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Chapter One

Lucky was too old for this shit.

He crouched behind a wall, straining to see in the low light of the narrow corridor. Movement caught his eye and he dipped his chin slightly, acknowledging his partner’s arrival.

Bo stood, back against the far wall, nearly invisible in his dark clothes. As one, they peeked around the corner. Nothing. No sound, no movement. The perps could be anywhere.

At least the concrete floor muffled any sounds from Lucky’s tennis shoes as he eased around the corner, hugging his weapon to his chest. No, not his weapon. Give him his .38, or even a Glock, and he’d kick ass and take names. This piece of shit? If he ever found the sonofabitch who’d designed the cheap plastic toy that didn’t aim worth a damn, he’d beat the crap out of them.

He’d also like to shoot whoever designed the building, with its sudden intersections, random overhead perches, and too many places for his foe to hide. The overhead fluorescent fixtures of what could laughably be called lighting created plenty of dark alcoves.

Two could play the game. Or even three or four. He hadn’t worn all black for nothing. He tugged his ball cap down more snugly on his head to hide his dirty-blond hair.

Shifting his gaze right and left, Lucky inched forward, Bo’s comforting presence behind him. No need to look: he’d taught his partner well. Lucky’s instruction, coupled with four years of Marine training, left Bo the absolute best man to have at his back in any situation—both on the job and off.

And during sex. Especially during sex.

He fought back visions of Bo at his back—naked. Nope, not the time.

The air reeked of stale sweat, some kind of chemical cleaner, and fresh paint. Splats of yellow, green, red, and blue created pop art graffiti on the floors, walls, and ceiling.

Bo snugged up behind him, close enough to chase away sour smells with the hint of soap and green tea-scented breath. “Any sign of them?” His words came out a husky murmur.

Lucky shook his head, wiping moisture off his forehead with the back of his hand. Sweat plastered his T-shirt to his back. If the place had air conditioning, he’d never know. Hell couldn’t be any hotter than Georgia in the summertime.

One precise step after another they crept down the hall. They reached another intersection. Lucky signaled for Bo to take the right. Veering to the left, Lucky squatted, keeping a low profile. His bad ankle screamed in protest. His bad ankle needed to shut the fuck up. So did the scar in his side.

He’d love to keep Bo with him, but by splitting up they stood a better chance of catching the two they sought.

The hall led onto an open room with a guardrail around an upper level. Two shadows raced across the floor, and Lucky caught a flash of blue from above, gone a moment later. He quirked up one side of his mouth. His opponents might be young and fast, but no match for his skill.

Only one way up there, and one back down. Sooner or later, they’d have to take the stairs.

Lucky would be ready.

Easing back into the shelter of the hallway, he waited. Footsteps pounded down the stairs heading…

Oh crap! Straight for Bo! Motherfucker! Lucky whirled and hauled ass. Please, please, let him get there in time.

Shots fired. No!

He darted into the darkness, skidding when he nearly missed his turn. No longer caring who heard him, he rounded the corner without looking first, shoes slipping against a tiled patch of floor.

Bo. Where the hell was Bo?

A groan from behind made Lucky retrace his steps. “Bo?” he hissed.

“Here!” came out on a pained grunt.

Fuck. Lucky took a few more cautious steps.

Bo slumped against the wall, one hand pressed to his thigh.

No! Lucky dropped to the floor, searching for signs of injury. If those unruly heathens hurt his man… “Are you okay?”

Bo waved Lucky on with a red-covered hand. “Don’t worry about me. I’m okay. Nothing hurt but my pride. Go on without me. Get them!”

Though he’d rather stay with Bo, having his partner down wasn’t acceptable. No one shot Bo and got away. No one!

Lucky tracked after his prey, heart pounding, a man on a mission. Laughter pealed out from somewhere ahead. They thought shooting Lucky’s partner funny, did they?

He’d show them.

He checked his watch. Ten more minutes and this whole thing would end. Easy to take out two armed suspects before then.

No problem. Though, if they’d put Bo out of the fight, he might have underestimated their cunning.

People underestimated him all the time. He’d not make the same mistake.

Obstacles appeared, hay bales and boxes to hide behind. His small stature let him get into and out of tight places—once upon a time when he’d been more limber.

Now, the force of running and jumping for the last twenty minutes caught up with him. When had he gotten so out of shape? Starting now, he’d run more, go to the gym more…

Lucky yanked his attention back to the job. Jesus, was his mind beginning to fade as he aged?

Soft scuffling sounded from behind. Lucky whirled and squeezed off a round. Nothing but a hat, lying on the floor. A decoy.

Footsteps came from the other direction. Lucky spun. A young man stood there, grinning, gun pointed at Lucky.

“You are so dead,” Lucky snarled.

The guy grinned wider. “And so are you.”

Two shots rang out.

Red and pain bloomed across Lucky’s chest.

The gunman grinned and high-fived his accomplice, oblivious to the huge blue splotch dead center of the oversized Aerosmith T-shirt he’d borrowed from Uncle Lucky.

“You owe us pizza,” Todd crowed, in a voice far too deep to belong to a kid who hadn’t matured past age five in Lucky’s memories.

Yeah, he’d shown his back to the enemy. How much deader could he get?

“Good game,” Bo said, joining in the high-fiving. Hanging out with two teenagers added to the illusion of him being younger than his years. While Lucky came across as the older uncle that he was, Bo somehow managed to be the really cool cousin.

The one who’d suggested killing a few hours playing paintball.

Paintball. Bah!

They exited the room, handed the guns to the attendant, and trudged over to where Loretta (my friends call me Rett) Johnson stood in her six-foot-plus glory in an immaculate white T-shirt, shorts, and tennis shoes, slurping a drink through a straw.

A heart-shaped pendant dangled between her breasts, a gaudy thing, totally unlike her. Oh well, no one ever accused him of understanding women’s tastes in jewelry.

Her son peeked out from behind her. Lucky trudged, the three “kids” with him darted ahead.

“We kicked his a…” At a quelling glare from Johnson, Todd managed a quick save with, “…butt.”

“Mama says ass when she thinks we can’t hear her. Why can’t we?” Ty challenged, glaring at his brother.

“That boy is entirely too much like you,” Bo groused, sidling up next to Lucky.

Ty quit laughing and glared. Teenagers. How many moods could he go through in five minutes’ time? “I’m nothing like him!” he spat.

Bo, Lucky, Rett, and Todd all looked at him. Even Johnson’s son left the safety of hiding behind her to emerge and stare.

No one said a word. They didn’t have to. With his light brown hair, bordering on dirty blonde, and five-foot-five-inch height, Tyler Watts made a slightly shorter version of Lucky, except for sharper cheekbones and chin. Other than his having his loser father’s last name, the kid was a dyed in the wool Lucklighter. Through and through.

If Lucky tried hard enough he could ignore the few extra pounds around both their middles.

Ty rolled his lip.

“And where, exactly, were you?” Lucky growled at Johnson.

She gave him a wide smile and reached back to pat her son’s head. “Rone here wanted to drive the bumper cars.”

How did she know what the kid wanted? Lucky couldn’t recall hearing the boy say more than a handful of words. No telling how the boisterous, in-your-face woman managed to have a shy son.

Same way Charlotte Lucklighter managed to give birth to a clean-cut, laid-back, straight arrow like Todd. Somehow Todd managed to gain a few inches on Lucky’s five-feet-six, though at eighteen he hadn’t yet outgrown his gangly puppy phase.

Todd eyed Lucky. “Pizza?”

The pizza and popcorn scent the amusement hall must spray out of a can made Lucky’s stomach rumble. His two hollow-legged nephews were likely starving. How did his sister ever keep them fed?

“Ms. Perky. You and the wannabe teenager here”—Lucky hiked a thumb at Bo— “go rustle us up some grub.” He didn’t add, and let the old man rest.

“I’ll stay here,” Bo said, shooing the others away with a wave of his hand. “Y’all go.”

Lucky’s glower cut off any arguments. Or rather, a glower and handing his debit card to Todd.

Rett winked and herded the boys in front of her to the concessions.

Motherfucker! Lucky rubbed his sore chest and slumped down at the nearest picnic table clean enough to possibly not kill them with E. coli or one of those other things he read about in pharmaceutical reports. He dropped his head into his hands. How had he let this happen? He really must be losing his touch. Two untrained kids beat the living crap out of, not one, but two seasoned agents of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau.

And shot him at point blank range. That stung!

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Bo said, patting Lucky on the back and settling beside him. Streaks of red marred his cheeks and clothes. “They told me they did this all the time back home with their mother. They knew the equipment, had years to build strategy.”

Still, the pang of losing delivered one hell of a bitch-slap. What if Lucky and Bo had been in the field for real? What if they were so easily defeated on the streets of Atlanta?

He’d gotten old. And slow. And tired. Why did having a chunk of liver yanked out slow him up so much? Someone dropped down on the opposite side of the table. Lucky rolled his eyes upward. “You could’ve come in there and helped us, you know.”

Rett Johnson held up a pizza box. The tantalizing aroma teased Lucky’s nostrils. Pizza. No healthy food in sight meant Bo couldn’t raise too much hell about Lucky wolfing down grease and pepperoni. His stomach roared at the thought.

“Three against two isn’t good odds. Besides, me and Rone had fun on the bumper cars, didn’t we, baby?” Johnson’s son climbed onto the seat beside her, managing to keep mostly hidden behind his mother.

She placed the box on the table and ruffled the boy’s curls. “You only have to grow a little more, then you can play paintball.” Protective Mama Bear. Small and delicate-looking, her six-year-old must’ve taken after his daddy.

The elephant stampede noises of Lucky’s nephews’ approach beat them to the table. Blue paint on Todd’s shirt marked Lucky’s direct hit, while the red blotch on his own bore testament to Todd’s marksmanship. Of the four paintball players, Bo, Lucky, Todd, and Ty, only Ty’s clothes remained relatively paint free.

They placed another pizza box and four drinks on the table.

“I guess your mama taught you to shoot,” Lucky said, trying to make conversation with his younger nephew and connect. Bo’s words, not Lucky’s.

“She’s taken us to the range back ho…” Ty’s smile fell. Soon home wouldn’t be Spokane, Washington, the only place the kid remembered. Todd might still recall living in North Carolina with his loser of a dad, but not much.

Lucky opened his mouth to ask if Ty was okay with the move to Georgia, when Rett cut him off. “When will their mama be back?”

Lucky stuck his hand into the pizza box, drew out a slice of cheesy goodness and ignored Bo wiping grease off his slice with napkins. Four napkins, soaked through, equaled good pizza in Lucky’s book, even if Bo ordered half of one of the pizzas without meat. Only, removing the grease before eating was sacrilege and ruined a perfectly good food fix.

“Charlotte’ll be back as soon as she settles matters with her house, works her two weeks’ notice at the hospital, and arranges a moving van.” She couldn’t get back soon enough. Lucky loved his nephews, always had, always would, but he’d dealt with two young ‘uns the last time he’d been around his nephews, not two teens, one prone to dramatics and sullen moods.

Not liking what Lucky put on the table for dinner.

Or being too cold.

Or too hot.

Or everything in the world being lame.

He’d looked up to Lucky, couldn’t wait to hang out—until finding out he’d have to give up his home, friends, school, and everything else Spokane offered.

Todd, on the other hand, must’ve taken his job as older brother, and so-called man of the house, to heart. An old soul hid behind a youthful appearance.

Sixteen and eighteen. They’d grown up way too fast.

He hadn’t given Lucky a lick of trouble since Charlotte left. Lucky eyeballed his oldest nephew, searching for signs of Lucklighter in the boy. Good behavior and Lucklighter didn’t belong in the same sentence.

Of course, Ty more than made up for Todd’s lack of redneck uncouth.

If only Lucky hadn’t gotten involved with the wrong man all those years ago and decided on drug trafficking as a career choice—resulting in a ten-year prison sentence—and had been there for the boys. Too late to be sorry now. All he could hope for was to make up for lost time.

He eyed Ty, sitting off to himself, thumbs working over the pad of his cell phone. Texting his friends back in Spokane, more than likely.

“This sucks! My friends don’t start school until the 30th!” Ty glared at Lucky.

Like Lucky had anything to do with school schedules. Wasn’t his fault Fulton County schools started classes August 1, next Monday.

Lucky hadn’t had many friends over the years. Leaving folks behind never really mattered much, except for family.

Family. He’d have to call his mother later, catch up on the goings-on at the family farm—just because he could.

For now, he’d content himself with being with the boys he’d missed so badly, the coworker who wouldn’t take no for an answer on friendship, and the man who never gave up on Lucky no matter how many times he should have.

“So, Ms. Johnson—”

The woman in question cut Todd off with a wave of her hand. “Honey, call me Rett. All my friends do.”

“Okay, Ms… Rett.”

She grinned. “That’s better. Now, you wanting to ask me something?” Taking a bite of pizza postponed her answers.

“Uncle Ric… Lucky says you’re working a case with him.” Must be hard for Todd to stop thinking of Lucky as “Uncle Richie”, the way he’d known him for years.

“Well, I wouldn’t really call it a case.” Rett took another bite of pizza, chewed a moment, and swallowed. “We’re doing a risk assessment for a pharma company.”

Todd leaned forward, elbows on the table. “What does that mean?”

“We go in and look at their operation, find the weaknesses, and advise them on how to better comply with state and federal laws.” Jeez. So, Bo wasn’t the only walking textbook at the bureau.

Todd held a slice of pizza aloft but hadn’t taken a bite yet. “Do you bust them if they’re doing something wrong?”

Even Ty turned his attention to Lucky’s on-duty partner.

Rett barked a laugh. “No, honey. If we find too many deficiencies we might share information with FDA or DEA, but we’re just there to advise.” She winked at him. “I’m not saying we won’t come back if we think we have a reason to. And then we bust them.”

Todd’s eyes went wide. “Y’all got the coolest job ever.”

Anyone who thought the life of an agent exciting never hung out with Lucky on plant audits. Boring, boring, boring. Unless they found something. However, Bo usually provided a bit of amusement by covertly arranging pharmaceutical samples with all the labels facing the same way.

“Not saying we do, but I’m not saying we don’t either,” Rett said. “But it is a risky business to be in. What? You thinking of changing your major to criminal justice?”

“Nah, I think there’s more money in engineering.” Todd finally bit into his pizza.

“Have you ever been shot?” Ty asked.

“No, but I had to shoot someone once,” Rett confessed, voice as casual as if she’d said, I ate pizza for lunch.

“Really? That is so awesome.”

Lucky studied Rett’s face, ready to wade into the conversation if she took offense. The kid didn’t know he delved into dangerous territory, calling Rett’s having to shoot her child’s father “awesome.”

Rett shrugged. “Not really. I wish I didn’t have to, but sometimes you ain’t got a choice.” The smile left her face. Then she brightened. “I know somebody who’s been shot.”

“Who?” Ty asked, ignoring his pizza in favor of leaning forward and hanging on to Rett’s every word.

“Your uncle.”

Ty eyed Lucky and sank back on the bench. Apparently, he wasn’t in the mood to ask Lucky questions, even if he did think getting shot was awesome. His teenaged stubbornness wouldn’t allow him to find any aspect of his uncle interesting.

Not anymore. He’d been so excited after finding out Lucky wasn’t dead after all, merely living life as someone else as a form of witness protection.

But that had been when Ty lived in Spokane and Lucky lived in Atlanta.

Todd, on the other hand, had no problem nosing into other people’s business, though with his usual light touch. “You actually got shot? I’ll bet you have some pretty good stories to tell, huh?” He paused a minute, pink flushing his cheeks. “Umm… you don’t mind me asking, do you?”

Blushing. From a Lucklighter. What a first.

“Getting shot happens sometimes in our line of work.” Lucky really didn’t want to discuss work on his day off, and he definitely didn’t want the conversation to end with talk of the bureau’s memorial website, which paid tribute to fallen agents and other employees. However, Todd asked questions, showed an interest in Lucky’s life. A step in the right direction for uncle/nephew connection, right?

Bo, bless his heart, let Lucky duck out of the conversation. He raised a brow in question and Lucky nodded. As much as he liked talking to his nephews, Lucky didn’t really want to go into detail about getting shot. Or breaking an ankle. Or getting locked into a car trunk and abducted.

Bo braced his forearms on the table and lowered his voice to secret-sharing volume. “Did he tell you about the time he was checking out a counterfeit drug operation, fell down a kudzu vine, and wound up covered in bat sh… droppings?”

“No!” Todd side-eyed Lucky and grinned. “Spill.”

So much for Lucky becoming legendary in his nephews’ eyes, or interesting them in a life as an agent—not that he’d let them if they wanted to. Nothing said, “This is not a glamorous job” like getting covered in bat shit, breaking an ankle, and getting tossed out of a truck in the middle of nowhere.

A flash of copper caught his eye. Holding still, he watched from his peripheral vision. He faked a sneeze into a napkin, using the excuse to turn his head slightly.

Partially hidden behind a video game stood Rookie Rogers, bumbling idiot of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau, and the poorest tail Lucky’d ever shaken off.

Pinging from the machines, laughter, and loud conversations made Lucky’s head throb. Still he managed to watch the man so out of place in polo shirt, khaki pants, and loafers.

The intel Lucky had on him said the man wasn’t married and didn’t have kids. No nephews or nieces even.

So, why was he skulking around an amusement arcade?

Lucky stood. “I gotta hit the john.” The moment he rose, Rogers fled, giving away far too much.

Now why would an SNB agent follow Lucky on his day off?


Chapter Two

“Wanna play a game?” Lucky sprawled on the brown, not-real-leather couch, one of Bo’s contributions when they’d gotten the house. He held up a game controller and pulled the lever on the side of the couch to recline his half.

Ty slumped down as far away from Lucky as possible while still sharing the same piece of furniture. “Nah.”

“Watch a movie? We got Netflix.”

The sulky teen slouched some more, staring at the floor. “Movies are lame.”

Lucky sighed. He so did not know how to deal with someone determined to hate everything. Remind you of anyone? the version of Bo living in his head asked. “What do you want to do?”

“I want to be back in Spokane, where I belong!” Ty dashed out of the living room and down the hall. The guestroom door slammed with enough force to register on the Richter scale.

Bo grabbed Lucky’s arm, keeping him from sprinting after Ty. “Just let him be. He’s going through a tough time right now.”

“Shouldn’t I go talk to him?” That’s what Lucky’s father would have done. Sternly.

“Give him some space and let him cool down.” Bo seemed awfully calm. Oh. He’d had an abusive father, putting a unique spin on his parenting technique. “New home, new school, new friends. He’s going through a lot of changes right now.”

Lucky rarely felt blessed, but compared to Bo, he’d hit the parental jackpot, even if his folks weren’t doing so great now in their relationship. They still lived in the same house—mostly. And Dad’s health improved after Lucky donated a chunk of liver, so hope survived, right?

Todd looked up from his spot on the floor, where he’d been giving a happy Moose a belly rub. “He’s such a drama queen sometimes.” The Great Pyrenees nudged Todd’s hand, prompting Todd to go back to rubbing.

Lucky did his best, but finally couldn’t take any more. While Todd and Bo played video games, he snuck down the hall and knocked. Nothing. Easing the door open, he peered inside. Ty lay on the bed, eyes closed. “Ty?”

No answer.

Ty’s closed lids showed no movement, and his breath came a bit choppy. Not asleep, then, just playing possum.

When Lucky thought of parenthood, he pictured his nephew young enough to toss in the air and catch, or the baby he hoped to tuck into the nursery one day, courtesy of his sister, a turkey baster, and Bo’s sperm. Babies didn’t stay small, and if he wanted to be a father, he’d have to learn to handle kids at all ages.

If only he hadn’t gone to prison, and the boys had grown up with him in their lives, things might be different.

He sighed and closed the door.

Maybe he wasn’t ready after all.

***

The glow of a security light shone through the window blinds, painting stripes across the room. Above the bed, a ceiling fan turned in lazy circles. Cat Lucky sat on the windowsill, staring out at the night, while Moose softly snored at the foot of the bed.

Human Lucky lay on his back next to Bo, hands behind his head. Would the god-awful music keep him awake all night?

The throbbing bass beat cut off, plunging the night into quiet but leaving Lucky’s ears ringing. How did his nephews even listen to that crap?

Bo rolled over and ran his lips along Lucky’s jaw, sliding his hand down Lucky’s chest to his groin.

“We can’t,” Lucky said, grasping Bo’s wrist and biting down on the “fuck me!” he really wanted to say. After all the adrenaline he’d pumped into his system today, he needed physical release. But…

“Why not?” Bo asked, nuzzling Lucky’s neck and inching his fingers lower.

Lucky tightened his grip on Bo’s wrist, caught himself, and let Bo go. Restraining Bo wouldn’t end well. His therapy might be helping, but being tied to a bed by an alcoholic father and thinking the house was on fire left a lasting impression. “Because the boys might hear.”

How embarrassing would that be, if they smirked at him over breakfast. Or worse, if he grossed them out.

“Have you considered that might have been why they played the music so loud?”

No. Lucky hadn’t. Damn. What a perfectly wasted opportunity.

“It’s not like we’d be swinging from chandeliers or anything,” Bo continued. “Us living together and sharing a bed is kinda hard to ignore, and they’re old enough to know what people who live together do.”

“We don’t have a chandelier.” And didn’t the mental image of sexual acrobatics put ideas in Lucky’s head that’d keep him up all night, in more ways than one?

“Details.” Bo planted a kiss on top of Lucky’s head and didn’t push on the other issue. “We’re more the ‘fuck on a motorcycle’ type anyway.”

Even as tired as he was, Lucky’s cock tried to rise. Oh, to lean Bo over the Harley.

And risk the boys coming out to the garage to investigate the noise.

Nope. Not happening. Other matters pushed aside thoughts of sex. “Do you reckon Ty’s gonna be okay? He seems pretty upset about moving.”

Bo nodded. “He’s leaving friends, scared he won’t make new ones, and he seems really close to Todd. Having his brother go off to college, even if the campus is nearby, is going to take time to adjust to. Us getting up in his face about his moods won’t help anything. Don’t you remember how you were at that age?”

Sixteen. So full of himself, Lucky thought he’d known everything, and what he didn’t wasn’t worth knowing. “I was a first-class asshole.” And well on his way to a prison sentence. Also, he’d sprung wood at the damnedest moments.

“Nice to know some things never change.” Even in the dark Lucky felt the curve of Bo’s smile against his skin.

“Hey, now!”

“All I’m saying is, sixteen is a tough age, things are happening too fast.” Bo patted Lucky’s shoulder. “He’ll be fine. Give him time. He misses his mother but thinks he’s too old to admit it.”

Yeah, Charlotte had been gone longer than they’d intended, missing the start of Ty’s school year. Why did Atlanta schools have to start so danged early? “I miss my mother at times, and I’m one hell of a lot older than he is.”

“I miss mine too,” Bo said quietly.

Lucky held him tighter. There wasn’t anything he could say to ease Bo’s pain. Time to change the subject. “You said that you wanted kids someday. Is that still true?”

Without missing a beat, Bo replied, “I don’t think Charlotte would part with hers. She’s had them for years and all.”

Lucky snorted. “You know I’m not talking about Todd and Ty.”

Silence.

Crap. His nephews weren’t that bad, were they?

Lucky ran his hand up Bo’s back.

Bo stiffened. “Don’t start things you don’t intend to finish. It’s been a while.”

“I’m sorry,” Lucky whispered, stilling his hand.

“It’s okay,” Bo murmured against Lucky’s neck. “I understand you’re uncomfortable and wouldn’t ask you to do anything you’re unwilling to do.”

“I’m not unwilling.”

Bo planted a kiss on Lucky’s cheek. “Just not with teenagers in the house.” He snorted. “Let me ask you something. How old were you the first time you had sex?”

Oh, dear Lord. The haybarn of his youth flashed through Lucky’s mind, and the field hand who’d taught him more than hay hauling.

“Yes, Lucky, hard as it is to believe, they probably have too. They’re older than you remember. You haven’t been around teenagers much. You’ll get used to them and relax.” He wrapped his arm around Lucky and squeezed. “I’ll wait it out.” The hardon pressed against Lucky’s thigh accused Lucky of not being fair.

How could he possibly have sex with Bo, knowing only two closed doors separated him from the boys he used to babysit?

Young men. Not boys. Still.

He exhaled a harsh breath. “I’m sorry.” Maybe if they were legally married he’d feel differently. Maybe not. Charlotte hadn’t said anything to him about the boys’ feelings on a gay uncle. Surely they’d have said something if they had problems with Lucky having a male partner.

Or rather, Ty would. Loudly. Often.

Only to have his mother hand him his ass on a plate.

“Don’t be sorry.” The slowest, sweetest kiss said Bo meant his words.

Another potential problem crossed Lucky’s mind. “I saw Rookie Rogers at the Fun House today.”

“You don’t say,” Bo mumbled, voice sleepy.

“Yeah. He ran when I spotted him.”

“Lucky, anyone in the department with good sense runs when you spot them.”

True. But… “I think he was tailing us.”

“Why would he do that? It was probably just a coincidence,” Bo got out on a yawn.

Coincidence. Yeah. Lucky didn’t believe in those much.

Bo brushed his lips over Lucky’s cheek. “Get some sleep. It’s been a hard day.”

Lucky lay awake, wanting nothing more than to roll over and fuck Bo senseless.

Damn it. He reached into the nightstand and pulled out the box he’d shoved in there. Opening the lid, he pulled out two rings.

They gleamed in the low light.

He’d asked, and Bo had said no.

***

Lucky hugged the phone between his shoulder and ear. “Isn’t it early to be calling out there on the west coast?” He stood over the sink, separating egg whites since Bo didn’t like yolks, fished out some shell, and grabbed a fork to mix them up. Bo used the wire thingy, but Lucky never managed the darned thing without slopping eggs onto the counter.

“The girls took me out last night. Sort of a going away party.” His sister giggled. “Actually, I just got home.”

“Let me guess, you talked all Southern and guys bought you drinks.”

He imagined Charlotte’s eye roll. “You’re never gonna forget that, are you?”

“Not a snowball’s chance in hell.” He grinned. No use in having incriminating evidence on his sister if he didn’t intend to use it. Not like he hadn’t gone all Southern to get what he wanted before.

“I need to ask you something.” She sounded much soberer than a moment ago.

“Yeah?”

“It may take a while for the house to sell. Are you sure you don’t mind us staying with you until I can get a place of my own, and making sure Ty goes to school?”

“Bo would have my ass if I did mind.” It’d be great to have Charlotte and her kids around, even if their presence did play hell on Lucky’s sex life. It’d only be for a few weeks, right? Lord knew she’d do the same for him. School, he’d manage.

Or Bo would.

“If you’re sure. Are the boys behaving?”

Lucky paused a second too long.

Charlotte blew out a breath. “Let me guess, Ty unloaded on you with two barrels of ‘poor little me’.”

“How did you know?”

“Um… I’m his mother.”

“He’s not that bad.” Not really, when compared to the juveniles he’d had to arrest on occasion. Todd and Ty weren’t like them, though. He couldn’t imagine them selling drugs, or their bodies.

Shit. As uptight as he was about his nephews, he’d actually shot a kid not much older than Todd.

He poured the eggs into a hot skillet. Sizzling and steam filled the kitchen.

“Pan’s too hot,” Charlotte said.

“How do you—”

“I’ve cooked before. A lot. Too much.”

Lucky snorted and dumped scorched scrambled eggs into the trash. Oh shit! What was burning? Smoke belched from the toaster. Two charred briquettes shot into the air.

They never hit the floor.

A white blur fled the kitchen with a mouthful of burned toast, a black and white shadow racing behind. At least someone appreciated Lucky’s efforts.

“Remember what a little shit you were at his age?” Charlotte sounded slightly tipsy again and incredibly fond. “I’m surprised Mama and Daddy let you survive until adulthood.”

Trust Charlotte to dish out reminders he didn’t need. At Ty’s age he’d definitely been a little shit, had tried pot, beer, liquor, and a few things he wasn’t sure of. During their teens, kids were stupid. He’d also had sex. More than once.

A lot more than once.

But his nephews were so young and innocent.

“I still remember you drag racing down that old dirt road.”

Lucky winced. No matter what off-the-wall schemes Ty dreamed up, they couldn’t beat Lucky’s exploits. “You didn’t by any chance tell Ty and Todd about that, did you?”

“No. Didn’t want to encourage bad behavior. How about all the times you slipped out your bedroom window? Or jammed to heavy metal in your room and locked the door so Mama couldn’t get in and turn your stereo off.”

Yeah, he’d used loud music to hide the fact he’d slipped out. Oh. “I’ll be right back. I gotta check on something.” He slipped down the hall and eased the guestroom door open.  Ty and Todd lay on the air mattress he’d gotten from Rett, backs to each other. He released a relieved breath and hurried back to the phone.

“Back,” he said.

Charlotte yawned. “Okay. I need some sleep. Tell the boys I love them and I’ll call them later.”

“Will do.” If Ty would bother listening to him at all. Lucky hung up the phone, returned to the refrigerator for more eggs, and stopped midway. He retrieved the device, thumbed through his contacts, and hit “call”.

“Good morning, Richmond,” his mother said. “You’re up early on a Sunday. What’s up?”

Lucky held his breath. He needed to do this. Should have done this years ago, if only he’d been on speaking terms with his parents then. “Mama, I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry for being such an asshole growing up.”

***

Lucky sat the breakfast tray, holding green tea and his third attempt at scrambled egg whites and toast—and buttering Bo up—on the nightstand and stepped back, watching Bo sleep. No, nothing creepy about that at all.

But… Damn, the man was beautiful, curled up on his side, dark brown hair sleep-tousled and a smattering of freckles across his nose. Face slack with sleep, The Dimple remained hidden.

Bo’s dimple-producing smiles rocked Lucky’s world.

He glanced at the closed door on the far wall, fighting temptation, then gave up and stepped into the room he hoped to use one day.

“When the time comes and you and Bo are ready to start a family, me having Bo’s baby is the closest thing you’ll get to your own,” Charlotte had said.

He gazed into the empty room, imagining childish giggles and toys littering the floor. Or him and Bo gently placing a sleeping baby into a crib, watching a tiny chest rise and fall.

He might not be perfect but, if given the chance, he’d damned sure give his all to be a good father. No doubt whatsoever of Bo’s ability to be a loving and nurturing parent. Which brought to mind an image of Bo, curled up on the couch with a miniature version of himself, reading a kid’s story.

A smile stretched across Lucky’s lips.

The technical things beyond diaper changing he’d have to learn from Charlotte. She’d be here to help.

Lucky’s heart clenched.

The perfect life. One he’d never dreamed he’d have.

With his sister’s help.

With Bo’s love.

Whatever he’d done right to end up with Bo he’d never know, but he’d stop questioning and count his blessings instead.

And try to do right by his man.

Now to summon up the nerve to once again ask his partner to make things legal, make them a family in the eyes of the world.

Not that he rightly gave a damn what the world thought.

Usually.

Lucky stepped back from the nursery, closed the door, and rested his head against the smooth wooden panel.

All he’d ever wanted—and some things he’d not been smart enough to know he needed—close enough to reach out and touch.

“Good morning!”

Lucky whirled, heart on a collision course with his ribs. Damn. He’d almost been busted daydreaming. “Good morning.” He rammed his hands into this shorts pockets, clutching the rings in his fist. Wait for it. Wait for the right moment…

Bo sat up in their bed, covers pooled around his waist and sparse curls on his chest. One fine sight. He nodded toward the tray on the nightstand. “Is that for me?”

“What?” Oh. Not the rings. Breakfast. “Yeah. Thought you might wake up hungry.” Fixing Bo breakfast. One small step in Lucky’s plans to be the man Bo deserved, and an apology for last night.

Bo knuckled one eye. “Where’re Todd and Ty?”

“Still asleep. I talked to Charlotte this morning. She asked if we’re okay with them staying with us until she found her own place, since she’s not sure when her house might sell.”

“You told her they’re welcome, right?”

“Of course, as long as you’re cool with it.” One Lucklighter strained the nerves of most folks. Four under one roof? Good thing the naked man in Lucky’s bed had a high tolerance for bad manners.

“Cool with it? I’m thrilled. I know how much them being here means to you.” The smile left Bo’s face. “Are you okay with that? I mean, with what’s going on with the rest of your family and all.”

Mama took Bristol’s death hard, though she didn’t blame Lucky for any role he’d played.

Things weren’t back to normal yet with his folks, might never be. However, he’d never been a big believer in normal being a good thing, so they’d rewrite their relationship slowly, one chapter at a time. But Charlotte? His defender, his friend, his support, and his ass-kicker when he needed one. “Yeah. It’ll be great, though I doubt we’ll see much of her. She plans to eventually find a house near Clemson to be close to Todd, and go back to nursing school.”

“Nice!” Bo pulled the tray Lucky recently filled onto his lap and took a bite of toast. He washed the mouthful down with a swig of green tea.

Charlotte could teach Bo a thing or two about keeping Lucky in line. On the other hand, Bo and Ty could roam Atlanta looking for poofballs or whatever on their phones. Goodness knew the kid needed positive male role models.

Like Lucky should’ve—no, could still be.

Uncle Lucky. Uncle Bo.

But no more paintball. Ever. Lucky rubbed the aching spot on his chest.

Blurting out all he had on his mind might scare Bo off. If Lucky had learned anything from his time with the man, he’d learned to choose his words carefully, and choose the right timing.

Living in sin, as his grandma used to say.

No, sin would’ve been the parts of his life without Bo.

The click of a fork on a plate brought Lucky’s attention back to matters at hand. Clearing his throat didn’t bring the words he needed. He jangled the rings in his pocket and sat down on the side of the bed.

Bo placed the breakfast tray on the nightstand, grabbed Lucky by the shoulders and pulled him in for a kiss. Oh, damn. What a fine good morning. Wait! Hadn’t he been about to say something?

“How long do you reckon we got before the boys wake up?” Bo retreated enough to mumble against Lucky’s mouth.

Now, now, now, now, now! “Bo, I…”

“Uncle Lucky!” Todd shouted from way too close to the bedroom door. “I’m gonna fix some breakfast, okay?”

Damn it!


Chapter Three

Lucky sat at the kitchen table, watching Todd pop frozen waffles into the toaster.

Todd. Eighteen. Heading to college.

Eighteen-year-old Lucky stole cars and resold them.

Todd said please and thank you.

Lucky stole the wrong car and wound up working for a suave drug trafficker.

Todd saved his money for a car.

Lucky became the trafficker’s lover and drove a brand-new Mustang.

At twenty-five Todd would possess a college degree, would’ve likely found a decent job, and have a life of his own. Then his biggest worry would be paying off student loans for what little of his tuition wasn’t funded by the college account Victor set up years ago.

At twenty-five, Lucky testified against his lover, sealing the deal on the man’s life sentence.

And thought he’d been the reason Victor hanged himself.

Lucky’s downward spiral started when he’d been Todd’s age. Yet every time he looked at his nephews, all he saw were kids.

He’d die before he’d let them turn out like him, even if he had redeemed himself, worked off eight years of his ten-year sentence as a consultant to the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau, putting guys like him in jail.

All because Victor made a few deals and faked his death.

The two boys pouring way too much syrup onto their plates would never look over their shoulders, waiting for the past to catch up. Would never know men like Victor Mangiardi, never worry each time someone they’d arrested got out of prison.

Would never live with regrets.

Like their Uncle Lucky.

Bo often said his Catholic mother had nothing on Southern Baptists when it came to guilt.

***

Rett showed up soon after the boys were fed.

“How’d you get through the security gate?” Lucky shouted over the dance club-level throbbing from the guestroom.

She grinned, eyes hidden behind ginormous mirrored shades. Her hair poufed out around her head, making her appear even taller than her six-plus feet. The sleeveless top and shorts she wore showed off her muscles and Celtic armband tattoo, a darker pattern against her dark skin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Yeah, I would, ‘cause if you can do it, some assh—.” Not that Lucky ever considered the gated community very safe.

Rett’s son peeked out from behind her.

Mouth still open, Lucky change “hole” to “Hi, Rone.”

She mouthed, “You gave me the code, remember?”

Oh yeah. He had.

Bo and Rett gave each other a slight nod.

They’d planned this.

She barged in without waiting to be invited, her son silently trailing in her wake. “I came to get the boys. See if they wanted to go to the movies.” Rett raised her shades to the top of her head and gave Lucky a wink. “Thought you and Bo might need some alone time.”

Lucky shifted his gaze in his partner’s direction.

Bo’s attempt at innocent-face missed the target completely.

Oh, that was the way of things, huh? Rett and Bo conspiring?

Wait. Conspiring to give Bo and Lucky time in the empty house. Right. He owed them.

Rett traipsed to the nearly-vibrating door and knocked. He couldn’t hear what she said when the door opened, but her kid’s voice couldn’t be missed as he dragged Todd out of the room by the hand. “C’mon! We’re gonna do something we all can do!”

The most animated Lucky’d ever seen the little guy.

Todd gave a half smile and knelt to ruffle Rone’s hair. “All right. If you insist.”

Ty turned off the music and trotted out of the room, surprisingly cooperative, though he waved to Bo and not Lucky.

“We’ll be back in…” Rett glanced at her cell phone and gave him another wink. “Four hours. Give or take.”

Lucky’s heart hammered. “Umm… thanks?”

“Don’t mention it.” She herded the boys out the door, her son two steps behind Todd.

Well, that was subtle.

Not.

Oof!

Bo slammed Lucky against the wall before Rett’s Jeep left the driveway. “I’ve missed you so damned bad.” Grasping Lucky’s T-shirt, he pulled, ripping the thin material. He latched his mouth onto Lucky’s neck, tracing Lucky’s abs with one hand.

“How much did this alone time cost you?” Lucky mumbled against the side of Bo’s head.

“Twenty bucks each for Ty and Todd. And she’ll fight me, but I’ll pay Loretta back for anything she spends on them.”

Lucky pulled back and glowered. “What the—”

Bo clapped a hand over Lucky’s mouth. “A bargain,” he hissed, resuming his attack.

Lucky would have paid one hell of a lot more. He collapsed against the wall, not thinking, just feeling.

God, but Bo felt good.

Only then did Lucky notice the drawn blinds, the absence of cat and dog.

Alone. He had Bo alone. For the first time in too damned long.

Thanks to Bo’s planning.

Chest to chest, mouth to mouth, groin to groin, arms lowered by their sides, palms together and fingers laced.

Bo traced his tongue over Lucky’s mouth, sucked in the bottom lip, and tugged gently with his teeth. Lightning struck. Lucky’s suddenly wobbly knees threatened to drop him to the floor. How, after all these years, could Bo still give him fluttery feelings deep inside? He’d never believed in love, not for himself.

Maybe for others. Or maybe not.

They’d been through hell and back, and yet here they were. They’d beaten the odds, redeemed their pasts, built a home and careers. Created a life together from the ashes of their former selves.

He loved Bo more than life itself.

He opened his mouth, upping the ante, and twined his tongue with Bo’s.

Oh, God. The heat. Nothing else existed. Just him and the best thing to ever happen to him. Lucky pulled back, drinking in the sight of his lover.

Bo’s mouth curled into a smile, revealing The Dimple. That glorious, glorious dimple in his cheek, which only appeared when the man was truly happy.

He was happy. Content. At peace.

So was Lucky. No matter what bullshit came his way outside these walls, nothing negative touched him in the safety of Bo’s arms.

He lost himself in the slide of his tongue against Bo’s, the pressure of Bo’s hands running up and down his bare skin.

The subtle shift of their weight rubbed their erections together through two layers of cloth. Lordy, if he got any stiffer he’d tear right out of his shorts.

He ran his hands up Bo’s back and gripped his shoulders.

Bo retreated, his smirk kicking up into a full-blown grin. He placed a splayed hand mid-center of Lucky’s chest and pushed.

Lucky wobbled and fell onto the couch. The couch flipped back. Bo pounced. They tumbled onto the floor. Who the hell cared, with Bo rubbing himself against Lucky, bringing his mouth down to connect again.

“God, I want you,” Bo murmured against Lucky’s lips.

Before Lucky could answer, Bo deepened the kiss, joined their fingers, and raised Lucky’s hands above his head.

Click. Click. Bo sat back on his heels.

“Wha…” Lucky yanked his arms. Cuffed to the coffee table. Restraints. Being at Bo’s mercy never failed to get Lucky worked up, but never at his lover’s expense. “Bo, you don’t have to do this.”

“I want to. Being tied down is my hang-up, not yours. It’s something you want. I’ll always give you what you want.” He got on all-fours and bit lightly where Lucky’s neck met his shoulder.

Chills raced along Lucky’s arms and spine, and tingling shocks hit his groin.

Down Bo worked, swiping his tongue over Lucky’s Adam’s apple, across his neck, and back up to nibble an earlobe. He swept his hand through the hair on Lucky’s chest, tweaking one nipple, then the other. Taking his own sweet time, he smoothed his hand through the patch of hair leading down to the parts of Lucky in serious need of more attention.

At one time they’d fucked hard and fast, as if the other might disappear at any moment. That still happened, but he’d grown a whole new appreciation for taking his time—when he wasn’t on the receiving end.

Hard and fast with Bo in the driver’s seat. Slow enough to drink in every gasp and moan when he dished out the pleasure.

Lucky growled his frustration.

Bo chuckled and sifted his fingers through Lucky’s treasure trail, carefully avoiding Lucky’s cock. Lucky surged upward again, chasing Bo’s hand.

Bo lifted his head from Lucky’s shoulder. “You never were a patient man.”

“I see no reason to start now.”

All humor fled Bo’s face and lust heated his gaze. “I like having you like this, you know. The great big, terrifying T-Rex, tied up and at my mercy. I can do anything I want and you can’t stop me.”

Technically not true, but lying on the floor with a hot man over him wasn’t the time for Lucky to argue. “What do you want to do to me?”

Bo trailed his fingers up and down Lucky’s torso, then mapped out the muscles in Lucky’s arms with a fingertip. “You’re so hot like this. You love seeing me in my chaps, but seeing you all stretched out, letting me have control, drives me fucking insane.”

His eyes gleamed.

Lucky was so fucked. Or soon would be.

Bo yanked off Lucky’s tennis shoes, one side of his mouth lifted. Next, he undid the button and zipper of Lucky’s jean shorts, spread open the fly, and lowered his face to Lucky’s groin.

Oh… Oh! Lucky bucked up when Bo licked the very tip of his cock.

Lucky let out a frustrated groan. Bo’s mouth, his amazing mouth, should be sucking Lucky off by now, not teasing.

Bucking his hips to speed the action only caused Bo to grip them firmly and hold Lucky down.

Lucky bucked again, because having Bo fight him, hold him down, take away his free will, shot electricity straight through him.

Bo would never hurt him, would release him at the first sign of distress, loved Lucky as much as Lucky loved him.

Bo eased back, taking all clothing south of Lucky’s waist with him.  Lucky’s cock sprang free, so hard it hurt. A bead of fluid clung to the head.

With a wicked grin and an exaggerated tongue swipe, Bo licked the drop away.

Heated gaze locked to Lucky’s, Bo pulled his T-shirt up, breaking eye contact only long enough to yank the thin cotton over his head.

Mr. Everything-needs-to-be-in-its-place tossed the fabric away to join Lucky’s clothes on the floor.

Bo rose gracefully to his feet, muscles bulging in his lightly furred legs. In the years they’d been together, Bo still managed to keep his lithe runner’s build. He pulled down his shorts and tossed them to the side.

His uncut cock rose against his belly from a neatly trimmed thatch, and he gave the dark head a few strokes with one hand while reaching behind his balls with the other, closing his eyes and tilting his head back.

As beautiful as he’d been before, he’d now become gorgeous as all fuck.

Lucky let out an involuntary whimper and shifted, being careful not to yank too hard on the handcuffs and topple the coffee table to the floor, ruining the illusion of bondage.

Anticipation thrummed through him and he clenched, already imagining the burn as Bo sank into him. They never really planned who topped or who bottomed—or maybe they did, with some kind of unspoken signals.

He spread his legs, knees bent and feet flat against the floor. Bo’s eyes widened for a moment, and he dropped to his knees.

Without so much as a word of warning, he sank to his stomach on the floor, hooked his hands under Lucky’s thighs, and lifted.

Feet now off the floor, most of Lucky’s weight rested on his shoulders. Before he could protest, Bo dove, swiping his tongue up…Oh!

Lucky fought to keep his eyes open, but he had to watch as Bo ran his tongue around Lucky’s hole.

Bo’s eyes slid shut. He continued his assault, sending shivers up Lucky’s spine.

Tongue swipe after tongue swipe.

Fan-damn-tastic. Too much and not enough at the same time.

Lucky gripped the handcuff chains, legs trembling.

He’d never come like this before, but if Bo kept going…

Just when he couldn’t take another moment of foreplay, Bo added a slick finger.

“Hot damn! Motherfuck…” Lucky murmured. The sensation of tongue and fingers nearly sent him over the edge. He rocked back as best he could, nearly folded up like a pretzel. His abs quivered.

Bo eased Lucky’s legs to the floor and settled between, lining up his cock to Lucky’s hole in one smooth motion. He pushed, barely breaching Lucky’s ring of muscles, and pulled back.

Lucky growled low in his throat. “Stop teasing and fuck me already.”

Bo chuckled. “You’re a pushy bottom, you know that?”

“I’m a pushy everything.” Lucky lunged down to more fully impale himself, hissing through his teeth. Somewhere Bo had gotten some lube, but he hadn’t stretched Lucky to the point of no pain.

Just the way Lucky liked.

Eyes intent on Lucky’s face, Bo pushed in and pulled out, going deeper each time. At last his balls rested against Lucky’s ass. Bo let out a low moan, eyes closed, face rapturous. “I’ve missed this. More than you know.”

So had Lucky. Arms supposedly out of the game, he wrapped his legs around Bo’s thighs and rocked until he and Bo established a rhythm. Caught between Bo and Lucky’s bodies, Lucky’s cock slid against skin on a slick of pre-cum.

His arm muscles began to burn, his back growing uncomfortable at the odd angle. The distraction allowed him to last longer, because he had four hours of Bo’s undivided attention and he damned well intended to use them.

Bo withdrew, turned Lucky half on his side, and slid back in. Deep. So deep. He grunted as he shoved in. “You feel so fucking good. I could fuck you forever.”

“I’d let you,” Lucky ground out between clenched teeth. Too much, too much. The cuffs bit into his wrists, but he couldn’t give a happy damn. His nerves were alive, muscles tightening and pressure building deep inside. He turned his head and studied Bo’s face, the intense concentration, the sweat droplets sliding down his forehead.

The muscles flexing in his arms.

Half on his side, Lucky couldn’t move very well to speed the pace, and his cock might explode in a bad way if he didn’t get some friction, and soon.

Bo quickened the pace, moving in and out with jerky thrusts. “Ah, ah, ah,” he moaned. He buried himself in Lucky’s body, completely rigid, full bottom lip sucked into his mouth.

No! Not yet! Lucky still needed—

His orgasm blindsided him, slamming into him without warning. He shouted, “Bo!” and curled more fully onto his side, shooting across the floor without being touched. Again and again he shot, muscles trembling.

He didn’t rightly know when Bo sank down behind him, still inside, and wrapped an arm around him.

The hard floor was nearly unbearable now, along with the stress on his wrists. Without a word Bo slipped from his body, rose, and unfastened the cuffs, rubbing Lucky’s chafed wrists and placing a gentle kiss on each.

“Come on,” he said, holding out a hand.

Lucky latched on to Bo’s fingers. “Where are we going?”

“To soak in the Jacuzzi.” He glanced at the clock. “We’ve got three more hours and some change and I intend to make the most of every minute.”

***

“It was so cool!” Todd gushed, twirling spaghetti around his fork at the dinner table. “The special effects were awesome.” Tall, lanky, and with an intense focus whenever he spoke to someone, he’d likely turn heads at college.

Lucky struggled to find a comfortable position on the hard wooden chair, his ass being delightfully sore from an afternoon with Bo. The house should have smelled of tomato sauce, and not the floral air spray Lucky used to hopefully mask the scent of what he and Bo spent the afternoon doing.

He’d never look at the spot near the coffee table the same way again.

Bo sniffed the air and cocked a brow at Lucky. How did one hairy arch say Did you have to use the whole damned can?

Ty sat across from his brother, Bo and Lucky on either side, arms folded across his chest and scowling. “It was lame.”

Todd shot his younger brother what might one day be a pretty convincing go-to-Hell look. “That’s not what you told Rett.”

If anything, Ty scowled harder. “I don’t want spaghetti.”

Lucky bit back the “eat it or wear it” retort his mother often used. Of course, with three brothers and a sister, not to mention other assorted relatives and stray neighbors stopping by, if he didn’t eat, and fast, he lost his meal to wandering forks when his parents weren’t looking.

Bo responded quietly, “What would you rather have?”

“Anything but this.” Had to be one serious snit to keep the kid’s fork out of his food. Normally he put away twice the carbs Lucky could manage in one sitting.

“Did you know that spaghetti was one of the first things I learned to cook?” Bo didn’t seem fazed in the least by teenaged attitude. “I used to watch cooking shows, tried to make whatever they showed.” He wrinkled his nose. “Let’s just say my earlier efforts didn’t quite come out as planned.”

Ty’s expression didn’t change. Well, damn. It finally happened. At the tender age of sixteen his face had finally frozen that way from overuse.

Moose let out a whine, wasting his best hungry puppy eyes on someone refusing to look.

Todd perked up. “Would you teach me to cook, Uncle Bo?”

Uncle Bo. Uncle Lucky. Damned if Lucky hadn’t gone and gotten all domesticated.

“Sure.” Bo gave Todd a smile that made Lucky’s insides quiver. “I’d be happy to. I taught my brother. I tried to cook dinner every night so my aunt didn’t have to.”

“Why not?” Ty asked.

Spoiled brat. More than likely Charlotte worked her fingers to the bone then came home and served the little princeling.

“She worked, sometimes two jobs, to take care of me and my brother.”

Lucky shot a silent “shut up” at his nephew. He needed to drop the line of questioning now.

Ty didn’t know when to quit. “Where were your parents?”

Lucky recalled the time he’d sat on a park bench in Florida while Bo cut himself open and bled his horrible childhood all over Lucky. “Tyler, that’s enou—”

Bo never missed a beat. “My mother died in a car wreck, and my father wasn’t very good at being a parent, so my brother and I lived with my aunt.”

He’d said the whole thing without a single flinch. Tonight in bed Lucky would hug the hell out of him.

Ty stared at his plate.

“If you don’t want that, we can save it for later,” Bo said, either unbothered or good at hiding a painful direct hit.

Ty pouted a few moments more, huffed, rolled his eyes, and finally put his fork to use.

***

They lay in bed, Lucky spooned against Bo’s back. “Did it bother you? My nephew asking questions.”

Bo shrugged. “Not much. My counselor’s been teaching me how to detach and tell my story without ripping my guts out.” Like when I told you, remained unsaid.

“He’s been quite the handful since his mother left, hasn’t he?”

Bo snorted. “You should’ve seen me at that age. It says a lot about my aunt’s willpower that she didn’t shoot me.”

Lucky smoothed his hand over Bo’s exposed shoulder and pecs, slowing a moment to comb through his smattering of chest hair. “I still don’t like him asking questions like that.”

“It’s okay.” Bo patted the hand Lucky stroked over his chest. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“What?” Lucky lifted his head from the pillow to stare down at Bo.

“Finding out someone maybe had it worse than him made him think, right? At least he ate.”

“But he shouldn’t be such an asshole to you.”

“To us,” Bo mumbled.

Yeah. Right.

“He’s lashing out. We’re handy targets. He’ll adjust. You’ll see.” Bo sounded so sure.

Lucky didn’t see. But teaching his nephew a lesson in the boxing ring like an SNB rookie might piss his sister off. Or not. “I forgot to thank you.”

“For what?” Bo said on a yawn.

“For putting up with me, my family. For getting Rett to take them to the movies.”

“Well, you’re not comfortable being intimate with them in the house, and lack of sex makes you grouchy, so consider it a public service.”

“I wasn’t grouchy.”

“If you say so.” Bo patted Lucky’s hand again. “You know, sooner or later we need to talk about this hang-up of yours. I get that you don’t want to set bad examples or anything, that it embarrasses—”

“I’m not embarrassed,” Lucky blurted, cheeks heating. “I just don’t think it’s right having sex with kids in the house.”

Bo remained silent for a few moments, then, “Lucky?”

“Yes?”

“How many kids did your parents have?”

What kind of fool question was that? Bo knew as well as Lucky how many Lucklighters walked the earth, courtesy of his parents. “Five.”

“And you’re the oldest.”

Lucky released an exasperated snort. “You know that I am.”

“So, your parents had four more kids after you?”

“Yeah.” Bo’d met all of them. “What are you getting at?”

“Just think about it a bit, it’ll come to you.”

Bo fell asleep without explaining.


Chapter Four

The house was quiet, too quiet. Lucky leaned on the deck railing, sipping coffee and watching Moose roam ’round and ’round the yard, nose to the grass. Why did dogs make such a big fuss about where to take a dump?

Moose finally located the right bush to pee on, then kept on hunting for a place to squat. Dogs.

Cat Lucky jumped up on the railing, as if to say, “I know, right?” and leaned into Lucky’s hand.

Pink lined the horizon over the treetops in the distance, and around him the neighborhood came to life as cars trundled down the street, temporarily silencing a barely-heard lawnmower from a few streets over.

Parts of the backyard privacy fence leaned at an odd angle, and the railing supporting his weight needed a coat of water seal.

No matter what he and Bo fixed, the property continuously needed more work.

The glass door behind him slid open, and a moment later arms encircled his waist. Bo planted a soft kiss on the back of Lucky’s neck. Thank God the boys weren’t in the living room so they could PDA to their hearts content.

“Good morning,” The comforting scent of Bo combined with soap, toothpaste, and cologne. No matter what else he added to the mix, Bo still smelled like Bo.

“It’s Monday, so the jury’s still out,” Lucky growled. Damn, but he hated mornings, and Monday morning worst of all.

“Well, if the day turns out bad, I’ll make it up to you later.”

At one time, the day got better with such a promise. Now… Now “later” meant finagling time alone.

“You woke Ty up, didn’t you?” Bo nuzzled Lucky’s jaw.

“Yup.” His nephew would probably laugh at the dark blue suit, if he decided to acknowledge Lucky’s existence at all today. Lucky pulled at the silken noose around his neck.

Bo stepped to the side and let out a low whistle. “Mr. Harrison, you do clean up nice.”

Lucky scowled. He might be in a business suit, and had even combed his hair, but underneath all the window dressing lay an ex-con, redneck, tobacco farmer’s son. Bo? Lucky stepped back and appraised Bo’s hella fine body made to wear a suit. That man looked nice in anything he wore.

Or nothing at all.

No! Wait. Assless chaps. Black leather cradling the firm mounds of Bo’s ass. Yeah. Like framing for a work of art.

Lucky shifted to give his growing cock more room and shot a glance toward the living room. Empty.

Moose finished his business and raced back to the deck, paws and belly wet with dew.

Bo jumped back. Lucky shouted, “No, Moose!”

Roughly one hundred and twenty pounds of white fur slammed into Lucky, sending his coffee cup flying. It hit the deck and shattered.

Damn it! Third one in a month!

Bo sighed, knelt, and scooped up the pieces. “That dog really needs some training. Did you get any on you?” He turned Lucky one way and then another. “No, looks like he didn’t get the suit.”

With coffee, anyway. Wet, grass-stained paw prints meant spot cleaning the jacket.

However, dirtying up his suit might be a good excuse for a casual Monday, even if Lucky’s day called for a meeting with a bunch of pharma executives.

Meetings with CEOs and court appearances—two occasions Walter insisted on Lucky at least pretending to look professional.

“C’mon,” Bo said, taking the broken cup into the house. “We need to move. Ty, c’mon. We gotta get going.”

Lucky let the pets back in, wiped the worst of Moose’s damage away with a damp cloth, and met Bo and Ty at the front door. Bo held out another cup of coffee—a steel cup this time—and smirked. “Try not to break this one.”

He bounded down the steps toward his Durango. Ty ran an assessing gaze over Lucky’s attire, smirked, and followed Bo without a word.

Moose sat on his furry haunches a few feet away, tail swishing back and forth.

Lucky lifted the mug. “Don’t even think about it.”

***

They sat in front of the school. No one said anything, though music played softly from the Durango’s stereo. Lucky turned his head as far as he dared and watched Ty from the corner of his eye.

Ty swallowed hard, staring out the window. Kids called out to each other, paired up or forming groups, and sauntered toward the front of the school.

They knew each other. Many had likely been together since first grade.

Ty was the new student, without even his brother’s support as he’d have had last year. Lucky never moved from his birthplace until he left home at eighteen. Never had to make new friends, learn his way around a new school.

“I’ll be here to pick you up,” Bo said, finally prodding Ty out the door.

“That’s okay. I’ll take the bus.”

“Ty—”

He’d slammed the door before Lucky thought of anything else to say.

***

The blonde receptionist looked up when Bo and Lucky strolled past her desk.

“Hi, Lisa,” Bo said, corners of his mouth turning upward.

Lucky grumbled something that might have been, “Mawnin’.”

“Hi, guys.” Lisa flashed a quick smile and returned to business mode. “Mr. Harrison? Mr. Smith would like to see you.”

No matter how many times people called him by his new name, Lucky still hesitated a moment before answering to Simon Harrison. In his own head he’d always be Richmond Lucklighter. One day he’d legally change his name back.

Whenever he found the time and the money pit he lived in stopped sucking all disposable income from his wallet.

Lucky passed Bo his computer bag. “Can you take this to my desk? Let me go see what the boss wants.”

He strode into Walter’s office without knocking. Walter expected him, right? Besides, in over a decade working here, he’d only knocked a handful of times.

A K-cup coffee dispenser sat gathering dust on a cabinet, while an overly large coffee cup sat on Walter’s desk, the plain kind found in the department’s break room. It’d take too many K-cups to get Walter’s morning going.

The same overflowing bookcases lined one wall, with the cheesy “It Takes Teamwork” poster hanging behind Walter’s desk. Windows to the right of the bookcases offered a view of the street and let some light into the room.

The furniture hadn’t changed in Lucky’s time with the bureau, a long way from new even on his first day on the job.

The oversized mahogany furnishings suited Walter, a man who cared more about work than appearances and chose function over statement. At six feet six, and with a linebacker’s body gone to seed, Mt. Walter made an imposing figure no matter who else entered the room, commanding attention with shrewd-eyed perception and a reputation for taking care of his own while making crime bosses shake in their shoes.

Fear or respect. You’d give the man one or the other. Sometimes both.

Nearly every inch of the desktop held papers, folders, the coffee cup, and assorted pens and paperclips. He’d carved out a small empty spot directly in front of him to rest his folded hands.

“Ah, Lucky. Good morning!” Walter’s not-quite-a-smile didn’t lift the folds of his jowls. He didn’t even make a crack about Lucky’s attire. He peered over the tops of his bifocals, a familiar gesture.

Lucky sank into the chair in front of Walter’s desk, unease building inside. He’d known the man too long not to recognize the somber mood.

For ten minutes Walter prattled on, more breakroom gossip than business. So unlike him. Normally he came right to the point. Small talk wasn’t his style.

Lucky waited him out.

Walter steepled his fingers, elbows on the desk. Uh-oh. Shit, meet fan. “Now, while I have you in here, there’s another matter I’d like to discuss with you.” The businesslike tone matched the boss’s neutral expression.

What had Lucky done now? Or what was he going to be asked to do that he wouldn’t like? He forced himself not to slouch and show the sudden twisting in his gut. Walter didn’t often take an overly stern tone with Lucky, normally saving the professional side of himself for reporters, pharmaceutical company directors and, well, others. Not Lucky.

“What’s up?” Lucky ventured. Oh, God. Had Walter volunteered him for something?

As practiced as he’d ever heard his boss speak, Walter said, “I’m not getting any younger.”

Lucky jerked. “What?” Oh shit. Surely not… “You’re not sick or nothing, are you?” His biological father still recovered from a near-fatal illness, courtesy of a chunk of Lucky’s liver. He couldn’t stand for anything to happen to the man who’d taken on the role during his family’s rejection.

Walter waved a meaty paw. “Other than high blood pressure, a touch of arthritis, and failing eyesight, which I’ve battled for years, no. However, a man in my position, whom others depend upon, in many cases during a life or death situation, should be at the top of his game. I’m long past.”

Lucky didn’t need to rely on the information he’d gotten from a body language class to pick up on the cues. Walter wouldn’t meet his eyes—a rare occurrence—and tapped his fingers on the desktop. He wasn’t happy.

“You’ve always been there for me. I’ve no complaints.” Pulling from the cocky guy act he defaulted to when in doubt, Lucky added, “And mine’s the only opinion that matters, right?” He forced a grin.

Walter laughed. “Still the same old Lucky. Please. Don’t change. This department needs you just as you are.”

What the fuck? “What are you talking about?”

The gale force winds of Walter’s sigh should’ve ruffled the endless piles of paper on his desk. “The powers that be have suggested that, perhaps it’s time to pass the torch.”

Lucky shot to his feet. “They want you to retire?” How dare anyone suggest age made Walter a lesser man.

“Lucky, sit down. While I appreciate your outrage on my behalf, they do make a point. I haven’t met the requirements for field work in quite some time.” He patted his paunch. “New technology, new methods. The department needs to keep up with the times. I’m too old-school, apparently.”

Lucky ignored the order to sit. If he didn’t let off some anger by pacing, he’d slug something. “They’re forcing you out? Who?”

Even with being ousted hanging over his head, Walter remained a company man, through and through. “After careful consideration, and poring over the job requirements and qualifications, I’ve come to realize they’re right.”

“What? No!” The SNB without Walter? Hell, Walter was the fucking SNB. “I supposed they’re trying to promote some college-educated hot shot who doesn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground and call it improvement.”

Walter barked a laugh. “Despite how hard you are on yourself, you’re probably the most loyal agent, or man, for that matter, I’ve ever had the pleasure to know.”

Now Walter sounded like he was dying, not retiring. Of course, given his dedication to the job, there might be little difference in his mind.

“When?” Surely, they’d not force him out immediately.

“My replacement is currently being sought. Given the stringent requirements, I estimate six months.”

“Six months!” Lucky abandoned his back and forth tour of Walter’s office and dropped back down into his favorite chair. Six months? Only six months? “Any idea who?” While Lucky wouldn’t want Walter’s job—too many rules, too little wiggle room—he couldn’t imagine anyone else filling the boss’s formidable shoes.

Walter stared at his hands, shoulders slumped for the first time in recent memory. “There’s a short list of candidates.”

He probably didn’t want to know, but Lucky asked anyway. To even continue this conversation meant it might actually happen. Denial could be a wonderful thing. “Anyone you’d feel comfortable taking over?”

Walter’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “A few.”

“Who?”

“You’re a senior agent, and I’ve argued that, as such, you should be included in the selection process.” Furrows appeared across Walter’s forehead. “Jameson O’Donoghue seems to be the most likely candidate for my successor.”

What the ever-loving fuck? “O’Donoghue?”

The bastards. What could Lucky do? What could he say? Why couldn’t Bo be here, who’d know exactly how to handle such news?

Walter clucked his tongue and shook his head, lights catching on the gray in his formerly black hair. “I know you don’t like him, but he has a stellar reputation and a solid background.”

Would Lucky even have a future with that asshole running the show? Or anyone but Walter Smith?

Lucky sucked in a deep breath. Had he ever really confessed the truth to this man? “Although I might be difficult at times”—an understatement of epic proportions— “you’re one of the main reasons I’m still with the bureau.” Walter, Bo, and now Loretta Johnson.

“I know.” Walter’s normally booming voice scarcely rose above a whisper. “And you’re the main reason I haven’t retired already. Now, I wanted you to hear the news straight from me. I’d appreciate if you wouldn’t discuss this with anyone until I’m ready to make an official announcement.”

“I can do that.” Keeping the secret might kill him, but he could.

He staggered out the door in a daze. Walter leaving? The familiar hallways of the SNB offices no longer felt homey. The cubes he’d woven through for years suddenly became barriers, the corridors alien.

A building. Take away Walter and the place became merely a building.

He barely stopped in time to avoid a collision. A royal pain in Lucky’s backside stared down, all gym-buffed body with thick, blond hair, sky blue eyes and chiseled jawline. On anyone else the striking features might have made them hotter than hell. Not this jerkoff. Funny how Lucky and the boss just spoke of Jameson O’Donoghue, and who should appear but O’Donoghue’s chief brown-noser, Owen Fucking Landry.

Phillip Eustace followed Landry like a bad smell. What a miserable excuse for a human being. How could Rett willingly see the guy naked?

Landry leaned to the side, resting an elbow against the wall, blocking Lucky’s path. Phillip might not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but he knew enough to keep his distance.

Lucky glared. “Out of my way, asshole.”

The idiot grinned. “Oh, I think you’ll be finding me in your way a lot in the near future. Changes, they are a coming.”

A rookie rounded the corner and Landry straightened, narrowing his gaze and lowering his voice to a snake’s hiss. “Mark my words. Your days are numbered.”

Walter leaving. The final eight years of Lucky’s debt to society paid in service to the SNB. Going out every day not knowing if he’d return home.

“They already are, motherfucker,” he muttered to Landry and Eustace’s retreating backs.

***

“Are you okay?” Johnson asked for maybe the thirtieth time, staring into the rearview mirror of her Jeep.

“I’m fine,” Lucky huffed from the back seat, wedged in beside a booster seat and a box of toys. Why couldn’t she leave him alone? He would be fine, if he could transfer some stress to Landry’s face via fist.

“He’s lying,” Bo said from the front passenger seat. “But he’s not going to tell us one damned thing until he’s good and ready.” He sipped from a cup of decaf green tea, the familiar scent, while not appetizing, still offered comfort.

Johnson braked at a stop sign and turned to Bo. “We can always beat it out of him.”

Her snide-assed comment didn’t deserve an answer.

Bo swung his arm back, grabbed Lucky’s hand, and squeezed. “I have better ways of getting him to talk.”

“I’ll bet you do.” Johnson took a right and slowed the vehicle to a stop at a chain link gate. After a few seconds the door swung open and let them in. The rather modest sign in front of a four-story brick building read, “Chastain Pharmaceuticals.”

“We’re here,” she sing-songed, pulling into a parking spot marked “Visitor.” Not waiting for Bo and Lucky, she hopped out and started across the parking lot to the front door, calling, “Last one out locks the door,” over her shoulder.

Lucky and Bo got out and stood by the Jeep.

Bo placed a hand on Lucky’s arm, keeping him from following Johnson. “I know you’ve heard this too damned much in the last half hour, but are you okay? Is there something you need to talk about? You seem down.”

Lucky stared into the deep brown eyes he’d often lost himself in. “I wish I could. I’ve been asked not to.” Keeping things from Bo caused his insides to lurch, but he’d made a promise.

The tightness around Bo’s mouth and eyes softened. “Will you tell me as soon as you can, and before that if it’s something hurting you?”

“You’ll be the first to know.” If they weren’t standing in the middle of a public parking lot, he’d take a kiss. If only he could talk to Bo, he’d feel better. No matter what kind of bad news Lucky delivered over the years, Bo always found a bright spot, or at least a less gloomy one.

“Hey, you guys coming?” Johnson yelled from the other side of the lot.

“Nope, not coming,” Lucky muttered under his breath. “I’m just breathing hard.”

Bo snorted. “You’re not too bad off if you can still snark.”

Actually, numb and blindsided summed up Lucky’s current feelings. Showtime meant he’d shunt everything else aside and get through the next few hours.

Get shook, get took. Not happening.

He yanked at his tie and followed his team into the squat, butt-ass ugly building he’d seen too much of lately—one of many companies he’d audited over the course of his career. Why did he have to dress up? Especially this early on a freaking Monday. Mondays sucked big time without the help of uncomfortable clothes. He’d started sweating under his suit jacket the moment he’d set foot outside in the Georgia summer heat.

These folks knew how he made his living, and it sure the hell wasn’t by wearing a damned noose around his neck. If anyone found their necks shoved into a noose, he’d do the shoving. Lucky let out a put-upon sigh.

Johnson turned and glared, so much like she did before scolding her son. “Are we boring you, Harrison?”

“Meetings bore me.” However, if Lucky misbehaved, she’d go all Mom on him. Might even drag him by the ear out to the woodshed if she could find one in the middle of Atlanta. She probably had the same hands-on parenting approach as Lucky’s folks, as in: my hand whooping your ass if you don’t act like you got some sense.

Polished in a dark gray suit of her own, minus a tie, Johnson towered over Lucky, heels increasing the inches she stood over him. She clip-clopped up the granite steps and through the door.

The overwhelming essence of cherry cough syrup permeated the place. Or maybe he’d grown accustomed to the way pharmaceutical plants smelled and picked up on a barely-there scent.

They stood in a dome-shaped lobby, glass panels tinted against the sun. Twin couches sat face to face, separated by a polished oak coffee table nearly hidden by an enormous vase of fake roses.

The marble floor made walking quietly impossible. Every inch of the place spoke of money and success.

Johnson stepped up to the reception desk.

Lucky might be senior agent, but he’d let his trainee handle niceties.

Lucky didn’t do niceties.

Much. Diplomacy fit Lucky about as well as his suit did.

Memories came to mind of this same scenario, but with Walter instead of Bo and Johnson. He’d never truly appreciated the boss dealing with the corporate types, sparing Lucky unless absolutely necessary.

A wave of sadness hit him. In his mind he recalled Walter, dressed to the nines, alternately playing Favorite Uncle or Worst Nightmare, depending on the situation. His heart squeezed.

He checked out the lobby while waiting, rocking onto the balls of his feet. Gray walls, gray floors, ridiculous framed motivational posters hanging from the walls.

At least the air conditioning worked.

“We’re here to see Mr. Chastain.” Johnson nodded to the uniformed security guard and flashed her SNB badge.

“I’ll let him know.” The guard picked up the receiver and punched numbers into her desk phone. How the person on the other end of the line understood the near-whisper he’d never know. She hung up. “Someone will come and get you.”

Another point in the plus column of this company: The whole time Lucky had been coming here, he’d always been greeted by the guard and escorted by plant personnel. Couldn’t be too careful these days, even with his SNB badge. Not good to let strangers roam around unsupervised in a plant where most of the products brought a high price on the streets, and death in the wrong hands.

Today’s closeout meeting meant not coming back here for the foreseeable future.

A young man squeaked down the hallway in high-topped black tennis shoes, appearing younger than Todd, wearing red skinny jeans and a white button-down shirt. Sheesh. Some people went too far with business casual.

“Could you come with me, please?” The guy swung a curtain of brown hair from his eyes with a flip of his head.

Were companies recruiting from high schools now? At least the kid was a whole lot politer than Ty, though he appeared nearly the same age.

Lucky trailed behind Bo and Johnson, following their guide down a windowless hallway and into an elevator. They exited on the fourth floor and trailed Mr. Red Jeans into a conference room.

Lucky and Johnson wasted no time getting to the coffee pot, her giving him a playful shoulder shove to get there first. They’d even brewed a pot of decaf for Lucky. Bo snagged a bottle of water from the coffee counter.

Another company. Another suit and tie meeting. He’d lost track of how many. Chastain Pharmaceuticals. One of the few family-owned pharma companies that hadn’t been swallowed up by huge, multinational corporations.

Though, judging by what Lucky found through researching, the place remaining independent wasn’t due to lack of the bigger companies trying.

Give ‘em hell, folks. Give ‘em hell. Score one for the little guys.

The polished, granite-topped table must’ve weighed a ton, and the light blue chair nearly ate him as he sank into plushness. Floor to ceiling windows gave a stunning view of Atlanta and, in the distance, Stone Mountain. The SNB offices offered similar views, and higher off the ground.

Artwork hung from the walls opposite the windows, in a style Bo called Modern Art. Damned ugly dark splotches on canvas if you asked Lucky. He’d seen more fascinating ketchup smears on napkins.

Johnson cleared her throat, pulling Lucky’s attention back to his job. He’d dressed up for this, so they could wait until he was good and ready to get this show on the road.

Two men and three women crowded around one side of the table, big fish in a small pond, warily eying the three barracudas in business suits. Oh, how he’d once gotten off on making people sweat. All he’d have to do was peek at Bo’s iPad, scowl, rake a glare over the company personnel, and they’d likely hyperventilate.

Bo sat beside Lucky. Now there was a guy who looked good in a suit, and not the least bit uncomfortable. He made a damned good sight out of the suit too.

Lucky scratched his leg under the table. Stiff-assed pants. The polished loafers squeezed his feet. Those suckers were due to sail out the car window on his way home.

Hmmm…  Wait a minute. The first time Lucky met Bo they’d been on their way to a consultation with a pharmaceutical company. Only, Walter led the meeting that time. More and more Boss shoved Lucky into the limelight.

Walter had to go and mention the one word capable of striking fear into Lucky’s heart: retirement. How was Lucky ever going to manage not to piss off the top brass without Walter around to act as a buffer?

This time, unlike with Regency Pharma all those years ago, Lucky got to deliver good news, not set wheels into motion that wound up throwing folks in prison. Try as he might—and he tried like hell—he’d not found anything noteworthy in his investigation. An employee forgot to sign an invoice, but the misplaced file hadn’t remained missing long.

These folks knew how to run a business, as witnessed by the few individuals in the conference room—the rest were out running the factory, like they should have been.

He used to judge the success of a company by how well the cars parked near the factory entrance matched those near the offices. Here, the workers weren’t driving home in beaters.

Lucky approved. Not that he’d say so.

While they waited for a last-minute straggler, he watched his partner.

Partner. His partner. Bo. Tapping away on an iPad, professional as hell. Maybe they should add to their role playing. If and when their house cleared out enough for a rousing game of Businessman and Delivery Guy.

Johnson stood off to the side, chatting with the CEO, cup of coffee in hand. The man grinned and let out a laugh. Oh, damn. Johnson being flirted with? He’d better intervene before she punched the man’s teeth down his throat.

But wait! Johnson laughed too, throwing back her head. She’d donned a form-fitting suit for this meeting, so different from her SNB uniform or the clubwear she wore undercover. She fit right in with these executives.

So did Bo. Funny, when he’d first met Bo, he’d imagined a spoilt brat who’d grown up with wealthy parents. Nothing could’ve been farther from the truth. As during the long-ago meeting, not a single wrinkle dared muss Bo’s clothes. The fingernails he used to have professionally manicured were by no means jagged, but they’d not been buffed in a salon in a while. Bo also no longer glued his hair in place, letting the soft waves fall naturally. Dark brown hair, without the highlights he used to wear.

He looked so much better like this.

Approachable.

Fuckable.

Loveable.

The fingers clutching a bottle of spring water still bore no wedding ring, damn it, but Bo sure groomed well.

Lucky could still rock his world.

Back then Bo had been “Newbie”, a pain in the ass necessary to getting Lucky out of the SNB’s clutches once and for all.

Yet here Lucky was.

There Bo was.

Tonight, they’d be lying together in wrinkled sheets, the bubble butt Lucky used to only dream about making a pleasant handful against his palms as they…

“Lucky? Lucky!”

How the hell had Johnson snuck up on him?

He’d store the image of a naked Bo for later. “What?”

“It’s time to get started.” She smoothed a hand down her jacket and sat next to Lucky. Bo on one side, Johnson on the other. Why? Tag teaming to keep the resident asshole in check?

Oh. Perfect position to ogle the CEO—who also wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

What the fuck? “Don’t you have a boyfriend?” Lucky hissed from the side of his mouth. He’d never pass up an opportunity to yank her chain.

Johnson flashed an unapologetic grin and murmured low enough to be heard only by Lucky, “I’m seeing someone at the moment, but I’m not dead by a long shot, and I so enjoy fine art. That man over there? He is fiiiiiine.”

Thank God she wasn’t wearing a wire.

Yeah, the man did have some looks on him, but didn’t hold a candle to Bo.

Bo rose from his chair and addressed the CEO. “Mr. Chastain, could you please show us a few of your standard operating procedures? We’re especially interested in any processes dealing with mixing-room housekeeping and security for controlled substance shipments.”

Chastain nodded at the newcomer in the room, a young lady who reached into a folder lying before her.

She handed a stack of papers to Chastain, who passed them to Bo. She also shared the wealth with Lucky and Johnson. “I believe you’ll find everything in order.”

Lucky dug some papers from the stack. Let Johnson deal with housekeeping, his area of expertise leaning toward security and diversion prevention of shipments.

He poured over his stack of procedures. Whoever’d written them knew what the hell they were doing. Except for a weird spacing problem on one of the pages, he couldn’t find one damned thing wrong.

“Shipments security checks out,” Lucky said, though he’d already consulted DEA and local police reports to confirm no missing product in the past five years.

Bo tapped away at his iPad.

“I have a question.” Johnson glanced up from her reading. “It says here that only approved chemicals are to be used for cleaning. Is there an approved list?”

The woman across from Lucky smiled and produced another document from the deceptively thin folder. How much stuff did she have in there?

Johnson nodded as she read. “Standard list. I see you use mostly green materials.”

“When we can.” The woman beamed. “It’s a pet project of mine.”

“Nice work.”

After perusing a few more documents, and accessing online records, Bo said, “Mr. Chastain. Would you mind excusing us? We need to compare notes.”

“Certainly.” The man rose and ushered his managers from the room. He smiled at Johnson before leaving.

Small. Blond. Handsome. Right up Johnson’s alley.

“So, what you got?” Lucky pushed his papers toward Bo, though the procedures were a last-minute formality. They’d pretty much decided the outcome of this audit days ago.

Bo swept a hand out, indicating the building. “Nothing. This place is squeaky clean. Loretta, have you found anything?”

“Other than the leaky water fountain during our walkthrough, nada. It took maintenance all of five minutes to fix the problem. Lucky?” She swiveled her gaze his way.

“Boss Man won’t let me ding a company down for shitty coffee.” He’d tried. “Many more businesses like this one and we’d be out of a job.” He finished the last drop of the a-lot-less-than-Starbucks-quality-but-still-drinkable brew.

Bo glanced from Lucky to Johnson and back again. “Then I say we get this report printed up and call it a day. Agreed?”

Lucky and Johnson spoke in unison, “Agreed.”

Well, what did you know? Lucky, agreeing with people. Much more of that and he’d lose his sonofabitch reputation.

“I’ll go find Chastain.” Johnson shot out of the room before anyone could stop her. Yeah, he bet she would.

“What’s this thing she’s got for short, blond-haired, blue-eyed men?” Bo asked.

“You’ve got one in your bed, you tell me.” Lucky leered and tried to waggle his brows. Damned things refused to move independently.

“She can’t have mine,” Bo muttered, attention riveted on his iPad. “Though I never quite understood her fascination with Phillip Eustace. At least you and Chastain have some backbone to you. I doubt Phillip’s made a decision on his own in his life.”

The yes man squeaked into the SNB two steps behind O’Donoghue and stood in the man’s shadow ever since. What did Johnson see in the little lapdog?

Lucky observed Bo some more and shifted a bit in his chair to give his rising erection room to grow. Bo, the one who’d talked him into staying with the SNB long after he’d done his time. Who’d gotten him off caffeine, gave him so much to look forward to.

A home. With him. Maybe one day Lucky’d talk him into getting married.

Small tendrils of guilt crept inside his mind. He still hadn’t told Bo about Charlotte offering to carry a kid for them.

The day they’d met Lucky would have run screaming if anyone suggested he’d be happily domesticated.

Now, Bo’d become the best part of life.

He’d open a can of redneck whoop-ass on any bastard who dared try to steal his happiness.

***

Keeping his mouth shut about Walter took every bit of Lucky’s self-control. Grilling outside meant he didn’t have to face Bo with the nephews around. Armed with a spatula, standing guard over grilling chicken—and not-actual-chicken, in Bo’s case—meant he didn’t have to interact. Bo knew him too well. Read him too well.

Avoidance was the only way to keep from spilling his guts.

Todd brought plates and cups to the picnic table. So helpful. The moment he placed his burdens on the table he scratched Moose’s ear and darted toward the house, the dog bounding after him. How had the Lucklighters managed to produce a rule-follower and non-troublemaker?

Speaking of stereotypical Lucklighters…

Lucky glanced into the living room through the sliding glass doors to where Ty sat on the couch, pretending to read a text book while playing a video game on his phone, doing his best to exist in a lame world full of idiots who didn’t understand him.

Lucky shook his head. He loved his nephews, but Ty didn’t make it easy.

Ty perked up when Bo entered the room and, wonder of all wonders, he darted into the kitchen and emerged through the sliding glass doors a few seconds later, loaded down with bowls.

Lucky never felt so out of his element as he had since his sister dropped off her sons. What could he say or do to make things better? Lucky spent his whole life in one house until he left of his own free will, and most of his friends had left the area too.

Ty knew nothing but the same house, same town, since he’d been a few months old when Charlotte had moved to Spokane to escape an abusive asshole.

A hand landed on his shoulder. “How’s the chicken coming along?”

Lucky jumped.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” Bo ran his lips along the shell of Lucky’s ear.

Lucky stiffened and searched out his nephews.

“They’re in the house talking to their mom on the phone. Ty’s telling her all about his first day of school,” Bo murmured. “I get you all to myself for a minute.”

Charlotte reporting on selling the house—the house Ty missed—wasn’t likely to improve his mood.

Easier to face down a hopped-up addict than a sulky teenager.

It wasn’t until after dinner, when Lucky hauled the trashcan to the curb for pickup, that he spotted an unfamiliar car parked in the driveway of an empty house, three doors down.

Prickles rose on the back of his neck and a familiar sense of wrongness squirmed in his gut. Years of living on high alert had fined-tuned his survival instincts. The car shouldn’t be there.

No lights shone from the house windows, so not a potential buyer. The neighbors on either side had plenty of parking, so not someone poaching, and getting in the gate required a code.

Hmm… Interesting. As was the glimpse of red hair on the driver.

Oh, hell no.

Lucky dropped the trash can and started down the walkway.

The car started.

Lucky took off hell for leather, but the car squealed tires.

Fucker.

Fuck his damned gimpy-assed leg. Of course, his side had to get a word in. He pressed his hand to his incision site, staving off the screaming protest of the healing scar reminding him he’d recently lost half his liver.

Voices from the kitchen said he had a few minutes alone to catch his breath when he returned to the house. He fired up his work computer, logged into the SNB site, and entered the car’s license plate.

Not found. Damn it!

Though any number of people might have reason to stalk him, no mistaking Rookie Rogers’ flaming hair. The bureau database didn’t show the license number either.

He should tell Bo.

No. No need getting him upset without reason. Besides, he’d try to talk sense, tell Lucky he’d let his imagination run away with him.

Come tomorrow, Lucky planned to get some answers.

Even if he had to beat them out of somebody.


Chapter Five

Lucky strolled into the living room in a pair of boxers, working his teeth with a foamy toothbrush, leg aching from last night’s unexpected run. No more skulking around the house buck naked with kids around.

Conversation and laughter came from the kitchen, and for a moment a touch of jealousy curled through Lucky’s stomach. Then he snorted. Ty needed a positive male influence in his life and he’d hit the jackpot with Bo.

Lucky crept back the way he’d come. Let the guys have their bonding time while he finished up in the bathroom.

The scent of pancakes and syrup wafted through the house, leading Lucky straight to the table.

“Good morning!” Bo called out, doling out pancakes to Todd and Ty. Damn, but he’d make a good father.

“Mawnin’,” Lucky replied to avoid an elbow to the ribs for bad manners and headed for the coffee pot. Bo’s laptop sat on the counter. One look at the Pharmaceutical Daily News onscreen made Lucky stop.

He leaned down, putting his nose inches from the screen, scrolling to read the article. Icy fingers trailed down his spine. Why couldn’t be breathe?

A half cup of coffee didn’t wake his brain enough to change the article for the better. “Bo, have you seen this?”

Bo strolled back toward him, empty pancake plate in hand. “Seen what?”

Lucky turned the laptop toward Bo.

Bo’s cheerfulness vanished. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I.” Some damn body had better explain and explain fast.

The headline said it all: DEA Revokes Registration from Chastain Pharmaceuticals.

***

Lucky took his own car to work since Bo had a different schedule and volunteered to drop Ty off at school. So far Ty hadn’t said too much about his classes, or the people, but he didn’t say a whole lot of words to Lucky anyway.

Thank God for Bo.

Lisa’s eyes widened when Lucky stomped up to the reception desk. “Has Rogers checked in yet?”

“No… no, sir. He’s been out of the office the last few days on assignment.”

Lucky’s hackles rose. “What kind of assignment?”

“I don’t know.” The receptionist’s voice dropped whisper-quiet.

Lucky cut off a groan. No need scaring Lisa. She hadn’t done anything wrong.

That he knew of.

“Is Walter in?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I need to see him.”

Lisa spoke into her phone for a moment. “He says to come on in.”

Lucky made his way to his boss’s office and sat in his normal chair in front of Walter’s desk, breathing in the familiar scents of Old Spice and the boss’s cream-laden coffee.

Walter looked up from the laptop on his desk. “Good morning, Lucky. I suppose this is about Chastain Pharmaceuticals.”

“You read my report. The place was so clean it kind of freaked me out. There was nothing, I tell you, nothing wrong with the place.” Lucky pulled his gaze from the ugly motivational poster behind Walter.

The SNB and Chastain Pharmaceuticals must have hired the same decorator.

Walter rested his elbows on his desk in the small space in front of him not overloaded with papers and files. “Yes, I did read your report. I also know you. If there’d been anything out of the ordinary, or any violations, no matter how small, you’d have included them in your report.”

“Damned right, I would.” Proof positive that maintaining a consistent reputation, even as an iron-clad sonofabitch, came in handy now and again.

Walter pursed his lips, a furrow deepening between his eyebrows. “Do you have an idea of anything that may have occurred after you left?”

“Two hours, Walter! Two hours. Nobody could screw up that badly in two hours.” Not even Lucky. He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “What exactly did they find?”

“So far, there’s been no official word of DEA’s findings. They’re keeping the matter hush-hush for now.”

Not hush-hush enough to keep the headline off the Internet. Lucky scowled. Walter started his career with DEA and knew everybody in the business.  “I know you’ve got contacts. Hell, Jameson O’Donoghue is still roaming around the halls. Ask him!”

Walter heaved out a sigh. “While Jameson is here on loan from the DEA, his area is undercover operations training. I seriously doubt he’d have those kinds of connections.”

Lucky didn’t like the man, hadn’t since the dumbass started consulting here and scowled at Lucky’s less-than-stellar past. He’d also trained Bo, which resulted in Bo nearly being killed.

The world would get along fine with one less moron. Lucky certainly could.

For long moments Walter studied him. “Are you really concerned about a pharmaceutical company being wrongly accused, or of your own opinion being questioned?”

Ouch. Direct hit. But Lucky wasn’t wrong, damn it! He’d even gone by the book for once in his life. “You know for years some folks at the DEA have been calling the SNB wannabes and come waltzing in after we’ve done the dirty work to claim credit during takedowns.” A few examples came to mind, sneering faces—several he’d nearly punched.  “And it’s not just me I’m worried about. Hell, everyone knows my reputation, but Bo and Johnson were with me on this one.” He slammed a hand down on the desk. “They did everything right. No way in hell did DEA find big enough problems to yank their registration two hours after we concluded our audit. Just the fact they voluntarily asked us for a compliance evaluation says a lot about them.”

Walter leaned back in his chair, staring off at the far wall. “While I wouldn’t dare naysay another agency, or show disrespect, I’ll request a copy of the report.” He gave Lucky his best barracuda smile. “After all, cooperation between agencies is key to winning the war on drugs.”

Lucky couldn’t hide a smirk. Walter often repeated those words in front of the cameras when being interviewed, or when trying to worm his way into another agency’s good graces, which he usually managed with startling ease.

What would Lucky do without him?

He paused at the door on his way out and almost asked if Walter put a tail on him.

No. He wouldn’t ask. He knew the answer.

***

A shadow fell over Lucky’s desk. Lucky growled at the person who wasn’t Bo, Johnson, Walter, or Lisa, the only people allowed in his sanctuary.

Owen Landry tossed a printed out copy of the Chastain article on Lucky’s desk. “Does it hurt much? Being wrong?” The asshole sneered. “I wouldn’t know, personally.”

Lucky rose from his chair, but Landry retreated before Lucky could grab his fool neck and choke the life out of him.

He collapsed into the chair behind his desk, barely catching himself when the Hell Bitch tried to throw him. Damned chair.

He rose immediately, running a hand through his hair and pacing to Bo’s desk and back in their shared cubicle. Where was Bo? He needed Bo.

Or Johnson. Where the hell was everybody? He called the receptionist. Lisa answered on the first ring. “Hello, Mr. Harrison. How can I help you?” Mr. Harrison. Not Lucky.

“Have you seen Agent Schollenberger or Agent Johnson?” Two could play the “let’s be formal at work” game.

“No, sir, I haven’t. Could I help you with something?”

Lucky started to hang up, but imagined Bo swatting the back of his head and hissing, “Manners!”

“No. But thanks.” He ended the call and resumed his brooding. After all these years, the first few spent in a dizzying round of alternately hating and admiring Walter, now that the verdict came in for admiring, the man planned to leave.

Well, not really planned. Asshole higherups pissed all over the man’s untarnished record and intended to throw him out like so much trash.

To top things off, Landry had grown a set of balls or had lost his fool mind. In Lucky’s experience, flunkies only started mouthing off if they thought they were safe from retribution.

O’Donoghue replacing Walter meant Landry moved up the food chain.

Lucky lobbed an empty Starbucks cup at the far wall. It sailed out of his cube, smacked the wall, and hit the floor, barely missing a passing newbie’s head.

The guy gave Lucky wide eyes.

“What the fuck you lookin’ at?” Lucky growled.

The rookie took off down the hall, hissing to an unseen someone, “You don’t want to go that way. He’s throwing things.” Since no one else passed the cube, whoever he’d spoken to must’ve taken the advice.

Damn, but Lucky’s skin crawled. Walter should be here. Always. How old was he, anyway? Not too old to keep a bunch of misfit agents in line. Drug traffickers feared Walter Smith. He’d worked hard to earn his reputation.

All for what?

He’d go to bat for Lucky, Bo, and Johnson, get to the bottom of whatever else turned up they hadn’t been aware of.

Save the bureau’s reputation.

Save Lucky’s.

They’d done a thorough job at Chastain. Textbook, as far as Bo and Johnson were concerned.

Lucky dove a bit farther, with the mind of a criminal looking for security breaches.

Nothing.

Agencies shared information. DEA knew the SNB inspected the place.

Rookie Rogers also seemed to be tailing him. If that was Rogers he’d seen last night. For all he knew Victor’s outfit kept an eye on him.

Victor. The way-too-handsome, way-too-powerful drug lord who’d taken Lucky under his wing, taught him the business, and tried to save him in the end. Made the deal with Walter to get Lucky out of prison early, to work off his sentence in service to the good guys.

Lucky closed his eyes, heart clenching as a vision swam before his eyes—a vision of Victor hanging in a jail cell. How he’d hated himself, blamed himself for the testimony that had helped put him there.

He should’ve known a prison sentence wouldn’t stop the man. Like Lucky, the former drug trafficker changed his ways, and now headed what could possibly be the international version of the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau, without the good-old-boy vibe and Southern accent.

Who’d wanted Lucky to work for him again.

No, Victor’s group hired the best of the best. If Victor had him followed, they wouldn’t be seen.

Rereading his report provided zero answers.

Perusing trainee files didn’t give him stress relief. Where was Bo? He knew better than to ask Walter. Being put in charge of training meant it wasn’t Lucky’s business what a non-trainee agent did. He’d know about Bo’s cases if and when he needed to, per bureau policy.

The bureau.

He’d given years of his life to the bureau. Done a damned fine job.

For what? One swift kick toppled the trash can. If he didn’t get out of here, he’d throw more than a coffee cup.

He eyed the Christmas cactus perched on the filing cabinet, tendrils nearly grazing the floor.

Nope, he couldn’t throw the plant. Bo might never forgive him for destroying the reminder of what should have been their first Christmas together.

Reaching under his desk, he fumbled around for his gym bag. Ah, there. He unzipped the compartment and took a whiff. Clean. Must be ‘cause of Bo. Lucky didn’t remember washing his workout gear lately.

Striding past the reception desk, bag slung over one shoulder, he told Lisa, “If anybody asks where I am…” He corrected, “If Walter, Bo or Johnson want to know where I am, tell ‘em I’m at the gym down the street. If anyone else asks, tell ‘em it’s none of their business.” He didn’t say, “Tell ‘em to fuck off.” Bo would be so proud.

***

The usual guy sat on a stool in the gym lobby, playing with his cell phone. He jumped up and backed away when Lucky flung open the door and marched inside. “You!”

“What about me?” Lucky fixed the guy with a glare sure to send newbies running. Yeah, yeah. Teach a few guys a lesson and nobody forgot. The smart ones, at least.

The guy’s Adam’s apple bobbed and he stared wide-eyed. “Um, how can I help you?”

Yeah, ‘bout time this asshat learned some respect. “I need a ring.”

“N… number seven’s open.”

“I’ll take it.” Lucky marched toward the locker rooms, glancing back over his shoulder. “Oh, and one more thing.”

“Yeah?” The attendant blanched. “I mean, yessir?”

“Find me a cocky asshole who needs taking down a few notches.” After further consideration, he amended, “Better make that several.”

An hour later Lucky limped out of the gym clutching his side, hella sore, dog tired, but he’d left the other guys worse off.

His doctor might scream at him for over exerting, Bo might fuss at him for not following doctor’s orders, but at the end of the day, he still had it.

But what was he going to do with it?

***

Too late now to go back to work, might as well go on home. He picked up his cell phone to text Bo about his plans, only to find a message from Bo: “Taking boys to store for more school supplies and to pick up pizza. Be home soon.”

The boys. No way could he go home and scream and yell like he wanted to, and he couldn’t exactly ask Bo to fuck him hard and fast on the living room floor, his normal coping mechanism.

It should be him taking Ty to buy notebooks and whatnot, not Bo. Only, Ty wouldn’t talk to Lucky and Bo was uncle too, right?

One day. He’d have to work on the whole family thing.

The Chastain Pharmaceutical fuck-up had to be addressed. Bo and Johnson didn’t need this shit. They’d left nothing to chance. What the hell had DEA found that they hadn’t?

Bo’s SUV sat in the yard when he arrived, and Lucky paused at the front door, breathing deep to release tension.

He eased the front door open with a wince, expecting Moose to flatten him and drool on his face. Nothing.

No need for the dog to greet him with three other people to get pats from.

Cat Lucky eyed Lucky from the back of the couch, blinked once, then closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

“Good to see you too,” Lucky grumbled.

He managed to put on a relatively happy face over dinner, trying not to piss Ty off too much, and to think of other things to say to Todd than, “So, are you looking forward to college?” and otherwise silently telling Bo things weren’t okay. Bo raised a brow but said nothing until the boys were settled on the couch, watching a sit-com.

“Hey, Lucky. Could you help me move something in the garage?”

“Um… yeah, sure.” What the hell could Bo want to move? Nothing much out there but the Harley.

The moment he stepped into the garage, Bo closed the door, folded his arms across his chest, and glared at Lucky with narrowed eyes. “You left work to go to the gym, which means you found someone to kick the shit out of, and you didn’t come back. We’ll talk later about how badly you might have hurt yourself. I mean, the doctors cut you open…” Bo closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Sorry. Like I said, we’ll address that later.” He stepped forward and enveloped Lucky in a hug. “Sorry, sorry. Now’s not the time.”

Lucky relaxed into the embrace, bringing his arms up to encircle Bo’s waist and breathing in the man’s scent, right now mingled with pizza smell, though Bo only served the pizza and ate salad himself.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” Bo whispered against Lucky’s neck.

Bo knew him well—both a blessing and a curse. Lucky pulled back enough to see Bo’s eyes and emptied his lungs in a harsh exhale. “I don’t know where to start. Today’s been a shitty day.”

Worried creases furrowed Bo’s brow. “Then start at the beginning.” He kept a hand on Lucky’s shoulder, warm and comforting. “Has this got to do with what we read on Chastain this morning?”

With a quick nod, Lucky steeled his nerves to tell Bo the whole story. “I asked Walter what the DEA found that we didn’t.”

“And?”

“He didn’t know, but he’s trying to find out. Bo, you and Rett did an outstanding job. There was nothing for anyone to find.”

Bo hung his head. “I wondered about that, going through things in my mind over and over. We went by the damned book!”

Of course he did. Lucky was the one known for bending rules until they broke. “I just don’t get it. But it wouldn’t be the first time someone from DEA decided to discredit me.” Several examples came to mind, most from his early days with the bureau.

“You think this is personal? About you?”

Lucky shrugged. “Unless they got something against Chastain.”

“Well, maybe they’d hidden something really well.”

They couldn’t have hidden anything to the point Lucky wouldn’t find it. “Somehow, I’m not believing that.” He needed a reason, not just for his sake, but to save Bo and Johnson’s reputations. If someone had it in for him, he’d find a way to settle the score, and no one, absofuckinglutely no one, messed with one of Lucky’s without paying dearly.

Bo closed the distance and wrapped Lucky in a firm hug. “Why is this bothering you so badly? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

As much as he hated to lose the comfort of Bo’s arms, he pulled back enough to make eye contact. “Just a sec.” Lucky pulled out his cell phone and sent Walter a text. “Can I tell Bo about retirement thing?”

Walter wrote back, “I didn’t mean you couldn’t discuss matters with your partner.”

Okay. Getting the boss’s permission didn’t make the words come any easier. “Assholes higher up are pushing Walter to retire.”

Bo’s mouth and eyes flew wide. “What? Why?”

“I dunno. They say he no longer meets the requirements.”

Bo threw his arms in the air and whirled around. “Walter doesn’t need to retire until he’s damned good and ready. Is there someone we can make our case to?”

Lucky clenched and unclenched his jaw, initial rage returning, fueled by Bo’s righteous anger. “If there is, I’d like to introduce the sumbitch to my fist.”

“There must be something we can do if Walter’s being forced out against his will. What does Walter say? Does he want to go, or does he want to fight?”

“I think he’s given up.” Defeat wasn’t a good look on Walter, either. “Legally, I’m not sure what they can do but make it clear he isn’t wanted.”

Lucky’s phone chimed again. “I received DEA report. Stop by my office in the morning.”

And didn’t that pretty much guarantee a sleepless night.


Chapter Six

In the boss’s office. Again. Lucky claimed his usual chair.

Walter pulled a few printed pages from a manila folder—a manila folder with a coffee cup ring on the front. Most in the department would have read off their laptop, or in Bo’s case, one of those fancy tablet thingies. Not Boss. Old school all the way.

Solid. Dependable. You knew what to expect with Walter.

Damn the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau for not appreciating him.

“I have the DEA’s report.” Walter’s stony expression gave away nothing.

“And?”

“In following up on an anonymous tip, they discovered a shipment of controlled substance raw materials from a company with a revoked DEA registration.” Walter’s eyes darted back and forth while he read. “They’ve cited negligence in due diligence and insuring Chastain only purchased from reputable sources.”

“Da fu…” Lucky cut off mid-“fuck”.

Walter passed the report to Lucky. Lucky filed away information. He’d seen Chastain’s methods, and met the people responsible for keeping the company compliant with state and federal regulations. While he normally scoffed at pharma companies, this one worked hard to do everything right.

Kinda like a company owned by Bo, run by Bo, and staffed with nothing but a bunch of Bo clones.

Lucky glanced up from reading. “Hey! This isn’t exactly a shipment.” Twenty-five grams. Merely a sample for use in setting lab testing standards. “Getting their registration yanked had me thinking kilos.”

“It doesn’t matter how small the quantity if the supplier isn’t properly licensed.”

“We found no evidence of this supplier in any of their records, nor did we find any shipments not properly accounted for.” Never lifting his eyes from the report, Lucky asked, “Walter, do you have a purchase order, DEA 222 forms, packing lists?”

When Walter didn’t answer, Lucky glanced up from the damning paperwork. “Boss?”

Walter missed three times before successfully placing his coffee cup on the edge of his desk. He clutched his shoulder, teeth bared in a grimace. “Lucky, I…” His face went slack. The chair tipped.

Oh, shit! Lucky dashed around the desk before Walter hit the floor. They both crashed to the carpet, Lucky breaking Walter’s fall. Fuck! Walter easily made two or three Luckys.

“Bo! Bo!” Lucky screamed. Their cube wasn’t far away. Please let the man hear!

“Call nine-one-one,” Bo shouted to someone behind him, suddenly materializing in Lucky’s view.

Lucky struggled, trying to breathe. His recently healed side throbbed. Never having surgery again. Nope, nope, nope. He pushed his hands against Walter. With Bo’s help he squirmed out from under his boss.

Bo shook Walter’s shoulder. “Walter?” No response.

“Boss?” Lucky tried, resting a hand on Walter’s fleshy face. Cold. Clammy. Sweaty. No! He’d been fine a moment ago. Any minute now he should open his eyes and say, “Got’cha!” Only, Walter didn’t play practical jokes. Lucky’s heart pounded.

Blue tinged Walter’s lips. Bo raised an eyelid to reveal tiny pupils. Not good.

“Paramedics on their way,” Johnson said, dropping down beside them.

Walter’s pulse beat slow against Lucky’s fingers on his neck. Not breathing, as if the blue tinge of his skin didn’t shout the fact loud and clear.

Lucky laced his fingers, hovered over Walter, and began chanting, teeth clenched, matching his chest compressions to the beat he set. “One, one thousand, two, one thousand, you, one thousand, ain’t, one thousand, gonna, one thousand, fucking, one thousand, die, one thousand, on, one thousand, me, one thousand, old, one thousand, man, one thousand.”

What was keeping the paramedics? Hell, they were only on the ground floor. If they didn’t get here soon, Lucky’d steal an ambulance and take Walter to the hospital himself.

The muscles in Lucky’s arms screamed. Should’ve only kicked two butts yesterday. Who knew he’d need the strength today?

“Here. Let me.” Bo picked up massaging Walter’s heart without missing a beat, singing and keeping time to Stayin’ Alive by the Bee Gees. His chest didn’t rise and fall on its own when Bo finished a set and sat back a moment.

“Breathe, damn it, breathe!” Lucky knelt by Walter’s head and swooped to give rescue breaths.

“No. That’s not current guidelines,” Bo said.

No, no, no, no, no! Walter couldn’t die. No fucking way.

“Fuck the guidelines.” Lucky gave Walter another breath.

“Chest compressions!” Bo ordered.

Lucky rushed to take Bo’s place. His arms could fall off for all he cared, as long as the effort helped Walter.

Johnson elbowed Lucky aside and picked up without missing a beat, panting out the words to I Will Survive by Gloria Gaynor, to the perfect rhythm for CPR.

Apt songs.

God. Walter lay so still, skin a sickly shade of pale. Johnson pumping his heart might be the only thing keeping him alive.

“Please don’t let him die, please don’t let him die…” What happened to all the air in the room? Why did his heart stutter? Lucky braced a hand against Walter’s desk to keep from falling. Liquid heat slipped down his cheeks.

Who cared if Rett and Bo saw? A good man, a much better man than him, lay on the floor, fighting for life.

If he could take Walter’s place, he would.

Only…

Bo.

A gurney clattered into the room, pushed by two uniformed paramedics.

About time!

“What’s his condition?” one asked, sinking to his knees and taking over for Johnson.

The other paramedic took Walter’s vital signs and questioned Bo, fluent enough in medical-speak to provide the particulars, only asking Lucky about what happened before Bo came into the room.

Walter, grabbing his chest. Walter, falling to the floor, sweaty and pale. An endless stream of images looped through Lucky’s mind.

Numb. He’d gone completely numb.

The paramedics settled Walter on the gurney and Lucky took one last look when they dashed from the room, wheels clattering.

Walter shouldn’t be alone with strangers. “I’m going with them.” Lucky bounded from the room. Wait! What about Mrs. Smith? He hollered at Bo, “Go get his wife. Bring her to the hospital. She doesn’t drive anymore.”

They barreled past Lisa at the reception desk. Her tears left a trail of black down her cheeks. “Will he be okay?”

“He better be!” was more of a demand to the universe than an answer, but the best Lucky had to give.

The gurney and paramedics took up all the elevator space. Lucky pounded down the stairs, arriving in the parking garage totally winded a few seconds before the elevator doors opened. He clutched his screaming side.

Without waiting for an invitation, he climbed into the ambulance and clasped Walter’s hand. His eyes blurred. He blinked several times, then gave up the fight. Wetness trickled down his cheeks.

The woman fussing over Walter asked, “Are you family?”

Lucky wiped a hand over his face. If he said no, he might get kicked out. Walter needed someone with him. “Yes. I’m his son.” At least, that’s what Walter had said once.

The next half-hour went by in the blur: arriving at the hospital, answering questions, a clipboard full of forms to fill out.

Lucky found himself in the cardiac unit waiting room, alone. Walter’s Old Spice clung to him.

***

A hand on Lucky’s shoulder made him jump. “What the—”

“Shh… It’s just me. Heard anything yet?”

Bo. Here. Tight bands eased around Lucky’s chest. He rubbed burning eyes and glanced around.

Bo held up a fast food bag. “After I brought Mrs. Smith I went up to the cafeteria and got you something to eat. Figured you’d be hungry by now. Sorry, but they didn’t have much in the way of comfort food.”

Wasn’t that just like Bo to keep a level head and take care of things? “Thanks. She’s with him now?”

“Yes.”

Lucky opened the bag and bypassed the carrot sticks on the way to the wrapped sandwich, turkey from the looks of it. Every bite turned to sand in Lucky’s mouth, but not eating wouldn’t help anyone.

“Those are mine.” Bo pulled out the carrot sticks and crunched one.

Also trust Bo to feed Lucky when dealing with bad news. “What’s going on at work?” Walter’s attack must’ve caused a panic in the department.

“Everyone’s shook up about Walter. Or rather, most people are.” Bo’s eyes went hard and his lips thinned.

“Should I guess, or should we play ‘name that asshole’?” Lucky paused his eating long enough to growl. Plenty of heartless bastards wandered the SNB’s halls.

Bo raised an eyebrow. “Actually, if it’s Keith you’re referring to, he’s been out of the office. He might not even know yet. I’m sure he’ll be worried.”

Lucky snorted. Keith? Worried about anyone but himself? Ha!

“Lisa’s shook up.”

Yeah, she would be, with her heart soft enough to even make room for Lucky. Of course, he’d swept in like a white knight and saved her from the department asshole a time or two. “How’s everybody else?”

“Landry didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass.”

“He’s a rat and an ass.”

“The rest are okay, I guess.” Bo scrubbed a hand over his face. Dark shadows lurked under his red-rimmed eyes and he gave a soft sniffle. “Jameson O’Donoghue stepped up and told everybody to get back to work.”

Sounded like O’Donoghue, running around barking orders like he ran the place. Why he hadn’t left the bureau and returned to the DEA remained a mystery. Maybe they no longer wanted him. Lucky wouldn’t.

“How are you feeling?” Bo asked, dropping his gaze to Lucky’s waist and back to his face.

“Stop worrying about me. I’m fine.” If only Lucky could say the same about Walter. “Thanks for…” Lucky nodded at the food bag.

Bo gave a half-smile. “You’re here for the Smiths and I’m here for you. And them.”

Of course he was. “What do we do now?”

“We wait.”

“What time is it?” Lucky lacked the energy to check his cell phone.

“Just after one, but I figured you’d want to stay until we find out something solid. That might take a while.” Bo wrapped an arm around Lucky and pulled him close.

They’d gotten here around eleven. Two hours of not knowing whether Walter lived or died. “What about Todd and Ty? School lets out at three-thirty.”

“Ty rides the bus home, and they’re more than capable of fending for themselves for a few hours. We can stay as long as you like. Besides, Mrs. Smith will need a ride home.” Bo shook his head and bristled. “Would you believe someone at work suggested I call Uber for her? Uber! I’m not letting her get into the car with a stranger. Not as long as I’m around.”

Lucky agreed. He’d been brought up to take care of his elders, and if Walter was his second father, that made Mrs. Smith his second mother.

“You trust them to stay at the house alone?” Two teenagers weren’t the safest bet to act responsible without adult supervision. Hell, even with adult supervision Lucky had managed his share of trouble at their age.

Bo nodded. “Todd’s got a good head on his shoulders, and for all his bluster, Ty’s a pretty good kid. Just hurt and confused right now. They’ll be okay until we get there.” He hunkered down in the chair next to Lucky. “Finish eating and close your eyes. We might have a long wait ahead of us.”

A yawn creaked Lucky’s jaw. “What about you?”

“I ate my lunch in the car. The carrots looked good though.”

Lucky wrinkled his nose when Bo bit into the last orange stick. “If you say so.”

“You, eat, then rest.”

Lucky bounced a knee, pent-up frustration raining down.

The bag offered up a cup of potato salad and a spoon. Lucky ate. Resting might be impossible. Thoughts he’d successfully blocked returned with a vengeance. What would happen if Walter didn’t recover? Ever since Lucky first met the man, Walter had carried around a few pounds of extra weight—more than a few—and that he knew of, Walter never exercised.

Why hadn’t Lucky invited him on a run? He tried picturing the boss in a track suit. Okay, maybe a walk? Helped Mrs. Smith keep an eye on his diet? Lord knew the boss heaped enough sugar, caramel, and whipped cream into the liquid doughnut he called coffee. Lucky accepted early on with the bureau that Walter had been around forever and always would be. The place couldn’t possibly run without him.

Had Lucky been so busy with his own problems and his family that he’d not noticed something off about his mentor? He’d nearly lost one father this year, he didn’t want to lose the man he’d looked up to long before he’d been willing to admit it.

Most likely a heart attack, the paramedics said. Easy enough to believe given Walter’s physical condition. Still, doubt niggled in the back of Lucky’s mind.

The assholes at the main office had been urging Walter to retire. Maybe instead of being pissed off, he should’ve been trying to convince the boss to take things easier.

Bo didn’t suggest they go home, had even assured him they didn’t have to, knowing Lucky would want to stay without asking.

Doctors and nurses came and went through the double doors leading to where they’d taken Walter.

Each time one came out, Lucky’s heart missed a beat, until they ambled on past and he could breathe again.

Sooner or later, though, someone would come, and possibly say things Lucky didn’t want to hear.

He gave a heaving sigh, eyes stinging, recalling Walter and the bits and pieces he’d understood. “His breathing was down to six times per minute when we got here. Then dropped to four.” He raised his head from Bo’s comfortable shoulder to view Bo’s reaction. With his pharmacy background, the words might mean more to him than Lucky.

“Four!” Bo’s eyes went wide. “Oh, my God.”

The words were really bad, then. “They couldn’t figure out why the drop but shot him full of Narcan.”

Bo nodded. “If the problem was a lack of oxygen, then it ought to do the trick.”

God, let the drugs work. Narcan, naloxone, what agents gave to narcotics overdose cases. More than a few people still walked the earth due to the medicine’s ability to reverse the effects of oxycodone or heroin overdose.

The opioid antidote even saved Bo’s life once.

“Bo?” Lucky pushed past a boulder in his throat.

“Yes?” Bo clutched Lucky’s hand.

Lucky pulled in a deep breath, stalling for time. Admitting the next part made the words too real, too hard to deny. “He didn’t have enough oxygen for a pretty good while. They said his oxygen stats were in the sixties, whatever that means.”

“Sats. Oxygen saturation levels.” Bo closed his eyes, his squeeze on Lucky’s fingers nearly painful. “Possible brain damage.”

“Fuck.” Lucky wasn’t much of a praying man, but he’d certainly been talking to the man upstairs today.

“It’s probably too early yet to tell.” Bo opened his eyes, the stubborn lift to his chin Lucky knew too well.

“That’s what the paramedic said.” Lucky sniffed and wiped at his eyes with his free hand. “The nurses won’t let me see him.”

“Shh…” Bo rubbed a hand down Lucky’s back. “I’m sure they’re only allowing family right now.”

“I—”

An approaching nurse cut off Lucky’s confession. “Mr. Smith?”

Bo started to answer. Lucky elbowed him. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You can see your father now.” She aimed an apologetic lip twitch at Bo. “I’m sorry, but family only.”

Lucky lifted his and Bo’s clasped hands. “He’s my husband.”

Her mouth and eyes went round. “Oh! Then follow me, please.”

One thing kept Lucky from racing down the hall: not knowing where they’d put Walter.

The nurse finally opened a door and ushered Bo and Lucky inside. “The doctor will be here soon.”

Tubes protruded from Walter’s arms, and a mask hid most of his face. The visible parts of his skin now held more of a pinkish hue.

The tiny form of Lucille Smith sat by Walter’s bedside, holding his hand, appearing more fragile than Lucky remembered.

He placed a hand on her shoulder. She reached up and wrapped her fingers around his, softly sobbing.

Bo grabbed tissues from a box on the nearby table, knelt down beside her, and murmured words of comfort.

Lucky couldn’t form words. A knife plunged into his heart and twisted. Chances were she’d already talked to the doctor, knew things Lucky didn’t. May he never have to watch over a loved one, helpless to do anything, not knowing if they’d live or die.

Or, heaven forbid, have Bo sit at his bedside. Thinking hurt too much. He held on as much for his own comfort as for Mrs. Smith’s.

Each breath Walter took kept him in the world a little longer.

Then again, Lucky might be watching a loved one die now.

The door clicked open and a doctor entered the room. Lucky nodded every now and then, letting Bo ask the questions and translate medicalese to real speak.

Walter might never wake up. They’d ruled out heart attack, but something sure as hell went wrong.

And Lucky had never told the old man how much he loved him.


Chapter Seven

Lucky sat on the ugly couch in his counselor’s office. “Fuck my life,” he said. He’d long since given up on making nice and keeping conversation civil. If you couldn’t speak your mind to someone paid to listen, who else?

Besides, limiting his language to PG-13 level at home for the sake of his nephews seemed to build up obscenities until he’d have to disappear somewhere and explode in an unwitnessed fit of swearing.

Dr. Libby Drake sat in her usual chair, never flinching no matter what came out of his mouth. “When we last met, you’d reconciled with your family, your sister planned to move closer, and you spoke of proposing to your boyfriend. What’s happened in that time to bring you down?”

What indeed? “My parents barely tolerate each other, I really could use my sister right now but she’s in Spokane selling her house, one of my nephews hates me, and my boyfriend keeps saying no.”

“How does that make you feel?”

Feelings. Lucky used to hate feelings, avoiding them at all costs. Feelings weren’t all bad, they had their place, but right now he’d like to switch off his swirling emotions for a while, turn his brain to neutral.

He couldn’t. He’d tried.

“There’s this man, my boss. I think we talked about him a couple times.” Or a couple dozen.

The edges of Dr. Libby’s lips curled upward. “I believe we have. Your mentor, correct?”

“Yes… ma’am.” There went Bo again, with the long-distance imaginary elbow to Lucky’s side. He released his breath slowly, trying to push out the tension as she’d once taught him. “He… He’s in the hospital.”

She returned her features to blank-face. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

Lucky dragged his hands over his cheeks, chafing his palms on two days’ worth of stubble. “The doctors don’t know. With his age and weight, everybody figured he’d had a heart attack, but they ruled that out. His oxygen level plunged for some unknown reason, and now he’s unresponsive.” His eyes burned. “They say… they say he might have brain damage.” Speaking the words made them more real, and the pain didn’t lessen with time.

On some level he’d known the boss might retire someday, but not like this. He closed his eyes, picturing Walter in the ambulance, the pale blue cast to his skin. He’d seen skin like that on overdose victims, but nothing had been found in Walter’s system to cause the problem.

A dozen different compounds produced the same effect, untraceable without the most sophisticated tests. But where would Walter have come into contact with illicit drugs? Mrs. Smith already gave the doctors all Walter’s prescriptions. Nothing in those bottles caused such a reaction.

“I’m so sorry, Lucky.” The doctor frowned, a line forming between her brows. “He’s like a father to you, isn’t he?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He didn’t need her sympathy right now. In fact, he didn’t need anything at all, except a kind ear.

“If you feel the need, I could write you a prescription.”

Drugs. They did good in the world, and bad. How easy would it be to take what she offered, dampen the pain? No.

Lucky got up from the couch. He needed someone to listen. Not someone. One person. And not Dr. Libby. “I’m sorry, Doc, I need to go.”

“Wait a minute! Where are you going?” She trotted along behind him, high heeled shoes clipping across the floor.

“There’s someone I need to see.” Why had he even come here, told a stranger who couldn’t care less about Walter?

He rushed out to the parking lot and hopped into his Camaro, checking the time on his phone. Good, he had a few moments. Breathing deeply in and out, he counted to ten, then repeated the process.

He needed to talk to someone who cared as much as he did. Bo should be getting out of his own counseling appointment in about a half hour. Better to wait in the car than be expected to talk to someone without a vested interest in his problems.

She’d offered him drugs. As if.

He flinched from his thoughts when the passenger door opened and Bo climbed inside.

Lucky checked the time. “You’re out early.”

“Not as early as you,” Bo replied. “Did you tell your doctor about Walter?”

Lucky nodded. “You?”

Bo barely dipped his chin, eyes downcast. No, that wouldn’t do. He usually distanced himself physically when life gut-punched him, but he wouldn’t hide his mind by looking away.

Lucky placed his hand alongside Bo’s jaw, lifting until their gazes met.

“It’ll be okay,” Bo said, at the same time Lucky told him, “It’ll be all right.”

They stared at each other across the console, the misery in Bo’s eyes probably matching Lucky’s own. He grabbed Bo and held tight.

Maybe he didn’t need to talk at all.

The first time they’d held each other was to cry after Bo confessed his father’s sins and pulled away, like he often did when he most needed comfort. Somewhere along the line he’d stopped running, let Lucky in a little, then a lot. Like a moment ago, though, sometimes Lucky had to reach out, draw Bo back in.

But now, like Lucky, Bo had begun to turn to “them” in times of trouble. The two of them alone had seriously fucked up their lives. Together? Together they made the best of whatever situation they faced. Sometimes Bo comforted Lucky, sometimes Lucky comforted Bo, but they were always there for each other, no matter what.

Maybe Bo was right and they didn’t need a piece of paper to show their dedication to each other, though claiming Bo as his husband got them both in to see Walter.

As he straightened, reluctantly pulling away from Bo, sunlight glinted against something shiny. He whipped around, staring at the dark blue van parked across the street. The windows were closed, hiding the occupant behind a shield of tinted glass.

No mistaking; he’d seen a camera.

A camera. Capturing a hug between him and Bo.

Only a few years ago, he’d have panicked at someone catching proof of his and Bo’s relationship. Now? Screw them. Nothing in the world mattered more than Bo.

God save the idiot if Lucky ever found out who dared take pictures.

And why.

***

No matter what time of day, one of O’Donoghue’s flunkies seemed to be watching Lucky’s every move, though he’d still not found the owner of the van. Lucky hopped up from his desk, darted past the partition into the corridor and growled. Rookie Rogers shot a panicked look over his shoulder and disappeared around a corner.

“Lucky?” Bo glanced up from his desk.

“Third time today that jerkoff passed by.” Lucky stared down the hall, daring the redheaded sonofabitch to turn around.

“Have you ever considered that maybe he just went to the break room?”

Lucky twisted his neck to face Bo while still looming large in the cubicle entrance. “You know as good as I do that everyone in the department avoids coming this way.” Lucky’d worked hard on a suitably nasty reputation to keep others at bay.

Except for Bo, who kinda lived there, and the intimidating woman strolling casually down the hallway. “Rogers just ran into me, literally. I saw him coming from this way. What did you do to him?” she asked offhandedly, merely making conversation. “If you punched him, did you get in a lick for me? Bastard took my parking spot this morning.”

“Lucky didn’t hit him, but I think it was a close thing,” Bo said, resuming his typing.

Lucky and Johnson shared a look. “I’m sure he deserved it,” Johnson said, fist-bumping Lucky.

Bo looked up again. “You know, you two are starting to turn into the same person.”

Johnson didn’t argue, so neither did Lucky. Turning into Johnson wouldn’t be so bad, as long as he got to keep… well… his johnson.

A flash of copper drew his attention. Rogers ducked around the corner.

Lucky stalked him, tuning out the twin shouts of, “Lucky!” He caught Rogers by the stairwell. “Where you going in such an all-fired hurry?” Leaning an arm against the wall effectively cut off the man’s escape. “Why are you following me?”

Rogers gulped, Adam’s apple bobbing. “I… I…”

“Harrison!”

Lucky winced at the below.

“I want to see you in my office. Now.”

Damned O’Donoghue.

Rogers squeaked once and ran.

Lucky stormed down the hall and into the office O’Donoghue had claimed, slamming his hand down on O’Donoghue’s desk. “Call off your dogs.”

O’Donoghue rolled his eyes upward and dropped into his chair. “What’s got your shorts in a knot, Harrison?”

Lucky leaned down, putting himself nose to nose with the asshole he’d rather punch than talk to. “I know you’ve been putting your men up to watching me. I’ve done nothing to deserve it. Call them off.”

The man on loan from the DEA for God only knew why leaned back and rested his folded hands on his lap. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” The soul of a predator stared at Lucky from green-flecked blue eyes.

Older than Lucky, the guy kept himself fit, with a wiry build and a New York cop accent he turned on and off at will. Five o’clock shadow darkened his cheeks, even at ten in the morning. Gray accented straight, dishwater blond hair.

Lisa came in, pushing a cart full of boxes. She blanched when she saw Lucky. “Bad time?”

“No. Come on in. This shouldn’t take long.” O’Donoghue shot Lucky a cold glare and made shooing motions with his hand. “If you have a problem with one of your coworkers, come to me. Rogers told me about how you’ve been provoking him. I didn’t believe him, and then I saw you with my own eyes.” Rising from his desk, he took a box Lisa offered. Lisa kept her gaze averted, shoulders slumped.

“Provoking him? He’s been following me!”

O’Donoghue narrowed his gaze. “Paranoid much? Why would he do that? Now get back to work, and I’m warning you, you’d better be on your best behavior.”

He dismissed Lucky with a turned back, opened a desk drawer and loaded the contents into a cardboard carton. What? Was he leaving? Hallelujah! But his leaving wouldn’t explain Lisa’s dejected look.

Lucky rested a hand on the door and wasted his most sinister glower. “Keep them away from me or I’ll deal with them like I would any other stalker.” He charged out of the room without a backward glance.

Bo sat in their cube, typing away.

“Do you know why O’Donoghue might be packing?” Bo had enough friends in the department to access any gossip.

“Packing?” Bo glanced up, fingers hovering over his keyboard.

“Yeah, he’s in his office right now, with Lisa, loading boxes.” Lucky should be elated at the asshole’s leaving, but unease settled like day old coffee in his guts, especially in light of Walter saying O’Donoghue might be in line for his job.

“You stay here, I’ll check this out.” Bo traipsed down the hallway, only to return a few seconds later, face pale and eyes flashing.

“What?” Lucky demanded. Somebody better not have said something to upset Bo. Lucky had a can of whoop-ass he’d be happy to open on anyone dumb enough to mess with his man.

Bo slumped down into his chair. “You’re not gonna like it. Hell, I don’t like it either.”

“Like what?”

Bo raised pain-filled eyes. “He’s moving into Walter’s office.”

Like hell, he would!

Lucky stormed down the hall. Just wait until he got his hands on… He slammed into somebody who let out a surprised, “Oof!”

“Damn it, Lucky,” Johnson yelped. “Watch where you’re going! You almost knocked me over.”

He’d apologize later, after his mission. “I’m going to cuss out the bastard moving into Walter’s office.”

Johnson grabbed him by the arm and spun him around when he tried to walk off. “Who?”

“O’Donoghue.”

“What the fuck is he doing moving into Walter’s office?” She released Lucky, glare scary enough to make even hardened criminals haul ass. “Walter’s only been gone a week.”

“I have no idea. But I aim to find out.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“Um… y’all?” Bo ventured, holding up his laptop.

Lucky and Johnson both turned. “What?” Lucky barked.

“You need to see this. It’s a memo from the corporate office.” Bo shifted his laptop to give them a better view of the screen.

“Until further notice, Jameson O’Donoghue will be managing the Atlanta office of Diversion Prevention and Control.”

Screw that.

***

Lucky stood on the stoop of his house, noting the steady thrumming from within. More than likely his nephews had spent the afternoon playing video games, watching TV, or chatting with friends via phones or laptops.

Kids. Whatever happened to getting outdoors every once in a while? He opened the door.

“You’re home! I need your help with alge—” Ty barreled through the kitchen door and stopped so hard he nearly toppled over. “Oh, it’s you.” He frowned, folding his arms over his chest.

“Hey, Uncle Richie,” Todd called from the couch, where he sat with a lapful, literally, of dog. Moose likely weighed more than Todd. He turned a brilliant shade of red. “Oh. I’m sorry. I mean, Uncle Lucky.”

Lucky threw up a hand at the behaving nephew and scowled at Emo Kid. No. Intimidation wasn’t the way he should treat teenagers. After all, this wasn’t work, and Ty wasn’t a rookie. If he’d been a rookie Lucky would’ve sorted him out by now.

Half-witted recruits were so much easier to deal with than flesh and blood relatives. You could kick their asses in a boxing ring and not have the rest of the family bring it up and take sides at the next holiday.

Besides, he didn’t love the rookies.

“Mind telling me what I did to piss you off?” Lucky asked. His younger nephew had been fine when they’d first reconnected.

Ty scrunched his face, nose wrinkling. “By being a loser.” He darted down the hall and slammed the door to his room.

Lucky winced. Whatever had he done?

Todd continued dog spoiling so Lucky stepped out on the back deck. Cat Lucky followed him out. He plopped down in a chair and the black and white feline hopped into his lap.

Lucky idly stroked the critter while calling his sister.

“Hey, Ri… Lucky. What’s up? Boys driving you crazy?” Charlotte’s voice eased some of his strain. The fact she’d given up his childhood name of Richie in favor of Lucky proved her devotion.

“They’re all right, but let me ask you something. Have I done or said anything to piss Ty off? He talks nonstop to Bo, but anytime I walk into a room he bolts down the hall and slams the door.”

Charlotte sighed. “He does that to me too.”

“Then I shouldn’t take ‘loser’ personally?”

Charlotte stayed quiet for a few moments before answering. “He’s spent his whole life here. Doesn’t know anything else. He’s changing schools, friends. He’ll be okay, just give him time.”

“I hope you’re right.” Once, Lucky wouldn’t have cared what anyone thought of him. Times changed a man. He’d held Ty in his arms the day the kid came screaming into the world. Had read to him, babysat him, sometimes imagining one day having his own kids.

Before he’d gone to prison. Hadn’t seen them in years. He’d sent presents at birthdays and Christmas when he could, wasn’t that enough?

Would it be enough for you? he imagined Bo asking.

No. It wouldn’t. He’d failed. Alienated the boys. Todd seemed forgiving, or rather, he might not care, as involved as he was in preparing for college and beating everyone in the country’s high score on video games. Lucky had waited too late to reconnect. Soon Todd would be living his own life and Lucky might not get to see him much, if at all.

He still had a few years to bond with Ty. He’d do his best for both boys.

The moment Walter had changed his name and expunged his record, he should have gone directly to Spokane.

Ty still spoke to Bo, which eased the strain of his visit.

“You tell Ty if he doesn’t behave, I’ll give him what for when I get down there.” Anger brought out more Southern in Charlotte’s voice.

“How are things going up there?” God, he missed her.

Charlotte’s tone lightened. “The house closing is in two weeks, so I’m packing up. Might be a bit hard to get a moving company at this time of year with so many students heading into dorms. You know, it’s kind of bittersweet. On the one hand, selling allows me to live closer to you and finally go to nursing school, but this house holds so many memories. The boys opening their gifts on Christmas morning. Ty learning to ride a bike in the driveway.” She sniffled.

Coming home and finding gifts from a chickenshit brother too scared to deliver them in person.

Easy to visualize Charlotte’s wistful smile. “I’ll be back soon. I… I miss you, brother, and look forward to catching up on lost time.”

All the time we missed.

Because of Lucky’s bullheadedness.

***

Lucky stepped into the kitchen, stopped, and leaned against the doorway.

Ty and Bo sat at the kitchen table, Moose sprawled at their feet, Cat Lucky nowhere to be seen. Probably in Todd’s lap somewhere.

“… and then Todd…” Ty chattered away, a mile a minute, regaling Bo with stories his brother might not want broadcasted, with texts and notebooks spread out around them. Reminded Lucky of Charlotte at that age, so full of life, so excited about everything.

Until she’d crossed paths with a loser and wound up seeing the world through haunted eyes. Did she even date? She hadn’t told him of any men since her ex-husband, so if she’d had boyfriends over the years, she’d certainly not mentioned them to Lucky.

The nurse who’d tended him when he’d donated part of his liver to his dad—and later turned out to be from the bureau’s Virginia office—had shown interest.

She needed a boyfriend, in case Jimmy or whatever-the-hell-his-name-was made good on his threat to transfer to Atlanta.

Lucky had never told Charlotte about her admirer and wouldn’t.

“Your mom says she’ll be back soon,” Lucky said.

At the first word out of his mouth, Ty froze and slumped, all his excitement gone.

One day maybe the kid would forgive an errant uncle enough to talk to him.

Until then, he’d be on the outside, uncomfortable in his own house. Everyone else got along fine. The old him wouldn’t have minded. Much. Especially since he worked hard at being a total bastard.

So why did being outcast bother him now?


Chapter Eight

“You better get back soon. That shit O’Donoghue’s being an asshole.” Even with Walter lying in bed unresponsive Lucky couldn’t tell him the jerk took over the office.

The office? No, Walter’s office.

Lucky sat in the chair at Walter’s bedside. The old man’s skin now held a healthier, if pale, color, and they’d removed the horrid mask from over his face. He still had tubes running under his nose and into his nostrils. The place reeked of antiseptic. Lucky’d wound up spending way too much time in hospitals lately.

“My nephews are running me ragged. Was I that hard to understand at sixteen? Jeez!” He stared at the man lying immobile on the bed. “Moose sends you a tail wag and expects you to come over and give him a belly rub.” Babbling didn’t keep Lucky’s brain from churning.

Walter might not wake up—or wake up a lot less than Lucky remembered. What would happen to him? Walter and his wife had no kids. Who’d take care of the house? Mrs. Smith didn’t drive. Who’d take her to the grocery store, especially since delivery hadn’t come to their neck of the woods yet?

Ty was sixteen. Wanted to drive. Giving the kid something to do on weekends might take his mind off his problems, make him feel needed. He could cut grass. Lucky’d pay him, or work with him. Maybe they’d finally reach an understanding. It would do him good to take on some responsibility, earn some money. And Mrs. Smith wouldn’t be alone.

Or he could get Todd off the couch during the day. Ride to work with Bo and leave the Camaro.

Lucky could…

Lucky stopped cold. Had he really been planning for the worst? No. The game couldn’t be over for Walter. If anyone could beat whatever the hell happened to him, Mt. Walter could.

Only, what had happened to him to begin with? All tests came out negative, except for the ones Walter had already mentioned would be out of normal range.

What if… What if…

What if Walter’s attack wasn’t from natural causes?

***

Washed up, wrung out, and hung out to dry. That’s how Lucky felt. Squeezed of all emotion after a weekend spent more or less at the hospital. He’d woken up to a lot of Mondays in his life, and they’d all sucked.

He stepped off the elevator onto the floor housing the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau’s Department of Diversion Prevention and Control. Lisa jumped out from behind the reception desk the moment he passed by.

“Lu… I mean, Mr. Harrison?” She gave him a fleeting smile.

“Yes?” While he’d been known to socialize with the receptionist, her husband, and her kid, she usually kept a formal distance at work.

Lisa came close, keeping her voice low. “Any word on Mr. Smith?”

“They didn’t tell me much.” Not that the doctors admitted not knowing anything, even though Mrs. Smith kept up the charade of Lucky being her son. Doctors were supposed to be experts, right? “Too early to tell,” they said, and “we can’t be certain of permanent damage.” Worthless, the lot of them.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. The department sent flowers.” She wrung her hands, keeping her eyes downcast.

Ah, hell. He’d been too caught up in his own pity party to realize she suffered too. She’d probably started working here fresh out of college, had known Walter for years. More than likely he’d been like a father to her too.

“You okay?” He’d never gotten good at the comforting people thing, but he wasn’t a total jerk. Bo wouldn’t let him be.

She sniffled. No! Not tears! He jerked his head right and left, searching for someone, anyone. Where was Bo? Could they tag up?

Lisa buried her face on Lucky’s shoulder. Sobs wracked her body.

Well, damn. If she was his sister, he would want someone to comfort her. He wrapped his arms around the tiny blonde. She wept harder. If she didn’t stop soon, he’d join her.

Her hair smelled fruity and she wore soft perfume. Bo wore cologne.

So did Walter.

Suddenly he didn’t mind the trembling body. “What are we going to do, if he… if he…” Lisa wailed.

“Shh… He won’t,” Lucky assured her, though his heart twisted at the possibility. He stroked her head, her hair soft against his fingertips.

“Well, well, well, what have we here? You decide to finally try women? I’m not sure Lisa’s husband’s gonna like sharing.”

The venom in the voice ran Lucky’s blood cold. He turned his head, but Lisa clung too tightly for him to let go. “What is your problem?”

Keith, the man who’d gotten on Lucky’s bad side the day he’d shown up at the bureau. He’d been out of the office long enough for Lucky to hope he’d never come back.

Yet, he had.

“What’s wrong?” Keith chided. “Your boyfriend get tired of your worthless ass and leave you?”

Lisa struggled. Lucky let her go, put himself between her and Keith, and gave his best back-the-fuck-off scowl. “Let me tell you one thing, you sonofabitch—”

Lisa stepped out from behind Lucky, glaring at Keith. “Walter Smith had a heart attack, you ass!”

For a moment, Keith’s eyes went wide, then took on a predatory gleam. “Oh. So that’s it. With Walter gone, no one’s left to defend you. Start packing now, ‘cause your days here are numbered.”

How dare this motherfucker talk about Walter! Heat bubbled up inside, and Lucky’s vision blackened around the edges. All he saw clearly was the smirking face of his enemy.

He swung…

Arms wrapped around him from behind, like bands of steel. “Let me go. I’m gonna kick his useless ass!”

Safe again, Keith sneered, “You and whose army?”

Lucky lunged but the arms held tight.

Bo growled into his ear, “What is this about?”

Lisa snarled, “Keith talked smack about Walter.”

Bo spoke over Lucky’s shoulder. “Is that true?”

Keith laughed. “This ex-con piece of shit wouldn’t even be working here if Smith hadn’t pulled some strings.”

Bo stiffened and ice dripped from his words. “You do realize that Walter Smith is in the hospital fighting for his life, right?”

Keith flinched, but wasn’t smart enough to shut up. “Schollenberger, I’ve nothing but respect for the man, but he must’ve stood too close to a crack dealer the day he brought that pile of filth onboard permanently.” He nodded toward Lucky.

Boss had also legally changed Lucky’s name and made his criminal record disappear. No one was supposed to mention who Lucky used to be. Keith threatened to undo all Walter’s hard work to give Lucky a second chance.

Bo replied calmly. Years spent with the man allowed Lucky to hear the underlying threat. “Don’t try to drag me into your petty pissing contest, Keith. The only pile of filth I see is you. If you say one more thing about Walter—”

“Yeah, Keith.” Lisa glared at Keith. “As soon as Walter gets back…”

“He’s not coming back!” Keith screeched. “He’s gone.”

“I tried being reasonable.” Bo released his hold.

Lucky lunged. Fist met jaw with a satisfying crunch.

Keith reeled. The gathering crowd jumped back and let him fall. He writhed on the floor, clutching his face.

Applause drowned out his protests.

“What the fucking hell is going on here?” Jameson O’Donoghue thundered down the hall, trailed by his pet assistant, Phillip. The crowd parted to let him through.

“He hit me!” Keith struggled to regain his feet and failed, either for show or for sympathy. He gave Lucky a smug grin.

“I’d be happy to do it again, asswipe,” Lucky growled.

“Anybody doing any hitting around here, it will be me.” O’Donoghue stood with his hands on his hips, face scrunched into a scowl.

Lucky wore it better. He clenched his jaw.

Instead of addressing Lucky, O’Donoghue spoke to a rookie standing close by. “Did you see what happened?”

“Yessir. Keith was being a dick about Mr. Smith’s heart attack,” the woman replied. Maybe Lucky wouldn’t be so hard on her the next time they met.

“And Harrison hit him?”

The woman never flinched, even under the cringe-inducing force of O’Donoghue’s red-faced sneer and nearly palpable rage. “Yessir. I… Um… I think he speaks for us all, sir.”

What? Lucky whipped his head around, taking in the folks around him, including some he barely knew.

“Is that so?” O’Donoghue’s face turned a scary shade of red.

The witness flinched but stood her ground. “Yessir.”

If O’Donoghue didn’t stop scowling, his face might freeze like that and match a certain sulky teenager. “I’ll take care of Harrison later.”

Lucky bristled.

“Now, while I have you all together”—O’Donoghue clapped his hands— “I’d like to say that I’m not at liberty to discuss details, but many of you know that Walter Smith is indisposed. While I’m filling in for him, there’s going to be a few changes around here.”

What the fuck? Low murmurs agreed with Lucky.

“Although I’m from a different organization, the SNB brass felt I’m most qualified to assume Mr. Smith’s responsibilities at this time.” He turned in a circle, raking a calculating gaze over the assembled. “If anyone has any kind of problem”—he skewered Keith with a dagger-sharp gaze that he then turned on Lucky— “you bring that problem to me. Understood?”

A chorus of half-hearted “Yes”, “yessir,” and “yeah” filled the open space around the reception desk.

“Now, get back to work.” He crooked his finger at Lucky. “Harrison, come with me.”

Bo dropped a hand on Lucky’s shoulder and gave a reassuring smile. “I’ll wait for you in our cube.”

Lisa darted forward, wrapping her arms around Lucky. “I’m so, so sorry. I never meant to get you in trouble.”

“You didn’t. That punch was a long time in coming.” Years of sneering, of making fun of Lucky’s past, of making Lisa do his work. Yeah, he’d paid Keith what was owed.

Bo put an arm around Lisa and nodded at Lucky, his own personal language for “I got your back.”

Lucky returned the nod and followed O’Donoghue down the hall. No one offered to help Keith off the floor.

On the sidelines, Landry stood, customary sneer firmly in place. “You are so done here,” he mouthed.

Motherfucker stalked off before Lucky managed a comeback.

“I’m waiting!” O’Donoghue hollered.

O’Donoghue? Or Landry? The lesser of two bastards. Lucky chose O’Donoghue.

For now.

The consultant on loan from the DEA didn’t belong in Walter’s office. The place looked like a borrowed space, with no pictures or other personal effects. Cold. Clinical. Like O’Donoghue himself.

What happened to Walter’s things? Why move them at all when Walter would be back?

“Sit.” O’Donoghue waved a hand toward a chair, but not Lucky’s favorite, rounded the desk, and collapsed into a much nicer chair—nicer even than the one the boss used to sit in. Maybe when this jerkface went out to lunch one day, Lucky ought to swap the cushy chair with the Hell Bitch.

Jerkface. Ha! He’d been watching too many teen shows lately.

Lucky sat stiffly. If the man suspended or even fired him for hitting Keith, he’d have no regrets. Keith could press charges, but with the witnesses on Lucky’s side… Besides, the SNB preferred to deal with their own internal squabbles and not involve outside forces.

“First off,” O’Donoghue began, “I want to say how sorry I am about Walter Smith. I know you were close.”

Imagining Bo’s goading about manners, Lucky replied, “Thank you.” That should make Bo happy, right?

“You really shouldn’t go around hitting people, unless it’s in a boxing ring.” O’Donoghue reclined in his chair. Oh, yeah. He’d be on the floor by now if he tried that move with the chair from Hell. Too bad Lucky wasn’t on better terms with the surveillance department. He’d pay good money to see this arrogant bastard windmilling his arms and going splat.

Lucky remained quiet. Keith should’ve known better than to speak ill of the boss.

“Because I know how distraught you are, I’m giving you a pass on the assault back there.” O’Donoghue sat up and plucked a pen off the desk. Twirling the pen, he studied Lucky. “What? No answer? Normally, there’s no shutting you up.”

More than likely Lucky’s eyes were rimmed in red. He never should have broken down in front of the likes of Keith. “I don’t have anything else to say.” He tried to picture Walter in the chair, his kindly eyes, his deep voice, but O’Donoghue chased away the memories.

“I’ll keep you in here a few minutes, let those who think I’m consoling you get their fill, and giving those who think I’m ripping you a new asshole time to gloat.” He leaned over the desk, fixing his gaze to Lucky’s. “Make no mistake, I’m giving you a pass this time, but that’s all you’re getting from me. I’ve been watching you, know how close to the line you like to operate, but I will not, I repeat, will not allow your lack of discipline to reflect on the rest of this department. Do I make myself clear?”

Lucky swallowed the Walter-sized lump in his throat. “Yessir.”

“Good. Now go. I’m sure Johnson, Schollenberger, and that little receptionist are beside themselves with worry.”

Little receptionist? “Lisa,” Lucky growled.

“What?”

“Lisa. Her name isn’t ‘receptionist’, it’s Lisa.” She was married, had a kid, and volunteered at the animal shelter where Lucky found Moose, things Lucky wouldn’t have known or cared about before meeting Bo.

“Adding to your little band of followers, are you?” O’Donoghue narrowed his eyes.

“I have no idea what you’re even talking about,” Lucky recovered enough to toss back. “But the woman has a name. Lisa. She’s broken up about the boss. At least pretend to have some sympathy.”

Lucky stood and fled out the door before O’Donoghue could get the last word in.

***

Lucky sat at Walter’s bedside, holding the man’s age-spotted hand. “Boss, you gotta come back. O’Donoghue’s strutting around like he owns the place, Lisa keeps asking about you then breaking down in tears.” He’d joined her on more than one occasion and might start again real soon. Heavy weight settled in his chest.

“I miss you, old man.” Nothing answered but the beeps, whirs, and swooshes of the machinery hooked up to his mentor. “Ya know, I don’t think I ever told you thanks for giving me a chance all those years ago when you busted me out of prison and made me work for you.” Oh, how Lucky had cursed, rebelled against the man who’d held his freedom in one massive palm.

How different life would have turned out if Walter hadn’t entered the picture. Lucky would have done eight more years in prison for his role in Victor Mangiardi’s drug empire, probably come out a whole lot more jaded.

He wouldn’t have met Bo. Wouldn’t have been there when Bo needed him.

He rubbed his finger lightly over the back of Walter’s free hand—the one not stuck with an IV needle.

At what point in the relationship had he started to trust? Certainly not in the beginning, when the guards had taken him to the waiting room, telling him he had a visitor.

No one had visited him in prison but Charlotte. All of a sudden, a grizzly bear of a man appeared on the other side of the glass, making promises to get Lucky out.

He could’ve offered anything and Lucky would’ve accepted. Small men like him didn’t last well behind bars, without constantly fighting and building a tough reputation. While he’d held his own, every new guy brought in wanted to take the cocky bantam rooster down a notch, or thought Lucky’s size meant he could be easily owned.

They’d learned better real fast.

Still, the lack of freedom, the need to run from himself, had made him antsy. He’d figured he’d take the offer to work off his remaining eight years as a consultant in some cushy office, then get the hell out.

He’d never expected his attitude to change so much.

Making off with trucks full of pharmaceuticals to resell on the black market had kept him in Rolexes and sports cars, fancy restaurants and clubs. He’d enjoyed every minute of being spoiled by his drug lord lover.

Then he’d strolled into a filthy inner-city apartment and witnessed a man battling back hysterics while trying to calm three pitifully dressed kids.

His girlfriend lay on the floor, not even thirty years old, blue tinges to her skin. “Mama? Mama!” the toddler had cried, pulling on the dead woman’s jeans as she stared at nothing.

Three kids, who’d never get their mother’s kisses, stories before bedtime, comfort for a skinned knee.

Her life gone, her family’s changed forever. For what?

He might not have sold her the drugs, but he’d spent years of his life taking medicines meant to ease suffering from folks who needed them and putting them into the hands of abusers, like the young mother.

Whatever had become of the kids? What if they’d been Todd and Ty?

Walter took a chance on him, gave him the opportunity to make up for past misdeeds and do a little good in the world.

Keith claimed Lucky wouldn’t have a job without Walter, and likely O’Donoghue thought the same.

“I’ll show them,” Lucky muttered. “I’ll show them all.”

In the back of his mind, Walter replied, “I know you will.”

***

Lucky glanced over at Bo’s desk. Empty. Johnson ambled down the hall, a coffee cup in each hand.

“Is it just me,” she said, “or is O’Donoghue separating me, you, and Bo deliberately?” She handed Lucky a cup.

Yes, Lucky had noticed how much time Bo spent outside the office, and though he didn’t keep as close tabs on Johnson, she didn’t come around as readily as she used to. “It’s not just you.”

The blame fell squarely on O’Donoghue’s shoulders. Cases that would normally have gone to Lucky were now divided among other agents.

He spent his time trolling the Internet for offers of cheap drugs from Canada or some such rookie work. They paid him good money to work below his paygrade. He hadn’t been assigned to any of the training duties he’d been promoted to.

All because of…

Lucky took a deep breath and exhaled hard. “Let me ask you something. Is there anything about Chastain Pharmaceuticals that struck you as wrong?”

Johnson shook her head. “No. We went down the checklist and added a few stricter requirements. Besides, you’ve done similar audits for years. You knew what you were doing.”

Did he? If he missed something as big as an illegal shipment, no matter how small, he’d fucked up, big time. Not that he’d say so out loud.

“You’re not questioning yourself, are you? Because Bo and I have complete faith in you.”

“If we didn’t screw up, then what went wrong?” He’d staked his reputation, and possibly his career, on searching out any potential trouble spots.

“I don’t know. I wish I did.” Johnson blew into her cup.

The asshole who thought he was in charge could’ve made up the whole thing. He certainly had the opportunity. “I don’t trust O’Donoghue. He’s surrounding himself with his lackeys.” Oh. Johnson’s poor excuse for a boyfriend was the man’s number one flunky. Lucky winced. “Sorry.”

Johnson waved a dismissive hand. “Just because I happen to be dating one of those lackies doesn’t make anything you said less true.”

“Does Phillip… Um… say anything when you’re, you know…” At best she might deck him for asking a personal question, at worse she might tell him way too much information.

She pursed her lips worthy of a bite into a lemon. “No, damn it. And that’s the thing. Lately he refuses to talk work on personal time, and that really bugs me. He’s never been tight lipped before. He’s making me suspicious.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s not the type to do his own thinking. When he does talk he sounds like he’s parroting someone else’s words.” She shifted her gaze left and right and whispered, “He’s hanging out a lot with Owen Landry too. That guy’s a weasel if ever I met one.”

Really? She, Bo, and Landry had trained together, gone on assignments. “What was he like when you first met him?”

“Same as now. A butt kisser. He comes on to anything with two legs too. Not that it gets him anywhere.” Nobody did smug like Johnson. “Kept trying to come between me and Phillip, and I know he tried to get between you and Bo.”

“I thought so. Bo told me I was imagining things.”

“Bo likes to keep the peace. That man of yours can more than handle himself, even if his methods are different from yours and mine.”

True. “He tried with you?”

She patted her hair, worn natural and poufy. “He’s trying to build a power base. For that you need followers. He might impress Phillip, but not me.”

Lucky shook his head. “What do you see in Phillip anyway?” She could do so much better than O’Donoghue’s pet DEA rookie. Anyone who paid attention to Owen Landry wasn’t too bright.

A flush crept up her cheeks. “Let’s just say it’s not due to his stunning intellect and leave it at that.”

Asshole must be doing something really right for a take charge woman like Johnson to keep him around. And no, Lucky didn’t need visuals.

“How’s things with Ty and Todd?” She paused to sip her coffee.

So, she didn’t want to talk about Phillip. Maybe the relationship wasn’t as solid as she liked. “They’re fine. Ty still doesn’t speak much to me, but I’ve managed to get him and Todd off the couch occasionally to go help out at the Smiths’. He’s starting to make friends at school, I think.”

“Give him time. How about you and Bo? Things going good on the home front? Need me to take the guys and give the two of you some more time alone?” She waggled her brows.

Before Lucky could answer, Lisa appeared by the cube. “There you are! I’m sorry, Loretta, but Mr. O’Donoghue would like to see you in hi… in Walter’s office.”

Johnson rolled her eyes. “Duty calls.” She saluted Lucky with her cup and followed Lisa down the hall.

***

Lucky hadn’t set foot in Walter’s office nearly as much before O’Donoghue’s arrival. He pushed his way through the door and plunked down in… No, not his usual chair. And that wasn’t Walter’s usual desk. O’Donoghue ordered all new furniture?

Why had the keepers of the SNB’s notoriously tight purse strings allowed the expense? When had anyone had the time to bring in new furniture? He’d only left this office a sort time ago.

He wiped the surprise off his face. “You wanted to see me?”

O’Donoghue fixed Lucky with a beady-eyed gaze. “I’ll get right to the point. It’s come to my attention that you and Agent Schollenberger are in a relationship outside of work.”

Lucky swallowed hard. What the ever-loving hell? “What I do on my own time is none of your business.”

“It is if you’re in violation of the bureau’s anti-fraternization policy.”

Lucky braced for a fight. How had this jerk found out? Oh. The photos. The van. What business did he have meddling in Bo and Lucky’s personal lives? “Walter Smith knew all about it. Said we’d done nothing wrong. Technically, Bo and I were seeing each other before Simon Harrison even existed.”

“I’m afraid he may have overstepped. An ethics committee is reviewing your case.”

What? “Now see here…” Lucky leapt to his feet. “Who gave you the right to sneak around taking pictures—”

O’Donoghue cut Lucky off with a raised hand. “If and when they decide you’re noncompliant, one of you will have to leave.”

Lucky’s blood froze in his veins. At one time he’d happily have gone skipping out the door, but only on his own terms. “Leave the department?” Sure, he’d been in Diversion Prevention and Control since his arrival at the SNB, but there were other areas he could transfer to.

“No, leave the bureau.”

Walter had mentioned a married couple working here, and Phillip and Johnson were involved, though technically they worked for separate organizations, Phillip for DEA and Johnson for SNB. They still could create the kind of conflict of interest the policy supposedly prevented. “What about…”

“That will be all, Mr. Harrison.”

Lucky staggered out into the hallway. Johnson strode by. He grabbed her by both arms. “You met with O’Donoghue earlier, didn’t you?” He narrowed his eyes.

“You know I did.”

“Did you tell him about me and Bo?”

“No! But it’s not like a great big secret.”

Especially not if someone took pictures of him and Bo after their last counseling appointments.

Still, he’d been summoned to Walter’s office right after Johnson. Coincidence? To Lucky’s knowledge, coincidences usually had some thought behind them.

Had Johnson really spilled Lucky’s business to the wannabe boss? Had he misplaced his trust in her? One way to find out. He tossed out the first lie he could think of. “Did Bo tell you he’s been thinking of putting in for a transfer to the Virginia office?” He spun on his heels and fled, lest he trust her too much again.

***

The next conversation with O’Donoghue included, “If Schollenberger wants a transfer…”

Fuck. Johnson hadn’t even waited five minutes before she’d run to O’Donoghue with Lucky’s lie, had she?

***

“I’m telling you, she went straight to the sonofabitch and told him what I said!” Lucky lay on his side of the bed. Arguments weren’t conducive to cuddling. Why wouldn’t Bo believe him?

Bo remained silent for a moment before answering, “Are you saying you want me to transfer?”

“What? Oh, hell no. It’s all I could think of at the moment. I could have said anything and she’d have gone running to Fuckwad O’Donoghue.”

Bo kept his voice annoyingly calm. “She’s your friend, Lucky. My friend. She’s also not an O’Donoghue fan. Are you sure someone else didn’t walk by and hear you?”

“No one did. It was just me and her. Not an hour later O’Donoghue wanted to talk and fed me my own lie.”

Bo lay on his side, propped up on one arm. “So, what are you going to do about it?”


Chapter Nine

“Come in, sit down.” O’Donoghue waved Lucky in. As if he needed an invite to park his ass in his own butt print. He lugged in the favorite chair he’d found in a store room. The chair belonged to Lucky, and in Walter’s office. Only, he should be here talking to Walter.

Instead, Walter lay in a hospital bed, unconscious. Lucky glanced at the floor, where he’d seen Walter lying so still, lips blue, heart failing. He shook himself. No time to worry now, when facing a man who definitely didn’t have the bureau’s best interests at heart.

O’Donoghue raised his brows at the chair but said nothing, sitting behind the brand-new desk, a laptop in front of him, along with a can of ink pens and a coffee cup. Nothing else. No paper mounds. No files. All signs of Walter were gone, like he’d never even been there.

Out of the office two weeks and already this opportunistic bastard moved in. Well, he’d better not get too comfortable, because Walter would be back. If and when he chose to retire, it’d be someone from the SNB replacing him, not Jameson Fucking O’Donoghue.

The moment the boss got back, O’Donoghue better get his ass back to his own borrowed office. Or better yet, go back to Assholeville or wherever else he came from.

“You wanted to see me.” A statement, not the question Lucky would have asked Walter. He sprawled in the chair. Maybe a man who prided himself on reading body language might take Lucky’s slouch and crossed arms for, “Spit it out, you insignificant moron. Quit wasting my time.”

O’Donoghue tutted. “Harrison, what am I going to do with you?”

Not a damned thing. Not even with someone else’s dick. Lucky didn’t give the jerk the dignity of a spoken reply.

The man who’d never boss Lucky tapped a finger against his laptop, much as Walter might have done to the stack of folders normally piled to a toppling threat on his desk. “At one time, you were the best agent in the department.”

“Still am.” Always would be. Except maybe for Bo. And possibly Johnson. One day. Whatever the poser alluded to on the laptop changed nothing.

“I’m afraid Walter’s affection for you might have blinded him to a few oversights.”

“What oversights?” Lucky might not be sure of much in the world, but he’d damned sure crossed the T’s and dotted the I’s at work.

Sort of.

O’Donoghue waved his hand toward the laptop screen. “Now don’t get me wrong, we appreciate the excellent work you’ve done for us in the past, especially under the circumstances.”

“What circumstances?” Us?

The man who’d never fill Walter’s barge-sized shoes gave Lucky a bland expression, tinges of his New York beat cop accent bleeding through his otherwise controlled tones. “Your felony conviction. Walter took a big chance recruiting you, even challenging his superiors.”

An invisible gut punch stole Lucky’s breath. He clenched his jaw and still managed to get out, “I did my time. I’ve got a clean slate. Even a new name. Walter said the past didn’t matter anymore.”

O’Donoghue steepled his fingers, elbows on the desk, a familiar gesture, bringing Walter to mind. The similarities between Walter and O’Donoghue stopped there. “And it shouldn’t. Or rather, wouldn’t if not for your recent poor performance.”

“Poor performance?” Lucky shot from the chair. “What the hell are you talking about?”

O’Donoghue tapped the laptop some more. Do that again and he’d be missing a finger. “How you overlooked a major infraction at Chastain Pharmaceuticals. I’m afraid you’ve set a bad example for your protégés Loretta Johnson and William Schollenberger. You led them astray.” He tipped his head to the side. “It’s even been suggested that you might have deliberately turned a blind eye to certain… inadequacies.”

Who dared make such a suggestion? Lucky slammed his hand down on the desk. “Blind eye, my ass! We went over the place with a fine-toothed comb. We didn’t find anything worth more than a note in the margin.”

“Do you really believe DEA would revoke their registration if that were the case?” O’Donoghue took condescending to new heights. “They wouldn’t, believe me.”

Still, why would DEA have even investigated the place after SNB gave it a clean bill of health, “anonymous tip” or no? One and one added up to no fucking sense. “I still say I doubt the illegal shipment.”

“Well, the state Board of Pharmacy sure believes. After the DEA’s report they’ve shut Chastain down for the foreseeable future.”

“What the fuck?”

O’Donoghue piled on the scorn. “I’ll give it to you straight. You recently completed a grueling assignment in Mexico. You were abducted, by your own account.”

“My own account? Ask Johnson! Ask B… Schollenberger.”

“Yes, your loyal fan club. One’s sleeping with you and the other socializes with you off-duty.” The sonofabitch shook his head. “Then there’s the matter of your continued counseling and recent major surgery.”

What the ever-loving fuck? “Saving my dad’s life by parting with a chunk of liver’s got nothing to do with this.”

A bit of a growl crept into O’Donoghue’s tone. “I beg to differ. Your brother was recently discovered to be trafficking in illegal substances. Another brother is in drug rehab. You have a rather traumatic family life, don’t you?”

The Lucklighter clan was no more dysfunctional than any other family. “Leave my folks out of this. If you’ve got something to say about me, then say it.”

At least the fuckwad didn’t bring up the ethics committee looking into his and Bo’s relationship. Circulating the rumor of Bo wanting to transfer at least served some purpose.

“Okay. You want me to be blunt, I will be.” O’Donoghue leaned back in his… no, Walter’s, chair, or should be if the asshole hadn’t made the department buy a new one, crossing his arms across his chest. “You’ve been with this department over twelve years. Which is close to the record for field agents. Burnout is high in our line of work.”

“Yeah, it is. Lucky for you, I’m not about to burn out.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Look, you’ve been doing sloppy work, you’re bordering on insubordination now. Both classic signs of burnout. Plus, you’ve admitted yourself that you’re unsure about what might have happened with the whole Chastain Pharmaceuticals audit.”

“What the fuck?” He’d said no such thing. At least, not to O’Donoghue or any of his butt-kissers. But he had spoken to… No, it couldn’t be. Whatever he did, he couldn’t let O’Donoghue’s direct hit show on his face or in his body language. He bristled, letting his anger twist his features into a sneer, but he wouldn’t show fear. “I am not burned out. I’m just getting warmed up good.” As soon as this clusterfuck ended, he’d hunt down Loretta Johnson and find out exactly what she’d told O’Donoghue and why.

O’Donoghue stood. “I don’t agree, and neither do those I answer to. Between your recent questionable judgement and criminal past, I’m afraid I have no choice but to assign you to desk duty until further notice. I’ll not risk agents out on the streets counting on someone unstable.”

Why, the little shit! “Unstable? I’ll give you unstable.” Lucky leapt toward the desk.

O’Donoghue quickly schooled his wide-eyed fear into a scowl. “Violence is another sign of burnout.”

Oh shit. Not much of a reaction. Which meant one thing: somewhere someone recorded every second of their exchange. “What about Schollenberger and Johnson?”

“They’d likely defend you with their dying breath. They’re loyal. Too loyal, and can’t see what a danger you’ve become to yourself and this department. Otherwise, they’re both exemplary agents and will be assigned to a new handler.”

Lucky stared daggers at his non-boss. “Who?” The only danger Lucky presented was to O’Donoghue’s superiority complex.

“Owen Landry.”

And maybe Landry’s.

Owen Landry, another loaner from DEA sent here to train. Must be a slow learner, staying so long. He’d also had the nerve to cozy up to Bo. Like his puppet master O’Donoghue, Owen strutted around like the lone cock in the henhouse. Prick was more like it.

“That piece of shit? He’s not even fully trained.”

O’Donoghue’s face remained an impassive mask. “I believe otherwise. Guess whose opinion matters?”

Lucky would be happy to bitch slap the smug straight off the bastard’s face. “What will I be doing?” Like he didn’t know. He’d been pretty much on desk duty for the past few days.

“The usual. Searching websites for illegal suppliers. Making controlled purchases.”

“Rookie work.” If Lucky clenched his teeth any harder his jaw might break.

“Work that needs doing. Now, I’m being generous offering you a chance to remain with the department when many in my place wouldn’t.”

“What are you talking about? Not too long ago the big boys tried recruiting me.” Yes, he had friends in high places, whose reach made the SNB seem like a neighborhood watch.

If Lucky hadn’t been looking so hard for a reaction, he might have missed his enemy’s slight flinch. Ah, so he hadn’t known. Then he also didn’t know about Lucky’s guardian devils.

Nice to have a pair of aces up his sleeve.

Victor Mangiardi and Nestor Sauceda, the man who’d saved Lucky and Bo’s asses in Mexico, and handed over Victor’s useless nephew, the man they’d needed saving from.

Sitting up straighter didn’t help the wannabe fill Walter’s role. Not by a long shot. “Be that as it may, you’re no longer fit for undercover ops or training. You’ve become a liability, and some see your conviction for drug trafficking as a clear strike against your career.”

Lucky bent over the desk, getting right up in O’Donoghue’s face. The bastard jumped back. “How can you fight the war on drugs if you can’t think like the enemy? That’s why Walter brought me in to begin with. Not to mention all the cases I’ve solved. Check out the stats. I’ve got more successfully closed cases than anyone in the department, past or present.”

“Harrison.” O’Donoghue spoke slowly. “You’re not making this easy. You’re being relieved of active duty. A panel is currently debating your future with the SNB. I’d like you to go for psychological evaluation.”

An invisible fist delivered a roundhouse right to Lucky’s ego. “I’m already seeing a counselor.”

“You’ll be assessed by one assigned by me. If you want to keep your job. I’ll have Human Resources make an appointment.” He turned a soul-crushing glare on Lucky. “If you hope to have any kind of future with this organization, you’ll do as you’re told. I’m not Walter Smith. I won’t laugh off your indiscretions and defend you against those who complain.”

“Asshole!” Who cared if Lucky got fired now, with some Johnny Come Lately holding him by the short hairs? He gave the door a less-than-satisfying slam on the way out and stomped down the hall to his cubical. Let the asshole remove the chair Lucky had dragged in, or better yet, leave it there to cradle Lucky’s sore ass the next time he went in there for a chewing.

O’Donoghue had gotten one thing right: He was no Walter Smith. Not even close.

Bo wasn’t waiting for Lucky, darned the luck.

Lucky slammed his fist down on the desk, dislodging one of the ever-present coffee cups. The cup hit the floor, sloshing out day-old coffee. He dropped down, grabbing the desk when the chair tried to throw him. All he needed to make a shitty day even shittier.

Keith stuck his head inside the cube, a grin plastered to his face. “Heard you got sacked!”

Lucky reared back to punch him. Keith darting his gaze to the corner gave Lucky pause.

Surveillance junkie better not have installed a camera. “Come to gloat?” He’d play along for a moment, since he already skated on thin ice.

Keith slapped a hand on Lucky’s desk. “Oh, yeah, buddy.” He maneuvered his back toward the offending corner, lifted his hand, and stuffed a scrap of paper under one of the surviving Starbucks cups on Lucky’s desk. He sauntered off without another word.

What the hell?

Lucky stood and paced, putting on what he hoped would be a worthy performance. He slammed things around, knocking another cup to the floor and palming Keith’s paper scrap.

With his back to what had to be a camera, he read, “O’Donoghue, Landry, Rogers, and O’Donoghue’s personal lapdog, Phillip. Do you sense a takeover?”

Rogers. In surveillance. So, Keith felt the hot breath of replacement coursing down his neck too. The two senior agents under Walter’s command, now with targets on their backs. Bo hadn’t been here long, and neither had Johnson. O’Donoghue said they were in Lucky’s corner.

Bo most definitely was, but more and more Johnson showed signs of disloyalty.

Lapdog Phillip. Loretta’s boyfriend. Had she passed on information from Lucky to the loser?

Out. He needed to go out. The clock on the wall said eleven forty. He’d take his lunch hour early.

He texted Bo, “Running errands” and trotted to the elevator. Lisa sat behind the reception desk, chatting with Judy from acquisitions, allowing Lucky to slip into the elevator and jab the down button unnoticed.

A desk job! After all he’d done for this place! Walter would be livid, but Lucky couldn’t go running to Walter. Walter trusted O’Donoghue enough to keep him around, and besides, recovery came first before Lucky dumped this load of shit on his boss’s doorstep.

The doors opened in the parking level and Lucky peered out. He’d gladly take his wrath out on anyone he found. But no. No one. He made a beeline to an empty parking space. Right. Todd used his car to play taxi for Mrs. Smith. He’d better not put a single scratch on the .

Oh, well, nothing burned off righteous anger better than going for a run—or fucking. Too bad Bo wasn’t here, and he wasn’t dressed for running.

He could pull his gym bag out from under his desk, but that’d mean going back upstairs. With his side still healing, Bo might give him a good talking to about running anyway, though he hadn’t yet continued their conversation about Lucky’s recent adventures in the boxing ring.

No one said he couldn’t walk.

Down Peachtree, turn the corner, and keep going. He stared into the pit of an excavation site, heavy equipment digging up the ground to put in another skyscraper—one destined to block his conference room view of Stone Mountain. Asshats.

On and on he wandered, pushing aside thoughts of motherfucking O’Donoghue. The nerve of the guy!

Keith’s words came back to him. He felt the tornado of change coming too.

O’Donoghue wasted no time rearranging Walter’s office, as though Walter wouldn’t be back.

Did he know something Lucky didn’t?

He could always call in favors from Victor and Nestor, if he wasn’t too proud to beg for help. He’d clean up his own messes.

An enticing green sign caught his attention. Starbucks. He could do with some coffee, full caffeine, and about half sugar. But no, come home on a caffeine and sugar high and Bo would know. Besides, Georgia Tech merchandise shone in the windows, and inside folks younger than most of Lucky’s socks sat around chatting, sipping lattes, or staring at computers.

He didn’t need a bunch of college students reminding him how old he’d gotten. Nope, he kept on going, around the corner and down the street. Scaffolds surrounded an older building getting a facelift, and graffiti covered the sidewalk.

He caught whiffs of fried chicken, coffee, exhaust fumes, and more as he ambled the streets.

Atlanta. His city. More so than the wide spot in the road he’d grown up in.

Lucky shoved his hands into his jeans pockets and stalked on. He’d wind up somewhere, sooner or later. Right now, keeping going and never looking back sounded good.

But what about Walter? Bo? Rett? his nuisance of a conscience asked.

To which he replied, “What about them?”

There he went, talking to himself. He could try calling Charlotte, Mama, or even Rett or Bo, but they couldn’t help him. At least not till he’d scraped away the bullshit and figured out what lay beneath.

There before him appeared a former haunt he’d not seen much of lately: The Varsity. His stomach rumbled. Man, he missed the burgers and fries there since Mr. Healthy entered his life.

Bo might forgive him easier for eating at The Varsity than swilling down a cup of liquid adrenaline. He went inside, the scent of sizzling meat nearly sending him into a carnivore frenzy. In his mind Bo growled, “Down, T-Rex.”

Better to ask forgiveness than permission. He ordered and took his meal upstairs to watch passing cars from the glassed-in dining room.

Before Bo he’d eaten there often, chowing down during lunch. Back when he’d been alone and hating the world. He wasn’t alone anymore, but him and the world weren’t seeing eye to eye lately.

Big mouthfuls of greasy burger made amazing comfort food. Not the sort of comfort Bo provided, but enough to keep Lucky from pounding the next coworker to cross his path.

His recovering liver might not thank him.

Letting off steam at the gym might help, taking his frustrations out in a boxing ring.

Or he could sit right here, letting the world go by.

If only he could talk to Bo. Or Walter. Or Rett. But would they believe the shithead taking over the department schemed to railroad him right out the door? Especially with all Bo’s training to bow to authority.

Who’d that leave?

What wrong turn had he taken in life that his greatest ally happened to be his worst enemy?

Well, maybe not worst, but Keith came close.

Maybe he should try contacting Nestor after all. Nah, that would be too much like hollering for Daddy when one of his brothers pissed him off.

Besides, no telling what Nestor might want in return.

Still, if O’Donoghue tossed him out on his ass, at least he might have a job waiting.

What the hell was he thinking? He couldn’t work with Nestor, and by extension, Victor, and he couldn’t leave Bo here while he traveled the world doing God knew what.

He washed down the last of his burger with a mouthful of sweet tea. Caffeine. And sugar. Too late now when he’d already swallowed half of the glass.

More ketchup made his French fries tastier, and he dragged each one through a sea of red on its way to his mouth.

O’Donoghue taking over, surrounding himself with yes men, spelled the end of Lucky’s career with the SNB. With Lucky gone, nothing stopped the man from going after Bo, Rett, and any others who didn’t bow down and kiss his ass.

He used to worry about one day becoming another obituary on the SNB memorial page. Better to die in the line of duty than be discredited and live in shame behind a desk.

What the fuck? Death better than dishonor? Sounded like something former Marine Bo said, not Lucky.

Yet… the thought lingered.

He’d helped expand the Department of Diversion Prevention and Control, with Walter’s help and, for Walter, he’d gotten a lot of drug dealer scum off the street.

He’d built his job, like he’d built his home, with blood and sweat and years of his life.

No one would steal his pride.

***

Lucky stared out the window, relaxing back into the passenger seat of Bo’s Durango.

Bo pulled out of the parking garage. “Did you have any lunch?”

“I ate.” Bo didn’t need to know about Lucky’s burger and fries throw down.

“McDonalds, Burger King, or Hardee’s?”

Why did Bo have to know him so well? “The Varsity.”

Bo stopped at a red light, and slowly, slowly, turned his head toward Lucky. “Go big or go home, right?”

“Something like that.” Let Mr. Healthy’s sermon begin.

Bo remained quiet long enough for Lucky to brace for a good ass chewing. Instead, Bo accelerated on the green light and said, “At least you ate.”

What? No sermon? “You’re not gonna lecture me for eating unhealthy, artery clogging fast food?”

Bo shrugged. “Sounds to me like you’re doing a pretty good job of beating yourself up already. I’ll leave you to it.”

He didn’t have to sound so smug. “What did you have for lunch?” What did vegetarians do for comfort food?

“Lettuce wraps and a spring roll.”

Did Lucky detect a hint of guilt? “And…”

Bo let out a sigh. “Owen Landry asked me to go to lunch with him. Said he wanted to talk to me about something.”

Fire shot through Lucky’s veins. If not for scaring Bo, he’d have hit something—hard. Sometimes Landry stared at Bo way too long or laughed too loud at his jokes. Enough for Lucky to want to kick his ass and tell him to leave Bo the hell alone. Now. O’Donoghue wanted to make Landry, a relative trainee, Bo’s handler. Lots of time together. Lucky nearly snarled, “What did he talk about?”

“That’s the weird thing.” Bo took one hand off the steering wheel and rubbed his neck. “He never said anything worthwhile, really. Talked baseball, gossiped about coworkers, that sort of thing. He did drop hints about whether or not I planned to transfer, but I left him hanging. I learned crapspeak from the best. He’s probably just now figuring out that I never answered him.”

“What time did you go?” Sneaky suspicion happening in five, four, three…

“Eleven thirty? Why?”

Just in time to get Bo away while O’Donoghue steamrolled Lucky.

Divide and conquer.


Chapter Ten

“What the fuck do you want?” Lucky slammed his laptop closed. Nothing exciting on the screen, but he still wasn’t sharing with the jerkoff grinning like an idiot who’d dared invade his cube.

“Jameson wants you to send me all the rookie files. I’m taking over their training.” Owen Landry showed far too many teeth.

Removing some of them with a fist might be good stress relief, but Lucky controlled himself.

For now. Lucky gave his best “Duh” look. “They’re where they always are, on the department drive under Training Records. You know, T-R-A-I—”

“I know how to spell, asshole. I’m just letting you know I’m taking over,” Landry snapped.

“So I’ve already been told.” If only Lucky’s laser beam glare actually burned things to a cinder…

“I told you your days were numbered.”

Lucky put on a serious face. “Let me ask you something. I’m dying to know.”

Landry frowned and took the bait. “What?”

“You’re so far up O’Donoghue’s ass, how far do you fly when he farts?”

Landry stormed down the hall.

Heh. At least Lucky got in the last word.

Little good it did.

***

Lucky shoved his laptop into his computer bag, though why he needed to take work home over a weekend he had no idea. It wasn’t like his current duties amounted to much.

Rookies averted their gazes and darted out of his way when he shouldered his bag and slunk to the elevator, which wasn’t unusual. At least he got his own car today and didn’t have to wait for Bo to get back.

His phone chimed on the way down. It had better not be O’Donoghue.

Instead, a text from Bo said, “Come by Spencer’s Bar.”

Lucky drove to one of the less popular areas of Atlanta, found a not-too-terribly-seedy parking garage, and trudged down the ramp toward his destination. Wow. He hadn’t been here in a while, but when Bo called, Lucky came running.

And the guy knew it.

No telling what kind of case brought Bo here. At least the place wasn’t a strip club. With every little thing chipping away at Lucky’s ego, he didn’t need to watch a bunch of men drooling over his nearly-naked lover. Successful men. In business suits. Fantasizing about the lover who said no to being his husband.

Lucky paused at the mouth of the alley beside the building. The last time he’d been here he’d played cop and perp while Bo trained for undercover work. He’d learned well. Too well. Lucky missed the lessons.

He rearranged his swelling cock at the memory.

A light flickered at the end of the alley. Probably some drunk slipped out the back door to fire up a joint. No point in having one if he didn’t flash his badge now and then. Busting someone might help him feel more like his old self.

He patted the spot where his gun should be. Crap. He hadn’t brought his shoulder holster. Best to go inside and forget he saw anything—or alert Atlanta’s finest.

“What are you waiting for?” came a soft voice from the darkness.

Lucky squinted at the gloom. “Bo? What are you doing back here?” He hadn’t ambushed Bo in years, but nothing said Bo couldn’t get some payback.

One careful footstep at a time, Lucky trudged down the alley. No sound. No more glimmer from a cigarette lighter.

“Bo?” He’d nearly reached the end of the alley.

Nothing. Not that he’d hear anything over the off-beat thumpa-thumpa reverberating from the bar. The inner gut feeling he’d come to rely on said he wasn’t alone, and he hadn’t imagined Bo’s voice.

“Bo?”

Hands on him, slamming him face-first against a brick wall. “Oof!” A tight grip on his wrist forced his arm up, and a muscled chest against his upper back kept him firmly in place.

“What the fuck?” Just wait until he got loose!

Snick. Cold metal bit his wrist. He struggled, but his assailant held tight. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Why had he let his guard down?

Metal clicked around his other wrist. Two sets of handcuffs. The guy somehow fastened the cuffs over his head and to the side, keeping him stretched out.

He felt for the nails holding the cuffs. One quick jerk and he’d be free. Either he dealt with total incompetence, or the person didn’t want him too tied up.

Warm breath caressed his ear. “You’re under arrest. You have the right to scream my name. Anything you say can and will be used to get you off.”

Oh God. Bo. Trapping him, helpless, in an alley. Bringing Lucky’s fantasies to reality, along with Bo’s kink for outdoors sex. He’d neglected Bo terribly.

“You don’t like restraints.” Call him a killjoy, but his pleasure at Bo’s expense wouldn’t work. Man, Bo was really getting into this handcuff thing. Should Lucky be worried?

“I’m okay.” Bo chuckled. “In fact, I like having you at my mercy. And you like it, right?”

“Run your hands down the front of my jeans and you wouldn’t have to ask.” Lucky pushed into Bo’s palm when he took Lucky up on his suggestion.

This time, Bo barked a full-blown laugh. “You might like it some, I reckon.”

The time for laughter ended. Bo grabbed Lucky’s T-shirt by the shoulders and yanked.

Riiiip! Was this Bo’s way of getting rid of any of Lucky’s shirts he didn’t like? “Oh, hell yeah,” Lucky cried out. “Give it to me rough.” If Bo kept ripping up his shirts, he’d soon be forced to wear the official SNB uniform, ‘cause he’d have nothing else left.

Which might be the plan.

Bo traced his tongue up the shell of Lucky’s ear. “Have I ever denied you anything?”

“No.” Not exactly true. “Well, except for caffeine, sugar, and bacon.”

“I think we’ve already established that sex is better than bacon.” Bo proved his point, snaking a hand around Lucky’s body, fingers splayed, searing wherever he caressed.

One million years. Two million. Lucky would never get tired of Bo’s touch.

Yes, sex with Bo beat the hell out of bacon.

Plastering himself to Lucky’s back, Bo put his hand to good use, inching his fingers down to undo Lucky’s jeans and slide the denim down.

Cool air brushed Lucky’s bare ass.

For a moment only.

Even the pounding rhythm from the club didn’t mask the Zzzzzip! of Bo’s zipper. He breached Lucky’s opening with slick fingers, working him, loosening him.

Lucky gave up on wondering how Bo magically conjured lube during sex and simply rolled with it. Chalk another thing up to Bo’s efficiency.

Felt too good to question.

The riiiiiip of tearing cellophane got his attention. Why? They’d been through this.

Oh well, this was Bo’s fantasy too.

Warm lips on his neck. A hand grasping his hip. Bo sliding the head of his cock in the cleft of Lucky’s ass, pushing, pushing. Nothing else mattered but Bo against his back.

In. Barely. Bo held still, panting against Lucky’s neck. “You okay?”

Other than his arms going a bit numb, Lucky was in Heaven. “Oh, yeah.”

He breathed through the brief painful flare, clenching his teeth. Gradually the pressure eased, giving way to the sheer ecstasy of his lover sliding in farther, and farther still.

Any moment someone might step out of the back of the club and catch them. Lucky couldn’t give a damn. Not when Bo shoved into him again and again, gripping his hips tight enough to leave bruises. Rough. He got rough because Lucky liked rough. Bo stepped out of his comfort zone and restrained Lucky because Lucky liked it.

Did his best to give Lucky whatever he needed.

They’d talk about this later.

Lucky shoved back, slamming Bo into him. “Damn, yeah. Fuck me! Harder!” He impaled himself on Bo’s cock as much as the handcuffs allowed.

Fuck yeah! Pressure began in his groin, building, building.

“You feel so good,” Bo panted into his ear.

Bo released his hips, wrapped both arms around Lucky, and held him tight. He bit the base of Lucky’s neck and tongued the side of his throat.

Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!

Lucky chased the glorious feeling of Bo inside of him, angling so Bo’s cock connected with his prostate. He gripped the handcuff chains, arching up to meet each stroke.

The two of them. Always the two of them.

At the moment, they were one, breathing in harmony, bodies in tune. Bo’s desperate gasps matched Lucky’s own.

Harder and faster they loved. Hands, mouths, cocks, the rough brick abrading Lucky’s chest.

“Lucky!” Bo hissed. He took one final lunge and held, deeply buried inside Lucky.

Didn’t his name on Bo’s lips push Lucky right over the edge? Both fire and chills ran through him, zinging through his nerves. Droplets of cum hit the wall in front of him and he cried out, swaying back against Bo and yanking on the cuffs.

Bo melded to his back, Lucky panted, gulping in air.

Damn. That was just… damn.

Bo brushed a kiss on the back of Lucky’s neck and retreated, taking his heat with him.

In a daze Lucky fought to remain upright when Bo put his clothes to rights and removed the handcuffs. He kissed each wrist and caressed the abraded skin. “You okay?”

Lucky froze. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Bo redid his pants, pushing what had to be a paper towel-wrapped condom into his pocket, slung an arm around Lucky’s shoulder, and led him out of the alley and through the parking garage to Lucky’s Camaro. He handed Lucky what remained of his shirt. “Sorry ‘bout that. I got carried away.”

Lucky arranged the ripped cloth over his torso the best he could. “I like you getting carried away.” He glanced around. “Where’s the Durango?”

“I had Loretta drop me off. Ty’s studying at a friend’s house, and Todd’s helping Rett put together a bookcase. They won’t be back until late.” A street light’s glow showed Bo’s grin. “Just us grownups. Whatever shall we do?”

Lucky shot Bo some side eye. “If the house is empty, why didn’t we go there?”

“You griping?”

Um, yeah. What a stupid thing to do after getting his brains screwed out. “Not in the least.”

“We’re not finished yet.” Bo rounded the hood and got in the passenger side of the vehicle while Lucky took his place behind the wheel.

“We’re not?” No complaining, but if they went a second round they’d have to switch up. Lucky would be feeling tonight for a while. He paid at the window and drove out of the parking garage.

“No. Turn left at the intersection.”

Bo limited his speech to “right” and “left” and “right here” until they pulled up at a café that, while not exactly sleazy, had probably seen its share of late-night folks sporting the freshly fucked look. The ghosts of greasy burgers hung heavy in the air.

Lucky’s kind of place.

They settled away from the door and ordered breakfast for dinner, then took turns cleaning up in the tiny one-stall bathroom.

Oh. So that was why Bo wore a condom. Easier cleanup.

Bo settled against the tattered backrest of their booth. “Now.” He locked gazes with Lucky. “You’re going to tell me what’s wrong, start to finish, and leave nothing out.”

“Bo, there’s noth—”

Chin up, eyes narrowed. Bo in full inquisitor mode. “That wasn’t a question or a request. I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on. You’re hurting, and I have a feeling from more than just Walter’s sudden illness.”

Lucky hung his head. Hard keeping secrets from someone who saw right through him. “I don’t want to drag you into this.”

Bo reached across the table and clasped Lucky’s hand. “I love you. Whatever it is, I’m already in it up to my ass.”

“And what a nice ass it is.” Lucky attempted a smirk and probably missed by a mile.

Bo’s left eyebrow arched up toward his hairline, and he drummed the fingers of his free hand on the table. “You’re trying to distract me.”

“Is it working?”

“Not at all.”

“Damn.”

“Stop stalling, or you’re showering alone for a month.”

Lucky’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, not fair. You fight dirty.”

With a leer and a shrug, Bo replied, “I do what I have to.”

Lucky could have hugged the waiter who showed up with their meals, even if he did purse his lips and give Lucky the hairy eyeball about what was left of his shirt. The moment the man left Lucky tucked into scrambled eggs. Hey, no talking with his mouth full, right?

Bo stirred blueberries into his oatmeal. Oatmeal. Yuck. Not without a court order.

Lucky finished the eggs, bringing an end to his excuse not to answer. “If you just wanted to talk, why go through all this trouble?”

Bo ticked off points on his fingers. “One. I love you and want to make sure you don’t forget. Two. You get freaked out by any hint of intimacy when your nephews are within a mile of the house. Three. I thought you’d be more likely to talk if I fucked you stupid first.”

Lucky paused a moment to consider. True, true, and very true. “Okay, I’ll give you those.”

“Now, talk.”

“It’s not your problem, it’s mine.”

“And whenever you do something asinine, well, Lucky, Loretta always tells me you’re my problem. So, if my problem has a problem, it’s my problem too.” Bo scrunched his face. “That didn’t sound half as good coming out of my mouth as it did in my brain. I don’t think of you as a problem.”

“Oh, really?”

Bo frowned and considered Lucky. “Okay. Occasionally. Maybe.”

“That’s what I love about you. So decisive.” Lucky pasted on a winning smile.

To which Bo rolled his eyes. “T-Rex, I’m so close to coming over this table and shaking you until you talk.”

“You’re like a dog on a bone, you know that?”

Bo stuck his chin out and raised a brow. Fuck. Bo’s line-in-the-sand look. No standing against him now.

Lucky heaved out a sigh. “I’m on desk duty.”

Bo gasped, jaw dropping. “Desk duty? Why?”

“Lots of reasons, according to O’Donoghue. Poor performance for one, due to me signing off on the Chastain Pharmaceuticals audit when DEA came in a few hours later and pulled their registration. Which got the state Board of Pharmacy involved and closed their doors.”

“Fuck. But not you. Us.”

“What?”

“Us. You, me, and Loretta all agreed and signed off on the report.” Bo took a bite of his oatmeal without making the face Lucky would have.

“As senior agent, I’m responsible. I’m not pulling you two under the bus with me.”

“What’s the other reasons?”

“He says the powers that be are rethinking Walter hiring me.”

Bo’s spoon clattered to the table. “What the fuck? You’re the best damned agent they have. You’ve proven yourself time and time again. Where does he get off questioning what Walter did? Remember Agent Salters, the guy we met in Virginia? He said your success paved the way for him to redeem himself.” Bo’s scowl could curdle milk. “Has O’Donoghue forgotten that I came into the bureau through Walter Smith’s Second Chance Program? The nerve of the man!”

“There’s another reason.” All the time Lucky spent worried about someone finding out about him and Bo wasn’t wasted effort after all.

“What reason?”

Lucky took a deep breath. Not saying the words didn’t make them less truthful. “O’Donoghue’s questioning our relationship. Said we’re violating policy.”

Wildfire flashed up Bo’s face, shading his skin red. “Sonofabitch! Lucky, we’ve fought that battle. Walter told you we were fine, since you joined the bureau officially after we were already… involved.”

“You know as good as I do O’Donoghue doesn’t need a reason. If he wants me gone, he can do what he wants to.”

“I watch people, and one thing I learned about management is this: a new boss who comes in and starts changing things without first studying what works and what doesn’t is a complete idiot, and also aiming to discredit his predecessor. A man confident in his abilities would never do that.”

Bo had his back. Hopefully he wouldn’t regret it. He knocked back a swig of orange juice like a shot of whiskey. “He’s threatening your job.”

“He even brought up me giving my dad some liver.”

Bo slammed his glass to the table. “That motherfucker.”

“Yeah. If I so much as sneeze he swears it’s a sign of burnout. He cleared out Walter’s office and moved himself in. He’s cleaning house and getting rid of anyone who might try to stop him.”

“What about me and Loretta?”

Crap. Loretta Johnson. “I think he believes if he sends me packing the rest of you will fall into line.”

“He’s wrong,” Bo snapped. “We do our own thinking, and we don’t like him any more than you do.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” The next part of Lucky’s confession hurt the most. “I believe Johnson is on team O’Donoghue.”

Bo let out a strangled gasp. “No! She’d never do that. The woman has nothing but respect for you.”

If only. “I wish I felt the same.” Lucky had never realized how much he’d come to depend on her presence until her betrayal left a big empty hole in his life.

“What has she done to make you distrust her?” Bo kept his voice calm, like he wasn’t asking a question aimed right at Lucky’s insides.

“I’ve already told you she tells O’Donoghue everything I say. She’s also dating Phillip.”

“And helping us out with the boys. Do you really think she’d backstab you? She’s your friend.”

That was what hurt the most. Lucky didn’t have many friends, and she’d wormed her way into the title.

“Would you please go talk to her? Maybe she can help you figure out what’s really going on.”

Lucky wouldn’t bring up Keith’s note. Not now. “I also think someone installed a camera in our cube.” He braced for Bo to accuse him of being paranoid.

Bo polished off the last of his oatmeal and started picking at a plateful of chopped fruit. “A camera is easy enough to find and take care of. And whoever comes sniffing around to find out what happened will leave with regrets. You’re not thinking Keith did it, are you?”

“Oddly enough, no.”

“So, what are you going to do about your job?”

“I don’t know.” Lucky loaded jelly on a piece of toast.

“If he’s saying you’re burned out, make the most of it. Talk to your counselor, then take a leave of absence.”

“O’Donoghue wants to pick the counselor.”

“He’s going too far.”

“I wish Walter was back.”

“Me too. But Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“Worst case, we’ll find a way to make things work. If he fires you, stay home with Todd and Ty. Help Charlotte move. Spend time with your folks.”

Leaving Bo the sole provider? “Our lifestyle needs two incomes.”

“Right now. We could tighten our belts. I told you a while back that I can dance a few nights a week at The Stallion.”

Oh, hell no. Lucky wasn’t going to let Bo do something he hated just to pay the bills. “I’m not sitting on my ass while you work two jobs.”

“I’m just saying, don’t worry. No matter what, we’ll make it.” Bo reached for Lucky’s hand. “We’ll be fine.”

“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”

“No, I wish I did. But I’m here for you for the long haul, so no matter what comes our way, we’ll face it together.”

“I don’t want to drag you with me if I’m going down.”

Bo’s throat worked with the force of his swallow. “Marry me.”

“What?”

“Marry me,” Bo said more firmly. “That solves the fraternization bullshit, because other married couples work there. I’ll be able to add you to my insurance if you find yourself out of work. We’ll also get tax breaks.” He met and held Lucky’s gaze. “Remember how the nurse reacted at the hospital? There’s advantages to us being married.”

Exactly what Lucky wanted, but for the wrong reasons. “No.”

What the fuck? What he wanted wandered into his grasp and he swatted it away? Maybe O’Donoghue was on to something. Lucky had finally lost his ever-loving mind.

“No? Not too long ago you were asking me.” Bo’s voice held only curiosity, not anger.

Lucky still carried the rings in his pocket. Every damned day. “I’m saying no for the same reasons you did. I’m not going to go into marriage as a business deal. Besides, us getting married might mean O’Donoghue fires you too.” His career might be tanking, but he wouldn’t let Bo’s go down the drain on his account. Besides, one of them needed to stick around and be there when Walter returned. When, not if.

“Lucky.”

“Bo.”

Bo’s sigh lasted a full ten seconds. “Okay. You win. Not the time, not the place. Someday.”

Hopefully “someday” didn’t mean “when Hell freezes over.”


Chapter Eleven

Johnson’s Jeep sat in the driveway when they got home, next to Bo’s Durango.

“What’s she doing here?” Lucky growled.

“Wow, I really did fuck you stupid if you forgot she picked Todd up.”

“She could be in there snooping around for O’Donoghue.” Phillip wasn’t much to meet the eye, but somehow, he must’ve pulled the woman over to the dark side.

“If she wanted to snoop she’d probably pick a better time than us due home at any moment.” Bo swung open the car door. “Besides, have you forgotten you gave her a key to the house so she can keep an eye on things if we need her to?”

Damn. Lucky had forgotten. “We need to change the locks. I don’t want her having access to our home.” Speaking of… Lucky locked the car the moment he and Bo shut the doors.

Bo rounded the front of the car, threw an arm around Lucky’s shoulders, and guided him toward the door. “What happened to ‘innocent until proven guilty’? I agree there might be circumstantial evidence, but I wouldn’t write her off without solid proof. We need all the friends we can get right now.”

“We,” not “you,” went a long way toward calming Lucky’s ass down. He wasn’t alone. Bo had his back.

And any other part of Lucky he wanted.

Lucky listened at the front door. No music, no TV, no video games, no talking.

Johnson looked up from the couch when they came in the door. “Oh, hi, y’all. The boys went to bed about ten minutes ago.” She cocked a brow and ran an assessing gaze up and down Lucky’s body, but she didn’t ask about the tattered shirt.

“Where’s your son?” Lucky asked.

“At the apartment. Gran put him to bed.”

“Thanks for everything, Loretta.” Bo gave her a hug as she stood.

“Thank you! I’d never have gotten that bookcase put together on my own.”

She and Lucky hadn’t progressed to casual hugging yet. If she turned out to be a traitor, they wouldn’t. The position put her just right to slam a knife into his back. “Night, Johnson.”

She didn’t comment on him not calling her Rett. Only her friends called her Rett, she’d said. They might not be friends anymore, if they ever were.

***

Lucky rolled over for the hundredth time. Bo wrapped an arm around him, spooning against his back. “I know you have a lot on your mind, but you need to sleep.”

If only. “I want to ask you something.”

“You can ask me anything. What?”

“Lately you’ve been cuffing me for sex. I know you don’t like restraints yourself. Are you doing that just for me?”

Bo’s chuckle caressed Lucky’s ear. “It should’ve been obvious I enjoyed it too.”

Lucky turned, meeting Bo’s gaze in the near darkness. “I don’t want you doing things that make you uncomfortable, even to make me happy.” He amended, “Especially to make me happy.”

“I don’t mind, really.”

“You don’t sacrifice for me, got that?” Lucky stroked Bo’s clenching jaw.

Bo relaxed. “Sorry. At first, I did it to push past my fears, then…” He shrugged. “I kinda get off on having control over you like that.”

“Really?” Oh, dear God. Fantasies formed in Lucky’s mind. The fun they’d have.

“Really. Is that a problem?”

“Only if you do things you’re not comfortable with. Promise me you won’t do that.”

“I won’t.”

Lucky twisted and turned some more, sleep laughing at him and skipping out of reach.

Bo sat up in bed. “I know something that might help.”

“But the boys…”

“Shh… I wasn’t talking about sex. Roll over onto your stomach.”

“I thought you weren’t talking about sex,” Lucky quipped. What the hell was the man up to?

“Trust me.” Bo got up and strolled into the bathroom, returning a moment later. “You’re not on your stomach. Do I have to cuff you again to get you to accept a shoulder massage?”

Massage? Lucky did as told.

Bo climbed onto the bed and positioned himself over Lucky’s ass. The familiar pop of a bottle top broke the quiet. Bo kneaded Lucky’s shoulders. “Now, you’ve asked something of me, I’m going to ask something of you.”

Oh shit. “What?”

Bo dug his knuckles into a knot on Lucky’s back. Lucky let out a groan. “Stop trying to take care of everything. Tell me stuff and let me help.”

***

Being domestic had its bad side: cleaning all day Saturday and doing laundry, but on a positive note, Lucky no longer tripped over discarded shoes, always had clean clothes to wear, and got home-cooked meals.

Bo took the boys to run errands, and hopefully would bring back some kind of greasy fast food he normally didn’t allow in the house. Lucky had a sneaky feeling he’d engineered the time alone for Lucky to get his shit together.

At least while the boys were there Lucky got to eat more pizza. And bacon.

He sat on the back deck, Moose lying beside him, letting out a soft snore. Cat Lucky lounged on the railing, growling every now and then when the neighbor’s beagle came into sight through the missing slat in the privacy fence.

Vibration in his pocket sent him digging a hand in for his phone. Bo must have forgotten something. Unknown number? Nope, not answering.

The vibration stopped. No message popped up. Probably a telemarketer.

The phone rang again, same number. So much for having a day off. He answered, “Harrison,” and braced for someone trying to sell him something.

“Lucky? Oh, thank God!” The undeniable relief in the woman’s voice sent alarm bells clanging in Lucky’s head.

“Who is this?”

“Lisa. From work.”

“Lisa?” Why the hell would she call Lucky and not Bo? “What’s wrong?”

“Look, are you busy? Right now?”

“Not really.” Unless scratching his belly counted.

“Bo’s not around, is he?”

“No.”

A sigh wafted over the phone. “Good. Look, I’m planning a surprise party for his birthday, and I really need to talk to you.”

“Now? Bo’s birthday is weeks away.”

A pause, and then, “I need to do this now. Like, right now.”

Something was going on, and he’d bet good money it wasn’t a surprise party. “Where?”

“Umm… You know where I live, right?”

“Yes.” Or rather, he knew how to find out.

“Can you be here, in say, an hour?”

“Sure.” He tried to sound enthusiastic. There went his leisurely evening. “But tell me this, is something wrong?”

Lisa paused, and, voice taking on a cheerful note, she said, “Great, can’t wait to see you.”

“Should I call the cops?”

She let out a strained giggle. “No, that’s all right. I have plenty of wine.”

What the fuck? She hung up before he could ask more. Her voice hadn’t sounded drunk, but she sure did.

Or rather, she sounded like a woman putting on a performance for someone else. She didn’t want the cops, but she did want Lucky.

Strange.

Lucky dashed into the house and grabbed his laptop. He checked the company file for Lisa’s address, and checked the Internet for satellite images.

Best not go in blind.

***

Lucky parked at a grocery store a half mile away and jogged to Lisa’s neighborhood. Her car and her husband’s truck sat in the driveway. The same cars filled the neighbors’ driveways as of the last satellite check.

He eased into the woods, black clothing—still stained with paintball spatters—hiding him in the shadows. Slowly, slowly, he slunk up to the back of the house. Good thing Lisa didn’t own a dog. Moose would be barking his fool head off by now.

Lights shone from the front windows. Upstairs, blueish dimness gave a soft glow in the front bedroom window. Lucky’s insides gave a twist. The baby’s room, most likely. Whatever made Lisa nervous better not mess with the kid.

Or Lisa.

Oh, hell. Might as well toss in the husband too while in a save the world mood.

Lucky circled the house, pulse throbbing in his ears and Glock at the ready. Not as sturdy and reassuring as his .38, but lighter, easier to conceal, and plenty of stopping power. An overcast evening created early nightfall, helping him avoid detection. Not many people milled about on a Saturday night when thunder rumbled in the distance.

In his younger days he might’ve shimmied up the downspout. He’d put his body through too many beatings in the past few years. Instead he shoved the gun into his shoulder holster and climbed an oak tree with limbs spreading way too close to the upstairs window. He’d have to tell Lisa to get someone in here to remove the easy access to her house.

A partially opened window beckoned. Even if there were security system contacts in place, the open window meant it was deactivated. He listened at the window. Not a sound. He wriggled through. No noises, though the scent of tomato sauce and spices drifted up from the kitchen.

The room he stood in housed toys, a rocking horse, and a playpen, but no crib. A playroom then. If and when Lucky and Bo had kids, they might want to consider a setup like this.

He crept across the room in semidarkness, avoiding squeaky toys and any other items prone to giving away his presence. Lisa likely expected him to pull up in the driveway, and ten minutes remained on the hour she’d allowed for him to arrive.

He inched out to the landing, back against the wall, studying each shadow. Lights from down below illuminated the living room, and shadows across the floor marked the passage of at least two people. Straining his ears revealed three voices: Lisa’s, her husband’s, and someone else’s.

No extra car in the driveway.

Had he been called into a hostage situation?

Timing his footfalls to the conversation, he made his way to the baby’s room. Lisa’s toddler lay in his bed in a blue onesie, thumb in mouth and fast asleep. Cute little tyke. Thank God he was up here and safe instead of down below facing who knew what.

One by one Lucky slipped down the stairs, keeping to the outer edge to avoid loose or squeaky boards—a trick he’d learned in his teenaged years while breaking curfew.

Pausing to take a lay of the land, he tracked three adults in the kitchen. Occasionally Lisa let out a shrill comment. She wasn’t happy with whomever had invaded her home, but she didn’t sound scared.

Lucky crouched and waited outside the kitchen door. He’d sprung traps a whole lot easier three or four years ago. He schooled his breathing, shifting his weight like he’d learned to in the boxing ring.

Whoever pissed Lisa off had a date with his right fist.

The baby squalled. Lisa shot out of the kitchen. Lucky grabbed her and slapped a hand over her mouth.

She struggled.

“Shh… It’s me.” The wailing baby covered Lucky’s words. “Is everything okay?” He released his hold.

“Not really,” she said, “and I’m so sorry to bring you here with so much cloak and dagger, but he”—she hiked a thumb toward the kitchen— “wouldn’t take no for an answer or let me tell you the truth.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

“About time you got here,” a voice drawled from the doorway.

Lucky froze.


Chapter Twelve

Lisa shot up the stairs toward her child and Lucky spun, aiming his gun at the last man he’d expected to see.

Despite the venom in his words, Keith wasn’t sneering or smirking, his normal facial expressions when around Lucky.

“What the…”

Keith put a finger to his lips, held out a familiar device, and made twirling motions with his finger.

Did the asshat think Lucky low enough to bug their conversations? Keith specialized in surveillance, Lucky in everything else. Besides, he didn’t even know they were going to meet.

Whipping his head around to keep eyes on his nemesis, he turned, arms out to the side, but gun still at the ready.

Keith ran the wand up and down his body. Nothing. Lucky expected no less.

“How about you?” Whatever the hell Keith wanted couldn’t be good.

The greasy stain on the SNB surrendered the wand. “Nothing on me.” He placed his hands on his head and allowed Lucky to swipe him down.

“Why are you here?” Lucky asked. “Couldn’t you just speak to me at work or in the gym? Send an e-mail? Call me?”

Keith shook his head. “No one saw me come here, and since you didn’t enter through the front door, I’m guessing the same about you. I wanted to meet face to face, and iPhones are easy enough to monitor.”

Maybe the guy possessed more brains than Lucky gave him credit for. “Mind telling me what this is about?” Lucky waved the wand in the air.

Staring down four or five inches to make eye contact, Keith murmured, “Someone’s watching you.”

“You mean, other than you?” Lucky had no intention of sharing information about O’Donoghue’s lapdogs. No sharing info until Keith brought something worthwhile to the table. Yeah, he’d tipped Lucky off about a possible cube camera, but nothing solid.

Cabinet doors opening and closing in the kitchen gave away the location of Lisa’s husband. The baby no longer cried, but Lisa didn’t return.

Keith collapsed against the wall. “You have no reason to trust me, but hear me out, okay?”

“I’m listening.” Not that the shithead would say anything Lucky wanted to hear.

“The morning Walter collapsed he’d called you into his office to discuss the DEA findings on a place you’d given a positive report.” Keith’s gaze never wavered. “I was scheduled out of the office and wanted to witness the smackdown you were sure to get, so I installed a camera in the corner of Walter’s office.”

“You what?” The little shit had a bruising coming.

Keith waved his hands to stave off any blows Lucky planned to aim his way. “Let me say what I need to, all right? If not for me, then for Walter.”

“Don’t you dare…”

The man in more trouble than he realized stepped back. “I put a camera in his office, and it’s too late to do anything about it.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a flash drive. “I think you need to see this.”

Lucky narrowed his gaze. “What is it?”

“Just watch it, okay?”

Lucky rolled the device over in his hand. Just a flash drive, nothing more, though Lucky ran the wand over it in case. “Is that all?”

“No. Seems I’m missing some equipment. At first I thought you raided me, until I checked my cameras.”

If Lucky raided him, the asshole would never know. “You watch your own folks?”

“How else will I know what they’re up to? Anyway, I found someone wandering around surveillance who shouldn’t be there.”

“Who?”

“One of O’Donoghue’s guys.”

“What’s missing?”

“A necklace fitting.”

Who the hell stole necklaces? “Microphone?”

“Yeah. Designed to fit into something pretty for the female ops. Hadn’t gotten a chance to test it yet.”

The heat of Lucky’s glare should’ve sent Keith up in flames. “Why are you helping me? I thought you hated me.”

Keith let out a snort. “I do hate you, but Walter Smith is the SNB. If someone’s fucking with either one of them, you’re sonofabitch enough to stop them.”

Damned skippy. “As Bo might say, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’” Lucky and Keith would never be friends.

“No.” Keith shook his head, lips in a thin line. “In this case, the enemy of my enemy is my weapon. By the way, keep Schollenberger out of this as much as possible.”

Lucky bristled at Keith daring to say Bo’s name. “Why?” One wrong word and he’d remove some teeth.

“Think about it, and don’t hit me. As much as I love the man, best case scenario, Walter only has a few more good years with the bureau. Rumor has it the brass has been encouraging him to quit.” Keith leaned in and lowered his voice.

Lucky took an involuntary step back.

Keith scowled. “Rumor also has it that O’Donoghue’s planning to transfer from DEA to SNB. Some of us in the department think he plans to take over permanently.”

“Oh, hell, no,” Lucky growled.

One side of Keith’s mouth lifted. “Believe it or not, for once the entire department except for one or two idiots agrees with you. Sadly, we’re lacking in agents with the proper qualifications and backing to stand a chance at landing the job.”

“Why are we even talking about this? Walter’s gonna be fine. He’ll be back.”

“Would you shut up already? Even you don’t believe that. Not really. Though Schollenberger came to us much like you did, he’s got a clean slate now, holds a PharmD degree, is proven in the field, and is well liked. Although he doesn’t have seniority, he stands the best chance of being Walter’s replacement if they fill the position from within.”

What? Bo? The boss? What would that do to their relationship? If Lucky was Bo’s direct report…

“Don’t worry about it right now.” Keith nodded toward the flash drive in Lucky’s hand. “Watch the video.”

Lucky held the flash drive up to his nose and turned it over. Nothing special. A dozen just like it sat in the drawer of his desk. “What am I looking for?”

“I could tell you, but then you’d be looking only for that and might miss something important I didn’t see.”

No way would Lucky admit how much sense the man made.

Keith strode a few paces away and turned. “Oh, and Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

He nodded toward the wand. “Keep that. I have a feeling you’re gonna need it. And one more thing.”

“What?”

“Don’t trust anybody.”

“Never have, never will.”

“Good. I’m counting on you being a total bastard. To keep one of us in the know, I’m pretending to be on board with O’Donoghue, but I’ve got Walter’s back. Remember that in days to come.” Keith slunk into the shadows, leaving Lucky with more questions than answers. A moment later a door closed in the back of the house.

***

The flash drive burned a hole in Lucky’s pocket, but with Bo and the boys home when he got there, he didn’t dare disappear into the bedroom with his laptop.

He wolfed down his spaghetti and garlic bread—Todd’s first, rather successful attempt at cooking—picked at his salad, and tapped his foot through the movie Bo picked.

When the rest of the house fell quiet, Lucky slipped out of bed and into the living room. He grabbed his laptop bag from by the front door and headed out to the deck, Moose and Cat Lucky on his heels.

Crickets sang in the grass, and the scent of seared meat hung on the air, coming from the direction of the neighbor’s yard.

He fired up his laptop and shoved the flash drive into the port.

Anger rose as he watched the scene unfold in Walter’s office. Walter entered, sat behind his desk and set down a file. A cup of coffee waited on the desk.

He watched himself enter the office and sit down.

All appeared normal until Walter took a sip of coffee. Lucky’s eyes burned and a boulder lodged in his throat. What if he hadn’t been there?

Walter collapsed onto the floor, Lucky not quite fast enough to stop his fall.

The desk partially hid the team’s efforts to save him.

Team. A word he’d once despised.

Paramedics took Walter away on a gurney, Bo, Lucky, and Johnson filed out, and then the office remained empty.

What had Keith intended for him to see? Despite the knife twisting in his heart and his anger at Keith for installing the camera, he replayed the video clip again and again.

What was he missing?

He slowed the video, watching frame by frame, snorting in disgust when he reached the end and still hadn’t found anything noteworthy.

And then…

He paused the video, backed up the action, and started again. Shadows fell across the walls of Walter’s empty office. Barely distinguishable to the eye, a frame jumped.

Lucky watched again. The frame repeated the jump. He studied the before and after. The shadows were longer in the “after” version and…

Oh, God.

The coffee cup and file were missing from Walter’s desk.

He’d forgotten about the fucking file.


Chapter Thirteen

At one time Lucky answered to nobody and kept his own secrets. Now he could barely look Bo in the eyes for fear he’d drag his lover into his own personal hell.

Best to keep the distance and shield him as much as possible. Bo didn’t fully believe his suspicions about Johnson, and he wouldn’t believe Lucky and Keith were kinda, sorta collaborating.

For Walter. Only for Walter.

“Why don’t you take the boys out and hunt floofballs or something?” Lucky asked around noon on Sunday.

Bo raised a brow, but in the end herded Todd and Ty out the door, phones in hand, to pursue their favorite non-couch potato video game. Although Lucky didn’t understand the rules, at least the pursuit of pokey-whatevers got the three of them out of the house.

The more he thought over his last case, the more things didn’t make sense.

He’d love to have someone with him, but better to keep Bo out of things, and doubts remained about Johnson. The missing cup and file. The case. Somehow the two were related.

He made the call on his own and set up an appointment.

***

Lucky checked behind him but couldn’t see a tail. Didn’t mean there wasn’t one, just that they’d gotten better at their job.

He drove to the outskirts of Atlanta, to a nice neighborhood, but hardly the plush place he’d expected.

Chastain opened the door of a modest home—modest for the owner of a successful pharmaceutical company.

“Mr. Harrison?” Chastain held out his hand, though he didn’t smile. “Come in, please.”

Lucky shook the guy’s hand and went inside. This visit might be considered a conflict of interest, since he wasn’t here in an official capacity. What O’Donoghue didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Or, rather, it might. Real soon, if Lucky had his way.

“Thanks for meeting with me.” The house smelled nice, some kind of floral scent. Lucky followed Chastain into the living room.

“Can I get you something? Soft drink? Beer?”

Lucky shook his head and sank down onto a black couch a couple of cows had given their lives for—there he went thinking like vegetarian Bo—and leaned back to appear casual, like he’d seen Walter do many times to put people at ease and not on their guard.

The better to extract information.

Chastain sat across from him on a chair, wearing a pair of shorts and a polo shirt. “I don’t know what else I can tell you that I haven’t already told the DEA. My attorney advised against seeing you, but you were there. You know we followed the code of federal regulations to a T.”

He’d checked with his lawyer before seeing Lucky? Proved he had sense. Even against the advice of legal counsel he agreed to the meeting. Which meant he had nothing to hide, in Lucky’s experience. “Do you remember the name of the DEA agent who came to see you?”

“Umm…” Chastain rolled his eyes upward and rested a fingertip on his chin. “Not at the moment. I’m afraid all my notes are at the office.”

“That’s fine, but I’m curious to know the name.”

“If I think of it, I’ll tell you.”

“Right before they came, did you hire any new employees who had access to the shipments or paperwork?” Lucky clutched at straws, but even a blind squirrel found an acorn every now and again.

A muscle twitched in the man’s jaw. “We’ve been expanding the business, so new faces are normal. There’s probably three or four in the office with access who’ve been there less than a year. But we perform thorough background checks.”

Uh-huh. Lucky offered living proof of background checks being altered. If the man researched him he’d find a squeaky-clean record, with no mention of a ten-year sentence for conspiracy in connection with drug trafficking. “Anybody suspicious?”

“I’ve been shut down for something I didn’t do.” Chastain grimaced and let out a harsh exhale. “Only a handful of my employees aren’t under suspicion.”

Lucky had approved the supply chain security himself. Someone deliberately planned to sabotage Chastain’s operation. “Do you mind if I ask if you were working on something important? Something a competitor might like to ensure never saw the light of day?”

All expression dropped from the man’s face. After a moment he closed his eyes and sighed. “We tried to keep it a secret until we received FDA approval, but we’ve developed a new oral insulin. Works like the long acting insulins, but no injections and half the blood sugar monitoring. It’ll revolutionize diabetes treatment.”

Holy shit! Lucky didn’t have Bo’s pharmaceutical knowledge, but even a narcotics agent specializing in diversion prevention recognized the importance of such a breakthrough.

“FDA assigned the prototype breakthrough drug status to speed up the approval process, which is why we asked you in to ensure we’d meet requirements. If all went well, it’d be on the market in less than a year.”

Lucky whistled. “You’ll make a fortune.”

Chastain gave a rueful laugh and opened his eyes, meeting Lucky’s gaze. “Maybe. But my father is diabetic. I’ve seen him jab himself every day, sometimes three or four times. The pain, the bruising, the nausea... I’m doing this for him.”

He wasn’t simply chasing the money? “Can you think of anyone who’d want to stand in your way?”

Chastain snorted. “Any manufacturer currently making diabetic drugs or supplies. This product will take a lot of dollars out of competitors’ pockets. Or add to them, if they could get their hands on it.”

“Who?”

“Let me show you.” Chastain picked up a tablet computer off the coffee table, punched a few buttons, and turned the screen toward Lucky.

Lucky let out a low whistle. Daaaaaaaamn! Billion-dollar corporations likely shook in their collective boots because of a family-run organization without the aid of outside stockholders. They were right to be afraid.

Two in particular caught his eye: a big fish, and a really big fish, or rather, a shark.

Chastain returned the computer to the table, propped his elbows on his knees, and laced his fingers in front of his face. “While I want this mostly for my father, the company sank so much into developing this drug, we’re in serious trouble if we can’t finish what we started.”

“How far are you in development?” If only he’d brought Bo. Bo would know far more what the new drug meant for Chastain—and the competitors.

“We’re doing human testing.”

Wow! “That close?”

Chastain let out a bitter laugh. “Close, but not close enough.”

Pieces started falling into place. “Let me ask you something. Have any large pharmaceutical companies tried to buy your company?”

“We’ve been fighting off hostile takeover attempts for years, one of the reasons we’ve steered clear of becoming a publicly traded company. We’re a family-run business. Some of our employees are second and third generation. We want to stay a place where sons and daughters work the same jobs as their parents and make a decent living.”

Built-in loyalty. A noble goal, but not very practical. “Thank you. You’ve given me a lot to work with.”

“Are you going to get our doors open again?” Had anyone ever spoken to Lucky before with such hope?

Lucky couldn’t promise anything at this point. “I wish I could. For the moment I’d settle for proving you were set up. Any number of folks have a lot to gain by putting you out of business.”

Chastain nodded, rubbing a hand over his chin stubble. “I appreciate your helping me, but why? Are you trying to save face since the DEA pretty much said you didn’t know what you were talking about when you cleared us?”

Ouch! Direct hit! “Mr. Chastain. I’m not altruistic, never have been, never will be.” Was that the right word? “But I know right from wrong.” Walter wouldn’t stand for this man and his company suffering. Without a doubt, even though he’d downplayed the incident, Walter must have been asking questions. He had quite a long reach.

While Lucky saw part of the folder’s contents, he hadn’t seen it all. Someone had wanted to keep him from it badly enough to steal, and take Walter out of the picture—maybe permanently.

Walter must’ve asked all the right questions to all the wrong people. If Lucky had read the rest of the report instead of just the beginning would he now be lying in a hospital bed too? Or worse?

“I’ll let you know if I find anything out. Right now, there’s something I need to do.”

***

Lucky had only driven two miles before he picked up a tail. He hoped they didn’t mind boredom. The hospital parking lot was quite full when he got there, Sunday being a high visitation day.

Heart pounding in his chest, he made his way to Walter’s room.

Mrs. Smith beamed at him. “Lucky, what perfect timing! Look!” She stepped aside.

Walter Smith stood by the side of the bed, gripping the bed rails with both hands.

Hallelujah!

“Boss?”

Walter raised rheumy eyes. Not a bit of recognition shone in their depths.

***

Walter lay in bed, lightly snoring. Standing must’ve worn him out.

His body still worked, but maybe not his mind.

“Mrs. Smith, did Walter happen to mention any cases he might have been involved with, particularly with the DEA?” No matter how close they were, he still couldn’t bring himself to call her “Lucy” or “Lucille.” She’d always be “Mrs. Smith” to him, the way he’d been raised to address his elders.

“No. He’s spoken about retiring lately, but he never made a habit of talking about work to me.”

Lucky’d been afraid of that. He needed answers, and Walter wasn’t in any shape to give them.

***

Lucky used his personal computer at home, unwilling to risk who might have access to his work searches. At one time he’d have been untraceable, but with new technology coming along every day, he’d gotten out of touch.

He read the trade magazines, searched the FDA and DEA websites, and logged on to his favorite pharmaceutical newsletter.

Fuck.

An unexplained fire took out Chastain’s big fish competitor.

Which left the shark.

Forsyth Pharmaceuticals.


Chapter Fourteen

Lucky’s laptop threatened to slide into his groin but the Adirondack chair on the deck was his best hope for privacy without offending someone. He ignored the weeds in the lawn almost as well as his teenaged weeders did, choosing to think of dandelions as decorations instead of flaws in his haste to open the file.

He watched Keith’s video for the twentieth time. Someone went through a lot of trouble to alter the content. What was it about the cup and the file?

Why not simply make the evidence disappear? Who even knew of its existence?

Someone found out Keith planted the camera. Someone from surveillance. Lucky knew Keith and Rogers. The rest were hardly blips on his radar.

Keith would’ve questioned the loss of the video. For that matter, what if Keith doctored the video himself for some reason?

No, the guy might be an asshole, but he’d been genuinely concerned. He’d be watching his own people.

Rogers. Following Lucky. How he’d love to beat the truth out of the motherfucker. Without proof of wrongdoing, O’Donoghue would have his badge for sure.

So many things could’ve caused Walter’s attack, or so the doctor said, a few more Lucky could add. Some so potent one sip could kill.

Someone put something in Walter’s cup. Or something else.

Or on it. Why would anyone want to hurt Walter?

The same reason they’d stick Lucky on desk duty—to get him out of the way.

The video began with Walter entering the office. The cup already sat on the desk. Surely Lisa hadn’t brought Walter a poisoned cup. As much as he hated Keith for installing a camera with the hopes of recording Lucky’s downfall, now he wished the guy had started filming earlier, though the camera might have been motion activated.

Which explained the blip. Someone cut themselves out of the scene.

Walter read from a file. Where’d it come from?

Oh, Walter brought it in with him.

Bo stepped out onto the deck. “I brought you some coffee.”

Lucky snapped the laptop closed and forced a smile. “Thanks.”

Bo handed Lucky the coffee, sank down into the other Adirondack chair and focused his gaze on Lucky’s laptop.

“Care to talk about it?”

“No.” It hurt Lucky’s heart to keep secrets from his partner, but Bo had enough to worry about already. Then there was Keith’s warning.

Bo ran a hand through his hair. “Whatever it is, you know you can talk to me, right?”

“Yeah.” Bo knew Lucky too well to fall for fake reassurances. Lucky tried anyway.

“Something’s bothering you. It’s not still O’Donoghue, is it?”

“No.” With so many other things going on, Lucky had barely thought of the devil turning SNB into Hell all weekend.

Stubborn chin lift in five, four, three, two… There it came, proving Bo had no intention of letting Lucky get away with half-truths.

“It’s this whole thing with Walter.” Lucky placed the coffee cup on the floor beside the chair. “I went to see him today. He actually stood up for a bit.”

“Really? That’s awesome.” Bo’s face lit up. “I told you he’d be fine.”

“He’s not fine.” Lucky chewed his bottom lip. “He didn’t recognize me.”

Bo covered Lucky’s hand with his own. “I know how much it hurts you, not seeing him at work. Trust me, it’ll be okay. He’ll be back. You’ll see.” Bo didn’t lie, straight arrow that he was. But in this, he couldn’t possibly know.

“I’d love to believe you.” Lucky’s voice came out strained.

“Then believe me.”

“You sound so sure.”

“I am.”

Unspoken words caused a knot in his chest. This was Lucky’s partner, the man he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. “Walter’s attack wasn’t from natural causes.”

“What makes you say that?”

He shouldn’t, he really shouldn’t, especially since Keith warned him to keep Bo out of this mess as much as possible, but he needed Bo’s insight. Lucky opened his laptop.

Bo studied the video six times and turned to Lucky, face ashen. “I think you’re right. Where did you get this?” He gave Lucky a hardened gaze. “You didn’t plant cameras in the boss’s office, did you?”

“What? No! I wouldn’t do that! Not to Walter.” Not to Bo either. Anyone else and all bets were off. Bo didn’t ask again where he’d gotten the video. “The video just sorta… happened, and I wound up with a copy.” Please let Bo not ask too many questions.

Bo stared at Lucky a long moment, then deflated some. “So, the coffee cup was there when Walter arrived, he brought the file in with him, and now both are missing.” Bo pursed his lips, stared out over the back yard, and finally raised a finger. “Excuse me a moment.”

He pulled his phone from his pocket, hit a few buttons, and held the device to his ear. “Hi, Lisa. Look, I have a question. Do you get Walter coffee in the mornings? No? Oh, nothing. Just asking. I’ll tell you more later.”

They carried on a few moments of mumbled conversation.

Bo returned the phone to his pocket. “Lisa says Walter usually bought coffee from a coffee shop. She doesn’t know who brought the cup.”

A plain white mug. Like the ones stored in the break room for anyone to use.

Lucky braced himself for an argument. “There’s only a handful of people with access to Walter’s office, and not many could get in and out without comment.”

Bo drummed his fingertips against his thigh. “He’s usually early to work, and didn’t make a face when he drank, so the coffee likely wasn’t cold. Someone had recently brought it.”

“Who do we know that shows up early?”

Bo grabbed his phone. “Lisa, sorry to bother you again, but can you tell me if anyone came in early the day Walter had to be rushed to the hospital? No? That’s quite all right. Thanks.” He closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Dead end. Lisa doesn’t get to work until eight, and spends time setting up the mail room, so any number of people could have come in.”

Keith knew about the missing cup, likely he’d used all the technology at his disposal. There were no cameras in the elevator, too few in the parking garage.

Any number of people could have come in early to spend time at the gym before work. Employee badge readings fell to surveillance. Given the missing camera footage, if Lucky asked for records, he’d tip people off about his suspicions, and likely get bullshit for his trouble.

Besides, Keith would have checked those records too. He might be an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid or he wouldn’t work for Walter.

“Okay, out with it.” Bo glared hot enough to melt lead. “What else have you been up to?”

“What makes you think I’ve been up to something?” Lucky shot back.

Bo arched an eyebrow. “Umm… Because I know you?”

“Oh, right.” Lucky filled him in on the fire-stricken company, his suspicions about Forsyth. He left out his meeting with Chastain. Might as well save something for later.

“Are you telling me you think the Chastain case and Walter’s attack are related?” Bo scratched his head. “To what end? What’s the connection? I can see why a competitor would want Chastain out of the way, but where does Walter fit in?”

“Think about it. The missing file was about the Chastain case, and Boss Man was talking to me when he picked up the cup. It was no secret we had a meeting. Hell, even Keith knew.”

“Keith? What’s he got to do with this?”

Oops! Had Lucky said that out loud? “I’ll tell you later. Anyway, there was something in that file someone didn’t want us to know about. You gotta admit, the DEA boys are up each other’s asses at work. O’Donoghue, Phillip, and Landry. Rogers is one of ours, but brown-noses O’Donoghue so badly if O’Donoghue stopped suddenl—”

Bo held up a hand. “Stop. That’s a mental image I don’t need. Now, who’s in our corner?”

“You, me, Lisa”—Lucky paused— “Keith. Maybe a few others. Though I’m guessing with all the assignments designed to keep you out of the office, they’re counting on you to be a company man.”

Bo leaned closer and captured Lucky’s chin in his hand. “I’m your man. Regardless of how hard-assed you try to be, you’ve got good instincts. Walter trusts ‘em, I trust ‘em. What do you want me to do?”

Now came the hard part, asking the man he loved to do something he totally wouldn’t do himself. “Let them keep believing you live and breathe the SNB. Suck up to them. Find out what you can.”

***

Where had the summer gone? Charlotte better get her ass back soon or Lucky would be moving Todd into his college dorm without her.

While he normally would be lounging at home, or maybe finally taking Bo hiking or something, a day off meant another chance to visit Walter.

It took all of Lucky’s self-control not to latch onto Bo like a lifeline. He hated hospitals. He’d spent too much time in them over the years.

For Walter. He’d keep putting one foot in front of the other for Walter. Having Bo at his side helped, though their fingers merely brushing together wasn’t quite the contact he wanted.

What the hell was wrong with him? He didn’t have to hide. Wouldn’t hide. He’d spent too many years hiding. Besides, he kinda wanted to scream to the world, “This awesome man is mine, and fuck you if you don’t like it!”

With a question in his eyes, he laced his fingers with Bo’s. Bo gave him a smile and squeezed his hand.

Now he could conquer the world.

As soon as Walter recovered. And O’Donoghue and his minions slunk off back to where they’d come from.

And he restored Chastain’s, and his own, good name.

Most people coming and going were too busy to notice them—talking on cellphones, chatting with those they walked with, or, in the case of one young woman, herding a passel of young ‘uns.

An older woman eyed their hands, then their faces, averted her eyes, and scurried away.

One man shot them a dirty look. “Really? There are families here.”

Lucky snarled, “We are family,” and kept on going.

If Asshat didn’t want to see two men holding hands, he shouldn’t look. Or better yet, stay in his own damned house where he could convince himself that the rest of the world needed to conform to his own narrow-minded thinking.

Bo stroked a hand down Lucky’s back. “Some people are rude. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

What? Bo saying such while the man could hear them? Bo’s manners had definitely rubbed off on Lucky. Seemed like Lucky returned the favor with a dose of speaking his mind.

Walter lay in bed, much like he’d been on Lucky’s last visit. His color looked good. Breathing even.

Breathing. Walter, on the floor, lips blue, struggling for breath.

Much like Bo had looked in Mexico when he’d overdosed.

Overdosed.

All symptoms pointed to overdose.

Someone had drugged Walter, nearly killing him.

God have mercy on the mutherfuckers, because Lucky wouldn’t.

Walter snuffled a few times and his eyes popped open. For a moment the gesture didn’t register. Then…

“Walter!” Lucky rushed closer.

Walter glanced from Lucky to Bo and a slight smile crawled across his face. “Bo. Lucky.” His voice came out hoarse, but Lucky heard his own name.

Yes! Nothing ever sounded better.

He clasped Walter’s reaching hand between his own. His eyes burned. “You’re awake!” And aware. While he’d love to ask the boss a million questions, he’d have to go slow. No telling how much, if anything, Walter remembered.

Bo squeezing Lucky’s shoulder gave him strength. He held his mentor’s hand, soaking up the warmth of his lover at his back. He’d spoken true to the jerk in the lobby: they were family.

“H… how’s things at… at…” Walter’s brow furrowed.

“Work?” Bo supplied.

Walter’s worried frown eased. “Yes. Work.”

“Okay.” Walter didn’t need to know about O’Donoghue’s takeover attempt. But man, Lucky’d love to see the fuckwad’s face when he dropped the bomb about Walter’s progress.

Only… What would happen if O’Donoghue knew about Walter recovering? It wasn’t likely for O’Donoghue to come check on the man he tried to replace.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better.” Walter’s words held a touch of a slur. That he spoke at all meant he wasn’t brain damaged, right?

“Do you remember what happened?”

Wrinkles deepened on Walter’s forehead. “Happened? Something happened?”

Bo patted Lucky’s shoulder. Lucky took the hint and stopped his line of questioning. “I saw your missus the other day.”

Walter gave him a fond smile. “She was here.”

With every short answer, Lucky’s heart fell. It dragged the floor by the time he left.

***

Bo went down to bring the car around while Lucky said goodbye to Walter. “You get better, old man. I miss you.”

Walter clung tightly to Lucky’s hand. “Do you have to go?”

Did he? Walter’s pleading eyes pulled at his heartstrings. “I have to go feed two starving wolves disguised as my nephews.” If they hadn’t already gnawed their way through the cupboard. Had he eaten so much at their age? Yeah, probably.  “I’ll come see you tomorrow.”

“You do that, Son.”

Son. Such an innocent word that could mean so little or so much. Made Lucky warm all over. “See you tomorrow, Dad.” Nothing said he couldn’t have two fathers.

***

Bo hadn’t fooled Lucky for an instant—he’d engineered a chance for Lucky to be alone with Walter. Who knew all those years ago, when Lucky first scowled at Walter in the visiting area of the Durham Correctional Center, that he’d come to love the man?

Lucky hopped into the Camaro Bo had pulled up outside the exit. “You okay?” Bo asked.

Was he? “I will be.”

“The effects are likely temporary. Walter will get better every day, you’ll see.” Bo’s tight smile cut Walter’s chances to nil. No, Bo had said he’d get better, so damn it, Walter had to fully recover.

“I’m just glad he’s still alive.” Whatever it took, Lucky would guarantee the Smiths lacked for nothing.

Bo laced the fingers of his free hand with Lucky’s. “Me too.”

They didn’t say much on the way home until Bo pulled into the empty driveway.  “Where’s your Durango?”

“I gave Todd money this morning and loaned him the keys so he could take his brother shopping. He needed things for his dorm room, and Ty needed a pair of tennis shoes. Thought we might want some time alone after we visited the hospital. They cut the Smiths’ grass earlier today.”

Lucky glared at Bo. “You knew he’d begun speaking again, didn’t you?”

Bo lowered his gaze. “Yes, but I hoped he’d have improved some since I talked to Mrs. Smith.”

Together they trudged up to the front door. Lucky unlocked and turned the doorknob, and promptly hit the floor. “Ack! Moose, you monster, get off of me!”

Bo let out a laugh. “That’s why I let you go first.” He stepped over Lucky and grabbed the dog’s collar, leading him to the back yard. “C’mon, Moose. A man can take only so much slobber.”

Moose’s tail swung back and forth, crashing into Cat Lucky snoozing on the chair arm. The cat hissed.

“Kids.” Bo opened the door and let the dog outside.

Lucky picked himself up off the floor. When Bo needed incentive to get off the couch, Lucky should’ve gotten a chihuahua.

Bo strode into the kitchen, washed up, and pulled a few vegetables out of the refrigerator. “Would you mind feeding the dog and cat while I fix dinner?”

“Sure.” All Lucky wanted to do was wrap himself around Bo and stay there forever. However, whining from the back yard offered a call to duty. When a one hundred twenty-pound dog wanted dinner, you fed him. The cat too, or he might smother Bo and Lucky in their bed.

When he slid open the back door, Moose barreled inside. Grabbing the doorframe kept Lucky on his feet. Bo yelped from the kitchen, probably felled by a four-footed missile. “Damn it, Moose! Lucky, I meant for you to feed him outside.”

Lucky ran into the kitchen and hauled Bo off the floor. “Sorry ‘bout that.” He reached into the pantry and pulled out a bag of dog food nearly as big as himself. Moose sat in front of him, tail slapping against the cabinet.

Bo washed his hands and resumed fixing dinner. “That dog is going to be the death of me.”

Lucky lured the pets outside with bowls of kibble.

Plates and glasses sat on the table when he returned. Warmth from the oven and the scent of spices hinted at who knew what, but his mouth watered.

“Sit.” Bo gestured toward the dining room table. What? They weren’t eating in the kitchen?

Lucky washed up and took his usual seat. Or rather, his usual seat when they bothered with the dining room at all.

Bo didn’t smile, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. He fussed around the oven a bit and brought bowls to the table. Salad and some kind of not-meat fritter that still managed to be tasty. With ketchup.

One more trip to the kitchen and Bo returned with a bottle of wine.

“Wine?” They hadn’t drunk much wine since they’d returned from their near-fatal adventure in Mexico.

“It’s a special occasion.”

Lucky wracked his brain. It wasn’t the day they met, was it? Bo’s birthday? No. They had a few weeks left before then. “What occasion?” May Bo let Lucky live if he’d forgotten some milestone in their relationship.

Bo worked magic with a corkscrew and poured them each a glass of wine. “It’s the day you realize you’re not alone and let me take part of the burden.”

Lucky shut Bo up the best way he could, grabbing the back of his neck and pulling him in, locking their mouths together. He shoved all the things he couldn’t say into the dance of tongue on tongue.

Bo moaned into his mouth and drew back. “The boys won’t be back for a while. What say we take advantage of this alone time?”

Lucky fought the temptation to bend Bo over the nearest surface or take him hard and fast on the kitchen floor. With the thoughts in his head swirling around and around, he needed something more.

Grasping Bo by the hand, Lucky led him into their bedroom, closed and locked the door out of habit. He joined them at the mouth, pressing his tongue against Bo’s, taking Bo into his arms.

Bo matched him stroke for stroke, his hard length pressed against Lucky’s thigh. Holding the kiss, Lucky unbuttoned Bo’s shirt.

He slipped the soft cotton over Bo’s shoulders, sending the shirt to the floor. Every bit of Bo’s chest cried out for Lucky’s fingers to trace the nipples, comb through the whorls of hair. The strong muscles of his back also called.

Lucky stepped back, running his hands from Bo’s shoulder down to his chest and followed the trail with his mouth.

Down and down he wandered, falling to his knees and mouthing Bo’s cock through his khaki pants.

Bo moaned, pushing against Lucky’s mouth. Lucky slid Bo’s zipper down and buried his face in Bo’s groin, breathing in his partner’s comforting scent. He pulled out Bo’s cock and took him deep, moaning around his mouthful.

Bo dug his fingers into the short strands of Lucky’s hair, thrusting in a stuttered rhythm.

Lucky looked up, watching Bo’s face, eyes closed, face serene as Lucky brought him pleasure.

As much as he hated to, he pulled off. Bo let out a disappointed groan.

Lucky rose to his feet, rejoining their mouths. He pulled away long enough to slip his T-Shirt over his head. He and Bo attacked each other’s pants and toed off their shoes.

One good shove to the center of Bo’s chest sent him backward, tumbling onto the bed. Lucky climbed onto the mattress, over Bo. How long had it been since he took his time, loved his man properly? Too many hours lately had been spent worrying, trying so hard to be everything to everybody.

With Bo he didn’t have to be anyone but himself. Once he’d craved freedom, from relationships, the SNB, from his past. From prison.

Funny how he’d found all he didn’t even know he needed in one straight-laced, college-educated ex-Marine, so very different from himself.

Seeing himself in Bo’s eyes, the love shining there, the understanding, made him wonder for the millionth time what such a good man saw in him.

Whatever the attraction, he’d do his best to keep Bo smiling.

He dragged his lips over Bo’s, over his face, his neck, his ears. Bo rolled his head to the side, giving Lucky more room to play on his neck. Lucky rocked his hips, their cocks together.

Skin to skin, breath mingling, his chest filled to bursting. He’d never believed in love for himself. Never thought he’d want to be with one man.

Bo had waltzed in, wanting permanence, a home, kids.

But not marriage—until he wanted to prove a point.

Bo had been right the first time. They didn’t need words or a piece of paper to bind them together.

Lucky pressed a kiss to Bo’s shoulder, a silent “I love you.” The mark he raised at the base of Bo’s neck meant, “I need you.”

With the trail of kisses he peppered over Bo’s chest while wriggling southward, he conveyed, “Don’t ever leave me.”

When he took Bo’s cock between his lips again, all other thoughts drifted away. Bo’s scent, the glide of loose skin over hardness, the drop of liquid at the tip, all distracted him in a way only Bo could.

He took Bo from tip to root and back again, Bo cheering him on with “Oh, God, yeah!” and writhing on the sheets. Bo stared down at Lucky, the visual contact of gaze on gaze more intimate than any sexual encounter with someone else. Holding the base of Bo’s cock with one hand, Lucky meshed the fingers of his free hand with Bo’s.

Bo clasped his fingers, eyes drifting closed.

The tightening of Bo’s muscles gave warning, but before Bo came, he pushed Lucky away. “No.”

“What the h—”

Bo cut off Lucky’s words by bodily dragging him up the bed and flinging him onto his back on the mattress. Oh! Forceful.

Lucky liked.

Bo rummaged through the nightstand and returned. Joining their mouths in a bruising display of passion, Bo popped a top and rubbed wet fingers against Lucky’s hole.

Lucky certainly bottomed a lot lately.

He wouldn’t complain.

Instead he groaned, welcoming Bo’s fingers into his body. Just for a moment though, enough to get him wet. He wrapped a hand around Bo’s wrist and growled, “No. I want the burn.”

Bo obliged, settling between Lucky’s legs and driving in.

Lucky breathed through the momentary discomfort. Bo paused, staring down at him with questioning eyes.

In answer, Lucky pushed back, gradually relaxing and the pressure turning to pleasure. Twisting his hands in the sheets, he met Bo’s next stroke, not thinking, only feeling.

Bo, sliding into and out of him, the sweep of thigh against thigh, the tightening of Bo’s nipples beneath Lucky’s fingertips.

Brushing their tongues together, catching Bo’s cries in his mouth, Lucky gave himself over completely. Snaking a hand between their bodies, he stroked himself to the beat of Bo’s thrusts.

Tension built, that sweet, sweet moment when he hovered on the edge—then tipped over into bliss.

“God, I love you,” Bo cried out. He sank in to the hilt and stilled his hips, muscles rigid and holding his weight off Lucky on trembling arms.

Lucky jerked, slickness forming between their bellies. Bo let out a heavy groan as Lucky tightened around his cock.

They shuddered together, riding wave after wave.

Bo pressed his forehead to Lucky’s, and in a breathless whisper, said, “I love you.”

Lucky answered by hooking his legs over Bo’s thighs, taking Bo’s face between his hands. He skated his lips over Bo’s, slowly, slowly, then opened his mouth and invited Bo in. They both moaned, plundering, attacking, the kiss still frantic though the passion waned.

Breathing hard in and out, they prolonged the moment, joined in the most intimate way imaginable.

Their breathing slowed, muscles demanded movement. Lucky eased his legs down and let Bo slip free.

Bo rolled beside him, resting his head on Lucky’s chest. They didn’t speak, merely held each other.

Lucky awoke in a dark room, a warm ball of fur tucked against one ankle, snoring coming from the floor at the foot of the bed, no flaking mess on his stomach, and Bo spooned against his side.

For one moment in time, life couldn’t get any better.

He slipped out of bed, shrugged into his seldom-used bathrobe, and checked out the house. The boys were back, the Durango parked in the driveway.

Without his knowing, Bo had returned to the kitchen and cleaned up.

Sitting down on the couch, Lucky stretched out his legs and enjoyed the peaceful moment.

The calm before Hurricane Lucky.


Chapter Fifteen

Lucky glanced right and left before ducking into his cube. He also swept the wand he’d gotten from Keith over the area. No bugs. No obvious cameras.

No help for it. He only got so far on his home computer. Further research required SNB resources.

He settled at his desk and started digging up anything available on Forsyth Pharmaceuticals. Man, what a global monster. Facilities in India, China, the UK, Canada, and headquartered in a tiny little nowhere town in Alabama.

To avoid union support for workers.

The CEO made sixty-four million dollars last year. Daaaaaang!

Lucky was in the wrong business. With its two biggest competitors taken out of the equation, Forsyth ruled. Stocks had risen rapidly in the past few days. Some stockholders would make a buttload of money.

Two competitors out of the running within a month. Even if Lucky believed in coincidences, which he sure as hell didn’t, he’d have lost the faith by now.

A suspicious fire.

A suspicious order.

A company who now held a monopoly on the market, and the threat of a better drug to knock them out of a few billion in profits no longer looming on the horizon.

Soon Chastain would receive another offer for buyout, probably much cheaper than before.

Someone was working with Forsyth Pharmaceuticals, someone with a wide enough reach to plant an illegal shipment and arrange the burning of another company. According to speculation, it’d take months to get the factory up and running again.

Lots of money lay on the table. Money made people do strange things.

Greed.

He knew the names of some of the officers of Forsyth. Pharma executives had a tendency to migrate from one company to another.

Many made ridiculous salaries.

Right now the company advertised an opening in upper management. Strange. Usually such positions were filled long before the former manager left.

“Why the hell are you investigating Forsyth?”

Fuck. Busted. Lucky swiveled his chair and stared up at a woman he’d thought he knew. Had he ever known her? She’d shot her former lover, after all. Lord knew he hadn’t encouraged her friendship. She’d approached him and wouldn’t go away.

For reasons he couldn’t explain, his heart sank to his gut. He’d trusted her, opened up to her. Well, sort of. She’d brought him coffee, advised him on relationship troubles with Bo. Hell, she’d been there when Bo hit rock bottom, helped Lucky pick up and glue the pieces back together. She’d been the first true friend he’d had in years, other than Bo.

Had she been playing him all this time? And by extension, Bo?

Lucky hadn’t lived this long by trusting the wrong people.

Then again…

Many times former agents wound up working for pharma companies. Who better?

He shot arrows with his eyes at Johnson, the hot tinge of anger chasing away disappointment. “What of it?”

She folded her arms across her chest. “If we have a case against a big dog, I’ve yet to hear of it.”

Very deliberately, he flipped the lid of his laptop closed. He didn’t even try to keep the growl from his voice. “What business is it of yours?”

“What?” She staggered back a step, eyes wide. “Why are you pissed with me? What the hell is wrong with you, Lucky?”

What the hell indeed. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” God, a razor blade slashed his heart. This woman might’ve betrayed him. Everything he’d told her so far had made its way back to O’Donoghue.

He eyed the heart-shaped pendant hanging from her neck.

Johnson plopped a cup of coffee on his desk and flounced away.

The pendant! Keith’s missing microphone!

“Johnson!”

She ignored him, disappearing into the ladies’ room.

She’d brought coffee. A bribe to give her a reason to visit his cube.

Johnson hadn’t yet emerged from her sanctuary when O’Donoghue called him into Walter’s office.

“You called?” Lucky poured an ass load of contempt into those two words. Damn it! He’d wanted to confront his traitor.

O’Donoghue sneered. “Stick to cases you’re given and stop poking around where you’re not supposed to.”

Fuck. “I had every right to go talk to—”

“Whatever business you think you have with Forsyth Pharmaceuticals ends now. You got me?”

All hope died. No more pretending Johnson hadn’t thrown him under a bus. Lucky lifted his chin. “And if I don’t?”

“Mr. Harrison, you’re already on probation. You’ll ride a desk until I say otherwise, you got me? Don’t make me suspend you from duty entirely.”

Lucky clenched his fists and nearly blurted, “How’s that any different than the way things are now?” He managed to keep the words in his mouth. Bo would be so proud. Walter too.

Walter.

Normally he wouldn’t go without a fight, but Keith’s words hung over his head. Bo. Anything he did in the next five minutes stood a good chance of affecting Bo.

Besides, Lucky needed to save his anger to unleash on Johnson.

He strode out of the office without another word. Was that nothingness the sound of his world crashing down?

Bo wasn’t in their cube. Probably out on a case. Like Lucky used to be and might never be again by the looks of things.

Might as well go to lunch.

In his frame of mind, only one place would do.

On his way past the reception desk, he growled, “You see Loretta Johnson, tell her I’m looking for her.” Gunning for her, more like it.

If he found her…

***

God, it couldn’t be. It couldn’t. But like many years ago at his trial, the evidence overpowered any case for the defense.

His gut clenched. No thinking about lunch while his guts roiled.

He’d trusted her. Trusted her! Served him right for letting his guard down. Well, no more!

Johnson’s Jeep sat in its normal spot. Lucky paced the parking lot. He’d never been much good at waiting. With any luck, he’d confront Re… Johnson, get some answers and maybe be home before Bo wondered where he might be.

He needed those answers more than air right now.

Across the lot the elevator doors opened.

He lay back against his car, one foot raised and resting on the hubcap. Johnson threw up a hand and trotted over. “Hi, Lucky! Lisa said you wanted to see me.” She approached slowly, a brief flash of uncertainty on her face.

Lucky stepped away from the car, put his finger over his lips and held out the wand. His best glower said complying wasn’t optional. Keith mentioned missing equipment and not to trust anyone. He’d ponder the irony of heeding anything his enemy said later.

Johnson’s eyes got big, then she scowled, “What do you—”

Lucky slapped a hand over her mouth and ran the bug detector over her body. All clean… until.

Oh shit. He stepped back, glaring, and pantomimed taking off her necklace. She nodded and did as told. Lucky opened the car door, started the engine, jacked up the stereo, and slammed the door. There. That ought to make some nosey shithead lose lunch.

Achy Breaky Heart blasting at high volumes behind him, Lucky glared upward at the woman who’d better start talking. “I figured you were the leak. Things only you knew made it back to O’Donoghue. I want to know why.”

Johnson stepped back, eyes wide and palms splayed. “I swear to God, Lucky, I had no idea. Really, I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“Where did you get the necklace, then?”

She pounded a fist against the car hood. Lucky recoiled and checked for a dent. “Sonofabitch!  Phillip. Phillip gave me that necklace. Told me he’d love to see it on me at work, so that even if we couldn’t tell anyone about us, we’d have this. That bastard! I played right into his hands!”

The angry tiger trapped in a woman’s body whirled and faced Lucky. “I’ll kill the little bastard, using me like that!”

So, one of O’Donoghue’s minions struck again. O’Donoghue wasn’t the only one capable of reading body language. Being used shook Loretta Johnson to the core. “Lucky, I am so, so sorry. I had no idea. Really. You gotta believe me.”

She kept her head down.

Lucky let out a deep breath. She hadn’t betrayed him. He and trust weren’t close acquaintances, but he believed her. Needed to believe. Even so, he’d sure as hell keep his eyes open. “You know what this means, right?”

“Yeah.” She clenched her fists. “That motherfucker! I’ll—”

“Do not one damned thing. If you do, he’ll know we’re onto him. This way, we can feed him whatever bullshit we want him to believe, and he’ll go skulking back to O’Donoghue.” Once Lucky’s blood pressure returned to normal, he’d let his inner redneck out to play and figure out how best to use this opportunity to his advantage. “Really, woman, you need to rethink who you hang out with.” Many folks probably said the same to her about him.

“You got that right.” Johnson let out a snort to do a bull proud. “I’m going to rip his balls off. No, first I’ll kick them so hard he’ll hear bells ring. Then I’ll… I’ll…”

Lucky flinched and backed up. Her size ten pumps could do a lot of damage if she got carried away.

Keith mentioned losing a necklace wire from his arsenal of listening devices. Looked like Lucky’d found the missing bling.

Hey! Phillip getting busted might mean… “Do you think O’Donoghue put him up to it?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Phillip isn’t the kind to act on his own. There’s a puppet master pulling his strings.” Anger flared in her eyes. “How can I be around him, act normal, knowing he did this to me? Betrayed us. He damned sure ain’t coming around my son no more.”

Lucky forced a smile. “You’re a trained undercover operator, and I remember how smoothly you lied in the classroom. I’ve seen you in action outside the SNB too. You’ve got this, Joh… Rett.” If he repeated those words often and loudly enough, he might convince himself. “But I see your point. Keep him away from your kid.”

This woman hadn’t thought twice about putting a bullet into a man she’d once loved in order to save her son. Push come to shove, she’d be a mama bear and likely kill Phillip with her bare hands.

Phillip worked against them. The thought stung. Having Rett still on his side made up for a world of hurt.

Hurt he’d lay at Phillip and O’Donoghue’s feet.

Any day now.

Lucky relaxed, releasing the tension making his neck and shoulders hurt. “I’m on the man’s shit list for checking out Forsyth. He threatened to suspend me.”

“He what?” Rett eyed the parking lot and said more softly, “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Lucky rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “I’m not.” And he wasn’t. Not the first little bit.

He opened the car door, turned off the switch, and returned Rett’s necklace. She flinched when he fastened the clasp. “Now, my sister’s gonna be back down here soon, and I told her you’d show her around. There’s a couple of bars downtown she might like.” Yeah, torture Phillip with thoughts of his girlfriend on the prowl.

Rett jumped right into the game. “There’s this one place on the outskirts of town, got the finest male strippers in the south. Hung Like a Horse?” She giggled. “No, that’s not it. Stallion, something.”

“Raging Stallion,” Lucky supplied.

“How did you… never mind. They do have some fiiiiiiiiiiiiine dancers. Reckon she’d like to go there?”

Lucky chuckled. Would serve Phillip right to stake out a gay bar, trying to keep an eye on his girlfriend. Bo and the manager were friends. Maybe they’d cook up a surprise, like a lap dance or something. Caught on video. “Two single women and a strip club? I’d say you’re planning to corrupt my sister, but I get a feeling she’ll find stuffing dollar bills into some guy’s thong a bit tame.” He so did not need the mental image he’d just created, but anything to torture Phillip.

“Oh, we’ll have ourselves an amazing girls’ night out.” Rett crammed so much innuendo into one small sentence. “Umm… Better have bail money ready.” She dropped her smile, stared Lucky in the eyes, mouthed, “I got this,” and sauntered back to the elevator, whistling Achy Breaky Heart.

Now to plan what information he’d feed the upstarts to make them chase their own damned tails.


Chapter Sixteen

Lucky sat at his desk, finishing up the last of the burger he’d grabbed for lunch. His cellphone chimed with a text: “Please call me.”

Chastain.

Lucky used Keith’s wand to scan himself, the cube, and his phone, but wouldn’t take chances. “I’m going for a walk to think,” Lucky told Lisa at the reception desk. “If anyone asks where I am other than Bo and Johnson, tell ‘em to go fuck themselves.”

Lisa’s eyebrows shot toward her hairline, but she schooled her expression. “Yes, Mr. Harrison.”

He turned to leave.

“Mr. Harrison? Lucky?”

Lucky stopped and faced her. “Yes?”

She glanced right and left. The halls were clear. “I’m sorry about calling you to the house for Keith. I really didn’t want to.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It’s for Walter.”

The stiff set of Lisa’s shoulders eased. “Well, okay. Any news?”

“He’s doing better. Don’t worry, he’ll be back.” Walter had to get better. Lucky wouldn’t accept anything less.

He took the elevator to the garage level but strode up the sidewalk and outside. After he’d left the SNB a few blocks behind he returned Chastain’s call.

“Martin Chastain,” a wary voice answered.

“Chastain. Harrison here.”

“Oh, thank God,” the man said in a rush. “You told me to let you know if I heard anything. Forsyth Pharmaceuticals is pressuring us to sell, and they’re trying to work around regulations so the Federal Trade Commission won’t block the merger.”

“So, they made a move.” And pretty much admitted their guilt. “I kind of expected someone to make an attempt.” He’d not dealt much with the FTC. Maybe he should.

A long pause followed, then a sigh. “There’s something else.” Chastain blurted the words out in a rush.

“What?”

“You asked about how well I knew and trusted my employees. Well, we’ve been trying to stay in contact, keep them informed as to what’s going on, and make sure they received any pay owed them.”

The hairs on the back of Lucky’s neck rose. “And?”

“There’s this one guy, relatively new, we can’t find. He didn’t show up for his last paycheck either.”

The sudden stench in the air could be trash in an alley or bullshit getting deep. “Can you send over anything you have on this guy?” Lucky gave Chastain his personal e-mail. No sense in getting the SNB involved, especially if he couldn’t trust his own so-called teammates.

“I will.” Chastain paused, then added in a weak voice, “Do you think we’ll be able to beat this thing?”

“I’m damned sure going to try.” Like hell would Lucky let some big deal corporation steal Chastain’s hard-won success.

“Oh, and one more thing.”

“What?”

“The DEA agent? The one who closed us down?”

“Yes?”

“His name is Owen Landry.”

Fuck.

***

Lucky didn’t see Bo until he got home, where he did his best to be a good father figure to the boys, eating dinner at the table and later watching a family movie—after Ty finished homework, grumbling and complaining all the while.

The moment the boys went to bed, Lucky grabbed Bo’s wrist and hauled him to the bedroom.

Bo let out a laugh. “Not worried Todd and Ty will hear us?”

“I’ve got something to show you.”

Bo waggled his brows.

Lucky rolled his eyes. “On my laptop.”

“I’m up for porn if you are.”

Lucky scowled. How he’d love to throw Bo down on the bed, fuck him senseless, but first things first.

Where had he taken a wrong turn in life to wind up with work taking precedence over sex?

He grabbed his personal laptop, sank down on the edge of the mattress, and raised his eyes to Bo in a question.

Bo sat beside him, playfulness and innuendo gone. “What you got?”

“Chastain says Forsyth Pharmaceuticals is trying to force a buyout.”

“Good luck with that.” Bo barked a disbelieving laugh.

“He also said he had a relatively new employee that he can’t contact and who hasn’t picked up his last check.”

Instant seriousness wiped away any traces of Bo’s humor. “There was a plant in his office.”

“It seems so.” Lucky fired up the laptop and surfed through spam e-mails to get to Chastain’s.

“Farrell Justice,” Lucky read. O’Donoghue had told them during classes to work undercover to choose a name close to their own so they’d react more naturally at its use.

Did the name mean anything? “Twenty-eight, blond hair, blue eyes.” Didn’t mean anything. His sister was living proof of how many shades of hair dye Clairol made, and colored contact lenses weren’t hard to come by.

He put the name into his favorite site for background checks, scrambling IP addresses first, thanks to a device he’d gotten from Keith a year ago and failed to return.

Nothing. Squeaky clean. Not even a traffic ticket.

Ever.

Much like Simon Harrison, the persona the SNB cooked up for Lucky to keep him safe, at least in theory, from anyone who might hold a grudge against him.

Wasn’t a soul in the universe now who didn’t know Richmond Eugene Lucklighter still lived, and one day soon, when Lucky wasn’t ass-deep in alligators, he’d see to changing his name back.

For now, he viewed personnel records, a resume, the background check, and the pre-employment drug test results from Justice’s hiring at Chastain Pharmaceuticals.

Nothing. He couldn’t find one damned thing on the man.

One more attachment to go, entitled “Company Picnic.”

An image appeared of roughly thirty smiling people crammed into a group picture. Lucky felt a twinge of remorse for the time Bo had wanted him to attend an SNB staff picnic and had ended up going on his own when Lucky refused.

Never again. If Bo asked, next time Lucky would say yes.

Or maybe he’d do the asking.

He scanned the faces, scrutiny coming to rest on a circle drawn on the photo—around a blond-haired man.

“Well, fuck me.” Farrell Justice was none other than Phillip Eustace.

Red tinged Bo’s face and he took several hard breaths. “Sonofabitch!”

Lucky took a deep breath and dropped a bomb. “I found out the DEA agent who yanked their registration. Owen Landry.”

Lucky was going to kill Landry, Phillip, and maybe a few others for good measure. How dare they?

“Calm down.” Bo placed a calming hand on Lucky’s arm. “We can’t go charging in. We have to build our case first.”

Lucky breathed heavily in and out, rage threatening to take over. “What else do we need?” He’d kick their asses if he had to quit the bureau to do it. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d put down his badge to seek his own form of justice.

“Think about it. Phillip’s with DEA, so it could well be him, acting undercover, who legitimately discovered the illegal shipment, working with Landry.” Trust Bo to be the voice of reason.

“If he was undercover, why didn’t we see him when we toured?”

“He might have been off that day, or busy somewhere else.”

“Walter would have known.” Judging from the boss’s reaction he sure as hell hadn’t.

When all else failed, Bo lapsed into textbook or policy manual-speak. “You know it’s against SNB policy to discuss an agent’s cases with another agent unless there’s good reason.”

“Them yanking a DEA registration from someone we vetted doesn’t count as good reason?”

Bo tilted his head to the side but didn’t immediately answer.

Lucky scowled. “Are you with me on this or not?”

Bo gazed into Lucky’s eyes, calmed now and thoughts likely churning in his head too fast for Lucky to follow. “I am, but you know as well as I do that we can’t go in half-cocked. We have to look at every angle.”

There it was: the reason Bo made the best choice to fill Walter’s shoes. He thought things over before acting, something Lucky didn’t have patience to do.

He nodded and threw out his next argument. “What if Phillip planted the record and the drugs?”

Bo tapped his index finger against his chin. “To what end?”

“To run Chastain out of business, forcing him to sell to Forsyth. They stand to gain a lot if they manage to get their hands on Chastain’s new diabetes treatment.”

After a few moments of staring at the wall, Bo replied, “That’s a big logic jump to make.”

“You don’t believe me.” Disappointment weighed heavy on Lucky’s heart. Bo was supposed to have his back, damn it!

Bo shook his head. “Of course I believe you, but it’s not me you have to convince.”

“There you go, talking sense again.” Storming in, guns blazing, suited Lucky better.

“Let me see what you’ve got so far to back up your story.”

Lucky pulled up file after file: the information from his conversation with Chastain, minus the whole meeting him thing, what little he’d gleaned from Keith, dates, times and places he’d been tailed, and all he’d gathered on Forsyth.

Lastly, he brought up everything he’d learned about Walter’s attack and O’Donoghue’s actions afterward. This time he gave honest effort to seeing the problem with new eyes, seeing O’Donoghue as possibly a jerk, but not necessarily a guilty one.

Nah. Guy was guilty as sin.

Walter. If only he could talk things over with Walter.

Bo poured over the information, occasionally, ummming and uh-huhing. Finally, he glanced back up at Lucky. “Lots of puzzle pieces here. How do you suppose they fit?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

Bo tapped his finger on the keyboard, lips pursed, and stared out into space. Lucky expected the screech of turning wheels at any moment. “Lucky?”

“Yes?”

“How would you feel about a trip to Alabama tomorrow?”

“Why?”

“Just humor me. Oh, wear your best suit. I’ll handle getting us proper IDs.”

What the hell? “Are you thinking of doing something dirty and underhanded?” Lucky could hope.

“Maybe.” Bo set his lips into a thin line.

Really? “Maybe not, or maybe so?”

“Maybe so. As a matter of fact, more than maybe.” Bo straightened, muscles working in his jaw.

Maybe sounded good. “Is it something Walter might not approve of?”

Bo lifted an eyebrow and his chin. “Actually, he might not, but O’Donoghue definitely wouldn’t.”

Oh, dear lord. “I think you’re turning me on.”

“I hope so.” Bo moved the laptop from the bed to the floor and leered.

“I don’t like wearing suits. You might have to convince me.” Lucky gave Bo his evilest smile. He’d do anything his lover asked. Probably better not to tell Bo so.

“I think I can do that.” Bo pulled Lucky down on the bed. “On second thought, I’m sure I can.”

Weight lifted. For once, Lucky didn’t care who might be in the house.


Chapter Seventeen

“What did you tell them at work?” Lucky asked between sips of coffee in the passenger seat of Bo’s Durango.

“You’re heading to Spokane to help your sister move.” From the driver’s seat, Bo swiveled his head toward Lucky. “I logged into your e-mail and requested two weeks of personal time.”

“Works for me.” Two weeks of not seeing O’Donoghue and his minions? Sure.

Bo returned his attention to the road. “They think I’m following up some leads on one of my cases, and for some reason, they don’t question what I do too much. Lisa’s going to log into my e-mail and send some timed reports throughout the day.”

Lucky considered Bo’s scheming. “You started kissing up to O’Donoghue, didn’t you?”

“You asked me to.” Bo batted his lashes. “I always do what you want me to, right?”

“If that’s what you’re going with.” Lucky tried for a long-suffering sigh. He’d rubbed off on the man a bit too much.

“Besides, people tend to believe what they want to, and he wants to believe I’m loyal to him, despite my connections with you and Walter. Chatting up Landry and Eustace doesn’t hurt either. O’Donoghue complimented me on my team behavior.” Bo rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, you they want to keep. Plus, you’ve got a squeaky-clean reputation and haven’t worked for Walter long enough to become overly connected to the old guard, in their minds. Same goes for Johnson.” Keith and Lucky? Their devotion to the old ways and unwillingness to change put their necks on the chopping block.

Lucky must’ve fallen pretty far to now have something in common with a waste of skin like Keith.

“If that was true, I wouldn’t be lying about my whereabouts and hauling ass to Alabama with the office black sheep.”

Lucky smiled. He really must be rubbing off on Bo. Actually, he’d love to rub off on Bo, but they didn’t have the time.

Maybe later.  “What’s the plan?”

Bo gripped the steering wheel, checking over his shoulder and slamming the gas to merge onto the interstate. “I made a few calls, called in some favors, and we’re scheduled for a routine inspection as part of a vendor audit.”

Vendor audit. “You sneaky sumbitch, you.” Most impressive for a guy who normally kept to the book. “How’d you manage that?”

“Found a company with reason to like the SNB, since we saved their asses once, and reason to hate Forsyth, especially since they keep jacking up their prices.” Bo squeezed the SUV in between two eighteen wheelers and out the other side into the center lane before Lucky had time to grab the “oh, shit!” handle.

His heart still slammed his ribs.

He slid a sidelong glance Bo’s way and urged his pounding heart to slow. Normally Lucky drove on the interstate. Since when did Mr. Respects-speed-limits drive like a demon?

“If they get their hands on Chastain’s new diabetes drug, they’ll do more than drive up prices, they’ll own the market.” Bo continued, “If FDA doesn’t find out first.”

“And they will find out first, right?”  If not already in motion, Lucky’d make a few calls.

“Chastain passed stage one trials. The FDA will damn sure notice a different entity launching stage two.”

Dang! Now why had Lucky not included Bo in his plans from the get-go? He’d gotten pretty shrewd since coming to work for the SNB. Plus, he’d been through Hell and had come out the other side.

Maybe Lucky needed to rethink his whole “Bo needs protecting” thing.

The drive to Nowhere, Alabama didn’t take as long as Lucky feared. Along with his newfound disregard for rules, Bo seemed to have lost his feather foot. Once or twice on the ride down Lucky had craned his neck to check the speedometer.

“Problem?” Bo asked, checking his GPS app for trouble ahead.

“Nope, none at all.” Bo became more like Lucky every day. Or Lucky more resembled Bo. “What about the boys this evening? I doubt we’ll make it back by supper time.”

“I left a lasagna in the fridge and cooking instructions. They’ll be fine.”

“You forget, one of them’s Ty.”

Bo snorted. “I don’t mention this because he might die of embarrassment, but I think part of the reason you two don’t get along is that he’s so much like you.”

“Like me?” Lucky whipped his head around. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“You’re too close to the situation, or you would’ve noticed. Charlotte pointed out similarities, and I’ve got to admit, the longer I know him, the more I agree.”

What? Wait until he talked to his sister. “Bullshit. We’re not a bit alike.”

“You’re both stubborn beyond belief, and you probably haven’t noticed, but he’s starting to mimic your habits, how you walk, how you talk. You know what they say.” He faced Lucky long enough to wink. “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.”

“He hates me.”

“No, he’s confused.” Bo reached over and patted Lucky’s knee. “He misses friends and his old school, especially since he enrolled here too late to make the soccer team. He’ll adapt in no time.”

Shit. Lucky had forgotten Ty played soccer for his former school. Another thing his nephew had to give up. Yeah, he had the right to be put out. “How do you know he’ll adapt?”

“C’mon, don’t you remember what it was like to be sixteen? Thinking you were grown when everyone else thought you were a kid. It’s a hard time.”

“I wasn’t that insufferable.” Actually, Lucky had been worse, but Bo didn’t need to know.

Bo snorted and took the exit ramp. “Bet you were. Anyway, his older brother is about to leave for college, his mother is going back to school, and his whole life is in turmoil. I’m no psychologist, but I suspect he’s got some anxiety issues he’s working through. Give him time, and if he doesn’t come around, I’ll suggest Charlotte take him to be evaluated.”

Anxiety? Ty? “What’s he got to be anxious about?”

“I don’t know. How about his whole world getting turned upside down, his family moving from the only home he’s ever known, his Uncle Bristol being killed a few months ago and, oh yeah, another uncle just returned from the dead.”

Well, hell. Sounded like an episode of Lucky’s favorite soap opera, which he hadn’t dared to watch with Todd and Ty around. They’d give him hell for sure. “When you put it that way…”

Lucky kept checking mirrors, but no one followed them. Then again, maybe they’d gotten sandwiched between the two trucks Bo ducked between.

Bo’s phone chimed from the console. “Check that for me, okay?”

Unknown number sent a text. I’m here waiting. “Looks like your contact made it.”

“Cool. We’re almost there.” Bo nodded toward a monstrosity of a building looming on the horizon. Cotton fields as far as the eye could see, then this huge building in the middle of nowhere. Must’ve gotten one sweet tax deal.

Bo pulled up to the guardhouse and flashed a badge and a smile. “Bill Clegg and Anderson Fowler, here for a vendor audit.”

The guard barely scanned the offered badge and opened the gate. “Your buddy is already here, in the west parking lot.”

“Thanks. Have a good day.”

“You too!”

“That was easy enough.” Bo rolled up the window and passed Lucky a badge. “Here, put this on.”

“Anderson Fowler?” Lucky glanced down at the shiny plastic bearing his likeness.

“Yeah. Now, get ready to play nice.”

“I don’t play nice,” Lucky reminded him, tugging on his collar, trying to keep his tie from choking him. For a moment the ghost of Old Spice scented the vehicle, gone in a moment. Damn, but he missed Walter.

“Something I’ve come to love about you,” Bo said with a hint of a smile, easing into a parking space, “but a lot’s riding on us getting on these folks’ good side.”

“That’s why I got you.” Bo excelled at the people stuff, and would no doubt have these buzzards eating from his hand in no time. Lucky, on the other hand, spotted shit that shouldn’t be there, and recognized criminals from all the experience he’d gained looking in a mirror.

“C’mon. Let’s go find someone to bust.” Bo hopped out of the Durango.

Lucky climbed out of the SUV and followed Bo across the parking lot toward an older man with graying hair.

“Hey, Chuck,” Bo said, hand outstretched.

The man shook Bo’s hand. “You ready to get this show on the road?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Bo drawled, fine-tuning his Arkansas dialect to match Chuck’s Alabama drawl.

How easily Bo sank into his undercover roles. Lucky shuddered, remembering Cyrus Cooper, badass biker, and the months Bo spent being someone else so well he barely came back to himself.

Bo clasped Lucky’s shoulder and urged him forward. “Allow me to introduce Anderson Fowler, or rather, the man taking Anderson’s place today.”

Lucky cut his eyes toward Bo.

Only knowing the man as well as he did let Lucky find the hidden smirk in his smile.

The skin around Chuck’s eyes crinkled. “I know Anderson. You’re a far sight easier on the eyes than he is.”

Anderson must be one ugly sonofabitch. Or a harder ass than Lucky, dim possibility though that was.

“What exactly are you looking for?” Chuck asked.

“We’ll know it when we see it.” Bo hiked a thumb at Lucky. “This man has more experience in this sort of thing than I’ll ever have. Get him into as many places as you can.”

“Will do. I’ll ask for a complete audit. Tour, operating procedures, incident reports, the works. They’ll wish we were just the FDA when we get through with them.”

Guy must be pretty tough. The mere mention of an FDA inspection sent most pharma operations scuttling for cover.

Lucky followed Bo and Chuck into the building. His nerves kicked into high gear. Answers to his questions lay inside, waiting to be found.

He would find them.

How he’d love to have Johnson here with them, do a full takedown of this place. The talking heads here at Forsyth offered Chastain a shady deal, they had secrets to hide.

Finding out those secrets would make Lucky one happy man.

The warehouse gave him no surprises, and the stock stood in organized rows on shelves.

Tight security too. The guard escorting them scrutinized their every move. Lucky’s eyes had begun to cross by the time he finished reading boring procedure after boring procedure, and his tie threatened strangulation.

Bo charmed all he met, and even got invited out to lunch three times. Once by a man who smiled too broadly and stood too close.

“No, thank you. We’re not allowed to socialize.” Bo gave a sheepish shrug. “Sorry.”

The man’s flirtiness vanished and he backed away. Good. Lucky wouldn’t have to gut slug him one.

They’d lied to O’Donoghue, drove all this way, and found absolutely nada. Last stop: executive wing.

Nameplates graced most of the office doors, but one corner office bore an empty plate. On a whim, Lucky asked the receptionist, “When will you fill the job?” After all, he had read about an unfilled executive position, hadn’t he?

“Don’t worry.” She gave him a blinding smile. “We already have. He starts next month. He’s former DEA.”

“What’s his name?”

“O—.”

“Ms. Payton, may I see you for a moment?” a well-dressed man barked from an open doorway.

“Coming, sir!” The woman’s face flushed and she scampered away.

Ho-ly fuck. One more minute! One more minute was all he’d need.

He searched the internet from his phone all the way home, and still didn’t get the name, though he had a pretty good idea.

O’Donoghue.


Chapter Eighteen

Lucky ripped his tie off before they’d made the main road. “What a clusterfuck.”

“You can say that again.” Bo took a hand off the steering wheel and massaged one temple.

“I knew that bastard was up to something, but I never imagined this.” Actually, he’d not given O’Donoghue enough credit to use his position in this way.

“So, if what we suspect is true, O’Donoghue arranged to hand them Chastain Pharmaceuticals at a discount price in exchange for a job that’ll pay him millions.” Bo might have mumbled “the bastard” under his breath. Lucky couldn’t be sure.  “That explains why he got so upset about you investigating Forsyth.”

“How do we go about confronting him?”

Bo chewed his bottom lip, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. “We don’t. Not yet. All we have so far is speculation and a receptionist who nearly named him. We’ll have to be careful about digging too deeply using work resources. They can be traced. If Forsyth has hired O’Donoghue, there’ll be background checks, drug tests, and so many other traceable paper trails. The Security and Exchange Commission would be all up in that too.”

“I could always beat the truth out of him.” Kicking O’Donoghue’s ass might prove to be the best therapy ever. Especially since Lucky still hadn’t, and wouldn’t, visit O’Donoghue’s hand-picked therapist.

“You know we can’t do that.” Funny how long it took for Bo to respond.

“Spoilsport.”

“I never said I didn’t want to,” Bo shot back. “I only said we couldn’t. Besides, kicking his ass would be too quick. We need to make the muthafucker suffer.”

Lucky did a double-take so fast he nearly gave himself whiplash. “Who are you and what have you done with my textbook-quoting, by-the-book partner?”

“He stopped being Mr. Nice Guy as soon as a stupid shitbrick took aim at my partner.”

It wasn’t in Bo to quit being nice altogether. Thank God! Or he’d have ripped Lucky a new asshole a few years back. “So, what’s your suggestion?”

“I don’t know, but we have a lot of highway and hours between here and Atlanta to figure things out.”

“We’ll get him.” Lucky had never been surer of anything in his life. Well, except for Bo.

“It’s not only him. He’s dragged others into this mess, others who should know better. And Forsyth’s circling the drain too.”

Yes, and with any luck, Bo and Lucky would be the ones to flush them down the toilet.

With two hours left to go, Lucky’s phone rang. He shot Bo a questioning look. Surely someone hadn’t figured out what they were up to. The screen displayed, “Walter Smith.” What? Lucky hit the button and held the phone to his ear. “Boss Man?” Dare he hope?

“Hello, Lucky,” came a soft, sweet voice.

“Oh, hi. How are you, Mrs. Smith? How’s Walter?”

“Nice job!” Bo snarked. “Manners and everything.”

Lucky shot Bo a go to hell glare.

“We’re fine. Actually”—Mrs. Smith dropped her voice— “could you possibly come by sometime this evening?”

“Sure thing.” He pulled his cellphone away from his ear to check the time. “Will ‘bout seven do it?” She didn’t sound panicked like Lisa had, but he had to ask, “Everything okay?”

“Right as rain. Bring Bo and the boys too. I’ll cook dinner.”

His stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Mrs. Smith made one mean pot roast. “You don’t have to do that. We’ll be getting back to town around seven and won’t have time to get the boys.”

“Oh, well, maybe some other time then, but I still need to speak with you.”

“We’ll be there. And ma’am?”

“Yes?”

“If anyone asks, you ain’t seen hide nor hair of either of us.”

She chuckled. “I’ll remember that.”

“What did she want?” Bo asked once Lucky hung up the phone.

“For us to stop by. Sounded important, but she says she and Walter are fine.” Or as fine as Walter could be right now, more than likely.

Bo saluted. “If Mrs. Boss calls, we answer.”

Lucky nodded. “Damned skippy.”

***

They pulled into the Smiths’ driveway at five minutes to seven. Lucky swore he saw wings folding back up underneath the Durango. Somewhere along the way, Bo rethought his views on speed limits.

Nice. Especially if it got them to the Smiths’ earlier, and to whatever Mrs. Smith wanted them for.

She opened the door on their first knock. “Come in, come in.” Her eyes sparkled and her shoulders no longer slumped as they had when Lucky last saw her. She even smiled, something Lucky had rarely seen her do since Walter entered the hospital.

“Why did you want to see us?” Bo asked.

“I think I’d better show you.” She led the way into the living room.

Bo lifted a brow in Lucky’s direction and followed her, Lucky bringing up the rear.

Bo stopped so suddenly Lucky ran into him.

He peered around Bo.

Walter Smith stood by the window, cane in hand.

“Good evening, gentlemen. Why, Lucky, you’re wearing a suit!”

More lines marred Walter’s face, but the awareness in his eyes hit hard. Lucky’s heart gave a swift mule kick. “Boss!” He eyed Walter up and down, but other than the cane, a few missing pounds, and a world-weary tiredness, he might have been back to his old self.

One side of Walter’s mouth lifted. “Sit down. Let’s talk.”

Lucky stood frozen. Bo’s hand on his back jogged him toward the couch. He sat thigh to thigh with Bo.

Any minute now he’d wake up, find Walter still in the hospital…

Walter gusted out a heavy breath and sank into a recliner. “Ah, that’s better.” He fixed his bifocaled gaze on Lucky and Bo. “I still get tired so easily.”

Tired? Lucky couldn’t take his eyes off the man he’d feared would never be himself again. “It’s good to see you. A lot’s happened since you’ve been gone.”

Bo elbowed his side, jostling Lucky into continuing, “Which we don’t have to talk about now. We’re glad you’ve made so much progress.”

Walter waved a dismissive hand. “You don’t have to coddle me. I brought you here to talk business. What’s been going on at the office?”

Lucky cut his eyes toward Bo and raised his brows, bracing for another elbow jab.

Bo dipped his chin. Permission, but with a raised brow. So, better not hop up and swear a blue streak about O’Donoghue and his lapdogs. “Remember the case we were working on, Chastain Pharmaceuticals?”

“Yes. I believe DEA was instrumental in closing their doors.”  Walter’s jowls shivered with the pursing of his lips. The boss had trusted the accuracy of Lucky’s clean report, and look what happened. He’d been sent to the hospital before the Board of Pharmacy shut Chastain down, so he’d been getting information from somewhere.

Lucky nodded. “Yeah, and you were looking into things. Had a folder when you called me into your office. You showed me the report, saying they took possession of a shipment from an unregistered vendor.”

“That much I remember.” If rubbing his temples could squish the memories out, Walter would remember everything back to World War I.

“There was more in the folder you didn’t show me.” Stupid fucking good guy traits. Lucky should have snagged that folder. Even if his entire attention was on the man hitting the floor. Victor had trained him better than that. Or worse, maybe. Compassion and concern were over-rated. Well, maybe not, but a firm hand on the evidence was underrated.

Walter switched his friction attack to his chin, staring off into space. “I’m afraid I don’t remember. Do you have the file? May I see it?”

Lucky shared a look with Bo. “It’s gone. I don’t wanna go into too much detail, but after your… episode… someone came in and took the file.” There, he’d explained the situation without throwing his own speculations in. A smart man like the boss wanted evidence untainted with opinion.

“Was anything else taken?” Walter stiffened and sat up in his chair.

“The coffee cup you drank from.”

Walter stayed silent for a long moment. “Nothing else?”

“Not that we found. Someone tried to cover that much up. The cup was there when you came in. Any idea who brought you coffee?”

The lines on Walter’s forehead deepened. “I’m afraid I don’t.”

Bo stood. “Why don’t I go get the video?”

“Video?” Walter’s bushy brows shot towards his hairline.

“I’ll explain later, but we have video of the whole thing.” He’d already shocked the boss enough. Telling him about cooperating with Keith might send him back to the hospital.

“Well, then, yes, please do, Bo.”

“You need to see it. I’ll be right back.” Bo gave Lucky’s hand a squeeze, whispered, “Don’t let him get too tired,” and whisked out the door.

Lucky eyed the man so like a father to him. “Boss, I…” Words wouldn’t come. Maybe it was just as well. With his mind on the surveillance tape, Walter might miss Lucky going from hard as nails and twice as pointy to sniffling mess.

Like Walter ever missed much. Even if it was one little sniffle. Disguised in “Glad you’re—”

“I know.” Walter opened his arms.

Lucky shot across the floor and flung himself into Walter’s hug. Judging by the bone-crushing embrace, the boss definitely had regained some strength. Good. Lucky’d take getting his face smushed into wool lapels any day if it meant Walter was on the mend. He had to be. Too much near-loss unhinged a man. First his dad, now Walter. They were both on their feet now, and getting stronger by the day, and maybe, just maybe, everything would be okay. If Lucky’d give half a liver to the man who’d cast him out of the family, he’d give Walter twice as much for making Lucky one of his own. If only Lucky had anything to give that would heal Walter faster…

He had nothing but time. And Lucklighter stubbornness. He’d turn that into information. He’d get Walter anything. So would Bo. Walter patted Lucky’s shoulder and gently disengaged.

Lucky sniffed, swiped at his eyes, and sat on a nearby ottoman. “God, I was so worried about you.”

Walter gave a hearty laugh, but his voice didn’t have its normal booming quality. “To tell you the truth, so was I. I’m better now.”

“Things haven’t been the same at work.” A gross understatement. Any happiness in the building left when Walter did.

“I can guess. Fill in the details for me, why don’t you?” Walter put on his favorite uncle act like he’d done so many times, the persona guaranteed to get even the most hardcore cons to spill their guts.

The effect wasn’t lost on Lucky. “O’Donoghue’s taken over the department. Landry, Rogers, and Eustace act like they own the place.” He lowered his voice. “I’ve been put on desk duty.”

The furry gray masses above Walter’s eyes jolted upward. “You believe you’re unfairly targeted?”

Lucky shrugged. “Yeah. It’s like O’Donoghue’s trying to get me out of the way.”

“How about the rest of the team?”

The team. The one Lucky never felt a part of until recently. “Lisa’s been a crying mess since you left, no one’s watching the newbies, O’Donoghue makes sure to keep me, Bo, and Johnson apart.”

“I heard you had an altercation with Keith.” Walter sighed. “I’d so hoped the two of you would pull together.”

Oh man, the boss would never believe… “We have, sort of. He’s the one who gave me the info Bo went to get.”

Walter’s eyes went wide. “Really? Then my illness has accomplished what I’ve been trying to do for years. But something is on your mind. Bo and my wife probably warned you not to burden me, but I know you well enough to see something’s bothering you.”

“O’Donoghue grounded me to keep me from digging, but I’ve found evidence that Forsyth Pharmaceuticals is trying to take over Chastain’s outfit to claim a breakthrough diabetes drug.”

Boss went into all business mode, sitting up straighter in his chair. “What evidence do you have?”

“The other company trying to suck them up recently had a fire, knocking them out of the competition. Chastain turned down offers from Forsyth and wouldn’t sell. I think they arranged things so he’d have to.”

“What have you turned up on Forsyth?” Walter tapped his fingers against the chair arm, studying Lucky’s face.

He could stare at Lucky all night if he wanted to, as long as his eyes weren’t clouded over and he wasn’t in the hospital playing human pin cushion.

“They had a top management position open and filled it with a ‘former DEA agent.’” Lucky made air quotes. Now might not be the best time to mention going there himself and his conversation with the woman who’d almost said too much.

“You believe it’s Jameson.”

“Yes, and I know for a fact Phillip Eustace was the one who planted the evidence at Chastain. Owen Landry turned in the report to DEA. You didn’t assign them to check out Chastain, did you?”

“Why would I, with my best agents already performing a full audit?”

Exactly what Lucky thought.

Walter breathed heavily in and out and clenched his fist. “I trust your judgement, always have. You realize Forsyth’s reach is international, do you not?”

“International?” Oh, yeah. His researched turned up international ties.

“Yes. They may be headquartered in Alabama, our jurisdiction, but their reach is so very much farther.” Walter drew his brows together, lips pursed. “Don’t tell anyone at the Atlanta office that I’m recovering, and bring me all the proof you’ve collected.”

Lucky’s heart thudded. “You’re calling in the big dogs, aren’t you?”

“If I have to.”

They spent the next half hour with Lucky giving a play by play of the goings on at work.

Bo strode in with a backpack, parked Lucky’s laptop on Walter’s knees, and fired up the video.

As Keith had done, Lucky remained quiet, letting the boss draw his own conclusions. Lucky poked Bo and nodded toward Walter’s reddening face.

After two viewings Walter clicked off the screen. “I want everything you have by tomorrow morning.”

***

The boys were asleep by the time Bo and Lucky got home, and a dishwasher full of dishes showed the results of Bo’s dinner instructions.

Lucky dropped his suit jacket over the back of a kitchen chair. He patted his stomach, full of roast beef, potatoes, and macaroni pie. Maybe eating two servings of beef hid the fact that he’d avoided all vegetables.

He put the wrapped plates Mrs. Smith sent for Todd and Ty in the refrigerator.

Walter was back, maybe not completely, but his fifty percent beat most other people’s one hundred.

No one else needed to know. At least not yet.

Bo returned from the bedroom, sans jacket, stepped up and took both of Lucky’s hands. “It’s going to be okay.” He rubbed his fingers over Lucky’s, offering loads of reassurance in one small gesture. “It’s all going to be okay.”

“Yeah, but we have to keep our mouths shut for a while.” Which might kill Lucky. He’d love to go strutting into the office, crowing to anyone who’d listen that O’Donoghue was on his way down.

Lucky intended to send the lackeys with him.

Bo wrapped a hand around the back of Lucky’s neck and pulled him close enough to lock lips. Lucky fought the urge to check over his shoulder to ensure his nephews weren’t watching.

Too hell with it. Todd would soon be in college, where’d he’d likely encounter gay couples, if he hadn’t already. If it grossed the boys out to see their uncles kiss? Oh, well. Lucky’d had one hell of a day, and if he chose to take the comfort of a kiss, then he’d earned the right.

He never intended to go further than a light kiss, but the heat escalated with each tongue stroke, with each slide of Bo’s hand down his arm.

A moan escaped him, followed by another, and another.

Locked in an embrace, they swayed together, working their way down the hall.

A noise from the guest room brought their progress to a halt and they both eyed the door. Lucky listened long enough to figure out Moose and Cat Lucky wouldn’t be bothering him anytime soon.

As one he and Bo let out a deep breath a few moments later when nothing else happened. Grinning like loons, they raced the remaining steps to their room and eased the door shut.

The streetlight outside washed the room in a soft glow.

Lucky winced at the click.

“Would you relax?” Bo pressed his mouth to Lucky’s.

Relax? With his nerves wound to the breaking point, nephews likely eavesdropping on their every word, and…

Lucky broke away, locked the door, and turned on the stereo, loud enough to hopefully drown out any noises, but not loud enough to advertise what they did.

Bo kissed him again, wiping away any thoughts beyond the here and now, tongue, lips, hands, skin and “Oh, right there!”

They hadn’t really gotten started yet and already Lucky wanted to throw Bo on the bed and fuck him like there’d be no tomorrow.

But there would be a tomorrow, and God willing, a tomorrow after that, and another, and another.

A whole lifetime stretched out before them.

He sucked at the base of Bo’s throat, reaching around to grab a double handful of Bo’s fabulous ass. Bo rocked toward him, hard-on apparent at the front of his suit pants. One good thing about suits—not nearly as thick as jeans and so much easier to remove.

Lucky pressed his answering hardness against Bo’s thigh, untucking and running his hands up the back of Bo’s shirt. Sinewy muscles flexed under his fingertips, and Bo exhaled in breathy pants.

“You like that?” Lucky stepped back and undid each button on Bo’s shirt, unveiling more skin for him to lick, kiss, and suck.

“Yaaaaasssss!” Bo groaned.

Lucky thrust the shirt off Bo’s shoulders and onto the floor. There! Much better. He attacked a nipple with his mouth, working the bit of flesh into a hard nub, then giving the other side the same treatment.

Placing his hands firmly against Bo’s chest, Lucky sank onto his knees, dragging his fingers down Bo’s torso, sifting through Bo’s treasure trail, and settling at last on his belt buckle.

Lucky made short work of buckle, button and zipper, careful of the inviting erection tenting out Bo’s boxer briefs.

He mouthed the hard flesh through a layer of cotton, breathing deeply of the scent of man and pre-cum. Bit by bit he pulled the elastic away from Bo’s body and slipped the obstacle out of the way.

Humming softly, he wrapped his mouth around the amazing fullness of Bo’s cock head, tasting the drop of fluid at the tip. He’d never grow tired of Bo’s taste, his smell—his everything.

He reached down a hand and stroked himself through the dress pants he couldn’t wait to lose.

Bo grabbed Lucky’s tie, urging him upward.

Nothing beat an aggressive Bo.

“When all this is over, I’m taking you to a cabin in the woods, with no one for miles around, and spend an entire weekend making you scream my name,” Bo murmured against Lucky’s ear. “Your lips will be swollen from sucking me, and you’ll be walking bow-legged for a week.”

“Oh, you sweet talker, you.” Warmth flooded Lucky, the words Bo’s way of saying they were on the same page, together for the long haul.

Yes, he wanted Bo to take him away, fuck him senseless for an entire weekend.

He’d return the favor.

Bo unknotted the tie from around Lucky’s neck and pulled one end. The silk slithered free of Lucky’s shirt. One side of his mouth lifting, Bo whispered, “For later,” and draped the material over his shoulder.

Oh? Lucky’s cock stiffened even more.

Bo unbuttoned Lucky’s shirt, and together they worked to remove each other’s remaining clothes.

Moonlight poured in from the windows, casting shadows and light over Bo’s body. All defined muscles and sleek build. Perfection.

Lucky ran his hand up Bo’s arms, hair prickling his fingers until the strands thinned to smooth skin on Bo’s upper arms and shoulders.

He leaned in, brushing his lips over Bo’s. “God, but I love you,” he said, cutting off any reply Bo might have made with a bruising, tongue on tongue conquest of Bo’s mouth.

The walls Lucky had once built around his heart lay in shambles at his feet along with discarded clothes.

He traced his lips along Bo’s jaw, now lightly rough with stubble.

Swaying from side to side brought his cock wonderful friction against Bo’s balls. With a firm push he sent Bo sprawling across the bed.

Lucky dropped to his knees, spreading Bo’s legs wide, exposing all the lovely places he planned to put his tongue. He sucked one ball into his mouth, then the other, and dropped lower, wringing moans from Bo with his tongue and his breath.

He wrapped a hand around Bo’s cock and stroked, matching the rhythm of his tongue and hand.

Bo cried out, arching off the bed, and dropped down again when Lucky retreated.

Again and again Lucky licked and sucked until Bo trembled, and each time stopped in time to keep Bo from tipping over the edge.

“Tease,” Bo grumbled, but he let out a whimper when Lucky tongued him again.

Lucky ached for release, or at least some friction, as he didn’t even touch himself, prolonging the torture. When he finally came, it’d be like Fourth of July and New Years’ all rolled into one.

He repositioned himself, cock hanging over Bo’s mouth and his on Bo’s hard length. Moist heat caressed his flesh, and then, oh, damn, Bo licked a swath up Lucky’s cock. Lightning flashed behind his closed eyelids and he drew in a breath.

His arms trembled and he nearly fell. He steadied himself, focusing on Bo to stave off his fast approaching orgasm.

The world spun, and when he glanced up, Bo hovered over him.

Lucky’s cock cried out for relief when Bo reached into the nightstand, extracted a tube, and wet two fingers with lube.

Bo’s fingers glistened in the low light and he stood, one foot on the floor and one on the bed, giving Lucky a show while he prepared himself.

“Aahh!” …Lucky moaned on an exhale. “You’re killing me.”

“La petite mort,” Bo replied.

Whatever the hell that meant. Especially when Bo climbed back onto the bed, positioned himself, and slid down Lucky’s cock with a hiss.

Lucky panted, the pleasure nearly too intense to bear. Bo squeezed Lucky’s cock, the smooth glide of his up and down motion bringing Lucky closer and closer to bliss.

Oh damn, oh damn. Just a little more…

Bo stopped. What the fuck. No! Don’t stop!

“Two can play your game.” Bo grinned down at him.

Lucky ran his palm across the glistening tip of Bo’s cock, wrapped his hand around the hard flesh, and pumped.

“No fair!” Bo cried out, bracing his hands on Lucky’s chest and rocking back and forth.

Lucky arched up, once, twice, three times…

“Oh, fuck!” He fired pulse after pulse into Bo.

“Lucky!” Bo tensed.

Lucky grip grew slick, Bo’s come filling his hand.

Aftershocks hit and Lucky lunged upward, riding waves of sheer ecstasy.

That was… that was…

“Damn!” he and Bo exclaimed together.

Bo leaned over and ran his tongue along the seam of Lucky’s lips. Lucky gladly opened to him.

All too soon he softened and slipped from Bo’s body. No matter how many times they were together, the encounters always ended too soon. If he had his way they’d be joined always, pleasing each other, loving each other, hiding out in each other’s arms, away from the cares of the world.

Bo grabbed the remote from the nightstand, clicked off the stereo, and eased down beside Lucky, drawing Lucky’s head onto his chest. Bo’s heart ker-thumped under Lucky’s ear, and his chest rose and fell while they both recovered.

They were coated in a sticky mess and should probably get up and take a shower, but right now Lucky couldn’t bring himself to give a happy damn.

He never thought he’d ever find someone he could say the words to, and actually mean them, but “I love you” tripped from his lips so easily these days. And from his heart.

“I love you too.” Bo planted a kiss on the top of Lucky’s head.

They held each other, not saying a word. They needed nothing else in that moment to feel complete. Nothing at all.

Tomorrow he’d have to deal with the real world.

Tomorrow.

Not now.

Until… “I’m taking the Camaro. Uncle Lucky won’t mind” from down the hall broke the quiet.

Lucky yanked on his boxers and charged from the room. “Oh, hell yes, he’ll mind!”


Chapter Nineteen

Lucky let his nephews sleep in on Saturday. He’d had to take Todd’s side in last night’s argument, which didn’t endear him to Ty.

The things he’d called his mother for forcing him to move hadn’t been pretty.

Regardless of whether or not Ty thought classes lame, he still needed to do his homework, even if his older brother got to slack off another few days until college courses began.

He sure as hell couldn’t take Lucky’s car without permission.

Maybe Lucky could take him out later, just the two of them, and attempt some bonding without an older brother around to upstage him.

Todd staggered into the kitchen around ten a.m., hair sleep-tousled.

“Good morning, sleepyhead. Want some breakfast?” After last night’s shoutfest, Lucky kept his voice low. Sudden movements might not be good either. Teenagers, like wild animals, attacked with minimum provocation, though Todd didn’t rage nearly as easily as Ty.

“Cereal’s good.” Todd traipsed to the pantry.

“Is Ty still asleep?”

Todd whirled around. “He got up hours ago. I figured he’d be watching TV by now.”

The coffee in Lucky’s stomach roiled. “I haven’t seen him. Oh, shit.” The icy leaden ball in his stomach gave an awful churn. “What?”

Todd didn’t answer, but raced through the house, checked the front and back yards, and the garage, Lucky trailing behind him.

Todd scrubbed a hand over his face. “He kept saying he was going back home. I thought he was just running his mouth. He left his cell phone on the dresser.”

Fuck. No tracking him, then.

Lucky spent the rest of his day making phone calls and hunting his nephew.

“No response on the missing person’s report,” Bo said, busy helping Lucky pace holes in the living room carpet. “Everybody and their brother on the force is looking for him.”

“Atlanta’s no place for a teenager alone. Anything could happen.” Lucky’d worked in this city for over a dozen years. A sixteen-year-old could find plenty of trouble.

Or trouble could find him.

Bo interrupted Lucky’s pacing with a hand on his shoulder. “Look, he’s a smart kid. Chances are he’s someplace totally safe and he’ll be back once he calms down.”

“Maybe we should check the mall again.” Doing something, anything, beat hanging around the house doing nothing. They’d called the few friends Todd named to no avail. Rett and the Smiths hadn’t seen Ty either.

“Maybe we should wait. Did you ever run off when you got mad at your parents?”

“No.” Not the total truth. “Yes. Maybe.” Lucky’d always managed to sneak home without his parents knowing, or managed to blackmail a cousin into covering for him.

“You always came back, right?”

“Yeah.” No matter what horror lurked outside the door, Lucky could hold his own. While his mother taught him to shoot with the best of them, did Ty know how to fight?

“Then let’s give him a bit more time. Where did you look?” Bo touched a finger to his iPad and glanced up expectantly.

“The mall, the skating rink, bowling alley, the parks, anyplace young people hang out.”

Bo tapped at the iPad screen. “Where else?”

“I drove through the neighborhood six times, checked the Smiths…” Lucky shuddered. “I called every precinct in Atlanta, and the teen shelters. Rett’s looking, and I checked with Mrs. Griggs. Everyone he knows in town.”

“Todd and I went door to door asking the neighbors. We checked the club house and community swimming pool, the school campus, and the places we went to play Pokémon, but without his phone he can’t be gaming.”

Ty should be there. Lucky would gladly put up with his lousy attitude if the kid just came home.

Tongue between his teeth, Bo keyed information into his tablet. “Let’s go check again.”

Bo drove slowly up and down the streets, taking them to the malls and any establishment still open.

What if Lucky had talked to Ty sooner, or taken time off earlier to help him adjust? What if, what if, what if…

He’d put off telling Charlotte about her missing son long enough. In the morning he’d go to the police department personally, even if it meant blowing his cover story of being out of town.

Five minutes passed, then ten, twenty, thirty.

After four hours they had to go home, empty-handed.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to wait up with you?” Bo asked, letting the dog and cat in for the night.

“No. I’d love you to stay, but we both know it’s something I have to face myself. It’s not you he has a problem with.” Come hell or high water, he’d solve this problem, one way or another, before Charlotte returned.

Had he been too hard on the kid?

“Good night.” Bo brushed his lips over Lucky’s in the briefest of kisses. “Wake me up if you need me.” Moose and Cat Lucky trailed him down the hall.

Todd strolled out of the kitchen. “Good night, Uncle Richie.”

Lucky tried not to flinch. He’d grown unused to being “Richie.” Richie had died long ago. “Good night, Todd.” He rose and gave his nephew a hug, awkward at first, but then wholehearted.  Damn, but he’d missed out on most of his nephews’ lives. If he’d been there, would things have been better or worse?

Certainly Victor’s money would have ensured they never lacked for anything—as long as Victor stayed in the picture.

As much as Lucky had loved the rich life, the clubs, the fancy restaurants, the expensive gifts, they weren’t him. No matter where he and Victor went, Lucky always felt out of place, like he didn’t belong.

Out of place. He’d felt out of place.

So did Ty.

Lucky sat on the couch, waiting for his nephew, like his father had waited on him when he’d stayed out too late.

Would Lucky one day find himself sitting in this house, waiting for his own kids to get home?

He turned out the lights and paced. What would he say to Ty when he finally got home? Did he have any right to say anything at all?

Oh, dear God! What if Ty didn’t return? Maybe he should drive around looking some more.

Lucky neared the point of snatching up his keys when the front doorknob turned.

He sucked in a deep breath, heart banging away in his chest. May he find the right words to say.

The door eased open and a slim figure slipped through, shoes in hand, creeping toward the hallway and freedom.

Lucky flipped on the lights. “Not so fast.”

Ty froze, then bristled. “What do you want?”

Lucky flinched at the venom in the words. “We’re going to talk. Come here and sit down.”

“I don’t want to hear anything you have to say. I’m tired and going to bed.” Ty took a few steps toward the hall.

Lucky swallowed hard. Pride didn’t go down easy. “Please. I only want to talk.” Could Lucky follow through? He eyeballed his glowering nephew. Oh, yes. To keep his nearest and dearest safe and lay down laws, he could.

Ty stayed near the hallway. Finally, he sighed and crossed the room at a snail’s pace, flinging his tennis shoes to the floor. “Okay. I’m listening.”

And inwardly rolling his eyes, no doubt. “Sit.” Lucky patted the couch cushion beside him.

Ty pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes in a stunning imitation of his mother at his age in all her teenaged, bratty glory. He sat in a chair opposite of Lucky. “Okay, I’m here. Now, shoot.”

Lucky’s heart pounded harder than it ever had when he faced down a gun. Say words he couldn’t take back and he might live with regret the rest of his life.

Oh, to make this easier. Inspiration struck. Lucky stalked to the hall closet, rose up on his toes, and fumbled around on the top shelf. A-ha!

He pulled down a full pack of Oreos. Hmm… He’d only left a few…

Bo.

Lucky returned to the couch and handed over the pack. “Don’t tell Bo about my junk food stash.” Although Bo replacing the nearly empty package meant he already knew and understood Lucky’s need to self-medicate with sugar.

He waited, holding his breath. Ty ripped open the pack and shoved a cookie into his mouth.

“Good, now I have to do the parental thing and tell you we have rules around this house for a reason.” Lucky had no right talking about rules when he usually went to great lengths to bend them to the point of breaking. “We’re all living here. If we follow the rules, we stand a chance of getting along.”

“Or else what?” Ty crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ll kick me out? Go ahead. It’s not like I want to live here anyway.”

Taking a deep breath and counting to ten helped Lucky calm his nerves. “Until you’re eighteen, you have to live where your mother tells you to. Right now, that’s in this house.” Over the years Lucky had lived in much worse places—some with bars on the windows and doors, and some guy with a ridiculous nickname determined to make Lucky his bitch.

The last guy who’d tried sang opera for a week.

Ty kicked up his glare. Too bad for him seeing the same expression on Charlotte’s face far too often left Lucky immune.

Lucky fought not to glare back, fighting the same battle of wills he’d once fought with his father. His mother used to tell him and his siblings, “Your kids are going to be twice as bad as you are.”

Maybe Lucky shouldn’t have kids. They’d be delinquents for sure.

Lucky tilted his head right and left, cracking his neck and easing some of the tension out of his shoulders. Intimidation never worked on a pissed off young ‘un.

“Look, kid,” Lucky began.

“I’m not a kid.”

Lucky studied the product of his sister’s raising. No, not a kid. Lucky had arrested guys Ty’s age for drugs and other crimes—one he’d even had to bring up on murder charges.

No longer a boy, not yet a man, and so ripe for trouble.

“No, you’re not a kid,” Lucky tried again, “but you’re sure the hell acting like one. Pass the Oreos.”

If Ty glowered any harder Lucky’s head might explode, yet he snagged the cookies and handed Lucky the pack. Even with his stomach tied in knots, Lucky took one, to at least share something with his nephew.

“You ain’t got the right to talk to me about rules and being a kid.” Ty practically spat the words. “Mom told me all about you, what you did.”

Lucky winced. “Yes, I made some bad choices. I deeply regret one”—okay, maybe a few— “I’m sorry. I know it had to be rough on you, having an uncle in prison.”

“Hard? Dude, I thought you were the coolest thing ever.” Ty slapped a hand over his mouth.

What? “What did you say?”

Ty stared at the floor for a long, long moment. “I said, it was pretty cool to have an uncle in prison. All my friends thought so. I mean, before you got busted, you had an awesome car, went everywhere, had lots of money.”

Lucky cringed. “What I did wasn’t cool, it was dam… Darned stupid.”

“You can go ahead and say damned, you know. I’ve heard it often enough.”

“And have your grandma wash my mouth out with soap if she found out? No, thank you.” Old fears died hard.

The corner of Ty’s mouth twitched, then stopped. “What wasn’t cool was what you did to the man who bought Mom a house.”

He should’ve known his sister’s kids would know. He’d never expected them to be homophobes, not with a mother like Charlotte, but one never knew. “What, exactly, did I do to him?” Lucky snagged another cookie to have something to do.

“Turned on him. Testified against him. He killed himself because of you, after all he did for this family. Then you got out of jail to work for narcs. Mom told me all about it when she said we’d be moving here, so I wouldn’t find out on my own.”

Oh, fucking hell. “I don’t regret what I did, but you need to know, this man you’re so upset about?” Lucky made sure he had Ty’s full attention. “His name is Victor Mangiardi, the drug lord I worked for. He didn’t kill himself. He made a deal too.”

Ty narrowed his eyes. “He what?”

Lucky shrugged. How to explain Victor, and his continued existence in Lucky’s life, if from a distance? “He’s now working for an international drug trafficking task force. Sort of like my job, only world-wide.”

Eyes nearly sparking, Ty folded his arms across his chest. “Mom told me he died.”

“I only found out recently that he’s still alive. I might not have told your mother the whole story. I don’t want her to worry about me, and talking about what I do scares her.”

Ty pushed his chin out, a gesture so much like Bo’s it made Lucky’s chest ache. “Doesn’t matter. I barely remembered you, but Mom showed me pictures of you and me. Todd talked about you. I couldn’t wait until you got out so I could meet you.

“Then we heard you died.” The anger left his eyes, replaced by something aimed to rip Lucky’s heart out. “Why didn’t you try to see us? Tell us you were alive?”

“You were better off not knowing me.” A hard admission, but the truth nonetheless.

The world’s angriest teenager snorted. “Don’t you think you should’ve let me be the judge of that? I hate when people say they’re doing stuff for my own good, when really, it’s all for them.”

“You have to understand—”

Ty shot to his feet. “Grandpa says two words to me on the phone and then ‘here’s your Meemaw’, my uncles are either too good to talk to the likes of us or off in rehab. Then there was you… you played dead.”

While they were telling hard truths, Lucky had another. “I was dead. Officially. No play about it, I was in an agent protection program. Had a memorial and a death certificate and my 401K got paid out. My ID doesn’t say Simon Harrison because I like it. Guess I’m just a bad smell, coming back to life all inconvenient-like.”

“Convenient for you, though.”

Even though Ty spoke pure fact, Lucky flinched. He deserved every single barb digging into his soul. “I’m sorry. If I had it to do over again… I’d probably do the same thing. I honestly did what I thought was best for you, your mother, and your brother.”

“Well, then maybe you should have stayed dead! You couldn’t be bothered with us for years, and now all of a sudden you decide you want us back in your life, so we have to give up our home, friends, so you can get what you want. Have you ever thought about what I want? Have you?”

Lucky closed his eyes, each of Ty’s words tearing out chunks of his heart. He’d been so sure, so damned self-righteously sure, that his family was better off without him.

Leaning forward, Lucky rested his head on his hands, elbows on his knees. What could he say, what could he do, to make this better? “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“I agree. You’re sorry.”

Had Lucky been such a hard-ass at sixteen? Yeah, probably. “Look, Ty, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for y’all. I’m sorry about doing things that caused me to go to prison, but I’m not sorry for what I have now. I’ve made amends, have a new life, and I’m making a career out of putting men like me, no, like I used to be, out of business.” All he could do was his best, right? “If I’ve hurt you, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I’m not perfect—”

“You can say that again.”

Lucky tamped down a glare. “I’m trying. I know I can’t turn back time, but I can promise you from this moment forward, I’ll do my best to be the uncle you deserve, the brother my sister deserves, and the son my parents deserve.”

Ty sank back down to the chair. “Bo likes you. Says under all the bullshit you’re okay.”

Lucky let the “bullshit” slide for now. He didn’t deserve Bo’s praise. He’d done good from time to time, mostly by accident. “Bo could find good in the devil himself.”

“I think he could, at that.” Ty’s laugh died a quick death, along with his too-brief grin. “I want to forgive you, understand why you did what you did, but right now it hurts too much.”

Lucky well understood the pain of rejection. For years he’d endured the agony of having a family turn him away.

He’d treated Ty the same way. “I’m sorry,” he said again, when nothing better came to mind.

“Bo says, given time, I’ll be able to forgive you.” Ty shook his head. “But right now, I don’t think I can. It was okay when we lived there and you lived here, but now…” He spread his hands and shrugged. “I don’t want to live here. I want to go home.”

Ouch, but understandable. “The best I can hope for is for you to try.”

“I’ll think about it.” Ty held out a hand and Lucky passed him the cookies. “Why do we have to move? I have friends up there. Things going on at school.” Now he sounded more scared little boy than pissed off young man. “I was on the soccer team.”

“Your mother loves you more than anything, worked hard all her life to raise you and your brother. Now Todd is going to college, and you will too before long, if you want to. Once you’re gone she’ll be alone. She doesn’t want to be a nurse’s aide all her life. When she was younger she wanted to be a nurse. Now she’s got the chance. Yes, she wants to be near me and Bo. We were close growing up.” He wouldn’t tell Ty about Charlotte’s offer to have a child for Lucky and Bo.

“But my friends!”

“You still talk to them on your computer or phone nearly every day, right?” Not the same, but better than the available options when Lucky was sixteen.

“Yes.”

Inspiration hit. “We’ll try to get you up to Spokane every once in a while, if that’s what you want. But, please, will you give me a chance? Give Atlanta a chance?”

Ty yawned. “I’ll think about it. Can I go to bed now?”

Nothing else came to mind to help Lucky’s case. “Yes.”

Ty stood and picked up his shoes.

“Ty?”

Ty turned back toward the couch. “Yeah?”

No “yessir.” Lucky hadn’t earned a yessir. “You need to let me know when you leave the house. I don’t care what you think of me, this isn’t Spokane, it’s Atlanta, and I spend my days on the streets, seeing how bad it can get. I don’t want you wandering around alone, you hear me?”

“I’m not a child!”

No, he wasn’t, no matter how much Lucky wished to turn back time. “I don’t care if you’re that old guy from the Bible.” He remembered the story from long ago Sunday school, even if he couldn’t recall names. “I feel the same way about your mother, and even Bo. They both tell me where they’re going, and when they plan to be back. It’s common courtesy.”

“Like you said you’d always be there for my mother?”

Ouch. Lucky tried not to flinch. His nephew sure knew how to hit below the belt. Probably learned from his mother, but then again, Lucklighter blood flowed through his veins, so he’d likely been born knowing how to fight dirty.

But not how to fight to defend himself if he needed to. Lucky might not have much to offer, but he could teach self-defense.  “Have you ever boxed?” Talk about grasping at straws.

“Boxing? Like on TV?”

“Yeah.”

“No.”

“I want you to go to the ring with me sometime.” Usually, Lucky took rookies to the boxing ring to teach them who was boss. He’d teach Ty one of the few worthwhile things he knew.

Maybe, just maybe, they’d start to bond.

If Lucky didn’t get killed for good first.

When Ty reached the door to the bedroom he shared with his brother, he said, “I’ll think about it,” and slipped inside.


Chapter Twenty

“Being with his sister in Spokane” gave a guy a lot of leeway to work behind the scenes. Amazing how also knowing who owed Walter favors led to expedited warrants. With minimal effort Lucky compiled a mountain of information.

He sat at his kitchen table, sipping coffee and tracking the fateful shipment that closed Chastain’s doors. Sun streamed through the windows, nephews taking root on the couch he might have to have surgically removed from their asses one day soon. At least he knew their whereabouts.

A man could get used to working from home.

Hmm… Phillip certainly had his fingers in a lot of pies. Many of his schemes fell just this side of illegal. Others?

Both the purchase order and receipt of shipment signatures matched the illegible chicken scratch Phillip used to sign his SNB reports. The HR department at Chastain used a computerized system to produce employee ID badges, so no big deal to get a copy of the badge Phillip had used.

O’Donoghue blocking research to Forsyth? Forsyth’s new hire coming from DEA? The man either wasn’t smart enough to hide his tracks or thought his position meant he’d do what he wanted and not get caught.

Not on Lucky’s watch.

Lucky couldn’t get his hands on Forsyth’s records, not without probable cause and a warrant, which would tip O’Donoghue off to his research. There was nothing illegal about hiring a man for a job.

Phillip didn’t do his own thinking, even in his personal life. He likely followed O’Donoghue’s orders. If he faced serious enough charges, he might give up some dirt on his boss.

As Lucky had done to Victor Mangiardi many years ago.

Nope. Not going there. Lucky sure as hell didn’t have anything in common with Butt Kisser Phillip.

Lucky dove back into his buttload of borderline illegally gotten records.

There had to be some reason O’Donoghue snatched up Walter’s job and took Lucky off street work.

Still, Lucky needed more proof against the man. Maybe he should call Nestor. No, better not make a deal with the devil.

Maybe another devil.

He dialed Keith’s number and left a message on voice mail. “Okay, you asshole, I’ve had enough of your shit. Bring your sorry ass to the gym and fight me like a man, in the ring.” If anyone managed to intercept the message, they’d now know Lucky wasn’t in Spokane, but oh well.

He pushed Cat Lucky off his lap, strode into the bedroom, and filled his gym bag. On his way to the front door he paused. “I have to go out for a while. Y’all behave yourselves while I’m gone.”

Moose opened his eyes, stared up at Lucky from his place by the couch, thumped his tail twice, and promptly went back to sleep.

With more spring in his step than Lucky had a right to, he traipsed out the door. With any luck, he’d find Keith waiting for him.

Now to put plans into motion.

Even if he did have to call in Keith for help. An SNB agent beat one of O’Donoghue’s puppets any day of the week.

***

“I’m not fighting you.” Keith stood in the gym locker room, fully clothed, and with no gym bag in sight.

“You’ve smartened up some then.” Lucky couldn’t resist the dig.

Keith rolled his eyes. “Is there a reason you called me here?”

“Yeah. No one will question us being here, and I didn’t want to get Lisa involved again.”

“What for?” Keith took a step back.

“I need a favor.” Lucky dropped his gym bag to the floor and crossed his arms over his chest. Normally, he’d love to intimidate Keith. Right now he needed information. “I thought we’d be safe enough here to talk.”

“Except that the gym is the last place I’d willingly go.” Keith waved a hand, indicating a body more used to a couch and TV than a gym.

Oh. Yeah. “Well, there is that.”

Keith narrowed his eyes. “What do you need?”

“Were you ever able to locate the missing parts of the video you gave me?”

“No. Why?”

“I need more evidence on O’Donoghue.” Lucky gave his nemesis the condensed version of all he’d learned, minus the part about Walter being on his way back into the game. As much as it pained him to take a dickwad like Keith into his confidence, he’d proven his loyalty to Walter.

“What do you need from me?”

“You’re the surveillance expert. I need something tying him to what happened at Chastain Pharmaceuticals. Phillip was undercover there when the illegal shipment showed up, but that doesn’t prove O’Donoghue put him up to it. I also have reason to believe he’ll soon be working for Forsyth.”

Proof of Phillip planting an illegal shipment would bring more than just embarrassment to both DEA and SNB.

Which didn’t make sense. If O’Donoghue could be working at Forsyth, making one hell of a lot more than with the SNB, why hang around?

“What do you want me to do, specifically?” Keith relaxed his fight or flight stance. Slightly.

“Can you bug Phillip?” Johnson still had the necklace, but so far Phillip hadn’t said anything useful to her. He’d brag to his buddies at work though.

Keith shook his head. “I’ll do what I can, but while Phillip isn’t exactly smart, some of his cohorts have enough sense to realize lines are drawn, and sooner or later, we’re going to push back.” He rested his hands on his hips. “I’d keep an eye on Landry if I were you.”

Lucky always did, but didn’t feel the need to share. “Any particular reason?”

“I dunno. Just something about him gives me the creeps.” Keith gave an exaggerated shiver.

Lucky could say the same about Keith, but didn’t.

For now.

Lucky waited a few minutes after Keith left and strode down the sidewalk, slowing when he spotted the paper on his windshield, held in place by a wiper blade. Probably a church flier, or some kind of business ad.

A quick perusal of the street showed no other cars so adorned.

Gingerly he plucked the paper, held it up to his nose, and read, “You were warned.”

Oh hell.

***

Lucky sat back in his car, pulled his laptop into his lap, and tapped into a nearby coffee shop’s Wi-Fi.

What would Walter do in his situation? O’Donoghue was the obvious culprit, with the knowledge, the connections, the flunkies, the motivation.

But…

O’Donoghue was the obvious choice, right?

Obvious.

Lucky punched his keyboard, calling up the damning video. Keith had fed him this piece of evidence. Why? To lead Lucky toward O’Donoghue? Possibly. But in doing so, he’d exposed himself as having placed the camera. He’d also invaded Lisa’s house and involved her in his schemes.

That wasn’t the act of a con man, but a desperate man. Keith stood to lose his entire career. Years of his life. His status as senior agent.

Also add in that O’Donoghue wasn’t sloppy enough to leave a blatant trail. Nor juvenile enough to leave notes on cars. Though Lucky would likely not be able to raise any prints from the paper.

Back when he’d worked for Victor he’d been the dumb Southern redneck, the boy toy, someone no one paid a lick of attention. He’d stolen millions of dollars in drugs for his boss, hung out at Victor’s parties with people whose lips grew looser the more they drank.

They didn’t watch what they said, and likely marveled later when Victor knew their secrets.

Because Lucky had never been obvious.

What a fool he’d been. Someone had tossed him O’Donoghue. Pretty much set the guy up, using Lucky’s own opinions against him.

He wouldn’t rule out O’Donoghue completely, but he needed to widen his net. Who, then?

Phillip didn’t strike Lucky as the type to be the brains of so much as a circle jerk, yet he’d hung a microphone around Rett Johnson’s neck.

Rogers didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. Still, he’d tailed Lucky more than once.

Lucky entered them both into the database, Rogers first. Security clearance background checks might leave off number of hangnails suffered per year, but not much else.

Technically, Lucky shouldn’t have access to such, but hey, if they didn’t want him digging they should put someone other than Keith in charge of IT.

Mediocre grades, barely passed his marksmanship test, and only got into the SNB because of his coding ability and an uncle in law enforcement.

Phillip Eustace? Another matter entirely. Lucky let out a low whistle. The guy’s father had defended some pretty notorious crime bosses and gotten them out of federal charges with a slap on the wrist. Either he was worth the money paid to him by his clients, had connections, or was one conniving lawyer.

Brrr… Lucky caught a chill from the picture of Phillip’s mother, who looked down her nose at one of the finest agents Lucky’d ever met.

Phillip had applied at one hell of a lot of schools, names Lucky had heard his wannabe-wealthy brother yammer on about with no hope in hell of attending, not even on Victor’s dime. He’d flunked out of the one Ivy League school that let him in, and changed his major from pre-law to criminal and social justice, getting his four-year degree in five years from the University of St. Francis.

He’d barely eked by.

Not the sharpest tool in the shed. Nothing new to Lucky.

The guy’s parents had connections though. From what Johnson said, if Phillip showed the least inkling of ambition Mommy and Daddy might buy him a position somewhere.

Of those two, neither seemed likely.

Now for contestant number three: Owen Landry.

Lucky took a deep breath and cleared his mind. If he didn’t let his old prejudices go he’d blind himself to critical facts. Yes, the jerkoff tried to get close to Bo, but couldn’t. Bo drew people like moths to a flame. Besides, Lucky curled up to that flame every night, Landry didn’t.

Wow. He’d also been a criminal justice major, but top of his class. Father and brother in DEA, which might explain how Landry ended up there. Had they pulled strings to get him in?

Not likely.

So, not a complete moron. Had ties to some pretty influential people.

Lucky let out a low whistle. Boyfriend been busy the past few years, climbing the ranks. He’d volunteered to train with SNB, and had beaten out a lot of talented agents for the privilege. Brownest nose this side of the Mississippi.

School records, resume, interviews with family and friends while Landry earned a security clearance. Clearances weren’t cheap, and many places hired someone who’d already earned the honor rather than have to cough up the money themselves.

On paper, he made one hell of a job candidate.

Why, then, was he sniffing around O’Donoghue? While O’Donoghue had connections, he didn’t have a lot of power. Not the kind guys like Landry wanted anyway.

But the man was such a fuck off.

And don’t you do your damnedest to be underestimated?

All the woman at Forsyth got out was “O”. Could she have meant Owen Landry and not O’Donoghue?

Landry didn’t have the skills necessary for a position of power.

Unless he bought his way in with a competitor’s product.


Chapter Twenty-one

Lucky turned left, then right, cruising through some of the less desirable streets in Atlanta, flicking his gaze from the street in front of him to the rearview mirror. The BMW he picked up five miles from the house followed his every move.

He loved his Camaro, especially since Bo had the whole thing restored for a Christmas gift, but he really, really wished he could ask the car to dial his phone for him via Bluetooth like Bo’s Durango could.

A red light gave him enough opportunity to call Bo. Calling while driving was only illegal if he got caught, right?

“Hey, Lucky! When will you be home? I’m making dinner.”

“Bo”—Lucky kept his voice steady— “I’ve got a tail I can’t shake. Silver BMW.”

Instantly Lucky’s home partner turned into his work partner, all steel and business. “Where are you?”

Lucky peered out the window at traffic signs. “I’m at the corner of Moreland Avenue and Key Drive, heading left down Moreland. I’m not leading them to the house, I’m doubling back to the gym.”

“No. It’s too far.”

“Suggestions?”

“The Raging Stallion isn’t far from you. If the car follows you there, you’ll know without a doubt it’s a tail. I’ll contact Atlanta PD for backup, and call the manager of The Stallion, give him the heads up.”

Lucky eyed the rearview mirror and the BMW stopped at another light two blocks back. “Okay. On my way.”

“I’ll meet you there.”

“Bo—” The call ended and the light changed to green. Lucky gunned the engine, setting a course for a gay club he no longer frequented.

Even now his partner had his back, likely tossing aside an apron, grabbing a gun, and telling the boys he’d be back later.

No matter how much Lucky weaved through traffic, the BMW stayed with him. A professional then, not Rogers, who’d sooner hit Lucky head-on than manage to keep tailing him longer than twenty minutes.

Tires squealed. What the hell? A quick glance in the mirror showed a car gunning through the red light…

…broadsiding the BMW. A man jumped from the car, holding the cell phone he’d no doubt been texting from, and running toward the BMW.

A siren wailed as a patrol car spun a U-turn and headed back toward the wreck.

The BMW’s passenger door flew open and a man scrambled out. He shoved Cell Phone Guy out of the way and bolted.

An officer jumped from the squad car in pursuit while the other officer went to Cell Phone Guy.

Car horns behind Lucky shocked him into action.

Lucky circled the block and came back. The BMW sat empty in the middle of the road.

Whatever happened, Lucky breathed easier. He called Bo back. “Call off the dogs. I’m okay. I’ll be home soon.”

Bo let out a relieved-sounding breath. “You do that. And Lucky?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful.”

“I always am.”

The BMW driver clearly hadn’t been one of O’Donoghue’s men.

Unease squirmed in his gut. He delayed going home long enough to get the plate number from the BMW. On second thought, he pulled into the parking lot of a deserted building and ran toward the car.

The officer turned from questioning Cell Phone Guy and held up a hand.

Lucky whipped out his badge. “Southeastern Narcotics Bureau.”

The cop nodded and returned to taking a statement. Crashing and running usually meant drugs.

The crumpled driver’s door wouldn’t budge. Lucky slid onto the leather passenger’s seat and searched. Nothing in the glovebox or console, nothing on the seats.

Clean. Too clean. Not even any dirt on the floor mat. He’d have to get a drug dog out here, see what the car hid.

A slip of paper stuck out from the visor. Lucky grabbed at the sheet and wound up with a whole lot of pages. Holy. Shit. Pictures of him. His schedule. Places he frequented, people he knew.

His home address.

He reached under the front seat and pulled out a gun.

Guts roiling, he called Bo.

***

“Look, Todd, I’m sorry I can’t take you myself, but you’re not safe here.” Lucky leaned in the window to Lisa’s car.

“It’s okay. I understand.” The hurt in Todd’s eyes said he didn’t.

“I’ll make it up to you later, I promise.” Lucky patted him on the shoulder, Bo gave him a hug, and Lisa pulled away from the house, her compact car full to bursting from Todd’s bags and all he’d need to start classes.

Bo put his arm around Lucky’s shoulders. “I’m sorry this had to happen, but you did the right thing.”

“Not really. You’re in danger too.”

Bo kissed the side of Lucky’s head. “No more than you.”

“Todd might forgive me, but Ty won’t. Not ever.”

“Ty’s going to be too busy cuddling cats to think of his uncle. Mrs. Griggs said she’d adopted three new kittens.”

Cats notwithstanding, Ty would never, ever forgive Lucky, but Lucky wasn’t about to let his nephews get used as bargaining chips, or worse, bait.

They climbed into Bo’s Durango and headed for a night of clubbing—at least as far as tails were concerned. On the way he’d tried Chastain’s number.

Nothing.

At the Stallion they entered through the front, exited out the back, and drove the manager’s car to the local Walmart.

Their Uber driver picked them up, hat pulled down to hide her poufy hair and much of her face. They didn’t speak, only drove a few blocks and into the Smith’s garage. The door closed behind them.

Heart pounding a mile a minute, Lucky joined Johnson and Bo, entering through the kitchen and into the den where Walter sat in his reclining chair. Mrs. Smith brought coffee and tea, making their meeting into a social occasion.

Once Keith arrived, she made herself scarce. Keith gawked at Walter, opened and closed his mouth a few times. “You’re looking really well, Walter.” Had he expected less?

Johnson gave Walter a quick hug and retreated to the couch.

“So, they’ve raised the stakes,” Walter began.

Lucky handed Walter the note from his car and the gun and papers from the BMW.  On pure instinct he shot a glance to Rett’s neck.

Rett patted her bare skin. “I keep the necklace in the freezer when I don’t have reason to wear it.” She slipped off her hat and fluffed her hair.

Safe enough in the freezer, and quiet too, even if Keith winced.

Others handed Walter piles of papers, their own contributions to this case that wasn’t a case. Walter sifted through the piles. “Keith, did you bring what Lucky asked?”

Keith nodded, and lifted a heart necklace on a delicate chain toward Johnson.

She growled. “Where’d you get that?”

“I made it to look like the one you’ve been wearing. He’ll never see the difference.”

Johnson allowed Keith the fasten the chain around her neck. “Won’t he notice when he doesn’t get audio?”

Keith grinned. “Leave that to me.”

“So.” Walter rubbed his hands together. “Loretta will gather what intel she can from Phillip.”

“I’ve also got friends in Southwestern. Alabama might not be their jurisdiction, but could be somebody knows something.” She stepped away from Keith and ran a hand over the heart-shaped charm, lip curling in disgust.

Walter nodded. “Keith? How’s your assignment going?”

“I’ve got tags on O’Donoghue, Eustace, Landry, and Rogers’ car.” He nodded toward Lucky. “Yes, he’s been following you, but he wasn’t the one today.”

Today. The note. The gun.

“Bo?” Walter raised a brow.

Bo flexed, hooked his thumbs into his jeans’ pockets, turned and drawled, “Cyrus Cooper rides again. Let’s see if I can find out who put the hit out on Lucky. No matter how hard he tries, my buddy Chuck can’t find out anything more from Forsyth. The woman who nearly told Lucky the name of their new hire was reprimanded. They’re keeping things very hush-hush.”

Lucky did a swift double-take, but Bo had totally transformed himself with attitude only. Da-yum.

“Bo, Loretta, Keith. Obtain what information you can and report back to me immediately. Though I’m indisposed as far as much of the SNB is concerned, I still have sources of my own.” The slight tremble in Walter’s fingers gave away his fatigue, but only those close enough to truly know the man would have noticed.

“What about me, Boss?” Lucky ventured.

Walter’s smile might have frozen fire. “Stay with me a while. We have much to discuss.” To the rest of the group Walter said, “I’ll see to it he gets home.”

While a goodbye kiss might have been nice, Lucky settled for a brief finger squeeze when Bo strode by.

Once the others were out of the house, Walter turned his attention to Lucky. “Someone obviously has discovered that you’re still in town. How about your family? Are they somewhere safe?

“Todd’s on his way to Clemson, Ty’s staying with Mrs. Griggs, and I’ve warned Charlotte to stay away a few more days.”

Walter nodded. “I never thought I’d find myself working outside of proper channels, but it seems that corruption has grown within the SNB ranks. The possible profits from Chastain’s diabetes drug are enough to fuel greed.”

“How much are we talking?”

“Potentially billions.” Walter shuffled the papers in his lap and placed them on an end table. If he didn’t get back to work soon, no doubt every flat surface in his home would be covered by files and paper like the desk in his office.

Lucky let out a low whistle, though he’d figured as much.

“Lucky?” Walter eyed Lucky over the top of his glasses, expression as stern as he’d ever been. “You’re at risk. We already know the driver of the BMW had photos and a gun, all of which were stolen.”

Figured. “I’ll watch my back, Boss, I always do.”

“Be that as it may, you need protection.”

“No, I don’t!” After all, he’d brought both his Glock and his .38 to this meeting.

“If you think that, then you’ve tragically underestimated how badly Forsyth wants that drug. I’m putting you in a safe house for the duration of this investigation.”

“Do what?” Lucky shot to his feet. “Bo’s out there. Johnson too!” As an afterthought he added, “And Keith.”

“None of them have been targeted yet.” Walter swiped a hand across his forehead, sinking down into his chair. Only now did Lucky truly take in the slumped shoulders, the tired eyes. “I cannot risk you. Someone thinks you’ve uncovered something solid. They’re determined that you find out nothing more.”

“How do they know I haven’t told God and everybody what little I’ve found?”

“Lucky, you’re not in this alone. Martin Chastain was also supposed to be in protective custody. He barely missed being the victim in a drive-by shooting a few hours ago.”

Bile burned the back of Lucky’s throat. “Where is he now?”

Walter sucked in a deep breath, letting the air out in a whoosh. “I’m afraid I don’t know. After he reported the incident, he vanished.”

“Oh, shit. I need to find him. I’ve been calling and texting, but no answer.”

“Atlanta PD is looking for him. Let them do their job.” Walter ran his fingers through his graying hair. “I wish I could remember what was in that file. It must be of great importance. I can’t even remember who gave it to me.” Walter stared off at nothing. “I believe I mentioned before that Forsyth’s international operation warranted me involving others.” His voice didn’t boom like it used to, but he’d recovered a good bit of strength.

“Yes.” Which made Lucky’s heart try to escape his chest.

“Someone is coming by to get you and take you someplace safe.”

“Me? What about you?”

“I’ve worked very hard to maintain the illusion of being an invalid who had yet to regain the power of speech. Thus, my new private nurse.” Walter gave a rueful smile. “One with a high security clearance and many years’ experience in law enforcement.”

Oh. Security. That worked.

“When—”

The lights flickered and went out.

Lucky had his hand on his Glock, crouched on the floor before he’d taken another breath. He backed up to Walter, scanning the windows, searching for movement. Night had fully fallen now.

The darkened yard indicated the street lamp in front of the house lost power too. Lucky slithered over to the window and glanced out. Lights shown from the house windows across the street.

Walter murmured into his cell phone.

Oh, shit! Mrs. Smith!

“I’m going to find your wife,” Lucky hissed, passing his boss his .38, the same .38 Walter gave him when Lucky’d finally been able to carry a gun on the job.

Walter nodded, but continued his call, whites of his eyes showing in the minimal light.

Keeping low, safety off and gun at the ready, Lucky crouch-walked to the kitchen and stopped, straining his hearing. Nothing. Surely if she could she’d have come running to check on Walter the moment the power failed.

Lucky turned and crept down the hall. He’d only been into the back of the house a couple of times. Was the Smith’s bedroom on the left or right? Maybe she’d fallen asleep, blissfully unaware of what was going on.

A muffled “Umpph” drew his eyes to the den. A figure stood in the middle of the room, clutching a wriggling Mrs. Smith, one hand over her mouth.

Damn it! They must have gotten past when Lucky went to the kitchen.

He hunkered down, making himself as small as possible.

“Where is Harrison?” a blatantly Southern voice drawled.

“He’s not here,” Walter replied coolly. All the tells Lucky had been taught to look for in a liar weren’t there. Better to never play poker with the boss. He gave away nothing.

“I know he was here.” The man gave Mrs. Smith a shake.

As cool as her husband, she said or did nothing, though the captor had to crouch down to hold her, as small as she was. Good. He’d be off-balance.

Outside a car passed by, lights hitting the window. For a moment Lucky caught a good look at the man, and the gun he’d pressed to Mrs. Smith’s temple.

Oh, shit! So, ramming the man wasn’t going to work. He’d not put Mrs. Boss in danger. His pulse thundered in his ears.

“Yes, he was here,” Walter said. “But he left. Now, unhand my wife.” He kept both hands on the arms of his chair, no gun to be seen. Oh, man. Surely the asshole who’d broken in wasn’t stupid enough to think Walter harmless.

“Then call him back.” The man gestured with his gun to Walter’s cell phone.

Lucky lunged, knocking the man’s legs out from under him. “Run!” he shouted at the Smiths. He whirled, coming to his feet, well-practiced boxing moves posing his body without conscious thought.

The guy struggled to his feet and took a swing—too high.

Lucky kept a chuckle inside. Sometimes being structurally impaired paid off. Trusting the Smiths to get the hell out, he charged, tackling the larger man to the floor.

A thunk sounded on the tile, something heavy sliding across the floor and hitting the wall. Hopefully, the gun.

Lucky fought as best he could while holding on to his own weapon.

His weapon. He hit the safety, turned the gun, and pistol whipped the motherfucker.

The would-be hitman slumped to the floor.

“Freeze!” a voice shouted behind him. “Atlanta PD.”

Lucky held up his hands, still holding his gun. “Agent Simon Harrison with Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. My badge is in my wallet.”

“What name did Agent William Schollenberger use while undercover in Mexico?” The owner of the voice circled around to stand in front of Lucky.

That voice. Slightly lilting, with a hint of a Mexican accent.

Nigglings of anxiety or something squirmed through Lucky’s gut. “Cyrus Cooper.”

Lucky felt rather than saw the man relax a moment before a snicker reached his ears. The lights came on and Lucky stared up at a familiar face.

“Hola, mi amigo.”


Chapter Twenty-two

“Are you sure she’s okay?” Lucky asked for the thousandth time. He stared at the front door where two linebackers had dragged out the assailant. Millions of questions he wanted to ask, but the guy hadn’t come to by the time they’d taken him.

Lucky hadn’t recognized the fuckwad stupid enough to invade Walter Smith’s house, and neither had Walter, so maybe some cheap amateur who imagined himself a hit man.

He’d love to be a fly on the wall during questioning. Or get a chance to deliver a bitch slap for scaring Mrs. Smith.

“She’s fine.” Walter stepped into the den and sank into his chair. “A little shaken. You see, I’ve never really discussed the more dangerous aspects of my job with her. Given her lifelong struggles with a weak heart, I thought it best.”

Lucky sat on the couch and sipped a cup of decaf, watching out of the corner of his eye as blast-from-the-past Cruz made a face and shot Lucky a disdainful look from his place leaning against a wall.

“Hey, don’t blame me.” Lucky saluted with his cup. “Boss can’t have caffeine either.” And about a million other things, judging by the dietary guidelines posted on the refrigerator door when he’d gone to the kitchen to make coffee.

“I take it you know each other?” Walter glanced from Lucky to Cruz and back again.

“In Mexico. He’s related to Victor.” Lucky faced the man he still didn’t fully trust. “You still work for him and Nestor, right?”

Cruz flashed a smile. “Yes, which is how I wound up being sent here as your babysitter.”

Lucky recoiled. “Babysitter? Now see—”

“Ah, nice to meet you, Cruz. I’ve heard good things about you, Mr…” Walter held out his hand and quirked a brow.

Cruz clasped his fingers and shook. “Cruz is fine. I’ve heard good things about you as well. My employer doesn’t respect many people, so it says much that he respects you.”

If Walter heard good things about Cruz, they sure hadn’t been from Lucky’s mouth. Oh, wait. He’d made mention in his report of Cruz’s quick thinking and driving skills saving Bo’s life.

Of course, he’d barely restrained himself from adding, “The little shit” to the words.

Cruz chugged the rest of his coffee. “It’s late. Go, rest. Comfort your wife.” He gave Walter a nod. “C’mon, Lucky. I’ve orders to take you to a safe house.”

“Now see here…”

Cruz turned so Walter couldn’t see his face and winked.

What the fuck?

Gun in hand, Lucky followed Cruz out the door. Two cars sat parked on the street, one on either side of Walter’s house.

“Don’t worry. The house is under surveillance. I’m sorry we arrived nearly too late, but they’ll come to no harm. I’ve got my best men on this.”

For a moment adrenaline had rushed through Lucky’s blood, reminding him of some of his more exciting cases. Damn, he’d missed the action while confined to a desk. “So, who was our gunman?”

“I don’t know. Yet.” Cruz gave off the vibe that he wouldn’t mind removing the man’s fingertips in a quest for prints to match. “And you’re deliberately changing the subject. Now put that damned gun away. This is no longer your case. You’re the witness, and in need of protection. We’ve got you covered.”

“I don’t need a safe house,” Lucky groused. Whoever thought to coop him up while Bo and the others put themselves in danger? He didn’t need protecting. Sumbitches after Walter needed protection from him.

Cruz continued to the next street, hopped into an inconspicuous Chevy, and turned on a grin the moment Lucky opened the door. “I had a feeling you’d say that.”

Despite the alarm bells going off in his head, Lucky got into the passenger seat and buckled in.

Cruz started the car and pulled out into the street. “My boss has nothing but the highest respect for Walter, but he’s in no shape to be in the middle of this bullshit.”

Someone alert the media. Lucky fully agreed with Cruz. “What you got in mind?”

Stopping at a stop sign, Cruz flashed a grin. “Doing what we’re good at, my friend. Kicking ass and taking names.”

“Can I ask how you wound up on this case?”

Cruz kept his eyes on the road. “We were on a very boring case involving patents for raw materials from India, and all of sudden your name shows up on our reports, and wham! Can’t you do calm? For once? Just for some variety? Why does everyone in the world want to kill you?”

“Must be my charming personality.” Lucky scowled. He’d had enough of Cruz down in Mexico.

Cruz chatted nonstop on the way across town, catching Lucky up on people he’d met while in Mexico. He finally shut up when a very familiar building came into view.

Bo and Keith met them in the nearly empty parking garage, along with two men Lucky didn’t know, but who dipped curt nods at Cruz.

“We’re breaking into the fucking SNB?” Lucky glanced around at the group who’d so docilely left Walter’s.

Bo, sitting astride the Harley, dressed all in black leather, dropped an arm around Lucky’s shoulders. “Go big or go home, right? I was on my way to the bar when I got a call. Couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

***

The blood sang in Lucky’s veins, rather from doing the right thing or plunging back into lawlessness, he couldn’t say, but sometimes one must skate the line between right and wrong.

“Bo shouldn’t be here,” Keith hissed near Lucky’s ear. “If this goes tits up…”

For the second time that night Lucky agreed with someone he usually didn’t. Bo shouldn’t be there but, like Lucky, no one or nothing was gonna stop him.

“All right.” Cruz beckoned with his hand for the assembled to gather around. “This is your home turf, you know it, and where we’ll likely find what we need.” He nodded to his two silent companions. “We’re just backup.”

Lucky shot him a disbelieving glare.

Cruz held his hands up, palms out. “Boss’s orders.”

While he hated going around Walter this way, Walter needed to stay out of this, especially after the break-in tonight. Lucky led the way to the elevator. “What about cameras?” he asked Keith.

“Leave that to me.”

“Guards?”

One of Cruz’s men peeled away from the group and took up a position in the shadows near the elevator door.

Lucky pushed a button and the door opened. Lucky, Bo, Keith, Cruz, and Nameless stepped inside. “We’re looking for anything connected with Forsyth or Chastain. No matter how small.” He hoped to hell they’d find it. The elevator rose.

The door chimed and opened. They stepped off into the semi-darkness of the Department of Diversion Prevention and Control. “Wait here.” Lucky pointed to the reception area. “Housekeeping knows me and has no reason to suspect anything wrong with me being here.” He’d worked odd hours often enough.

He strode with purpose toward his cube, then back and forth down the hallways. All trashcans were empty and the break room coffee pots cleaned. Good. They’d come and gone. Lucky backtracked to the reception desk, after a brief stop at the supply closet.

He handed out gloves. His, Bo’s, and Keith’s fingerprints could be explained, but he planned on going places he wasn’t supposed to tonight. “Keith, I need you to fix the cameras, cut us from the videos, but I also need you to go through the switchboard, see if any phone calls came in from anyone associated with Chastain or Forsyth. Also, between O’Donoghue and his brown nosers.”

“I can get the switchboard,” Nameless said. He sat down at Lisa’s station and adjusted the chair to accommodate someone a foot and a half taller.

Keith tromped off down the hall. Lucky winced. Good thing Keith did his surveillance with high tech toys instead of stakeouts, because he moved with all the grace of a water buffalo.

“Bo, you know where Landry and Eustace sit, right?”

Bo nodded and took off in the general direction of the rookie section.

“I’m with you,” Cruz said.

Eeriness crept down Lucky’s spine as he stalked to O’Donoghue’s, no, Walter’s door. Locked. He nearly laughed. Who’d he plan to keep out, in a department full of folks familiar with lockpicking? Lucky could use pretty much anything but, feeling lazy, strode back to his desk and retrieved his lockpicking set.

Less than thirty seconds and he opened the door. A thin glow came through the windows, reflections of the city outside. Now, where would O’Donoghue hide things he wanted no one to find?

Cruz wandered to the bookcase while Lucky settled behind the desk, opening drawers at random and unlocking any he found locked. Other than a disciplinary report on himself, nothing of interest.

Carefully putting things to rights, Lucky admitted defeat and retreated into the hallway.

Bo stood outside the door.

Holding a folder.

But not the one Lucky sought.

***

Lucky hadn’t spent much time in surveillance, normally avoiding Keith and Rookie Rogers at all cost. Tonight, he sat on a stool perusing copies of the documents Bo had found. The DEA report, including the name of the agent who’d investigated Chastain: Owen Landry. Damn. Lucky already knew that. This was what someone silenced Walter for?

Nameless came in. “Nothing in the switchboard of interest.”

Lucky thought as much. Lisa would have told him of anything out of the ordinary, surely.

Cruz disconnected a call and shoved his cell phone into his pocket. “My guys questioned the man who broke into Smith’s home tonight. He’s an amateur, a local. Was hired by someone he didn’t actually meet face to face.” He arched a brow at Lucky. “It could’ve been the guy following you in the stolen BMW.”

“Where was the would- be assassin supposed to meet his contact, get paid?” Lucky hadn’t had enough time to find out on his own.

“At a bar outside of town.”

“Did your man have an accent, anything like that?” Bo stopped reading over Lucky’s shoulder long enough to ask.

“A bit of Southern drawl, nothing more.”

“That’s most folks around here.” Either by birth or design. Lord knew Lucky had one. Bo too. “When’s the meeting?”

“He was supposed to text when the job was done. We have his cell phone.” Cruz sat down on a stool near something electronic in the process of spewing its guts or being repaired.

Keith wore a headset, brows scrunched. “I’m getting a feed on Loretta Johnson.” He shook his head. “How damned much did she give the guy to drink? I can barely make out what he’s saying.” He paused, then flushed bright red. “That might be a good thing.”

All eyes stayed on him. Finally, he removed the headset. “According to a rather drunk Phillip Eustace, O’Donoghue never gave orders directly. All instructions came through Owen Landry.”

Figured.

Cruz snatched up the headset and held the earpiece to one ear. “He must’ve passed out, ‘cause she’s saying things to him not worth repeating.” He slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh and dropped the headset. “Enough of that. Besides, we’ve got recordings.”

Lucky paced as much as the cramped space allowed. “We haven’t found anything incriminating enough to kill someone over.” At least not him. Someone might want Chastain dead. “What happens to the diabetes drug if Chastain dies?”

Bo answered, “It’s a family-owned run company, with Chastain holding the majority share, so rights will probably get tied up in his estate.”

“Which might take months to unravel.” If not longer.

“Yes. And they want the drug now. Like, yesterday.” Bo stroked his chin, sporting a fair bit of scruff. Past midnight.

Lucky tapped out a message on his cell phone, the fifteenth one that day to the same person. He waited, but no answer, not that he’d really expected one. “Boss thinks I’m in a safehouse somewhere, and I hate to call him at this hour, but I need to know if anyone found Chastain.”

“I’m on it.” Bo trudged out of the room.

“Stay close,” Keith called out. “That way I don’t have to monitor too many cameras.”

Bo came back in the room too quickly for the news to be good. “No sign of him, but his car was found about a half mile from the facility.”

“Did they check it out?” Lucky performed mental calculations. If they left now…

“As much as they could without a warrant.”

“Shit.” Warrants were for people who weren’t so damned desperate. Lucky’s gut feelings said they’d find something there. Even Walter listened to Lucky’s guts. O’Donoghue’s group couldn’t kill the man outright, but they might threaten him until he signed away rights to his company, then kill him.

He could see it now, Chastain being portrayed as depressed over losing his company and putting a gun to his own head.

“Send Johnson home to her kid. I think we have enough folks to do a search.”  Lucky spoke to Keith. “We might need you at Chastain’s.”

Keith nodded. “I’ll finish up and meet you after I ensure there’s no evidence of us having been here.”

To the others Lucky said, “Let’s go see if we can save a man’s life.”

***

No cars sat in the parking lot at Chastain Pharmaceuticals, though the lights were on. “Just like Mexico,” Cruz said, though he could have meant any number of things by his comment.

They parked down the street, fanning out to sweep the perimeter. Time ticked away, each second possibly putting Chastain in greater danger, but despite his desire to barge in, guns blazing, Lucky had learned a thing or two in his time with Walter.

Keith showed up as they finished their assessment. Good. As much as Lucky hated to admit it, they needed the IT geek’s technical skills.

Cruz held his gun close to his chest. Keeping to the shadows, he worked his way to the front of the building.

Keith went next, a lumpy shape in the dark with the loaded backpack he’d stuffed with equipment.

They watched in silence, Cruz’s two men vanishing around the side of the building.

Lucky’s phone pinged with a text from an unknown number. “C’mon in.” He hoped it was from Keith, whose number he’d never bothered to store in his phone.

First Cruz, then Bo, darted to the front door, Lucky keeping his eyes peeled while bringing up the rear. A few dim lights shone from windows, not bright enough to be from someone working. Besides, the place had been pretty much deserted lately.

Creepy. Dark.

No guard greeted them from the front desk, and he’d no idea how Keith managed to let them in without someone manning the buzzer. Even closed down, a pharma company should have security. Lucky’s hackles rose.

“His office?” Bo asked.

“Yeah.” Lucky kept his hand on his shoulder holster, ready to yank out the Glock if needed. “This doesn’t feel right. Let’s take the stairs.” Lucky muted his phone.

Moving slowly to minimize sound, he, Cruz, and Bo crept up the stairs. Though a camera showed them entering the stairwell to anyone watching, he spotted no cameras in the stairwell itself.

Bo opened the door onto the third floor.

Barely any illumination in the hallway.

Lucky flattened himself against the wall, all senses on high alert. The exit sign over the doorway gave him enough light to see Bo a few feet away.

Low lighting gave off a soft glow, but kept things dim. Reminded Lucky of the paintball range, minus the splatters. He eyed the second door to the left. Chastain’s office.

Lucky dialed the number he’d been trying all day.

Straight to voicemail.

Lucky exchanged his phone for a gun and led the way down the hall, sticking to the shadows, and motioned Bo into a recessed doorway. Maybe it’d take Bo a minute to figure out Lucky had strategically placed him in the most protected position.

The feeble light reflected off the gun in Bo’s hand. One slow inch at a time, Lucky worked his way to Chastain’s office.

Chastain sat behind his desk in a rumpled suit.

The door swung shut. A man stepped from behind the door, gun aimed directly at Lucky.

Oh shit!

Lucky grabbed Bo and slammed to the floor, covering Bo with his body.

The man shot four times in quick succession. Lucky braced and fired back.

Silence.

He moved to glance up.

A body lay on the floor, Cruz already hovering. “Nice shooting, man. Got him in one.”

Fuck, not again. Oh, one of Cruz’s guys stood in the doorway, gun in hand. Good. Let someone else file the paperwork and go to therapy. Lucky struggled to rise.

Cruz fished the dead man’s phone from his pocket. “Lay down over here, Lucky.”

Lucky crawled over, settling way too close to a pool of blood for his taste. Behind him Bo spoke in soft tones to a shaky Chastain.

Cruz aimed the phone, then lowered it and hit a few buttons. “You can get up now.”

“Who’d you send to?”

“Someone our dead guy’s been texting all night, asking ‘When you gonna get here’ and ‘I got him right here.’”

So, whoever arranged Chastain being here was on their way.

All Lucky had to do was wait.

Chastain sank further into the chair behind his desk, reached into a drawer, and pulled out a bottle and several cups. “I need a drink. Anyone else?”

“I’m on duty” came in chorus from around the room.

“You all right?” Lucky made his way toward the desk.

“Not yet.” Chastain raised the bottle in salute and drank. “I’m working on it.”

On the desk lay a manila folder.

A coffee cup ring dead center.


Chapter Twenty-three

While Cruz’s men and Keith kept an eye on the perimeter and handled the dead body, Lucky settled into a chair in front of Chastain’s desk and perused the file. The same paperwork Walter had shown him.

The pages Lucky hadn’t read before gave a full description of Chastain’s new drug and copies of e-mails from an executive at Forsyth and Owen Landry.

E-mails Lucky hadn’t uncovered because IT geek Rogers was in the perfect position to clean the SNB’s e-mail server.

A copy of a contract sat in the very back, signed by some of Forsyth’s top brass the same day Landry made a surprise inspection.

The document was only missing one signature.

Chastain’s.

So, this was why someone wanted Walter silenced, the information they thought Walter had passed to Lucky, and that Walter couldn’t remember.

They’d watched Lucky, recorded his conversations, trying to find out how much he knew. No wonder they wanted him dead.

“Cruz? You meant it about having a safe house, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

“Take Chastain there. Then meet us at SNB at eight a.m., just as everyone’s getting to work. Can you leave your men here in case someone shows up?”

“Will do.”

***

Lucky crept off the elevator with Bo, cup of decaf Starbucks in his hand. As little sleep as he’d gotten last night, he’d love to return to full caffeine, or full caffeine with a hit of espresso, and lots and lots of white sugar.

Of course, he’d have gotten a bit more sleep if Bo hadn’t been dressed like a badassed biker—briefly—and the nephews were home.

Bo’s cup smelled like hay. How could something so bad smelling taste so good on Bo’s lips?

“Hi, Lisa.” Bo gave the receptionist a forced but toothy grin. Dark circles made shadows under his eyes.

She beamed. “Would you believe it? Mr. Smith is back. Seeing him made up for getting called in early.”

Lucky gave Lisa a wave in passing. Too early yet for coherent speech. God, but he hated mornings. What day was it, anyhow?

He paused by the conference room door. No telling who might be sitting in there.

“It’ll be okay.” Bo rested a hand on Lucky’s shoulder. “Walter’s back, and we’ve got enough evidence for a solid case against Forsyth.”

Yes, Walter was back. But for how long? And at what cost? “Yeah, nobody ever showed up after we left Chastain last night. They might be on to us.”

They filed into the conference room, Lucky heading straight for the rear where no one else sat. Only when he’d claimed his seat did he take stock of everyone else in the room.

Upon spotting Lucky, Johnson meandered down the table, settling into a chair to Lucky’s right.

She dropped her head into her hands. “I feel like roadkill. You wouldn’t believe how many shots I had to do last night with Phillip to get him to talk.”

Bo sat to Lucky’s left. A cushion of insulation from the rest of the proceedings.

God, was he ever tired.

Keith entered the room and stopped, staring at Lucky for a long moment. He might be a jerk most of the time, but he’d been solidly in Walter’s corner. Lucky nodded to the seat next to Bo.

At least that meant Landry couldn’t sit near Bo, if and when the asswipe showed up. If he’d gotten word about Chastain slipping the leash, he might’ve had the good sense to run.

However, anyone dumb enough to get involved in such a half-assed scheme wasn’t long on brains.

Several more people filed into the room. Lucky vaguely recognized a few from the SNB legal team that had nearly fried his ass a few years ago when they’d accused Bo of wrongdoing.

Next, sending a wave of relief washing over Lucky, came Walter, followed by O’Donoghue, Chastain and…

Oh, fucking hell.

Victor Mangiardi.

Lucky’s heart seized in his chest, and for a moment breath wouldn’t come.

Victor. Here. Now. His dark, dark eyes swept back and forth, gaze landing on Lucky before he glanced away. Gray sprinkled his nearly-black hair, with a touch more icing at the temples. His expensively cut suit didn’t hide his fit body. More than likely he still worked out daily, as he had when Lucky lived with him.

Gorgeous. Age had merely sharpened his features, adding character.

Why couldn’t the man have turned into a troll?

Victor smiled and chatted like he and Walter were old friends, bringing to mind a photo Lucky had once found of the two.

His former lover. What would have happened if they’d escaped to Rio like Victor planned instead of being arrested? Would they still be trafficking?

Or had Rio been a ruse to make them disappear if Victor had already made a deal to go legit?

Bo grabbed his hand under the table. Lucky sucked in a deep breath and grabbed onto his anchor.

While Victor drew Lucky’s eyes, and no denying his external attractiveness, Bo drew his heart, with both internal and external beauty.

They all sat down, Victor waiting until last, nodding to Lucky, and then Bo, as he sunk into his chair with all the grace of a cat. He showed no signs of recognition, but then again, he’d always had darned near unreadable poker face.

Landry, Eustace, and Rogers weren’t there.

“Where’s the Three Stooges?” Lucky muttered to Johnson.

“I dunno. I called Phillip a few minutes ago and he didn’t answer. I figured he was still passed out cold, but the attendant at his apartment complex said he’d left early this morning.”

Keith leaned over Bo, earning himself a glare he wasn’t smart enough to heed. “I can’t pick up the location tracer on Landry’s phone, and Rogers hasn’t been seen either.”

Yet O’Donoghue sat at the front of the room. The rats dared desert the sinking ship without their leader?

“I want to thank you all for coming,” Walter said, “and would like to dispel rumors of my death, though I thank the misinformed person who sent flowers.” He sniggered at his own joke.

A few chuckles sounded around the table.

Wasn’t funny, in Lucky’s book. Even after a brush with death, Walter still laughed at anything.

“I suppose you all are wondering why you’re here.” Walter folded his hands in front of him on the table. He spoke slowly, less boom to his voice, and his shadows under his eyes made him appear exhausted. Still, he forged on. “I believe everyone knows almost everyone else in the room.” He introduced the legal team.

No one said anything, in fact, the only sounds came from outside the room. He paused at the empty chairs, but said nothing. O’Donoghue’s minions had been invited, hadn’t they?

Walter glanced at O’Donoghue, who nodded, but settled quietly into his chair. “In my absence, it seems my team has been quite busy.” Walter wasn’t in full boss mode, nor had he adopted the favorite uncle persona guaranteed to make the most hardened criminals spill their guts.

Again, silence met the remark. Those who’d wronged the boss likely shook in their boots, while those loyal to him held their breath, waiting for justice.

Where were Landry, Eustace, and Rogers? How did O’Donoghue manage to breathe without his sycophants hovering around him?

Sycophants. Heh. He’d picked up a new word from Bo.

“In fact, some have been very busy indeed.” Walter rifled through a folder in front of him. Would he never start using technology, like the iPad parked in front of Bo?

“While I was away, someone overrode an official SNB audit and caused a company closure as the company was on the brink of launching a breakthrough treatment.”

Lucky glanced around the room, but no one gave much of a reaction. He fixed his gaze on O’Donoghue, watching for some sign of guilt.

Walter shuffled more papers; a gesture Lucky knew all too well. He stalled for a reason, to let any guilty parties squirm and give themselves away.

“Someone on my team,” he peered at each one in the room in succession, “colluded with another entity, not only eliminating a potential rival, but using evidence to provide trade secrets about the new product, conspiring to rob a company of their revolutionary diabetes therapy.”

Walter paused to take a sip of water. O’Donoghue took over the telling. “The guilty parties believed by incapacitating Walter Smith they’d not only implicate me, but that I’d overlook any wrongdoing while busy assuming responsibility for the department.” He slammed his hand on the table, effectively tagging Victor. Had he left off mention of the incriminating evidence Walter gathered on purpose?

Victor spoke, voice the same smooth silk Lucky remembered. “As the entity in question is a global company, the crimes are international in nature. That is where my team comes in.” He gave a shark smile but didn’t introduce himself. Yeah, he played for maximum impact, as always.

No one running for the door proved they didn’t recognize Victor Mangiardi moving in for the kill.

Hell, even Lucky wanted to be anywhere but here. Bo squeezed Lucky’s knee under the table, sending silent support.

Lucky relaxed, only now realizing he’d tensed. Anyone watching his body language might mistake his survival instinct for guilt. While he’d met many dangerous men over the course of his life, their undisputed king now addressed the group.

Victor skated a fingertip over the polished wooden surface of the table. “In exchange for a key position in the company, this person betrayed their duty to the organizations they worked for, whose mission it is to prevent drug diversion and other pharmaceutical-related crimes.

“As the plot thickened and others became suspicious”—Victor stared straight at Lucky—“the stakes of the game grew higher.”

O’Donoghue sat his coffee cup down and read from a list. “Extortion, fraud, conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping, attempted murder.”

The door opened and one of Cruz’s associates from the night before entered. Instead of sitting, he leaned against the wall behind Victor’s back and dimmed the lights.

O’Donoghue closed his eyes, forced out a breath, and reopened his eyes, resolve firmly in place. He swiveled his chair toward the wall, as did Walter and Victor. Video played on the dropdown screen. Lucky entering Walter’s office, Walter’s collapse, the splice hiding the removal of the coffee cup and folder.

All things Lucky knew, no additional information.

“Now,” O’Donoghue said, “because the perpetrators intended to use me to achieve their goals, they never realized I was on to them. I’m sure it’s clear to everyone here that the footage you’ve just seen had been altered.” He clicked a remote and the video started again.

A man in a dark hoodie entered the office, face hidden by the camera angle. He placed a coffee cup on Walter’s desk with gloved hands.

“They’d smeared something on the cup,” Lucky growled.

“Right you are, Agent Harrison,” O’Donoghue said. “Keep watching.”

Walter’s collapse stole Lucky’s breath, Bo holding his hand beneath the table helped. The gurney left.

They watched a few more minutes until…

The same hooded man came in again, grabbed the file and the cup, hands protected by gloves. The video stopped and zoomed in. What? The man wasn’t tall and had hair the same color as Lucky’s.

Well, it sure the hell wasn’t Lucky.

Damned sure looked a bit like him.

For a moment, a brief second in time, the camera caught the guy’s face.

Next to Lucky, Johnson gasped.

Phillip Eustace.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Lucky used every tool at his disposal, but couldn’t seem to find the three missing men. What happened to the trackers on their cars? “Anything?” he asked Keith over the phone.

“Rogers’ car was found in at a Walmart in Valdosta, but nothing else.”

“Keep looking.” Slamming the phone down didn’t offer the same satisfaction it usually did.

How could three dumbasses evade the professionals? Not even a single credit card receipt. Then again, they’d been trained by the same people who’d trained Lucky. Maybe they’d paid attention.

He scrubbed his hand though his hair and hefted his coffee cup. One lone drop rolled out onto his tongue. Damn it!

Oh well, going to the break room gave him an excuse to stroll past the closed conference room door, as slowly as possible without a full stop. What the hell could Victor and Bo possibly be talking about?

All Lucky’s deepest, darkest secrets.

Acid pooled in Lucky’s stomach. He’d never been a saint, never pretended to be, and he’d always been open and honest with anything Bo wanted to know about his life.

Still, some of the things in Lucky’s past didn’t bear repeating. Heat flared up his neck to his face and ears. The things he’d done. The times he’d bragged about stealing a truckload of drugs right out from under the nose of some pharma company.

Or how he’d taken some of those drugs himself, on occasion.

The expensive clothes and jewelry he’d worn as a drug lord’s plaything. Back then he’d been proud of himself, thought he’d risen above his redneck upbringing.

Yet his redneck upbringing saved his life time and again.

What was Victor telling Bo? Once they’d spoken, would Bo ever want anything to do with Lucky again? Lucky sure wouldn’t.

Though he’d been honest with Bo about his life, he hadn’t divulged every little detail. And Victor knew a lot of little details.

What if… What if…

What if Bo decided Lucky wasn’t worth the effort? After all, before they’d met, Bo had a reasonably settled life, no ex-cons, no getting shot at.

Oh, right. Awful father. Four years in the Marines. Facing his own less-than-perfect past.

Only, Bo was perfect. Perfect in every way that mattered.

Perfect for Lucky.

Bo wasn’t jealous of Lucky’s time with Victor, was he? He certainly had nothing to worry about. Victor had been a road Lucky needed to travel to get to the here and now.

“You’re gonna wear the damned carpet out if you don’t quit pacing.” Johnson stopped Lucky mid-stride with a hand to his chest. “Will you trust the man for a minute?”

Lucky gestured to the closed conference room door. “He’s in there with my… with my…”

Johnson rolled her eyes. “How about the senior agent in charge of an international drug investigation, taking a statement from another agent who’s also worked on the case?”

Lucky jerked his head toward Johnson and back to watch the door. “You think that’s all they’re doing?”

“Yes. I’ve already given my statement.”

Lucky glared. “What?”

Johnson sighed, took a few steps down the hall, and parked on the corner of Bo’s desk—there wasn’t enough room on Lucky’s.

“Walter called a meeting to let us know about Mr. Mangiardi’s involvement in the case. When we couldn’t find you and Bo, we were about to send out a search party. Mangiardi said he already had a guy in place.”

“Would’ve been nice if someone had filled me in.”

“Hello! We tried! We couldn’t find you, remember?”

Lucky dug his phone out of his pocket. Oh, still silent. Ten missed calls.

Damn. Well, Lucky never understood the point in admitting to being wrong and saw no need to change what worked.

“Hear anything from Phillip?”

“Not one damned thing. Just wait. I’ll rip him a new asshole the moment…”

Lucky’s attention shot from Johnson’s torture recital to the slowly opening door.

***

Bo stepped out of the conference room, his face giving no hint of what he might be feeling.

Lucky’s heart dropped when Bo murmured, “He wants to see you now.”

Oh.

Shit.

Mouth dry as dust, Lucky passed Bo in the doorway, the boulder in his throat keeping words at bay. At the last moment, Bo met his eyes and flashed a hint of a smile, enough for Lucky to catch a glimpse of The Dimple.

Hallelujah! Whatever he’d face in the conference room, he wouldn’t be alone, even if Bo stood at his side only in spirit.

He took a deep breath, forced a smile for Bo, then donned a neutral face.

The conference room appeared the same as the last time he’d been in there, and he glanced at the windows where he and Bo had held each other on more than one occasion.

Whooshing out a breath, he turned to face his past.

Victor sat at one side of the table, a woman with a laptop next to him.

“Agent Harrison, please, have a seat.” Victor waved a hand to a place across from him, with a big fucking microphone on the table in front of the chair.

Pulse jackhammering, Lucky sat. He hadn’t expected someone else to be there, just him and Victor.

Victor, the man who’d gotten him involved in crime. Well, no. Lucky’d been well on his way to a lawless existence long before he’d stolen Victor’s car and ended up working for a drug lord who’d made him a deal he couldn’t refuse. Not if he wanted to live.

The still-gorgeous sonofabitch exuded the same amount of power as when he’d run an empire.

The moment Lucky dropped down in the chair, Victor began, all business, and acting as though he and Lucky had never met. “State your name and the date, please.”

“Umm… I’ve got a few names. Want them all?”

Victor’s lips twitched upward. “Your current one suffices.” He turned to the woman. “Strike that exchange from the official transcript.”

Lucky spent the next twenty minutes answering questions.

At long last the assistant quietly packed her things and left. “I’ll bring back some coffee if you’d like.”

“Thank you,” Victor said. “You know how I like mine.”

“Black, with stevia if there’s any in the breakroom.” Lucky wasn’t about to turn down a cup of coffee, and Victor ordering coffee might mean the conversation wasn’t over.

Victor folded his hands on the table, gazing at Lucky with blank face.

The woman returned a moment later. She showed emotion for the first time since Lucky entered the room, giving him an encouraging nod along with a full cup. He took a sip and sighed.

Stevia. Most likely decaf. Bo must still be here, hovering and pacing, like Lucky had.

Being alone with Victor caused the hairs on the back of Lucky’s neck to prickle. What would the man say? Cuss Lucky out for testifying against him all those years ago?

The hint of no-doubt expensive cologne tickled Lucky’s nose, and this close, he made out the tiny lines around Victor’s eyes.

He fought back images of them naked in bed in a tangle of limbs, or Lucky bent over a desk.

Ancient history.

Victor’s professional mask fell into a warm smile Lucky bet few people got to see. He had. He’d held the man when he’d been sad, seen the vulnerability under Victor’s iron-clad armor.  Had done his best to nurse Victor through a bout of the flu until Victor ran him out of the room and rang for the housekeeper.

In low, sultry tones, Victor said, “It’s good to see you, Lucky.”

Should Lucky say the same? How did he actually feel about seeing his old lover?

Victor chuckled. “I know, I know. You never expected to lay eyes on me again.” He spread his hands. “And yet here I am.”

“Here you are.” Lucky managed to get words out with a too-thick tongue. Go, him!

Long, elegant fingers with buffed nails lifted the cup for Victor to sip his coffee. He nodded toward Lucky. “Go on, drink up. As much as you used to love coffee, I doubt you’ve lost the taste.”

Stress wound Lucky tight. “What do you want? Out with it.”

“You never were the type for social niceties, were you?” Victor grinned. “How comforting that some things never change.”

There had to be a point to this. Lucky gritted his teeth. This man had threatened to kill him, taught him much of what he knew about sex, had spoiled him, taken him places Lucky never knew existed, and had been the reason for Lucky’s downfall.

He’d wondered from time to time what he might say if he got the chance, recalled the years of torment and regret. “I carried around a load of guilt, thinking you’d killed yourself because I’d testified against you.” There, he’d spoken his ugliest secret, but unlike what all those TV shrinks said, confession didn’t make him feel any better.

Victor’s eyes went wide, then he carefully schooled his features back to neutral. “I didn’t know. I wish I could’ve told you the plans I’d put into motion for you, plans that nearly fell through.” He paused, staring at Lucky without saying a word.

Lucky couldn’t meet his gaze anymore and studied his coffee cup instead.

So low he strained to hear, the man who’d cut his heart out by faking suicide said, “I’m sorry. I had no idea you’d blame yourself. If I had…”

Against his better judgement, Lucky glanced up.

Victor shook his head. “No, there was no way to let you know what I’d planned. If I could, I would have. I did my best to make sure you didn’t serve long on your sentence.”

It might be rude, but Lucky had to know. “How long were you in prison?”

Victor’s eyebrows reached for his hairline. He showed so much more emotion than he used to with most people. Could it be that he let his guard down with Lucky, reverting to old habits given their familiarity? “Technically, I’m still in prison.” He drummed the fingers of one manicured hand on the tabletop. “I received a life sentence, if you recall. After twenty years of acting as a consultant to various countries in their wars on drugs, I might get to retire, if I continue to play nice.”

Try as he might, Lucky couldn’t fight a snicker. “You? Play nice?”

Victor’s smirk woke a storm of emotions in Lucky’s heart. Gratitude he hadn’t killed the man, the irony of someone from his past who might not want to kill him, but not anything he’d expected to feel. No conflict, no lingering feelings.

A stranger sat before him.

“Do you remember the night we met?” Victor asked.

Lucky snorted. “How could I forget? You threatened to kill me.”

A half-smile tugged up the corners of Victor’s mouth. “I did, didn’t I?” The smile fell. “I’d watched you for weeks, how you carefully plotted and carried out your plans like a seasoned car thief. I was so impressed that I allowed you to take my car simply to see an artist at work. You showed so much promise. I wanted to be the one who helped you become who you could be.”

“What? An ex-con?” Lucky tried to summon anger but couldn’t blame his choices on Victor. Even if Victor had let him walk away that night, he’d have found plenty of trouble on his own.

“No, Lucky, someone who put their whole heart into whatever they did.” He swept a hand toward the walls. “Look at what you’ve done. You’ve not only served out your time, you’ve risen to the top of your game, come farther than even you knew you could, didn’t you?”

Heat rose around Lucky’s collar. He was tired, hungry, and needed to see Bo. “Would you get on with whatever you have to say?”

“Ah, impatient, are you?” Victor cut his gaze toward the door. “I suppose you don’t want to keep your partner waiting.”

“What the hell business is it of yours?” Lucky snapped.

Victor held up a hand. “I merely wanted to say that you’ve done well for yourself. Mr. Schollenberger is a lucky man.”

“I’m the lucky one,” Lucky blurted without thought.

“Indeed. As you bore guilt for me, I’ve spent a good number of years deep in regret over you.”

Lucky choked on his mouthful of coffee, barely avoiding a spew. “What?”

Victor even managed to make a sigh sound elegant. “I didn’t give you a choice when I offered you a job, and it’s occurred to me that you might have stayed with me for so many years out of fear for your life, nothing more.”

No. After the first few months, he’d worried about Victor tiring of him, not of being killed. “I stayed because I wanted to.”

“I realize that now. Which is why I’m here, speaking to you.”

Oh, God. Surely, he wasn’t about to suggest…

Crinkles appeared at the corners of his eyes when Victor gave Lucky a fond smile, one Lucky remembered from years ago, only with less crinkles. “I cared for you a great deal. I’m not sure if I ever told you that.”

“No, you didn’t. In the end, you tried to take me with you to Rio.” A passport in another name, with Lucky’s picture, the evidence that had made him realize he’d been conned into testifying against Victor.

Nestor’s account of Victor’s plans for making a home in Mexico, with Lucky.

“Yes, I did. I couldn’t leave you behind to face up to things I’d forced you into.”

“I wouldn’t have left my family behind.”

“I know. I also know you believed I’d been the one to send your brother drugs.” Victor captured Lucky’s attention with a serious gaze. “I’d never have hurt you or your family. As I said, I cared for you, you were so much more than my protégé. You were also one of the few people who never wanted anything from me but me.”

“Where are you going with this?”

“I merely want to say I’m sorry for what I led you into, how proud I am of the man you’ve become and the life you’ve built for yourself. Walter Smith is a much better mentor than I could ever hope to be.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’d still like you to join me in a professional capacity.”

Lucky didn’t waste a moment before answering, “My life is here.”

“I know that. Just like mine is where I am. I used to regret keeping you with me when I really should have let you go, but you weren’t some silly dreamer who wanted hearts and flowers and happily ever after. And you weren’t after my money. What you needed I couldn’t give you.”

What the hell was Lucky supposed to say? “Victor, I…”

“Shh… No need to say anything. We were meant to be in each other’s lives for only a little while. I learned much from you, and I’d like to think you learned from me, and that our time together wasn’t all bad.”

Lucky recalled a house in Florida, Victor opening the windows to let in the fragrance of orange blossoms because Lucky liked the smell. Of paying for his brothers’ education, helping out Lucky’s parents financially, and buying Charlotte a house so she could escape an abusive ex-husband.

Most recently, paying for his father’s liver transplant.

“No, it wasn’t all bad,” Lucky admitted.

“All the same, guilt ate at me that I couldn’t give you the love you deserved.”

Nestor. The way Victor lit up when Nestor visited, how he’d valued a portrait of his mother, more for the artist than the subject.  The evidence Lucky had found after overnight trips that Victor hadn’t spent the time alone. “Your heart belonged to someone else.”

Victor’s smile turned bittersweet. “As it still does. As yours does to the lovely man I met a short while ago.”

No question there. “Yes.”

“I’m glad you found happiness. You deserve it. After you turned down Nestor’s job offer, I swore I’d leave you alone. Watch over you, yes, but not interfere with your life. I hadn’t expected for us to come face to face again.” Victor smoothed a finger over the rim of his coffee cup. “We’d been investigating Forsyth for several months when Walter Smith called, said you were being followed.”

Walter? “Walter called you?” Why didn’t he say so?

“I’d told him to call me if ever you were in danger.” Victor closed his eyes for a moment. “At this point I’d like to apologize for what my worthless nephew did to you and your partner. Unfortunately, he had to be given enough rope to hang himself, which he did. Well, not literally.” He opened his eyes and flinched. “Sorry. Poor choice of words. No offense.”

“None taken.” May Stephan rot in hell for forcing addiction on Bo.

“Anyway, when you connected the dots between your own case and Forsyth, I sent Cruz to investigate. You made things difficult for the perpetrators of this crime.”

“How so?”

Victor chuckled. “Surely you know of your bastard reputation with most of the agents.”

Oh. That. “Yeah, I do.”

Victor dropped the friendly persona and became the calculating businessman Lucky remembered from their first meeting. “They believed you would have found something on Chastain during your audit to aid their case in shutting down operations.”

“Instead I filed a report showing nothing wrong.” Even doing his best Lucky hadn’t uncovered one single violation.

“Correct. They fabricated something, but you were too damned stubborn to let things die. They’d been keeping an eye on you for weeks, hoping to find something, anything to work with. You deprived them.”

“Why attack Walter?”

Victor blinked, head cocked to the side. “Why? Because he believed you, of course, and intended to launch an official investigation once he’d accumulated enough corroborating evidence.”

“Like what was in the file.”

“Yes.”

“So, they shut him up and took the file.” Fuckers. They all needed a good ass-whooping.

“Correct.”

“What about me? O’Donoghue’s guys followed me for weeks. Then a guy followed me in a BMW.”

Victor nodded and scowled. “Yes. Although the video showed you only read the first page of the documents, they couldn’t be certain of what you knew and who you might share information with. My man intercepted the driver of the BMW, the hard way.”

He paused to take a sip of coffee. “In order for Forsyth to assume control of Chastain, they needed you to stop your investigation. Mr. Smith contacted me before he’d been hospitalized, did you know that? We’ve been watching this situation for weeks, waiting to get all the evidence we needed.”

Lucky nearly choked on a mouthful of coffee. “He what?”

“The moment your findings were overridden, he called me to consult on what I might know. As it turns out, I knew a lot.”

Same old Victor, doling out info on an as-needed basis, using knowledge as power. Lucky hated the not knowing what he needed to back then, like Victor planning to take Lucky with him to avoid arrest, and he hated it now. They’d been lovers, but Victor never viewed Lucky as an equal, more like someone to be coddled and cared for.

Lucky took care of himself. “Don’t you think you should’ve told me?”

“No. I needed you to continue being as you normally are. Trust me, we wouldn’t have let anything happen to you or yours.” Victor let out a sigh. “I’m truly sorry I couldn’t have stopped the attack on Walter Smith.”

“What about O’Donoghue?”

“O’Donoghue?” Victor clucked his tongue. “Ah, Lucky, you’ve let personal feelings close your eyes. Jameson O’Donoghue has nothing to do with this case, except for maybe letting his personal feelings close his eyes as well.”

“Then who?”

“The president of Forsyth Pharmaceuticals, in collaboration with one of O’Donoghue’s minions, as you call them. The former is in custody, but I’m afraid Owen Landry, Phillip Eustace, and Gregory Rogers are at large. Owen Landry attempted to hire someone to kill you, which brings us to where we are now.”

The little shit. “Where are we now?”

“You and your partner will take a few days off, under 24-hour protection, as will Mr. Smith. Once the suspects are apprehended, you’ll return to work.”

“What? You expect me to…”

Victor’s face hardened to a well-remembered glare. “I expect you to follow orders.” His tone softened. “Nestor and I hold you in high esteem. If you ever need us, you call. Until now I’ve dealt with Walter, but as he will soon retire, I’ll deal directly with you.”

Lucky’s throat closed. Deal directly with Victor? And by extension, Nestor? Dangerous men, both. Seeing them as good guys might take a few more years of therapy. “Why?”

Victor’s eyebrows shot upward. “Why? Because you’re a good man, whether you wish to admit it or not. I value good men. I’ll be sure to leave contact information. If you ever change your mind about joining us, the offer holds.”

Well, this certainly hadn’t gone the way Lucky expected, but like hell would he lounge around the house while the assholes who’d tried to kill him walked free. “Thanks. I think.”

“Nestor sends his regards.”

Lucky nodded to Victor’s left hand. “That’s not the ring you used to wear.”

Victor grinned, more openly than Lucky had ever seen before. “Yes. It took us both years to see what was in front of us all the time.” He held up his hand, running a thumb over the wedding band in question. “Now go. Your partner is probably beside himself with worry.”

When Lucky opened the door to leave, a question he’d always longed to ask started making demands. “That night, when you caught me trying to steal your car.”

“Yes.”

“Would you have actually killed me if I didn’t agree to work for you?”

“What do you think?”

Lucky peered back over his shoulder and threw Victor’s long-ago words back at him, “That you’d sooner destroy fine art than a talented thief?”

Victor barked out a laugh. “Maybe I should kill you because you know me so well.”

Tight bands uncoiled from around Lucky’s chest. “See you around, Victor, maybe.” He closed the door, both on the conference room and his past.


Chapter Twenty-five

The driver’s seat of Bo’s Durango sat way too high. Lucky adjusted the rearview mirror. Yes, definitely a tail, and none too subtle, either.

“Bo?” He glanced at the passenger seat from the corner of his eye.

“Huh?”

“See that Mustang behind us?”

Bo turned his head toward the side mirror. “Uh-huh.”

“It’s been following us since we left the parking garage.”

“You can’t lose them?”

“Nope.” Gut feelings told Lucky the driver behind him wasn’t one of Victor’s. Victor’s wouldn’t be so amateur as to be spotted openly. “I’m gonna take a joy ride, see if I can lose them.” He’d never tell Bo about being ordered to go home and sit on his ass while the big dogs ran down the prey.

Bo might make him obey.

Lucky peeled down the highway, putting the vehicle’s motor through its paces for the next forty minutes. He’d once owned a Mustang, much older than the glossy black work of art tailing him, and therefore knew the car’s weaknesses.

Traffic eased as he left the Interstate. He tossed his phone to Bo. “Call up my driving app and see what’s ahead.”

Bo punched a few buttons. “Cops. Not sure if it’s an accident, roadblock, or what, but there’s definitely cops.”

Could even be someone searching for the asshats.

Lucky veered sharply to the left. Cops might be helpful right about now, but they’d also scare off the asshole in the Mustang. Enough already! Time to find out who’d been riding his ass without having the good graces to kiss him first.

With any luck, it’d be one of the three shitheads he’d spent all morning looking for.

A dirt road ahead. Good. Leaving the blacktop, he pushed the accelerator to the floor as far as he dared. The Durango went airborne, hitting the ground again with a teeth-jarring jolt, leaving a trail of powdered Georgia clay to spray over the Mustang’s windshield.

With any luck, the amateur behind him wasn’t familiar enough with the South and might try to use his window washer, creating a layer of visibility-eroding crud on the glass.

“Um… Lucky? Why are you destroying my ride?”

“I’m not…” Oh, fuck! Lucky braked in time to avoid a fallen tree, backed up, and spun out across a field of broom sage. The scent of trampled vegetation drifted through the vehicle via the air conditioning. Tall, feathery green horse tails whipped at the truck, and dried grass crackled underneath the vehicle. With no rain to speak of in weeks, a cigarette thrown out of a car window could turn the whole field into kindling.

He spared a glance into the rearview mirror. Damn it! The Mustang’s driver had more balls than brains, plowing through the mess in a car far lower to the ground. Which only confirmed whoever followed couldn’t be Victor’s. Victor only hired folks with brains.

Lucky would use the driver’s stupidity against him. “Hold on, Bo!”

Bo grabbed the “oh, shit!” handle and peered over his shoulder. “A car chase? Seriously? Can’t anything be easy with you?”

Lucky grinned, adrenaline pumping through his veins. “I’m easy. Wanna see?”

“You’re getting off on this, aren’t you?”

The thrill of the chase? Redneck know-how winning the day? “What’s not to love?”

Bo snorted, but held on. “You are so gonna owe me blowjobs for this.”

Thud! The truck bounced wildly. What the fuck had he hit?

“More than that if you total this thing,” Bo added.

“You name it, it’s yours,” Lucky replied, keeping most of his mind on his driving.

The Mustang slammed into whatever lay hidden in the grass. Lucky winced at the impact, and the tell-tale sound of crunching fiberglass. The engine whined, changed pitch, and whined some more.

No going forward. No going backward. Stuck.

Lucky grinned and hauled ass. “Have I ever told you how much I love this Durango?” Not to the point of giving up his Camaro, but still.

Once he put some distance between them and the Mustang, he could double back without being seen. Another half mile ought to do the trick.

He slowed and rolled down the window, the better to hear anything going on. He’d park on the dirt road, take his gun, and approach the car from behind.

Lucky found a good parking spot, killed the engine, and stepped out of the truck. He didn’t have to say a word: the other door slamming told him Bo came too.

Acrid smoke stung his lungs.

“Oh, shit!” Bo yelled, tearing off toward the Mustang.

No running with all the torture he done lately to his bad leg and other assorted body parts. Lucky climbed back into the truck and gunned the motor, following the flattened grass.

The Mustang sat immobile, smoke curling from underneath.

And that was why one shouldn’t park in an unmowed field. Hot engines could set dried grass on fire in a heartbeat.

Lucky grabbed his old .38 from under the seat and hopped out of the truck, gun at the ready. No movement. Maybe the driver ran. He paused long enough to take a picture of the tag and eased around the car. Bo caught up, barely winded, and took the other side.

More than the radio pounded.

Screaming and beating increased the closer he got.

“Help! Help me!” a man yelled, face distorted in terror and partially hidden by a hat. Flames licked up from underneath the car. A tree stump gouged into the car door.

In a few seconds the whole field would go up like a torch. Lucky eyed the truck.

No, he couldn’t leave someone to burn to death.

He yanked at the door handle. Fuck, that was hot! In one smooth motion he yanked off his T-shirt and wrapped his hand.

“Help me!” the man screamed, pounding harder. “The window’s stuck!”

The door wouldn’t budge, and the other side of the car already burned. Bo circled but shook his head and ran back to Lucky.

“Cover yourself!” Lucky shouted.

The man flinched back and Bo stopped a few paces away.

Grasping the barrel of his .38, Lucky swung with all his might. Cracks spider-webbed over the side window. He slammed his gun down again. Glass flew.

The man attempted to scramble through the window, pellets of tempered glass flying. Lucky grabbed his arm and hauled him the rest of the way out.

The man doubled over coughing. Bolting upright, he slammed a bloody fist into Lucky’s jaw.

Would take one hell of a lot more than a punch to faze Lucky. But was this moron for real?

Bo took the guy down with a flying tackle and wrestled an arm behind his back. The hat sailed into the dirt.

Lucky knelt down by the snarling man. “I don’t like the idea of roasting like a pig on a spit. I’m guessing you don’t either. Unless you want me to toss your sorry ass back into the car, stop being an asshole.”

The man struggled. Bo shoved the arm higher, earning a pained grunt.

Lucky trained his gun on the guy. Given half a reason he’d pull the trigger, if not for the punch, then to dare waste a fine car like a Mustang.

Bo yanked the guy up and took off toward the truck, half dragging the idiot hell bent and determined to get them all fried.

Lucky took a quick look inside the car. No more people, or anything appearing to have much value. Smoke clung to his clothes, clogged his nose. Flames showed to his left and right, the broom sage ripe for the flames. He stumbled and nearly fell.

Bo trotted in front of him, but their captive fought, slowing their progress. Lucky spun him around to face the blaze. Boom! The car’s hood shot into the air. They all jumped. “You want to stay here or go with us?” Lucky barked.

The man whirled and, much more cooperative, kept pace with Bo. God, please let them get back to the truck and out of this field before the fire overtook them.

This far out had no city fire department, but a bunch of good ole boys from a volunteer outfit should be showing up any minute.

Bo hoisted the man into the back seat and jumped in behind him.

Lucky crawled behind the steering wheel and buckled in. “Better hold on. This old girl got some kick.” Firing up the engine and flooring the accelerator, he got the hell out of there back the way he’d come.

Black smoke cut his vision, but at least his captive had stopped fighting.

He turned long enough to rake a gaze over Bo. “You okay?”

Bo coughed, but nodded. “Yeah. You?”

“I’ll do.” Lucky jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Him?”

“He’ll live. Maybe.”

Lucky glared into the rearview mirror at his passenger. “I’m sure you know the drill with the you got rights thing, right?” He should, he’d been in the same classes Lucky had.

The man grunted, but didn’t speak.

“I picked up your mother off the street corner last night. Two hours later, she insisted on paying me.” Nothing, proving asswipe wasn’t a Southerner. They’d go down swinging if you talked about Mama.

Bo scowled but kept quiet. Good cop, bad cop, then.

Lucky hated silence, especially when he’d asked questions. He’d make the bastard sorry for not talking. He turned on the radio wide open.

Sirens sounded as he shot out of the dirt road and onto asphalt. Let the locals do their thing.

He drove a safe distance and pulled off the road at one of the many abandoned stores dotting the rural south. Rusted out gas pumps, a sign hanging by a length of chain on one side, roof caved in, and a tree taking root where customers used to park cars.

He sucked in a breath, killed the engine, and turned to face the sorry sonofabitch he’d saved.

Blond hair, blue eyes flashing something close to fear.

“Hello, Phillip. Your mama know you go ’round trying to kill folks?” Lucky gave the man a vicious smile. If Bo wasn’t there, he’d be tempted to use the parking lot for a boxing ring.

Phillip’s eyes didn’t contain the hate Lucky expected. Defeated. He hung his head.

“Are you going to explain why you’ve been following me?” Lucky asked.

“No,” Philip replied softly.

Maybe adding more growl to his voice might get Lucky some answers. “Did O’Donoghue put you up to this?” Victor said no, but it would take more than a former trafficker’s word on the subject to convince Lucky. He knew firsthand how well Victor could and would lie if given reason.

Even to the end the lapdog protected his boss and didn’t answer. Instead Phillip averted his gaze and stared out the window. So quietly Lucky strained to hear, he mumbled, “Are you going to tell Loretta?”

Lucky shrugged and glared at his passenger. “That depends on what you tell me.” Yes, I’m sure as shit telling her everything. “Who put you up to following me?”

“Nobody, okay!” Philip’s eyes went wide and every muscle tensed. “Oh, God!”

Lucky focused on the road.

A Chevy came right at them.

The car rammed the Durango’s side, rattling Lucky’s teeth. One moment they sat on four tires, the next…

The world rolled over.

Glass shattered.

Thank God the airbag didn’t deploy.

“Bo! You okay?” Lucky grabbed his .38 from the driver’s side window.

A groan came from the back seat. “I’ve been better.”

Lucky wriggled. “Fucking seatbelt! Let me go!”

Bo reached up from the backseat with a pocket knife, cleanly slicing the restraint.

Pausing to listen, Lucky kept one hand on his gun and the other on the warped passenger door.

“Wait! Let me get into position.” Bo clambered into the front seat.

“What about Useless?”

“Out cold.”

Sirens came closer and closer. Maybe the asshole in the Chevy was dead or wouldn’t shoot with firemen, cops, or paramedics present.

Lucky slammed the door open. No shots came. He struggled out as an ambulance and fire truck pulled up. Another truck kept going toward the grass fire.

Victor stood off to the side. Walter watched from the back seat of a black SUV.

What the fuck?

A man Lucky didn’t know approached. “Are you okay, Agent Harrison?” He peered out at the carnage. Fuck. No way the driver survived crumpling the Chevy like a beer can.

Lucky batted away the man’s hand and jumped down onto the blacktop, gun still at the ready. Pain shot through his ankle. Fucking ankle.

“Good work, Agent Harrison, Agent Schollenberger,” Victor said. “You’ve apprehended two of the three fugitives.” His smile fell. “Only, I hadn’t anticipated so much damage.” With narrowed eyes he added, “I should’ve known you wouldn’t follow orders.”

Lucky clutched a side suddenly given to pain. Gas, oil, and other things he didn’t want to think about charred his nose. He managed to gasp, “Go big or go home.”

Bo stood beside him while a team of good ole boys disguised as volunteer firemen worked on getting Phillip out of the truck.

Lucky strode to the other side of what was left of the Durango and winced. Nobody could’ve survived in the Chevy. “Is he?”

“Dead?” Victor asked, striding up beside him. “Yes, I’m afraid he is. Desperate men do desperate things.”

“Who?”

“Agent Rogers with the SNB.”

Red hair and freckles. Fuck. Lucky wanted the man stopped, but not dead.

Or adding to the names on the SNB memorial page. He was still an agent after all.

Someone had to tell Johnson about her boyfriend. He glared at Victor and the men he’d brought. “Wait a minute! What are you all doing here?”

“I had it on good authority that you wouldn’t quietly go home, so we watched you, and…” Victor flashed an apologetic smile.

“You used me and Bo as fucking bait?” Lucky might be shorter, less powerful, and much less dangerous, but he rose up on his toes in Victor’s face. “You insufferable bastard! Bo coulda been killed!”

Victor never even flinched. “Actually, we expected Schollenberger to drive and stay on the road. You evaded our roadblock.”

Oh. The cops on the driving app.

Lucky needed to punch someone, something. Bo placed a hand on his shoulder. “Lucky, calm down. I’m fine, but you need to be checked out.”

“I do not, I…” He muttered every step of the way as Bo half dragged, half pushed him to a waiting ambulance. Lucky stopped struggling when paramedics brought over a sheet-draped gurney.

Walter, lying on the floor. Walter, lips blue, not breathing.

Time stood still. Each heartbeat, each breath, thrummed in Lucky’s ears.

Alive. Lucky lived. Bo lived. Walter lived.

Everything else was details.


Chapter Twenty-six

Lucky sat in his chair in the boss’s office. The boss’s office.

Walter sat behind the desk, out of place without the usual clutter obstructing Lucky’s view. Give him a few days, he’d have the surface piled to the ceiling with folders and reports. Lucky pointedly ignored the cane propped against the wall, the sunken-in cheeks, and additional gray in Walter’s hair.

“You wanted to see me?” At one time, being called into this office would’ve given Lucky the screaming shivers. Not anymore. He’d gladly sit still for a dressing down, as long as Walter Smith delivered the ass-chewing.

“Excellent work, as usual, Lucky. Even though you had to go out on your own because you were mistrustful of proper channels.” Walter gave Lucky a healthy dose of stink eye.

“If by proper channels you mean O’Donoghue, then yeah, I didn’t trust him.” Lucky still didn’t, truth be told.

“If the two of you had joined forces, you might have resolved the issue earlier, but I already counseled him for not trusting you, in whom I put my utmost faith.”

Say what? “Do you mean to tell me you told him off?” Maybe Keith had the right idea, installing cameras in the boss’s office, not that he’d let Keith know. They’d come together for the good of the department, but now with the crisis passed, all bets were off.

Walter’s eyes twinkled. “Let’s just say that I don’t think he’ll make the same mistake again.”

“What about the rest of ‘em?” They were O’Donoghue’s minions, after all.

“Landry seems to have been the mastermind, and the one destined to become a Forsyth Pharmaceuticals executive. Greg Rogers and Phillip Eustace followed his lead.”

Phillip Useless was more accurate. How would Loretta Johnson handle her boyfriend being locked up because of Lucky?

Lucky squirmed to get more comfortable in his seat. Being battered about in a Durango left him stiff and sore, and not in a good way. Thank God for family-sized bottles of ibuprofen. “Did he hire the hitman?” Hadn’t Cruz said something to that effect?

“Landry did the actual hiring, but evidence leads straight back to Forsyth Pharmaceuticals. There’s much money to be made in big pharma, and the new drug Chastain developed would have made Forsyth billions, and provided millions to the CEO in bonuses, among others. Several of his staff members have now joined him in custody.”

Money, the root of all evil, Lucky’s mother used to say. “What happens now?”

Walter’s clear eyes burned with intelligence. Hallelujah. No long-term effects of whatever coated the coffee cup he’d touched. “The Atlanta office will close for approximately two weeks, as data is sorted and the department restructured, due to the involvement of so many members of the team, no matter how temporary they might have been.”

“Are you okay?”

“My doctor says I’ve made remarkable progress. I’m getting stronger every day.”

“I mean, about the team.” Walter had always been so proud of him team. They’d let him down horribly. Or rather, some members did.

Not the ones who mattered.

“My wife loves her flower garden. Sometimes when a plant withers she digs up the roots and plants a new bulb to keep her garden healthy.” Walter shrugged. “While I regret losing any member of the team, they made their own choices.”

Lucky bolted upright in the chair. “How can you be so casual? Phillip nearly killed you!” Five minutes. Lucky’s fist. Phillip’s face.

“He didn’t succeed, thankfully, and worrying over what might have been is a waste of valuable time.”

And one of the things Lucky did best. He’d never be so calm about someone who’d tried to poison him.

“I’m not sure he actually meant to kill me,” Walter continued. “Merely get me out of the way temporarily.”

Regardless of what the shithead had planned, Walter nearly made the SNB memorial page. Someone had to pay for that. “What about O’Donoghue?”

“He’ll stay on, assisting me until such a time as I’m ready to turn over control and finally retire. Then he’ll support my replacement until his own retirement.”

Unlike the last time they’d discussed retirement, this time Walter didn’t flinch when discussing handing over the reins he’d held for the better part of the organization’s life. His eyes twinkled. “Don’t worry. I’ll always be around if you need me. Lucy and I are becoming quite attached to your nephews.”

He engaged business mode again. “We’ve had several good candidates from other divisions offer to transfer, and when we return to work, I’m afraid you’ll be extremely busy with a new crop of recruits.”

Somebody kill Lucky now. “What’ll I do during those two weeks? Need me to come in?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Walter’s lips quivered before he lost the battle not to snicker. “I do believe there are some family matters that could use your attention, such as the sister I’ve heard rumors of relocating here, and the nephews you’re caring for.” He folded his hands together on the desk. “Take the time off. You deserve it.”

“What about…” Lucky hated to invoke the name, like the devil himself might suddenly appear. “Victor.”

“Senior Special Agent Mangiardi had nothing but praise for you in his reports, and he’s returning to Nice, I’m told, where his team will compile the evidence to make their case against Forsyth, Landry, and Eustace. I’m sorry about what happened to Rogers. He’d shown a lot of promise in surveillance work.”

“How do you suppose Landry got them to follow him?”

Walter winced. “By convincing them Jameson O’Donoghue gave the orders, according to Eustace.”

“Any more word on Owen Landry?”

“He’s made the DEA’s most wanted list. I’ve no doubt he’ll soon be brought to justice.  Keith’s tracker led to a car parked in an airport parking lot.”

Good work, Keith! Not that Lucky would utter those words aloud.

Lucky let out a yawn. “I guess my work here is done.” Not really, but the sooner he got out of here, the sooner he could start hunting Landry.

“For now.” Walter gave Lucky a nod. “Go. I’m sure you have lots to do.”

***

Jameson O’Donoghue disengaged from the wall when Lucky exited Walter’s office.

What now?

“Harrison, can I talk to you for a moment?” He didn’t wait for an answer and trudged down the hall to his borrowed office.

Might as well get this over with. Lucky followed and dropped down into a chair in front of the desk without being invited. “What?”

O’Donoghue sighed and sat on the edge of the desk. “I never much liked the taste of crow.”

“Huh?” Chew and swallow, and don’t even think about spitting out the feathers, asshat. You earned portions several times over. Let’s see how well you recognize it.

“I’m not good at apologizing. Instead, I try to live my life so I don’t do things I need to apologize for.” O’Donoghue swung his legs, shoe heels tapping against the desk. “I let my personal beliefs color my opinion, with disastrous results.”

Lucky cocked his head to the side. “I’m not following you.” Squirming won’t get you out of this.

O’Donoghue hoisted himself off the desk and strode across the room to stare out the window over the city of Atlanta. “I’ve been in law enforcement for one hell of a lot of years, seen all kinds of people. More often than not, once a man goes bad, he never completely mends his ways. I didn’t trust you.”

Lucky snorted. “Yeah, and look who you did trust.”

O’Donoghue turned around in time for Lucky to catch his grimace. “I deserved that. Now, I take the blame for much of this mess. If I’d trusted you, if you’d trusted me, we could have found and corrected the problem within our ranks without so much damage.”

“Every man you brought with you went bad,” Lucky pointed out, in case the fact eluded the DEA man.

“Not really. Rogers and Eustace are followers, not leaders, though they too have their place in the world. I underestimated Landry. He gave orders, such as keeping tabs on you. Even he was smart enough to know you were the biggest threat to his plans.”

“Bullshit! You don’t doctor the boss’s coffee cup or steal files from him without being a bad’un. And not speaking out after even if you thought it was going to be a prank? Phillip was in this up to his eyeballs, and Rogers wouldn’t have made a suicide run if he was a good guy led astray.”

O’Donoghue shrank back. “I swear, I didn’t know!”

“You expect me to believe that? Especially after you chewed my ass every time they fed you shit about me they’d gotten by tailing me or bugging my friends?” My friends. Yes, Loretta Johnson was his friend. He should have trusted her.

“You’re right. I should have known something was up, and if I wasn’t so ready to believe the worst of you, I’d have asked more questions. They were telling me what I wanted to hear, and I shouldn’t have been so happy to hear it. I’m sorry.”

Grovel, baby, grovel. “You’re not sorry, You’re pitiful.”

The schoolyard snark got out before Lucky remembered he might want to temper his reaction. Hell with it. O’Donoghue’d just gotten the most honest job review of his life.

O’Donoghue flinched but didn’t reply in kind. “I don’t expect you to believe anything of me. I suspect I’ve ruined any hopes of you and I ever sharing a good working relationship.”

“Every man you brought with you went bad,” Lucky repeated. If he spoke slowly and clearly, the fucktard would hear If your mouth is moving, you’re lying.

Didn’t keep him from talking though. “I hope you’ll at least let me do my job and assist Walter’s replacement.”

Like he’d done such a fine job so far. “What about all the fraternization bullshit?”

“Mr. Smith… talked to me about that.” O’Donoghue gave the ghost of a smile. “You have powerful friends. I should’ve known a man like Walter wouldn’t give trust lightly.”

“No, he wouldn’t.” Lucky’d spent more years than he wanted to admit proving himself worthy of Walter’s trust. Maybe Victor had gotten that particular ball rolling, but Walter would have shut him down regardless if Lucky hadn’t lived up to the faith Victor mistakenly placed in him.

“I’ve come to admire your unparalleled loyalty,” O’Donoghue said, voice soft.

What the fuck?

O’Donoghue stuck out his hand. “I’m asking your forgiveness for my arrogance and the harsh judgement you didn’t deserve.”

The DEA agent who wouldn’t go away sure could look sincere when he wanted to. Lucky’d stopped believing in coincidences the second time his fourteen-year-old self lost all his cash to a three-card monte slicker.

Lucky took the man’s hand, briefly, and gave a shark smile he’d probably learned from Victor. “You screw me or Bo over and they’ll never find your body.” Now that was sincerity: O’Donoghue should take notes, plus wonder if a tobacco farmer’s son knew how fast the wild hogs would take care of the evidence.

O’Donoghue pulled back like he knew how fast his hand would get chewed off. “You’d have to beat Mangiardi to me. He’s already sworn the same.”

***

Bo barely paused long enough to banish the dog and cat to the back yard and shoved Lucky roughly against the wall, pressing them body to body. He clasped Lucky’s wrists, pinning his arms beside his head, and descended for kisses bordering on violent.

“Ty?” Lucky managed enough wits to ask.

“At Mrs. Griggs’.”

Oh, right. “In that case. Carry on.”

With a low growl, Bo released his grasp and yanked Lucky’s T-shirt over his head.

Before he could react, Bo was on him again, arms and mouth everywhere, attacking with an unseen before ferocity.

Where had this come from? Running his hands over Lucky’s chest and tweaking both nipples, Bo latched his mouth onto Lucky’s neck.

There’d be marks come morning, but Lucky didn’t care.

Inside his jeans, his cramped cock ached for release. He rubbed against Bo’s thigh, anything for some friction.

Clamping both hands onto Lucky’s shoulders, Bo pushed, knocking Lucky to the couch. The Hell Bitch’s cousin slammed open, nearly throwing Lucky to the floor.

He found himself there anyway a moment later, one foot aloft as Bo yanked off, first one shoe, then the other. They hit the wall with heavy thunks.

Lucky liked when Bo got aggressive, but hurricanes didn’t have this much power.

Bo undid Lucky’s jeans, grabbed the legs, and jerked, sending the denim flying. At least he took a bit more care with Lucky’s boxers, else he might have ripped Lucky’s cock off along with the material.

With a pounce to do the cat proud, Bo dropped to his knees, shoved Lucky’s legs apart, and dropped between. With absolutely no finesse, he took Lucky into his mouth, sinking down to the root.

Oh, hot damn! Lucky combed his fingers into the dark waves of Bo’s hair, bucking up and hanging on for dear life.

Now, this was a blowjob!

But… This shouldn’t be all one way. Lucky surged up, grasping Bo by the shoulders and urging him onto the floor, snatching a pillow off the couch at the last moment and shoving it under Bo’s head.

He dug his fingers into the front of Bo’s shirt and wrenched the fabric open, sending buttons pinging off the walls and floor.

Two could play the destroying shirts game.

Skin. Lots and lots of glorious skin, a smattering of hair, and two nipples pebbling nicely under Lucky’s tongue and teeth.

He licked and sucked his way across Bo’s pecs, up and up to his neck, wrenching a moan out of his lover. God, how he loved this man. Would do anything for this man.

He moved aside the hummingbird charm hanging from a chain around Bo’s neck when the spirit animal totem got in the way.

Bo’s loafers came off much easier than Lucky’s tennis shoes, and the material of his slacks slithered when Lucky removed them and tossed them to the floor.

Bo wore nothing underneath. Hot. Damn.

Lucky descended, swiping away a drop of pre-cum from the slit of Bo’s cock, then sank down on the shaft, moaning at the scent, the feel, the fullness against his lips.

He pulled off and dropped lower, taking Bo’s balls into his mouth, first one, then the other.

Bo groaned and lifted his hips, digging his fingertips into Lucky’s scalp.

He could suck Bo forever, loving the way one look at his partner sent fire coursing through his veins. What had he ever done before they met? How had he survived?

Running his hands up Bo’s thighs, Lucky worshipped Bo’s perfect cock with his mouth, earning panted breaths and small whimpers. How good they were together, how right.

His world upended and he once more found himself staring into dark eyes full of hunger and lust.

He neither knew nor cared where Bo got the lube, only opened for Bo’s touch, the passion hot enough to sizzle while Bo prepared him for something larger than his fingers.

Letting his legs fall open, Lucky hissed in a breath when Bo breached him, then wrapped his arms around a strong back and his legs around muscular thighs.

He visualized the way Bo’s bubble butt must look, flexing as he drove into and out of Lucky.

So fucking good. Bo filled him perfectly, hitting all the right spots and pounding with an intensity just shy of pain.

Bo in control, taking what he wanted, giving Lucky what he needed.

Thoughts lurked in the back of Lucky’s mind: Bo staking his claim with Lucky’s old lover in town.

Bo needn’t worry. No one could come close to him—oh, dear lord! Right there. Right… there!

He had Lucky, now and forever, mind, body, soul, and… Oh, God! Lucky closed his eyes, face going slack under the onslaught of pleasure.

“You’re mine, aren’t you?” Bo growled, more statement than question.

“Yes.” Lucky tightened his hold, ramming his hips up to meet Bo’s strokes. “And you’re mine.”

“Only yours,” Bo ground out on a harsh breath.

“Mine to kiss, mine to love, mine to fuck.” Lucky hovered on the edge, ready to plunge off the cliff.

“Oh, yeah. Yours. And you’re mine to fuck, only mine, no one else’s.” Bo’s rhythm faltered, his breathing erratic. “I’m gonna, I’m gonna…” He threw back his head, eyes closed, muscles tense.

Lucky tightened around him, urging him to move faster, harder. “I’m close.”

He reached between them, grabbed his bobbing cock, and pumped furiously. Oh, damn! Oh, damn! “Ahhhh!” Lucky bowed up, shooting jets of come onto his belly while Bo’s filled him.

Bo swooped down, sealing their mouths together. He invaded, nothing tender in the way he plundered Lucky’s mouth with his tongue. They stayed joined, Bo murmuring, “Love you. Love you so much,” against Lucky’s lips.

If all this was to reassure himself of his place in Lucky’s life, he needn’t have bothered. Lucky had all he wanted, all he needed, in Bo.

Bo stared down at him, brown eyes dark.

Lucky swept back a lock of Bo’s hair with his fingertip, to better see Bo’s eyes. “I love you. I always will.”

Bo finally softened, slipped free of Lucky’s body, and squirmed into position, head on Lucky’s chest. “Even though Victor’s back?”

How could Lucky answer? He lifted Bo’s chin until their eyes met so Bo could see the truth there. “Victor who?”


Chapter Twenty-seven

“I’ll go with you if you want me to.” Bo wrapped his arms around Lucky from behind and planted a kiss on his ear.

Lucky stood at the front door, hand on the doorknob. “I know, but I think I need to do this myself.”

He took Bo’s lack of a reply as agreement. Yes, he needed to do this alone. He’d created the problem, he’d figure out an answer.

With another kiss from Bo, Lucky steeled his resolve and marched out to meet his fate.

The drive across town gave him way too much time to think.

He’d dropped Ty off with his former landlady, a woman Ty barely knew, and left, not really explaining why. Not that he could.

All his life he’d been keeping secrets from his nearest and dearest.

Safer for them that way. Or was it? He’d certainly like to know of any potential threats, but he could only share so much information about his job.

His body ached from getting tossed around in what little remained of Bo’s Durango. Bo might forgive him for the loss of the vehicle one day, after a few million blowjobs and twice as many turns doing dishes.

Getting roughed up in the truck, having a gun pulled on him—again—and having to confront his former lover paled in comparison with what might be waiting ahead.

His nephew’s disapproval.

Lucky pulled up to the curb in front of the duplex he used to call home, him renting one half and Mrs. Griggs living in the other.

He could get out, but then she’d want to introduce him to every single cat by name, and he needed to get Ty home to do homework. After being ditched with a woman who took cat lady to new heights, the kid might not speak to him again.

Mrs. Griggs sat on her porch swing. Instead of her usual bathrobe, she wore a flowery dress. Must be putting on airs because of her guest. The whole time Lucky had lived next door she’d seemingly lived in bathrobes. She waved. Lucky waved back.

Ty sat down the lapful of orange tabby he held, picked up his backpack and the gym bag he’d borrowed from Bo, and slumped down the sidewalk. He opened the car door, threw up his hand to the woman on the porch, and shoved his bags into the back seat.

He still waved when they rounded the corner away from the house. Maybe staying with Mrs. Griggs hadn’t been so bad after all.

Not a word. Not one single word. How mad was the kid?

After a mile of nerve-wracking silence, Lucky ventured, “I’m sorry you had to stay with someone you barely knew.”

Abuse starting in three, two one…  Three, two, one…

After a small eternity, Ty spoke up. “She’s not bad. I like all her cats. She told me you got Cat Lucky from her.”

No anger? No accusations? “Yeah, he came over to the house one day and wouldn’t leave.”

Voice whisper-quiet, Ty asked, “Is it true he adopted you after a little girl died?”

Telling his nephew all about the sad parts of his job wasn’t in the cards. Then again, lying wasn’t either. “Yes.” Without quite knowing why, Lucky opened his mouth and out fell the story. “Bo and me were investigating a children’s hospital that brought in shady drugs.” And fell victim to gray market opportunists, but the entire incident might take too much time to tell. “She told me she had a tuxedo cat named Lucky.” If he closed his eyes, he could see the little girl again, her bright smile, her bald head. His heart clenched.

“She died because of those drugs, didn’t she?”

“Yes.” Lucky’s voice came out choked.

“You caught who killed her, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” Even though Lucky’d had to quit the SNB to do so. Or rather, he would have quit if Walter had let him instead of pretending he didn’t get Lucky’s resignation letter.

“I’m glad.” Ty squirmed in his seat, half-turned Lucky’s way.

Lucky stopped at a red light and regarded his nephew. “I couldn’t let the no-account ass—” He bit off the word.

“You can say asshole, you know. Like Mom says, sometimes no other word works.”

“Smart woman.” Ty wasn’t mad at him? Dare Lucky hope?

“Uncle Lucky?”

“Yes?” The light turned green and Lucky refocused his attention on the road.

“Why did you leave me here? I could’ve stayed with you.”

“Sometimes my job gets dangerous. You were better off nowhere near me.” He wouldn’t scare his nephew by mentioning someone tried to kill him. Better for Ty to think him lame than know the truth.

“Mom told me stories about you, I thought they were just stories.”

Lucky glanced from the corner of his eye and caught Ty staring. “What kind of stories?”

“About your job. How you put drug dealers in jail.”

No questions were asked requiring an answer. Lucky remained silent.

“That’s why you didn’t come to Spokane, isn’t it? Because you didn’t want the people mad at you coming after us.”

“In part.” To be honest, sometimes Lucky himself didn’t understand all the reasons he’d stayed away. Mostly because he didn’t deserve his sister’s devotion or his nephews’ attention.

“What’s the other part?”

Lucky sucked in a breath, buying himself time to find the right words. Or rather, words that weren’t totally wrong and pissed Ty off. “Facing the three people who meant the most to me, knowing I’d let them down.” There. He’d said it.

“Bo says you’re a good man.”

“Not near as good as he is.”

“I don’t know. If I needed someone to fix dinner or give me advice, I might pick him.” Ty snickered, then sobered. “But if I need someone to teach me how to kick ass and take names, I’d choose you. Don’t get me wrong, I still don’t like leaving my friends behind to move here, but I’ve had a lot of time to think after you dropped me off.”

Really? “I wasn’t gone that long.”

“I’m a fast thinker.” Ty flashed a grin. “Anyway, he told me about some of the things you’ve done, how you’ve put yourself on the line for other people.”

“It’s part of the job.”

Ty snorted. “I’m pretty sure giving Grandpa half your liver isn’t in your job description.”

Oh that. Giving a literal part of himself to save a man who’d disowned him. “I did what I had to.”

“I know. I see that now.”

Lucky got the feeling Ty wasn’t only talking about Grandpa’s new lease on life. “I’m sorry I’ve said or done things that hurt you. I never meant to. I wanted what was best for you.”

“Yeah. It still might take some time to get used to you being back from the dead, and having to make new friends and all, but I’m willing to try getting to know you if you’re willing.”

Oh, dear Lord. Lucky needed something, anything, to stave off the tears he felt welling up in his eyes. “Works for me. But I got to tell you, running around town hunting poofballs ain’t my thing.”

“I got Uncle Bo for that.”

Uncle Bo. Nice. An idea came to Lucky then that could backfire on him. “I’m heading to Spokane this weekend to help your mother move. I’m flying up, driving a moving van back down. Think you might want to take a couple days off school and go with me? Maybe see your friends while we’re up there? Um… providing your grades are good enough you can afford to miss a few classes.”

“Really?” Ty nearly squealed in his excitement. “That’d be awesome.”

“Your mom’s driving the loaded-down car, so you’ll be stuck with me,” Lucky warned.

“I think I’ll survive.”

Lucky pulled his car up to the gate, the stubborn-assed deterrent to residents, but not two-bit lowlife stalkers. The clicker wasn’t working, damn it. He keyed in his code three times before the gate rose and he drove through.

“Uncle Lucky?” Ty asked in a small voice.

“Yes.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

Could be dangerous for a Lucklighter. Look where thinking—or not thinking—had gotten Lucky. “About what?”

“Instead of going to college for engineering, what if I took criminal justice instead?”

Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery Bo had said.

“What’s your goal? Police work, investigator, forensics?” Please, dear God let him not—Charlotte had mentioned Ty wanting to follow in his footsteps, back before Ty discovered he’d have to give up his friends and school, move here, and started resenting his uncle.

“I want to be like Uncle Bo, and Walter. And you.”

Lucky turned the car off in the driveway. Ty retrieved his things from the back seat and got out of the car.

Lucky didn’t move.

“Aren’t you coming in?”

“You go ahead, I’ll be there in a minute.” Lucky managed to hold the floodgates back until Ty went into the house.

Though his heart filled with the hope of Ty’s forgiveness, he’d do everything in his power to keep the kid away from drug enforcement.

Too many uncertainties.

Then again, life was uncertain.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Lucky hid in his cube. No other word worked but coward. No way, no how was he leaving his desk or going home anytime soon.

Not with them there. He shivered. At home Charlotte and Rett talked nonstop about kids, men, and when said kids weren’t around, things that made Lucky suddenly remember something urgent to attend to in another room.

He’d done the hard part, driving a U-Haul from Spokane to Atlanta. Kinda fun, reliving his old eighteen-wheeler fantasies.

In the meantime, he’d gotten to know his nephew throughout a surprisingly nice road trip. Ty snapped selfies of himself and Uncle Lucky, posting them to social media, then checking his phone every five minutes and giving an update of how many likes he’d gotten from friends.

Lucky had taken more than a few pictures himself.

Now boxes and boxes and boxes spread out in his living room, both spare bedrooms, and if he looked really hard he might find the Harley amidst all the furniture stored in the garage.

This morning he’d gone into the guest bathroom and found a bra hanging from the towel rod. What was the world coming to?

He loved having his sister and nephews near, but he’d gotten settled into a bachelor routine. Then he’d gotten used to having Bo around.

No. He’d discovered that life wasn’t worth living without Bo.

No more getting friendly with his man in the kitchen. If his sister knew what happened one day on the counter, she’d still be spraying bleach water.

Only until she found a place of her own. By then, he’d be so used to her presence he wouldn’t want her to leave. She’d also offered to help him and Bo become parents by carrying Bo’s child. Well, having her underfoot beat worrying about her. What if she fell in with some bad element?

Hmm… Maybe he shouldn’t have shot down Jimmy the Annoyingly Perky Agent from Virginia when the guy wanted to date Charlotte.

Now the guy had transferred to the Atlanta office, damn it all to hell. Jimmy seeing Charlotte might not be the best situation, since Lucky would be his boss for the foreseeable future.

Outranking the man gave Lucky strategic advantage. Not that he needed to defend his sister’s honor or anything. If a date didn’t treat Charlotte with respect, she’d have him laid out on the floor before Lucky ever got there.

She’d toughened up a lot since leaving her loser of an ex-husband.

Today after work his sister and the woman who’d elbowed her way into Lucky’s life were going shopping, and to a bar later while Bo and Lucky occupied Ty and Rett’s son. How’d that happen?

More than likely Charlotte and Rett would be talking about him.

Scheming.

Plotting dinner parties and cookouts, and all kinds of things involving lots of people invading Lucky’s personal space.

Like the reasons he wouldn’t leave his cube: the rookies who followed him like a pack of puppies any chance they got, whispering, “It’s him! It’s really him!” like groupies. Hadn’t they heard he was a card-carrying sonofabitch better avoided at all costs?

He’d better work harder on his asshole reputation.

Bo smirked at him from across their shared cubicle. “You know you can only hide in here for so long before the new recruits find you.” He snickered. “Want me to go get you more coffee?

The mere mention of coffee made Lucky wince. No hope for it now, he’d have to venture out of his cube before a full bladder got the better of him.

He poked his head out of the cube. Good. Not a soul in sight.

The moment he stepped into the hallway he cringed at the, “Oh, there you are, Mr. Harrison. Have you got a moment? I’d like to ask you something.”

Lucky didn’t even bother to see his pursuer, either Jimmy, wanting Lucky to fix him up with Charlotte, or some snot-nosed youngster who wanted to show off police academy knowledge by asking Lucky too many fucking questions.

He all but ran to the men’s room.

***

Despite Lucky’s best intentions, a party raged inside his house, a combination welcome for Charlotte and kids, birthday party for Bo, and a going to college party for Todd.

Bo had to go invite most of the department too, which meant Lucky spent half his time running interference between Charlotte and Jimmy from Virginia, or running from the pack of brats he’d been assigned to train.

He’d yet to talk to Johnson about Phillip.

Oh, how he’d love to escape to the back deck, but Bo would only drag him back inside, lecturing him on being a bad host.

Twenty more minutes and Lucky would scream and run from his own home. So many colognes! Plus, the ribs, burgers, mushrooms and hotdogs they’d grilled.

Oh, crap. Ty had a huge grin on his face, talking to a teenaged girl with big blue eyes, blonde hair, and an equally wide grin.

“Hey, what do you know? Ty’s making a new friend.” Bo wrapped an arm around Lucky’s shoulders.

“Ty is not allowed to date Keith’s daughter. Why the hell did Keith even come anyway?” Lucky groused.

“Um… because I invited him?” Bo wandered off to mingle some more. Better him than Lucky.

The nephew in question caught Lucky’s eye and pantomimed a right hook.

Lucky mocked Ty’s pose and lifted his elbow, driving home the “keep your arm up” lesson he’d been trying to instill in their forays to the gym.

Ty nodded, smiled, and turned his attention back to the girl. Given his hand gestures, bobbing and weaving, he’d started bragging about learning to box to impress his audience.

Judging by the wide smile on Keith’s daughter’s face, Ty succeeded.

Dear lord. What if he wound up having to deal with Keith over holidays? Lucky shuddered. Then again, hating the in-laws was a time-honored tradition. Lucky had a head start.

And Ty was young yet. He’d smile and try to impress many girls before he chose one to settle down with—at about age forty.

Walter made his way over to the spot on the wall Lucky had claimed for his own. “Lucky, could I speak to you in private?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” He put on a good show of heading out to the deck with the boss, in case Bo decided to come looking for him, and breathed easier once they’d stepped outside.

Fresh air! Less noise! Yes!

But…

What could the boss want? Lucky hadn’t fucked up lately, well, not much, but if he had, at least he could be reasonably sure Keith hadn’t installed any cameras to gloat over a reaming out Lucky might have coming.

Moose nearly knocked him over getting out the door. Wherever Walter went, the danged critter wanted to be.

A few late summer crickets chirped in the grass, though fireflies had come and gone for the year. Music, chatter, and laughter from inside the house muffled when Lucky closed the door.

At least talking privately gave him a valid excuse to get away from the crowd. The people in the living room weren’t bad, most of them, anyway, but so many at one time, who collectively knew too many of his secrets? Not a good thing. If anyone started talking…

Lucky dropped down into one of the two Adirondack chairs Bo had bought. Soon he’d need to add more for Charlotte and her brood. While Atlanta wasn’t known for cold weather, for better or worse, sooner or later summer would give way to fall.

Walter eyed the chair next to Lucky’s but remained standing. Lucky stood and joined him, resting his elbows on the badly-in-need-of-a-good-power-washing railing. “This reminds me of the time right after you attempted to leave the SNB. Remember? I came down to Pensacola to deliver your paycheck and order you back to work.”

Seemed like ages ago. Lucky’d spent that weekend with Bo in his arms—and his bed. The first time he’d admitted his feelings.

Bo hadn’t laughed and run.

No way would Lucky let Walter know how much the visit had meant to him. The personal invite back to SNB. Also, the .38 he’d found giftwrapped on his desk, once he’d served out his sentence. When no one else believed in him, Walter Smith had. “Yeah, pushy bastard. If not for you I’d be enjoying retirement or out driving a truck somewhere.” Even trying to be gruff, Lucky failed. The level of affection he had for this man couldn’t be hidden. Someone who’d once put guys like Lucky in prison but had taken a chance on a two-bit felon and herded, no, shoved Lucky headfirst in the right direction.

Walter emitted a chuckle. “I have a confession to make. I’d never been more terrified in my life.”

Lucky whipped his head around. “Terrified? What do you mean?”

“I honestly expected you to tell me to take the job I offered you and shove it somewhere physically impossible.”

“Really? Why?” Terrified. Most people were terrified that Lucky wouldn’t go away, not that he would.

“Because, eight years prior I’d met an arrogant, conceited man with little remorse for his crimes. Cocky, stubborn.” Walter reached a hand down and rubbed Moose’s furry ear. Moose groaned. Spoilt dog.

“Still am.” Most of the time.

“No, you’re not. Oh, you might have others fooled, but anyone with common sense can see right past your façade.”

“Now wait a minute…” Lucky’d worked hard for his reputation. And did façade mean good or bad?

“Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. But as I was saying, I got to know you, saw beneath the bravado to a truly decent human being. In my line of work, I need all the decent human beings I can get.”

True dat. But Lucky? Decent? Even all those years ago? “You give me too much credit.”

“No, Lucky. I don’t give you nearly enough credit. Despite what you might believe, you’ve been the glue that’s held the department together. Some fear you, some may not like you, but all respect you, and know that, no matter how prickly you are, you’ll do everything in your power to keep them off the SNB memorial page.”

Did Boss Man know how many times Lucky agonized over the page, wondering, not if, but when his name would appear there, for real this time?

He’d use his dying breath to keep another name from appearing on the page.

Walter spat out a whiplash-inducing change of subject. “When I was a young man, I used to dream of being a father.” He gave a fond smile. “As an only child, I wanted a big family, four, maybe even five children. Then I fell in love with my wife. Have I ever told you why we chose not to have children?”

“No. I mean, I might have wondered, but it wasn’t any of my business.” Though Walter would have made one hell of a father.

“Lucy was born with a heart condition that put her at added risk. She still wanted to try for a child. To use one of your Southern expressions, ‘bless her heart.’ I wouldn’t take the chance. Even though I knew I’d never be a father, and would spend my years taking care of her, might even lose her young, from the moment I met her there was no other choice.” His eyes twinkled. “She’s defied the odds and we’ve shared a good life.”

Oh, crap! “You’re not telling me she’s sick or anything, are you?” Bo would have them on the road and taking her chicken soup or something within the hour.

No. Wait! She couldn’t be dying. Even now she sat on the couch a few feet away, lap full of black and white cat.

Walter waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. She’s fine. I just wanted to explain why we never increased our family.”

“Do you miss not having kids?” Would Lucky one day regret if he didn’t take his sister up on her generous offer to make him and Bo parents? But who could bring a child into his crazy life?

“Never! What I’m getting at is, and I think I’ve mentioned this before, you’ve become like a son to us, though I’m thrilled that you’ve made up with your own family.”

Lucky’s heart stuttered with a tangle of emotions he’d need time to sort out. “If you see me as your son, how disappointed in me are you?” Lucky hardly made a shining example.

“Not at all. I’m proud of you. You may not have come from the same background as some of the other agents, but you’ve never let anything hold you back. All on your own, without even the support of your family, you’ve become a fine man and excelled.”

“So, what are you buttering me up for?” Lucky never learned how to take compliments. Or he had. As a wrapper for something unpleasant.

Walter shook from his laughter. “Ah, ever the suspicious one. Can’t I say something nice without ulterior motives?”

“If you can, you’re probably the only person on the planet.”

“When I brought Bo on board, I never dreamed that he’d follow in your footsteps and prove himself a worthy addition to the team.” Walter held up a finger, effectively cutting off Lucky’s comments. “Hoped, mind you, but nothing more. He’s done well.”

“Yes, he has.” In more ways than one. Now that they were talking so openly, Lucky’d had a question burning in his mind for a while. Time to get an answer. “Tell me the truth. When did you figure out we were a couple?”

Walter didn’t pause before answering, “The first time I saw you together in a conference room.”

Lucky’s jaw dropped. That couldn’t be right. “We weren’t involved then. We’d just met. He thought I was an asshole, and I thought he was a pampered mama’s boy.”

Walter grinned. “Yet the sparks flew. I must admit, I enjoyed the show, even if I couldn’t let on.”

“Why couldn’t you? You could’ve saved us from worrying.”

“Because then you wouldn’t have worked so hard at your relationship. Also, I had to comb the regulations to ensure there were no repercussions.” Moose butted his hand. Walter resumed the ear rubbing.

“Well, I appreciate that. Though it would’ve been nice to know how you felt.” All the time he’d spent, wondering and worrying about him and Bo getting found out, all the precautions they’d taken. For nothing?

“Now, Lucky, you don’t expect me to play favorites among my team, do you?” Walter raised one bushy eyebrow.

“No. Not you.” Damn it.

“Yet I’m about to.”

“What?”

“Please hear me out before you say anything. I understand my recent medical problems were induced, but it’s made me face reality. I’m not a young man. I’m past retirement age, and well, it’s time for me to pass the torch.”

“Nah, you got a lot of good years left. What will we do without you?” Oh, God. The SNB without Walter wouldn’t be the same. Nor would Lucky.

“Yes, and I’d like to spend those years puttering around the house, getting in my wife’s way. Or maybe seeing the world. I’ve been invited to visit Nice. I’m told it’s beautiful this time of year.”

Lucky grimaced. Visiting Nice meant visiting Victor. Between Walter and Victor, Lucky had no secrets.  “If all that hadn’t happened, would you have allowed O’Donoghue to replace you?”

“I’ll be honest with you. O’Donoghue wasn’t my first choice, and without urging from the powers that be, I’d never have agreed to name him my successor.”

“Why not?” After the way Walter had sung the man’s praises?

“Because my best agent didn’t trust him, and I’ve learned to pay attention to his instincts.”

“Then who would you have named?” It had better not be Keith, uneasy truce or no.

“You, Lucky. You were my first choice.”

What the fuck? Oooo-kay. Not what Lucky expected. He rubbed at his neck, his insides twisting together like a bucketful of snakes. “No disrespect, Boss, but me wearing a suit and tie? Spending all day in a conference room? Besides, the rest of the team would go ape shit.” Lucky shuddered. Please let Walter not insist, please, please, please.

Walter shrugged. “Maybe they would, maybe they wouldn’t, but in the end, they’d accept my choice and they’d respect you for the job you would have done.”

“Would have done?” Lucky didn’t let out a relieved breath yet, but some of his anxiety lifted.

“Yes. Though I would love to see you fill my shoes, it’s not your way and not how you operate. After seeing the fine job you did with Bo and Loretta Johnson, you’re too valuable to the department as a trainer to lose.”

Whew! “Please tell me you’re not planning on naming Keith.” Keith would likely make Lucky’s life a living hell. But he’d better not mess with Bo or Johnson.

“Actually, he and I had a very enlightening talk the other day.”

Lucky pictured his career swirling down the drain. “You know me and him don’t get along.”

“Yes, I do. I also know he passed work off on others that he should have done himself. Not the action of a good leader. Yet he’s bright enough to realize he’d be unpopular and out of his depth. He made a suggestion that, I must admit, has a lot of merit.”

No telling who the little asswipe recommended, though apprehension swept through him. Something Keith said the night he’d invaded Lisa’s house. “Who?”

“A man who’s made his mark in the department and proven himself time after time. He’s smart, has impeccable integrity, and best of all, he’s managed to endear himself to the department without compromising his impartiality, mostly.” Walter had spoken so highly of Bo all those years ago, the day Bo and Lucky met.

A sinking feeling hit Lucky’s stomach. “Who?”

“A remarkable young agent named William Schollenberger. I believe you know him.” In all the years Lucky’d known Walter, he’d never witnessed such a playful smile. ‘Bout time the boss relaxed some.

But Bo? Job pressures. Dealing with suit and tie types? “He’s not ready.”

“No, he’s not. I plan to spend the next year grooming him. Once he’s in place and running the show, I’m retiring. Jameson has also committed himself to Bo’s training. He’ll be in good hands.”

Lucky still didn’t trust O’Donoghue and would never forgive him, but the man wasn’t likely to piss off Victor. Or Walter. “What about him and me?”

“What about the two of you?”

“We’re a couple.” He’d love to say, “Married couple.” Maybe one day. “We can’t work in the same department, can we?”

“No, you can’t, and you won’t. If he accepts the position, Bo will head the Department of Diversion Prevention and Control, and you’ll lead the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau’s training department. You’ll both answer to my current superior, who mostly stays on the eighth floor and seldom makes an appearance.”

Bo? And Lucky? In upper management? “What about…”

“I’m afraid that accepting the job will put an end to Bo’s undercover career, although he might still choose to act as handler from time to time to keep his skills sharp. Your training duties may occasionally require you to play an undercover role, but you’ll be home most nights.” Walter hid a grin by turning and ruffling Moose’s ear. “Who’s a good dog?”

If something sounded too good to be true… “What about the classroom part? And who’ll head up the undercovers? We got a lot of newbies wandering around.”

“I’ve read your reports on Loretta Johnson. I believe it’s time to see what she’s capable of. I’ve received more transfer requests from other branches of the bureau. Not to mention resumes from current members of the Atlanta police department. We’ll get along just fine.”

Lucky fought not to smile and give too much away. Boss offered him one sweet deal. “You’ve got everything all figured out, don’t you?”

“Don’t I always? Do you think Bo will agree?”

Being home at night? Not getting shot at? A vision flashed through Lucky’s mind of Bo, carrying a tiny squirming bundle into the unused nursery in their home, tucking a child—their child—into bed. Almost brought tears to his eyes. “He’ll agree. If for no other reason than you asked.” Lucky wasn’t above begging. Anything to see his man safe and sound.

“Then I believe it’s settled.” Walter gave Moose a final pat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I’ve noticed Loretta hovering around the door. I believe she wants to talk to you.”

Walter slid the door open and stepped inside the house. “Hello, Loretta. He’s all yours.”

Oh shit. Lucky had been instrumental in putting her lover in jail. Since then, she’d never once mentioned Phillip or his fate, had never acted any differently toward Lucky.

Sooner or later they had to talk.

Maybe he should warn Bo to keep an eye on the back deck in case of violence. Lucky’s weak knees made sitting down a rational decision.

Johnson plopped down into the chair next to him. Moose headbutted her hand. Fickle beast. He’d trained her as well as he had Walter, only Rett had nice long fingernails to scratch beneath Moose’s fur.

“Hi, Johnson.”

The air dropped ten degrees from her frigid tone. “Oh, so it’s Johnson again, is it?” She half-rose from the chair.

“What? Oh, no! Sorry, Rett. Got a lot going on in my head. Take a load off. What you got on your mind?” Let it not be punching him out for her boyfriend’s arrest.

“I just wanted to say that you did the right thing.” She propped her elbows on the chair arms. Moose abandoned her for Lucky.

“On?”

“It doesn’t matter if he was coerced or blindly following orders. The truth is, Phillip broke the law. Like it or not, I’m sworn to uphold those same laws.” Rett’s voice remained flat, emotionless.

At what cost? “He didn’t take a plea deal, so he’ll go to trial.” A trial hadn’t helped Lucky’s case any. He’d gotten ten years.

“He might wriggle free yet.” She closed her eyes, pulled in a deep breath, and whooshed it out. “His parents promised to hire the best attorneys they can find. If money can bribe Lady Justice, he won’t serve a day. He’s under house arrest and can’t leave the state.”

“I have a feeling there’s a ‘but’ or ‘and’ coming.”

Her weak smile couldn’t have fooled anybody. “He had to agree to go back to law school.”

“Doesn’t sound too bad to me, if they’re paying, and if he’ll be able to get past the bar with this on his record.” He’d also need to pull his grades up one hell of lot since the last time he’d tried higher education—if he found a decent school to accept him.

“Oh, they’re paying all right. If he isn’t convicted, it’ll be like nothing happened, as far as the bar is concerned.” Rett let out a breathy, humorless laugh. “I should’ve known better than to get involved with a man so far out of my league.”

Phillip? Out of her league? Never! “What the hell? If anything, you’re out of his.”

Rett patted the hand Lucky rested on Moose’s head. “Thanks, but I’ll never be the debutante his parents want for him.”

“Nope, you’re one hell of a lot better.” Why she stayed with such a loser as long as she had was anybody’s guess. The bastard was a fucking criminal, and Rett was class act enough to shoot her former lover to protect her kid.

A brief smile flitted over her lips. “Thank you for saying so, but his folks don’t agree. Another condition Mommy and Daddy put on helping him is that he can’t see me again.” She snorted. “His mother took great pleasure in telling me so. He didn’t even say goodbye.”

“Why that sonofa…”

Rett flopped against the back of her chair, staring at her hands as she twisted them together in her lap. “Wanna hear the stupid part?”

Anything dealing with a man dumb enough to dump Rett couldn’t get much stupider, could it?

She plowed on, not waiting for an answer. “The stupid part is that I knew I was only asking for trouble the first time I had drinks with him at the hotel when we both came here for training. Knew I should never have invited him up to my room. Knew with every kiss and—” she cut her eyes toward Lucky— “everything else, that we were riding a bus going nowhere.”

“Been there. Done that.” Usually by Lucky’s choosing.

Rett nodded and gave a sniffle. “Me too. Enough to have known better. But noooooo! I had to go and get involved with him, even though his parents didn’t like me.”

“What about your parents? What did they think of him?”

She gave him an “oh, please” face. “My mama said she done raised me right and trusts me to make my own decisions. She’s still there to help me pick up the pieces if things don’t work out.”

Sounded a lot like Lucky’s mother.

“Anyway, every time we went out I planned to break things off. I mean, he’s younger than me, comes from a whole different world, and it’d be hard for him to be a father-figure to my baby when, most days, Rone acts more mature.”

“You didn’t send him packing.”

Rett shook her head and stretched her legs out in front of her. “Here’s the reeeeeeeally stupid part. Even though my head said he was bad news, my heart…”

One moment they sat side by side. The next Lucky held an armful of weeping woman. “Oh, God, Lucky. It hurts. It hurts so damned much!”

Oh shit. He’d never been much good around people once the waterworks started. He hugged her, whispered, “It’s gonna be all right,” and ran a hand up and down her back like he’d seen his mother do to distressed folks back home.

His heart pounded. What could he do? What could he say? What would Bo do?

Bo’s voice answered in his head, “You don’t have to do or say anything. Just be there.”

Somewhere, mid-stroke, Lucky’s actions were no longer mimicked from his mother, nor the words taken from Bo. They were Lucky’s, soothing a friend.

“Yeah, we’re both gonna be all right.”


Epilogue

Lucky held a twenty-gallon trash bag in one hand, working his way through a living room that, no matter how hard he and Bo tried, never seemed to stay clean. Last night’s party hadn’t helped.

Bo hauled in an overflowing clothes basket and sank down on the couch. He folded a T-shirt with more skill than Lucky could have managed. Before Bo he’d simply tossed clothes into a drawer, considering wrinkles a given.

“Where’s Charlotte and Ty?” Lucky asked.

“Shopping.” Bo waggled his eyebrows. “Ty needed more school supplies.”

Lucky stopped mid-motion, as did Bo. Their eyes met and held.

Lucky dropped the trash bag, Bo tossed the T-shirt to the couch, and they both darted toward the bedroom.

“How long you reckon we got?” Lucky hopped on one foot while removing a shoe.

“All the time we need. I told Charlotte we’d meet them for lunch, then go test drive trucks.”

The Durango. May it rest in pieces.

T-shirts and shorts went flying, leaving Bo in Lucky’s preferred state: nekkid.

All the better when no clothes came between them. Lucky latched on to his favorite human with both hands on broad shoulders, rising up on his toes and melding his mouth with Bo’s.

Bo met Lucky’s challenge with brutal intensity, cock rising against Lucky’s stomach. Lucky shoved into Bo’s firm thigh, breathing in soap, fabric softener, and Bo.

He skated his fingers up Bo’s arms, the skin beneath his fingertips prickling with chill bumps. Their height difference put him at a disadvantage, so he stepped forward, crowding Bo into taking a step back, then another, until the bed stopped their progress.

Lucky grabbed Bo’s shoulders, toppled them over, then climbed on top of him to continue ravishing his mouth.

Bo gripped Lucky’s ass, urging him to move, to grind their erections together.

Oh, how Lucky loved the way Bo thought.

Grunts, groans, and the occasional “Oh, my God!” escaped them as they rutted together, a slight sheen of sweat loosening Lucky’s grip.

Bo bucked beneath him, wrapped a hand around their cocks and whimpered into Lucky’s mouth.

He’d never last. Given Bo’s frantic movements and moans, he and Lucky were on a collision course.

He licked, sucked, and bit Bo’s shoulders and neck, returning to his mouth again and again. Harder, faster. Nothing else existed in the world, just Lucky and Bo and the amazing brush of skin against skin, their mingled scents, the rightness of them together.

Tightness in Lucky’s groin grew and grew, becoming too much to hold back. Wrapping a hand around Bo’s and adjusting the rhythm, he shouted, “Ahh…,” spattering cum across Bo’s stomach.

Lucky scuttled backward on the bed, batted away Bo’s hand, and took Bo deep. Bo bowed off the bed, burying his fingers in Lucky’s hair, and pulsed down Lucky’s throat.

Lucky lay with his head on Bo’s thigh, too content to move.

“C’mon up here.” Bo patted the mattress beside him.

“Do I have to? I’m happy right here.” Besides, his position on Bo’s thigh gave Lucky an upfront and personal look at Bo’s softening cock, should it happen to rise again and need more attention.

“I can’t hold you if you’re down there.”

If Bo wanted to hold him, Lucky wouldn’t pass up the opportunity. Summoning strength, he squirmed up the bed and rested his head on Bo’s shoulder.

Bo wrapped an arm around him.

Lucky had begun to drift off into a sated doze when Bo said, “You know we have to get up, don’t you? The house is still a mess.”

“You rounded up your lube stash, didn’t you?”

“Yup. I no longer keep one under the couch, don’t think anyone will go in the garage or car, and I’m not carrying packets in my pockets.”

Dang. Bo stayed prepared.

Lucky raised up far enough to take in the drying cum on Bo’s stomach. “We’re kind of a mess too.”

“Us first, then the house.”

Taking a deep breath, heart thudding, Lucky began a conversation he’d been meaning to have ever since things had returned to normal, or as normal as their lives got.

“You know, if we ever have kids, we’ll be picking up after ‘em, so extra housework, they might get mouthy, and get into trouble.” If Bo had witnessed Lucky’s teenaged years, he’d swear off kids forever.

True to form, Bo went into lecture mode. “That’s all part of being a parent, but in the end there’s this wonderful person you get to raise and watch as they go on to live their own life. You have to be there for the bad times and the good. I think it’ll be worth it, don’t you?” Bo jostled Lucky’s head against his arm.

Oh? Lucky’s heart pounded harder. “Yeah. Think you’d want to raise kids with a no-account ex-con like me?”

Bo rolled toward Lucky and lifted his chin with two fingers until their eyes met. “There’s no one else in this world I’d rather raise kids with.”

If Lucky’s heart kicked any harder it’d break out of his chest. “Charlotte talked to me a while back—”

“I know.”

What? Lucky sat up, staring down at Bo. “You know? How?”

A sheepish grin lit Bo’s face. “She talked to me too.”

“She did? Why didn’t you tell me?” Why didn’t she tell Lucky, more importantly?

Bo placed his warm palm against Lucky’s cheek. “Because I know how I felt about the matter, but if I’d mentioned it to you first, I worried you’d run. I needed to bide my time and wait for you to make the suggestion.”

“But…” Lucky stopped mid-protest. Bo knew him so well. “And?”

“I’ve looked into the legalities, our finances, our insurance plans and what they cover…”

Of course he did. “And?”

“And, with new opportunities at work that’ll hopefully keep us more homebound, I believe we might need to start furnishing that nursery.” He nodded toward the room Lucky spent far too much time in lately, dreaming.

“Are you sure?”

Bo pulled Lucky’s hand to his mouth and kissed the knuckles. “I’m sure.”

Only one thing kept Lucky from breaking into a grin. “I know the party was last night, but I’d like to give you one more present.”

“Oh?” Bo leered. “Something you couldn’t share with our guests?”

“Maybe.” This gift might be family-friendly, and not the sex toys he planned to take with them on vacation. Still, this gift needed to be given in private. Heart rate kicking back into overdrive, Lucky crossed the floor to pick up his pants, and the objects he’d kept in his pocket for weeks, hoping for the right opportunity.

Only now, what he planned to ask changed. Bo was right. They didn’t need vows to keep them together. Still…

He sat down on the bed and pressed a white gold ring into Bo’s hand.

Bo gazed up, confusion in his eyes. “Lucky, I—”

“I know,” Lucky murmured, forcing himself to look at Bo instead of turning away. “We don’t have to stand in front of a preacher or nothing, don’t have to sign no papers, but there’s nobody left that matters who doesn’t know we’re together. No pressure, but I’d appreciate if you’d wear that ring.”

Bo let out a shaky laugh. “Marking your territory?”

“No. It’s just that every time you look at this ring, you’ll remember I’ll always be there for you.” Lucky placed the other ring onto his own finger. “I hope you don’t mind, but I plan to always wear mine.”

Bringing the ring to his face, Bo examined the etchings on the outside, the mountain scenes, which reminded Lucky of Bo’s love of camping and hiking. A chuckle came when Bo peered inside the ring where Lucky had inscribed, Love always, T-Rex. “This isn’t the same ring you tried to give me months ago.”

“No. That was just some old ring I picked up in the middle of the night at Walmart. You deserve… better.”

The tears in Bo’s eyes tightened Lucky’s throat. He reached for the ring. “It was stupid of me, I’m sorry.”

Bo yanked back his hand and slipped the ring onto his finger. “Thank you, Lucky. I don’t know what to say but that I’ll always love you too. T-Rex.”
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[image: ]There are good guys, bad guys, and then there’s Lucky.

Former drug trafficker Richmond “Lucky” Lucklighter flaunts his past like a badge of honor. He speaks his mind, doesn’t play nice, and flirts with disaster while working off his sentence with the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. If he can keep out of trouble a while longer he’ll be a free man–after he trains his replacement.

Textbook-quoting, by the book Bo Schollenberger is everything Lucky isn’t. Lucky slurps coffee, Bo lives caffeine free. Lucky worships bacon, Bo eats tofu. Lucky trusts no one, Bo calls suspects by first name. Yet when the chips are down on their shared case of breaking up a drug diversion ring, they may have more in common than they believe.

Two men. Close quarters. Friction results in heat. But Lucky scoffs at partnerships, no matter how thrilling the roller-coaster. Bo has two months to break down Lucky’s defenses… and seconds are ticking by.

At your favorite bookstore.

[image: ]Dead men can’t love.

Former drug trafficker Richmond “Lucky” Lucklighter “died” in the line of duty while working off a ten-year sentence in service to the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau, only to be reborn as Simon “Lucky” Harrison. The newbie he trained, former Marine Bo Schollenberger, is now his partner on (and maybe off) the job. It’s hard to tell when Lucky doesn’t understand relationships or have a clue what any sane human is doing in his bed. Bo’s nice to have around, sure, but there’s none of that picking-out-china-together crap for Lucky.

While fighting PTSD, memories of a horrid childhood, and a prescription drug addiction, Bo is paying for his mistakes. Using his pharmacy license for the good guys provides the sort of education he never got in school. Undercover with his hard-headed partner, Bo learns that not everything is as it seems in the world of pharmaceuticals.

When a prescription drug shortage jeopardizes the patients at Rosario Children’s Cancer Center, it not only pits Bo and Lucky against predatory opportunists, but also each other. How can they tell who the villains are? The bad guys don’t wear black hats, but they might wear white coats.

At your favorite bookstore.

[image: ]Winner 2014 Rainbow Awards Best Gay Mystery / Thriller.

Renegade biker. Drug runner. Recovering addict. Wanted by the Southeastern Narcotics Bureau. But he isn’t a crook, he’s the law.

SNB Agent Bo Schollenberger’s solved his cases using his brains and not a gun, and with his partner, not alone. Now he’s handed a tough new case involving designer drugs that turn users violent. One false move could end his life as he immerses himself into a motorcycle gang to locate the source. His fate depends on how well he can impersonate someone else. Someone named Cyrus Cooper.

Cyrus is everything Bo Schollenberger isn’t, including the badass enforcer for a smuggling ring. He establishes pecking order with his fists and doesn’t take shit from anybody, not even the undercover agent who comes to help his case.

Simon “Lucky” Harrison’s always been the best, whichever side of the law he was on. Former trafficker turned SNB agent, he damned well ought to be undercover in this motorcycle gang, instead of hanging around the office going crazy with new policies, new people, and “inter-departmental cooperation” that sticks him in a classroom. Yet he’s passed over for the SNB’s biggest case in decades in favor of the rookie who shares his bed. A man Lucky thought he knew.

When survival depends on a web of tangled lies, lines blur, worlds collide, and a high stakes game turns friend to foe. Lucky knows the difference between Bo the agent and Cyrus the outlaw, but does Bo?

At your favorite bookstore.
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[image: ]Joshua Hannes, the concierge of the Vivaldi Central Park Hotel prides himself on fulfilling every impossible request. Tickets to a sold-out show? A purple dye job for a purse dog? A last-minute table at a premier hotspot? No problem.

But the penthouse guest wants what?

Self-made billionaire Craig Ridley’s in New York on business, but at the end of the day, he wants to relax with someone interesting. The concierge should be able to supply an entertaining companion. Just for a little conversation. Dinner and a card game, not sex.

Craig didn’t expect the concierge to personally volunteer to be a rental friend, and he really didn’t expect to get attached. How can a paid service ever turn real?

A billion reasons why they shouldn’t be together. A billion and one reasons why they should.

At your favorite bookstore.

[image: ]The lights go down and stage lights up. The Dark Angels have arrived. With his come-hither voice and body made for sin, lead singer Angel Luv draws lovers like a magnet. And when he caresses and taunts shy guitarist Darius Stone on stage, well…it’s an act, right? But every touch lights a fire, and every flirtatious glance chips away at Dare’s certainty that he’s straight. No one else has so captured his imagination.

Temptation beckons. It’s hard not to notice the want in Dare’s eyes, the way he stares when he thinks Angel’s not watching. One wrong move might scare him away, but a work trip to exotic Bali might be the perfect place to let Dare explore his sexuality, with none to be the wiser. But their “friends with benefits” pact has an expiration date, that just might sour their friendship.

At your favorite bookstore

Your next great read is at Rocky Ridge Books. Join the newsletter for the latest from Eden and the crew.


Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

About the author

More from Eden and Rocky Ridge Books

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
N\

ROCKY RIDGE BOOKS





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
N X
A
; ROCKY RIDGE BOOKS

L ALL

ORA





images/00005.jpeg





