home. No need scaring the guy with alarm blasts. He made a pot of coffee to keep him company while he kept watch. Tomorrow he’d take Walter up on the offer of a day off.

God, but he needed… Bo wouldn’t approve, but sometimes… Glancing over his shoulder to make sure Mr. Healthy wasn’t watching, Lucky dug through the hall closet, reaching way, way up on his tiptoes to grab… got ‘em.

Gun beside him, Lucky sat at the kitchen table, munching his secret stash of Oreos and gluing together the broken pieces of Bo’s dragon.

Now if only they made glue for people.

***

“I said I’d take you and that’s that.” Lucky got in the car and shut the door. After last night, leaving Bo alone wasn’t an option.

“And I said I could drive myself.” Even as he argued, Bo folded himself into the passenger seat.

Please, let the four-wheeled sumbitch start. The engine sputtered a time or two, then rumbled to life. Sooner or later, it’d need a major overhaul.

They traveled in silence, anger pulsing off Bo in waves. Lucky’s youngest brother Daytona had been in rehab a time or two, so the swinging moods were nothing Lucky hadn’t dealt with before, though, as a teen, Day’s had been a whole lot worse. And he hadn’t taken pains to hide them like Bo did.

Had the kid ever beaten his habit? By unspoken agreement, Charlotte rarely mentioned the family. Better that way since they’d all disowned Lucky at his arrest over twelve years ago. He didn’t blame them.

He pulled the Camaro up to a plain brick building a block from the hospital. “I’ll wait for you here.”

Bo could’ve lit a fire with his hot glower. “You didn’t have to come at all. Didn’t you trust me to keep my appointment?” He got out and slammed the door.

Lucky watched Bo dragging his feet to the front entrance. When he’d disappeared inside Lucky got out of the car, zipped up his jacket, rammed his hands into his pockets, and rounded the corner to another building.

He signed his name and took a seat. Two other people came in, but a scowl kept them away. How did nature say, “Do not touch?” Be a hard-assed son of a bitch.

“Mr. Harrison? You can come back now.”

Lucky followed a far too cheerful woman into the confines of the building. She handed him a cup and pointed to the bathroom. “Just leave the sample on the sink.”

If Lucky earned a dollar for every cupful of piss he’d deposited over the years, he could’ve made the down payment on the house with drug test money alone.

He went about his business and left the filled cup on the sink. The woman waited for him outside the door. “Follow me, please.”

They marched past several closed doors until they came to an open one. “Have a seat and make yourself comfortable. The doctor with be with you in a few moments.”

The woman closed the door and he paced the room. Atlanta landscapes hung from the walls. Yeah, he’d been to that park. And that one. The SNB conference room offered a better view of Stone Mountain though.

He sorted through magazines, discarding them one by one: housekeeping, cooking, golf, piloting. The SNB expected him to spill his guts. The folks on his favorite soap opera confessed all their sins to their counselors and left the session blubbering.

Lucky didn’t blubber.

The door clicked open. “Good afternoon, Mr. Harrison, I’m Dr. Libby Drake. It’s very nice to meet you.”

Blonde, petite. Held herself like someone to be reckoned with. Now if she’d get out from between Lucky and the door. She crossed the floor to a chair and sat. There. Better. “Now, I want to assure you that anything you say in here is confidential. You can tell me anything. Let’s start with a little background information. Why are you here?”

“Cut the crap, doctor. The last thing you need is another crazy person telling you their problems. Why don’t you write in your little book or whatever that I came here, I’m bat shit crazy, and save us both some time.”

Her smile wavered, but didn’t fall. “And are you, as you say, ‘bat shit crazy’?”

“I work for an outfit where getting shot at is a given, most folks think I’m a thug, and the average life expectancy is six to seven years after retirement. Isn’t that crazy enough for you?” Not that many SNB agents lived to retire. And if they did, they’d made so many enemies they’d have to watch their backs for the rest of their lives.

“Then why are you here?”

Like she didn’t already have a report from Walter. “Because, since I might have shot a man, I’m more crazy than even I can take.” No need confessing too much on their first meeting. Besides, with his tired brain and lack of sleep, his memories played tricks on him.

“Might have?”

Not remembering details sounded stupid, even to Lucky. And talking about his feelings did no good. Ever. “Actually, I’ve got a more pressing problem.” He flopped down on an ugly gold couch. The doctor sat up taller in her matching chair.

“What type of problem?”

“A fellow agent’s going through rehab for a forced drug dependency, on top of PTSD from his military days. He’s not very… stable right now. What do I need to do?”

***

“You didn’t have to bring me and pick me up.” Bo folded his arms across his chest though he didn’t fight when Lucky steered him to the Camaro and buckled him in. Therapy must have gone to shit today.

Lucky’s had been… informative. Scared him too, but forewarned was forearmed and all that. But keeping an even temper no matter what Bo said or did might be beyond Lucky’s abilities. Lord, help him try. The “don’t let him be alone too long” might be harder to solve.

“What’s wrong with me looking out for you?”

Bo’s scowl would make any dope dealer in Atlanta shit bricks.

“I could take a leave, go hiking with you, spend time together.”

“Don’t you dare.” Bo’s glare should’ve burned Lucky to embers.

“What? Don’t wanna see my ugly mug day in and day out?”

“I don’t want you to treat me like I might break. Tell me, if I was still in rehab, would you take time off?”

“Well, no.”

“Then I don’t need you burning up leave time or whatever. I don’t need a babysitter!” Bo sank against the door.

Lucky hooked up his iPod to the stereo and played a song about sexy tractors. Bo didn’t flinch. Lucky tried Billy Ray Cyrus’ Achy Breaky Heart, screeching to the top of his lungs, more or less in time with the music.

Bo said nothing. This wouldn’t do. Not at all.

“Wanna get a sub?”

Bo shrugged.

“We passed a field back there. Wanna stop and graze?” Normally, those were fighting words.

Vegetarian Bo didn’t respond.

Lucky turned the music down. “What happened wasn’t your fault. You had no control over what Stephan forced on you.”

Bo snapped, “Don’t you think I know that? That’s the part that sucks. Here I’ve been working my ass off, trying to stay on the straight and narrow, not let anything rile me enough to get me tempted, and some asshole sets me back to square one. I’m mad as hell, and if I start punching, I won’t stop, so please, whatever you do, don’t remind me it’s not my fucking fault!”

It might take a few more sessions with Dr. Libby before Lucky learned the fine art of foot/mouth avoidance. Still, something had to be said. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.” Bo scrubbed a hand down his face. “Look, I’ll admit I should be grateful for all you’re doing for me, but right now I’m too pissed off to appreciate it.”

Even with the apology, Bo’s words stung. Where was the sweet guy Lucky had met two years ago, the bleeding-heart liberal who trusted too much? Damn you, Stephan. You took Victor away from me, I’ll be damned if you get Bo too.

At the house Bo faked happy enough to get inside without incident. “Hey, Mrs. Griggs. How are you? Is that Tigger? My, how’s he’s grown.”

The moment Bo stepped inside the door, all pretenses fell. He collapsed onto the couch. He’d never even mentioned Lucky swapping out his old one for Bo’s new one to make Bo feel more at home.

“Want dinner?” Lucky’d stocked the refrigerator with hummus, tofu, portabella mushrooms, and anything else he’d ever seen Bo buy. No wine, though, or any other alcohol, and no drugs stronger than ibuprofen.

“I’m worn out and wanna go to bed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Your things are mostly in the closet and the top two drawers of the dresser. You know where I keep everything.” Well, duh! Even before they’d made the move official, Bo had practically lived here. At least on weekends. “I’ll clean up while you shower.”

God how Lucky loved the man, but nothing in the departmental training manual covered how to deal with someone who ran hot one minute and cold the next. And slept so much.

Locking up and curling around Bo for the night made weathering the storms worthwhile. He’d give all he owned to get through to the man.

Sooner or later he’d be forced to face his own issues, but until then, he’d worry about Bo.


Chapter Seven

Lucky parked his car and glanced toward his landlady’s side of their shared duplex. Yep, there she was, just like always, and no sign of Bo peeking out the window. A day filled with worrying meant talking to her sooner rather than later.

Still, better make it quick. He tromped up her steps, scaring off a few cats. Oops. Better tone down his bad mood since he had a favor to ask. “Hey, Mrs. Griggs.”

“Hello, Lucky, what’s up? The kitchen sink isn’t leaking again, is it?”

“No.” But a leaky sink might spur Bo into action. Lucky would keep it in mind. “Everything’s fine with the house, but I need a favor.”

“Are you going away again? Need me to watch your cat?”

His cat? Well, yeah. It had once been Mrs. Griggs’ before moving next door. Pushy little fur ball.

“It’s Bo I’d like you to keep an eye on if you don’t mind. And without being obvious if you get my drift.”

The bathrobe-clad woman narrowed her eyes. “Trouble in paradise?”

Trouble in… Oh. “Nothing like that. He’s just not… hasn’t been feeling like himself lately. I worry about him when I’m at work.”

“Sure, I can do that.” Mrs. Griggs ran a weathered hand up and down a tabby’s back.

“Thanks.” If Bo wouldn’t let Lucky take leave and do the job himself, he’d settle for the next best thing.

Now, to break other news. Lucky took a deep breath. “I’m buying a house.” And leaving her in need of a new tenant.

She’d been a good landlady, except for not noticing when he’d gotten kidnapped, but hell, he couldn’t hold that against her.

“I wondered when you and Bo were gonna settle down.” She smiled and placed her hand over Lucky’s. “I’m sorry to see you go, but I’m happy for you.”

“Um… I haven’t told Bo yet.”

“I won’t spill the beans. But don’t you think you should if y’all are moving soon?”

“I will. When the time is right. I’m saving it for a surprise.” If Lucky told him now, no telling what Bo might say. It might make him happy—or piss him off.

“Don’t wait too long. You don’t want a good surprise to become a bad one. I don’t usually give relationship advice, being a single lady and all, but you can’t hide things from each other. That’s a surefire way to lose his trust.”

“I’ll tell him.” If only she knew how close her advice hit to home.

How would Bo take the news?

***

“What you want for dinner?” Lucky strode through the front door and placed his laptop bag on the floor by the couch. Bo didn’t appear to have moved all day.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not hungry.”

“You want to go get something?” At one time Lucky cringed at the prospect of them being out together and folks figuring out they were lovers, but now considered setting the house on fire to get Bo off the couch. He’d place a banner ad in the local newspaper if it brought Bo back to him.

Maybe Lucky should take leave. But then he wouldn’t be able to slip out to the hardware store on lunch breaks and price out remodeling projects without Bo’s knowledge. And Bo wouldn’t like it. Damn.

Bo made no move to get up.

Cat Lucky, curled up in Bo’s lap, wasn’t helping matters. He should unsheathe those claws and stick them in Bo’s leg. That’d get him moving.

Lucky’s morning coffee cup sat on the kitchen table, a tell-tale ring around the edge. Cold coffee remained in the pot. Had Mr. Clean not noticed or did he not care?

“How about I make bacon and eggs, with lots of grease, and something with tons of white flour and sugar?” That ought to get a rise out of the man.

“Whatever.”

Fuck. Who was this guy who didn’t give a rat’s ass about anything, what had he done with Bo, and how could Lucky get Bo back?

Lucky threw together soup and sandwiches and brought them into the living room. “You ready to…”

No Bo. Snores came from the bedroom.

***

Lucky brought home supper the next night. “Have you talked to your brother or aunt lately?” As far as he knew, Bo hadn’t used his cell phone to call anyone but Lucky since moving in.

“Was I supposed to?” The snarky tone wasn’t necessary. Bo picked at his pizza without eating.

“Well, Thanksgiving’s coming up. I thought you might want to go home and see them.” Lucky took a big bite of veggie pizza, trying to tempt Bo.

Bo shot off the couch. “You trying to get rid of me?”

Where the fuck had he gotten such a stupid idea? “No! But the holidays are ‘bout here, and well, usually folks get together with family.” And the comments Bo made about reconnecting with family hadn’t been the words of a man with no Thanksgiving plans.

“I don’t see you planning any family reunions.”

Ouch!

“Oh, my God.” Bo’s eyes went wide. “I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I said that.” He dropped back beside Lucky on the couch. “Look, I’m not in the mood to face kinfolk and all their nosy questions, okay? Give me a little more time.”

While Bo showered, Lucky checked Bo’s phone. He’d deal with the guilt later. Twenty-seven unanswered messages, all from the same Arkansas number. Bo Schollenberger, phone home!

If Lucky could, he’d call his folks in a flat minute. Bo ignored a perfectly good family, a family that wanted him.

Oh, the running thing. Bo ran from problems, kept them inside, tried to deal with them on his own. Fuck. If Bo wouldn’t even text a response to his own family, what hope did Lucky have of Bo opening up to him?

***

“Bo?” Lucky climbed beneath the covers and turned off the light. Bo lay curled up facing the other way on the far side of the bed.

“Yeah?”

Lucky worked his way over, wrapped an arm around his man, and brushed his lips along the back of Bo’s neck.

Bo stiffened. “I’m kinda tired. Let’s go to sleep.”

Oh well. Back to cold sheets and the edge of the mattress. Even from his side of the bed Lucky sensed the tension bristling off his lover. “Can I do anything for you? Fix you a cup of tea?” Stay awake all night and keep watch? Hunt down whatever demons plague you? Johnson had stopped bringing over her magic elixirs once Lucky passed the drug test, but he still had some of her special tea blend.

“No. I just want to sleep.”

As far away as he was, he might as well have stayed at the center. But no, Lucky wanted him here, however much of Bo was here.

After a while Bo’s breathing leveled out. Lucky turned on the light. In sleep, the man appeared peaceful, like he never did during the day. The dark circles under his eyes remained. What did he need? How could Lucky help the man if Bo kept everything to himself?

He’d ask Charlotte, but Bo might take Lucky consulting his sister as betrayal. No, whatever Bo wrestled with he wanted to handle on his own. Bad enough Lucky confessing personal problems to Dr. Libby, but hell, a sledge hammer couldn’t break through the walls the man built. Sometimes, he locked down tight. Other times, like at the center, he at least showed Lucky a glimpse of his former self. A door to get back inside.

Now if only Lucky had a key.

Sleep wasn’t happening. No need to toss and turn and still wake up tired. Lucky padded out to the kitchen, easing the door closed behind him.

He settled down, cup of coffee in hand, cat beside him on the couch, to research PTSD on his laptop.

***

“No!”

Lucky jerked himself awake. “Bo?” He dropped his laptop on the coffee table and raced down the hall.

“No!” Bo moaned, thrashing about on the bed.

“Bo! You okay?” Lucky flipped the switch on the bedside lamp.

Bo fought the covers, twisting this way and that. “No! Alan, no!”

Lucky grabbed Bo by the shoulders and shook him. “Bo. Hey, wake up.”

Eyes flying open, Bo swung. Crack! Lucky grabbed his face and toppled off the bed. Holy fuck! That hurt!

“Oh my God!” Bo landed on the floor and pulled on Lucky’s hand. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Let me see.”

Lucky dropped his hand. He’d have a humdinger of a bruise come morning. The red-hot agony eased. “You were having a bad dream. I tried to wake you up.”

“Oh.” Bo hung his head. His hair stood up at odd angles. “Yeah. That’s been happening lately.”

Really? “Who’s Alan?”

Bo jerked up his head. “How do you know about Alan?”

Oh great. Another old boyfriend. Probably a saint, nothing like Lucky. “You called his name in your sleep.”

Turning to prop his back against the bed, Bo sucked in air and let the breath out in controlled measures. “Remember me telling you about the guy I fell in love with in the service?”

“Yeah. Wasn’t he straight?”

“Questioning. In the end he broke my heart and married his high school girlfriend while on leave.”

“You were lovers?” Jealousy rose in a surging tide. Now wasn’t the time.

“Not in the physical sense. Mostly we talked. He was the only one who understood me. He was cool, hadn’t yet figured himself out, though I think in other circumstances we’d have hooked up. His marriage put a damper on our friendship. He said hanging around with me was too much like cheating on his wife.”

“Did you look him up after you got out?” Down, jealousy, down!

“I can’t.”

“Why not?” It would rip Lucky’s heart out for Bo to smile and show The Dimple to someone else.

“He’s dead. We took enemy fire. One minute he was sitting beside me, the next… he died in my arms.”

Fuck. Lucky maneuvered around and yanked Bo to his chest. “And you lived his dying all over again in your dream.”

Bo nodded against Lucky’s shoulder.

“I’ve got you now. All that’s over.”

“It was until Stephan’s wonder drug. The nightmares, the fear. Everything I’d tried so hard to put behind me is back now.”

One more reason to hate Stephan Mangiardi.

Lucky planted a kiss on Bo’s forehead and added rocking to the holding. When Bo shook he tightened his hold, ignoring the moisture on his chest.

***

Lucky woke in the early morning hours but lay still. With any luck he hadn’t woken Bo. Bo lay plastered against Lucky’s back, his snores a steady snerk, snerk, snerk.

Easing over so as not to wake the man, Lucky wrapped an arm around his sleeping lover and drew him close. For a few moments, until the alarm clock sounded, he’d pretend things were back to normal.

Last night the horrors attacked Bo and not Lucky. What a fucked up pair they were.

***

“Bo? You up?” Normally Bo would have beaten Lucky out of bed by a good hour, yet here Lucky was ready for work and his partner hadn’t budged. Damn. He must be exhausted after last night.

Close enough to reach out and touch, and still so far away.

Jacking off in the shower didn’t help much; a hand was no match for a lover. And Lucky waking up with his erection nestled between the cheeks of Bo’s ass sent him running the other way.

Bo grunted and cracked open one eye. “Is it morning already?” At least he’d slept. No morning erection tented the sheets.

So in this, Lucky suffered alone. But if Bo woke up horny too…

Was it wrong to want sex? To need Bo so badly?

Lucky shifted to hide his rising cock. “Yeah. I’m heading to work. I’ll check in with you later. Umm… you got a letter from the SNB. Better see what they want.” The post office forwarded Bo’s mail, but sooner or later he’d have to put in a change of address at work. Let the gossiping begin. Damn, not knowing the contents of the letter ate at Lucky’s innards.

“Yeah, whatever.”

Lucky sat down on the bed. “Are you okay?”

The shimmer in Bo’s eyes cut off any more questions. Plus, the clock ticked off the minutes.

“I can call in. Stay home with you.”

Bo faked a smile that wouldn’t fool anybody. “No, you don’t have to. I’m okay. Go on, and don’t work too hard.” He dropped his gaze.

What? That kind of bull shit came out of asshat Keith’s mouth, not Bo’s. Not the pharmacist who got out of bed at four a.m. to compound meds for sick kids. Not the agent so deep under cover he’d spend a year of 24/7 cracking his case. This man didn’t know what working too hard was. But that’s not what Bo really said, was it?

Don’t get killed today.

What had he said last night? “One minute he was sitting beside me, the next… he died in my arms.”

Millions of ways to die in war. No telling what images plagued Bo’s sleep. Maybe, like in Lucky’s dreams, the dead man wore his lover’s face.

He had to lighten this. “Today’s biggest danger is finger strain. Gotta learn to type faster than seventeen words a minute some year.”

Bo stared at something weird or invisible on the far wall. “Then don’t get finger strain.”

“I won’t.” Lucky pulled Bo to his chest. Too much had gone unsaid between them already to leave this hanging. “I’m real hard to kill. Ain’t you learned that by now?” He dropped a kiss on top of Bo’s head.

“You can’t know that. No one can. Look how close we both came in Mexico.”

If Lucky never heard “Mexico” again, he’d be a happy man. “Say somebody did get me, I’d come back and haunt their sorry asses.”

Bo snorted. “Now that I believe.”

For one long moment nothing happened, then Bo brought his arms up and crushed Lucky in a hug.

With a little squirming, Lucky lay back on the bed, taking Bo with him. No words passed between them. What could either of them say? The possibility of dying on the job ebbed and flowed, but like an unwanted houseguest, never completely went away.

Lucky rose up and eyed the bedside clock. Screw it. Bo came first.

After a while Bo struggled out of Lucky’s embrace. “Go on, you’re gonna be late.”

Running. When he needed someone the most, Bo ran. Or rather, sent Lucky away.

“I can still call in.”

“No. Go. Walter’s probably looking for you already.”

But I’d rather stay here. The determination in Bo’s eyes said “Leave! Now!” Lucky pecked his cheek and did as told for one of the few times in his life.

Muthafucking car fired on the first try. But if it hadn’t Bo would hand Lucky the truck keys and still shove him out the door.

He stopped by Starbucks on his way to the office. “Plain decaf… no thanks, I brought my own stevia. And a decaf green tea…” Fuck. “Just the coffee.”

Get the tea. It’ll give you a reason to go back to the house! But no, Bo had said “Go”.

Lucky shuffled out to the car and sat in the parking lot for a few moments before following the line of cars around the building to the road. Turn left and go home. Turn right and go to work. He turned on his left blinker.

Maybe he needs his space? Lucky turned right.

Was there always so much traffic in the morning? “Hey, asshole! Move that rusted out piece of shit into the slow lane if it won’t go but forty!” Sheesh. Some people. Lucky saluted with his middle finger.

He took a sip of coffee and swerved to keep from getting hit by an ignorant son of a bitch trying to cut him off. “My car is paid for and pretty much totaled as it is. I’ve nothing to lose. So come on over here, you bastard. I’ll merge with you!”

Laying down on the horn made good stress relief. A mile from work he reined in his baser instincts. He’d flipped off a man in a red Corvette once and wound up face to face with the asshole an hour later during a meeting in Walter’s office. Flipping off Walter’s boss hadn’t been one of his finer moments.

“Mr. Smith wants to see you,” the receptionist told him the moment he stepped off the elevator.

How had Bo known?

Lucky strode into his boss’ office and sank into his usual chair. “Mawnin’.” Nothing good about it yet.

Walter’s office door flung open.

Wham!

“What the fuck is this shit?” Bo didn’t even glance Lucky’s way as he stalked across to floor to face off with Walter Smith. He threw a crumpled sheet of paper on the desk.

Bo was mad enough for three, so either he’d taken the carpool lane, teleported, or Lucky’d farted around longer than he thought.

As calm as you please, Walter smoothed out the scrap, never even batting an eye at his most mild-mannered agent storming into this office, cussing up a blue streak. “I believe it’s a job offer from the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau to one William Patrick Schollenberger III. Your probationary period ended earlier this month.”

“What do you mean, auditing? Surveillance? I didn’t spend the last year of my life up to my ass in alligators to come back to a damned desk job!” Whirlwinds didn’t stir up as much dust as Bo’s sprint around the office. “I’m good at what I do!” He spotted Lucky. “Tell him, Lucky! I’m good! I should be out there”—he waved his hand toward the window—“not sitting behind a desk telling a white collar asshole he needs to update his state license!” Spit flew from Bo’s mouth. “I’d understand if I’d screwed up, but I didn’t.”

Every fiber of Lucky being screamed at him to get up, take Bo in his arms, tell him everything would be okay. No, he couldn’t cross the line and prove the point about on-the- job relationships. But if Walter dared to offend the man…

“You’re not being punished, Bo.” Walter’s calm got on Lucky’s nerves. A man’s career hung in the balance, his future. Lucky’s future. “It’s standard procedure to limit undercover assignments to a year for seasoned agents. You’d scarcely finished training. You stayed too deep, too long. If you’d screwed up, as you say, we wouldn’t be offering you a permanent position.”

Bo’s voice took on a note of pleading. “But I can do it, Walter. I can go back out. Stephan Mangiardi—”

“Will soon face Lady Justice.” Walter kept his voice steady, which irritated the fuck out of Lucky. “You’ve done tremendous work for the bureau, and we’re grateful, but the case is out of our hands now.”

Bo ran his fingers through hair he’d never let get so messed up two years ago. “I want him stopped.”

“As do we all. And he will be, I can assure you.”

So quietly Lucky strained to hear, Bo muttered, “I wanted to be the one to stop him.” He locked eyes with Lucky for a moment before shifting his gaze away, tagging Lucky to step into the ring in his defense.

“I’m with Walter on this, Bo. If it makes you feel better, they’ve clipped my wings too, except for small local stings.” Lucky thrived on action, was out of his element in an office. For Bo, who’d tied up so much of himself in his undercover persona, this must be like withdrawals.

Fuck, it wasn’t like withdrawals, it was withdrawals. Bo had grown dependent on the poison Stephan fed him, but his true addiction was Cyrus Cooper. Cyrus Fucking Cooper had an answer for everything, didn’t let shit eat him up inside like Bo did. Time to tell Bo about the house and give him another focus—if Lucky got the chance.

“What if I don’t sign on?”

Lucky’s lungs stopped working.

“That’s your prerogative, but I hope you’ll stay with us. We need you. You’ll have a solid career with the SNB.”

“Just no more undercover.” The guy had never sounded so dejected.

“I never said that, Bo. In six months you’ll be reevaluated as to your readiness to return to the field.”

“It’s only six months,” Lucky assured him. “Christ, are you that eager to put your ass on the line again?” Had he said that out loud?

Bo’s un-Bo-like glower shut Lucky up. More quietly, but not by much, Bo said, “Six months. They’ll have caught Stephan by then.”

“One can hope.” Damn but Lucky wanted to be the one to haul in the bastard.

“What do you think I should do?” Bo turned his full attention to Lucky.

Let me wrap you in cotton and keep you hidden in the house?

For a moment Lucky recoiled. Old habits died hard. They had no secrets from Walter though Bo didn’t know it yet. “I stayed, didn’t I?” But if Bo stayed, he risked getting shot, or worse.

Bo’s slumped against the bookcase, gazing down at the floor. “I told you why I don’t want to go back to the pharmacy.”

Walter better not ask. He didn’t.

Danger on the one hand, Bo leaving Lucky behind on the other. The noble thing to do would be to tell Bo to leave, go find a nice, safe life somewhere. Away from the SNB, away from drug lords, but also, away from Lucky. God, let that not happen. “I think you should stay.” I want you to stay. Fucking need you to stay.

Or Lucky could say, “Screw the house, screw the job,” and go with Bo. If Bo asked.

“You don’t have to decide today,” Walter chimed in.

“I’d like to think about it, please.” Traces of the old Bo shone through the anger.

“Take all the time you need.”

Bo nodded once to Walter and again at Lucky. He left the room and closed the door behind him with a little more force than necessary.

A grueling wait loomed ahead.

***

Lucky lay on the ugly gold couch, staring at the clock on the wall. He’d need to cut out of here in ten minutes if he planned to be waiting in his car for the end of Bo’s appointment, like he’d never left. “My partner is thinking of quitting the SNB.”

Dr. Libby jabbed a finger at her iPad. “And how does that make you feel?”

Lost? Helpless? “Like warmed over shit.” Fucking useless.

“Mr. Harrison, can I ask you something?”

“I reckon.” Whether or not he’d answer was the real question.

“You’ve been coming here for weeks. While I’m impressed by your concern for your partner and your willingness to help him, when are we going to talk about your issues?”

***

Lucky made it back to the car a few seconds before Bo stormed out of the brick building he’d gone into an hour earlier, got in the car, and slammed the door.

“That bad?” Lucky listened for falling car parts.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Funny, Lucky said those same words to Dr. Libby. “Then let’s go home.” He turned the key in the ignition. Click, click, click.

Bo rolled his eyes and gave Lucky a “fuck this shit” glower. “Haven’t you gotten this old rust bucket looked at yet?”

“Hey!”

“Fuck it. Leave it here, we’ll call a cab. Tomorrow you can take my truck and I’ll call a mechanic. Look, since we’ve decided not to get a house, please consider getting a better car.”

We? We decided? News to Lucky. And there wasn’t a thing wrong with the Camaro that a little elbow grease and a few parts couldn’t fix. Lucky opened his mouth, but snapped it shut. Bo had made a decision. He’d thought something out and had spoken up, instead of cruising on autopilot and saying, “Whatever.”

A few minutes under the hood could make the car run, but prove Bo wrong. Lucky called a cab.

***

“Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you awake?”

“No.” Lucky hid a yawn. “What time is it?”

“Three a.m. I need to ask you something.”

“What?” Waking up for sex? Oh, yeah. Questions requiring functioning brain cells?  Not before coffee.  “You didn’t have another bad dream, did you?” Lucky rolled over and held out an arm.

Bo crawled closer and took the offered shoulder. “Remember when we were in the tunnel and talked about reconnecting with our families?”

“Yeah.” Not that it’d be easy for Lucky, with everyone but his sister thinking him dead. Nor for Bo if he kept ignoring all calls from Arkansas.

“Thanksgiving’s coming up, and well, my aunt invited us to spend the holiday at her house. My brother will be there with his girlfriend, and my aunt’s boyfriend will be there with his three kids. What do you say?”

So, after the nightmare Bo broke down and talked to his aunt. Yeah, ‘bout time he took Lucky home to meet the family. Meeting family meant Bo planned to keep him around—for a while at least.

But would the rest of the Schollenbergers think him good enough for Bo? Probably not. But it wasn’t their decision to make, was it? “If you want to go, sure, why not?” Plenty of time between now and then to regret his words. If a family visit got Bo out of the house and reconnected with his loved ones, it’d be worth every minute.

Bo found Lucky’s cheek in the dark for a quick kiss. “Thanks.” He squirmed into Lucky’s side.

Tune in next time, folks, when Lucky meets the family!

Ah, hell.


Chapter Eight

“How’s it going with your fella?” Johnson hefted a box of records onto one hip and tagged along behind Lucky out to her Jeep, a cup of vending machine coffee in her other hand. She’d been playing chauffeur too much, but the Camaro was unreliable and Lucky hadn’t found time to climb under the hood after getting it back to the house.

Taking the truck and leaving Bo at home with no transportation wasn’t happening.

But how were things going with Bo? “He has good days and bad days.”

Bad days mostly, not cleaning or showering. He moped around, watched TV, keeping sex a distant dream—complete with condoms on the few occasions it’d happened.

Lucky once used latex as a barrier to more than possible infection. Bo did the same, keeping distance between them.

“But you’re getting along? Therapy’s helping?” Damn the woman for prying.

“Whose therapy?”

“His and yours. You’re still going, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Helping?”

“I’m not sure. I’m not waking up screaming as much, but with Bo there—” Oh, hell no. He was not sharing his love life, or lack thereof, with this woman. If he struggled to tell the doctor the SNB paid by the hour, he wasn’t giving away his secrets for free. Of course, in all his time with Dr. Drake, he’d yet to talk about anything other than Bo’s problems.

“Why don’t you do something different? Take him out someplace special. Last week Phillip took me to a great restaurant. Here, hold this.” She placed her coffee on the carton Lucky held, opened the back of her Jeep, and shoved her box of log books and shipping records inside. The next few weeks of someone’s life would be spent scrutinizing those documents.

She reclaimed her coffee, took Lucky’s from his hand, and nodded toward the Jeep. Lucky shoved more records into her already full vehicle. This drug distributor would be out of commission for a while. “Almost made up for his mama forbidding him to bring me to Thanksgiving dinner.”

“He’s going without you?” Why Johnson put up with Phillip’s family’s crap boggled the mind. She deserved better.

“Yeah. He sorta has to. He’d catch hell otherwise. Why do people insist on running their kids’ lives? I wanna keep my baby safe, but if he finds someone one day who rocks his world, I’d be happy for him, no matter what color they were or where they came from.”

Okay. So far she’d not made any homophobic remarks about Bo and Lucky, not that it’d be wise to do so to her supervisor. Time to test the waters. She might set different standards for her own family. “What if he brought home a man?”

Johnson didn’t even bat an eye. “Then he better be good to my boy, or I’ll kick his ass.”

“You mean that, don’t you?”

“Hell, yeah. Love is love, baby, and sometimes we love who other folks think we shouldn’t.”

Phillip’s parents were idiots. “Johnson, if I were into women, I’d so take you home to Mama.”

She paused a minute, stared into Lucky’s eyes, handed him his coffee, and patted his cheek. “Thank you, sweetie. And don’t worry, I won’t tell a soul how nice you are. Now, get in. It’s colder’n a well digger’s butt out here.”

Home to Mama. Soon, Lucky would meet the closest woman Bo had to a mother. And fuck if he didn’t want to measure up. Casual fucks-and-forgets were a lot less complicated.

Lucky crawled into the passenger side of Johnson’s Jeep. She buckled in and pulled out into the street.

“What your man needs is a purpose in life.” The font of wisdom named Loretta Johnson kept one hand on the steering wheel and gestured with the other, coffee cup and all. “A way to feel useful. Right now he thinks he’s not good at anything and is a burden. Make him feel like you can’t live without him.”

Lucky took a sip of the cold coffee. Blech. Didn’t come close to Bo’s. “I’ve tried. He used to like cooking and cleaning. Hell, I even leave socks on the floor just to hear him bitch. But nothing. Not a word. He leaves dirty cups right where they are.”

“You’re confusing needing him and using him.” The bark returned to her voice.

What? “I do not use him!”

“But it’d be easy to do. He’s laid-back, not the type to argue much, and might take a whole lotta crap before he explodes.”

The old Bo, maybe, but the Cyrus Cooper hybrid model stood up for himself, or might if he could muster up a rat’s ass about anything.

Johnson kept her eyes on the road and her mouth running. “From what I’ve heard, he’s good at undercover work, which ought to make him feel useful. But Walter won’t risk him when he’s been under too long. You need to find another way. Does he have family around here?”

“An aunt and brother in Arkansas. But he doesn’t see them much. Too worried he’ll slip up around them, I suppose. He’s planning to visit for Thanksgiving, the first time he’ll see them since he started with the bureau.” Which made more sense now after finding out Bo had snapped and beaten a boyfriend. Christ, how badly had the man isolated himself for one simple moment beyond his control?

Bo repeated the process again and again, running when he most needed support. Like when he’d not allowed Lucky to visit in rehab. Now, stuck in Lucky’s duplex, he’d nowhere left to run… but to his mind. And it would take dynamite to blow down the doors.

“What should I do?” Right now Lucky would take all the help available and worry about his pride later.

“There has to be something or someone who needs him. Let me think about it.” She drained her coffee and tossed the cup over her shoulder into the back seat.

What would make Bo feel useful? And why didn’t he already? Lucky couldn’t survive without him…

But Lucky already had. He’d been to hell and back, served time, died, and had been reborn. In Bo’s eyes, maybe Lucky didn’t need him.

Time to do a bit of convincing.

***

Lucky packed up his laptop and joined the herd stampeding toward the elevator. He’d never been one to watch the clock and leave the moment five o’clock came until he’d found a reason to hurry home.

A crowd of giggling women gathered around the reception desk. They hushed when he approached. The receptionist snapped a notebook closed and hid the binder behind her back.

“What’s going on here?” What was the woman’s name again? Lisa something-or-other. Bo said she’d had a baby. Must be showing off pictures. Babies. Bo wanted kids of his own. Coming home with tales of a chubby little infant might lift his spirits.

The women said quick good nights and fled, leaving Lucky alone with a wide-eyed, tight-lipped blonde. The traitors. She needed more loyal friends.

“Let me see.” Did that sound as gruff to the woman as it did to Lucky? For Bo’s sake, he added, “Please.”

They stood at a stalemate. The woman sighed and placed the book on the reception desk. Stickers of puppies and kittens dotted the front. She flipped the cover open to a picture of, not a grinning, toothless kid, but a dog. “My husband and I volunteer at the local animal shelter.” She paused long enough to huff a strand of hair away from her mouth, but kept her head down. “Seventy dogs and cats are due to be put down if we can’t find someone to take them. I was hoping those ladies might help.”

The SNB didn’t allow soliciting on the job. As a supervisor, Lucky should remind her of that fact. But seventy cats and dogs? Lucky didn’t like people most days, but animals were okay. And they didn’t deserve to die ‘cause no one wanted ‘em. Hell, if not being wanted meant a death sentence, Lucky would’ve been dead long ago.

The woman lifted her head. “They need good homes and soon.”

The magic word: need. If puppies and kittens helped Bo feel necessary, load a couple dozen in the car.

The woman peered through her bangs. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in adopting a dog or cat, would you?”

Cat Lucky might not like another tom hanging around, and Lucky’s schedule meant he wasn’t home much. Adopting a dog without asking Bo wasn’t the way to make him feel included.

“If you can’t adopt, can you at least foster?” The woman flipped pages. The book seemed a whole lot closer than before. Cat, dog, dog, cat.

“Foster? What’s that?”

“You don’t own the pet, you just keep it until someone comes along who wants to adopt. You’ll buy food, toys, bedding or whatever the fur baby needs, but all vet care is provided. That way it’s not in the shelter and gets a little more time to find a forever family.”

Fostering. Bringing home a puppy required way more time and attention than Lucky could manage. Fuck, his good intentions might go so wrong. “What do I have to do?”

The woman pulled her thinned lips back into a smile. “I’ll give you the address. All you have to do is go find a pet you’re willing to take, and the shelter will make the arrangements.”

***

Yips and yaps echoed off the walls. On all sides of the room cages held wriggling, furry bodies, from itty bitty pocket pups to mid-size. Here and there folks milled around, excited kids exclaiming, “I want this one!”

There were far more dogs than people.

“What’s out there?” He nodded toward a door emitting a lot of gruff barking.

The attendant replied, “Big dogs. Didn’t you say you lived in an apartment?”

“Duplex.”

“Those might be too big.”

“I’m about to move into a house. With a huge back yard.” Without waiting for his escort, he opened the door and stepped out between more cages. Bird dog, setter, lab mix, all wagging their tails and coming up to the door of their cages. “Pick me! Pick me!” they seemed to say. How could Lucky choose?

He’d grown up with dogs, working dogs mostly, to keep watch over the family’s goat herd. Big, shaggy animals, sweet to the family, protective around strangers, deadly to predators.

Lucky stared at a critter straight out of his memories—a knee high bundle of white fur. He reached through the chain link fence to scratch beneath a tattered blue collar.

“That’s Moose, poor baby,” the attendant said.

“Why poor baby?” The beast looked perfectly healthy to him. And “Moose” fit the behemoth he’d grow into one day.

“He’s a Great Pyrenees. A family bought him as a present for a child, then turned him in here when he wasn’t so little and cute anymore.”

Not little and cute? Morons. Lucky plopped his ass down on the concrete to give the pup’s ear more attention.

“He was adopted, but brought back when the new owner said she couldn’t afford to feed him.”

Yeah, the darned things ate a lot. “How old is he?”

“Six months. And rambunctious. They’re calm animals, but like a walk to release pent-up energy. That’s why I don’t recommend him for an apartment.”

“Duplex.”

Walking a dog would get Bo off the couch. The beast leaned into Lucky’s hand, rolling a pair of big brown eyes up like he’d gone to puppy Heaven.

Oh hell. The shaggy pup made an excellent salesman. “What paperwork do I need to fill out to foster?”

“I can get that. But if you’re renting, we’ll need a statement from your landlord saying pets are okay.”

Without a doubt Mrs. Griggs of the twenty foster cats would sign. “No problem.”

“And you understand that he’s sixty pounds already, and will end up around one-twenty?”

Lucky snorted. “We called those runts back home.” But if the little guy hadn’t gotten a good start in life, he might wind up a lightweight. Daddy’s dogs often weighed in at one-forty or one-fifty.

“I’ve got something to show you, son.”

Lucky followed his dad out to the barn where Snowball lay on a bed of hay in an unused stall. The closer Lucky got the louder the whining grew. Four tiny bodies wriggled on the floor beside the dog. Dad smiled when Lucky crouched for a better look.

Lucky got up and brushed himself off. Bands constricted around his heart when the puppy whimpered. The poor guy needed a home. Didn’t everyone need a home? And why did it seem he was thinking about home every spare moment he got? Hadn’t he spent the better part of the last decade erasing his past? With a last pat to the head he said, “Don’t worry, little fella. I’ll be back.”

Twenty minutes, a phone call to Mrs. Griggs, and several pages of paperwork later, the attendant smiled and handed Lucky a leash.

He might be only half-grown, but Moose took up all the passenger seat in Lucky’s Camaro.

A dog. Lucky’d gotten Bo a dog.

This could go so wrong.

***

Lucky hauled a bag a dog food and way too many squeaky toys into the house. Bo lay stretched out on the couch, watching TV, and didn’t even say hello.

Like ripping off a Band-Aid, better to get this over quick. Arms wrapped around the dog’s back, Lucky hoisted him up out of the car. Moose’s hind paws touched the sidewalk. He manhandled the dog up the steps and into the house.

Bo glanced up. “What the hell?”

“Bo, I’d like you to meet Moose. Moose, meet Bo. Moose is gonna be staying with us for a while. Now, he needs a walk while I put some grub on the table.” Lucky dashed back out to the car to retrieve the bag from his favorite sandwich shop—the bag he’d had to fight the dog over for the last six miles.

Bo stared at the bag when Lucky came back into the house. Did he even realize he’d taken the leash? “Subs again? Sheesh. Is this your way of telling me to get up off my ass and fix supper?”

“Not really. Until I met you, I ate subs at least four nights a week.”

Bo scowled and raised a brow. “That explains a lot.” He poked Lucky’s middle.

“Hey! At least it’s not a burger and fries.”

“There is that.” Bo toed on a pair of loafers at the door and slipped into his jacket. “Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“You have no intention of letting me give up on life, do you?”

Not as long as there’s breath in my body. “None whatsoever.” Bo giving up meant Lucky losing his reason for living. He’d face a hundred Stephans to keep that from happening.

Bo grabbed Lucky in a quick one-armed hug. “Thank you.”

Moose pranced to the door, whining. The moment Bo opened the door, the massive puppy shot out onto the porch.

“We’ll be back in a… aaaaah!” Bo hopped down the steps, tugging the leash with both hands. “Damn it, Moose! Stop!”

“Damn it” seemed to be Bo’s pet name of choice. There was hope yet.

***

“Don’t give me those wounded eyes. Nowhere does it say I gotta ask you before I make decisions.”

Baleful green orbs stared back at Lucky.

“It’s not like you own the place. It’s my name on the lease. That makes me top dog.”

Was that a growl?

“It’s for a little while, until they can find him a home. Besides, he can stay in the yard while I’m at work. It’s not like you’re home much either.”

“Oh please!” radiated off his accuser.

“We’re roommates. We got another one. Besides, he got Bo off the couch so you could sprawl out, right?”

Cat Lucky yawned, lifted his tail, and sashayed toward the kitchen.

“You’re gonna have to get used to the dog, your highness.” Lucky sighed and followed the cat into the kitchen to open a bribe of canned tuna.

***

Snores and snuffles filled the bedroom. Last Lucky saw, Cat Lucky lay curled up at the foot of the bed, hissing at the dog who’d dared try to play with him. A Shamu the Killer Whale-sized shape rolled between Bo and Lucky, letting out a toot.

The air grew unbreathable.

Bo sat up. “Oh, dear God. What crawled up that beast and died?”

Lucky ignored the question, mostly to continue holding his breath.

“Lucky?”

No such luck. “Yeah?”

“We’re gonna need a bigger bed.” Bo flopped back down on the mattress. “And gas masks.”

Well, if neither of them got to sleep, the nightmares couldn’t come, right?


Chapter Nine

“Good morning, Mrs. Griggs.” Lucky grasped the leash with both hands and didn’t dare try to wave. Damn, freight trains had nothing on Moose for pulling power.

“Nice looking dog you got there,” his landlady replied.

“Dogs. I think it might be two under all the hair.” Lucky took off down the sidewalk. At least he’d get a morning run.

Bo was up and breaking eggs for omelets when he returned. Now there was a step in the right direction.

Lucky’s cell phone rang. He wrestled the dog to a stop and yanked the device out of his pocket. Only a few people dared call him at this hour on a weekend, his boss being the most likely.

“Harrison.”

“Mr. Lucklighter.”

Lucky’s blood ran cold. How did Nestor Sauceda get his personal cell phone number? He eyeballed his partner, who was busy trying to coax Moose out of the kitchen. Lucky stepped out on the front porch. “Yeah?”

Chuckles reverberated into his ear. “It seems I have something you want.”

A way to make all drug dealers reform? Lucky had Bo. He’d soon have a house. Nothing else mattered. “I didn’t leave anything south of border I wanted back.”

“Oh, but you did, Mr. Lucklighter. I have no quarrel with you… yet. However, as a favor to an old friend, I’ll make you a deal.”

The hairs on the back of Lucky’s neck rose and the sandwich he’d eaten the night before grew teeth and gnawed his insides. “What kind of deal?”

“Next Thursday, I’ll leave a little gift inside the tunnel you reopened. Call it an early Christmas present. If he leaves on the US side, he’s yours. If he returns to Mexico, my men will be waiting.”

Lucky’s heart mule-kicked his ribs. “He” had to be Stephan Fucking Mangiardi. “Waiting for what?”

“To handle a traitor.”

Stephan Mangiardi. All Lucky’s. Lucky clenched his jaw. Visions flashed before his eyes, visions requiring years of counseling if his doctor found out. “What if he never comes out of the tunnel?”

“Then I’ll swear he went with you, and you’ll swear he went with me. Men disappear in Mexico all the time. But what a shame he won’t be around to attend his own father’s memorial service.”

Payback couldn’t be this easy. “What do you want?”

“Ah. You remind me so much of my dear friend Victor. It is for him and Vincent that I make you this offer. All I ask is for you to take a ride with me afterwards. We have unfinished business.”

Unfinished business. Yet Nestor claimed to have no quarrel with Lucky. Would he have to trade his life for Stephan’s? “The kind of business that requires a coroner and undertaker?”

“The kind of business that requires an accountant and an attorney.” Nestor spoke as though making small talk, not like a man who held others’ lives in his hands. Not like the ruthless son of a bitch Lucky knew him to be.

Time to lay all the cards on the table. “You know who I work for. Who I worked for all along. If I show up, it’ll be as a Southeastern Narcotics Bureau agent, with a badge and a gun.”

“You underestimate me if you think for a moment I wasn’t aware of your position. But even I won’t cross Walter Smith by harming one of his agents. Now, Thursday. Six p.m. local time. If you’re not there, I’ll take it you didn’t want my gift. Be there, Mr. Lucklighter. And bring that charming partner of yours too. The gun and badge I can live with, but no surveillance, and no wires.” The line went dead.

This couldn’t be happening. Nestor had to be up to something. He knew about Bo. Why just hand over Stephan? Why not kill the useless asshole himself and be done with it? And why did he want Bo there? Lucky stepped back into the house and flopped down on the couch to keep from falling.

Oh yeah. The papers had been full of articles recently about a drug kingpin escaping a Mexican prison after the DEA had asked to secure him in the US. Nestor wasn’t taking chances on another escape.

“Oh no, you don’t!” Bo lunged to keep Moose from counter-surfing. Cat Lucky sat on the couch arm, watching the show.

Bo, Moose, Cat Lucky. The closest Lucky had had to family in a long time. If he did what Nestor asked, would he ever see them again? So far Nestor had been on the up and up, but he was a cartel boss, had been most of his life. His loyalty lay with whoever and whatever earned him money.

And yet he feared pissing off Walter. Add a tick mark in the plus column for Lucky.

Bo glanced up. “Uh-oh.” Moose whined. Bo didn’t give in. Instead he traipsed across the floor in bare feet and took the phone from Lucky’s numb fingers. “I’m taking it the news wasn’t good.”

“I… I’m not sure.” Fuck. Bo was making progress in coming back to himself. News like this might set him back. Then again, if Lucky didn’t tell him, he’d risk losing the man’s trust.

Honesty won out. “I believe Nestor intends to hand over Stephan Mangiardi.”

Bo let out a snort. “He’d never be in custody long enough to be extradited. He owns too many cops.”

“That’s the thing. Nestor has arranged it so Stephan’ll come back to the US on his own.”

The color fled Bo’s face. He crouched down beside Lucky, putting them eye to eye. “And how does he plan that?”

“He’ll be given a choice. He can come with me, or he can get shot. Or…” Lucky blew out his breath.

“Or what?”

Lucky locked his gaze with Bo’s. “Or he can never be seen or heard from again.”

“That’s got my vote.” The way the man held himself, the venom in his eyes. Cyrus Cooper still lurked beneath the thin veneer of Bo’s returning personality. What would it take to banish him for good? Did Lucky really want him gone for good? Hard-assed sons of bitches had their place in life, and he was part of Bo. Losing Cyrus might mean losing Bo.

Fuck. Lucky was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. And now to drop the bomb. “Nestor ordered me to come to the tunnel. He wants you there too.”

Bo stiffened, then dropped his gaze. “If you’re going into the snake pit, I’ve got your back.”

The snake pit. Yeah. “I need to talk to Walter.” Oh fuck. Nestor wanted Lucky there on Thursday. “Bo, I’m afraid can’t make it to your aunt’s for Thanksgiving.”

That wasn’t all Lucky feared. Nestor Sauceda-Vasquez, one of the most dangerous men in Mexico, wanted to talk.

***

Walter shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

The tunnel appeared different from this end. Less dark, less menacing. A Taco Bell and Burger King across the street on the Texas side gave the place a more homey feel. Still, Lucky’s heart pounded in time with his footsteps as he trailed a US Marshal. This warehouse beat the hell out of the one on Mexico side. Same graffiti, less run down, an ass load of cops. Hell, every branch of law enforcement had sent men—even Homeland Security. The others were here because they had jurisdiction and Lucky didn’t, but he had the connections.

And Walter stood guard. Walter had his back. Nice to trust the man again. Whoever’d planted the seeds of doubt in Lucky’s mind with the picture of Walter and Victor had better try harder next time.

“I’ll give you twenty minutes, then I’m sending reinforcements.” Walter pursed his lips. Sucked having to take orders from the higher ups. But Nestor asked for Lucky and Bo; anyone else might put a stop to the whole deal—and restrict Lucky’s actions. Nestor could be a good guy, he could be a bad guy, and while Lucky might risk himself on this gamble, nothing better happen to Bo.

“Bo, are you sure you’re up for this?” Walter waited until Bo made eye contact and nodded to step out of the way.

Boss man didn’t like Lucky and Bo retrieving Stephan without backup. He really wouldn’t like the part about venturing into Mexico with Nestor. Good thing he didn’t know—yet.

A tech approached, loaded down with familiar equipment. Lucky lifted a hand. “He said no wires.” And when meeting a man more familiar with Lucky’s history than Lucky himself, the conversation shouldn’t be recorded.

The woman held the gear out to Walter. Walter shook his head. “Vest only.”

“Weapon?”

“I got my own.” Lucky checked his .38 for the hundredth time. It’d take more than one lousy gun to take on Nestor. You didn’t live to retirement age in the drug trade without learning survival skills.

Lucky drew in a deep breath. Didn’t help his jangling nerves. “Ready?” He tried to raise a brow at Bo but fell short.

“No. Let’s go.” With his clean-shaven face and longer hair, Bo scarcely resembled the hard-living biker sergeant at arms he’d played until two months ago. He’d kept Cyrus Cooper at bay this trip—so far. Facing Nestor and whatever else waited in the tunnel might cause a setback. Please, God, let that not happen.

Walter and an escort of uniformed officers led Lucky and Bo through an empty building that had seen better days. They left tracks on the dirty concrete floor.

Cops stood by a door in the back of the warehouse. “Lights are off,” one said.

Lucky opened the door and entered a cement block-walled room with a massive showerhead and floor drain, designed to clean industrial equipment, and spotted a faucet on the far wall. The other end of the tunnel had a similar fixture. “Right or left?” he asked Bo.

“Right.”

He twisted the tap, ready to jump back if water came flooding out. Humming vibrated through his boot soles. The floor drain rose, about three feet off the ground. How quaint. A matching set of tunnel openings.

Stale air wafted from down below. Lucky glanced at his partner. No lights, no compressor for fresh air. Oh goodie.

Bo’s nostrils flared. Neither one of them were good with enclosed spaces, and this time, Bo didn’t have chemical backup, or an alter-ego to see him through.

“Are you sure about this? I could always go alone.” If Lucky’s heart pounded any harder it’d dent the vest Walter insisted he wear. “What’s with the lights?”

Bo tried the switch. Nothing. “We’re in this together, isn’t that what you told me? And hey? What if Nestor brought us a plate from Graciela’s? Think that would be too much to ask?”

Damn, Lucky should have demanded Graciela’s burritos. The woman could cook. He pushed back the memory of cheese tamales, and the unfortunate man who’d lost his mind enough to develop a guy crush on Lucky—and later, for the same reason, had lost his life. He’d made Lucky tamales.

Alejandro. Damn. Another reason not to grow attached to folks: they either left or died, leaving a hole in Lucky’s world where they used to be.

If you never let them in, you still have a hole, it’s just never been filled to start with, Charlotte might say. Stop being right, woman.

“Don’t think about it.” Bo nudged Lucky’s arm. How had he read Lucky’s mind? Spooky shit there. “We’ve got each other, guns, and big honking spotlights. Hey, sounds like an Arkansas hunting trip.” His flicker of a smile left before settling.

If Bo wanted to put up a brave front, who was Lucky to stop him? “Here goes nothing.” Lucky sat on the edge of the opening, staring at a set of wooden stairs leading into darkness. Fuck. Dark. Deep in the ground.

“Hey, it’ll be okay.” Bo kneaded his shoulder.

Lucky jumped down onto the top step. He’d lead this time since he had a good idea where they’d be going. And better him in front, in case hostiles waited ahead. Somehow he’d missed “crawling into drug tunnels” in his job description.

And what was he thinking? Of course there’d be someone hostile—Stephan Mangiardi. If Nestor told the truth. What better way to get Lucky back to Mexico than promise him the one man he’d love to see hang? If Nestor was up to no good, he’d used the right bait to lure Lucky, and Bo, into his trap. And yet time and again he’d had plenty of opportunity to rid the world of them both, with no one being the wiser.

Time to stop thinking too hard before his damned head exploded.

Bo’s footsteps plodded behind Lucky down the stairs. How deep did they say this hole was? Forty feet? Fifty. Fucking hell. Might as well be one hundred. With tons and tons of rock and dirt waiting to fall and bury them both alive. Put it out of your mind. Easier said than done.

Down and down they went, hanging on to the same type of PVC railing they had on the Mexico side. Lucky clicked on his spotlight. Wow. Bright. Nice.

Light from behind him joined his beam.

Lucky reached the bottom and started off down a tunnel wide enough for him and Bo to walk side by side. He’d rather have Bo at his back, in case of stray bullets his vest didn’t catch. The protection weighed a ton and wasn’t something he’d worn much. Still, the Marshal insisted—and so did Walter.

The crunch of grit underfoot roared with unnatural loudness. Each breath seemed to echo to deafening levels.

The toe of Lucky’s boot hurled a rock at a wall. So much for stealth. Hell, folks probably heard him as far away as Alabama.

A low opening appeared in a wall. He stopped and flicked his flashlight, shining the light into a shallow cave, another misstep in a planner’s calculations. It wasn’t as deep or tall as the one where he and Bo had found Vincent Mangiardi’s body.

Shudders came unbidden. Leathery skin, a pool of body fluid goo, and a godawful stench. Even now, the scent memory curled into Lucky’s nose.

Empty. No dead body. No foul odor. Keep going. Find out what Nestor wanted and get the hell back above ground.

Bo prodded him from behind.

Yeah, yeah. Time was wasting.

They should be sitting down to turkey and dressing with Bo’s family, or rather, Tofurkey, in Bo’s case, but noooooo, they had to be hoofing through drug tunnels on their way back to a place Lucky’d hoped to never see again.

And the lights being off better be a malfunction, not a trick to freak Lucky out.

Gun cradled to his chest, safety off, Lucky kept going. Flashlights in darkness made them targets. Tendrils of panic raced up his spine. What he wouldn’t give for a pair of night vision goggles. Why hadn’t he thought of those before he and Bo crawled down into this hole?

If Nestor wanted you dead, you’d be dead. Small comfort.

Lucky slowed his footsteps at the section of tunnel where he and Bo spent a few horrible hours walled in. Heebie-jeebies time. Rocks and plywood sat stacked against the far wall—the rocks and plywood that had once sealed their doom.

His breath caught. Pitch-darkness. Counting each precious lungful of air. He’d held Bo, convinced they were both going to die. Bo had confessed sins. How he’d once beaten his lover in the throes of a PTSD-induced flashback. And he wouldn’t blame the PTSD. No, Bo carried that burden on his own shoulders. One of many. Amazing the man could still stand upright.

A memory. Just a memory. Here, now, Lucky stood as one of the SNB, with the cavalry waiting to charge in if needed. He wasn’t at Stephan’s mercy.

His deep breath pulled in stale air, not decay. His memories filled in the gaps anyway.

What was that? A body lay in the tunnel, right outside the cave where they’d found Vincent. Not a-fucking-gain!

No, not again. This body thrashed and struggled, throwing up an arm against the brightness of their flashlight beams. It scuttled to one side of the tunnel, searching for shelter it couldn’t reach. The figure struggled within a small range, as if it couldn’t go beyond a certain boundary.

Apparently not. Metal flashed in the beam—a man—shackled to the floor on all-fours and on a short leash.

Dark hair, nice clothes. Lucky’s pulse pounded in his ears. Lying in the dirt was none other than Stephan Mangiardi.

Lucky aimed his gun. He could shoot. Claim Stephan attacked. Even return to the US and say he’d found nothing. The US Marshal might not believe him and check anyway. And Walter sensed lies.

But one pull of the trigger and pow! Years of misery coming to an end. The power belonged to Lucky. He was no longer helpless, no longer bound to put up with whatever this monster dished out. For Victor, for Vincent, for Aureo, Alejandro and so many others, he should pull the trigger.

If he’d shot the guard, this wouldn’t be his first rodeo.

The heady rush answered the question of what it felt like to hold a man’s life in his hands. Powerful, yes, but his decision would affect a lot of people for a long time. Bo, Charlotte, Walter…

And this time he wouldn’t need to lie on a couch and talk about his feelings. Killing Stephan would be his therapy.

Nestor said he’d leave a present. Instead, he’d left a test. If Lucky followed his instincts, he’d be playing Nestor’s game—without understanding the rules.

He eased off the trigger. “Well, well, who do we have here?”

Bo killed his flashlight and stayed near the wall, a few feet away, coving their target from a different angle.

Leave it to Nestor to use steel chain as gift wrap. Lucky stopped well back of his estimate of Stephan’s reach. Not far enough from an unpleasant smell. Not as horrible as when they’d found Vincent’s decaying remains, but still awful. “Hello, Stephan.”

“Lucky, you have to help me.” Stephan lunged toward Lucky. “I’ll pay you. I can make you rich. Just get me out of here.”

After all he’d said, after all he’d done, this sorry son of a bitch had no right asking Lucky for anything.

“Don’t have to do a damned thing but die and pay taxes, and I ain’t doing either one of those today.” Lucky fought back the urge to spit. “And where do you think I’d be taking you?”

Think, think, think, think. Stephan had seen two beams; he knew Lucky wasn’t alone.

“You know how well connected I am. Unchain me, give me your flashlight and five minutes’ head start.” Stephen tore at the chain wrapped twice around his ankle. A padlock held the binding tight.

“You seem to think I could even if I was so inclined.” Lucky glanced back at Bo, whose face remained impassive, unreadable. “Not that I am.”

“You could. I know you could.” Stephan’s words emerged choked with his terror and unaccustomed pleading. “They threw down keys when they left me. Just over there, the bastards.”

The keys. So this was a test. “Tsk, tsk, language. They could have shot you already, let your body lay here, for, oh, six months or so.” Let Stephan chew on that a minute. “Just like your daddy Vincent.”

Lucky faked calm when his senses screamed to grab Bo and Stephan and get the hell out of there.

But someone stood nearby, out of view, watching. The prickles on the back of Lucky’s neck said so.

Bo turned his light back on and stepped closer, close enough for Stephan to widen his eyes in recognition, and close enough to brush shoulders with Lucky. Bo played his beam over the tunnel floor. “That’s not all they left.”

A syringe, still in its sterile wrapper, sat next to a much-too-familiar vial. Bo had held his arm out for a dose of the poison such vials contained, every morning for months.

Oh shit, did temptation call to him now? Bo didn’t move from his spot, but what hungers did the vial raise within him? Not after all the hard work in rehab. Please no.

Stephan lunged at the vial. “Thank God. I need that.” He fell short—the chain jerked him to the floor, the drug still a good foot beyond his outstretched hand. “Please, just give me that.”

Lucky would love nothing better than put his .38 to Stephan’s temple and blow him away. Bo might not have even realized he clenched and unclenched his fists, a glower that Lucky hoped never to see turned his way locked on the human shit pile lying on the floor.

Damn. One trigger pull and Stephan couldn’t hurt anyone again. Or better yet, hold him down and let him watch Bo load a syringe and Lucky stick it into his arm, much like Stephan’s paid doctors had done to Bo and his men.

First he’d give Stephan a play by play of all that happened after Bo took a needle to the neck, taunt him. He’d smile when the motherfucker’s fingernails turned blue, when the pitiful excuse for a Mangiardi gasped for breath—when the bastard’s heart stopped.

“Withdrawals starting, Stephan?” Bo asked as easily as if he’d offered tea. “Withdrawals are fun. You have no idea how much fun.”

“Looks like he’s about to find out though.” Good, good, Bo wasn’t reaching for the vial. “Which starts first, the nausea or the shakes?”

“First you can’t breathe. It’s like someone holding a plastic bag over your head. Then your guts go haywire. Whatever’s inside is coming out.” Bo never raised his voice while ticking off symptoms in his text-book speak. “Shakes, chills. Tell me, Stephan, how are you feeling right now?”

Lucky’d never asked Bo the details, and please, merciful God, let Bo have done the worst of recovery with supervision and medication to help him.

“Feeling queasy yet, Stephan?” Phantom snakes wriggled through Lucky’s insides, a memory of his own withdrawals years ago when he’d lain curled up hurting in his jail cell, riding out the storm alone—without Loretta Johnson’s magic potions.

“You cocky little bastard, give me that vial!” Stephan’s roar didn’t have much impact when he sprawled face down on the hewn-out rock, straining to reach.

“Just like you gave it to your men?” Unlike Alejandro or Juan or Aureo—or Bo—Stephan had made a choice to use. “Are you still proud of what you created? You bragged about your undetectable, pure hydrocodone. Tell me, how bad do you want this?”

The glass vial crunched beneath Bo’s boot. “Oh darn, my clumsy feet.”

Lucky’d never heard a sweeter sound.

Bo made his own choice. Whether he’d chosen not to keep the drugs for himself, or not to let Stephan get them didn’t matter. He’d won a battle.

Stephan screamed, “You sadistic son of a bitch!”

“Tsk, I thought we had the language talk.” Lucky kept his voice calm, saving his happy dance for later. If Bo was standing in a 5cc puddle, he wasn’t reaching for the syringe. “You want us to do something for you, like, with this here key?”

The syringe and vial weren’t the only items Nestor’s men had left. A small flashlight of the two-battery, possibly 250 candlepower variety, lay about a foot from Bo’s toes, still beyond Stephan’s reach, and next to that, a key with a bright tassel attached. Lucky picked them up.

“Give me that!” Stephan whimpered, rising to his knees. The source of the nasty smell became clear—little Mr. Wanna-be Drug Lord had pissed his pants. The groin of his black trousers glistened wetly in the flashlight’s beam. Lucky didn’t want to think about what else Stephan had uncorked in there, diarrhea being a withdrawal symptom. “Unshackle me! Now!”

“Yeah, I bet Aureo said something like that too. Don’t ya think…” Who stood by Lucky’s side, Bo or Cyrus? Either one would smash the drugs into the rock, but for different reasons.

Bo’s voice took on an eerie calmness. “You remember Aureo, don’t you, Stephan? The guy someone killed to send you a message. Bet he begged for help several times while your pals dragged him around town. The man died because of you. Ever do anything for his family?”

The remains of a man tied to a bumper and dragged through the streets still gave Lucky the shivers. Stephan likely never gave a second thought to how one of his men suffered and died.

Whatever Stephan blubbered wasn’t much of an answer. Lucky took the response as a “no.” Stephan never saw beyond the end of his own nose, not in his dealings, not with his people.

“Please let me go” was clear enough. So were the tears running down Stephan’s face.

Lucky pulled his shiny SNB badge out of his pocket, though he’d chosen not to wear the department issued uniform. Let the bastard get a good look. Stephan’s eyes went wide. “If you come with me I’m taking you straight to jail.”

“I have lawyers. I can get better lawyers and still have plenty of money to share with you.” Victor Mangiardi would never whine and plead for his life in the dirt like his sorry excuse for a nephew.

“Don’t much like where you get your money.” The bastard had wrung every dollar out of an addict’s life. Maybe even Lucky’s own brother’s, if Daytona hadn’t cleaned up his act. “What if we don’t like your money?”

“Then call it mercy and give me the key. I’ll do anything. You have family. I can help them. Anything, anything at all. Ask and it’s yours.” Stephan reached for Lucky again. “Just let me go.”

The sorry shit-for-brains needed to stand trial, face his fate. Walk in Victor’s shoes and get handed a life sentence.

“Maybe we don’t remember what mercy is, after spending so much time with you,” Bo suggested in a voice that sounded way too calm for his words. Like a pent-up explosion waiting to happen. “Or maybe all we’ve got left is not kicking the shit out of you while you’re chained up like the dog you are.”

“Now, now, calling him a dog is an insult to Moose.” Lucky had to get through to Bo, just in case shooting Stephan through the heart and making him die quick was his partner’s current version of mercy. If Lucky couldn’t, neither could Bo. Their future together depended on them not being arrested. “He’s more like dog shit now. We don’t wanna get him on our boots.”

“Now that would be an insult to good leather.” Bo’s wry snort at least meant not explaining scuff marks on Stephan’s face. Bullet wounds were still an open question.

“I want answers. Why did you kill your father?” Lucky exchanged a glance with Bo. Bo nodded. The man was a master with the recording feature on his cell phone. What Nestor didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

“He was content to run a legitimate business, but an opportunity arose to increase our wealth a thousand times. He wouldn’t listen. If he’d just fucking listened he could’ve lived!”

A confession. Great. Lucky wanted more. “Did you put a hit out on your uncle?”

Stephan stared at Lucky with wide eyes, mouth open, every fiber of his being screaming, “Yes, I did!” But he didn’t say the words.

Lucky tightened his hold on the gun. In one instant, he could pay this sonofabitch back for years of pain.

“What if you run back to Mexico once we turn you loose?” Bo’s words cut through the fog of Lucky’s revenge.

The walls closed in. Lucky needed out of here. Now. How did Bo stay so cool?

But what if Nestor thought they’d refused his gift?  “Oh, I don’t think he’ll do that. How much you want to bet that Nestor’s men are hiding out of flashlight range, wearing night goggles and trying not to laugh their asses off?” Lucky pointed his Q-Beam down the tunnel, peering after what seemed entirely possible.

“Excellent guess, Mr. Lucklighter,” boomed back down the tunnel. “But if you’re quite done explaining to Stephan the poverty of his options, you could arrest him.”

Yeah, let him and Bo feel like they’d struck a blow for law and decency, a feeling that might last until Stephan made his one phone call. And take a chance on him walking, like every other wealthy, dirty-handed SOB with enough money for the best lawyers. Except for Victor.

Bo made a show of turning his cell phone off. Stephan froze. So he still had sense enough to realize he’d screwed himself over.

“Shooting him here might be the best choice.” Lucky shouldn’t have said that out loud—he couldn’t follow through in killing an unarmed, bound man. He wasn’t an executioner. But if Stephan were free…

“You got my vote,” was definitely Cyrus talking, but Bo didn’t lift the muzzle of his weapon.

“Please, please, just let me go.” Stephan yanked at his chains, eyes wild. “They’ll shoot me if I’m still here in an hour, they said so.”

“Perhaps sooner, Mr. Lucklighter. The dinner Graciela has prepared for us is getting cold,” reverberated down the tunnel.

Fuck, Lucky couldn’t leave it to Nestor to rid the world of such rubbish. His stomach rumbled at the mention of Graciela’s cooking. Food meant the cantina. In Mexico.

Nestor hadn’t called Lucky and Bo back to the tunnel simply to take out the trash.

“Cyrus. Cyrus, please. Help me.” Stephan crawled as far as the chains allowed toward Bo. “You worked for me. I paid you well.”

Bo locked his jaw and averted his eyes.

“So you’re with them, huh. Well, let me tell you something.” Stephan held his hand up, thumb and forefinger nearly touching. “You think you’re so high and mighty, but you’re this close to being me. I know you. Worked with you. You love the game. It’s in your blood. The money, the power. And it can all be yours.”

Bo snarled, “Shut the fuck up. I’m not like you. I’ll never be like you, you soulless bastard.”

Stephan laughed, the same oily, twisty sound Lucky remembered from long ago. Over the years he’d met many men on both sides of the law, and each had the potential for good and bad. Even hard men like Nestor and Victor had souls, displayed kindness every so often.

Stephan had killed his own father. No gray area existed in the man. Evil. Pure evil. Out for himself and no one else.

Lady Justice better be ready to roll.

Lucky threw the key at Stephan, who didn’t lift his hands to catch. The key bounced off his shoulder and clinked against the floor. Stephan dove after it, to fumble at his ankle.

“The devil you know”—Lucky jerked his thumb toward the Mexican end of the tunnel—”or the devil you don’t.” He jerked his thumb at the US end. “Which shall it be?”

The chain clattered to the ground, as did the one around Stephan’s neck. He paused long enough to grab the tiny flashlight at Bo’s feet and lunged for Bo.

Lucky got there first. Gun to Stephan’s temple, he growled, “Chained and defenseless is one thing, but you’re free now. Protocol says we stop threats with force if we have to.” Even if there’d be hell to pay later. Lucky took his chances. “Go ahead, take a swing. I’ll blow you the fuck away and the only thing they’ll do to me is make me type up a twenty-page report.” Do it, do it, do it!

Heart pounding, adrenaline surging. One stupid move on Stephen’s part, and this ended here.

Stephan stepped back.

With one parting glower at Bo, he flicked the tiny flashlight beam on and stumbled down the passage. Lucky kept his gun aimed at the man until he disappeared down the tunnel. There were no other ways out but the tunnel end. One heck of a “Welcome to Texas” committee waited for Stephan across the border.

“We’re just letting him go?” Bo raised the muzzle of his weapon an inch.

“Say ‘Hi!’ to Walter!” Lucky called after Stephan. “Nah, the crew can do the work. You heard Nestor, supper’s getting cold.” Not to mention Nestor being the kind of man who didn’t take chances.

Escape wasn’t even a remote possibility, for Stephan, for Lucky, or for Bo. The game wasn’t over, and wouldn’t be until Nestor said so. Stephan leaving didn’t slow Lucky’s pulse one iota.

Figures stepped into the light cast by Bo’s flashlight. Nestor, Cruz, another man Lucky didn’t have a name for and was too wrung out to assign a nickname to. Couldn’t be that he was getting too civilized to call a guy Mustache or Beardboy. Cruz and the unknown had a small armory between them, and Cruz did indeed wear night goggles.

“A wise choice, Mr. Lucklighter. Your own involvement in his arrest might prove problematic.” The grin on Nestor Sauceda’s face would frighten sharks out of the ocean. “And our dear hostess has a feast prepared for us, in honor of American Thanksgiving. Do we not have much to be thankful for this day? Come, she’s waiting for us.”

Nestor gestured toward the Mexican end of the tunnel. Bo fell into step behind Lucky, with Nestor bringing up the rear, marching them south.

Cruz and his companion followed Stephan north.

Once Lucky cleared the tunnel, he texted Walter, One more thing to do. Will check in every two hours. Boss could kick his ass later.


Chapter Ten

Hallelujah! Lucky and Bo stepped outside and into the open.

Nestor’s Mercedes idled a few feet away from the dilapidated warehouse that hid the tunnel entrance on the Mexican end. Two dark SUVs sat off to the side. Nestor ignored them like they were part of the landscape. His, then.

His driver jumped out of the front of the car and opened the back door. Lucky and Bo slipped in after Nestor.

An SUV took point, and the other fell in behind them.

“Graciela is planning a celebration the likes of which you’ve never seen.” Nestor leaned in toward Lucky. “Many Mexican families don’t celebrate the American day of thanks, but her family does, as do I. I became rather fond of the holiday during my time in the States. She’s prepared cabrito, my favorite.”

“Young goat,” Bo replied, when Lucky shot a glance his way. “It’s a delicacy.”

“Yes it is,” Nestor agreed.

The Lucklighters kept goats. Wouldn’t be the first time Lucky ate one.

Under the cover of darkness, he placed his leg against Bo’s to absorb whatever comfort he could. No telling what they might face. Even though he’d rather have Bo safe back home, if he had to be in enemy territory, there was no one else he’d want at his side. Still, it was way too soon after the man’s ordeal to be back in the line of fire.

They rode in silence for the most part, the road familiar to Lucky by now. “What will happen to the house? The factory?” Stephan was the last Mangiardi, save for Victor’s sister in France.

“That is something I wish to discuss with you. But it’s in bad taste to discuss business before dinner.”

Yeah, it had always been so at Victor’s house when Nestor visited. Wine, dine, send Lucky upstairs, while the big dogs discussed world domination, politics, or which politicians to buy, and where to hide bodies. Regular drug trafficker stuff.

But at the dinner table both men poured on the charm. Anyone who saw them, decked out to the nines, would think them lawyers or legitimate businessmen.

And yet, for all his money and power, Nestor ate at a small cantina, for love of a woman, and, from what he said, not the romantic type of love.

Somewhere down here Victor had a family, and his father’s former mistress whom he’d called “Mama.” Graciela was the right age and had referred to her son being happy. And yet she held no grudge against Lucky for testifying against her “son”.

A knife sliced at his heart. Had he caused that sweet lady pain? To lose her home and be cast out, along with her children? God, he hoped not.

Oh. Time to stop thinking too hard.

When they pulled up in front of the cantina Lucky released Bo’s hand he’d clutched down by his leg where Nestor couldn’t see in the dim light. No telling who started the hand holding, but he wouldn’t put it past Bo to sense his dark thoughts and offer support.

Lucky’s phone chimed, and he pulled it from his pocket.

“I imagine that’s Walter Smith checking in. You may reply if you like.” Nestor chuckled.

Walter’s message included four-letter words. Not good. But better to ask forgiveness than permission, which boss man wouldn’t have given.  We’re fine. Back soon, Lucky texted.

Nestor opened his door before the driver got there. “Why don’t you two get comfortable before you join me?”

Oh. The vests. Yeah, eating would be a whole lot easier without them. Lucky and Bo twisted and turned in the backseat, ridding themselves of the heavy Kevlar. Another thing for Walter to kick his ass over. If Bo and Lucky lived to see him again, he’d bend over and tell Walter, “Have at it.”

Lucky stepped from the car, sniffing the air. Damn, the scents wafting from the building made his belly rumble. How he’d missed Graciela’s cooking, even her fussing over him. “Smells good all the way out here.”

He crossed the lower level of the cantina, empty now. Instead of the usual soccer game on the TV above the bar, an old black and white Christmas movie aired.

Lucky followed Nestor up the stairs, Bo on his heels.

Nestor uncorked a bottle of wine and strolled around the tables splashing festivity into each glass. Fold-out paper turkeys peered between the glasses, a cautious distance from the candles. Streamers crisscrossed the ceiling. Six place settings, far finer than the daily plates, sparkled in the dancing light at Nestor’s favorite table, though more places were set on others.

Nestor sat down, and beckoned for Bo to sit to his left, Lucky to his right. The place of honor if Lucky remembered what few manners Victor had taught him. No one could eat until he did. Nice! I have the power!

Bo picked up his wineglass, swirled the contents, and stuck his nose to the top. He closed his eyes, inhaled, and smiled.

“A fine vintage, I can assure you. The best money can buy.” Nestor picked up his glass and repeated Bo’s ritual.

Hell, being down in the tunnel frayed Lucky’s nerves and left his throat dry as dust. Neither he nor Bo should drink, but if this turned out to be their last meal… He lifted his glass and chugged down the wine. Not bad. Beat the twist-off kind.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, along with laughter and Spanish chatter. Graciela appeared, dressed in a multi-colored dress, much nicer than she wore to cook and wait tables. She smiled, sped across the floor, and kissed Lucky on the cheek, then rounded the table and pulled Bo into a hug, rattling away at him while he smiled and nodded.

The other tables filled up with men, women, and the occasional child. And some of these were likely Victor’s kin. If they knew what Lucky had done, would they be so eager to share a meal?

Nestor stood and pulled out the chair at the other end of the table. Graciela grinned and allowed him to settle her. Two more places. Who else were they expecting?

Cruz tromped up the stairs, gave his boss a tight-lipped smile and a nod, and took the seat next to Bo. If the asshole so much as looked at Bo with intent…

“Don’t worry,” Cruz said. “This was the only spot not taken.”

Lucky eyeballed the empty place between him and Graciela, but didn’t have time to ask, for a tall man stood from one table and clanged his spoon against his glass.

“That’s my cue,” Nestor said. He bowed his head and spoke in rapid Spanish. Lucky took the time to check out the other dinner guests; he might need to describe them in his report.

“Ow!” He grabbed his leg and glared at Bo from across the table. That hurt! Bo opened one eye and glowered.

Lucky bowed his head and shut his eyes—nearly all the way.

Nestor spoke a final word and he, Graciela, Cruz, and Bo crossed themselves. A few empty places stood at other tables, and two teenaged girls and a boy came up the stairs, loaded down with bowls and platters. Twice more they ran up and down those stairs until they took a seat at other tables.

Still the place by Lucky remained open. “Who are we waiting for?”

Nestor answered, “It’s a tradition in this family to set a place for missing loved ones.”

What a creepy custom. Lucky studied the plate, but the scent of spiced meat drew his attention away. Nestor carved up what might have been roast and placed a slab on Lucky’s plate.

Lucky took a small bite. Oh, sweet lawdy in heaven. He traded the small fork he’d picked up for a bigger one.

“You’re eating goat,” Bo said. “Baah!”

Spoken like a true vegetarian. “Not the first time.” Goat ate as good as cow.

Bo filled his plate with vegetables. The usual fare was missing tonight, no tamales, no frijoles.

“What gives with the meal?” Lucky asked.

“This is traditional fare for this time of year.” Cruz took another mouthful.

Lucky shut up and ate. He was off the clock, right? He held up his wine glass for a refill when Nestor offered.

The dinner wound down, and most of the diners left, all stopping to speak with Graciela and Nestor before departing. Lucky caught about every third word, but since none of the conversation centered on drugs or Mangiardis, he tuned out. Besides, Bo was better than Lucky at Spanish, and likely took in every word.

Only Lucky’s tablemates remained. “What now?”

“Now we talk.” Nestor raised his brows and regarded Cruz, Bo, and Graciela. “Can I trust you gentlemen to see the lady home?”

Bo, Cruz, and Nestor rose. Lucky followed suit. No telling what they planned.

Nestor planted a kiss on Graciela’s check. “We’ll join you soon,” he said in Spanish, slowly enough for Lucky to decipher. Graciela smiled and wrapped one hand around Bo’s arm, the other around Cruz’s.

With worry in his eyes Bo questioned Lucky, then allowed the lady to lead him away.

“Now.” Nestor sat back down in his chair. “We have business to discuss. But first, a gift.” He placed a box on the table, the same one from the dresser in Lucky’s room at Stephan’s.

Lucky lifted the lid. Inside were the gold chains, rings, and the Rolex Victor had given him years ago.

He slammed the lid closed. “I don’t need those.” Walter wouldn’t like it and the SNB had a strict policy against accepting gifts. It didn’t matter if those items used to be Lucky’s, they came from a convicted trafficker.

“It’s your decision, but these belong to you.” Nestor set the box aside. “Now, you asked me before what became of Victor’s estate.” He placed a manila envelope on the table, opened the pack, and drew out a two stacks of papers. “These are the same documents though one copy is in English for your benefit.”

Lucky stared at a Walter Smith-sized paper pile. “What’s this?”

“Victor’s will.”

“His what?”

“His will. And I believe these papers will answer a lot of your questions.”

Lucky read. “Damn bunch of legalese. What does it say?” If he tried to sort it out himself, he’d still be sitting at the table the same time next year.

“Let me ask you something, Lucky. Did your parents enjoy their visit to Mexico City?”

“What? They’ve never been to Mexico City.” Mom and Dad never left North Carolina without good cause.

Nestor’s eyes twinkled. He dug into the papers and pulled out a single sheet. “I beg to differ. Here’s a copy of your birth certificate.”

Lucky’s limited Spanish still allowed him to make out the truth in Nestor’s words. “What the hell?”

“Remember how I told you Americans can’t own land in certain areas in Mexico?”

“Yeah, and I’m American, through and through.”

“According to these papers, you were born here and hold dual citizenship.”

Oh hell. Lucky’s heart dropped to join the goat in his stomach. Both bleated. “Victor left me his Mexican estate and made arrangements so I could inherit.”

Nestor nodded. “He’d named another heir, but he suspected his brother and nephew plotted to take his fortune, and worried how far they’d go to get their greedy hands on his money.”

Puzzle pieces clicked into place. “He left everything in Mexico to Graciela. She’s the one Vincent and Stephan kicked out of the house, isn’t she?”

Nestor smiled, adding deep creases to his heavily lined cheeks. “Oh, Lucky. I knew you were more than a pretty face.”

Lucky scowled. “Try that line on somebody drunker than I am.”

Nestor snickered and slapped Lucky on the back. “Never a dull moment with you, is there?” His smile fell. “Victor feared his brother and Stephan would eliminate his family.”

“And he didn’t worry about Stephan killing me?” Maybe Victor hadn’t liked Lucky much after all.

“If you died in the States, be it in prison or after you joined Mr. Smith’s organization, questions would have arisen. Much easier to kill a mistress and her illegitimate children.”

“Me? What am I supposed to do with a drug empire in Mexico?” What the hell? No one in their right mind would leave Lucky an estate. Why, Victor, why?

Damn. He swallowed hard, but the lump remained in his throat. Okay, so Victor had cared, which made his death, disappearance, whatever, all the harder.

He’d changed his will to include Lucky, and Lucky turned around and testified against him. That much guilt Lucky deserved.

“Aren’t you curious how much you inherited?” Nestor took another sip of wine.

Lucky put his head in his hands. “No. What I am curious about is how I inherited from Victor and am just now hearing about it.”

“Because no one wanted you to know. Imagine Vincent’s surprise when he ran down here to the last of Victor’s holdings, to discover he owned nothing. What would you do in his shoes?”

“Kill whoever did?”

“Lucky, who’s your beneficiary?”

“My sister Charlotte and her boys.”

Nestor remained silent.

“She’d have no right to claim the property because she’s not a citizen.”

“Exactly. And Vincent soon discovered that he couldn’t either. He had limited choices. Turn everything over to you, and hope you played by his rules, pretend his brother was still among the living, or kill you and let the government assume control of the land. Victor had given Vincent certain powers of attorney to handle business dealings in his absence. Vincent used his power to full advantage.”

“He pretended Victor was still alive. You mean he isn’t?” Damn, Lucky’s head spun every time the “is he or isn’t he?” question cropped up. He uncovered his face.

“Vincent went through a lot of effort convincing people his brother lived, but was serving time. Stephan played along.” The grin on Nestor’s face was pure evil. “Until he got impatient waiting to inherit and killed Vincent.”

Still not an answer to Lucky’s question. “Wait? Didn’t Stephan know he’d lose the land?”

“Don’t you understand? Stephan believes he is Victor. That anything he wants he can buy. He tried to buy dual citizenship.” Again with the evil grin.

“You stopped him.”

Nestor waved a dismissive hand. “I may have offered a clerk a bonus to lose certain paperwork and block any further filings.”

“Why?”

“Because the little pendejo doesn’t deserve Victor’s wealth. Stephan is the reason for Victor’s arrest before… Well, whatever happened to Victor in his cell, Stephan planned. The little weasel orchestrated his uncle’s downfall.”

Lucky pushed his wine glass away. His head spun enough without help. Had Nestor drugged the wine? Or the food?

Oh hell, if Nestor wanted him dead he’d be dead. He wanted Lucky alive for a reason. Victor’s fate had rested in Stephan’s hands. Not Lucky’s. And Nestor had ways of getting information, and might even have details Walter lacked.

Now wasn’t the time to process the info. Get Bo back across the border first. “You’ve got all the answers. But tell me this, what do you want from me?”

“Why do I have to want anything from you?” “Innocent” wasn’t a good look for Nestor.

Lucky scowled. “You’ve been yanking my strings like a puppet ever since I came to Mexico. Probably before.” He narrowed his eyes. “It was you who sent me the picture of Victor and Walter, wasn’t it?”

“I might have given you a keepsake. Did you like it?”

“Why?”

“Would you have come to Mexico, free of your keeper, if I hadn’t driven a wedge between you?”

“Good point.” Best not to mention he’d have come anyway to find Bo. “But I didn’t come on my own. Stephan had me whapped over the head and hauled down here.”

“My apologies for that. I had nothing to do with his actions, but wasn’t above using them to my advantage.” Nestor lifted his glass toward Lucky. “I’d intended to issue an invitation and needed to deal with the Lucky I remembered, not whoever Walter Smith turned you into.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wanted to see for myself what kind of man you’ve become.”

Killing the motherfucker made perfect sense right now to end his head-spinning games. “Why?”

Nestor sipped his wine, showing the same reserve he’d probably shown before shooting people. “To see if you fit into my plans.”

Okay. Enough was enough. Lucky grabbed Nestor by the collar and yanked. “Stop manipulating me you old son of a bitch! If you want Victor’s stuff, take it! I don’t want it.” No telling how much money Victor left behind. Enough to buy Bo the home of his dreams. Enough for the Harley Davidson of Lucky’s dreams. Enough to put his nephews through college and even buy back his parent’s love. “I don’t want nothing. Not the money, not the land, not the house, not the factory.”

“But it’s yours.” Nestor nodded to the papers.

“How many copies of this will are there?”

“Enough.”

“Too bad it’s not the old days when I could just rip it to shreds.” But then, would Stephan get it all? The slippery eel might still plea bargain and be out one day. Over Lucky’s dead body.

“Lucky.” Nestor bowed his head, putting himself eye to eye with Lucky. “I have a long reach, and can be swayed given the right circumstances.”

Lucky released his hold on Nestor and leaned back. If Nestor’s watchdogs had been here he’d be spitting lead by now. “What happens to everything if I don’t want it?”

“Then we revert to the previous will.”

“What’s it say?”

“Victor bequeathed all his Mexican holdings to Graciela Flores and her children.”

Graciela. The woman who’d been nothing but kind to Lucky and Bo. She deserved her home back. “Swear to me it goes to her.”

“I swear.”

“I’d ask for proof, but how can I believe anything you say?”

“I am a man of my word. Yes, I’ve manipulated you, but have I lied? Have I deserted you? Have I not helped you?”

“Because of Victor,” Lucky groused.

“In part.” Nestor settled back in his chair. “I like you, Lucky. You’re an honest man. You do what you have to, but you keep true to yourself. As God is my witness, Graciela will return to the home she shared with Victor’s father. The place where she raised her children.”

Lucky locked gazes with Nestor, but saw no lies there. Not that the man couldn’t keep them well hidden. “I want one thing.”

“Oh, and what is that? Money? Or perhaps that fancy car of Stephan’s. I seem to recall you have an eye for flashy cars.”

Yeah, and hot car weakness led Lucky to a life of crime. He’d developed simpler tastes since then—like a paid for, falling apart, barely drivable piece of shit. “No. It’s something small.” Lucky held up his hand, spacing his thumb and forefinger apart about an inch. “It’s a hummingbird on a silver chain. Stephan took it from Bo… Cyrus. I want it back.” Ah, hell. Who was he fooling? Nestor knew who’d eaten at his table, and quite possibly what they’d had for lunch.

“A necklace? I offer anything and you want a necklace?”

More than a necklace, the trinket was Lucky’s contribution to Bo’s collection of protective charms, though the damned thing didn’t work too good if the man wound up in Stephan’s clutches. The spirit totem had been a gift from Lucky to Bo, and Stephan used it to buy Lucky’s cooperation.

“No, I want to return someone else’s property.”

A staring match ensued. Nestor blinked first. “Where is it?”

“Stephan had it. I also want the laptop Bo used to conduct business. Stephan kept it with him.”

“I’m afraid the laptop ties too much into my own affairs. But the jewelry I can give.” Nestor nodded, punched buttons on his cell phone, and murmured in Spanish.

Oh. Right. Lucky sent a text to his boss, Still breathing.

They sat in silence. For something to do, Lucky drained the last few drips from his glass and glanced around the room. The china was old, and likely prized for more than its monetary value. Tonight he’d eaten with Victor’s family, family that accepted him. As badly as the legitimate Mangiardis had shunned Lucky, Graciela and her kids fared worse. They deserved better.

The candle in front of Lucky melted into a puddle, wax dripping down the side and onto the tablecloth. He thumbed through the paperwork, found a page with his name, and ripped it out of the stack. Staring Nestor in the eyes, he held the paper over the flame. The edges blackened and curled, then the center caught fire. Lucky dropped the fireball into an empty bowl. Liquid at the bottom extinguished the blaze. He repeated the process with the Spanish copy.

Nestor smiled with no traces of evil now. “Victor always said you were a good man. And that your heart overrode your brain. You could be wealthy beyond your dreams.”

“I’ve seen what wealthy gets you. Besides, poor people raised me, my sister is poor, and I’m poor but honest.” Somewhat. Lucky made an “I’m thinking” face. “I see a pattern there.”

“You will never regret your decision, I can assure you. Now come, Graciela is waiting for you.”

“For what?”

“To thank you, I’d imagine.”

“How did y’all know what I’d do?”

“We knew. Come, it’s getting late.”

Lucky took one last look at the room around him. Bo had been here, Cruz, who might not be the little shit Lucky once thought he was, Graciela, Nestor. For the first holiday in years Lucky had been surrounded by the closest thing to family he might have left. Victor’s family. “Let’s go.”

They stepped out of the cantina to a chill evening, or as chilly as it got at night in Tamaulipas, Mexico. Two of Nestor’s men waited by the door and fell into step behind them. “It’s not far. Why don’t we walk?”

A million stars filled the night sky, when Lucky strayed far enough from streetlights to see, reminding him of the cabin by the lake where he’d stayed with Bo. Victor’s money could have made life good. But if Lucky accepted he’d have failed a test—not only Nestor’s, but his own.

Being a man of his word, Nestor would’ve made sure Lucky inherited, and not guaranteed how long he’d enjoy the wealth.

Sooner or later, Graciela got everything. As she should. As Victor intended.

They lumbered down the street in the near darkness until house lights beckoned.

Nestor knocked and Graciela opened the door with a beaming smile. She took Lucky by the hand and led him past assorted family members, and Bo. Bo raised his eyebrows but said nothing, just continued his conversation with Cruz.

Graciela guided Lucky into a small sitting room and closed the door. Damn. She lived here in this small house. A far cry from the home Stephan had stolen from her. And yet she appeared to hold no grudges against Lucky. Did she have any idea what he’d done?

The door opened and Cruz stepped in, nodded to Lucky, and took a seat on an upholstered chair that appeared every bit as old as the lady. She perched on a couch opposite, tugging Lucky’s hand until he sat beside her. She spoke, her voice soft, her lips upturned.

Cruz said, “Graciela wants to thank you for being so good to her son. He often spoke of you.”

“He did?”

The lady smiled and continued. “Boy” and “happy” Lucky got. Given time he might work out part of the rest if she spoke more slowly. Later he’d ask Bo to help him brush up on his Spanish.

“She says you made her boy happy, made him want to do better in life.”

What could Lucky say? Before he formed a reply, Graciela kissed his cheek. She murmured to Cruz, who relayed the message in English. Lucky understood enough of the Spanish to believe Cruz translated true.

“Victor was a good boy. A son to her. He was five when his mother died, and his father hired Graciela as a nanny. Whenever he was here she spoiled him with sweets and stories of her family.”

If Victor still lived he’d be fifty-six. This woman must have been in her late teens when Victor first came into her care.

“He didn’t tell her how he made his living, but a mother knows. He kept other secrets.” Graciela gave Lucky a tired smile, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “But she knew those too. He never brought a man to the house because of his younger brothers and sisters at first, and later, nephews and nieces.

“Before the end, Victor told her everything. Said he’d bring someone soon for her to meet and asked if he could store some things at the house until he settled.” Cruz stopped speaking and Graciela patted Lucky’s cheek with the same weathered hand that likely patted out tortillas for a young Victor.

The woman chatted with Cruz a moment, making gestures with her hands. Cruz nodded and resumed interpreting. “She says you were special. For you he’d give up his lawless ways. He even considered building a house nearby, so he’d be able to visit regularly.” Her sunny expression wouldn’t have been out of place on Charlotte’s face during a Todd and Ty brag session.

Graciela’s smile became a grimace, along with Cruz’s. “The other two, they didn’t like her taking their mama’s place. They never came here, pretended Graciela and her children didn’t exist. Until…”

She spoke in hushed tones to Cruz. “When Victor… died… they didn’t claim the body and told everyone he wasn’t dead.” Lucky glanced at Graciela. A tear rolled down her wrinkled cheek; she brushed away the moisture with the back of her hand.

Lucky gripped the woman’s fingers. Her skin was hard and callused from work. Not the life befitting the woman of a wealthy man, legally wed or otherwise. “What happened to Victor?” He directed his question to Graciela, not Cruz.

Cruz answered. “No one claimed him but her. She told the authorities she was his stepmother and brought him home. He’d asked to be cremated, which Vincent used to further his claim of his brother still living. No one knew at the time why he lied, but he came to Valle Hermoso, kicked Graciela out, and took the house as his own.”

Sounded just like pompous ass Vincent. Stephan too.

“Would you like to see him?” Cruz translated.

“What?” Oh dear God.

“Would you like to see him? See Victor?”

What game were they playing? He studied Cruz’s face. No surprise. No expression. He’d known Graciela would ask.

Graciela and Cruz both rose. Cruz slipped out the door, Graciela crossed the floor to a wooden roll top desk, cracked and pitted with age. She lifted the cover to reveal an alabaster box.

A box. Of ashes. Of Victor’s ashes. Graciela hugged Lucky, then followed Cruz into the hallway, leaving Lucky alone. With Victor. No, not alone. One quick shout and Bo would come, Lucky’s present and future helping him confront his past.

Lucky stared at the box. A heavy weight threatened to burst his chest. Dead. Victor was dead after all. That he hadn’t caused Victor’s death didn’t deaden the pain, especially in light of these past few months, learning all Victor had done for him. “I guess I should start by saying I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve to die in a jail cell. Whether you did it, or Stephan, you shouldn’t have died like that.”

Lucky paced the room, running a hand through his hair. “What can I say? Thanks for showing me things I’d never have seen? Thanks for making a deal with Walter for a lighter sentence?”

All these years later, he still couldn’t rightly say if his feelings for Victor were love. Maybe on some level, but they’d never been equals. Victor had been a mentor, someone to look up to, while Lucky saw himself too much as a temporary plaything to love the man. But the lengths Victor had gone to for Lucky…

With all his wealth and power, Victor Mangiardi never needed Lucky, never made him feel like a part of something good.

Bo did.

Lucky flopped down into Cruz’s chair. “Should I thank you for leaving me your money? Jeez, what do you want from me?”

Hot tears burned the back of his eyes, and the pressure in his chest threatened to steal his breath. After all this “is he or isn’t he?” business, there were the man’s ashes.

Dead. Dead and burned. And yet…

Lucky stood and crossed the floor, the box pulling him like a magnet drawing steel, and placed his hand on the cover. He imagined his mother whacking him upside the head. “Don’t disrespect the dead!”

Yes, Mama.

It took a moment to locate the latches and release the top. Millimeter by millimeter he slid the top aside and stared into… an empty box.

Lucky threw back his head and laughed.


Chapter Eleven

Lucky stood in the dilapidated warehouse. This time, he didn’t have to pick any locks like the day he’d found Vincent’s body. The doors stood open. Once more his Kevlar vest chafed him beneath his shirt.

Nestor placed a hand on Lucky’s shoulders and stared into his eyes. “Lucky, my friend, here’s where we part company. But should you have a change of heart, you’re welcome anytime. And I dare say Graciela will take it as a personal insult if you don’t visit her.”

Bo stood off to the side, his mere presence as reassuring as an arm around the shoulders.

“Nestor, let’s not kid ourselves. You’ve helped me. Thanks. Hell, Bo and I might not have made it out of Mexico in one piece without you. But we’re in different businesses, and if it comes down to it, either one of us will have to do what we have to do.” It might break Lucky’s heart to arrest the man. But if he proved half the things Nestor intimated, the man would spend the rest of his days in solitary confinement or wind up on death row.

“Then let’s hope it never comes to that. Vaya con Dios, my friend. I have a final gift for you.” He handed Lucky the jewelry box.

“I told you I don’t want that.”

“But you haven’t looked inside.”

Lucky lifted the lid. Bo’s hummingbird spirit totem. He slipped it out and into his jeans pocket. “Thanks.”

“De nada. What about the rest?”

Two gold rings, a few chains, a Rolex. Things Lucky had no use for now. “You remember that kid who’d offered to watch the car that time? The one who’d lost his father?”

“Yes.”

“Give it to his family, for his school.”

Nestor’s grin showed even, white teeth. “That, I will do.” He clapped Lucky on the shoulder. “Happy Thanksgiving. Now, time to send you home.”

“What about you?” The man had his revenge. What now?

“Oh, don’t worry about me. You see, I’ve been considering your advice. Maybe it’s time to retire. At any rate, I’ve reconnected with an old friend, and tomorrow I’ll leave for Paris. See the sights. I’ve even given thought to painting again.”

Lucky shook the man’s hand. “Take care of yourself, old man.”

“You do the same. And Lucky?”

“Yes?”

“Old habits die hard. I’ll still be watching over you.”

The words comforted Lucky as much as they scared him.

He waited until he and Bo were out of visual range to pull Bo into his arms. They’d done it. They’d returned to Mexico, met Nestor face to face, sent Stephan to justice, and were now on their way back home.

So much could go wrong.

“What did he talk to you about?” Bo asked once they’d resumed their trek, hand in hand, path illuminated by an overhead string of lights. The darkness earlier must’ve been for Stephan’s benefit, not Lucky’s.

“Remember when Stephan said he’d kill me if it weren’t for the will?”

“Yeah.”

“Sly old coot Victor arranged for me to have dual citizenship and inherit. He’d originally left everything to Graciela, but was scared of what Vincent and Stephan might do to her.”

“Holy shit! So you inherited Victor’s estate?”

“No. Seems I had a little accident with the will and a candle flame.”

“You realize that’s not binding, right?”

“Nestor’ll make it stick. I think he just wanted to see what I’d say. Graciela and her kids are the rightful heirs.”

“Why Graciela?”

“She was Victor’s father’s mistress. Victor called her ‘Mama’.”

Bo stopped and stared with wide eyes.

“What?”

“I asked her once, but she didn’t answer. If it’s true, Graciela’s children are Victor’s half-brothers and sisters.”

“Yeah?”

“Cruz is her grandson.”

“Fuck me. All this time, Cruz sat at Stephan’s table, and Stephan didn’t even recognize his own cousin. Victor’s nephew.”

“Arrogant bastard. Serves him right.”

Who’d have thought it? Cruz, a Mangiardi in all but name. “Let’s go home.” Lucky tugged on Bo’s fingers until they arrived at the stairs. “Ready to face the music?”

“With you? Sure.” Bo leaned in and gave Lucky a fleeting kiss. “As long as it’s not Achy Breaky Heart.”

Bo. He was Bo again.

But tonight he’d proven he hadn’t truly gotten rid of Cyrus. “Stephan was blowing smoke out his ass when he said you were like him.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Bo wouldn’t meet Lucky’s eyes.

Before Lucky thought of anything to say, Bo hit the switch and hydraulics drowned out any words. Lucky dropped Bo’s hand and climbed upward, humming Achy Breaky Heart and earning a scowl from Bo.

They stepped out into the warehouse, to cheers, catcalls, and back pats.

Walter growled, “I expect a thirty-page report. And don’t you dare ever pull a stunt like that again. Do you have any idea the fast talking I had to do to keep the Marshal from coming in after you?”

The Marshal in question drove them to the airport, shooting Lucky pissed off glares in the rearview mirror.

Lucky couldn’t get home fast enough. Chapters of his life had now closed. Time to open a few new ones—with Bo.

***

A short flight later, Lucky climbed into the back seat of Walter’s Range Rover, while Bo took the wheel. As many times as Lucky had been in the boss’s  SUV, the boss only drove if he couldn’t talk someone else into driving. He’d rather ride shotgun and drink one of those frou-frou coffee drinks he liked so much.

Ten minutes from the Atlanta airport Walter got a call. His voice grew grave. “Yes, I understand. No, we’ll be ready. When? That’s fine. I’ll call when I get into the office.”

He sighed, ended the call, and put his phone way.

“What’s wrong, boss man?” Lucky asked.

“That was our staff attorney. Stephan Mangiardi has already sought counsel.”

“So. We expected that.”

Walter stared out the window a long moment. “He’s claiming impropriety on behalf of you and Bo.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

Bo muttered from the front seat, “He’s trying to get the charges dropped by saying we screwed up the case.”

“But we have a recorded confession!”

Walter peered at Lucky between the seats. “He’s claiming conflict of interest because of the two of you having a personal relationship.”

Oh shit.

“Can he do that?”

“Unfortunately, he can. He’s a desperate man, clutching at straws to save himself.” Walter falling silent for the rest of the trip didn’t bode well. Like a computer, sometimes processing information took all his energy. In his mind he’d be wheeling and dealing, working on the best way to spin the situation in Bo and Lucky’s favor.

Bo parked Walter’s vehicle in the nearly empty SNB parking garage and got out. Lucky chased after him and caught up at Bo’s Durango. “Where are you going?”

“You heard the boss. Stephan might walk because we’re together. Since it’s Friday and we have the day off for the holiday, I’m gonna find a hotel.”

Lucky’s heart sank to his feet. “Don’t do that. We’ll work it out. I promise.”

The pain in Bo’s eyes cut Lucky down to the soul. “I wish I believed you, but too much is at stake. I… I can’t.”

“What about Monday? My car’s parked in the yard, barely working.”

“I’ll pick you up. And someone at work recommended a good mechanic. Since you refused to take my truck, we can get you a rental until your car’s fixed.”

The muscles in Bo’s jaws clenched.

Fuck it all to hell. Lucky closed the distance, putting his hand on Bo’s arm. “We’ll get through this.”

Bo flinched away. “You tried to tell me all along that we shouldn’t get involved. Turns out you were right. Go figure.” He shot a glance at Walter, waiting a few yards away. “Does he know about us?”

Fuck. Confession time. “Yes. And he says there’s nothing the department can fault us with.” He turned Bo’s own words back around. “Turns out you were right. We were already involved when the department hired Simon Harrison.”

“What about the non-fraternization policy?”

“He says that’s designed to keep married folks from having affairs on the job.”

Bo dropped his gaze to the ground. “Still, I’d feel better staying at a hotel.”

It might be fighting dirty, but Bo was worth fighting for. “What about Cat Lucky and Moose? What will I tell the kids?” What would he tell Mrs. Griggs, who taken one look at the big goofball of a dog and proclaimed herself Auntie Delores, and offered dog sitting services to go with all the times she took care of Cat Lucky?

That earned Lucky a half-smile. The smile disappeared as quickly as it’d come. “I don’t know. Right now I don’t know anything. I can’t deal with this right now.” Bo unlocked his Durango. “Get in, I’ll take you home.”

No, Lucky couldn’t take having Bo in his yard but not his house. “Go on. I’ll get Walter to take me home and pick me up Monday.” After a good night’s sleep Bo would come to his senses. “If you need me, call me.”

God, let Bo need him.

***

“You mean to tell me that because Stephan goes shooting his mouth off that we can’t even be seen together?” Lucky strained to keep his voice down in the neutral territory of his and Bo’s shared office cube. Being at work on a Saturday was freaky, but Bo considered this neutral ground enough to talk.

“No. But we should consider me getting my own place again.” Bo kept his eyes trained on the fingers he twisted together in his lap. “My old apartment’s still available.”

Lucky shouldn’t push, but the words escaped his mouth anyway. “What about us getting a house together? We talked about it.”

“And you said you weren’t ready.”

When had Lucky said that? Fuck. He eyed the calendar by his desk. He’d close on the house in less than a week. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Once they arrested Stephan, the hard part should’ve been over.

Bo slid his chair across the cube toward Lucky. “I don’t like being apart any more than you do, but I’ll be damned if I let this case fall through our fingers because we couldn’t keep our dicks in our pants.”

Even living together, Lucky’s dick had stayed in his pants far too much in the past few weeks. “Can we at least see each other outside of work? Go to dinner? Who’ll take care of Moose if I have to stay overnight on assignment?”

The stern set of Bo’s jaw softened. “I can still come over and take him for walks. We can hang out. But at night I need to go home, and we need to be discreet.”

“Have you discussed this with Walter?”

“No. Why should I? You already told him about us.”

Yeah, Bo wasn’t supposed to find out like this. “We talked while you were in the hospital. He’d already figured things out and was hurt we didn’t say.”

“I see. And exactly when did you intend to clue me in?”

“Did I have to?”

“Damn it, Lucky!” Bo slammed his hand down on his desk. “We’ve been through this. We promised never to lie to each other again. How can we trust each other if we don’t tell the truth? How are we going to live together, share our lives together, if we can’t even be honest?”

Lucky hid so many things from Bo that would piss him off to find out now. “You had enough on you at the time. I didn’t want to add more.”

“Add more? Add more!” Bo jumped up, sending his chair flying backwards into a filing cabinet and sending the tendrils of the Christmas cactus on top slithering down the sides. “Did you honestly think so little of me that I have to be coddled and can’t handle the truth? Do you think I’m a kid or something?” He stalked over, a seething mass of rage. “Stop trying to protect me. I’m a big boy, I can handle myself. Speaking of, from now on, I can take myself to my own damn appointments. And isn’t it time you got counseling?”

Lucky was fucked no matter how he answered. He muttered, “I have been.”

“You have been what?”

“Seeing a therapist.”

“When?”

“I drop you off and go to my appointment right around the corner. I come back before you get out.”

Dear God. Steam was gonna pour off Bo any minute. Lucky followed the trail of red creeping up his face to his ears. “You’re going to therapy and you didn’t tell me? What’s wrong, Lucky, is it okay for me to be human and blab my problems to someone, but not you? Is that what you’re saying? Mr. I-can-handle-anything-on-my-own can’t even admit to needing help.”

“I didn’t say that!” Lucky shot out of his chair to stand toe to toe with Bo.

“Do you think talking to someone with a degree on their wall makes you less of a man? How do you think I feel, having to piss in a cup and spill my guts twice a week? Did it ever occur to you that knowing you went through what I did might help me accept the pile of shit my life has turned into? Stop treating me like I’m gonna break! That’s the last thing I need.”

Bo spun on his heel and stormed off. “And call off Mrs. Griggs, okay? She’s driving me nuts checking on me every five minutes!”

Johnson stuck her head into the cube the moment the elevator chimed down the hall, dressed in gym clothes. She jerked back to avoid the plastic cup Lucky lobbed at her and caught the missile in one hand. “I take it you don’t want to talk.”

“Hell no!”

“Then come on. Let’s run.” She threw the cup back.

***

Lucky put on a burst of speed to keep up with Johnson’s longer strides. The in/out of his breathing matched his footfalls. Their pace remained brisk enough to discourage talking.

The dry, brown leaves gave a satisfying crunch beneath his heels.

Stephan. Hell. Was he ever going to stop messing with Lucky’s life? Why didn’t he do everyone a favor and drop dead?


Chapter Twelve

Dr. Bright-eyes cut off Lucky’s latest evasion. “Mr. Harrison. I can’t help you if you won’t let me. You’ve been coming here for weeks now and we haven’t even discussed the issue that brought you here.” Twenty more minutes of this torture session, give or take. Good thing Lucky’d stopped wearing a watch. Time checking every ten seconds prolonged the torture. Watched pots and all.

Well, if she wanted him to talk, he’d give her an earful. Starting with his name. “Lucklighter.”

“Excuse me?”

“Lucklighter. Richmond Eugene Lucklighter. That’s my name.” Once upon a time, a million years ago. “But folks call me Lucky.”

The woman who was about to get more than she bargained for peered over the top of her glasses. “Your chart says Simon Harrison.”

“Anybody hunting me knows where I am. No use hiding behind a fake name.”

Not at twitch, not a flinch, just a slight forward lean, her “favorite aunt” to Walter’s “favorite uncle” stance. Which pretty much guaranteed Lucky would run off at the mouth for the next ten minutes. “Okay, Mr. Lucklighter.”

“Lucky, call me Lucky.”

“Okay, Lucky. Tell me what I need to know to help you.”

Where to start? When did his life go to hell? “I was a punk kid, fresh off the farm. Stole cars and resold them. I stole the wrong one and wound up with a choice: work for a crime boss or disappear.” On his knees, staring up at Victor Mangiardi for the first time, ready to kiss his ass goodbye. Victor let him live, gave him a job, shared his home and bed, and later, planned a life for them. If Victor’d gotten his way, even now they might be basking in the sun on a beach somewhere, enjoying the high life.

But then Lucky wouldn’t have Bo.

“I found myself on his payroll and in his bed for the next few years. He trafficked drugs until we got busted.”

No surprise, no squirming. “You can trust me! Tell me anything!” the doctor’s open, honest expression said.

Lucky never made a habit of trusting. But hell, nothing he told her couldn’t be dug up—with a high enough security clearance and access to Southeastern Narcotics Bureau files.

“I testified against Victor in court, and for years I thought he’d killed himself after the judge handed down a life sentence. Now, I’m not sure what happened. Turns out his nephew put a hit on him. There’s a chance he made a deal with DEA and is still alive.” Damn, South Bend Springs, soap opera extraordinaire, had nothing on the twists and turns of Lucky’s life.

“Are Victor and his nephew why you’re using an assumed name?”

“Partly, them and others. I made a deal too. The judge gave me ten years. I spent two in prison, then got recruited to work off the other eight with the SNB, rounding up folks like me, and sharing the tools of my old trade.” Patient old Walter always treated him like any other member of the team, even turning a blind eye to Lucky’s cockiness.

No, that wasn’t right. Walter set Lucky apart, but never treated him as less. He expected more of Lucky because Lucky was capable of more. Plain and simple. Funny how those things just now occurred to him.

“I did my time, my boss arranged a fake death, and now I’m Simon Harrison. I met my partner on assignment. I’ve told you about Bo.”

One side of the woman’s mouth twitched, the closest she’d come to a smile all afternoon. “You might have mentioned his name a time or two, along with Cyrus Cooper’s.”

Two thousand might be more accurate. “Yeah. Well, he’s more than my work partner.”

Not a flinch from the doctor. Her upper lip curled into the barest hint of a smile. “I guessed that part.”

She had? “How?”

“I deal with law enforcement personnel daily, Sim—Lucky. While I’m used to them praising their partners, they rarely wax poetic. Especially about dimples.”

Wax poetic about Bo and The Dimple? Lucky? “I do not!” Well maybe. Sometimes. Gotta watch that. It was a really cute dimple, though, and rarely seen as of late.

In talking about Bo, he didn’t have to talk about himself. “He’s getting a hold on Cyrus. Still acts like him from time to time, but is more of himself lately. Going undercover as someone else for a year plays hell with your mind.”

“I’m glad he’s doing better. You’ve made it clear how much his well-being is important to you. You were telling me about your past, and how you met. What brought you here? Why did the department send you?”

“Oh, yeah.” So much for stalling. “Anyhow, Victor’s asshole nephew dragged me and Bo to Mexico, and I killed a man, so here I am.” Lucky rolled his shoulders and stared at the woman who’d turned showing no emotion into an art form. “Bet you wish hadn’t asked.”

***

He spilled his guts all right, an hour with the shrink and twenty minutes in the men’s room. Who knew that a soul-puke came with an automatic gut-puke? But best to get every-damn-thing out at once.

He’d gone through the wringer, been tossed over the line to dry, and had to pull himself together and act civilized in forty minutes.

Lucky sought out the nearest Starbucks.

***

“Sign wherever you see arrows, and initial all boxes, please.” The last time Lucky’d sat in an attorney’s office he’d been heading to prison. Now he’d do time of another sort—to a mortgage.

He picked up a pen and signed away the next thirty years of his life. His head pounded and his nerves jangled. Shoulda known better than to order full caf and real sugar after too much time on decaf and stevia.

“Did you bring the cashier’s check?”

Lucky reached into his billfold and extracted the costly paper he’d gotten from the credit union. “Are we done?”

“Yes, we are.”

The Realtor smiled for the first time in Lucky’s presence since the day they’d met. “Congratulations, Mr. Harrison, on your new home. This envelope contains keys, the garage remotes, and two remotes to the subdivision entry gate.”

Lucky took the package and shook hands with the attorney and the woman.

“I’ll bet you’re going straight over there, aren’t you?” she asked.

“No. I got somewhere else to go first.”

***

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” the redhead who’d once followed Lucky around on Walter’s orders said.

“Why not? You’re in electronics and surveillance, right? I want to see if you can break into a house.”

The guy eyeballed Lucky with too much suspicion for one so young. “And whose house do you want me to break into?”

“Mine.”

Two hours later the redhead handed Lucky a list. “Okay. Change the locks, reprogram the garage door opener, and have a talk with property management about the gate. It took a junior techie less than five seconds to break their code system. The windows are all contacted, so a monitored security system shouldn’t set you back too much.”

Would there ever come a time when Lucky didn’t have to check over his shoulder?

Lucky watched the guy leave and called Walter. “Boss, I need to ask you something.”

“Ask away.”

“Stephan’s trying to make something out of me and Bo being together, and Bo thinks it’s best if we stay apart. What do you say?”

Walter remained silent for a few moments. “He’s been living with you, hasn’t he?”

“Not at the moment. As soon as you got that call he hauled ass to a hotel.” Damn it all to hell.

“Does he have a home or apartment in his name?”

“Not anymore.”

“Is there proof of him living with you?”

“His mail comes to my house.” Fuck. If Lucky’s head hadn’t been spinning he’d have worked out the damning evidence himself. He’d once taught Bo how to track folks. Now they were the ones being tracked.

Again Walter quieted. Lucky visualized wheels turning in the man’s mind. After a long pause, Walter said, “If I hadn’t told you, what would you do?”

“Continue to live together.”

“Then that’s the best course of action. Don’t act like guilty men with something to hide. Keep doing as you’ve always done, but stay above reproach.” Walter’s breath wafted over the phone. “I don’t think I need to remind you about the DEA fiasco.”

“No, sir. But what does sex parties with prostitutes paid for by Columbian cartels have to do with me and Bo?”

“The media has the public set up to look for corruption among agents. Please tell me you didn’t accept gifts from anyone in Mexico. If you did, say so now. I have no intention of stepping down due to scandal, like the recent DEA director.”

“Nestor returned Bo’s property that Stephan took.”

“Did you accept money from Stephan or Nestor?”

“Nestor, no. And Stephan kept me broke. He doled out just enough for me to eat off when I was working.” Hell, Lucky hadn’t even drawn a wage.

“Bo kept account of his earnings and expenses. He turned over $20,000 dollars in wages from Stephan.”

Twenty thousand dollars? Damn, Lucky hadn’t even thought to ask about Stephan paying him. “What do we do now?”

“Continue your normal routine. Attend therapy as policy dictates. And Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“It’ll be all right. We’ll get through this.”

Easier to believe if Walter risked losing as much as Lucky and Bo.

***

How was a guy supposed to celebrate a new house with his lover while keeping the house a secret? Not to mention the damper of Lucky’s conversation with Walter.

At one time Bo had wanted to be seen in public as a couple, now he worried. No telling what went on in his mind. If they were going to live together, time for Lucky to take the plunge. Don’t act like guilty men with something to hide, Walter had said.

Kissing in the middle of Walmart might be a stretch, and earn Lucky a kick in the shin from Bo, but he could surely manage dinner.

A nice dinner was what Johnson advised. She hadn’t steered him wrong—yet. At least Bo agreed to meet at Lucky’s even if the man used taking Moose for a walk as an excuse.

What was wrong with the heater? Lucky cranked up the dial. The Camaro spit out cold air. He turned the heater back off. Something else to get fixed. And he wasn’t getting a rental and letting a shade tree mechanic work on his car. He’d keep driving until the wheels fell off—the Lucklighter way. Only, his new neighborhood didn’t allow retired vehicles up on cement blocks, a common sight in Lucky’s hometown.

He’d cross that bridge when he got there, and not a moment before.

He skipped up the front steps and stopped on the porch. Down, boy. Couldn’t let Bo see his excitement and figure something was up. At a more normal gait, he opened the door and stepped into the living room.

“Hey.” Bo lay sprawled on the couch, Cat Lucky on his chest and Moose lying beside him on the floor. He wasn’t on his e-reader, he wasn’t watching TV, he was just idly stroking Cat Lucky with one hand, Moose with the other, and gazing off into space. Not good. His clothes appeared slept in, and his faded T-shirt might as well have said, “I don’t give a shit”.

Lucky forced a smile. At least most of Bo’s things were here. “Get dressed. We’re going out to dinner.”

“What? Dinner? You want to go out in public? Risk being seen by someone from work? Are you sure we oughta do that?”

“Don’t I look sure?” Yes. No. Maybe. The best way to get used to being seen as a couple was… to be seen as a couple. Now Bo didn’t want to be seen as a couple, thanks to Stephan Fucking Mangiardi. Damn, Lucky’s brain hurt. “I spoke to Walter. He said hiding now would make us look guilty. That we need to act like nothing happened.”

Bo scowled. “You’re making that up.”

“No, I’m not. Go on, call him.” Wow, did Bo actually believe Lucky would lie about such a thing?

While Bo took a shower Lucky rambled through his closet to the very back. A blue button down shirt and not-too-badly-wrinkled khaki pants was as far as he went toward dressing up—without a direct order. He blew the dust off a pair of loafers that didn’t pinch his feet nearly as badly as he’d made out the last time Walter forced him into business casual for a meeting.

Once dressed, he paced back and forth in the living room like a pimple-faced teenager on a first date. Why so nervous? To burn off energy, he sat down and ripped open a packing box. Dragons. Lots and lots of dragons. The bookshelves in the living room of the new house were a perfect place for Bo’s collection. Tonight. He’d tell Bo about the house over dinner.

The bedroom door clicked open. Bo strode into the living room, buttoning his shirt cuffs.

Whoa! Didn’t the man clean up nice? He’d even shaved. Lucky’d gotten used to the scruffy look. But if Bo planned to banish Cyrus Cooper, or at least confine him until needed, looking the part might help.

“Sure you ain’t ashamed to be seen with me?” Even cleaned up, Lucky was no prize.

“Why? Did you forget to do a nose and zipper check?”

Yep, he had. Lucky dashed back into the bathroom.

“I was just kidding.”

Still, it didn’t hurt to check. Lucky didn’t like jokes he wasn’t in on, and having his zipper at half-mast without a snappy comeback ready could be embarrassing. Of course, “The hooker on my street died” worked last time.

“Where are we going?”

“Where’d you like to go? And no, I’m not pulling the car over for you to graze in some field.” The average houseplant would have withered under the heat of Bo’s gaze. Good. Last time the lame joke hadn’t even gotten a response.

“Italian?”

“Yeah, that works.” Lucky had become familiar with a good Italian place during Bo’s rehab stay. He slipped on his jacket while Bo did the same. Bo waited on the porch for Lucky to lock the door and take Moose over to Mrs. Griggs.

Bo’s truck and Lucky’s car sat side by side in the driveway. Bo rattled his keys. “We should take my truck.”

“What’s wrong with my car?” If they took the truck, Bo got to drive, and they’d get to the restaurant. Eventually. Ten bucks said he’d never broken a speed limit in his life.

“Aren’t you afraid the seats will dirty up our nice clothes? Not to mention that whole ‘starts three times out of five’ thing.”

“Hey! It’s not that bad.” The Camaro’s seats were torn and stained, yes. A little. Okay, more than a little. Duct tape helped. Lucky screeched the driver’s door open. Time for a shot of WD-40. He climbed in and turned the key in the ignition. Rrrrrrrr… click, click, click.

Bo opened the passenger door, stuck his head in, and frowned. “I’ll go get a gun and put the poor thing out of its misery.”

Lucky tried the engine again. It fired to life. He smiled. “Get in.”

“Do I have to?”

“I’ll blow you.”

“You will anyway.”

Lucky whipped his head around. What? Bo wanted a blow job? Keeping a straight face and resuming an old argument with the expected words wasn’t easy. “Won’t.” Yes, I will! Right here, right now. Drop your pants.

Bo grinned. “Yeah, you will.”

Bands of pressure loosened from Lucky’s chest. Bo. Grinning. Joking about sex. Hallelujah!  Marching back into the house and putting words to action sounded mighty good.

Time to pull out the heavy artillery. “I’m trying to take you on a date.” Lucky held up his hand to stop any protests. “You can say we’re just two buddies going out to get a bite if it makes you feel better. But I can’t stop by and pick you up ‘cause you’re already here.” Stephan was not going to rob Lucky of Bo’s company. Besides, the horse was out of the barn. As Walter pointed out, too late to close the door now.

“I can live with that, I reckon.” Bo threw him a kiss.

Flirting? Hallelujah!

“Awww… ain’t that sweet.” Mrs. Griggs waved at them.

They couldn’t get moved into their new place soon enough.

Bo buckled into the passenger seat. “I’m still on leave. Borrow my truck and put the car in the shop. I can do without for a few days.”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with the old girl that I can’t fix. I just haven’t had the time.”

Bo patting Lucky’s hand wasn’t necessary. “Lucky, this Camaro is old. She’s lived a long and full life, having outlived umpteen sets of tires. She deserves her retirement. You need a new car.”

“No I don’t. A little TLC and she’ll be good as new.” Besides, he liked not having car payments, even if the darned thing turned into a money pit. Oh hell, who was he kidding? A few more days of not starting and he’d put a few bullet holes in the door his damn self.

“Maybe you should get a car since we’ve put the brakes on getting a house.”

Bo opened the door, time for Lucky to walk through. “About that—”

“I mean, think of all the times you’re out of town. What if you broke down or something?” During a car chase didn’t need to be said.

“My car’s fine.” Besides, Lucky wasn’t spending a dime on anything else until he put the house in order. And when on assignment, the SNB issued him the world’s ugliest Malibu, a car marginally better than his own.

“Would you at least have it looked at by a professional?”

“I was a professional. Once.” In a body shop, but still. They worked on cars.

Bo scowled. “Pul-eeze. No self-respecting mechanic would have let his car get in such shape to begin with.”

True. Not that Lucky would admit how badly he’d neglected his ride. “Maybe later. I’ll pick up a starter.”

“When was the last oil change? Belts check?”

“I’ll have to look. The paperwork’s in the glove box.”

“Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“Are we heading to work?”

“Oh, fuck. I forgot to turn about two miles ago.” Damn. Lucky pulled into the next Italian restaurant he saw. His turn wasn’t the only thing he’d missed—the door of opportunity slammed shut to tell the truth about why he didn’t want a new car now. If all went well, he’d mention the house over dinner. Yeah, that’d work.

What a fancy place—and packed. A group of men entered, wearing suits and ties. Some of the customers they’d met in Texas with Stephan had worn expensive clothes. Dressing nice didn’t make a nice person.

Lucky opened his car door. The light didn’t come on and Bo didn’t move. “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Lucky, I… I can’t go in.” The whites of Bo’s wide eyes glimmered in the darkness. His rapid breathing filled the car. “I can’t… I just…c an’t. Please. Can we go?”

“What’s wrong?” Lucky shut his door and captured Bo’s clammy hands in his own.

“Too… too many people. I can’t. I… can’t.” Bo’s gasped, again and again.

Hyperventilating. Not good. “You don’t have to. Why don’t I go in and order us something.”

“Please, can we just go home?”

“It’ll only take a…”

“Get me the fucking hell out of here!”

Lucky jerked back. “Okay, okay, I’m going.”

Bo deflated. “God, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll stop by the taco place with the drive through. It’ll be okay.”

They were a block from the house before Bo spoke again. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

Words failed him. Lucky grabbed Bo’s hand and held on tight. Any talk about the future had to wait since now wasn’t too damned certain.

***

Lucky flopped down on the world’s ugliest couch the next morning. “Dr. Drake, you gotta help me.”


Chapter Thirteen

Lucky eased the front door open. No telling what he’d find. Mrs. Griggs hadn’t called, so Bo’s day must not have been too bad. Lucky’d stopped checking at three calls and four “Damn it, Lucky!”

Wonderful smells and a wagging Moose greeted him. Bo wandered into the living room, wearing an apron. “I thought I’d make it up to you since we didn’t get to eat out last night.”

Lucky stripped off his jacket and gave his man a kiss. “Smells wonderful. You went grocery shopping?” Without flipping out remained unsaid.

“Delores went with me.”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Griggs.”

“Oh.” She’d always be Mrs. Griggs to Lucky. “Smells good.” Damn. Bo cooking again. And he’d left the house.

“I just put the lasagna in the oven, so we’ve got time before supper. Give me five minutes.” Bo swiped his mouth across Lucky’s and disappeared down the hall.

A kiss. An actual, honest to God kiss. Lucky loosened his collar and strolled into the kitchen to wait out the longest five minutes in history. About a cupful of morning coffee still filled the coffeemaker. He poured it into a cup and put the cup in the microwave.

“Ready yet?” he called. He tossed a squeaky toy for Moose while Cat Lucky kept a safe distance.

“Just a few more secs.”

“Great. I love secs!” Lucky adjusted his rising cock.

The microwave chimed. He retrieved his warmed-over coffee and added a generous amount of stevia. Not too bad, but nothing close to what he hoped waited in the bedroom. He leaned against the counter, sipping brew and gripping the cup so hard it might shatter. Surely five minutes had passed.

“You can come in now.”

So long coffee, hello Bo.

Sultry music summoned Lucky to the bedroom. He closed the door, leaving the pets in the hall. Daddy and Daddy needed alone time.

Bo lay sprawled on the bed, nothing on but his chaps and, unless Lucky missed his guess, the thong he’d bought for their first Christmas.

The bedside lamp cast shadows over Bo’s body, painting him in darkness and light. The only thing missing was the playful smile he used to wear, and the adorable dimple he’d rarely shown since their return from Mexico.

Bo turned, giving Lucky a good view of his exposed ass.

Damn what an ass. Round and firm and framed by black leather. Lucky hurried forward and gave each cheek a caress.

Bo hopped up, splayed a hand against Lucky’s chest, and urged him down on the bed. Stepping back, he swayed to the music. Extra flesh padded a middle that had been slim and trim a few months ago.

Worry penetrated Lucky’s lust fog. The man wasn’t taking care of himself. Self-neglect wasn’t in Bo’s nature.

Bo’s movements, though sexy, appeared too well-practiced. He coasted on auto-pilot, his cock hanging flaccid down his leg.

So much for Bo acting like his old self.

“No.” Lucky wrapped his fingers around Bo’s arm, mid-shimmy. “I see what you’re doing, and it ain’t gonna work.”

Bo lifted his chin, a glint in his eyes. The muscles under Lucky’s fingers tensed. “I’m dancing. What do you think I’m doing?”

“You’re treating me like a customer in whatever hell-hole you used to work at.” The heat in Bo’s glare caused Lucky to swallow hard.

Anger lurked beneath the surface, ready to boil over at one wrong word.

Lucky reached over with his free hand and turned down the music. Bo could dig his heels in all he wanted, but this was one battle he wouldn’t win. Too much rode on the outcome.

Silence fell, as did Bo’s shoulders. Good. Maybe he’d listen now. “You’re doing whatever it takes to put distance between us. You, the guy who wanted me to open up, wanted us to ditch the rubbers. Mr. White-picket-fence-and-forever. That’s changed now. You’ve built walls, and I don’t fucking like them.”

As hard as Bo had worked to break through Lucky’s defenses, a world of shit must be going on in his brain to put up his own barriers. They could be cast iron and still be no match for a stubborn son of a bitch.

Bo eyed Lucky’s hand gripping his arm and jerked back.

Lucky let go. Now was not the time to trigger restraint nightmares.

Bo retreated a few steps, rubbing his arm.

Lucky softened his tone. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Fuck, he’d rather carve his own liver out with a dull spoon than see fear in Bo’s eyes.

“Not physically. Look, I’m trying, okay? Too much is going on up here.” Bo tapped his forehead. “Why can’t everyone leave me the fuck alone?”

Because I love you. I want to help you. Lucky rose from the bed and wrapped his arms around his trembling partner.

Bo fought for a minute, then sagged, resting his head on the top of Lucky’s. “I don’t know what to do. Before this case, I had everything figured out. Keep out of trouble, be nice, live a decent life. Then Stephan’s drugs go and shake up part of my brain I fought hard to ignore.”

Stephen Mangiardi must die.  “Don’t do this, Bo. Don’t let the son of a bitch win. It’s hard, I get that, but hold on—please?” For me? For us?

A home. Kids. Family. All things Lucky hadn’t dared hope for until Bo came along and taught him how to dream again.

Like hell would Stephan Fucking Mangiardi take those things away. Not while Lucky still drew breath.

“I’m trying.”

Lucky bit back “try harder.” Bo didn’t need his shit. He needed caring and support: things Lucky wasn’t qualified to give. “What do you need me to do?”

Bo’s sigh ruffled Lucky’s hair. “I don’t know. If I did I’d tell you. Be here for me? Don’t give up on me?”

“Kick your ass when you try to give up?” Damn. Had Lucky said that out loud?

Bo let out a weak chuckle. “Yeah, that too, I suppose.”

Lucky brought his hands up to frame Bo’s face and lifted until their gazes met. Sadness shouldn’t be in Bo’s eyes.

They’d have the house, they’d live together. They’d make a life. Lucky would kill or die to turn the dream into reality. But at the moment Bo struggled to keep his head above water. Telling him about the house might stress him out even more.

Lucky touched their lips together, easy and undemanding. Judging by the leather, Bo planned for a little rough and tumble, no thinking, no feeling, simply fucking. Lucky did the same thing when life caught him by the balls.

Another way of running. Time for Bo to turn and face his fears. Let Lucky help him fight.

Lucky breathed in Bo’s leather and cologne scent, chasing back the memory of hospital smell that had clung to his skin not too long ago, and ran a hand feather light up Bo’s arms. With all the tenderness he could muster he enfolded Bo in his arms.

If Bo decided his future wasn’t with the SNB, fine, as long as the future included a redneck bantam rooster son of a bitch.

Without realizing how he got there, Lucky found himself back by the bed, connected at the mouth with Bo. Bo’s cock pushed out the front of the leather thong, and Lucky rearranged his erection more comfortably in his jeans.

They moved as one, onto the bed, facing each other.

Bo broke the kiss, his dark gaze boring into Lucky’s. “Make me forget.”

“How ‘bout I give you better memories?” Lucky sat up, yanked his shirt off, and made short work of his shoes, socks, and pants.

Bo reached for the buckle on his chaps.

Lucky whispered, “Leave them,” pushed Bo onto the bed, and slid down, taking the leather-covered bulge into his mouth.

Moans from above drove Lucky on, and he ran his tongue up Bo’s bare chest and back down again, gripping the belt on the chaps. Nice handhold there.

Bo arched up, buried both hands in Lucky’s hair and shoved him back southward. Yeah, yeah. Put me where you want me.

Lucky pulled the leather thong to one side and took one of Bo’s balls into his mouth, groaning against his mouthful. God, how he’d missed this. Bo’s scent was muskier here and damned if the smell of leather and man didn’t do funny things to Lucky’s insides. Wiry hair tickled his nose.

The music played on, smooth, smoky jazz to drown out any outside noises. The chaps cradled Bo’s ass. Lucky cupped the rounded globes in his hands and bit the exposed part of Bo’s inner thigh, not hard enough to hurt, but enough to add a little spice. Now wasn’t the time to indulge in kink. This wasn’t about play.

Tonight had to reseal their bond. They’d spent too much time sleeping on opposite sides of the bed.

Lucky loved Bo with his mouth as much as he dared. Certain things didn’t need discussing tonight. He pulled back, sliding his hands over leather-covered thighs and to Bo’s groin.

After a few fumbles he untied the thong’s strings and set Bo’s hard-on free, wrapped his lips sideways around the shaft, and bathed smooth skin with his tongue. When he drew near the crown Bo stiffened. Uh-oh. Lucky retreated.

No blowjobs then. Time for plan B. Lucky slid up the bed, wrapped one hand around his cock, the other around Bo’s, gaze locked with his lover’s. Lightning burned through him straight down to his toes. Neither looked away as Lucky jacked them both off.

Even through the music their gasps and moans carried. Lucky bent and sealed their mouths, Bo’s hands on his shoulder both pulling him close and keeping him upright. Moans vibrated against Lucky’s tongue.

Bo added his hand to Lucky’s, speeding the pace. Eyes closed, he threw back his head. “Ahh…” He groaned, cock spasming in Lucky’s hand.

Lucky gripped himself tighter, stroked faster. Come sprayed from Bo, coating his stomach.

Lucky added his own spatters a moment later and collapsed in a sated heap.

They lay in each other’s arms, lightly stoking each other’s skin, Bo staring at nothing, Lucky staring at Bo. God, the man was gorgeous, even drenched in come. Especially drenched in come.

“Can I take a picture?” Lucky asked.

“What?”

“A picture. I want to take a picture of you, exactly as you look now.”

Bo lifted his shoulder in a half-shrug. “If you want to.”

Lucky rolled out of bed and yanked his phone out of his jeans pocket. Bo gave him a sleepy smile. Perfect. Lucky snapped twice.

“Can I see?” Bo held his hand out.

“Sure.” Lucky hopped back on the bed and turned the phone around.

“But that’s just my face.” A wrinkle appeared between Bo’s furrowed brows.

“I’ve got one hell of a memory.” Lucky dropped the phone onto the night stand and put his hands to better use.

Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!

Bo wriggled over Lucky and hauled ass down the hall. “Oh, fuck it all to hell!”

“What?” Lucky charged into the kitchen on Bo’s heels.

Bo yanked a blackened casserole dish out of the oven with mittened hands. “I should have set the timer!”

Lucky threw a towel over the blaring smoke alarm.

“Fuck! Fuck! FUCK!” Bo shrieked.  “I can’t do fucking anything right!” He shifted the dish to one hand, opened the back door, and lobbed the food, dish, and potholders into the yard.

Oh crap. Not good. “Bo, calm down!”

“Don’t you tell me to fucking calm down.” Bo danced around the kitchen. Lucky’s morning coffee cup sailed through the air and shattered against a wall. Damn, he’d liked that cup.

“Bo, please, you gotta stop. This isn’t good for you!” Think! What had Dr. Drake said? A flash of white darted to the bedroom, followed by a black and white shadow.

“Shit.” Bo ran into the bedroom. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Moose, Cat Lucky, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Give him space. Yeah, that’s what Dr. Drake had said. While Bo crooned to scared pets, Lucky cleaned up coffee cup fragments. The casserole was a goner.

Lucky had never been much of a cuddler, but with Bo, physical contact came naturally. Conscious thought didn’t figure into the placement of their bodies, and they always seemed to end up with someone’s head on someone else’s shoulder, a leg thrown across a leg, or one or the other of them spooned against the other’s back.

Until recently when Bo only snuggled in his sleep.

No, not snuggling. Clinging. In the storm of life, Bo created a safe haven, no matter how fucked up Lucky might feel at the time. The way Bo clung back, maybe Lucky returned the favor.

He lay awake, fingers laced with Bo’s, focusing on the steady in/out of his partner’s breathing. Visions of dead bodies slowly faded away. At least the nightmares weren’t as frequent now. Must be Bo’s calming influence.

They’d met right before the Ryerson assignment, two years ago. If all went well they’d soon live together, and God willing, make a life.

Lucky waited, but the annoying twisty feelings in his gut didn’t come, the way they normally did when he thought about forever.

Somewhere he’d taken a wrong turn in life, but it couldn’t be all bad—it led him to Bo.

But now a fork divided Bo’s road.

May he choose whatever kept him with Lucky.


Chapter Fourteen

Lucky sat on a stepladder in the garage of his new house, watching the locksmith change the locks. The guy needed to get a move on. Lucky could only blame so much lost time on traffic, and he had a lot left to do. Though in his state of mind, did Bo even notice when Lucky got home?

Damn. Too much to think about. Bo should be here, traipsing through the house and making decisions—decisions Lucky wasn’t qualified to make. What did he know about refrigerators, other than they kept beer cold?

He accepted the keys and garage door openers from the worker and watched him leave.

Locks done. Now to fix the holes in the sheetrock and the broken bathroom tiles, or stop by the hardware store and price a ceiling fan. And look into replacing cracked window panes. Re-grouting. Cleaning. Landscaping. Where to begin?

Damn. He’d gotten in over his head this time.

What he needed was Bo. How the hell was Lucky supposed to match paint with the couch?  White walls worked fine for him. But they got dirty. Quick. But Bo was at the storage building, sorting through his packed belongings.

Who else could Lucky call? Someone who owed him one big-assed favor.

Hell, Johnson wanted to be his friend? Lucky called.

***

“My vote would be to tell him what you’re up to, but I understand, under the circumstances.” Under her breath, Johnson muttered, “It’ll be a bad surprise if you mess this up.”

“What did you say?”

“Oh, nothing. Now, what do we tackle first?” She’d dressed the part of painter’s assistant, in faded overalls and a green-spattered T-shirt.

“That’s just it. So much needs doing. I ain’t got the first idea where to start.”

“Well, I wouldn’t paint without his approval. Not to be insulting, but I’m thinking of the two of you, he’s the designer.” She ran a narrow-eyed gaze over Lucky’s tattered jeans and concert shirt so faded that even Lucky’d forgotten the band name. “How about taking a handful of samples home and telling him you’re thinking of painting your duplex? Get his input.”

Why didn’t Lucky think of that? “That’ll work.”

“Of course it will. It was my idea, wasn’t it? Now, first, we clean this place and see what we got to work with. Did you bring pen and paper?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, I’ll talk, you write.” She tromped down the hall into the back bedroom, “Hmmm-hmmming” and stroking her chin, with Lucky double-timing to keep up with her long strides. “Paint walls, paint baseboards, replace tiles, new ceiling fan and light fixture. A little sheet rock mud on that exposed corner bead.” The closet door screeched when she pulled it open. “WD-40, paint. Hey, did you see this? They never finished the floor in here. We’ll need to find matching tile, or at least a contrast.”

Damn. Lucky’d filled a whole notebook page on a guest bedroom.

“How about we start in the master suite? Get a few rooms done and you can live here while you fix up the rest.”

“Nah. I want it perfect the first time he sees it.”

Johnson whipped her head around toward Lucky. “You must really love that man.”

Yeah, he did. “He’s got enough going on right now. He doesn’t need a house to worry about too, and every time I try to talk about it, something always sidetracks me.”

The rigid set of her shoulders softened. “What’s wrong? Tell Auntie Rett all about it.” Johnson’s dark eyes took in everything. No judgment, no accusation.

She might be the closest thing to Charlotte Lucky had in Georgia. And he so needed his sister right now. She’d know what to do, what to say, how to help Bo. But she was in Spokane, with enough worries of her own raising two teenage sons. She didn’t need Lucky’s problems added to her plate.

Lucky was here. Johnson was here and offering a shoulder.

Why the hell not accept?

“He’s not himself. I dunno, it’s like he’s broken or something. He’s trying too hard to hold it together. Sometimes he cracks, then spends the next twenty minutes apologizing. All that anger and pain’s gotta come out of him or he’s gonna go crazy.” He didn’t add, “And take me with him”.

“Then get it out of him.”

“How?”

“The same way you and I did. Give him a chance to let go.”

Leave it to Johnson to suggest such a thing. Seeing Bo in destructive mode again might be the death of Lucky. “I’m not sure he’ll go for it. He’s afraid to go a round with me, thinks he might lose control and hurt me.” Saying the words somehow made the situation all the more real. What if he and Bo went head to head? What if Bo lost control and kicked Lucky’s ass? Lucky would recover. Bo might not.

“Then get a spotter. Someone you both trust to step in if needed.” She focused a far too understanding gaze on Lucky. “Think he’d trust me?”

Would he? “Yeah. He likes you.”

“Sure he does. What’s not to like?” Once again she hammered Lucky with an iron-hard stare. “But what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Do you trust me?”

Did he? Lucky never stopped to consider who he trusted and who he didn’t. Trusting no one left the question a moot point. But he did trust people: Bo, Walter, Charlotte.

Johnson stood a few feet from Lucky, her face showing no emotion.

Several times now she’d put herself out there to help him without asking for anything in return. Loretta Johnson might be the first real friend he’d made since junior high when he realized that having friends meant getting close, and he had secrets best hidden from the general population of Redneck High.

Johnson. Every bit as stubborn and pigheaded as Lucky. She’d shot her former lover to save her kid. The woman took care of business and family. Lucky respected that. He respected her. But trust her? “You haven’t crapped on me yet.”

“I save crapping for those who deserve it.” And with the finesse Lucky’d come to expect, Johnson shifted topics and got back down to business. “Now, this molding has to go…”

Cocky woman. Thank God she was on Lucky’s side.

Now to put the plan into action. And may Bo forgive him.

***

Lucky tiptoed into the house. He hadn’t meant to stay at the hardware store so late. Bo lay asleep on the couch.

Well, at least Lucky didn’t have to explain where he’d been.

***

Bo sprawled on the couch in his usual position, with a cat on his chest and a dog on the floor beside him. While the place was far from nasty, he hadn’t unpacked much—which suited Lucky’s purposes, but pissed him off at the same time. At least he’d stopped talking about getting his own place.

There’d been a time when Sunday meant sex until noon, then cleaning house—before Mexico.

Bo and Lucky’s relationship fell into two distinct categories: Before Mexico and After Mexico. It took nearly losing both their lives to see how good he’d had it before.

Broken. No other word for it. Lucky lived for the day when they’d enter the “We’re the hell over Mexico” or better yet, a “Mexico? Where’s that?” phase. “I got a question for you.”

Bo rolled his eyes upward. “Yes?”

“I’m thinking about sprucing the place up bit. Do a little painting. I picked up samples at the hardware store. What do you like?” Lucky dropped a handful of color cards onto Bo’s lap.

Bo held the cards in his hand, not looking at them.

“It’s just a thought.” Lucky’s heart hammered a mile a minute. Please let him buy it.

“I’m afraid.”

What? Lucky squatted down by the couch, putting them at eye level. Moose plopped his head on Lucky’s lap and gave a soft whine. Lucky patted the dog’s head. “What are you afraid of?” He kept his voice low, the way he used to talk to skittish farm animals. A gentle hand worked better than yelling and kicking.

Cat Lucky growled at the dog and sauntered off.

Bo sat up, rested his elbows on his knees, and buried his face in his splayed palms. “Of hurting you.”

Lucky rose up on the couch arm, balancing his weight so the darned thing didn’t tip backwards. He rested his arm around Bo’s shoulders. Bo flinched, but settled back into the embrace with a sigh. “You can’t hurt me.”

“But… What if I’d taken shit out on you instead of lasagna?”

“But nothing! I’ve fallen out of trees. I’ve been hit by a tractor,”—going about two miles per hour, but still— “thrown by horses, tossed to the floor by ornery furniture, shot, slid down a kudzu vine and broke a few bones, and made it two years in the Durham Correctional Facility.” Granted, he’d found himself in the infirmary for the occasional patch-up job, but he’d recovered. “Not to mention I’m a ten year veteran of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau.”

Challenge turned Bo’s eyes stony.

Lucky cut off any protests. “Average time spent in the bureau is five years. Art set the record with fifteen.” And he’d lived to retire—one of few.

“How about Walter?”

“He doesn’t count. I think he was born in the SNB conference room or something and been there ever since.”

“That doesn’t mean I won’t hurt you.” Bo’s faint mumble barely registered.

“You haven’t hurt me yet, have you?”

“No, but…”

“What’s it gonna take to teach you that you can’t hurt me?” Not physically, anyway.

“Nothing. There’s no way. You don’t understand what goes on in my mind. What I’m capable of. What I’ve done.”

“Whatever goes on with you, I can take. I will take. Don’t you get that?”

Bo stared at the wall. Not speaking. This wasn’t like him. The paint samples fluttered the floor. Where was his annoying good cheer? His “Can I get you a glass of sweet tea? Clean your house? Save the world?”

Poker face. Something else rattled around that brain of his. Time to call his bluff.

“What’s really eating you?” Lucky slid off the couch arm and to the floor, wedging his way between Bo’s knees. “Out with it.”

He held on when Bo tried to cover his face. No. Not happening. Lucky softened his tone. “How can I help you if you won’t let me?”

The twitch at the edge of Bo’s mouth wasn’t quite a smile. “Lucky Lucklighter looks out for number one. He’s not into helping people.”

“He helps you. If you let him.” Lucky placed Bo’s palm against his cheek and nuzzled into the heat. Funny, for years he’d made up any excuse to keep folks from touching him. Now he couldn’t get enough. He planted a kiss on Bo’s palm.

Bo blew out a breath. “I’m afraid of losing control.”

Yeah. The man liked his world organized. No surprises. Lucky nodded. “Go on.”

“So much of my life is out of my control. I don’t like feeling helpless, especially not when my own brain makes me do things I don’t want to.”

“What does your shrink say?”

“She says that if I didn’t want to do those things, I wouldn’t.” Bo growled the words out through gritted teeth. “And that a handful of pills will cure all ills.”

Wait! What? “You mean to tell me she thinks you can control a flashback? That it’s all in your head? Or you actually wanted to”—Bo’s flinch stopped Lucky from finishing with “you wanted to beat your boyfriend”. And her answer to a forced drug dependency was more drugs?

Eyes squinched shut, Bo nodded. Moisture leaked out of one eye to trail down his cheek.

“I may not be some hoity-toity shrink or nothin’, but even a dumb redneck tobacco farmer calls bullshit.”

Bo shrugged. “She’s my doctor.”

“Not anymore.”

Bo opened his eyes; amber fire blazed in their brown depths. “Walter says I have to go to her. I need to go.”

“Not to her. There’re specialists in what you’re going through. We’ll find you one.” And if Walter objected, he’d deal with Lucky.

“You don’t believe her.” Bo’s disbelieving tone threatened to rip Lucky’s heart right out.

“No, I don’t.”

“I do.”

Oh, Lordy. Time to push, without going too far. “Prove it.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Prove it.”

Bo stared around the living room. “Here? Now?”

“No. We’ll go down to the gym.”

After several moments of open-mouthed staring, Bo clacked his teeth shut. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. It’s your funeral.”

“Funny, Johnson said the same thing. And it won’t be.” Lucky pulled out his cell phone. “I’m gonna round us up a spotter.” Let him be doing the right thing.

“Who?” Bo raised one eyebrow, lines forming between his brows. Yeah, his inner Cyrus wouldn’t let just any old body see what he thought of as a weakness.

“Johnson.”

Bo’s second eyebrow joined the first in reaching for his hairline. “She any good?”

Now was not the time to tell Bo how close Lucky’d come to getting his ass kicked. “Street fighter. No formal training, but she’s okay.”

The gears grinding in Bo’s brain were nearly audible. His jaw twitched and he studied his hands. Testing the bounds of his control had to be his decision.

Lucky blindly charged in, and damn the consequences. Bo weighed matters.

If he hadn’t been trained to notice the smallest of details, Lucky might’ve missed the slight dip of Bo’s chin. “Do it.”

Hallelujah! Lucky scrolled through his meager list of contacts and found “Johnson.”

She picked up on the second ring. “What you done got yourself into now?”

“How the fuck are you too?” Lucky had to remember her line if he ever connected with his brothers again.

His brothers. If only Dallas was there. He’d always said and done the right things, like Charlotte. And he’d be by Lucky’s side, ripping up carpet and painting walls.

Lucky took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He’d make do with what he had: Johnson. “Are you busy?”

“If by ‘busy’ do you mean ‘doing the nasty’?”

Ewww… Way too much information. “You could lie and say ‘nothing much’.”

“All right, all right! So I’m watching my toenail polish dry and shining a laser pointer on the floor for the cat to chase. Spoilsport. Whatcha want?”

“I need you to help me settle a bet.”

“Oh? Who we going after?”

“That’s okay. I wouldn’t want to take you away from your exciting life.” She was too much fun to mess with.

“No! Please do! You’re taking my advice, aren’t you?”

“Bo and I are gonna go a few rounds in the ring. We want you there… in case.” Never in a million years would he admit it had been her idea, and a good one.

“Have you mentioned this to his therapist, by any chance?”

“His therapist is a dipstick.”

Lucky imagined Johnson nodding in that sage way of hers. “When and where?”

Good question on the when. “Let me make a call and get back to you.” Lucky hung up and dialed again.

A gruff voice answered, “Sonny’s Gym.”

“I need a ring.”

“We open at one today.”

Lucky glanced at his bare wrist. Right. He couldn’t seem to hang on to a watch to save his life. He pulled his phone away from his ear to check the time: 10:30. “If I pay you extra, can you open at twelve?”

“No can do. One o’clock.”

Lucky scrutinized Bo. They didn’t need an audience. He muttered, “Fuck you,” after he hung up the phone. He called Johnson. “I didn’t get a ring.”

“What gym did you call?”

“Sonny’s.”

“Give me five minutes.” Two minutes later his phone rang. Damn, that was fast.  “Can you make it at twelve thirty?”

“Yeah. But how’d you get a ‘yes’ when I got a ‘no’?”

“I played on the guy’s sympathies, about how a poor, PTSD-suffering ex-Marine needs to work off a fuck-ton of stress.”

Lucky pictured the cellphone addicted slacker who minded the door at Sonny’s. “And that worked?” Well, duh.

“His brother was a Marine. Sometimes you catch more flies with honey, dude. Didn’t your mama ever tell you that?”

Damn but Lucky hated owing her one. “We’ll see you there.” He disconnected the call.

Bo lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling. Now if only he’d decide what color to paint it.

“C’mon, Bo. We got somewhere to go. Let Moose out in the backyard. We’ll get a bite to eat on the way.”

Bo didn’t argue, he rose off the couch and plodded to the bedroom. Looked like he was heading to his own execution, the way he hung his head and shuffled his feet.

Lucky gave him a few minutes alone before joining him in the bedroom to grab his workout clothes.

***

Bo stood on the sidewalk, arms slack at his sides.

The last time they’d come here together Bo had been a rookie, Lucky his trainer, and they’d met a few days earlier. And yet, even then Bo hadn’t gazed at Lucky with such suspicion. Yeah, familiarity didn’t often endear people to Lucky, but damn it all to hell, his lover shouldn’t act scared shitless.

He sidled up to Bo in case the guy tried to bolt. “It’s good to get out of the house for a while, ain’t it?”

Bo grunted in reply.

Under pain of death Lucky wouldn’t mention the few extra pounds around Bo’s middle, or the lack of running in at least a month, unless he counted trying to keep up with the dog during morning walks.

Bo once worshipped at the altar of clean living. Now? Granted, Lucky never found bacon in cupcakes and brownies, but sugar and white flour used to be on Bo’s no-no list.

If one thing could possibly break Lucky’s heart more than Bo up and leaving, it’d be Bo leaving mentally while his body remained behind and went through the motions of living.

Bo shoved his hands into the pockets of his sweats and preceded Lucky into the building. The same texting asshole sat on a stool behind the front desk, thumbs working double-time on the keypad of an iPhone.

“You got a half hour before we open to the public,” he mumbled without taking his eyes off his phone. There wasn’t enough violence in this man’s life for him to be so trusting. Didn’t he watch any crime dramas on TV? Hell, didn’t he even watch South Bend Springs, for crying out loud? His Marine brother needed to give the guy a good talking to.

Lucky strode on past, Bo shuffling along in his wake. Just like last time, no helmets, no guards, just gloves, and only to appease Bo’s fears. Lucky stretched, then bounced in place. Bo stood in the corner of the ring, staring at his gloves.

“You haven’t forgotten what those gloves or for, have you? Or your promise to one day stomp my ass?” Was it too much to ask for Lucky to be doing the right thing for once in his life?

If the beaten down man standing so forlorn in the ring was who Bo’d be from here on out, Lucky had his back. But damned if he wouldn’t mourn the partner who gave as good as he got. It takes time, he heard in his mind, in a chorus of voices: Charlotte’s, Johnson’s, Walter’s, and Mrs. Griggs’. And damned if they weren’t all right.

But facing fears worked a whole lot quicker.

He acknowledged Johnson with a nod when she crept in, took her place ringside, and held up a whistle. “Okay, here’s the rules. You hear this whistle, you get to your corner.” In an eerie reminder of Lucky’s mother’s old threat, she added, “Don’t make me come in there.”

Lucky finished his warmup and picked a spot on the mat to stand his ground.

“Why do you want to do this?” Bo asked.

Yeah, offering to be a punching bag was a reckless thing to do. A shiver of fear raced up Lucky’s spine. Bo held a height and weight advantage, and when channeling Cyrus, attitude too. But whatever happened the day Bo had hit his boyfriend wasn’t a part of the Bo Lucky knew. Lucky might hurt like a motherfucker in a few minutes, but he was betting his body on Bo staying Bo.

“Because we both need the workout. Now, hit or be hit.” Lucky faked with his left and ducked, expecting a retaliatory swing.

Bo stood stock still. “I don’t want to fight you.”

The blackness in Bo needed a way out. “Then don’t fight me.” Lucky edged his way over, weight on his toes. He leaned up and whispered into Bo’s ear, “Pretend I’m Stephan Mangiardi.”

“I can’t.”

“Why can’t you?”

For the first time in recent memory, the old pissed off fire from their early days burned in Bo’s eyes. He trembled. “Because then I’d kill you.”

Lucky met the challenge with a lift of his chin. “Go on.”

“No. I might hurt you.”

“You won’t.” And if beating Lucky black and blue helped the man deal, the punishment would be worth the pain. Now to get him riled up enough to fight back.

For a long moment they stood inches apart, chests rising and falling with their heavy breathing. And then Bo swung.

His fist passed close enough to catch Lucky in the breeze. Lucky danced away. Clumsy. “You can do better than that.”

Bo swung again, a look of sheer determination on his face.

Lucky ducked and covered. Smack! A left hook caught him in the jaw, hard enough to rattle teeth and brains.

Hitting the mat and rolling saved Lucky from another hard blow. He rose to his feet on shaky legs. Damn! The man wasn’t playing.

Jab, jab, slam, went Bo’s fists. Fuck! A blow to the shoulder knocked Lucky back against the turnbuckle.

Lucky hid a wince. “Is that all you got? My kid sister hits harder.”

Johnson squeezed the rope, muscles tense. If Lucky hollered she’d blow the whistle.

Bo never glanced her way. He came after Lucky again and again and again.

A blow to Lucky’s chest forced out an “Ooof!” Fuck! That was hard! Shake it off, Lucklighter. Shake it off.

Forcing himself upright and schooling the panic off his face, Lucky worked his way across the mat. If Bo was in top form, Lucky would be a dead man. But even now Bo huffed and puffed, dropped his arms, giving Lucky clear shots.

Normally when Lucky came here, he taught someone a lesson. Today was about draining the wound and letting the scars heal.

“What’s wrong, you son of a bitch?” Bo shouted. “We came here to fight, now hit me!”

“Come and get me.” Lucky forced a cocky grin.

Once more fire sparked in Bo’s eyes. Left, right, left. He jabbed, he shuffled.

Still not there yet. All Bo’s internal pressure needed an outlet. “What’s wrong, gonna let a short-armed T-Rex beat you?” Lucky darted under Bo’s defense, landing a token jab.

Fuck! Not quick enough!

A right to the solar plexus spun Lucky around. He slammed into the ropes. Holy shit! That’d leave a mark. With nowhere to go, he shielded as best he could. What had he gotten himself into?

Calling Johnson in now might undo all the progress they’d made. Bo fought, letting out the poison. Lucky gritted his teeth and took a shaky step forward.

“Fight, damn it! Fight! You want a piece of me? Come and get me!” Lucky grinned and sidestepped to avoid a wild swipe.

This wouldn’t do. Bo swung blindly, with zero control. If this were an actual fight, Lucky would have taken him out, no problem. “Focus. Don’t fight blind. C’mon, you can do this.”

Bo punched, missing Lucky’s head by inches.

“You gotta try harder than that!” Once more Lucky skipped away from a swing.

Bo stopped, narrowed-eye gaze zeroing in on Lucky.

“Who taught you how to fight? A third grader?” Lucky darted through Bo’s defenses and landed a love tap. Bo swung and missed.

Lucky repeated the hit and danced away.

“Remember you asked for it.” Shoulders back, chin up, gloves raised. Now this was a fighter. Bo pulled in his fists, righted his posture, and spread his feet. There was the man who’d stomped a few biker asses.

Lucky was so in trouble now.

Right, left, right. Lucky ducked and rolled, coming up behind Bo. He aimed his glove…

Bo spun and caught Lucky in the shoulder. Lucky reeled. The ropes stopped his fall. Nice hit.

“Need me?” Loretta Johnson’s blurry face swam into view.

With a shake of his head, Lucky pushed off the ropes—and barely blocked Bo’s glove. The man wasn’t playing.

Bo danced a few paces away.

Lucky studied his partner, the subtle shifts that’d give away his moves.

Jab, jab, jab. Oh, nice! Lucky hadn’t seen that move coming. He snuck in a jab of his own.

Bo swung.

Lucky brought up his forearms to shield his face. Down on his ass he went. The blow rattled his spine. Why had he agreed to this? Oh yeah. To save Bo. Was it too late to work on a plan B? He took his time climbing to his feet to buy extra seconds. His lungs burned.

One move had brought Bo down before. Maybe a wild kick would work again. Lucky dropped to the mat and struck out at Bo’s legs.

Bo jumped away. He wobbled, but didn’t fall. And he came back, grabbed Lucky by the shoulders, and yanked him onto his toes. “Fight back, motherfucker! Stop holding back. You want me to let go? Well, you need to meet me halfway.”

Lucky punched. And missed.

Bo lunged, landed a blow, and retreated. The cold calculation on his face promised pain.

Pow! Then pop, pop, pop. Bo crowded Lucky, too close to land a blow.

Only then did Lucky hear the litany, “No, no, no, no, no.” Bo’s cheek brushed Lucky’s, wet with more than sweat. “No, no, no, no, no. I was clean, I was in control! The muthafucking bastard!”

The blows lessened, the curses became sobs. Bo wrapped his sweaty arms around Lucky and buried his face in Lucky’s neck. “That wasn’t supposed to happen. Damn it! I’m in control! Me! Nobody had the right to do that to me! Nobody!”

Lucky held on.

Poison flowed out of Bo on tears and curses. He crushed Lucky to his chest. “I worked so hard to stay off the shit. Stephan Mangiardi came along and fucked it all up.”

“No he didn’t.” Lucky squirmed, fighting for air in Bo’s too-tight hold.

Eventually Bo eased his grip. “After I got busted I swore I’d be a new man. Not the hard bastard my father is. I went vegetarian, started running. Told myself I’d show them all. Dad, Darren…”

Darren? Oh, yeah. The boyfriend. “You don’t have to show them anything. The only one you gotta worry about is you.” Together they sank down to the mat, clinging to each other. “Listen Bo, what happened can’t be undone, but if you let it control your life, change who you are, the bastards win.”

Bo raised a weary gaze to meet Lucky’s. “Why are you so calm about this? He screwed you over too. Because of him good men are dead. He shot his father. Tried to have Victor killed. Might have succeeded.”

If Lucky dwelled too long on the past, his head might explode. He gave his best feral grin. “Getting mad is a waste of time. I plan to get even.”

“It’s wrong to hate. Hate destroys the soul.”

There Bo went, sounding like a textbook again. “It’s human, Bo. Guess what? You’re human. You don’t get to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders or save us all from ourselves. You’re not perfect.”

“You son of…”

“Shh…” Lucky stripped off his gloves and cradled Bo’s head in his hands. “It’s okay to not be perfect. As bad as you are now, can you imagine how insufferable you’d be?” Lucky forced a grin and a shudder.

Which earned him a watery laugh. “We certainly wouldn’t have much in common, then, would we?”

“Hey, now!” Lucky’s pretended offense crumbled. Bo had fought, gotten angry, and hadn’t turned into a monster. “And you know what?”

“What?”

“In the ring, you didn’t lose control, you gained control. You focused. I mean, you got mad, you hit like you meant it, but at no time were you a threat to me or anyone else. You were always you.”

All emotion fled Bo’s normally expressive face. He stared at Lucky, mouth hanging open. “I didn’t hurt you?”

Lucky bit back a yelp when Bo probed what had to be a nasty bruise forming on his jaw. “Would you believe me if I said no?”

Bo shook his head.

Lucky bit his lip to keep from crying out. “Yeah, you hurt me. You’re one hell of a fighter.”

“See, I told you—”

“We were fighting. I took a hit or two. But you didn’t go off your rocker. You held it together.” Tonight’s agenda: hot bath, ibuprofen, heating pad… But he wasn’t damaged… much.

And he’d call in sick tomorrow.

“I’m always so afraid that one day I’ll turn into my father.” The dam broke. Sobs wracked Bo’s body. Lucky held tight.

“Let go. Get it out of your system. It’s gonna be all right.” Lucky peered over Bo’s shoulders. “You’re not your father. Will never be him. You’ve got goodness in you that won’t let you cross the line.”

Johnson nodded toward Bo and mimicked putting a phone to her ear, with her thumb and little finger.

Lucky nodded. If he needed her, he’d call, but he’d try not to need her. Tears soaked Lucky’s T-shirt. He stripped off the soggy cotton to wipe Bo’s face.

“I’m a mess, ain’t I?” Bo’s half-hearted smile fell short of sincere.

“But you’re my mess.” Lucky busied himself removing Bo’s gloves.

So many thoughts likely churned in Bo’s brain. If Lucky could turn them all off and give the man a moment’s peace, he’d do it. “Stop thinking so hard. Accept that you’re not broken, and that I love you. I’m here for you.” Had Lucky really said something so sappy? For good measure, he added, “You cantankerous pain in the ass.”

Bo barked a laugh. “Takes one to know one. Now, let’s go home and practice that pain in the ass stuff. Then, I need a nap.”

“Well, look at the little faggots getting all lovey-dovey.” Two men stood outside the ring, one wearing a nasty sneer.

Bo tensed. “C’mon up and say that again in the ring.”

“Don’t think I won’t!”

Lucky jumped to his feet. Bo grabbed his arm and pulled up. “He’s mine.”

The guy glanced from Lucky to Bo, choosing which “faggot” he stood a better chance of beating, no doubt.

“No, Bo. Let me do this.” Bo had just been through enough. Time for Lucky to let off steam.

“Aww… isn’t that sweet. Protecting your teary-eyed boyfriend.” That bigot had a bruising coming.

The guy from the front desk came flying across the floor and skidded to a halt a few feet away. “Sorry, man,” he said to Lucky. “It’s one o’clock. I had to open the doors.” Damn, the guy did more than sit on a stool and play with his cell phone. Would miracles never cease? To the bigot, he said, “You know the rules, Trevor. Fights outside the ring will cost you your membership.”

Trevor grinned and stepped into the ring. “I’ll take on both you candy-asses.”

“You’ll fight by the rules or your ass is out of here.” Lobby Boy cracked his knuckles. “And only if they agree.”

“Me and him.” Bo nodded at his would-be opponent.

Oh hell. Lucky should be the one to teach the asshole a lesson. “You don’t have to do this.”

“That’s up to me. And I say I do.” The determined set of Bo’s jaw said there’d be no talking him off this ledge. “You referee.”

“Oh hell no,” the bigot yelled. “Alan here will referee. Won’t ya, Alan?”

“Your cousin isn’t getting that honor,” Lobby Boy said. “He cheats as bad as you do. I’ve got to watch the front, but I’ll send someone. No hitting till they get here.”

The guy cheated. And he was going to fight Bo.

Bo clenched his fists. “You need time to warm up?”

“To whoop a pansy like you? As if!”

The asshole deserved what he’d soon get. “Are you sure about this?” Lucky should be the one dishing out the punishment; he shook with the need.

Bo’s death glare never wavered. “I’m sure.”

A mountain of muscles trod across the floor toward the ring, at a slow, practiced rate. Crooked nose, messed up ears, sleeve tats. “Badass” pulsed from the man like sonar. The vision of how Bo might look in a few years if he allowed Cyrus to take over.

Lucky recognized the walking mountain from the picture in the lobby. Sonny. A former heavyweight contender and owner of the gym. “If we’re gonna do this, we’re gonna do it right. Go gear up.”

Neither fighter moved.

“My rules, or this doesn’t happen.” Most likely, not too many people ignored Sonny’s commands.

Bo held his ground until the piece of shit bigot left the ring first. Point in his favor. Only then did Bo trudge to the front desk for a helmet and teeth guard. “I gotta protect the family jewels,” he said, and headed into the locker room to don groin protection.

When he returned, Lucky began wrapping Bo’s hands, but the referee waved him aside. “Here, I’ll do it.”

“Now wait a minute…” The guy’s sure, steady movements shut Lucky’s mouth. Now wasn’t the time to let pride stand in the way of Bo doing his best. If his hands weren’t properly wrapped, he’d break bones. This wasn’t Bo and Lucky sparring. Bo played for keeps this time. He flexed his fingers a few times and slid his hands into the gloves.

As confidently as he’d wrapped Bo’s hands, the guy secured the gloves. The whole time the man spoke to Bo, too softly for Lucky to hear the words, but Bo nodded a time or two, and shook his head as often.

Sonny strapped on Bo’s headgear and marched back toward the ring. Homophobic Asshole was already there, shadowboxing and in general looking like an overconfident moron.

Bo didn’t put on airs.  He strolled to the ring and climbed through the ropes.

Sonny joined him a moment later. “I won’t ask you to shake hands, but on the count of three, I want a clean fight.”

Bo nodded. The Asshole sneered.

The referee one-upped him. “Either you agree or you get out of this gym.”

“Okay.”

“One, two…”

The Asshole drove an uppercut toward Bo’s chin.

“Hey!” Lucky shouted, ready to dive through the ropes.

The referee brought the whistle up to his lips and stopped.

Bo ducked, the blow missed. The asshole’s momentum spun him around. Bo knocked the guy down with no effort at all.

Instead of going in for the kill, Bo bounced in place.

Slowly the asshole regained his feet, his cockiness returning. He had a good two inches on Bo and a longer reach, but overconfidence handicapped a fighter. And the guy had no idea of Bo’s fighting skills.

Bo smiled, and it wasn’t pretty. Wolves probably smiled like that before bringing down an unsuspecting goat.

“Your move, asswipe.” The words came out garbled around his teeth guard. Was that really Bo? It didn’t sound like Cyrus either. Oh hell. Don’t say there was yet another person living inside Lucky’s man. Two was enough.

The guy led with his left. Bo stepped aside, he didn’t fight back. Why didn’t Bo hit? The guy was wide open!

“What’s wrong? Afraid to hit the faggot?” Bo’s grin stuck fear even into Lucky’s heart.

Lucky grabbed a towel out of a guy’s hand, ready to toss it in the ring and end the fight.

The referee’s glower made him step back. “Have a little faith.”

The asshole’s left hook grazed Bo’s arm.

Bo threw back his head and laughed. Laughed! “What’s wrong? Got fairy dust in your eyes?”

The guy swung again, losing form by overreaching. Bo tapped him on the exposed shoulder and hopped out of reach.

Anger made the guy stupid. He drove in, jabbing blindly.

Bo shielded each blow, bobbing and weaving.

The guy huffed and puffed. Bo wasn’t breathing hard at all. He was… fucking magnificent. All cool confidence.

The guy punched again, weaker now.

Bo wasn’t going to fight him. He planned to tire the guy out. A fair fight, no matter who won, was still a fight. He’d take the man down without a single punch.

A crowd gathered around the ring. Lucky flinched when a hand landed on his shoulder. “Hey!”

Loretta Johnson stood behind him. “I came back to make sure y’all were okay.”

Together they stared at the ring, watching as Bo swayed and ducked another punch. Fancy footwork put him out of reach time and again.

“Have you had enough?” Bo asked. “Me and my candy-ass boyfriend have plans this afternoon.”

The guy roared and charged.

Bo grabbed him in a bear hug, pinning his arms to this sides. “Aww… I didn’t know you cared.” He leaned in and planted a kiss on the man’s nose.

The referee didn’t do a good job of hiding a laugh behind a cough.

No matter how hard the guy struggled, Bo kept him captive.

Loretta handed Lucky a cold pack. “I’d use this on my jaw if I were you. Be a shame to mess up that purdy face.”

Lucky scowled but held the offering up to his abused flesh. Ah. Nice. Not that he’d tell her.

For five more minutes the guy who probably wished he’d kept his mouth shut chased Bo around the ring.

Then Bo spun. All traces of humor drained from his face. The subtle shift of weight gave warning enough of attack—a warning Mouthy Homophobe didn’t heed.

Wham! Bo’s right hook reeled the man backwards. Wham! Bo’s uppercut drove the guy into the ropes.

The pitiful excuse for an opponent staggered back to the center of the ring, showing more stupidity than sense. He’d stumbled straight into Bo’s glove.

Right, left, right. Damned fast punches.

Sweat poured off the guy. His eyes lost focus and he fell to his knees.

One more jab and Bo rolled him over.

The man on the mat groaned but stayed flat on his back. The referee held Bo’s arm above his head.

“Now, let that be a lesson to you. Everybody’s welcome in this gym unless I say otherwise.” Sonny pointed at the guy on the mat. “Trevor, your membership is revoked. Antagonizing other members is against rules. And don’t ever fuck with a Marine!”

He yanked the neck of his tank top down, revealing a “Semper Fi” tattoo on his right pec. Lucky hid a smile.

By ones and twos, the crowd began to amble away.

“Wait a second, honeys. I think you boys owe me something.” Johnson grinned and held out her hand. Several men grumbled while piling tens on her outstretched palm. Lucky scowled.

“What? I deserve something for my trouble since I left such a thrilling existence to come here and watch boring old boxing.” She faked a yawn, folded the bills, and tucked them into her cleavage. “Want it, come get it. And I’m warning you, the girls bite.” To Lucky she whispered, “This’ll buy a nice housewarming gift.”

Lucky wouldn’t put it past her to wear a razor wire bra. “Thanks for coming.” Speaking too low for anyone else to hear didn’t make him a coward. Or ungrateful. Just… Lucky. He slipped the ice pack into the dirty T-shirt he’d balled up in his hand.

“C’mon. Let’s get out of here.” Bo wrapped one arm around Lucky’s shoulders and the other around Johnson’s.  “I’ve got Sunday dinner to cook. Wanna join us?” He turned to face Johnson.

“Thanks, but I’ve got someone coming over. Raincheck?”

“Sure. And Loretta?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.” The eye contact they shared might mean Bo thanked her for more than merely showing up today.

“Anytime.” Johnson patted the spot between her breasts where she’d hidden the money. “You’re good for my bank account.” She sashayed away, drawing appreciative stares from a few of the men she’d bet against. They must like dangerous living. One wrong look and she’d rip their arm off and shove it down their throat.

Bo didn’t take his arm from around Lucky on the way through the gym, and Lucky didn’t ask him to. If someone else didn’t like it, well, it was Lucky’s turn to teach a lesson. And unlike Bo’s reserved approach, Lucky would vent his spleen on some deserving shithead.

Lucky paused long enough to strip the gear off Bo and discard the items in a bin by the door. He’d remove the groin guard later, in private.

“Come back anytime,” Sonny said. He leaned against the front counter next to the attendant, who bore a striking, if somewhat smaller, resemblance. “If you need a sparring partner, I wouldn’t mind going a few rounds.” His open smile stamped the invitation genuine.

“I might take you up on it.” Bo swatted his middle. “Seems I’ve let myself go lately.” He glanced over at Lucky.

Lucky rolled his eyes upward. “I didn’t say a thing.” He sucked in his own gut and shrugged into his hoodie. So they both needed more exercise.

“You didn’t have to.” Bo fist-bumped the gym owner and held the door open for Lucky.

The last two hours pressed down, slowing Lucky’s progress. Damn, what a headache. And with the excitement gone, aches shouted for attention. He was getting too old for this.

On the way over he’d imagined a distraught Bo slumped over in the passenger seat for their return trip. Instead, Bo skipped along on an adrenaline high. Now to catch him when he crashed.

Lucky sighed and got inside Bo’s truck. Bone weary and achy, he let the seat back and tried to get comfortable. “No comments from the peanut gallery needed. Just get us home.”

Every bump, every pothole, rattled through Lucky’s bones. Come tomorrow morning he wouldn’t be able to move.

“What’s wrong, old man? Can’t keep up with the young pup?”

Now wasn’t the time to remind Bo that he’d landed more punches than Lucky. “Just feeling a tad under the weather.”

Bo’s smile fell. “What? You’re sick and went to the gym with me? Idiot! What’s wrong? Where does it hurt?”

“Everywhere.”

Storm clouds gathered on Bo’s face. “You said I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

“Ah, you know what they say. No pain, no gain.” More softly Lucky added, “Morons. All right! I’ll admit it, I’m out of shape. Happy now?”

Bo drove home, casting anxious glances Lucky’s way every few minutes.

“Knock it off already.  My younger brothers did worse. I’m fine.” The knife-gouging-into-Lucky’s-cheek had dulled to an insistent throbbing. His shoulder hurt at each touch. He gave up and stopped touching.

They got out of the truck and waved to the landlady, sitting in her usual spot on her front porch. Arm around Lucky’s shoulder, Bo led him to the front door.

“Soak in Epsom salts. That’ll do the trick,” Mrs. Griggs called. Lucky limped into the house.

“Got any Epsom salts?” Bo left Lucky in the living room and charged into the bathroom. Drawers and cabinet doors squeaked open and slammed closed.

Lucky shuffled to the bedroom on legs that didn’t want to bend. Damn, and he’d thought Bo out of shape. His attempt to pull his hoodie over his head ended on a grunt about halfway to the goal.

Even his bruises had bruises at this point, and without a proper cool down, soreness set in. He knew better. Water ran in the bathroom.

“Here, let me get that.” Bo yanked the thick cotton over Lucky’s head and let out a whistle. “You should have said something.” He traced his fingers over Lucky’s damaged shoulder.

“That little boo boo? I’ve had worse mosquito bites.” Liar. The direct hit might never fade to a memory. When Bo hit, he hit hard. But he hadn’t lost control. Not even come close.

Lucky laid his head against Bo’s shoulder. Bo stroked his fingers through Lucky’s hair. Ahh, that felt good. Now, to stand here and catch a little nap.

“C’mon. I’ve got your bath running. A good soak will make you feel better. I started some tea too.”

Arguing took more energy than Lucky had.

“You’re more of a coffee drinker, but chamomile is a natural sedative. Trust me, it’ll help.”

Yeah, trust a drug-wary pharmacist to know about natural cures. Lucky plopped down on the bed and let Bo strip off his clothes. He rolled into a ball, the pillowcase cool against his bruised jaw.

“Oh, no you don’t. Bath first. Soak. Tea. Then you nap while I fix dinner.”

Dinner? “Aren’t you even tired?” The guy had taken on Lucky and an asshole jerk too. He should be exhausted. Lucky raised his head enough to focus bleary eyes on Bo.

Bo glanced down. “Not really. As a matter of fact, I was thinking about a run later. Moose needs the exercise.”

Moose. Right. “Your crash and burn will hurt worse than mine.” Ah, nice, soft pillow. Now to stay in bed for about ten years.

Bo grabbed Lucky’s relatively unabused arm and yanked. “Bath, remember?”

“Sadist.”

“You learned a new word! I’m so proud. Now get your ass in the bathtub before I have to kick it again.”

Hell would freeze over before Lucky let on what the mere effort of crossing the floor cost him. His complaints vanished when he sank into a tubful of warm water. He closed his eyes and leaned back. If all went well, soon he’d be soaking in a tub big enough for the two of them. And Jacuzzi jets on his back? Heaven.

“Man, I can’t wait for…” slipped out of his mouth.

“Can’t wait for what?” Bo sat down on the closed toilet lid, washcloth in hand.

Oh shit. He’d almost let the secret slip. Totally exhausted wasn’t the time to explain concepts requiring a functioning brain. “Until supper. I’m starving. What you gonna fix?”

“What do you want?”

Normally, Lucky would have shouted, “You!” While his cock gave a valiant effort to rise, sex wasn’t happening anytime soon. He’d done gone and got old if he’d rather have a nap than screw Bo into the mattress.

Okay, nap first, screwing second. His cock rose a little more.

Soon he’d make it a point to set up candles, glasses of something nonalcoholic, and nibbles on the edge of the massive tub in their new home. He’d hand feed Bo, love him slowly while jets of water caressed them, and then… pour in a box of soap bubbles just ’cause he’d always wanted to do that and see what happened.

He’d soap Bo and have hot, slippery sex all over the bathroom floor. And in the kitchen. Hell, they’d christen every single room in the house.

“Lucky?”

Lucky jerked. “Was I asleep?”

Bo grinned. “Snoring.”

“Oh.” A yawn creaked Lucky’s jaw.

“Lean up.” Bo soaped the washcloth and ran the rough terrycloth over Lucky’s back. “You’ve got bruises and scrapes, but nothing too bad.”

“What about you?”

“You didn’t even fight back much, and the jerk might as well not have. He didn’t land a single good punch.” Bo snickered.

The bout in the ring could have gone so, so wrong.

“Lucky?” Bo brushed his lips against Lucky’s temple.

“What?”

“Thanks. I appreciate the risk you took today, and the person I pay to see each week wouldn’t agree with your methods, but I get what you did and why you did it. I still may lose control one day, but not today.”

“When are you gonna learn to trust me?”

“Can I? Do you promise to always tell me the truth?”

Right now a secret burned a hole in Lucky’s brain. He swallowed hard.

“I see.” Bo averted his gaze.

Oh, so he’d noticed. Lucky’s poker face may have fooled Nestor, but not Bo. “I promise that the only secrets I’ll keep is work-related stuff I can’t talk about, and surprises you don’t need to know about—yet.” There. That worked, right?

Bo narrowed his eyes. “What kind of surprises? I don’t like the bad kind.”

Okay, time for creative use of the truth. “Christmas and birthday presents. That sort of thing.”

“Okay.” Bo raised a skeptical brow.

“You mean the moment you think of something for me you’re gonna blurt it out?”

The brow dropped to a half-raise. “Well, no.”

With great effort Lucky lifted his hands from the water and cupped Bo’s face between his palms. “I’ll never keep anything from you that’ll hurt you. I promise.”

“Even if it’s something I might not like to hear?”

“Like what?”

“I pushed the relationship thing and never gave you a chance to have your say. What if you decide someday that the picket fence and whole nine yards isn’t what you want? Do you promise to talk to me and not up and leave?”

“You mean the picket fence is on the table again?” Please let me be hearing right.

Bo gave him a sheepish smile. “I’ve decided to accept Walter’s offer, so I’ve got a job. If you want to, once all the Mangiardi mess is over, we can go house hunting. How would you like that? We’ll make of list of what we’re both looking for so we’ll have a house that feels like home. What about that fixer-upper you mentioned. Is it still on the market?”

Oh shit. What now? Tell him, tell him, tell him! “Bo, I—”

“That is, if you still want a basket case for a roommate.”

“Still want you? Of course I want you. No still about it.” But not as a roommate.  As a lover.  A partner. “I wish you’d met my folks. All you have to go by parent-wise is your no account dad.” Yeah, Lucky wouldn’t mind seeing them again himself. And getting a few questions answered. One day soon. “Mama and Daddy didn’t have much, but they had each other. Sometimes one wasn’t sure of what they wanted or needed, but the other always did. They’re a great team. Just because I balked at first don’t mean I don’t want the same things you do.”

“Good. ‘Cause I want us to be like that.” Bo turned Lucky this way and that, bathing him with a gentle hand. Lucky let him.

And Bo wasn’t letting Stephan’s accusations trip him out anymore. Good. One less thing to worry about at the moment.

In a house across town, a nursery waited, with colorful animals on the walls that the Lucky of a few years ago would have painted over on day one. How many times had he stared at that wall, goofy smile on his face, and visualized “one day”?

Bo awakened dreams Lucky never imagined—or never admitted, not even to himself. While watching his nephews his heart used to ache for a son or daughter of his own. One he’d never have brought into his former criminal life.

Now, though, he’d lived upright for the better part of ten years. Reluctantly at first, but being with Bo, he’d found his footing. Sure he’d made mistakes along the way. Would make more in the future. Bo taught him how to pick his ass up off the floor, dust off, and keep on going.

His family hadn’t forgiven him. Might never forgive him, especially now when they thought him dead. But Charlotte never cast judgement. Neither had Bo. Walter, who’d lived his entire life putting people like Lucky behind bars, well, he’d never pointed the shaky finger either, except when Lucky needed it.

Johnson didn’t judge. No, she tried to one-up him, listing her sins for bragging rights. A smile tugged at the corner of Lucky’s mouth. For better or worse, no matter what he’d done, a handful of folks still believed in him. High time he started believing in himself.

Look what he’d accomplished. He’d given up trafficking, now worked for the good guys. He’d make sure Stephan paid for his sins, and wipe Victor’s blood off his hands for good. Someone loved him, warts and all, and he’d even made the first true friend he’d had since the boy from the next farm over didn’t want to play the same games Lucky did in the hayloft.

He’d built a new life for himself. All because of Bo. Soon he’d work up enough courage to approach his family. They might kick him to the curb again, and he’d deserve their cold shoulder, but he’d try one more time. Damn, but he missed his folks. How he’d love them to meet Bo, find out Lucky hadn’t flushed his entire life down the crapper.

Maybe one day they’d get to meet a new grandchild. Lucky shook himself from his daydreams and splashed water on the floor. “I fell asleep again, didn’t I?”

“Yeah.” Bo smiled. “You’re cute when you’re sleeping.”

Oh hell no! “I am not cute.”

“If you say so. Now get your adorable ass out of the water. You’re pruning up.” Bo stood, grabbed a towel out of the cabinet, and held it out.

Lucky dragged himself out of too cool water. He shivered. Bo wrapped him in the towel. “Dry off and get in bed. I’ll be right there with your tea and something to eat.”

Without bothering to dry off, Lucky trudged into the bedroom and flopped down on the bed, still wet. He jolted awake to Bo shaking his shoulder.

“Poor baby, I wiped you out, didn’t I?”

Lucky didn’t bother to argue. Not when the scent of pizza hit his nose. His stomach rumbled. He rolled over and propped his back against the headboard.

Bo pulled the covers up over his lap and handed him a plate. “Here ya go. Barbeque chicken pizza. Eat.”

The vegetarian ordered him chicken. “You’re too good to me.”

“Yeah, I am, ain’t I? I’ll be right back.” Bo trotted out of the room and returned with a glass of water and a steaming cup. “This’ll make you feel better.” He set the drinks down and handed Lucky two pills. “Ibuprofen. They’ll help with the soreness.  I found a bag of loose tea you had in the cabinet, along with a tea ball. I didn’t know you liked tea.”

Johnson’s special blend. Oh, yeah. Perfect. He hadn’t used it all.

Once more Bo left the room and returned with his own plate. “Veggie with extra mushrooms,” he announced, settling cross-legged on the bed. His damp, slicked back hair said he’d showered, and pizza delivery must have taken close to an hour.

“How long was I out?”

“’Bout an hour and a half. Loretta called. I told her you were asleep.”

Loretta Johnson, the only person with the SNB besides Walter who knew about Lucky and Bo. “Did she say what she wanted?”

“Was checking on me, actually.” Bo regarded Lucky with soulful gold-flecked brown eyes. “I appreciate what you did for me today. Things haven’t been great around here since I got back, but I’m trying to figure out who I am again. It’s just that I was Cyrus for so long.”

“I know.” Hell, Lucky owed Cyrus one hell of a debt for getting Bo through the last few months. But the crisis was over. Time for Bo to be Bo again. “Have you talked with Walter yet?”

“No. I figured I’d ride into work with you sometime this week, talk with him then.”

Uh-oh. Did Lucky’s failure to tell Bo about his after work activities tie in with the birthday and Christmas surprises deal? Think, Lucky, think!

“Sure. But how will you get home? Gonna take me and come back and get me?” That’d set some tongues to wagging.

“Actually, I’m ready to come back. Like you said, I’m gonna find a new therapist. There’s no reason for me to be cooling my heels. I’m sure Walter’ll keep me busy.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Even if it meant Lucky working harder to find free time for the house. So much to do and he’d barely made a dent.

They finished dinner in silence. Bo locked up the house and slid into the bed. Lucky tried not to grunt when Bo pulled him close. The whumf! from the foot of the bed announced the dog’s arrival.

Weight settled on Lucky’s ankles. Cat Lucky getting ready for the night. Damn. Time for a bigger bed.

“Need anything?” Bo asked in husky tones. He added four extra “e”s to “need.”

Oh dear Lord. Bo, with his amazing bubble butt, finally making “let’s fuck!” noises. And Lucky too exhausted to move. “I’m tired. Can we just cuddle?” Someone kill him now.

“I’ve got a better idea.” Bo sucked on Lucky’s neck, reached beneath the covers, and slowly stroked Lucky’s interested, if not yet hard, cock. Yeah, it hadn’t gotten a workout like the rest of Lucky had today.

There’d never be a better moment to tell Bo about the house. Bo tugged harder.

Damn. Now what had he been thinking? Good, so good…


Chapter Fifteen

“You got the list, right?” Lucky stopped the car at a red light.

“Sure do. And brought plenty of bags to carry the groceries in.” Trust Bo to bring recyclable bags.

The light turned green and Lucky hit the gas. Bang! He barely noticed the car’s backfire. “Oh, add oranges to the list. Those big kind without seeds.”

Bo didn’t reply. “Bo?” Lucky glanced over.

A quivering mass of man sat rocking on the seat. “No, no, no!”

Oh, God. “Bo? Bo!” Lucky pulled over onto the shoulder of the road. “Bo? Are you okay?”

Bo sat frozen, chanting, “No, no, no!” Lucky tried and failed to pull Bo’s arms away from his face.

He squalled tires in a U-turn.

The moment he stopped, Bo ran into the house, Lucky hot on his heels. “Fuck it all to hell!” Bo slammed the door open so hard a picture fell.

Moose whimpered and cowered behind the couch. Bo stopped in his tracks. “Well, damn.”

***

“I need to see Dr. Drake. It’s an emergency.” It wasn’t Lucky’s normal therapy day, but with Bo in meetings with Walter this morning, he’d take the opportunity.

“We’ve had a cancellation. Can you be here at ten?”

Lucky checked the clock on his laptop. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

***

Dr. Drake sat in her usual spot, her normal, unflappable self.

“I don’t get it, doc. He’s not the same man he used to be.” Before Mexico didn’t need saying. Lucky paced through the office, dragging a hand through his hair.

“How so?” The doctor regarded him with all-seeing, but unjudging eyes, making spilling his guts a done deal.

“He gets pissed off over nothing, goes into rages, break things. Then gets all upset and kinda, I dunno, disappears into himself. Freaks out over loud noises.”

“You said he served in the Marines. How long?”

“Four years.”

“What has he told you about that time?”

“Next to nothing, except watching someone close to him die.”

“How about sleeping? Does he sleep well?”

“No. And he has nightmares.”

“Before he went to Mexico, did he lose control or have trouble sleeping?”

Had he? Oh yeah. “He doesn’t like sleeping in a bed ‘cause his dad used to tie him up and leave him. But he seemed okay when I was there.”

Doctor Drake nodded. “What was he like before?”

“Kinda reserved, except when giving me a piece of his mind. He’s one of those ‘save the world, let’s all hold hands and get along’ types. Except for the sleep thing and occasionally getting upset.”

“Lucky, what you’re describing are classic Post Traumatic Stress Disorder symptoms. Particularly the cowering when the car backfired. He may also suffer from survivor’s guilt, feeling guilty for living when his friend died.”

Or when workers in Mexico died. “But he didn’t act like this before our last case. Why now?”

“He didn’t show all these symptoms, or he was better at hiding them?” She cocked her head to the side.

Every coffee cup in the cabinet arranged handle out. All cans lined up, labels facing the same way. “Control. He has to be in control.”

“And in Mexico, he had no control, did he? You mentioned a man who’d been maimed.” The doctor glanced at her iPad. “Aureo?” At a nod from Lucky she continued. “How did he react then?”

“He jumped right in, took the guy to the hospital. Did CPR on the way.”

“And when it was over?”

Bo, standing there while the doctors wheeled away the gurney carrying Aureo’s dead body, not a tear in his eye. “He disappeared into Cyrus, the role he played.”

“And during the event at the factory. The shooting. How did he react there?”

“He’d been shot so full of drugs, and I was trying to keep him alive. I didn’t notice.”

“He’s not my patient, and I can’t say for sure without speaking to him, but what seems to have changed is his coping mechanisms have gone haywire. Is he getting professional help?”

Lucky snorted. “If you call it that. Poor excuse for a therapist said he could control it if he wants to.”

All color left the doctor’s face. The clenching of her jaw was the only outward sign of anger. “I see. If you don’t mind me being presumptuous, we have a psychologist on staff who’s been through what Bo has. He’s helped many patients—”

Sold! “How soon can he see Bo?”

“I’ll schedule an appointment if you’d like. In the meantime, have you considered a service dog?”

“Service dog? Bo’s stressed out, not blind.”

“Dogs are great companions, make the owner feel needed, and are wonderful in helping fight stress. They also sense when their owners are having difficulties and are trained to intervene.”

“We have a dog.”

“Good. They’re also a reason to get out of the house.”

“The only time Bo leaves the house is to walk the dog unless me or the neighbor forces him.”

“May I ask a personal question?”

“I reckon.” He might not answer though.

“Hypersexuality is another symptom of PTSD. Is he exibiting any of those symptoms?”

She had to ask that, didn’t she? “No. And he’s scared he might’ve shared needles, so he’s avoiding me, worried he’s got HIV, even though he’s been tested.”

“What do you do when he loses control?”

“Do my best to help him.”

“You must stay calm. It’s hard, I know, but if he yells, under no circumstances raise your voice back. No loud noises. No sudden movements. Can you do that?”

For Bo? Anything.

She tapped on her iPad. “Dr. Carter has an opening tomorrow afternoon. What’s Bo’s full name?”

“William Patrick Schollenberger the third.”

“Okay. Margie at the front desk will give you an appointment card.” The lady dropped her businesslike demeanor. “This man means the world to you, doesn’t he?”

“Yes.” Oh hell the fuck yes!

“I believe Jacob can help.”

“Thanks.” Now to research if Dr. Jacob Carter provided the kind of help Bo really needed.

***

“Where’s my car?” Bo’s Durango stood alone in the driveway. Lucky leaned against the porch railing. He’d woken up with a twenty pound, purring weight on his chest, and might be spitting fur for the rest of the day.

At least he hadn’t woken up to visions of blood. No, he’d started his day with a wet tongue on his face and dog breath—and the resulting cat and dog battle because Moose dared to touch Cat Lucky’s human.

Hell. Exhausted before he’d even gotten out of bed. And no morning blow job, not with “the kids” watching.

Bo stepped out of the house and locked the door behind him. “Relax. Since we’re riding together, I had the mechanic haul it to his shop.”

Lucky didn’t need the expense of an overhaul, at least not until he’d set the house to rights. And he needed a way to get around without Bo keeping tabs on his every move.

“You weren’t going to do it. Someone had to.” Bo skipped down the stairs to the truck, zipping up his jacket.

Lucky shivered from more than cold. No telling how long he’d have to wait to get his ride back, and he had places to go and things to do. As much as he’d miss the man, he should talk Walter into sending Bo out of town for a few days to some seminar or other.

An idea hit. “Oh, man! I promised Johnson I’d go running with her after work. She can bring me home.”

“Oh? Why don’t I go with you?”

Damn. Bad time for Bo to be so agreeable. “Sorry. We gotta discuss work stuff. About a case.” Lucky shrugged and attempted a smile while he and Bo got into the truck and fastened their seatbelts. Well, it wasn’t a complete lie. Grouting tile and talking drug undercover ops seemed to go hand in hand. Guilt warred with duty.

He should be with Bo.

But he needed to get the house ready.

Bo needed him.

But Bo was going back to work, so he’d gotten better, right?

“Some other time then.” Bo turned the key in the switch. The engine fired up on the first try. Showoff.

“Oh fuck!” Lucky paused and pulled a business card out of his wallet. “I forgot to tell you. I made you an appointment for you this afternoon with a Dr. Carter. My doctor recommended him.”

Bo took the card. “This afternoon?”

“No time like the present, right?” And so convenient. “Want me to cancel my run and a take you?” Please say no.

“No, I got it.”

Hallelujah.

Bo stuck the card in his shirt pocket. “I’ve got a question for you.”

“What?”

“You’ve made it clear you don’t want a new car, but it wouldn’t hurt to look. Now, what kind do you like?”

“Paid for.”

Bo narrowed his eyes.

“I like two-door, vintage, with ripped seats and a non-functioning heater.”

“I supposed you like the stunning bondo and faded pink paint too.”

“It is not pink, it’s candy apply red.” Or had been once upon a time, except for the one blue fender.

“If you say so.”

They didn’t kiss in the parking garage at work the way Lucky wanted to. Not when they got mobbed on arrival.

“Oh my God! Bo! It’s so great to see you!” The blonde receptionist ran up and hugged Bo’s neck.

“Bo? You’re back?” Another woman squealed and click-clacked over in high heels.

They came from everywhere, swarming Bo and carrying him along on a human wave to the elevator, leaving Lucky by the truck.

“Don’t mind me, folks, I’ll find my own way.” It’s like they didn’t even see him. They piled onto the elevator, leaving Lucky to hobble over alone and catch the next one. His bad ankle and recent ass-whooping left him shuffling along at a snail’s pace.

“Hey, it’s good for him to know they missed him,” the voice of reason intoned from behind Lucky, in the guise of Loretta Johnson, who turned to the man at her side—the younger and shorter man at her side. “You go on, honey. I’ll catch you later.” She swatted Phillip’s butt when he passed.

Arms folded across her chest, she watched the man walk away. “Mmm… mmm… The boy is so bad for me, but he’s so good at it.”

Lucky glared.

“Hey! You ain’t the only one around here gets to make goo-goo eyes.”

“I do not make goo-goo eyes.” Much. “I need you to cover for me.”

Johnson snapped to attention. “What you need?”

“I told Bo we’re going running after work. If he asks, back up my story.”

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll make an honest man of you.”

Grouting and a three-mile run? After a major ass whooping in a boxing ring? That is, if his bad ankle cooperated.

Kill him now.

Johnson wiped at a grout spatter with the back of her hand, smearing pale gray across her cheek. “Nice choice of tile. The boy has good taste.” She eyed Lucky up and down. “In some things.”

“Hardy, har, har.” Just for that, he wouldn’t tell her she’d gotten more grout on her than on the floor. At least Lucky hadn’t guessed too wrong on the tile.

Where was Bo? Lucky paced back and forth between the couch and the front door, dragging a heavy weight.

“Grrrr…” Moose clamped down on the leg of Lucky’s jeans, shaking his head back and forth. After a million years, or ten minutes, the truck pulled into the driveway.

Lucky met Bo on the porch, dog still attached to his ankle.  “How’d it go?”

“I think I’m gonna like Dr. Carter.”


Chapter Sixteen

Charlotte, I bought a house.

Lucky attached a link to the real estate listing he’d downloaded and hit “send”.

While he checked local ads for appliance sales, a chime announced an incoming e-mail.

Rich,

It needs work, but it’s gorgeous! What does Bo think?

She had to ask.

Char,

He doesn’t know. He’s going through work-related shit, and it’s better not to tell him.

Lucky never disclosed work details to his sister and never confessed to her what happened in Mexico.

What? How could you not tell him? You intend for him to live there, right?

Lucky swore her heard her scream of outrage all the way from Spokane.

Of course I do!

She countered with:

But it’s in just your name, right?

Lucky replied:

What’s that got to go with anything?

She answered:

Lucky, if it’s his home, he should have gotten to help pick it out. But besides that, what if anything happens to you? Does he have to lose you and his home too?

Lucky sent:

What do you mean? I’ve added him to my will.

Charlotte wrote:

I wish you’d talk to me on the phone like a normal person, but since you won’t, here goes. Just adding him to the will isn’t enough. Trust me, I checked all this out when I got my divorce and house. He’s not related, and family can fight a will.

What? No one would do that.

You’re the only family that knows I’m alive, and you wouldn’t challenge him.

A message arrived thirty seconds later:

What about Bristol?

Fuck. Bristol. Lucky and Charlotte didn’t talk about the family much, but even when Lucky’d been a part of the Lucklighter clan, Bristol had been a pompous, money-grubbing son of a bitch. He’d been the one to put the bug in Lucky’s ear for Victor to pay for his college.

Bristol would fight Bo. He’d fight tooth and nail for every ill-gotten cent.

What do I need to do?

Three seconds later:

Talk to a lawyer. Now. And tell Bo about the house.

Lucky called the attorney he’d used to close on the house.

***

Time was running out. Even the hardware store played cheesy Christmas music, and Johnson’s apartment, where Lucky went to clean up before going home, was a mishmash of Santa Clauses, angels, mistletoe, and greenery. A tiny tree stood in one corner, amid half-emptied packing boxes.

“Damn, woman. You said you had a son, but there’re enough presents under the tree for three kids.”

Johnson added another wrapped package. “It’ll be his first Christmas here, without his friends and cousins. I have to make it special.”  She dug in the closet and brought out two more gifts.

Lucky didn’t say a word.

“These are for Gran.” Under the tree they went, or rather, as close to the tree as they could get. Once more she rambled in the closet. “Hey, you need an air mattress for your new place until you get some more furniture, since the movers finally brought my stuff?” Johnson held a box in one hand and a pump in the other. “It’s a double. I’ve got sheets too.”

Might as well take it, though Lucky couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to visit. “Yeah, thanks. I’ll get them later. Right now I need to go home.”

Once more she played chauffeur.

The houses between her neighborhood and his displayed wreaths and lights, all except for Lucky’s duplex.

Though Bo had made great strides in getting back to normal, he hadn’t mentioned the coming holidays, another try to visit family, the office Christmas party, or even plans for dinner. He’d not decorated, even though Lucky owned a few pitiful decorations he’d bought the year before, hoping to spend the day with Bo.

This would be their third Christmas since meeting, and God willing, they’d spend this one together. Lucky should at least bring home the Christmas cactus from work, now full of pink buds.

“Same time tomorrow?” Johnson asked when she pulled into Lucky’s drive.

“If you’re not busy with…”

“Phillip. His name is Phillip. And no, he’s at Northeast with his boss. I won’t be seeing him this week.” Johnson’s pout appeared out of place on her usually stern features.

“How about your boy, and your grandmother?”

“They’ll be here Christmas Eve. Until then, I’m all yours.”

Christmas Eve. Just days away. And at least a month’s work remained on the house before he’d dare show it to Bo. But keeping busy kept his mind off things. Nothing more came from the bureau’s attorneys—yet. Stephan wouldn’t give up easy. If he stood the slimmest chance of getting an advantage by screaming about Bo and Lucky’s relationship, he’d scream loud and long.

He wouldn’t be the first man to throw someone else under a bus to save his own skin.

Johnson saved Lucky from his dismal thoughts. “We finishing up our factory audits tomorrow? I’d like to get that case closed before the holidays. I’ll pick you up in the morning and we’ll go straight over there.”

“Okay.” God, he owed Johnson so much. Making friends with one of his coworkers wasn’t the best of ideas, but when in doubt, consider what Walter might do.

While Walter was more likely to help Lucky than ask Lucky for anything, Lucky had taught the man how to work a new tiller when Walter’s missus took it into her head to dig a vegetable garden. And he’d moved the Smith’s big screen TV so many times it ought to come when he whistled.

“Are you going to the office party,” he asked.

“Yeah. You?”

“I’ll have to ask Bo.” For the past ten years, Lucky had avoided office get-togethers. If Bo wanted to go, he’d make an exception.

He got out of Johnson’s warm Jeep, into the cold. Close to freezing, and still Mrs. Griggs sat on her porch, watching the world go by. In the time Lucky’d lived next door, he’d not seen her have many visitors, and her side of their shared duplex was as plain as his.

He and Bo ought to invite her to Christmas dinner. Hell, it wasn’t her fault a high-powered drug lord delivered a package without her noticing. His henchmen probably dropped off a stray cat, and while she’d been busy ohhing and ahhhing, snuck the photos into Lucky’s mailbox.  Hell, they could have hauled in a piano and a drum set, not just stuffed an envelope into the mailbox, by distracting her with a new cat.

Lucky threw up his hand, opened his front door, and jumped out of the way of a white blur. Carpet gave way to kitchen laminate. Moose skidded, hit the cabinet door, and dashed through the dining area, a black scrap hanging from his mouth. Lucky coulda sworn the beast giggled.

Bo skittered down the hall after him. “Damn it, Moose! Bring that sock back here!”

Hallelujah. Bo was back.

But with Stephan threatening to pull the rug from under their newfound domestic bliss, how long would he stay?

***

Lucky lifted the covers and wrapped an arm around Bo’s waist. “Hey, do you want to go to the office Christmas party?”

Bo rolled over. “Who are you and what have you done with Lucky? You don’t like to hang out with coworkers after-hours, remember?”

“Maybe not before, but you like office get-togethers, remember?”

Bo asked on a yawn, “And you’d go if I did?”

Not Lucky’s thing. Oh, the sacrifices he made. “Yeah. I reckon it wouldn’t kill me.”

Bo stayed silent so long Lucky worried he’d fallen asleep. “I appreciate it, but I’ll let you off the hook. It’s clear you don’t want to go.”

No, he didn’t. But if Bo wanted to, then Lucky needed to go. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

The Bo of last year would’ve volunteered for decorations or such.

Bo twisted around and faced the other way again.

Now or never. Although Bo said “No”, he’d kept calm. “Bo, I need to tell you something.”

Silence.

“Bo? Bo!”

Soft snores answered him. Damn.

***

“Mr. Harrison?” The receptionist with the big worried eyes and a Santa sweater hovered at the entrance of Lucky’s cube.

“What?”

“Mr. Smith asked to see you in his office.”

What now? The skittish rabbit of a woman flitted back down the hall.

Bo hadn’t returned from going home to check on the pets. Lucky scrawled a note: “Back soon.” No need to say where he’d gone, with Bo one breath away from freaking out at any moment.

Lucky locked his laptop and sauntered down the hall. This time, he knocked.

The door opened, and Lucky came face to face with a stranger. The guy stepped back and let Lucky into the office.

“What’s this about, boss?” The room was asshole deep in… assholes. In suits. Walter sat behind his desk while four other men took up odd places around the room.

“Come in, Mr. Harrison.” Fuck it all to hell. Boss being formal meant a shitload of trouble. “I’m sure you’ve met some of our legal team.” Walter swept his hand from one man to the other, muttering, “Mister This” and “Mister That.”

A couple of faces were familiar. While Walter kept his agents out of the spotlight, the occasional turn on the witness stand came with the territory. Ignoring all the suits but one, Lucky glowered at the moron stupid enough to park his ass in Lucky’s chair.

Lawyer Gray Hair, in the other guest chair, said, “Logan, why don’t you let the man have a seat?”

The flunky stood and slunk back into the recesses of the office. A non-threat. Gray Hair commanded attention, especially when Walter bowed his head in the man’s direction. Walter didn’t kowtow to many people, and when he did, only a fool did otherwise.

Lucky sat. “You wanted me?” Maintaining balance between bluster and respect might prevent a Walter swat later.

“These gentlemen need to ask you a few questions.” Walter leaned back in his chair. Rather than rest his hands on his desk, he folded them together in his lap, then unfolded them to grip the arms of his chair. Uh-huh. So Walter wasn’t comfortable either.

“Ask away. I got nothing to hide.” Except for the whole ex-con thing. And the little incident in Mexico involving chloral hydrate. Once having been a drug lord’s boy toy. Stealing cars as a teen… But if these guys were from SNB legal, they’d seen his file.

Gray Hair settled lower in the chair next to Lucky. Yeah, Lucky’d been to the same class: put yourself at eye level with your suspect, make ‘em believe you weren’t a threat. So, Lucky was a suspect now. Best to watch his mouth.

“What’s this about?” Was he about to be charged with something? He hadn’t exactly been living by the rule book in Mexico, but he hadn’t strayed too far from department protocol.

“Agent Harrison.” Gray Hair donned the phoniest smile east of the Mississippi. The piranha tasted blood and wanted more.

“That’s what they call me now. But I prefer ‘Lucky’.”

“For the sake of this briefing, I’ll refer to you as Agent Harrison. And this conversation is being recorded.”

Was that the clanging of a cell door? Lucky shot a glare at Walter.

No reassurances. Just a classic Walter Smith scowl. “Answer their questions honestly. If you don’t know the answer, tell us so.”

Uh-oh. The ultimate “oh shit!” moment.

Rapping on the door broke tension thick enough to cut with a knife. “Would you be kind enough to get that?” Walter asked the flunky.

The man opened the door.

The receptionist might have a permanent case of deer-in-the-headlights fright after this, judging from how badly her hands shook when she passed over a cardboard tray bearing cups.

Flunky Boy brought the care package to Walter’s desk. The receptionist vanished at light speed. Walter handed Lucky a cup and took one for himself. Gray Hair took the third, and a wizened old man who reminded Lucky of a high class Art took the fourth, leaving Flunky and a wet-behind-the-ears attorney empty handed.

Lucky sipped his coffee. He owed Walter big time. Not for the coffee alone, but the silent show of support. “Ask away.” The condemned man had his final, drinkable meal.

“Stephan Mangiardi hired the finest legal team money can buy.” Gray Hair held his cup, but didn’t drink.

“So did his uncle Victor, for all the good it did. We’ve got proof, witnesses, and a recorded confession. Our case is solid.” The time Bo and Lucky spent gathering evidence had to count for something. “We’ve got him for operating a major drug trafficking organization, money laundering, murder, among other things.”

“Oh, he can’t fight the charges, but he can discredit his accusers.”

Lucky’s heart dropped to his stomach and acid burned his throat.

“Agent Harrison, where is Agent William Schollenberger at this moment?” The lawyer rested his elbow on the edge of Walter’s desk, forming a wall on one side of Lucky. The walls closed in.

“Why don’t you call and ask him?”

“Please answer the question.” The man added a little more force to his voice. Reminded Lucky of being cross-examined during his own trial. He’d rather face a firing squad.

Glancing at Walter only got him pursed lips and a head nod. Walter had Lucky’s back. If he didn’t Lucky wouldn’t work for him. But in this his hands were tied.

Honesty. These guys sniffed out lies for a living. “Last I saw him, he was heading home.”

Gray Hair leaned in so close Lucky caught a faint whiff of peppermint on his breath. “His home? Or your home?”

Lucky closed his eyes, pulled in a deep breath to buy time, and leaked the air out slowly. He opened his eyes and met the interrogator’s gaze.

In a chair in the corner, Flunky Boy tapped away on an iPad.

Again Walter met his silent question with a nod.

Lucky returned the nod and stepped into the lion’s den. “Our home.”

The attorney retreated a few inches. “I see. The defense will use your relationship with Agent Schollenberger against you. They’ll claim collusion.”

“They can claim anything they want. We have names, we’ve been following the shit he’s selling for months. There’s the factory…”

Gray Hair cut Lucky off with a raised hand. “To your knowledge, did Agent Schollenberger use illicit substances while on assignment in Mexico?”

“Stephan’s doctors shot him up like a guinea pig every morning if that’s what you mean.” Why were they even bothering with these lame-assed questions? If these morons handled legal for the SNB, they knew agents did what they had to.

“Did you ever witness this event personally?”

“Well, no. All the men got drugged daily. I wasn’t allowed in the lab.”

“But if you didn’t see someone physically administering the drugs, how can you swear under oath that your partner didn’t take them willingly?”

What the hell? “Hey, I thought you were here to represent our case, not Stephan’s.”

The attorney’s eyes turned hard. “If found guilty of even half of the crimes he’s charged with, Mangiardi is facing life in prison, even without the murder charge. He’s not going to win his freedom, so he’ll cast doubts on his arrest. You damned well better believe his counsel will ask the same questions I am. We need to understand what we’re up against. Now, did you ever see Agent Schollenberger take drugs of his own free will?”

Fuck. Lucky had. To stave off withdrawals during the big showdown. “He had the shakes…”

“Answer the question, yes or no, Agent Harrison,” another suit barked. Time for “Good Cop, Bad Cop”. These guys needed a new game.

Lucky stared at his coffee cup. He couldn’t lie, no matter how bitter the truth tasted. He took them all in: Walter, Gray Hair, Old Guy, Bad Cop, Flunky. Not a sympathetic one among them, except for Walter. “Yes.”

Bad Cop threw his hands in the air and rolled his eyes.

“That’s enough, Winslow.” Oh yeah, now came Good Cop Gray Hair, to be Lucky’s buddy and try to win him over. Wasn’t Lucky’s first interrogation, and the only person in this room with Lucky’s best interests at heart was Lucky. Walter would help him if possible, but when the chips were down, he’d side with protocol.

Gray Hair softened his voice. “Had you met Stephan Mangiardi before you went to Mexico to look for your missing partner?”

“I didn’t go to Mexico to look for my missing partner as you said. I got clonked over the head and dragged down there without having a say in the matter.”

“You were abducted. Can you prove this?”

Walter replied, “We can. For Harrison’s own protection we kept him under surveillance. We have video of his unconscious body being carried from the house.”

What the fuck? “You do? Why didn’t you tell me?” And what about the landlady who never left her front porch? “What about Mrs. Griggs? And why didn’t my tail stop them?”

Walter sighed. “The agent monitoring you grew careless. During an altercation in the backyard with your rather ferocious landlady, the dash cam in his vehicle recorded your abduction. The video wasn’t discovered until the next day. The resulting search turned up the perpetrators’ car at a rest stop in Alabama. We felt it wouldn’t help you to know this information.”

“What the fuck?” What kind of game was Walter playing?

“So, yes, we have proof.” Walter glared at Gray Hair.

Gray Hair didn’t even flinch. “Was Schollenberger taken against his will, or did he go on his own?”

“He went to Mexico to forward his case.” Lucky fought back a growl.

“The Southeastern Narcotics Bureau has no jurisdiction in Mexico. Why then, did an agent travel to another country when he had no official capacity to do so?”

Like hell were they going to discredit Bo. Lucky opened his mouth. Walter beat him to the punch. “He’d been left in place in case the drug supplier tried to rebuild the pipeline we’d just taken down. He was following orders. My orders.”

Gray Hair rounded on Walter. “Did you order him into Mexico?”

Walter stared straight ahead. “No, I did not.”

“Why didn’t he contact you, his case agent? Why did he go to Mexico without advance notice? Mr. Smith, you’ve already told us you lost contact with Schollenberger.”

“During my last communication with him he reported that he was on his way to meet the supplier, but that was all.” Walter sat up to his full formidable height.

“They took his phone. He had no choice.” Lucky jumped to his feet, sloshing coffee onto his hand, and shot an eyeful of hate at the attorney. “Walter, tell him! We do whatever it takes to forward our case. If it’s not safe to check in, we don’t. Bo’s a good agent and he did his job. Nothing more.”

“I have no doubt you take him at his word, Agent Harrison, but you’re biased. You’re living with the man, and Mangiardi has presented the two of you as sharing an intimate relationship. The defense will say Schollenberger’s a drug addict who willingly went to Mexico to work for Mangiardi. That until you showed up, he’d no intention of returning to the US. He loved the money, he loved the action, loved the drugs.”

Bands tightened across Lucky’s chest. “No. That’s not Bo!”

“How well do you know your partner?”

“We’ve been together for over two years. We know each other pretty well, I’d say.”

“Are you aware that he lost his pharmacist license for failure to pass a drug test?”

“Yes.” Bo had spilled all his dirty little secrets during the early stages of their relationship.

“Were you aware that he faced charges of pilfering controlled substances at his former place of employment?”

“Yes.” Lucky lifted his chin. Did they think Bo hid something like that?

“Did he tell you officers were called to his residence for a domestic violence complaint, but his partner refused to press charges?”

Whoa. “I knew about the incident. Bo didn’t mention cops. I know all this, and I’m getting sick and tired of you trying to drag him through the mud.”

The lawyer’s scowl turned evil. “Is it true you were Victor Mangiardi’s business partner and lover and met Stephan Mangiardi in that capacity?”

“All that’s in my record. I’ve never hid it. But my past has never gotten in the way of my job. Tell him, boss!”

Walter’s thin lips and downturned eyes formed ice water in Lucky’s veins. “Lucky, Stephan Mangiardi is trying to discredit Bo and exclude you as a witness. If the defense finds reasonable doubt of his character, it will affect not only the outcome of Stephan’s trial, but all Bo’s other cases. If Doctor Ryerson’s attorneys find out about this, they’ll call for an acquittal, as will others.”

“Walter! You know Bo’s not a junkie!”

Gray Hair kept on twisting the knife. “Yet, on numerous occasions in the past few months, Schollenberger tested positive for narcotics, as he did when he checked into the hospital in Texas for an overdose.”

Lucky lost the fight to keep his voice down. The nerve of this asshole. “He was drugged!”

“I’ll not have you badgering my agents.” Walter keeping his voice low didn’t mask the threat.

The attorney dropped his arm off the desk and turned around in his chair, facing Walter. “The questions I’m posing are nothing compared to what the defense will ask during trial.” Gray Hair pulled Lucky’s attention away from Walter. “Did he or did he not recently complete six weeks in a rehabilitation clinic?”

“He did, but…”

For the first time the man dropped his courtroom attorney presence. “Agent Harrison, we’ll do everything we can to keep them from calling Schollenberger to the witness stand, but if they do, it’s not going to help our case.”

Lucky lowered his hackles. “What about Cruz?”

Walter’s sympathetic gaze might as well have been a hangman’s noose. Cruz wouldn’t risk his own interests, whatever they were, to help Bo. Cruz once called Lucky “brother”. Brother my ass!

Lucky sat his coffee on Walter’s desk before he crushed the cup in his hands. “A man, an agent, put his life on the line, gave the case his all, and now you’re gonna let him twist in the wind.”

“He’s undergoing treatment for drug dependence. The evidence speaks for itself.”

“PTSD.”

“Excuse me?”

“He’s being treated for PTSD. Not drug dependence. Not anymore. Anyway, we’re taught to do what it takes. And he did. It was put up or shut up time, and he put up.” Lucky crossed to the window and stared out at the setting sun. Soon, in a restaurant across town, most of his coworkers would drink and exchange cheap gifts.

Better to be there than here.

“The defense will exploit any weakness to the fullest. It won’t help our case.”

Picking up a big-assed book off the bookcase and slamming the bastard across the face wouldn’t help the case either. Might make Lucky feel better—for a while. “What you’re saying is that we’re screwed.”

“Jurors read newspapers, and lately those papers have been filled with stories of agents and police officers behaving badly. It will be easy for his attorneys to cast doubt about our key witnesses, and easy to sell corruption to the jury.”

“Witnesses” not “witness”, so Lucky too. “What about the customers?”

“You mean the prominent, upright Texas citizens?”

Whose side was this guy on anyway? “How about Vincent Mangiardi’s body?”

“No body has been found.”

“What? What about the pictures from Bo’s phone? Huh? What about the recording where Stephan said he killed his father?”

Lucky made it a habit not to need people, but right now he’d welcome a knight in shining armor. What choices were left when a wolf had him by the throat?

He needed bigger damned wolf.

Nestor had mentioned a memorial service, and he’d called Lucky’s personal phone. Time to redial and take his chances. “I need to talk to Nestor Sauceda.” He whipped out his phone, scrolled through his call log, and hit “dial” for the strange number with no name.

“The number you have dialed has been disconnected…”

***

Lucky toyed with his cup of cold coffee. Hard to force a drink into a squirming snake pit of a stomach. At least the suits all left.

Sundown had come and gone. “We’re screwed aren’t we, boss?”

“No. We’re just trying to prepare for what you’ll face on the witness stand if you testify against Stephan.”

“You mean the shit storm? And what’s this if stuff? Of course I’m going to testify. The asshole has a lot to answer for.”

Walter reached behind his glasses to wipe his eyes. “Even if it leads to a mistrial?”

“It won’t. One way or another, he’s going down.” If Lucky wouldn’t have to clean up the mess, he’d sling his coffee cup across Walter’s office.

“Go home. Get some rest.” Walter rose from his chair and yawned.

“Like that’s gonna happen with all I’ve got on my mind.”

Walter shuffled around the desk and clapped Lucky on the shoulder. “I’ll do whatever I can for you. If there’s another way, I won’t put you or Bo on the stand.”

Stephan had them by the balls and the asshole planned to twist.

“Thanks, boss. You go on home to your wife. I wanna sit here for a moment. Turn the light out, please.” Things were getting bad if Lucky resorted to politeness.

“Are you going to be all right?”

“What choice do I have?”

“Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. I’ll be on vacation until Monday, but if you need me, call.”

Lucky grunted an answer.

“This might be an odd thing to say under the circumstances, but Merry Christmas.”

The lights went out and the door clicked shut a few moments later. Lucky stared out at the night sky. He’d never minded being a felon before—hell, he’d been good at it. And knowledge of the inner workings of drug rings had served him well with the SNB. Never had his past embarrassed him so much, when sins from long ago might splash over onto Bo.

He’d lost Victor, his family, his self-respect, his freedom. But he’d survived jail. If Stephan had his way, Bo might wind up facing charges—Lucky too.

The fact remained: Bo had gone to Mexico of his own free will. He’d rolled his sleeve up every morning to have narcotics injected into his veins. Had he done so willingly? Had he gotten off on the rush of the criminal life?

“Between the two of us, we could easily take over Stephan’s whole operation. You know that, right? You miss the old excitement, don’t you?” Damn it all to hell. Bo had. He’d said so himself.

“You’re this close to being me,” Stephan told Bo. Was there truth in his words?

And was it too late for Lucky to pull Bo back from the brink?

He couldn’t stay here forever. Sooner or later he had to go home. Bo might be worried.

Lucky pulled out his phone. No texts. No missed calls. “Working late. Be home soon,” he typed.

Home. For months now he’d dreamed of sharing a home with Bo, and now their playing house might cost them their case. Or a couple of cases. Their jobs. Their freedom.

The hallways were empty, and the lights were dim when Lucky trudged out of Walter’s office and down the hall toward the elevator. Light in a conference room caught his eye and he stuck his head in the door.

A woman, ear buds in her ears, danced with her back to Lucky while sweeping a duster up and down the blinds. How at ease she looked. Not a care in the world.

Had Lucky ever been so carefree? Had he ever not had the weight of the world on his shoulders? He left the woman to her work and rode the elevator down to an empty parking garage.

Fuck. He didn’t have his car, and Bo probably thought he’d catch a ride with Walter. No help for it now. He called a cab.

The taxi pulled into his driveway and he sat in the car a few moments counting out the driver’s payment. A red glow marked his landlady’s presence on her porch swing, smoking a pipe. Cherry tobacco teased Lucky’s nose when he got out. At this time of year she traded her lightweight robe for a fuzzy one, and the cats gathered around her would be thick with winter coats, like Cat Lucky, who probably even now sat in Bo’s lap.  The woman had singlehandedly taken on an agent she’d found creeping around the backyard.

Lucky owed the rookie who’d let him get kidnapped a swat the next time he laid eyes on the guy.

He should tell Mrs. Griggs the truth about who he was and how he made his living, arm her to the teeth, and use the woman for a guard. Or train the cats to attack on command. He’d be invincible.

The kitchen light shone from a window on Lucky’s side of the shared duplex. He dragged his feet up the steps, unlocked the door, and shuffled inside.

Bo wasn’t on the couch.

Lucky found a bowl of spaghetti in the fridge, but his stomach twisted too much to eat.

He locked up, set the unfamiliar security system for the night, and stood just inside the bedroom door. The backyard security light shown across the bed, painting Bo in stripes from the window blinds. The poor guy wasn’t aware of it yet, but his hell was far from over. In fact, it had barely begun.

Lucky would give all he had to spare the man.

He stripped down to his boxers, lifted the covers, and climbed beneath. Cat Lucky squirmed at the foot of the bed, then settled. Bo, back to Lucky, snuffled in his sleep. Moose whined softly, once, and quieted. So much for having a watchdog to keep Bo safe.

There’d been a time with the poor guy hadn’t been able to sleep in a bed. Now he slept in Lucky’s.

Let him sleep.

Lucky curled around Bo from behind and wrapped his arm around his lover’s chest.

Bo felt safe enough with Lucky to sleep.

He shouldn’t.

The phone rang at three a.m.


Chapter Seventeen

The last time Lucky’d been in this office he’d been handed his ass on a platter. Bo’s too. Was that less than ten hours ago? What was important enough to bring Walter Smith back from vacation, and in the early a.m. on Christmas Eve?

Walter stood up from behind his desk and blinked bloodshot eyes. Damn, he hadn’t even taken the time to comb his hair. Blue jeans! He wore blue jeans! And a polo shirt. Damn, he owned casual clothes?

He handed Lucky a Starbucks cup. “I’m glad you came. What I have to say can’t be said over the phone.” Walter rubbed a hand on the back of his neck and shifted from one foot to the other. Walter Smith never fidgeted. Ever.

Lucky didn’t sit. His legs quit holding him and his ass hit the chair. “What’s the matter, boss?” He’d never seen his boss so flustered.

“I received a call from Texas.”

“And?” More legal shit?

Walter slumped down into his chair. “At nine p.m. yesterday evening, Stephan Mangiardi was found dead at the facility where he was being held.”

“What happened?” Knots formed in Lucky’s stomach. Nine p.m. He’d been sitting here in Walter’s office, wishing life wasn’t so damned hard.

“An investigation is pending, but foul play seems to be at work.”

Murdered. The bastard wouldn’t stand trial. He wouldn’t rot in jail, paying for his sins. He wouldn’t be faced with living behind bars or taking his own life.

There’d also be no trial. No questioning Bo. No judgmental jury. “How did he die?”

“A guard found him slumped over in a hallway.”

“Are they sure it wasn’t suicide?”

“No, he overdosed, and there were signs of a struggle.”

“So someone slipped something in to him. Happens all the time.” Time behind bars taught a man things.

Walter shook his shaggy head. “Lucky, he had a hypodermic needle sticking out of his neck.”

He’d been killed the same way Bo had nearly died.

Killed. In jail. While awaiting trial. Oh hell no. Not again. No more looking over his shoulder. “I want to see the body.”

“I thought you might. Make whatever arrangements you need to. Your flight leaves at noon.”

“What about…”

“By ‘your’, I meant yours and Bo’s.”

***

“It’s kinda cool in here. Keep that lab jacket on.” Lucky’s guide opened a heavy metal door onto blackness. Cold filtered out into an already chilly room. “You ready?”

“Yes.” Lucky’s heart rapped a sharp beat inside his chest.

The man turned the light on in a walk-in cooler. Open shelves lined either side. In the middle of the floor sat a sheet-covered gurney. “We got just the one right now, so we didn’t put him on a shelf.” The attendant pulled the sheet down a few inches and unzipped a body bag, revealing a familiar face.

Stephan Mangiardi appeared asleep except for the slight bluish cast to his lips. No foul stench filled the air. No blood marred Stephan’s waxy skin as Lucky had seen on many other victims. No. Not victim. This man wasn’t a victim. After all the lives he’d ruined, he’d gotten his payback. And high time.

“The body doesn’t decompose in here, so he’s still pretty much the same as when they found him. Lividity has set in, so if you roll him over, his backside will be red and purple.” The attendant spoke in a dull monotone, suitable for working with the dead.

The dead gave Lucky the heebie-jeebies. If he were doing this guy’s job he’d have lost his fucking mind years ago.

Aversion to death or no, he’d seen enough lifeless bodies to learn how the process worked, and looking at Stephan’s naked backside wasn’t happening. No way would he ever admit how much he appreciated Bo at his back, not speaking, not asking the zillion questions his pharmacist’s mind probably wanted to. No, he was here to help Lucky lay ghosts to rest.

“Okay to touch?” Not that Lucky wanted to put his hands on Stephan, but he wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

“I’m afraid you can’t. We’re not finished with the autopsy.” The guy shrugged. “Holidays.”

Any moment now Stephan might open his eyes and spring off the gurney. Lucky stared at the man’s chest. No steady rise and fall. But still… “How can I be sure he’s really dead?”

The guy pulled the sheet down farther and unzipped more of the bag. An incision ran from under Stephan’s ribs to his groin. “I don’t think he stands much chance of still being alive with his internal organs gone.”

“Oh.”

Stephan Mangiardi was well and truly dead.

Bo asked, “They find who killed him?” How fitting for Stephan to die the same way he or one of his men had tried to kill Bo. This couldn’t be a coincidence. Someone intended a message.

But who? And why?

Then again, Stephan made many enemies. Word of his arrest traveled.

“Not that I’ve heard.” The attendant re-zipped the bag.

“Thank you.” Bo tightened his hand on Lucky’s shoulder and led him away.

The nightmare was over.

Or maybe, because of the doubts Stephan placed in the collective mind of the SNB, it had just begun.

***

Damn, paperwork. Lucky hunted and pecked his way through a report before giving up, bleary-eyed.

“Here, I’ll do it.” Bo hip-checked Lucky out of the way and took a seat. Soon his fingers rat-a-tatted across the keyboard of Lucky’s laptop. “I’ll get the basic ideas down and you fill in the blanks, okay?”

Worked for Lucky. What worked better was not being in a borrowed office at a God-forsaken jail late on Christmas Eve, tying up loose ends while a coroner’s assistant sat across the way, glaring and checking his watch because he’d rather be home with the family.

Join the club. But at least Lucky and Bo were spending Christmas together. Sort of. And wrapping up the biggest case of Lucky’s career. Yeah, taking down the Mangiardi organization was worth a mention on his next annual review.

“I think that’s about it unless you’ve got anything to add.” Bo stood and stretched.

Lucky scrolled down the document, pretending to read. “No, that’s pretty much everything. And if we think of anything else we can always add later.”

Their escort hopped up and sprinted for the door, jangling his keys. So much for dedication to the job.

“So, you ready to head for the airport, or are you hungry?” Their flight wasn’t for another five hours, and then two hours from the airport to the house with holiday traffic. No matter how fast they drove, they wouldn’t make it home in time to make Christmas dinner in their new home, not with most grocery stores closed. Plus, they’d need sleep. Lots of sleep.

“What’s open on Christmas Eve?”

Yeah. What indeed? He and Bo faced each other, and at the same time, blurted, “The Waffle House.”

Christmas Eve. Assorted Lucklighters and other hangers-on would be awake in a few hours, two time zones earlier. The little ones always opened their presents and ate a light breakfast before Mama shooed them out of the kitchen to fix Christmas dinner.

She’d have ham, turkey, sweet potato soufflé, green bean casserole, corn, and homemade yeast rolls. For dessert she’d serve pumpkin pie, and blackberry cobbler made with last summer’s canned blackberries. All rounded off with freshly churned butter and a tall glass of sweet tea. Lucky’s stomach grumbled.

But he wouldn’t be enjoying Mama’s cooking. No, his meal today amounted to grits and eggs, a biscuit, and bacon, if Bo felt inclined to make a Christmas exception to healthy eating.

Lucky drove their rental car to the restaurant, parking lot surprisingly full at this hour. Where were these folks going? Why were they here and not home with their families? It wasn’t like Lucky to care about strangers, but he’d sometimes thought himself the sole lonely man on the planet on Christmas.

His phone chimed, and he parked the car, pulled his phone from his pocket, and peered at the screen. “Merry Christmas, Bro! XXXOOO” came from Charlotte.

He texted back: “Luv u 2.”

“You’re smiling. Must be your sister,” Bo said.

Damn, the man knew him too well. “Yeah.”

“Tell her I said hello. If we were normal folks, we’d just call her.”

Calling his sister hurt too much. The pain in her voice, the pity. Not being able to drive up to see her.

No, Richmond Lucklighter was dead. Or had been. No need hiding behind an alias anymore. Time for the dead to rise. But not here. Not now.

It’d take a few more functioning brain cells, and one hell of a lot of coffee, to pull off that conversation.

Bo cocked a brow. “Remember what we promised in the tunnel? To try one more time to reconnect with our families?”

The man never forgot anything, did he? “Yeah, but she’s with her boys, they’re enjoying Christmas. Now isn’t time for their jailbird uncle to show up on the doorstep.”

Bo pursed his lips. “When?”

“Soon, I promise. But just as well. I didn’t have a clue what to get them.”

“How old are they?”

How old were they? “In high school.”

“Video games.”

Damn. The last gift Lucky had given Daytona was a video game, the year he’d started college. And look where that’d gotten him. They hadn’t spoken since. Lucky got out of the car to end the conversation and dragged his feet to the restaurant.

Bo beat him there and opened the door. “Age before beauty.” He grinned.

Bo waited until Lucky strolled past and swatted him on the ass. Lucky whipped his head around, a curse on his lips. Bo gave him a grin and a wink. The Dimple said hello.

A grin and a wink. And an appearance of The Dimple. From Bo. Bo! Not Cyrus. Damn, having Bo acting like his old self was the best Christmas gift ever. No matter that curious eyes stared at them from the diner window. These folks didn’t know Bo and Lucky, and would never see them again.

Lucky laughed, wrapped his arms around Bo’s back, and buried his face in the man’s neck.

“What’s that for?”

Lucky pulled back and stared into bewildered brown eyes. A lump formed in his throat. “Nothing. I love you. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you too. But if you’re trying to get me to let you order bacon, put it out of your mind.”

Oh yeah, Bo was back. And if bacon was the price Lucky must pay, so be it.

Several heads snapped back into place on folks ogling them from tables, but no one spouted homophobic slurs. Lucky would let them live. He and Bo took the only vacant booth, and a waiter appeared a moment later. “Two decafs, two glasses of water to start.”

The man strolled off and Bo perused the menu. Lucky studied him, the way his eyes swept back and forth, the five o’clock shadow with a touch of lint clinging to his jaw. Even the dark circles under his eyes couldn’t make him less attractive.

Damn. Hooked. And maybe hooked wasn’t a bad thing.

“What’re you having?” the waiter asked when he returned with their drinks.

“Grits, no butter, dry wheat toast, and two soft scrambled eggs,” Bo said.

Never taking his eyes off his partner, Lucky replied, “I’ll have the same. And bring lots of those little packs of grape jelly.”

The waiter ambled away. Lucky shifted in his seat and a pinch to his thigh reminded him of what he had in his pocket. “I didn’t have time to wrap it, but I got you a present.” He dug the spirit totem out and dangled the hummingbird from the chain, much as Stephan Mangiardi had.

Stephan Mangiardi. Not Lucky’s problem anymore.

“My pendant!” Bo took the charm from Lucky’s hand, wonder on his face. “How did you get this back?”

“It’s all in who you know.” Nestor made an awesome ally. Now to keep him from ever becoming an enemy.

Bo’s smile fell. “I’m afraid I left your present at the house.”

Present? Cool! “What did you get me?”

“I’m not gonna tell you. That’ll ruin the surprise. You’ll have to wait and see.”

Oh! Lucky grabbed his phone and scrolled through the pictures. Sappy yeah, but sometimes sappy worked.

He held up his phone to show the picture he’d taken before leaving for Texas of the Christmas cactus, its tendrils weighted down with pink blossoms.

“Wow. Look at those blooms!”

This would be the third year the plant had been a part of their holidays. And the third year they hadn’t spent a proper day at home. Lucky placed his phone on the table and took Bo’s hand. To hell with who didn’t like PDAs. They’d been shot at, kidnapped, held at gunpoint, shot up with drugs, and deserved to be out and proud.

And at the end of this trip, they’d be home.

Lucky’s phone chimed. And chimed again. And again. What the hell? On the tenth chime he glanced at the screen. “Merry Christmas!” came from Johnson. He scrolled up to a picture. And another picture. And another. He never should have given her a key to his house. She’d been in a decorating mood.

Bo grew serious. “Oh, hell. I can’t wait until we get home.” He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth and something on the faded tabletop drew his attention. After a moment he fished his phone out of his pocket, punched a few buttons, and turned it around to show a gorgeous classic Camaro on the screen.

“Nice. But I told you I like my car just fine, thank you.” Besides, that beauty had to be well out of Lucky’s price range.

“That is your car.”

Say what? Lucky grabbed the phone and pulled it close to his nose, nearly yanking Bo’s arm off in the process. “You’re shitting me, right?”

“No. I worried when things started going wrong, didn’t want you to get stranded somewhere.”

Not to mention backfires setting off Bo’s PTSD.

Bo took his phone back and flashed another picture from a different angle. “I imagined you breaking down in rush hour traffic or something. But you insisted you didn’t want a new car, so I sent yours to the shop for an overhaul.”

Lucky studied the shiny red car on the phone screen. “That’s more than an overhaul.”

“Well, while they were at it, I had them add a paint job…”

“And?”

“New tires.”

Whatever held Bo’s attention on the tabletop must have been doing tricks.

“And?”

“Reupholsteredseats, newcarpet, and newsoundsystem” came out in a rush.

Lucky’s left brow came the closest it ever had to rising independently. “Is there any part of the car you didn’t change?”

“I think the glove compartment is original.”

Damn. What a fine looking car. And Lucky’s. “Why?”

“It was falling apart, and you deserve good things.”

No, Lucky didn’t. Bo did. Like a house in move-in condition.

“And I got tired of hearing static when you hooked up your iPod to the radio, so I got you a stereo with a docking station.”

Oh, the better to annoy coworkers. Nice!

“And before you go getting all riled…”

“Thanks, Bo.”

“I mean, you do things for me all the time. Can’t I do one blessed thing for you? Huh?” Oh shit, he was on a roll now.

“I said ‘thanks, Bo’.”

“You’ve put up with my mood swings, been there for me…”

Lucky grabbed Bo by the neck and slammed their mouths together over the tabletop to shut the man up. It worked for everyone else in the diner too. The place grew so quiet the splat of an egg hitting the grill roared like thunder.

“Now that we’ve shocked these fine Texans with our little public display of affection, listen to me. Thanks, Bo. I appreciate what you did. That’s awful nice of you.”

The brow with a mind of its own shot up toward Bo’s hairline, and Bo folded his arms across his chest. “Just like that, you’re gonna accept the gift?”

“If you help me christen it.” Lucky winked. “This must have cost you a fortune.”

“Well, I used the money I’d saved for a down payment on a house, so now I’ll have to save up again before we can buy. You do still want to buy a house, right?”

Oh. That.

“Besides, I had it done at a vocational school. They did a great job if you don’t mind one teensy paint run on the right fender.”

Lucky’s phone chimed, and Bo turned it so they both faced the screen. There sat Mrs. Griggs on her front porch swing in a red robe and a Santa hat. Cat Lucky lay sprawled on her lap, and the empty end of the swing sat at an angle, to allow for Moose’s bulk underneath. Both pets wore bright red bows. The antlers strapped to Moose’s head listed to one side.

Lucky met Bo’s gaze. “Pack up our breakfasts. We’ll take ‘em to go. It’s time to catch a plane for home.”

***

“Eggs.” Lucky opened his mouth for Bo to shovel a forkful of fluffy yellow eggs into his mouth while he turned onto the interstate ramp.

Bo dropped the plastic fork into a Styrofoam container. “All gone. Now, since it’s been a month and you haven’t volunteered the information, now that the case is over, I want to hear the rest of what Nestor said to you at Thanksgiving. And why you disappeared with Graciela.” He dropped his voice to a mere whisper. “Victor wasn’t there, was he?”

Might as well ‘fess up. “In a manner of speaking. Graciela showed me a fancy box like they put people’s ashes in. It was empty.”

“What does that mean?”

“How the hell should I know? Maybe Vincent flushed Victor’s ashes down the damned toilet and Graciela kept the box in remembrance.”

“Or he might still be alive.”

“That too. But either way, if I haven’t seen him in the flesh by now, I doubt I will.”

“What makes you say that?”

“If Victor wanted to see me, he’d send his minions. End of story.”

It was so like Victor to fake his own death long before the idea occurred to Lucky to do the same and make a fresh start. But if so, why hadn’t he acted against Stephan sooner? Maybe, like Lucky, he’d not been free to act until recently. Or perhaps Vincent’s death changed the rules to whatever game he played.

Then again, with his calculating mind, it wasn’t out of the question to wait until Lucky, the man Stephan had taken great pleasure in tormenting, was in place to be the instrument of his destruction.

The world might never know.

Bo tapped his fingers against his leg. “And you turned down his fortune.” He sounded fascinated, but not disappointed. Good.

“It was never mine. It should have belonged to Graciela all along.”

“Nestor’s right. You are a good man. A helluva good man.” Bo’s smile stretched into a yawn.

Lucky reached over and patted Bo’s thigh. “Try to get catch some shuteye on the plane.” Come hell or high water, they’d see their home tonight, if they got there one minute before midnight.

Home. They were going home.

***

“What are we doing here?” Bo snapped out of his semi-doze, raised his head, and peered out of the truck window.

“Got something I wanna show you.” Lucky punched in the code, opened the gate, and drove through. Lights shown from house windows, and most yards sported gleaming Christmas lights. Lucky pulled up to the only house with dark windows and turned off the truck. No need showing his hand too soon.

“Who lives here?”

“You’ll see.” Lucky stepped out of the car, wrapped his jacket tighter around him, and breathed in the chilly air.  Wood smoke peppered the breeze.

Bo stepped out of the car. Lucky took his hand. “Remember all the times over the past month or so I’ve been gone and never told you where I was?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re about to find out.”

Lucky’s breath formed swirling fog before his face. One arm around Bo—and damn, didn’t that feel good?—he led the way up the sidewalk and to the front steps. The wreath from Johnson’s photo adorned the door. He unlocked the door, pushed it open, and punched in the alarm code before the bleeping turned into a blast.

Please, God, let Bo like the place.

A massive Christmas tree stood by the newly replaced sliding glass doors, the only thing in the living room. “I told you a lie, but one of those surprise kinds you said was okay.” Lucky turned to face Bo.

Bo stood a few feet inside the door, mouth hanging open. “This house would be awesome with a little work.”

Pride chased back the sinking feeling in Lucky’s gut. “I didn’t want you to see the place like this. I’d hoped to get everything perfect and spend our first Christmas in our own home.”

“Our… Whoa! This is the house you told me about in Mexico? The one you said was sold?”

Bo wouldn’t chew him out for a well-intended lie, would he? “Yeah. It was in pretty rough shape. Still needs work. Lots of work.”

“You bought it, without telling me.” Was that a growl?

Oh shit. Here came the blowup Lucky’d feared. “I tried, really I did—”

The anger on Bo’s face melted away. “And every time, I said something stupid, like how I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life, or I wasn’t ready.”

Lucky shrugged, still braced to run if need be. “Something like that.”

Silence stretched between them, tension growing by the minute. At last Bo murmured, “I’m sorry.”

What? Bo apologizing? “I’m the one who’s sorry.” The first time Bo mentioned permanence, Lucky ran. He’d stopped running. “I wanted it to be perfect the first time you saw it, and convince you to want the house and picket fence again.”

“Lucky, if this is our house, I want to help. You shouldn’t have to do all the work alone.” Bo took a few steps toward the middle of the room and turned in a circle. “Oh my God. This place is incredible. In a gated community.” He spun and faced Lucky. “But I wish you’d have told me. I’d have helped with the down payment.” His smile fell. “I spent my savings. This is your house. Not ours.”

Fuck. “No, that’s not true. It’s ours. Wait right here.” Lucky dashed into the kitchen for the paperwork he’d hoped to present to Bo over dinner, and back out to the living room. “You were going through enough without added anything else.” Lucky shrugged. “And I wasn’t alone. Johnson helped, with a foot up my ass occasionally. Turns out she’s good with a hammer.” And her fists. The only thing she couldn’t give was more time.

He held his breath and handed over the folder. Let Bo be okay with this.

Bo opened and closed his mouth a few times, but nothing came out while he leafed through the documents. A refinance agreement, adding Bo to the deed, bank forms to sign for joint checking and savings accounts, and insurance paperwork, everything the lawyer said Lucky needed to protect Bo from the worst.

“Talk to me, Bo. Did I screw this up? This place is ours.”

Bo’s eyes shimmered. “I don’t…”

Time stopped—Lucky hit restart with a good hard swallow. “You don’t like it.”

“No! I love it. I don’t… I don’t deserve it. I’ve been crap to you ever since Mexico.”

“With reason.” Lucky wrapped his arms around Bo and yanked him closer. One more minute of Bo’s hurt might kill him. Time to make the pain leave, whatever it took. “It’s over now. It’s over. The good guys won.” Lucky, a good guy. Who’d have ever thunk it?

Bo rested his head against Lucky’s. “While I was drowning in ‘poor little me’, you were making us a home.”

“You dealt with things your way, I handled ‘em mine. But I gotta tell ya, some days I wanted to tear out walls with a sledge hammer. There’s still a lot to be done.”

“We’ve got time. We’ll come by after work and on weekends. Move in and keep working till we get it right. Can we light the tree?”

“No. That means I gotta let you go, and after the song and dance we’ve been putting on, now I got you here, I want to hold you a while.”

“Then why don’t we turn the tree on right quick, then get back to business.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Lucky dropped down under the tree, found the power cord, and plugged it into the outlet he’d rewired two weeks ago. Hundreds of white lights glowed from within the fake tree’s needles. Gold and white ornaments hung from the branches, nothing like the tacky, mismatched, homemade baubles hanging from the Lucklighter tree of Lucky’s memories. But pretty. No telling where Johnson of the tiny apartment tree had gotten the beauty, but he likely owed her a fortune.

The gorgeous tree stuck out like a sore thumb against the crayon-decorated walls, and badly-in-need-of-ripping-out carpet.

Bo wrapped his arms around Lucky from behind. “Beautiful.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet. Next year, I promise, we’ll spend our Christmas here, together.”

“Wanna give me a tour?”

“In a minute.”

They stood for several moments, admiring the tree and drinking in each other’s warmth. Bo’s breath tickled Lucky’s ear. “I like the fireplace.”

“There’s another in the dining room.”

“Show me.”

Lucky took Bo by the hand and made his way into the kitchen.

“Oh my God! Look at this kitchen!” Bo dropped Lucky’s hand to ramble through cabinets and peer into the double ovens.

“I got the money set aside for a new range and stuff, but wanted to wait and let you pick ‘em out.” All the features rattled off by an overeager salesman meant diddly squat to Lucky. If the fridge kept beer cold, life was good. “Energy ratings” and “cubic feet” didn’t figure into the equation. “But the garbage disposal can shred small trees.” Okay, it was only a few Popsicle sticks someone had left in the drain, but Lucky rewiring the thing to make it work was one of his crowning achievements, house-wise.

Bo opened the door leading to the garage. “Your car and my truck will both fit in here, with room left over if we ever get a bike.”

Yes, and door now opened all the way, another small job crossed off the to-do list.

Bike. They’d left the department-issued Harley Davidson down in Mexico when they’d fled. No telling who had it now. One day they’d buy their own.

Bo dashed from room to room. Lucky followed the trail of “Oh my God!” and “This is fucking amazing!” until he came to the master bedroom.

Fuck. The one room Lucky had wanted to be perfect before Bo saw it, still in shambles. He opened the door slowly, braced for disappointment.

Bo darted in and turned a slow circle in the middle of the room, mouth hanging open. He grabbed on to Lucky, crushing the breath out of him. “Now I know why you kept asking me about paint colors.”

Lucky fought to hide his shock. Every inch of the formerly filthy master bedroom walls now sported new paint. An inflated air mattress, covers turned down, took up the spot where Lucky planned to put the bed.

On a makeshift table crafted of cardboard and paint cans, sat a candle, a basket of fruit, two glasses, a bottle of sparkling cider, and the Christmas cactus from the office.

“You planned all this? You wonderful, wonderful man!”

Wonderful? No one had ever said that to Lucky before. “Yeah, well I’m afraid there’s some assembly required. Most of the paint’s been bought, it just ain’t on the walls yet.” Except for that one room Johnson had taken time away from her family, at Christmas, to paint.

He didn’t deserve her as a friend, but he’d keep her.

Bo ran a hand over the tan walls, painted to create lighter and darker spots, a technique Johnson tried to explain but Lucky hadn’t quite understood—until now. “We’ll make memories painting the rest of the house together. Seeing the rooms is giving me ideas. This wash effect is gorgeous.”

“Yeah, well I can’t take full credit. Johnson helped. C’mon, you gotta see the bathroom.” Lucky wriggled loose from Bo’s hold and opened the double doors wide—one of the few rooms in the house he’d finished himself. “I did a lot of work in here, but it’s fixed now.”

The best part of the house, and Bo didn’t even look. He grabbed Lucky again and held on. And on. And on.

“It’s perfect. It’s more than I ever hoped for.” He let Lucky go, eyes a bit misty, and nodded toward a door in the far wall. “What’s in here?”

“Nothing. I’m using it for storage.” Lucky braced for the worst.

Bo opened the door to the nursery. With Johnson’s help, Lucky had repaired the faded walls. Now all the elephants and giraffes were whole again, and a goose grew back her missing wing.

For long moments Bo stood in the doorway. He took a step back and closed the door. “One day,” he mumbled.

“Do you forgive me for not telling you?”

“I wish you’d have let me help.” The smile returned and brought The Dimple. “But I understand why you didn’t.”

Good. Lucky might get forgiven after all. “Don’t worry. Right after Christmas I’m sticking a paint brush in your hand and putting you to work.”

“Deal.”

“It’s late, or early. Wanna get some sleep?” The last few days had taken a toll on the poor guy. It certainly had on Lucky. And neither had gotten much sleep in the past two days.

“Not yet.”

“No? Ain’t you tired?”

Bo turned to face Lucky. “This will be the first night in our new home, but it’s also Christmas. Help me get the bed into the living room.”

***

Lucky remade the bed while Bo turned on the fireplace. The moon shone through the sliding glass doors, adding light to the living room. He stripped down to his boxers and settled on the air mattress. Not the most comfortable place he’d ever slept, but not the worst either.

Air mattresses were made for guest rooms, to encourage guests not to stay too long.

Bo shimmied out of his clothes and slid under the sheets beside Lucky, captured Lucky’s face between his palms, and brought their mouths together. “I hope you brought supplies.”

Supplies. Condoms and lube. Yes, Lucky’d brought them in the overnight bag he’d taken to Texas just in case, hoping he’d only need the lube. He wouldn’t ruin the mood by bringing up serious topics now. They’d both been tested twice since returning from Mexico, and the results came back negative both times. Damn the six month wait.

If at any time the reports said “positive” for either one of them? They’d deal.

Lucky watched Bo’s face in the dim glow from the fireplace and tree. Christmas. Together. “I love you.”

He didn’t give Bo time to answer. Instead he cut off any words with his mouth on Bo’s, running his fingers through the patchy hair on Bo’s chest, and traveled lower, to work the foreskin up and down the man’s hardening cock.

He pressed his own erection against Bo’s hip. A hand job wouldn’t do tonight. Bo pressed back. Hallelujah!

Lucky thrust forward, fighting for friction against Bo’s thigh.

Bo spread his legs wide and Lucky shifted to settle between, keeping his tongue in his lover’s mouth. Tonight’s homecoming involved more than a house.

He drank in the sight of Bo lying beneath him, a promise whispering in the back of his brain of many more nights in this house. Their house. Their life.

Bo’s hummingbird spirit totem glittered in the low light. He didn’t need charms to keep him safe—that’d be Lucky’s job.

Lucky bucked his hips, rubbing his cock beneath Bo’s balls, back to where he’d dreamed of being for weeks. God, how he wanted to slide inside, no barriers between them, and make up for lost time, but he’d worked too hard to win Bo’s trust.

Did he treat Bo like he might break? No, he took tender loving care of the most important person in his life.

“The mattress isn’t hurting your back, is it?” Lucky drew back enough to ask.

Bo pulled Lucky down with both hands. “What mattress?”

Lucky plunged his tongue into Bo’s mouth. Maybe if he kissed the man long enough, hard enough, he’d chase away the terrors of the past few months, sending his nightmares with them, along with Bo’s depression and self-doubts, and the need for the latex Lucky rolled onto himself.

Fingers damp with lube, he caressed Bo’s opening, not yet daring to enter. He kissed “I love yous” over Bo’s jaw, across his nose, and over the light freckles the semi-darkness hid from sight. Lucky didn’t need to see them; he knew each and every one.

He swiped his lips over Bo’s closed eyelids, earning a gasp for his efforts.

Deep in Bo’s chest a groan rumbled, and he pushed up, sliding his cock over Lucky’s thigh and leaving a damp trail.

Cologne and man filled Lucky’s nose, as comforting as the scent of home.  No, it was the scent of home, home being wherever Bo was.

Lucky pushed two fingers past the tight ring of Bo’s opening, adding his own moan to his lover’s. Bliss and heaven waited for him. Waited for them both. Pushing in and out, he worked Bo loose, taking in every every brow-wrinkled moment of concentration, every lip-nibble, every sharply indrawn breath, until finally, a lazy smile turned up Bo’s lips. Lucky took his time, though his body screamed, “Hurry!” They had all night. Or until they both passed out from exhaustion.

Slowly, slowly, he braced his weight on his elbows and sank into Bo’s depths.

Bo moaned.

Oh dear lord! Tight heat gripped him, pulling him in, pleasure to the point of pain. Forward and back, a little farther each time. At last his groin rested against the perfect swells of Bo’s ass. Kill him now and he’d die a happy man.

No signs of Cyrus peered from Bo’s eyes, just Bo. Sweet, wonderful Bo, gasping, moaning, clutching at Lucky’s shoulders, throwing back his head.

Lucky shifted his weight to one arm and reached between them. Bo’s hardness matched Lucky’s own. Hallelujah!  He timed the rhythm of his hand to the cadence of his hips. In/out, up/down, breath mingling with Bo’s.

Not a good position to touch, feel, explore. It took all his will power to withdraw. Bo’s ring clung to him, gave him a million reasons to stay.

He silenced Bo’s whimper of protest with a kiss, then rolled him onto his side. Lucky spooned him from behind and pushed in, one arm wrapped around Bo for leverage. From this angle Bo’s shoulder made a perfect target for his tongue. He licked, salty skin hitting his tongue while he worked himself in and out, and lightly bit.

Bo moans and groans and “Oh, God, yes!” urged him on. Holding tightly, he kissed every bit of skin within range.

Each thrust drew sweet sounds from Bo. Lucky took Bo in hand, stroking him both inside and out. God, he’d never get enough. Ever. Faster and faster he bucked his hips. Electricity zinged through him, each current heading straight for his groin.

Bo shoved back against him, grabbing Lucky’s hand and working it faster.

Lucky took the hint and increased the pace. The muscles pressed against his chest tightened. “Ah, ah, ah!” Bo doubled over, his cock throbbing in Lucky’s hand.

Tension built deep within, but Lucky fought. Not yet, not yet.

“I’m gonna come,” he cried.

Lightning sizzled through him, raising goose bumps on his arms. His tempo faltered. He shoved into Bo one final time and let go.

***

Lucky woke up to sunlight streaming through the windows and a text from Walter: “I need you and Bo in my office at 2 p.m.” Ah, hell. What now?


Chapter Eighteen

Lucky squeezed his phone tight, studying the screen. Bo lay debauched on his bed, hair every which way. Though the picture showed only of his face, the image screamed, “Freshly fucked!”

He smelled coffee before whoever clip-clopped up the hall came into view of his position on the floor outside the SNB’s main conference room. Would it be too much to ask to be alone right now? Once more he ran his fingers over Bo’s image, locked the phone, and slipped it into his pocket.

A Starbucks cup came into view. “Whatever’s going on in there, it’s gonna be all right.”

Lucky raised his head. Johnson. The band around his heart loosened. Yeah, she’d won the right to see his pain. “What are you doing here?”

She dropped down onto the floor next to him, sipping from a coffee cup while handing him another. “Got wind something was happening, thought I’d come on down and keep you company.”

“They’re in there.” He tossed his head toward the closed conference room door. “Teleconference.”

“With who?”

“Bo, Walter, a bureau attorney. I have no idea who’s calling in.” He didn’t shrug off the hand she placed on his shoulder.

“It’s gonna be all right. Trust me.”

“You can’t be right all the time.”

“Can’t I? Have I steered you wrong yet?” Her playful smile brought out a thin ray of hope.

“Only I can be right all the time.” His forced half smile couldn’t hold up to reality. “I pray I’m wrong this time.”

Johnson gave his shoulder a squeeze. “How long have they been in there?”

“Two and a half hours. And I can’t hear a thing.” He and Bo were a team. He deserved to be in that room.

“Wanna take a walk?”

“Can’t. I gotta stay here in case they call me. But I’m not sure what to say if they ask me to testify against Bo.”

“Hopefully it won’t come to that.” She shut up and leaned back against the wall, so close her shoulder brushed Lucky’s. Damned if he’d push her away.

No words broke the quiet, just the occasional slurp, a soft “a-hem” of one or the other of them clearing their throats.

A friend. Johnson was a friend. She didn’t ask anything in return, but here she was on a Saturday, the day after Christmas, with any number of other things she could do, and yet she spent her afternoon with Lucky. Saying nothing. Drinking coffee. Waiting.

“Thanks for what you did to the house. You shouldn’t have been away from your family on Christmas.”

“I wasn’t. I’ve been sneaking out there whenever you weren’t around. Call it my Christmas and housewarming present all in one. Besides, I had help.”

“Phillip?”

“No, Delores. Your landlady is quite handy with a paintbrush, didn’t get a drop on her bathrobe.”

Lucky would’ve paid to see that. “She didn’t have a cat draped over her shoulder, did she?”

“No, but she brought Tigger to keep us company.”

Now Lucky owed both women more than he’d ever be able to repay.

Minutes ticked by. Johnson hoofed it down the hall to the bathroom and back. The shadows on the wall lengthened. Surely they wouldn’t try to pin Stephan’s death on Bo. He had nothing to do with that. Didn’t have that kind of reach.

“I appreciate your being here, but you really don’t have to stay,” Lucky said. “You should be home with your family.”

“Gran’s unpacking and shooed me away, Tyrone’s playing with a new little friend down the hall, and Phillip’s with his family. I’ve got nothing better to do than stay here and harass you.” She gave Lucky a tired smile. “Lucky you.”

Lucky’s bladder might explode at any second, but it’d take more than needing to piss to make him leave. They might call him. Bo might need him. He’d be here. When Bo stepped out that door, he’d want a friendly face.

After an eternity of waiting, the door creaked open. “Lucky, you can come in now.” Walter’s blank face gave nothing away.

Lucky perused the room before entering, his gaze falling on Bo.

Bo lay slumped back in a chair, hair tousled. Chances were he’d been running his fingers through the mass all afternoon. Ignoring Walter and the attorney, Lucky headed straight for his partner.

“Bo? You okay?”

Bo glanced up with bleary eyes and launched himself into Lucky’s arms. “Oh, God! I’m so glad that’s over.” The man shook so hard, amazing he didn’t fly apart.

Lucky made eye contact with Walter.

“All is fine. Let me escort our guest out and I’ll be right back.” He heaved himself out of his chair and followed Attorney Gray Hair into the hall.

The door closed on, “Oh, hello, Loretta.”

Lucky peeled Bo off him. “Tell me.”

“They went to bat for me, Lucky. They got me cleared.”

“Who?”

“I can’t say. But you’ve figured out we weren’t the only agents on site in Mexico, right?”

“Right. Cruz…”

The blood drained from Bo’s face. “Not Cruz. This was someone… higher up. He told them, Lucky. Told them everything. How I tried to save the men. How I stole naloxone for them. How Stephan ordered his guards to kill me if I ever refused a shot.”

“He what?” Was there any way to bring Stephan back to life and rip the bastard apart bare-handed?

Bo nodded. “Yeah. If I’d stepped out of line, I was to be killed. The only thing saving me was you. If not for you, I’d be dead.”

Only then did Lucky see the tear tracks on Bo’s cheeks. Whatever happened in this room hadn’t been easy. “Do you know who went to bat for us?”

“Yes. But I can’t tell. Trust me, it’s better this way.”

Who shook Bo up this badly?

The door snicked open and Walter reappeared. “I’m sorry, Lucky, most of the conversation that took place in this room is classified, but Bo has been exonerated. Both of you are to be commended on your, let’s see, how did he put it? Ah, ‘stellar performances in the face of adversity’.” Walter whooshed out a breath and sank into a chair. “You have friends in high places. Use them wisely.”

“What about the guy I shot? Think I shot. Whatever.”

“A man wanted for murder, extortion, and trafficking. You returned his fire.”

Relief would come later. First to see about Bo. “So that’s it? We can go?”

“Yes, you can both go.”

“What about our jobs?” Bo stopped shaking long enough to ask.

“What about them? I expect you at your desks on Monday morning unless you’ve put in for vacation days. The work is piling up. I need my best agents here with me.” Walter winked. “Well done, you two. I’m proud of you. You’ve made tough choices, but you did what you set out to do: put Stephan Mangiardi out of business.”

“Did they find out who killed him?” The important part was the bastard being dead.

“No. They’ve interrogated a suspect with ties to Alejandro Garcia, one of the men Stephan is suspected of killing, but nothing’s been proven. Someone wanted him dead. For revenge or to keep him quiet, we may never know. Now, go home.”

Arm around Bo, Lucky gave the conference room his back. Johnson was nowhere to be seen.

She’d been there when it counted.


Chapter Nineteen

Lucky’s old Camaro purred liked a kitten pulling out of the subdivision. His leather jacket made a farting noise against the seat, and the new car smell competed with his morning cup of joe. Bo sat in the passenger seat.

Domestic bliss wasn’t half bad.

He’d never admit to timing their arrival, but dang, heads turned when Lucky pulled up in his “old beater.”

Johnson whistled. “Dayum, boy. Looking good.” She touched her hand to the hood, then blew on her fingers. “Hot!”

Asshole Keith was so busy rubbernecking Lucky’s improved ride that he almost walked straight into Johnson. “Better watch where you’re going there, fella,” she growled.

Johnson didn’t like him either. Another reason to keep the woman close.

Lucky’d love to stick around and see what fuckwad Landry thought, but the man had a bad habit of taking the nine a.m. start time as merely a suggestion.

Keith did a double take when Bo got out of the other side of the car. Yes, their hiding days were over. After the drama of the past few months, a few homophobic assholes were nothing. Besides, Walter and Johnson had his back.

Johnson drawled loud enough to be heard in the next county, “You boys get moved in okay?” Hell, she should know. She’d spent her Sunday helping. With the one question she cast her lot with Bo and Lucky. Keith wouldn’t find an ally there.

The moment they stepped off the elevator the receptionist smiled. And she didn’t back away. “Hey, guys. How’s Moose?”

“Guys.” Not “Bo.” Another coworker Lucky might run back in to save from a fire. Keith sneered and stomped down the hall.

Bo stopped to chat. “He’s fine. Got a new rawhide chewy for Christmas.”

“Simon?” she asked.

What? Always before he’d been “Mr. Harrison.”

“Mr. Smith asked to see you when you got in.”

Bo shot Lucky worried eyes.

“It’s nearly January. He probably wants to talk about my review.” He left Bo regaling the receptionist—Lisa, her name was Lisa—and Johnson with tales of Moose’s latest exploits, namely, how he’d terrorized a squirrel in their new backyard.

Lucky rapped his knuckles against Walter’s door and stepped inside. While he prided himself on being an uncouth redneck, annual review was not the time to remind the boss of his asshole status.

“You wanted to see me?” Lucky settled into the chair he’d occupied on a regular basis in Walter’s office. Sometimes he’d heard good news in this chair, sometimes bad. Which would it be today?

Walter lifted a few sheets of paper from the pile of “destroy the rainforest” proportions strewn across his desk.

“I have a letter here from the head of the International Drug Trafficking Task Force.”

Whose corn flakes had Lucky pissed in this time? “Let me guess, they’re ripping you a new one for hiring an ex-con.”

“No.” Walter’s smile lifted his heavy jowls. “In fact, many of their agents are former traffickers and felons. Their philosophy is ‘you can’t fight the war on drugs if you’ve never seen the enemy.’ They’ve seen the enemy, in their own mirrors. Where do you think I got the idea to approach Victor Mangiardi?”

“And they’re all reformed felons who did their time like I did?” After the way the higher ups had bitched about Lucky’s hiring? “Why haven’t I heard of them?”

“Their greatest strength lies in being unknown. And many of them are still paying their debts to society, the same way you did, on the right side of the law. That’s not something the government wants to make public knowledge.” Walter toyed with a folder on his desk. “You’ve seen their work, usually credited to some small local organization that didn’t stand a chance without their help. They operate in shadows, and until recently, you haven’t had any reason to cross their path.”

An operation like that had to cost a lot of money. “Where do they get their backing?”

“From the Department of Justice’s asset forfeiture fund, for one, and similar accounts set up by other countries. I wish our department had a fraction of their budget.”

Yeah, yeah, but boss man hadn’t brought Lucky in here for no reason, and he’d better spit out his point. “What do they want?”

“They’ve submitted a formal commendation for two of my agents who performed extraordinarily in the line of duty. I quote, ‘When many in their situation would have yielded to temptation, agents Simon Harrison and William Schollenberger stood strong and followed their case through to its end, despite real and critical danger, putting themselves in harm’s way to protect civilians.’”

Lucky’s hackles rose. “How do they know?”

“Their case coincided with yours, and they had cause to interact with you and Bo.”

“Cruz.” And whoever had Bo shaking in his shoes and had gotten him off the hook.

The twinkle left Walter’s eye. “The risks we endure in the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau are but a drop in the bucket of what their agents face. They wouldn’t answer yes or no to that question, but if your instincts tell you Cruz is one of theirs, I’d trust your gut over a document any day.” Walter brandished the letter. “However, it wasn’t the man you call Cruz who testified on Bo’s behalf.”

“And you’re not gonna name names, are you?”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

“What else did they say?” Sooner or later, Lucky needed to come clean about the chloral hydrate he’d taken while in Mexico. Not today.

Walter pursed his lips. Uh-oh. Trouble coming. “They’re offering you a position.”

A position? “What? Me? Why me?”

“They feel you have what it takes to go deep undercover, adapt to your surroundings, and never lose sight of your goals.”

Damn. For years Lucky had crowed about being the best, and now, when he doubted his abilities, someone else agreed with him. Figured, though this would shut up anyone who’d ever taunted him about not being good enough, not being a part of the team.

The big boys wanted him. He’d find out who saved Bo. But at what cost?

Paper crinkled in Walter hand. “They’re offering a larger salary than we’d ever be able to afford.”

Well, damn. No worrying about mortgage payments. But… “How often would I be away?”

“Their standard policy is to keep undercover ops in position no more than two years, though there are exceptions. It’s not a job for a family man.” Walter fixed Lucky with a squirm-inducing stare. “They called you a man of convictions, who couldn’t be bought, and who’s loyal to a fault.” Walter set the papers on the desk. “I could have told them that. They also said that no matter how tempting the offer to return to a life of crime, you refused.”

“I refused? What offer?” Oh dear God. All this time he’d had his eye on Cruz and overlooked the obvious.

Nestor. He’d offered Lucky Victor’s empire and Lucky said no. But “family man”? Was that what Lucky was? Or wanted to be?

“What about Bo?” He wasn’t leaving his partner.

“The offer is for you.” Walter exhaled and ran a hand over the side of his face. “There’s no telling at this point if Bo will be fit for undercover work again.”

Working with the task force would sure be a smack in the face to jerk-offs like Keith, who’d always put Lucky down. And the war on drugs needed soldiers, no matter where they came from. But signing up also meant time away from Bo—a lot of time.

Just when he’d started planning a day in the office, followed by dinner at home, the whole nine-to-five routine he’d once feared, now someone wanted to take the dream away. Back in his younger days he’d call a routine job a sentence. Now he wanted that life with all his heart. With Bo.

“Tell them that’s a sweet offer, but no.”

“I understand.” The twitch at the corner of Walter’s mouth might have been him fighting a smile. Lucky hoped so. The old codger had grown on him.

“Can I ask a favor?”

Walter raised one brow. How did he and Bo do that?

“Never tell Bo they asked for me and not him.”

“I understand.” All traces of smile left Walter’s face. “There’s one page of this letter I haven’t yet shared.”

“What’s that?”

“The one where I’ve been formally asked to drop my inquiry into the death of Victor Mangiardi.” Walter locked eyes with Lucky.

Fuck.

“What about Nestor?” No matter what side of the law he’d been on, Nestor had looked out for Lucky, and Lucky kinda liked the guy.

“The only information I’ve gathered is that Nestor Sauceda-Vasquez is no longer in Mexico. He’s turned his entire organization over to his second in command.”

“His drug empire is being run by a drug task force?” Oh, God. That was too funny.

“You know the man. I do not. What do you think?”

Holy shit. Lucky dropped back in the chair, mind spinning. Puzzle pieces fell into place. Victor had made a deal with the international outfit, and he didn’t hand them Nestor—because Nestor was already theirs.

For how many years? How many times when he’d sat down to dinner with Lucky and Victor had they supplied him with information to be used against them?

Nestor, working for the good guys all along. He and Victor shared history. Victor talked of retiring. Without a doubt Nestor helped influence the decision. He’d convinced Vincent to go legit.

Then Stephan got antsy and blew the whole plan to Kingdom Come, got his uncle arrested, arranged a failed hit.

Maybe Victor lived, made a deal with Walter for Lucky’s sake, then hightailed it off somewhere with Nestor. Stephan wound up in charge in Mexico. Mama always said the best way to get even was to give someone enough rope to hang themselves. Which Stephan had.

And a drug task force controlled one of the largest trafficking operations in Mexico. They could bring down the entire infrastructure coming up from South American from the inside, had probably been behind many of the major takedowns Lucky’d read about over the years.

Damn. His head swam with possibilities—almost enough to tempt him into accepting their offer.  “Remember at Thanksgiving when Nestor wanted to chat?”

“Yes.” Walter’s scowl said Lucky wouldn’t soon be forgiven for pulling a fast one and sneaking off to Mexico after Stephan’s arrest. “I believe he offered you Victor Mangiardi’s estate and you didn’t accept.”

“They used this whole fucking case as a job interview.”

Walter’s blank face told Lucky nothing.

Nestor, a drug task force big wheel. Would wonders never cease?

“Care to share what just made your brain explode?” Walter folded his hands on the desk in front of him, the picture of calm curiosity.

Like Nestor, Walter knew things. While he might not have figured out exactly what happened to Victor to break their deal, by now, with the letter, he’d put two and two together. Fuck, the voice on the phone. The one to clear Bo. It couldn’t be.

“Victor is alive and working for the good guys, isn’t he?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny, but I don’t think I’d be warned off my polite questions if a search of a coroner’s records would easily answer them.”

Polite questions, Lucky’s ass. More than likely Walter had waltzed in as unstoppable as an avalanche. Few people told the man no. He knew. He wasn’t telling. For now his word must do.

Victor had his life and his revenge. His estate fell into the hands of his family, as he’d intended, and the government had no rights to it. Sure they’d take Stephan’s drug proceeds, but not what he didn’t own. And no telling how much money Victor stashed in foreign banks before his arrest. He’d been given a life sentence. And he was serving it, as Lucky had, for the good guys. If he wasn’t free, he at least had the illusion of freedom.

The only thing he didn’t have was Lucky. And if he wanted Lucky, Lucky wouldn’t be sitting in Walter’s office.

“And that’s that. The case is over.” Walter’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

No relief settled in.

The case would never be over.

***

“What did Walter want?” Bo looked up from his side of their shared cubicle when Lucky approached.

They’d promised never to lie to each other, yet this Lucky couldn’t share. “He had an attaboy for me. I convinced him not to pin it to my bare chest.”

“Oh.” Bo returned to whatever held his attention on his laptop.

Lucky let out a slow breath.


Chapter Twenty

Lucky stood on the back deck, breathing in the crisp air. Someone once told him that whatever you did on New Year’s Day predicted how you’d spend your year. Lucky’d spent his scrubbing crayon off walls to make at least part of the house presentable enough for guests.

Guests meant Bo stayed inside, away from any fireworks that might set him off—advice from Dr. Libby. She hadn’t steered Lucky wrong yet.

The door behind Lucky opened and closed. Johnson said, “Figured I’d find you out here. Mind if I join you?”

Did Lucky mind? Not really. “Is there any way to stop you?”

Roman candles shot into the sky from the next street. Lucky glanced over his shoulder. Bo stood in front of the fireplace, showing Walter’s wife paint samples. Safe.

Johnson chuckled. “I reckon not, but I’m not a total asshole. If you really wanted to be alone, I’d let you. But I’d make you tell me why.”

Lucky shrugged but didn’t turn. Loretta Johnson’s name had crept onto the list of people he’d show his back to. “Not that I don’t like those folks in there, but I’m not a mingle and party kind of guy.”

“No, you have Bo for that.”

“And why are you out here?”

“Same reason as you, I guess.”

“Where’s Phillip?”

Johnson’s high-heeled shoes clip-clopped across the deck. She placed her elbow on the railing, drink in hand. “He’s with his parents tonight at some country club shindig, I’d imagine.”

“And he didn’t ask you to go?” Once upon a time Lucky had felt like a dirty little secret. Didn’t do much good for one’s ego.

She laughed without humor. “Can you imagine the looks on their faces when a tattooed black woman from the streets of Houston showed up at their hoity-toity affair?”

“You told me how you got together, but how did you two ever become a couple in the first place, if you don’t mind my asking?” Normally Lucky didn’t give a rat’s ass about other people’s drama. But he’d spent enough holidays alone to not like the feeling.

“Oh, you know how it is. I thought, ‘He’ll help me pass the time, keep me occupied until I get settled.’ I never expected to develop feelings for a privileged little rich boy like him.” She turned her head enough to give Lucky a weak smile. “Nor did I expect him to admire my struggles, not think less of me because of where I grew up.” The ice in her glass clinked when she lifted it to her lips and downed the contents. “It can’t go nowhere, but I’m not big enough to do the right thing and let him go.”

“Why do you have to let him go?” Lucky would never let Bo go. Not now when they’d come so far.

“His folks have big plans for him that don’t involve a woman who wears a badge and might go to work one day and not come home.”

Yeah, Bo and Lucky both faced the same hard facts. But he’d rather live with the worry than without Bo. Did that make him selfish? “Life is short. You take what it gives you and make the best of it.”

“My, my, my. The great Lucky getting all philosophical. I never thought I’d see the day.” Johnson’s laugher rang of truth this time.

“Hey! Even a blind squirrel gets an acorn every now and then, Johnson.”

“That it does, that it does. And it’s Rett. Only non-friends call me Johnson. Now, c’mon in and say goodbye to all the nice people. Sounds like they’re getting ready to leave.” She turned fully, staring at Lucky face to face. “You can deny it all you want, but you’re good people.” A quick lunge brought her down to his level. She planted a kiss on his cheek. “Happy New Year, Lucky. I hope it rocks.”

Lucky brought his hand up to cover the spot she’d kissed. “Same to you, Rett. Same to you.” She disappeared back inside the house. His and Bo’s house, with the half-finished tile floors, and mile-long list of projects.

He breathed deeply again and stared up at the sky. Home. After many years of roaming, he was finally home.

Walter Smith was helping his wife into her coat when Lucky reentered the house. “Oh, there you are, Lucky. We were just coming to say good night.”

“Well, I’m here now.” At a nudge from Bo, he added, “Thanks for coming, and thanks for the gift. You didn’t have to.”

“Now, Lucky. You and Bo will have to come to dinner with me and Walt sometime.” Mrs. Smith wrapped Lucky in a floral-scented embrace. “You have a lovely home. Happy New Year.”

Bo escorted the Smiths, Lisa and her husband, and Mrs. Griggs to the front door. She’d even worn a nice dress for the occasion though her coat resembled a bath robe. Lucky remained with John—Rett. She grabbed his arm. “You scratched your way up from the bottom. Don’t blow it.”

With way more wiggle than necessary, she shrugged into her jacket and traipsed out the front door to a chorus of slamming doors. Bo returned a few minutes later, grinning ear to ear. “See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“No.” And worth Bo’s bright smile, dimple included.

Bo patted Lucky on the ass. “Help me with cleanup. I’ve got plans for us tonight. I’ll load the dishwasher if you’ll take out the trash and let the dog out.”

“You’ve got a deal.” Lucky grabbed a garbage bag from under the sink and made the rounds, picking up a napkin here, a few dropped morsels there, dumping a trash can. Cat Lucky glared at him from the bedroom. “I know. How dare I lock you up and let strangers invade your castle, your highness.”

Next, he approached the guest room with caution. He pushed the door open, the door pushed back. A whine emerged. “If you want out, you gotta let me in.”

He pushed, Moose pushed, overeager to escape. Damn, Lucky should add the going-on-seventy-five-pound-puppy-push to his workout routine. After a struggle he got the door open enough for the dog to barrel out into the hallway.

“Oh no, you don’t.” He grabbed a handful of fur before the beast tore through the house, and slipped on the leash. Sometime soon he’d have to go back to the shelter, make the fostering permanent, in his name, and in Bo’s.

Leash in one hand, bag in the other, he called out, “I’ll be right back.”

He stepped outside, trotted to the dumpster he used for disposing of ripped up carpeting, and threw in his bag.

For a moment he stood there, recalling all the times he’d returned to an empty house, wishing someone waited for him. Now lights shone from every window. “No, Rett, I won’t blow it.” Blow Bo, maybe… in about five minutes.

Moose whined, thudding his tail against the sidewalk. “Okay, okay.” The critter dragged Lucky to the fence. Lucky opened the gate, removed the leash, and let the dog run free.

The street light’s glow reflected off something shiny at the edge of the yard. What the hell? Lucky crept closer.

A Harley Road King? Ah, hell! Bo’s Harley Road King. The one they’d left in Mexico. His heart slammed against his ribs. Vibrations from his pocket made him jump, and he yanked his cell phone out.

“Happy New Year!” appeared on screen from an unknown number. He circled the bike.

A flat, wrapped package leaned against one side. No need taking chances. Who had brought the bike? How had they gotten through the gates?

He ripped open the paper. A picture. Or rather, a painting. The gloom wouldn’t allow him to see clearly.  He lugged the package into the house. Bo sang in the kitchen, rattling dishes.

Lucky snuck into the bathroom, locked the door, sat the painting on the sink, and turned on the light. For a moment his breath caught: the image bore the same style as the portrait of Mama Mangiardi.

A landscape, Paris, judging from the French words on the buildings in the background. Two men sat at a café table, the first unmistakably Nestor. One arm encircled the other man while he lifted a glass of wine in toast with the other. A golden band circled the third finger of his left hand that hadn’t been there at Lucky and Nestor’s last meeting.

Lucky lifted his phone and redialed the text number. “The number you have dialed has been disconnected.”

Damn. How often did the guy change numbers? A white sheet of paper caught Lucky’s eyes, a reminder of the picture he’d gotten a few months back, warning him of Walter—a card.

Lucky’s heart pounded.

The front of the card showed two champagne glasses and the words, “Happy New Year.” With trembling fingers he opened to read, “Happy New Year. May you be as happy in your new life as I am in mine. No matter where you go or what you do, you’ll be watched over, only not by angels. Expect the Harley’s title in the mail, made out to William Patrick Schollenberger III. One day Cyrus Cooper may need to ride again. I hope he’s ready. Keys are in the saddlebag.”

The card was signed N.

The second man in the painting also toasted—and also wore a band. Most of his face was obscured by shadows, but white strands highlighted his dark hair. Lucky studied the image, his heart putting together the mystery a split second before his brain did. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

Hopes, fears, and tons of guilt fought for dominance in Lucky’s brain. Then they all… vanished. The load he’d carried for years dissolved.

Bo knocked on the door. “I let Moose back in. You ‘bout ready to call it a night?” He rattled the doorknob. “Hey, why do you have it locked? Are you okay in there?”

Lucky unlocked the door and let Bo into the bathroom. Bo stooped down in front of the painting. “Where did you get this?”

“It’s a New Year’s present. I found it outside, along with your motorcycle.”

Bo jumped back, eyes wide. “Who’s here? Do they know about us? Call Walter! Now!”

“Bo, calm down. If Nestor wanted us dead, we’d be dead already.” Words he’d said over and over the past few months. “Look closer.”

Bo inspected the image. “Oh my God. Nestor and…”

Lucky nodded. “Yeah.” So much made sense now.

“Did you see this?” Bo pointed to the lower right corner of the painting.

Beneath Nestor’s name and the date he’d written a single word:

Redemption.
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