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For everyone who likes their men like they like their coffee: 
dark AF with a hint of sweetness, addictive as hell, and always there to pick you up after a long night of bad decisions.

No. Matter. What.
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The plot of this book deals heavily with human trafficking of children and forced prostitution. While no sexual assaults appear on the page, one of the main characters is an adult victim of child sex trafficking. Reader discretion is advised as this may be triggering to some.  
This book contains CNC (consensual non-consent) and resistance play.
Body Count is about a possessive narcissistic sociopath, the man who comes to love him, and their extended family of serial and spree killers. River and Theo don’t always practice safe sex or risk aware consensual kink (RACK). No safe words are used. This is not meant to be a realistic or healthy depiction of a BDSM relationship, or any relationship for that matter. 
Seriously. River is a walking red flag. 
A full breakdown of content warnings, kinks, and tropes in Body Count can be found on the next page.
To learn more about human trafficking in the USA, and how to report it, please visit humantraffickinghotline.org or the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children at missingkids.org 
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Complete Content and Trigger Warnings 
Sex trafficking, including child victims
Murder, blood, violence, dismemberment
Childhood abuse and neglect (referenced in the past)
Alcohol consumption
Torture of antagonists
Minor character death
Gun violence/gunshot wounds
Dissociation and dissociative episodes
PTSD and c-PTSD
Dubious consent
Drug overdose
Emotional abuse
Imprisonment
Organized crime (Mafia)
Mental illness, including non-compliance with medical treatment
BDSM themes
Edge play/Resistance play
Power imbalance
Discussion of STIs, including HIV
Brief instance of suicidal ideation
Implied cannibalism
Kidnapping
Carjacking
Cremation of human remains
Sexually explicit scenes
Delusional thinking/Delusions
Physical restraints in a psychiatric institution
Discussion of suicide/assisted suicide
Inferred animal death/abuse
Kinks included
CNC/consensual non-consent
Resistance play
Edging
Primal play
Biting/marking
Blood play
Praise kink
Tropes
Insta-love
Rescued by a sociopath
Touch him and die
Possessive boyfriends
Vengeance as a love language
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“You know that’s the preferred drink of psychopaths.” The bartender set my gin and tonic down in front of me hard enough that it sloshed over the lip of the cloudy glass, darkening the half rotten wooden bar like a shadow. 
He meant it to be a light-hearted opener to a conversation, but I wasn’t in the mood for a chat. If I had wanted to talk, I wouldn’t have set up in the corner of his shitty dive bar. 
The silence between us grew as he leaned on the bar for an awkwardly long time waiting for me to reply. Instead, I picked up the drink and frowned at the sad looking lime wedge he’d jammed onto the rim. No way I was putting that anywhere near my mouth. 
“Gin and tonic and black coffee,” he continued, more to hear himself talk than anything. He struck me as the sort. 
I forced my face to maintain a neutral and interested expression, using the bartender’s silence as a cue to nod politely. Just like Mom had taught me to do. 
His demeanor instantly relaxed when I moved back into the pointless dance of social interaction. 
While he went on about the favorite drink orders of famous psychopaths and some study done in Austria, I scanned the bar, taking in the worn décor, the thin layer of grime on everything, the neon. The place really was a disgusting dive. 
Why am I here?
I’d left work frustrated and without a destination in mind. The further I drove, the more intense my aggravation became, until it was an itch under my skin that I couldn’t scratch.
I needed to hurt someone, or maybe fuck someone. Maybe both. Maybe neither. When I saw the dive bar sign from the freeway, I’d felt that tug at my subconscious, the one that said this was where I was supposed to be. Yet as I looked around, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why.
The crack of billiard balls drew my attention to two pool tables in the far corner. Only one of them was occupied. The men playing were older, typical dive bar types with their blue jean cutoffs and greasy hair. They didn’t interest me. 
But the redheaded young man with the sad blue eyes did. He stood behind the two older men in a worn V-neck t-shirt that was two sizes too big, his pale, skinny arms folded over his chest. His hair was a tad too long and shaggy, his face too thin. The strip of black leather around his pale neck stood out like a sore thumb. The O-ring in the front sat perfectly over his Adam’s apple. He was staring straight back as if he could see through me. 
We stared at each other from across the bar, a strange electric feeling crawling over my skin. 
The moment was over when the bigger man stepped back, cue stick in hand, and threw a possessive arm around the redhead’s waist. The redhead looked away and down, cheeks coloring, but not with embarrassment. The way his jaw flexed, the way he stiffened and pulled away until the older man’s hand tightened to hold him in place—there was anger there. Resentment. Maybe even hate. 
Are you why I’m here, little finch?
I tapped my fingers on my glass. Living people rarely interested me beyond whatever immediate purpose they served. I found the dead much more interesting to be around. They couldn’t lie and had no ulterior motives. What you saw was what you got with the dead. 
Living people were another story entirely. Always lying, scheming, looking for ways to hurt one another. I had learned long ago how to walk like them, talk like them, to disappear in crowds of them. I had the same organs, the same five liters of blood inside of me, but I would never be like them.
Yet sometimes I liked to pretend. I liked to observe, to put things in motion to see how they’d play out. 
Shepherd called it playing with my food.
But I didn’t want to play with the little redhead across the bar, at least not in the normal way I liked to play with people. I wanted to possess him. I wanted to take him and put him up on a shelf like the little porcelain doll he was, place him where no one else could reach him. Maybe he would fall from that great height and shatter, and maybe I would put him back together. I needed to know which way it would go. 
Still watching the redhead intently, I brought the gin and tonic to my mouth. 
“What do you know about the trio at the pool table?” I asked the bartender, whom I’d cut off mid-sentence.
He turned his head as if he hadn’t noticed them. “Who, Rick and them? Regulars, I guess. Never seen the redhead before. Rick’s always coming in here with a new boyfriend, always younger than the last.” He shook his head. “You think he’s under twenty-one? I didn’t card him since he ain’t drinking.”
“Do they ever drink?”
“Who?”
“The boyfriends.” I glanced back at the bartender. 
Consciously, he didn’t know anything about me, but subconsciously, he knew. I could see it in the way he distanced himself, the sweat shimmering on his forehead. His lizard brain knew he was talking to a predator even if he didn’t. 
He shrugged, probably trying to ignore the part of his brain screaming that he should run. “Not when I’m in here.”
I turned back to watching the trio at the pool table. Rick, who was apparently the one who’d put his hands all over the redhead, was at the table taking his shot. The redhead had slinked back to the corner as far away from Rick as he could get without being accused of trying to escape. He gripped his elbow and stared low and away, giving off the air of a beaten dog. There were dark circles around his wrist. Bruises. They were difficult to make out in the low light, but I knew what I was looking at. There were more of them in faded yellow around the leather band he wore on his neck. 
A normal person would be angry on the redhead’s behalf when they realized what I had. They’d be disgusted. They’d also turn away and pretend they saw nothing wrong. Doing something would cause a scene, and normal people didn’t want that.
I, on the other hand, knew that some people were more useful as fertilizer for my mushroom garden than taking up oxygen.
I left my seat at the bar, approaching the pool table with my hands in my pockets. 
The redhead stiffened when he saw me coming over. His eyes danced to Rick as he shrank further into the corner, almost as if he could slip through the cracks. 
Rick didn’t look up until I put my hand down on top of the eight ball. He scowled at me, leaning on his cue stick, his black mustache twitching. “Fuck off, Chinaman.”
I stared at him a moment too long, allowing myself the pleasure of fantasizing about shoving the billiard ball down his throat and breaking the cue stick across his skull. “I’m not Chinese, you racist fuck.” 
The other man came forward a half step, leaning on his cue stick. “Look, man, we’re in the middle of a game.”
I pushed the eight ball into the corner pocket. “Looks like your game’s over.”
Rick surged forward until his friend put a hand on his chest, holding him back. “What the fuck do you want?”
My eyes slid to the redhead in the corner. I tipped my head toward him. “Him.”
The redhead’s eyes widened and he shrank slightly, glancing at Rick.
“He’s spoken for,” Rick snarled.
I examined the end of the cue stick before seizing the chalk. “How much did you pay for him?”
“What the fuck are you talking about, asshole?” Rick demanded.
My eyes flicked up to his briefly before I met the other man’s eyes. He was drenched in sweat and looked ready to bolt. “You aren’t made of money, given the venue. He looks like a good lay, but I don’t imagine he’s worth your life. I’m willing to buy him from you. Name your price.”
The second man swallowed and looked at Rick. “What the fuck, Rick?”
“I don’t know what the fuck he’s talking about,” Rick insisted and waved his cue stick at me. “You better fuck off, Jackie Chan, before I break you in half.”
“The way I see it, this ends one of two ways,” I said calmly. “One, you take the money for Red. You walk away and never come back here. You leave him with me, and everybody wins. Or two…” I set the chalk down and met Rick’s eyes again. “You die. Slowly. I take him. I win.” 
“I don’t know who the fuck you think you are…” Rick made the mistake of taking a step toward me. It would have been his last if his friend hadn’t grabbed his shoulder. 
“The kid ain’t worth that much, Rick,” mumbled the other guy. 
He was right, at least statistically speaking, unless they were planning to kill him and harvest his organs. Then a thousand dollars would be a steal. But for a quick fuck and dump? They’d be smart to take the money and go.
“It ain’t about that,” Rick growled. “This fucker can’t tell us what to do.”
“You should listen to your friend,” I advised. “Just take the money and go.”
“Fuck you!” Rick spat and swung the pool stick at my head.
I ducked, easily avoiding the swing, and jammed the end of my cue stick into his throat from down low. Rick made a gagging sound and dropped his cue stick, stumbling back to grip his throat. I stood, pulling the stick back and eying Rick’s friend, half expecting him to step in.
The second man threw his hands up and backed away. “Fuck this. I don’t want none of this!” he shouted and ran for the door. 
Rick was still recovering, making wet wheezing sounds as I closed on him. He was lucky we were in a public place, or I’d have finished the job without a second thought. I was being generous as it was. 
“Come on,” I said, and grabbed the redhead by the arm. 
The redhead stared at Rick, wide-eyed as I pulled him toward the door. “Is he going to be okay?”
“Probably. He got off lucky with a bruised windpipe,” I said, taking his hand. His fingers were small and delicate, his palms silky. I immediately wanted to bite them.
“But…”
“Forget about him,” I said. “You belong to me now. We’re leaving.” I pulled him toward the exit, drawing looks from everyone in the bar. The bartender was on the phone, probably calling the cops after what he’d just seen. 
“My name’s Theo,” he said, following numbly behind me. He didn’t even try to pull away or escape. “But you can call me whatever you want.” 
“Theo’s your name, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” he replied quietly as I pulled him through the front door.
“Then that’s what I’ll call you.”
“What should I call you?” Theo asked after following me for a moment.
I looked back at him stumbling along behind me wide-eyed, almost as if he were drugged. Maybe he was. 
“River,” I said.
“River,” he repeated, as if trying it out. 
I liked the way he said my name far more than I expected to. I wanted him to say it again just so I could watch the shape his lips made when he did. Instead, I pushed open the door and gestured for him to follow me out.
The air outside was chilly enough that I could see my breath, but he didn’t have a jacket. His pale cheeks and the tip of his nose were already flushed pink from the cold. He rubbed his bare arms, breathing fast. 
Theo jumped when the door behind us crashed open just as we reached my car.
“Motherfucker,” Rick spat in a hoarse voice, staggering around the side of the building.
I rolled my eyes. He was an idiot to chase me down.
I shrugged off my jacket and placed it over his shoulders. “Stay here, Theo,” I told him and turned around to face Rick, putting myself between him and Theo. I stared him down with a bored sigh as he staggered toward us. “Well, come on. It’s cold and I’ve got places to be.”
There was the telltale shick of a switchblade coming out. “Fuck you!” Rick snarled and charged me.
Idiot. 
He was half drunk, unsteady on his feet. I was in my element and clear headed, even if I was unarmed. I didn’t need a weapon to kill him.
I let him grab my shoulder with his off hand, seizing the opportunity to twist his wrist. There was a loud snap as I broke it, and he let out a squeak before jabbing limply with the knife. I caught his hand with ease and twisted, stepping in to push the blade back toward him. Rick had enough strength and balance for a brief struggle before his eyes widened and the blade sank into his body. I pushed in, throwing all of my body weight into it and jamming the knife in to the hilt while he stared at me, grimacing in pain. I’d hit his liver, which meant he was a dead man. He just didn’t know it yet. 
Rick released the knife and tried to grab onto me, but he lost consciousness before he could get a good grip. 
“Fuck, you’re heavy,” I mumbled and let him fall to the pavement.
Theo immediately turned and vomited. 
I sighed and shook out my keys to open the trunk. Inside, I quickly got to work, ripping open one of the cheap shower curtains I kept back there for emergencies and spreading it over the upholstery. 
While I struggled with getting Rick into the trunk, Theo spat and coughed, continuing to vomit loudly near the front of the car. Shit, I hoped he didn’t get any on my coat. That thing was dry clean only. At least I didn’t have to worry about getting blood on it. I had surprisingly little blood on me by the time I managed to wrestle Rick into the trunk. Leaving the knife in place had limited the bleeding, which would make clean up much easier. 
I shut the trunk and leaned on it before glancing behind me to scan the rooftops for cameras. Should’ve done that first, but then I hadn’t intended to kill Rick out in the parking lot. Thankfully, I didn’t spot any. 
Theo coughed again and spat, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. 
“Get in the car,” I told him.
He twisted to stare at me, eyes wide with terror. His chest rose and fell with fast, heavy breaths. “You…you killed him.”
Theo flinched and shrank as I stepped up to him, lowering his eyes to the ground. 
I reached to pull up the collar on the coat. “Get in the car, Theo. We have to go.”
His jaw trembled, but he didn’t resist as I pulled open the passenger side door. Theo sank numbly into the seat. He sat stiffly, as if he were waiting for another command, so I told him to buckle up before walking around to get in the driver's side. I turned the key, and the heater came to life, blasting stale, hot air into the enclosed space. 
I put my hands on the steering wheel and looked over at him. The car smelled like panic sweat, like terrified prey. 
“Are you going to run away from me, Theo? Because if you run, I’ll have to chase you, and if I chase you, I will catch you.”
His wide eyes swung to me. “What?”
I reached across the space, cupping his cheek. “Don’t run from me,” I told him. “Ever.”
He licked his lips and shook his head. “I won’t.” 
My shoulders relaxed at his promise. Why would he want to run from me? I’d saved him. Besides, where was he going to go? There was nowhere he could run to that I wouldn’t find him, not now that he was mine.
I put the car in reverse and backed out of the parking lot. 
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I sat still in the passenger seat of River’s car, trying not to look at him too much. It wasn’t easy. He wasn’t like the other men that Father made me work for. He was much prettier, so beautiful he didn’t seem real. His hair was cut nice, long enough to run fingers through without being unkempt, and he had an angular jaw with sharp cheekbones.  
I didn’t want to piss him off or make him think I was trying to memorize his face so I could identify him later. Fuck, what if there was no later? He’d killed Rick, tossed his body in the trunk like he was nothing, and now I was trapped in a car with him. The lights had dimmed, and the traffic had thinned out. There were fewer and fewer exits appearing along the highway, which meant we were leaving the city. 
I rubbed my sweaty palms on my knees. Where is he taking me? Probably out into a field somewhere to kill me. I’ll be buried in a shallow grave right next to Rick by dawn if I don’t do something. 
But what could I do? I couldn’t escape. Throwing myself out of the moving car would likely be just as fatal, and if I tried, he’d almost certainly catch me and hurt me. Maybe once we stopped, I could make a run for it, but I wouldn’t know where to go. I didn’t even know where we were, let alone how to get back to Master.
Fuck, was that really where I wanted to go? Back to that awful tiny room? Back to a life of getting beaten and used by men like Rick? Was that better than dying?
I hugged myself, fighting off the shiver of fear that went through me. The move brought the collar of River’s coat closer, and I inhaled deeply. It smelled clean, like the laundry when it came back once a month. Maybe vaguely like shaving cream? I couldn’t tell. All I knew was that it didn’t smell like anyone I’d ever known or anywhere I’d ever been, and that made it comforting.
“How old are you, Theo?” River suddenly asked.
I looked over at him, heart pounding. Why did he want to know? The only time anyone asked me that was when they thought I was underage. Some guys were careful not to fuck underage boys. “I’m twenty.”
He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, his shoulders sinking as if he were relieved. 
I watched the yellow dashed line in the center of the road fly past. “Are you going to kill me?”
He was quiet for a minute as we drove on. A field rose off to our right, but the grass was so high that I couldn’t see anything. “I hope not.”
My heart jumped, beating faster. 
River glanced over at me briefly. “I don’t want to, no.” 
I tried to swallow the nerves threatening to squeeze off my air. “So is this… Do you want me to blow you or like a hand job or…” 
I trailed off when River shot me an angry look, my heart rate soaring. Sweat dampened the back of my neck. 
“I didn’t want you for sex,” he said, turning back to the road. 
I frowned and blinked rapidly as bright headlights filled the car briefly. “What else would you want from me? I’m not… That’s what I’m for.”
“What you’re for?” He gave me a funny look. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know how to do anything else, so if you don’t want to kill me or fuck me… What should I do for you?” 
Maybe he was one of those guys who just wanted someone to talk to. I hadn’t had many clients like that, but there had been a few. Those were the easiest jobs, the best ones, where all I had to do was whatever they said and listen. It had been a long time since I’d had such an easy job.
“I’m not sure how to answer that in a way that would make sense to you.” He glanced over at me. “The important thing is that you’ll be safe if you stay with me. I won’t let anyone else hurt you.”
Anyone else. He seemed very careful with how he worded things, as if he spent a lot of time thinking about it. Did that mean he thought he might hurt me? Everything he said implied it was a possibility. 
“He might come after me, you know,” I said. 
“Who?”
“Master. I belong to him.” 
He looked over at me with that intense gaze again, and I thought I felt my heart stop. “I own you now.”
I shook my head. “He won’t let me go. I’m his property. He’ll think I ran from him, or that you stole me.”
Hadn’t he? I didn’t think it would matter if Master caught me—whether I’d run or was taken. The punishment would be the same either way. 
“I don’t want you to worry about that,” River said. “If he comes for you, I’ll kill him, too.”
I stared at him, unsure of what to make of that. He talked about killing people like most people talked to me about sports, like it was an everyday thing. 
I flinched when the turn signal clicked on. 
River looked over at me, his expression blank. All the anger that had been in his voice a moment ago was suspiciously absent, as if he were somehow able to flip a switch and turn his emotions off. I wished I could. Everything would be easier if I could do that. 
The car turned down another road, the faint glow of a small town ahead. It hit me suddenly that I had no idea where I was or how to get back home. All my things were there. Everyone I knew, all my clothes… My whole life was back there. Without Master, who would make sure I had food to eat? How would I know what clothes to put on or what to do every day? 
What if I never went back? Who would take care of me then?
I knew I shouldn’t want to go back to that awful place, but it was like my mind was fractured. I didn’t want to go back, but I didn’t know anything else. Everything outside was new and terrifying. Uncertain. 
“I’m going to take care of you,” River said, as if he could hear my thoughts. “You don’t have to worry, Theo.” 
The car rolled into a sleepy, small town that looked like a painting out of one of the picture books strange men sometimes read to me when I was younger. There were empty shops, their windows darkened. Houses with manicured lawns and comfy looking porches. Sidewalks with chalk pictures on them. We drove by a house with a bright red bicycle out front, the color so vivid I wished I could touch it just to make sure it was real.
He drove through the small town and out into the country for a while before the car slowed and River turned on the turn signal again. The car turned into a gravel driveway leading up to a huge brick house with a round tower on the front that reminded me of a castle. 
I leaned forward, eyes widening as I strained to pick out details in the dark. Panic surged up my throat and my breathing got fast when he shut the door behind him. Should I get out? Was I supposed to stay? He hadn’t told me what to do. What if he left me there? That was almost as terrifying as taking me inside to kill me.
My door opened, and he held it, holding out a hand. “Come on.”
I undid my seatbelt and put my hand in his. My heart calmed immediately when his fingers closed around mine. I stood, and he moved like he was going to pull his hand away, but I tightened my grip on him. 
“Is it okay if I hold on to you?” I blurted. 
He tipped his head as if the question was strange. Maybe it was. Normal people probably didn’t go around holding hands with strangers they just met, but I didn’t know what else to do. I felt better when we were touching. 
River nodded and squeezed my hand. “It’s okay. I like how your hands feel in mine. They’re soft.”
“I use a lot of lotion.” I didn’t know why I said that. He hadn’t asked why they were soft.
He didn’t acknowledge my nervous babbling, instead turning to walk toward the house. 
I followed River up the stairs, a step behind him, and onto a large porch. It was bare except for a worn welcome mat. His keys jingled as he shook them out, jamming one into the door. He unlocked it and held it open for me.
My heart jumped up into my throat again at the idea of walking into a darkened house with a killer behind me, but I didn’t dare hesitate more than a moment, afraid he’d change his mind. 
The hardwood floor creaked under my weight as I stepped into a dark entryway. It wasn’t a large room, but I could make out some stairs ahead and a big window on the landing where the stairs curved the other way. I flinched when the door swung shut behind me. River walked past, tossing his keys casually into a glass dish sitting on a desk. He clicked on a small lamp before coming back to help me out of the coat. 
“You live here by yourself?” I asked, and then immediately added, “It’s nice.” I didn’t want him to think I was trying to get information from him, and men liked it when I told them they had nice things. 
He gave me a strange look, as if what I’d said didn’t make any sense. “You live here with me now, Theo.”
I flinched, blinked, looked around at all the nice things, all the space. It was too big, too open, and everything looked so expensive. I didn’t belong in this room, let alone this house. 
River’s hands slid down my arms and closed around my fingers. “Come,” he said, pulling me toward the stairs. 
I tried to slow my breathing and get my heart rate under control, but I couldn’t. I was in full panic mode. He’d said he didn’t want me for sex, so why was he taking me upstairs? What could possibly be up there except for his bedroom? And if he took me in there, what was there to do with me but fuck me? 
He guided me up the creaky stairs to a hallway with wood paneling. There were four doors in the hall, and he took me to the first one on the right, pushing it open. I was almost relieved to see it was a bathroom and not a bedroom.
River let go of my hand to step into the bathroom, where he opened the medicine cabinet to retrieve a toothbrush that was still in plastic packaging. He ripped it open with his teeth and held the toothbrush out to me. 
I flushed and took it. He was right though; my breath probably smelled awful after throwing up so much. 
River’s eyes raked over me as I bent over the sink to brush my teeth. I tried not to notice the way he was looking at me, taking me in as if he could see through my clothes. I didn’t know what men saw in me. I was too skinny and pale, and my hair was a wild mess of reddish curls. Master had a pair of clippers he used to shave it down twice a year, but otherwise he didn’t let anyone cut our hair. Growing it out made my face softer and I looked younger, especially since I wasn’t allowed to have facial or body hair. Men liked clean shaven and thin boys with nice complexions, so that’s what he made me into. 
River reached to turn on the bath. “How hot do you like it?” 
“Um.” I chewed on my lip and looked over at him, unsure of how to answer. 
“I’ll set it how I like it and we can go from there.” River adjusted the water until steam started to fill the bathroom before opening the cabinet again. My breath caught when he brought out a pair of scissors. “Hold still,” he demanded and grabbed the leather collar around my neck, pulling it away from my skin. 
I let out an involuntary whimper, turning my head away. As he pulled on the front of the collar, the back dug into the fading bruises on my neck—a memento from a man at a truck stop last week who thought the collar should be used as a handle. I’d blacked out briefly from the way he’d used it to choke me, and when I came to, I couldn’t speak for days.
The leather suddenly fell away, the painful pressure against the fading bruises releasing. I opened my eyes and drew in a sharp breath of relief.
“There. That’s better.” River unceremoniously pitched the collar in the trash and turned back to getting the bath ready.
My fingers closed around my neck, sliding over the strange, naked flesh. Without my collar, I felt exposed and vulnerable. Completely unprotected. We were never supposed to take our collars off; we weren’t even supposed to touch them without Master’s permission. The only time they ever came off was on the rare occasion they needed to be cleaned or resized. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt bare skin on my neck. 
I don’t belong to Master anymore, I thought, tears threatening. River had told me that I belonged to him now, but it hadn’t really sank in yet that I wouldn’t be going back there. This wasn’t another job that would be over tomorrow. I wasn’t going to wake up in my cell tomorrow, aching and alone. Whatever River wanted with me, he wasn’t letting me go back.
At first, the realization sent waves of grief through me. That life was all I’d ever known. Without it, there was no certainty, no safety. No one to take care of me. I was alone in the world for the first time in my life.
Except I wasn’t. River had promised to take care of me.
I wrapped my arms tightly around myself and glanced up at him while he fiddled with the knob to turn the shower on instead of the tub. Did he expect me to do for him all the things I’d done for Master? He’d said he didn’t want me for sex, but maybe I should try anyway, show him that I could please him. I could do anything he wanted, as often as he wanted me to. I had to prove to him that I could be good, that he hadn’t gone through all this trouble for nothing. 
He stood and looked back at me, lips turning into a frown. “Why are you crying?”
I pushed the tears away. “I’m sorry. I’ll stop. I didn’t mean to.”
River yanked the towel free and drew it across my cheeks. “I don’t like it when you cry.”
“I won’t do it again,” I promised. “I’ll be good.”
He hesitated. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m not going to punish you, Theo. I just…” 
He let out a frustrated growl when I blinked and more tears fell involuntarily. I reached to wipe them away, but River grabbed my hand and held it. I tensed when he leaned in and pressed his lips to my cheek, first one and then the other, kissing away the tears. It was such a strangely intimate gesture, and it might’ve been sweet if I wasn’t so utterly terrified and confused. 
“I’m the only one who gets to make you cry, Theo,” he said, holding my face in his hands. “No more tears for dead men, okay?”
I nodded slowly, even though I wasn’t crying for Rick. 
“Good.” River stepped back. “Now take off your clothes.”
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Theo met my eyes briefly and then looked away. His thin fingers gripped the bottom hem of his t-shirt, and he pulled it over his head without so much as a word of protest.  
I frowned, watching him carefully fold the t-shirt and set it aside like something precious. I had expected him to be thin and pale, but he wasn’t all skin and bones under there. His chest and stomach were like the rest of him. Delicate. Beautiful. Perfect. Oh, he could stand to put on a few more pounds, maybe some muscle, but he was beautiful as he was too. I wanted to lick him, to bite him and watch the bruises bloom. They’d show up well on such pale skin.
But I didn’t dare. He was still flinching at every little sound, every sudden movement. I didn’t want to break him, not yet. 
And now he was chewing on his bottom lip, pressing hard enough with his teeth to turn the skin white. 
I seized his rounded chin with two fingers. “Don’t bite your lip.” 
He looked at me with his sad eyes. “Sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologize. Just stop doing it.”
I ran the pad of my thumb over his pale lips. They were the color of white strawberries, and I was desperate to find out if he tasted like that, too. “I want to kiss you.” 
The knot in his throat bobbed. “So do it.”
I focused on his eyes, his posture. Everything about him said he didn’t want me to. Mom said consent was important. She’d drilled that into us, making sure we understood that was one boundary we were never to cross. If any of us ever did, she’d hunt us down herself and make sure we never hurt anyone ever again. 
“You haven’t said you want me to yet,” I pointed out. 
He blinked as if he’d been asleep and was just waking up, eyes coming into focus. 
“Do you want me to kiss you, Theo?” I whispered, already leaning in. 
“No.” He jerked as soon as he said it, almost as if he’d been slapped. His hands flew to his mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”
I smiled and stood up straighter, trying to visualize the personal space bubble Mom was always trying to get me to imagine. “Yes, you did. And it’s okay. You’ll never upset me by telling the truth, Theo. If you don’t want me to kiss you, then I won’t.” 
He lowered his hands slowly. “But…you own me.”
“You are mine,” I confirmed. “Still, as much as I might not like it, you do get a say in what happens to your body. Within reason.”
His lips turned down in a frown. “And what does that mean?”
I closed my hands around his. “It means that you’re done sleeping with other people. You’re not going to let anyone hit you, and you’re going to take care of yourself. That means eating every day, drinking plenty of water, and sleeping in a bed. My bed.”
He turned his head, eyeing the shower. 
I turned his face back to me. “We don’t have to have sex, but you’re going to stay with me now. I want you close to me.”
“Because I’m yours?”
I smiled. “Now you get it.”
“I’m not sure I do, but if you say so.” 
I grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled it over my head. 
His eyes widened. “What are you doing?”
“We’re taking a shower together. I thought I made that clear.” 
“I…” His eyes dipped below my face, and he bit his lip again.
I smirked and lowered my arms, letting him take all of me in. I wasn’t as built as War was, or as tall as Xavier and Xander, but I took care of my body, and I was proud of it. While I wanted to take his hands and put them on me, I expected he’d only do it because I told him to, not because he wanted to. I wanted him to want me. 
I wished he’d let me kiss him though, because now I was craving bubblegum; his nipples were exactly the same color as bubblegum. Thinking about sucking on them, imagining the sounds he’d make if I did, was making my cock hard. 
“Has anyone ever told you your nipples are the same color as bubblegum?”
He blinked. “Huh?”
“Your nipples. They’re the color of this bubblegum I used to buy for pennies when I was a kid.”
His face flushed, and he lifted a hand as if he meant to cover them, but stopped short. “Um. No. Nobody’s ever said that.” 
“I hope your cock’s not the same color, because then all I’ll be able to think about is putting it in my mouth when I see it.” I unbuttoned my jeans and kicked them off. 
Theo froze with his fingers over the worn brass button on his jeans. “You’d want to suck my dick?”
Was that so unbelievable?
I shrugged. “Sure. Why not? And technically, since I own you now, it’s my dick. I’m allowing you to have bodily autonomy.” 
“I don’t know what autonomy means.” 
“Independence,” I defined. “A state of self-governance. In other words, I own your dick, but I won’t suck it without your permission, no matter how much I want to. Well? Go on. Get undressed. Can’t shower with your pants on.” 
He took a deep breath and pulled his pants and underwear off in one go.
I grinned at the sight of his half-hard cock. “Uh-oh. I’m in trouble.” 
Color spread across his cheeks as he looked down. “They’re not the same color, are they?”
“Yes, they are. Look, mine matches too.” I pulled down my boxers, grabbed my hard dick, and pointed. “Though I’m a little darker than you. What color would you call that?”
“Oh my god,” he choked out, flushing bright pink to his ears. 
“Never heard of that color. I was going to say brown sugar.” 
“You’re ridiculous,” he said, and for the first time, I saw his smile. It was sweet, warming the whole room. He had a face made for smiles. I didn’t want him to smile for anybody but me, and kissing him felt like a way to claim it, to mark my territory. 
“Are you sure I can’t kiss you?” 
His smile faded, and he lifted his eyebrows, gaze dropping back between my legs. “That baseball bat you’re swinging suggests you want to do more than kiss me.” 
“I do,” I admitted with a shrug. “But not tonight.”
“Why not?” He almost sounded disappointed. 
“Because I’ll never force you against your will, and you’re still afraid of me.” I took his hands and guided him toward the tub. “I don’t want to break you.”
“You won’t break me. People have been rough with me before. I’m used to it.”
I gripped his chin, dropping my voice an octave. “I’m not any of those other guys, Theo.”
“I know.”
“No, you don’t. I need you to understand,” I said slowly. “I’m not like other people.”
He looked down at my hands and then back up at me. “You mean because you kill people?” 
“Yes,” I answered and stepped into the shower, ushering him in with me. 
I put him in the water first and grabbed the loofah, watching the way the water flowed in little rivers over his skin. Theo had a light dusting of freckles along his shoulders, and while I soaped him up, I tried to count all of them. I made it to sixty-three before his shoulders relaxed even slightly. 
As much as I enjoyed touching him, it was stressing him out. His muscles were stiff and his expression fixed in one of worry. He reminded me of a zoo animal who’d just discovered the door to his enclosure was open. He could’ve run, but he’d been so beaten down, resistance didn’t even occur to him. 
Theo didn’t fight me when I lifted his arms to wash under them, but he didn’t help me either. His complete lack of any sense of fight or flight was confusing. I wanted him to do one or the other because at least then I’d know where we stood. Without those familiar roles to fall into, everything was awkward. 
I’d never been responsible for another human before. Mom had never even trusted me to watch Xander and Xavier. Of course, they were older when they came to live with us, and they were only five years younger than me, but still. I hadn’t even been allowed to have a pet. I had no idea what I was doing, and yet here I was, suddenly responsible for his every need. 
I liked how dependent he was on me, maybe too much. Come Monday, I was going to have to go back to work, which would probably mean spending several hours apart, which I didn’t know if he could handle. Theo was still alternating between being terrified of me and clinging to me.
He flushed bright red when I washed between his legs.
“You don’t have to be embarrassed,” I said quietly. 
“I’m not,” he lied. “I can clean myself.”
“I like taking care of you.” I gestured for him to turn around. 
Theo turned slowly. He didn’t react much as I soaped up his back, but as I went lower, he shied away more and more. 
I sighed and hung the loofah back on the side of the shower. He started to twist to see what I was doing, but stopped when I commanded, “Stay.” I pressed my thumbs into his shoulders and slowly started working firm circles in the muscles to get him to relax. “Tell me if it hurts.”
He nodded and leaned his head forward against the shower wall, letting the hot water come down over his neck and shoulders while I massaged him. His upper body was incredibly tense, but I had to be mindful of all the bruises scattered over him. Some of them were days or weeks old, yellow and faded with age, while others still looked fresh and dark. The biggest one ran across his shoulder toward his spine in a thick line like he’d been hit with something long and thin. Without thinking, I leaned forward to plant a gentle kiss on the injury. 
Theo flinched away.
Fuck, I shouldn’t have done that. “Did I hurt you?” I asked. 
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Just surprised me is all. I was zoning out.”
“Are you okay with me kissing you now?” I moved my hands slightly lower, pressing in to rub with my thumbs. 
Theo closed his eyes and tipped his head up. I was cheating, buttering him up with a back rub to bring down his defenses, but if it worked, it worked. 
I saw his resolve waver and then slip. He turned and dipped his chin toward his chest. “If you want.”  
“Thank fuck,” I murmured and gently pressed my lips to his. 
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I shouldn’t have said yes, but I felt like I owed him already. I wanted him to be happy, because happy men were less dangerous. They hit me less. River was less likely to hurt me if I got him off and kept him happy. Besides, who was I to say no to him? Nobody, that’s who.  
Steam filled the bathroom around us as the soft, full lips of the world’s most beautiful killer met mine in a brief press. It was so quick, I was left disappointed. That was it? All this worrying and anxiety over a kiss and that was it? How was I supposed to judge anything if he was going to kiss me like that? 
I turned around in the shower, daring to meet his eyes. He had beautiful, dark eyes, and they were looking at me with such intensity that it was hard to breathe. River wanted more. It was written all over him, from the heavy way he was breathing to the way his hard cock stood straight out, flushed and full. He wanted me, so why didn’t he just take me?
“You can kiss me more than that,” I said, licking my lips. “If you want.”
“Yeah?” he said, nostrils flaring. 
I nodded. “Yeah.”
River gripped me by the chin and pulled my lips back to his. 
I’d kissed a lot of men and never enjoyed it. It had always felt like a violation or an invasion, and I’d never chosen to do it except when clients asked for it. I hadn’t expected to enjoy kissing River, either, and yet, it was an almost spiritual experience, the slow way he traced his tongue over the seam of my lips, tasting me, savoring me. When I parted my lips for him, he groaned and tangled his tongue in mine. I waited for him to yank me closer, for this kiss to turn into him grinding his cock against me, but he didn’t. 
What was I supposed to do with that? I didn’t know how to be anything other than a sex object to anybody. That’s what felt safe. He owned me, and he wanted me. Shouldn’t he have me? 
I shifted how I was standing, moving in against him to close my hand around his hard cock.
River pulled back. “What are you doing?” He sounded angry.
Panic threatened to make my throat swell shut. “I thought… I was…” 
“You’re tempting me to make a very bad decision, little finch.” 
I blinked at the nickname. “Finch?”
“Because male house finches have a bright red head. Like you.” 
And because birds are kept in cages, I thought. He was right. It was an appropriate nickname. 
He smoothed his thumbs along my temples and kissed the top of my head. “No sex until you’ve been medically cleared. You need to come? You can jerk off, but that’s it. Understand me?” 
“Yes, sir.”
He shook his head. “Not sir. River.” 
I swallowed. “River.”
“Good boy.” River leaned in and I almost lost my balance trying to lean away from him. 
The water suddenly stopped. It took me a minute to realize he’d been reaching to turn off the water and not trying to kiss me again. 
After our shower, River wrapped us both in towels and we went back down the hall to his room where he gave me a pair of sweats to put on, yanking on a near-identical pair himself. They didn’t fit me right, but I didn’t argue. River told me to get comfortable and plopped into bed with a book that had mushrooms on the cover, propped up against a pile of pillows.
I stood there, unsure how to follow his directions. I didn’t know if I could be comfortable in a strange bed with a stranger, but that was clearly where he wanted me to be. 
I pulled the blanket back carefully, making sure I didn’t disturb him while he was reading his book. When he didn’t look up, I slid into the bed and laid there stiffly, staring up at the ceiling. The bed was easily big enough for both of us, but it felt like I was taking up too much space. We were too close. I wanted to be away from him, but not so far away that he’d think I was trying to escape.
Should I lay with my back to him? Will that make him angry? Maybe I should face him instead, so he doesn’t think I’m trying to ignore him. But he might not want me to look at him. It felt like such an impossible decision, deciding which way to lay in the bed. It was stupid. I was stupid, but I was also panicking. Why hadn’t he told me which way to lay? 
This would all be easier if he’d just fuck me, and then I’d know what he wants. I knew how to deal with that, how to cope with being used and thrown away. This…I didn’t know what to do with what was happening to me. 
Eventually, I decided it would be safer to turn away. I curled up on my side, arms folded over my chest and legs drawn up. Half of me was hanging over the edge of the bed, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. If I jostled around too much, I’d interrupt his reading.
“Theo?” 
I held my breath. What had I done wrong? I’d tried so hard not to disturb him. 
He sighed and the lights went out. There was the dull thud of a book hitting the floor before an arm curled around my middle and dragged me across the bed. River pulled me tight against him, almost like a giant teddy bear, nestling his head over mine. 
“You’re safe here,” he promised. “This is the safest place, Theo. They’re never going to hurt you again.”
My throat felt tight, and when I blinked, the corners of my eyes were damp. “How do you know?” I whispered into the dark.
“Because I won’t let them.” He squeezed me harder, and we lay there in silence for a while, the only sound his steady breathing. 
“Why me?” I whispered in the dark. “Why’d you save me?”
“Because I wanted you for myself.”
There was something refreshing about the honesty, even if it wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping for.
“You don’t like my answer?”
I shifted slightly against him, surprised at how warm he was. “I don’t understand your answer. People don’t do whatever they want because they want to.”
“I do,” he said with a shrug. “I saw you, I wanted you, so I took you and I brought you here.”
“Why did you want me? What for? I know you said not sex, but…I don’t know what else I can do for you.”
River sighed and nestled his chin over my head. “You seemed so fragile. I wanted to protect you, put you somewhere safe and keep you there to see what you’d become. There’s a part of me that hopes you’ll stay up there, well away from me like a smart boy. If you don’t, I might break you. I like to play rough with my toys, Theo. I know it doesn’t make sense, this conflicting need to break you and keep you safe, but that’s what I feel when I look at you.” He was quiet for a minute before asking, “Does that make you afraid of me, Theo?”
“Yes,” I answered. “But…”
“But what?”
My chest and neck flushed hot. “But I’m more afraid of what will happen to me if there’s no one to take care of me.”
“I won’t abandon you,” he promised, running his thumb over my bottom lip. “And I won’t let anyone hurt you. I promised you that already, little finch.”
“I know, but other people have said the same.”
“I told you I’m not like everyone else. But you need me to prove it, don’t you? That’s all right. I can do that.”
River began to hum and put his hand over mine, massaging firmly until I opened my fingers from the fist they’d formed involuntarily. When my hands relaxed, he moved to my wrists, slowly working his way up my arm. I didn’t know the name of the song he was humming, but it was a simple melody and oddly comforting. Maybe it was a lullaby. If it was, it was one I’d never heard before. 
By the time he started massaging my chest, it was a struggle to keep my eyes open. I was so sore, so tired, and the bed was so soft and warm. With the soft song he was humming for me, it was impossible to be afraid of him.
Not that it mattered if I was. I couldn’t fight him. I couldn’t fight anyone. Whatever was going to happen, I told myself it would happen whether I was awake or not. There was no reason to fight so hard against something I needed so badly.
River pressed a gentle kiss to the top of my head. “Sleep, little finch. I’ll watch over you.” 
With River humming softly against my head, I finally gave in and closed my eyes.  
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I held Theo until I was certain he was in a deep sleep; his body was slack against mine and he was snoring lightly. Then I held him a while longer, watching the minutes tick by on the alarm clock next to the bed.  
Tomorrow was Saturday, and War was in town. I could take Theo over to Mom’s to get him a clean bill of health and then…
Then what?
I’d promised him I could wait, and I wanted to make good on that promise, but I didn’t know how long I could wait for him. I wanted him now, and I was used to getting what I wanted, when I wanted it, but I couldn’t have him, which left me with a conundrum. 
Lying there with my body wrapped around him felt good. It felt right, even if I was burning for more, especially now that he smelled like my soap and my sheets. If I stayed there, though, I didn’t know if I could control myself, and I had to. Mom had raised me to know better, to fight those urges even if I didn’t want to. 
My fingers started twitching with the need to feel more of him, skin burning with the urge to feel him against more of me. What did his skin taste like? What sounds did he make when he came? Did he whimper and cry? Fuck, I hoped so.
Shit, I shouldn’t be here with him. I didn’t trust myself.
When the clock down the hall struck four, I quietly got up. I made sure he stayed asleep as I exited the bedroom. I avoided all the creaky spots on my way down the stairs and went into the basement to retrieve a few things, sliding out the basement exit and around the house. 
My breath came out in small white clouds, coloring the October night, and dry leaves crunched under my feet. I shifted the tools under my arm to grab my keys so I could open the trunk.
The first signs of rigor mortis were just starting to set in for Rick. His skin had gone all waxy, and when I unwrapped his arm, it fell stiffly over the lip of the trunk. His major muscle groups still seemed pretty flexible, though, which would make my task a lot easier. 
I put my tools down near his still wrapped head, grabbing the thick block of wood first and placing it under his wrist. 
If there was a school for serial killers, the first thing they’d teach the students would be not to take trophies. That’s how they caught all the famous ones. It was stupid and petty. I’d never understood why anyone bothered. Reliving the crime had never held any appeal for me. Murder was a task I completed, not something I usually enjoyed. It was perfunctory, impersonal, and impassionate. 
Until Rick.
I hadn’t enjoyed killing him. In fact, it was a huge inconvenience. Tomorrow, I’d have to leave Theo to go put his body through the cremator, and tomorrow was supposed to be my day off. I detested going into work on my day off. 
I’d had all night to think about him putting his hands all over Theo, about what he intended to do with him. He’d tried to take Theo away from me. Putting a switchblade in his liver was too good a death for him after he tried to take what was mine. Couldn’t do much about that. Bastard was already dead, and I didn’t even believe in an afterlife. He wouldn’t face any punishment.
The only thing I could do was ensure he wasn’t whole when he went to the fire tomorrow.
He didn’t bleed much when I used the cleaver to cut off his hand. I wrapped the rest of him back up and took my prize back into the house wrapped in a plastic grocery bag, heading up to the attic to check on my mushrooms. I was experimenting with a new type of fertilizer that was supposed to work better for oyster mushrooms, but so far, I hadn’t seen a difference. The small shelving unit I’d turned into a makeshift greenhouse had six bags, all of them showing at least two good-sized clusters. The CO2 levels were good, so I misted them and moved onto checking my batch of lion’s mane mushrooms. 
The lion’s manes were a bit more finicky than the oysters, but they were worth the extra work. Their distinctive tendril shape was quite beautiful, and the taste was akin to crab when cooked. They looked good, so I gave them some water and moved on to my final task: planting my Lactarius indigo. I’d been saving them for a special experiment, and Rick was going to give me a helping hand.
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I woke up with a start, eyes darting around in the dark only to settle on where River sat in an armchair next to the bed, wide awake. I stared at him, trying to will my heart to stop pounding. “Were you…watching me sleep?” 
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I like watching you sleep. It relaxes me.”
Coming from anyone else, that might have creeped me out, but coming from River, it lined up with everything I knew about him so far. 
I sat up and looked down at the unfamiliar clothes, taking in the unfamiliar bedroom. This is my home now. River’s going to take care of me.
The thought shouldn’t have been as comforting as it was. I’d watched him kill a man the night before. 
The scene replayed in my mind for the millionth time, but I didn’t react as strongly to the memory as I had the night before. Maybe sleeping in a warm, comfortable bed had done me some good. Maybe I was getting numb to it.
I stretched. “Didn’t you sleep?”
He shook his head. “I’ll be fine, little finch. I’ve gone plenty of nights without sleep before. Besides, as much as I want to snuggle up with you, I’ve still got to take care of Rick before the sun starts to heat up the car.”
Rick. Fuck. That’s right. He’s in the trunk of River’s car. 
Ice cold fear shot through me. What if River got caught? What if the police took him away? Who would take care of me then? I didn’t want to go back to work for Master, or back to my tiny room, even if it was familiar.
It was probably a good thing he’d killed Rick, then. Rick probably would’ve gone straight to Master to tell him what I’d done. At least this way, it might take him a while to realize I was gone. 
I looked at River. “Does it make me a bad person that I’m glad he’s dead?”
River got up from the chair. The bed dipped slightly as he sat on the mattress near my feet. “I might be the wrong person to ask, but I don’t think so. Some people are a plague on society. The only way they’ll ever be useful is as fertilizer.”
I agreed with him. Would a good person think that? Probably not, but I couldn’t help it. It’s what I thought. Rick was dead, which meant he wasn’t hurting anyone else, and I didn’t think a single person would miss him. 
River shifted forward to plant a gentle kiss on top of my head. “Come on. Get up and brush your teeth. I’m taking you to my mom’s house for breakfast.”
Panic bubbled up my throat like acid reflux. “Your mom’s house?”
“Yep,” he said, bouncing up from the bed. “On Saturdays, Tatty makes syrniki.”
I didn’t know what syrniki was, but I had to pee, and I was starving. All I’d had to eat the night before was a cheese sandwich before I went to work, and I’d been too wound to even think about eating after. 
River’s clothes were all too big for me, but he found a hoodie for me to wear and a pair of sweats that stayed on once I tightened the string enough.
“I’ll buy you new clothes and shoes tomorrow,” he promised while I knelt to tie my worn tennis shoes. 
“You don’t have to do that. I can keep wearing these.” I stood.
“I want to.” He pulled open the door.
Though the sun was up, the morning felt much colder than the night. Fog clung to the green field across the road. I was thankful for the hoodie. I didn’t know how River could stand to be out in the chilly air without a coat, but he seemed fine in his turtleneck and jeans. 
My eyes rolled over him in the morning light, taking in the way his clothes clung to his body. He was stunning, much more attractive than anyone I’d ever seen. What had I done to be worthy of attention from someone like that? It didn’t feel like I’d done anything, and yet he’d decided he wanted me. Eventually, he was going to realize how undeserving I was. I needed to work harder to make sure he liked me so that when he did realize, he wouldn’t abandon me. 
I expected the car to smell awful since there was a corpse in the trunk, but it smelled the same as it had the night before. “What are you going to do with him?” I asked River as he started the car. 
“I work at the mortuary with my dad. Rick’s going in the cremator,” River said. “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing. When I’m done with him, no one will ever find him.”
It wasn’t a far drive to his mom’s house. Apparently, she lived in the small town we’d passed through the night before. Driving by all the picturesque little houses in the foggy morning sun felt like a dream. The sleepy little town didn’t feel real. None of this did. Maybe I was asleep, and when I woke up, it would all be gone, but I hoped not. 
River turned down a side street and quickly pulled into a small parking lot filled with cars ranging from a Land Rover to a hearse. Next to the parking lot was a building that would have passed for a house, but the back end of it was all wrong. Instead of a yard, it had a ramp that led up to doors that almost looked industrial in nature. There was also a huge stone chimney, bigger than any I’d ever seen on a house. 
The house next door was much more quaint and cozy looking. It was a big, two-story house with window boxes and a flower garden out front, the kind of house a family lived in. 
“Your mom lives here?” I asked as River opened the door for me.
“Her and the triplets,” he said. “Well, two of them, anyway, and sometimes Tatty.”
I frowned at him. “Who’s Tatty?”
“She’s mom’s girlfriend.”
Her girlfriend? But I’d also heard River mention his dad. Were they not married? How did that work? I shook my head, hoping I’d figure it all out as I went. 
We were about to head for the front door when a man in a matching pullover and sweats came jogging around the corner and into the driveway. 
“Perfect timing.” River turned away from the house, jamming his hands into his pockets and approached the man, who’d stopped with two fingers to his pulse while he stared at his watch. 
The man barely gave River a glance as he approached, instead choosing to level a murderous glare at me until I shrank behind River. 
He removed an earbud from his ear, letting some upbeat pop song bleed into the air. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.” He jerked his cleft chin toward me. “Who is he?”
“This is Theo,” River said, pulling me out from behind him slightly. “Theo, this is Warrick, my much older brother.” 
His brother? I scanned Warrick’s curly blond hair, sun bronzed skin, and tall but lean build. He looked absolutely nothing like River.
“I’m not that much older than you, you little shit,” Warrick growled before I could reply.
“Um. It’s nice to meet you. Sir,” I offered.
“Doctor,” he corrected with an obvious hint of irritation. “Why are you here, River?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” River said with a shrug. “Shouldn’t you be in Miami drinking mimosas on the beach with your rich patients?”
War rolled his eyes and marched past us. “Forced vacation.” He jogged up the stairs onto the porch and pulled open the front door, going through it without bothering to wait for us.
I frowned. “He seems…nice.”
River snorted. “He’s an abrasive asshole, but he’s mostly harmless,” River said, his hand closing around mine. 
River led me up the stairs, squeezing my hand tight. My palms were sweaty, and my heart was pounding hard in my chest. Warrick hadn’t seemed very friendly. What if the rest of them hated me? That would be bad, right? River probably wanted his family to like me if he was going to keep me around. 
“It’s me,” River called, stepping through the door, “plus one.”
Going through that front door was like walking into another world. The lights were warm and inviting and the air smelled like fried dough and warm butter. We stood in a hallway with a small door off to our right. Another door to the left opened into an eat-in kitchen that looked like I imagined houses in TV and movies looked. Homey. Quaint. Happy and lived in. 
A plump faced, middle-aged woman appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, a frilly pink apron over her t-shirt and jeans. Her gray hair was pulled back in a loose bun. Beaded strings hung from her glasses, giving her a grandmotherly look. She eyed me, drying her hands on a dish towel. 
She doesn’t look like River either. Was he adopted? 
“River!” she said with a big smile. “War said he saw you pull in. Who’s your friend?”
“He’s not my friend,” River replied, but he didn’t offer any further explanation than that. “His name is Theo. Theo, this is Annie Laskin.” 
I nodded politely. “I’m very pleased to meet you, ma’am.”
She smiled warmly and tipped her head to the side. “Well, aren’t you polite? Come, come in. Have something to eat, dear.”
I looked at River who nodded and escorted me into the kitchen, where another woman was at the stove, flipping what looked like thick pancakes. With her long, blond hair, flowing robe, and perfect feminine features, she looked like a movie star. 
“River, darling!” the second woman exclaimed, all smiles. “It’s good to see you!”
“Good to see you too, Tatty.” River pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and held it for me. “Theo, this is Tatiana.”
“Call me Tatty, love,” Tatty said, all smiles. “God, aren’t you adorable? How’d you two meet?” 
“Theo’s his boyfriend,” Warrick supplied, coming in through a secondary entrance in the kitchen. 
Tatty’s eyebrows shot up. “Boyfriend?” She twisted so that War could plant a kiss on her cheek.
When they were right next to each other, the similarities between Tatty and Warrick were striking. She was a good bit older than him, though. Maybe his mother? An aunt?
“He’s not my boyfriend,” River protested and sank into the chair next to me.
“Then why’s he wearing your hoodie?” Warrick leaned against the counter, arms folded. 
River shrugged. “What else was he supposed to wear? His clothes were dirty and he didn’t have any more.”
My face flushed hot and I looked away under Warrick’s scrutinizing eyes. 
Annie walked over and put a hand on Warrick’s arm. “War, dear, why don’t you go check on Xander? See if he’s feeling any better?”
“He’s hungover, not sick,” War protested, but he pushed off the counter and left the kitchen anyway. 
A plate of fluffy pancakes appeared in front of me on the table and Annie slid into the seat on the other side of me. “Theo, how did you come to meet my son?” she asked, her tone more serious than before.
I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing would come out. How was I supposed to explain everything that’d happened last night?
“Last night,” River said, closing his hand around mine. “At a bar. A couple of assholes had bought him for the night. I didn’t like the way they were handling him, so I stepped in. One of them ran. The other one was stupid. Followed me out into the parking lot and attacked me with a switchblade. He’s currently cooling off wrapped in a shower curtain in the trunk of my car.”
My eyes widened at River’s matter-of-fact explanation to his mother, and I stared at her, my heart pounding, waiting for her to freak out. That’s what a normal mother would do, right? She should’ve been upset, beside herself that her son had murdered a man and brought a prostitute home to meet her. 
Instead, Annie sighed and sat back in her chair, crossing her arms. “Well, at least you’re cleaning up your messes.”
“I made sure there were no cameras,” River volunteered. “No one saw. I’m going to take care of the rest right after this.”
Her eyes fell on me, scanning me up and down with more attention than before, almost like she was looking through me to see the filthy things I’d done. I turned away, my face burning. I didn’t belong in that kitchen any more than I’d belonged among all the nice things in River’s house. 
Tatty patted my shoulder. “Poor rybka. You don’t need to be ashamed. We’re here to help you, not judge.” 
“Tatty, can you start the kettle?” Annie said before turning back to River. “You should go take care of what you need to sooner rather than later, River dear.”
River frowned and looked at me. “But I was going to have breakfast with Theo first.” 
Annie gave River a scolding look. “Young man, you know we have a procedure in this house.”
River sighed, rolled his eyes, and stood. “All right. Fine.” 
I blinked when he tipped my chin up and blushed furiously when he planted a quick kiss on my lips.
“Stay here. I’ll be right back,” he promised. 
I suddenly felt sick. River and I hadn’t been apart since last night, and the idea of being left alone in a strange house with people I didn’t know… It terrified me. “W-wait! Where are you going?”
“I have to go take care of Rick,” River said and combed his fingers through my wild hair. “Don’t worry. You’re safe here. I’ll be gone three and a half hours tops. I promise.” 
The floor creaked as he walked out of the kitchen.
My heart jumped into my throat, and I had to fight against the urge to get up and follow him. All I could think about was what would happen to me if he didn’t come back. Logically, I knew he was going next door to deal with Rick’s body, but I couldn’t shake the fear that took hold in me when I watched him walk out that door.
“Theo, dear, you haven’t touched your syrniki.” Tatty pouted and set a mason jar full of homemade jam in front of me. She opened the lid and spooned a generous helping onto the pancakes before sitting on the opposite side of me. “Eat up, love.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said and picked up the fork.
Despite the sick feeling churning in my gut after watching River leave, the first bite was so good, I could barely slow myself down. The syrniki were unlike any pancake I’d ever had before, sweet and savory with a complexity that I couldn’t quite nail down. 
Tatty and Annie watched me eat a few bites before Annie asked, “Are you happy with River, Theo?”
I hesitated, a big bite of syrniki still in my mouth, glancing between the two women. How was I supposed to answer that?
“The truth now,” Tattie prompted. “We know he can be impulsive and difficult.”
I swallowed. “He’s not really. I mean, he’s different, and sometimes it’s a lot to take in, but… He saved me and he’s been nice to me so far.”
Annie and Tatty exchanged a look.
“Theo,” Annie started gently, “we’d like to help you. It would help us to know what you need if you’d tell us exactly what your situation was before this.”
I flushed hot, feeling my ears reddening. They’d said I didn’t have to be embarrassed, that they wouldn’t judge me, but that was before. Once I told them what I was, they’d never look at me the same again. That was better than lying to them, though. Safer. 
“I…” I blew out a breath and put the fork down, folding my hands in my lap. “I’m a prostitute. Or, I was. I don’t know what I am now.” I looked away, only to jump when the tea kettle screeched. 
Tatty pushed up from the table and went to shut it off, pulling three matching teacups down from the cabinet. 
“It doesn’t sound like that life was your choice,” Annie said.
I shook my head, staring at the floor. “It’s how it’s always been. Master, he owns us. We’re expensive. Our food, shelter, clothes… It all costs him money, so we work for it. And when we’re not working, we stay in our rooms.” 
I looked up at her, watching her brows pinch together. 
“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I said quickly. “He feeds us, gives us medical care, and we get to go out with all kinds of people.”
“It’s all right, sweetheart. You don’t have to justify it,” Tatty said, returning to the table. She placed a steaming cup of light brown tea in front of me. “How long have you been working for this Master?”
I glanced up at her and then quickly away, shame making my insides raw. I knew what I was supposed to say, what Master had coached me to say, but it wasn’t the truth. “As far back as I can remember. Since… Since I was little.”
Tatty spat a string of words in a language I didn’t know. I didn’t need to speak it to understand she sounded upset. 
Annie put her hand on my wrist and offered a sympathetic smile. “Well, that’s over. You’re not going back to that life, Theo. We’re going to make sure of it.”
I took in a deep breath and let it out in shaky bursts. “Thank you.”
“River’s a good boy,” Tatty said, putting more syrniki on my plate and topping them with jam. “If he says he’ll take care of you, then he will.”
“But if you’re ever uncomfortable, sweetie, you can come to us,” Annie promised, patting my hand. 
“Yes, River knows who runs things around here,” Tatty said, picking up her tea. “You have nothing to worry about, Theo dear. Me and Annie have got your back. Whatever you need, love.”
My insides suddenly felt warm. Was this what it was like to have a family? The words were nice, but maybe that’s all they were. People said a lot of things, not all of them true. Only time would tell if they were telling the truth or not.
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I stared at the cremator, wishing it’d go faster. There wasn’t any rushing it though. It took up to three hours at nearly two thousand degrees Fahrenheit to break a body down to bone fragments. Then I’d have to put him in the cremulator to reduce him to fine ash, which I could dump anywhere I wanted.  
“You know you can’t keep him, right?” War said from the doorway behind me.
I twisted to scowl at him. “Who says?”
“He’s not a pet, River.”
I shrugged. “Where else has he got to go? He won’t make it on his own.”
“You’re right about that,” War said with a sigh. He uncrossed his arms and paced further into the crematory room. “I just came from eavesdropping on an interesting conversation. Apparently, your boy toy’s been a lifelong sex slave for some creep he calls Master.”
I turned away from War to stare at his reflection in the polished marble around the cremator door. Some of that I already knew. The rest, I had surmised based on the way he acted. People didn’t become that beaten down over a period of weeks or months. It took years to condition the fight or flight out of somebody the way it’d been done to Theo. A lifetime, apparently. 
My rage only grew as I imagined a much younger Theo being manhandled by men like Rick and the horrible things they’d made him do. It made me want to murder Rick all over again, except much slower this time. With more screaming and begging for mercy.
“Honestly, I was surprised to see you take an interest,” said War. “I always thought you were sex repulsed like Xavier.” 
I snorted and turned my back on the cremator. The less I had to look at Rick, even through marble and iron, the better. “I have sex. Just because I don’t whip my dick out five days a week like the rest of you perverts doesn’t mean I’m a virgin. I still probably get laid more than you do.” 
It was a low blow, one I knew would piss him off, but he’d come in there to intentionally piss me off. Turnabout was fair play. 
War’s eye twitched and he went back to crossing his arms. “My sex life is none of your business. Besides, Xander and Shepherd are the deviants. Not me.” 
That much was probably true. I’d only ever seen War date the most boring, vanilla guys. Clean cut doctors, lawyers, and country club types. I didn’t even think he knew what a kink was.
As for me, I didn’t understand the appeal most of the time. I understood pleasure, and I enjoyed getting off as much as the next guy, but not as much with other people. 
Other people weren’t even the problem. It was what to do with them afterward. It upset them when I told them to leave when we were done. They wanted to cuddle and touch and compliment. They wanted connections I couldn’t provide. Even when I hooked up with people through apps specifically for casual fucking, people wanted to hang out after. They’d offer to buy me a coffee, or start trying to give me feedback. Most post-coital interactions could be replaced with comment cards, which made them pointless since I didn’t give a shit about feedback from people I mostly saw as holes to come in. 
“So, what are you going to do with him?” War asked.
I shrugged. “Why do you care what I do?”
“Frankly, I don’t give a fuck what you do, not unless it puts this family in danger.” 
Here we go, I thought and rolled my eyes to the ceiling. Just what I needed. Another Saturday lecture from my adoptive brother. War really liked to remind the rest of us that we weren’t his real family. Not that he was related to Mom or Dad either, not directly. He was Tatty’s son from her marriage to Nikita Volkov, who was Dad’s lover. The four of them were one big happy polycule, but there was only one kid between them, and they’d spoiled War half to death. He thought because he was the oldest, and their only biological son, that he shit gold and the rest of us should eat it.
“This whole situation is a ticking time bomb,” War continued. “You think a bunch of human traffickers are going to let you take their merchandise and kill their customers without impunity?”
“Theo is not merchandise,” I growled.
“To them he is, and these kinds of people protect their assets.” War closed on me and drove a finger into my chest. “Did it even occur to you who you might be fucking with? You don’t know if he belonged to the Greeks, a cartel, or some gang. You and your stupid dick could’ve thrust this family into a fucking gang war, River!” 
I swatted his hand away. “Please, I’m pretty sure we can handle a couple of gangbangers.”
“And if he’s a Greek asset? Then what?”
I shrugged. “Then Nikita and Tatty smooth things over, I kiss some ass, and everything turns out fine. You worry too much, War.”
“And you don’t worry enough. People could die because of what you’ve done, River. Innocent people.”
Ugh, that was the trouble with people like War. Always so hung up on morality. There was no such thing as an innocent person. What he really meant was an uninvolved person, but I didn’t bother pointing that out. It’d be a waste of breath with him. He cared way too much about collateral damage. 
All I cared about was Theo. He was mine, had been mine since I first spotted him across the bar. The only thing that mattered was keeping him safe and near me. War wouldn’t understand that. 
“Everything is going to be fine, War,” I assured him. “Nobody even knows I have him.”
“Whoever this Master guy is has probably noticed,” War pointed out.
“Well that won’t matter once I track him down and kill him, will it?”
“Jesus Christ. You’re even crazier than the rest of us. Does Theo even want you to kill the people who hurt him?” 
I shrugged. “Why wouldn’t he?”
“Because he’s not a sociopath.”
I rolled my eyes again. “That’s technically an offensive term, you know. It’s called anti-social personality disorder.”
“You do realize, River, that most people don’t consider murder a romantic gesture?” War asked.
“Most people are boring.” The timer finally went off on the cremator and the countdown began for when the door would open. I walked over to grab the scraper from where it rested against the wall, leaning on it and turning back to War. “So, are you going to help me or not?”
War studied me for a long beat before answering, “No. I’ll clear him medically for you, but I’m flying out back to Miami soon. I promised Ken I’d watch him at the Miami Open.”
I wrinkled my nose. “You’re still dating that ascot-wearing tool?”
“Ken is a world-class golfer. He’s been in the PGA tour twice.”
I snorted. “He’s an ascot wearing tool. Guy’s so vanilla, he’s allergic to chocolate. No way he’s got good dick game.”
“There’s more to making a relationship work than being good in bed,” War protested.
I leaned on the scraper and lifted an eyebrow in doubt.
War deflated with a sigh. “Okay, so he’s boring. So what? Some of us like boring. I want a normal life, River. A family. If that means a boring job, in a boring city, with a boring husband, then so be it.”
“You have a family,” I spat back. “I’m your fucking family. Theo could be too if you’d let him.”
“At least sleeping with Ken is never going to start a turf war between the Russians and the Greeks.” He grabbed the end of the scraper and held it. “Nobody’s going to die because of my choices.”
“You take that oath to do no harm way too seriously, Barbie girl.” I yanked the scraper handle away. “You forget the second part of that is take no shit.”
“That’s not how the Hippocratic oath goes, River.”
“Whatever.” I waved him off. “Rollerblade back to Ken and your dreamhouse in Miami. Go live your plastic life. I don’t need your help.”
“Don’t be an asshole, River.”
I ignored him, turning my back to him and waiting for the crematory door to open. Eventually, War had enough of being ignored and left. Good riddance. I didn’t need him. I had three other brothers and a whole fucking army of Russian mobsters to go to. If nothing else, I would find and kill Theo’s former Master on my own. Fuck War. Fuck anyone who tried to stand in my way. 
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I flinched as War pressed the needle into my finger and cringed as he squeezed it to get the blood to well to the surface. He pressed my finger firmly into a tiny strip and held it there. He hadn’t told me what the test was for, but I knew an HIV test when I saw one. I’d certainly had enough of them.  
I turned away, but the sickness churning in my gut had nothing to do with the blood. I hated doing this, being so exposed, being handled this way, treated like I was infected. Like I was filthy. Master told us we did important work, and that had made it bearable, even if I didn’t like it, but the people I had to service… Even if my screenings were clean, I never felt it. It was as if they’d infected me somewhere deeper, down in my soul. 
The constant battery of tests, the monthly exams I’d had to endure? Those were even worse. The doctor never looked at me, never addressed me by name, treated me as less than human as he went down his checklist of questions. Any rash, fever? Does it hurt when you urinate? How does this feel? What about this? Bend over. Give me your finger. 
I shook my head. I couldn’t sink into that, not now. River had promised me this would be the only time I’d have to go through this, and I wanted so badly to believe him. I didn’t know if I could do this again.  
When War was satisfied, he pushed my hand away, handling me as if I were a mannequin and not a human being.
“You could be nicer, War,” River commented.
“There’s a reason I don’t work in family med. Aside from the money being crap, most people who want new noses and liposuction don’t give a shit if I’m nice to them as long as I make them look good.” He set the test aside and picked up a pad of paper, scribbling something on it. 
“I want you to start taking a multivitamin,” War said as he wrote. “And some vitamin D. You also need to be careful to put on sunscreen when you go out in the sun, even if it’s not a sunny day. You’re at a higher risk for skin cancer with pale skin like that.” He tore the page off and held it out to me.
River snatched it before I could take it.
War looked over at River. “You want anything?” 
River shrugged. “Xander would want me to ask for something.” 
“Xander can get his party drugs somewhere else. You can put your shirt back on, Theo,” War said, and he laid the test flat before crossing his arms.
I did as I was told, stealing a glance at River as he pocketed the scripts his brother had given him. 
“You know,” War said at length, “you should take him to see Shepherd.”
River’s lip curled. “What? Why?”
War eyed him, his face an expressionless mask. “He is a board-certified psychiatrist, River. After everything he’s been through…” War’s eyes swung to me as if he’d just remembered I was still in the room. “Someone who’s trained to treat extended psychological trauma should see you, and Shepherd’s specialty… Well, he knows a lot about what you might be going through, Theo. He might have some insight the rest of us don’t.”
River wrapped an arm around me possessively. “Shepherd is the last person he should see.”
“It was just a suggestion,” War said with a shrug. He glanced down at the test, picking it up to glance at it briefly before holding it out to me. “Congratulations. You’re negative.”
I flushed, the sick feeling returning. I should’ve been used to the humiliation by now, but I wasn’t. Even though the test had come back negative, it was embarrassing to have to take it at all. They probably didn’t test their other random sexual encounters. This was something they only did to me because of what I was. Because I was a dirty whore. 
I swallowed my humiliation, refusing to meet his eyes, and pitched the strip into the trash.
War peeled off his gloves and went straight to the sink to clean his hands. “If you have any trouble sleeping, come back. I can give you some Ativan.” He pumped more soap onto his hands and went back to washing. “You have any upset stomach? Tatty said you didn’t eat much.”
I frowned. “I ate two of those pancake things.”
“I’ll feed him,” River promised.
“Wyoming, Wisconsin, West Virginia, Washington,” War mumbled, pumping soap from the dispenser onto his hands a third time. 
River rolled his eyes and grabbed my arm. “Come on. He’s going to be at it awhile.” He escorted me from the bathroom, slowly closing the door behind him. 
“Is he okay?” I asked, glancing back at the bathroom door as River led me away. 
“Yeah, that’s normal for him. It’s a thing he needs to do sometimes.” River shrugged. “Are you hungry? There’s a restaurant downtown. They’ve got cheeseburgers and stuff.”
I put a hand over my stomach and looked over at River. “Are you hungry?”
“Starving,” he admitted. “I had to skip breakfast, remember?”
“Oh. I’m sorry. Yeah, I guess we should eat then.” 
“We’ll go right there after this.” River shrugged again and paused in front of another door down the hall. He lifted a fist and pounded on the door so hard it rattled in its frame. 
The door jerked open a moment later, revealing a half-dressed young man with messy dark hair and bruised eyes. He had more bruises all over his torso, his arms, his neck, his fingers… He looked like he’d been hit by a bus but somehow managed to keep his designer sunglasses on.
“Did War give you any Vicodin?” the man asked, hanging on the door like he might fall over without its support. 
“No,” River answered.
The man made a disgusted sound and started to swing the door shut, but River forced it open. The two stared at each other for a moment before the newcomer lowered his sunglasses, revealing bloodshot eyes. He scanned me from head to toe. “This is your new toy?”
“Theo, this is Xander,” River said, gesturing to the obviously hungover man. “Xander, this is Theo.”
“I’m very—”
Xander cut me off with a snort and pushed open the door. “Fine. Come in. But leave the lights off. My fucking head is killing me.”
“I told you not to drink that last tequila,” came another voice from in the room. 
I didn’t see the second man until we were already in the room. He was sitting in front of a trio of computer monitors, the only light in the room. One of them looked like it was running some scan while another clearly contained grainy security footage from somewhere that definitely wasn’t the house. A game loading screen was on the third monitor, the image of a masked killer with a machete. 
The second man looked exactly like the first, minus all the bruises…and with the addition of a headset that he pulled down when we entered. 
“That’s Xavier,” River said, pointing to the one in front of the monitors. “These are my youngest brothers.”
“What do you want?” Xander slouched in a second computer chair near his brother’s. 
“Theo needs to borrow some clothes,” River said. “He’s closer to your size than mine.”
“Bro, just go to Walmart.” Xander grabbed a big can from somewhere behind him and popped it open, chugging loudly. “And get me some pain killers while you’re there. No cap, this headache is ass.”
“Don’t be a dick, Xander.” Xavier got up and walked over to a closet on the far side of the room. 
“Nothing with your stupid horror movie stuff on it,” River insisted. 
“Well, that’s going to severely limit our options,” Xavier said, giving me another once over before going back to digging in the closet. 
“So what’s up with you, bro?” Xander asked and slurped loudly from his energy drink. “Are you two like fucking or something?” 
“He doesn’t have to answer your questions,” River said firmly.
“Chill, bro. I’m just trying to feel out the situationship here.” Xander chugged from his drink again and then lifted another, wiggling it. “Want one?”
“No thanks,” I said quickly and then glanced at River to make sure I’d said the right thing. River was too busy glaring at Xander as if he wanted to stab him.
Xander sighed. “What? I was trying to be polite. Trust me, I am not interested in your boy toy.”
Xavier chuckled from the closet. “Since when have you ever seen Xander fuck anyone less than twice his age?” 
“I can’t help it if I’ve got daddy issues.” Xander shrugged and drank from his can. 
Xavier came back with a stack of black T-shirts and a couple pairs of sweats. “These are mid but should do for now.”
“By the way, I haven’t forgotten you owe me, River,” Xander cut in. 
“No, I don’t. Remember, I had to cover for you with Mom that one time last month,” River said.
He scrunched up his face. “What one time?”
Xavier snickered. “He means that time you had an orgy in her van.” 
“It wasn’t an orgy,” Xander insisted. “There were only like five people. Besides, I can’t help it if literally everyone thinks I’m hot. But fine. I guess we’re even.” He waved us off. “Take your clothes, peasants, and leave me to mourn the loss of my innocence.” He spun the chair around.
River snorted. “I don’t think you know the meaning of the word innocence,” he said, and he led me from the room. 
The stairs creaked as we made our way down. River was slower moving than before, reminding me that he still hadn’t slept. I felt guilty for being the reason he’d lost a night’s sleep, but I was tired too. Maybe more tired than hungry, but I didn’t want River to change his plans for me. 
“Not staying for lunch?” Annie came out of the kitchen, catching us between the stairs and the front door. 
River shook his head. “I’m kind of tired. I was going to take Theo to lunch at the diner downtown and go home.”
My heart jumped. Home? Was that what River’s house was now? 
“It’s Saturday, dear,” said Annie, wiping her hands over her shirt. “The diner only opens for breakfast and dinner on Saturdays.” 
Saturday? I almost smiled. Saturdays were my favorite days. It was the one day a week we were allowed out to socialize. Master let us all curl up in his room with him and watch movies. Sometimes, he’d even read to us. We’d sit in a big pile like a family. While we weren’t allowed to talk, I’d found some solace every week from laying my head on David’s shoulder, or from the way Ben squeezed my hand. It was nice to be able to touch people without the expectation that it would turn into sex. 
But those days are behind me now, I thought, my heart sinking. I’ll never see them again. I’d never get to secretly trade bubblegum or candy with David when Master wasn’t looking, or feel one of the younger boys squeeze my hand during a scary part of the movie. No more laughter when Master read to us in silly voices. 
“Damn,” River was saying. “I forgot.”
“Why don’t I make you boys some ham and cheese sandwiches to go?” Annie offered. “Then you should go take a nap, River. You look exhausted.” 
River squeezed my hand and looked over at him. “You want a sandwich?”
I wasn’t sure if I did or not, but I nodded because I knew he was hungry. 
Annie made us four ham and cheese sandwiches, and we drove back to River’s to eat them. Before lunch, he gave me a quick tour of the house. The night before, I hadn’t gotten a good look around River’s gigantic Victorian style house. There were two floors plus an attic, and I felt like I’d get lost wandering around on the first floor. 
“What’s the difference between a parlor and a sitting room?” I asked as I followed him into the formal dining room, which had a long table and six chairs.
River shrugged. “Parlors are like old fashioned living rooms, I guess, and sitting rooms are for… Well, they’re for sitting.”
I pulled my hand free. “Why do you live in this big house by yourself?”
He paused and turned back around, cocking his head to one side. “I don’t. You live here with me.”
“I mean before that. You were all alone in this big house. Didn’t you ever get lonely?”
River looked longingly through the opposite door toward the kitchen. “Human relationships require a certain amount of…vulnerability to work. Loneliness would require me to crave that level of vulnerability with someone, and I just don’t.”
I fidgeted with my fingers. “That doesn’t mean you don’t wish you could.”
He closed his hands over mine and lifted them to his lips. “I have my family, and my mushrooms, and now I have you. I don’t need anyone else.”
[image: image-placeholder]For the next week, things were different. I slept a lot. At night, I slept in the big bed upstairs next to River. Every morning, he took me back to the big house where Annie, Tatty and his brothers lived, and he went to work at the funeral home next door. 
Annie and Tatty were kind to me while he was away, always bringing me food and tea or sometimes chatting with me while they watched soap operas and medical dramas. River’s brothers came and went whenever they pleased, almost never talking to me. Sometimes, I heard Xavier or War talking about me in the next room, always in hushed tones, but they avoided me. It was just as well. It seemed all I wanted to do was sleep because every time I curled up on the couch to stare at the TV, I was drifting off. I’d wake up and find someone had put a knitted blanket over me or placed a sandwich on the coffee table in front of me.
Then, in the evenings, we’d go back to River’s house to shower, eat, and go to bed. Sometimes, he’d read his books. Once or twice, he’d offered to read them to me, but they were science textbooks and magazines, and I didn’t understand a lot of it and just wound up zoning out or falling asleep anyway. For some reason, it was like I hadn’t slept for years, and my body decided to make up for lost time.
When I wasn’t asleep or just trying to make it through the basic functions of being human, I spent a lot of time in my head. Not remembering. That was too hard. I didn’t want to think about everything I’d been through and my life before. It was easier to pretend like all of that had happened to some other Theo, and I was a new Theo living on this side of something that had cut my life into a before and after. Before Theo belonged to Master. He lived in a little house with all the other boys and let people do whatever they wanted to him. He ate what he was told, slept where he was told to sleep, let people use him however they wanted.
After Theo could be anything, anyone. After Theo started to have opinions about foods like grilled ham and cheese. He was tired of it. I was tired of having it every day for lunch, but I was too afraid to say anything. That was Before Theo. Even when I tried to forget him, he’d come creeping back into the After times, reminding me that I should be good and do as I was told. Before Theo made After Theo eat the same sandwiches on the fifth and sixth day, even though I didn’t really want to.
Sometimes, I wondered about what people from Before Theo’s life were doing. I wondered if they’d even noticed I was gone. Part of me wished Master would show up just so that I’d know he cared. The other part of me was terrified he would.
I missed parts of my old life. Not the abuse. Not the constant gnawing hunger, or the uncertainty of never knowing what would happen to me next, but I did miss the other boys from the house. I missed my roommate, David, and the small rituals of the Before. Things like our weekly movie nights. I missed cuddling up with the other boys in the house and feeling safe with them, the light shoulder bumps, the innocent touches that didn’t lead to anything but laughter or warmth. I was used to getting a lot of that, but ever since River had saved me, he was the only one who touched me, and it didn’t feel like enough, especially since I slept through it half the time.
And when he did touch me, I still flinched a lot. I kept expecting him to demand I have sex with him. I knew he wanted to. Whenever I woke up in the middle of the night, or we showered together, he was always hard, always looking at me with hunger in his eyes, even if he didn’t act on it. I wanted to please him so he wouldn’t get bored of me and send me back, and I wanted to touch him, to be close to him, but I was scared. Some of the men who bought me seemed nice until they had sex with us. Then they turned into sadists who only wanted to hurt us. I didn’t want that to happen with River. I wanted to make him happy, to ensure that he wouldn’t leave me, to make him like me, but the only way I knew how to do that was through sex, and that was too much.
My thoughts felt like jigsaw pieces from two different puzzles, and I was trying to jam them together to make a complete picture. It didn’t work. How could I both crave and be repulsed by touch? How could I have wants and needs but be terrified to communicate them, especially when these people had shown me nothing but kindness and patience so far?
My mind said it could be a trap, that things could change at any time. I kept waiting for that other shoe to drop, waiting for River to lose his patience with me, or for Annie to get irritated with me eating her food without earning my keep.
After a week, it never happened.
The next Saturday, River had to do a half day of work to get ready for the upcoming holiday when the funeral home would be closed. He dropped me off with Annie and Tatty like normal, and I curled up on the couch like normal, but I wasn’t tired. I stared at the screen, watching doctors and nurses dramatically save patients and fall in and out of love with their co-workers in the space of single episodes.
I hate this, I realized. I miss happy, animated songs, and superheroes saving the day. Why can’t I watch that?
Because I haven’t asked to watch that. How will anyone know what I want if I don’t tell someone?
I glanced toward the kitchen where Annie was washing the dishes while Tatty sat at the table with War, having tea. Asking them to change it felt like too much. I didn’t want to walk in there when all three of them were there.
My eyes dropped to the remote sitting on the coffee table in front of me. I could change it myself. Then I wouldn’t be bothering anyone.
But what if they get mad at me? Then I can tell them it was an accident and change it right back.
I looked back at the kitchen, then at the remote, then back at the kitchen.
Where the sudden surge of bravery came from, I didn’t know, but I sat up, grabbed the remote, and pushed the arrow key, flipping through channels until I found an animated show about rescue dogs.
“Theo?”
I froze, my breath caught in my lungs.
“If it’s bothering you, I can turn it off,” Annie said.
“I can…” I swallowed. “Could I watch something else maybe? Just for a little while. I’ll put it right back. I promise.”
Annie smiled sweetly and adjusted her glasses on her nose. “Watch whatever you like, sweetheart,” she said and went back into the kitchen.
I spent the rest of the morning watching the rescue dogs show. It was clearly made for little kids, but I didn’t mind that. It was more interesting than the hospital drama, at least.
River came back much earlier that day, before Annie even brought my sandwich out, so she sent some with us in a bag. When he took me back to his house, he asked me the same question he always did, the one I never had an answer for. “What do you want to do now?”
I squirmed in place for a minute, shifting from foot to foot while he hung up our coats. Usually, I just let him pick, and he’d suggest food or a nap while he read his books. This time, I said something. “Could we watch a movie together or something?”
River tilted his head, looking at me strangely.
“It’s just that we used to watch movies on Saturdays,” I explained quickly. “Musicals and superhero movies and stuff. I kind of…miss it.”
River considered me in silence for a minute. I was about to tell him never mind when he shrugged like it was no big deal and said, “Okay.”
He led me away to the sitting room. There wasn’t a TV in there, so I wasn’t sure how we were supposed to watch a movie until he opened a streaming app on his laptop.
“What kind of movies do you like? Action? Mystery? Romance?” 
I bit my lip while he scrolled through the options, unsure of how to answer him until I saw a familiar poster for an animated superhero movie. “That one!” I said excitedly and pointed, only to immediately blush. “I mean…I’ve seen that one before. It’s good.”
River laughed and selected the movie. “Okay, Spiderman it is.” He put his arms around me and pulled me into his lap, kissing my cheek. “This okay?”
I nodded and picked up one of the sandwiches, offering it to him while I ate mine. River didn’t pay too much attention to the film, quickly growing distracted by something on his phone. I didn’t mind. I was happy he’d agreed to indulge my silly request. 
I knew the way I’d been raised was supremely messed up, and maybe I shouldn’t want to keep any of the traditions from that time, but to call it all bad would be untrue. There had been plenty of happy times, even if my life wasn’t normal. We had pizza parties, and birthday cakes, and dinners together. Even some of the regular clients weren’t that bad. They’d show up with candy or pop and let me listen to music. 
But they weren’t as kind as River. Not as caring.
I turned my head to look at him and smiled when I saw he’d nodded off to sleep leaning on his arm. He was snoring lightly, his mouth open. Hard to imagine that it’d been just a week since I’d watched him stab a man to death. He looked so sweet and innocent when he was asleep. So normal. While I knew I should still be terrified of him, I couldn’t bring myself to feel that way after spending most of the week with him. He'd been nicer to me than anyone in a long time, maybe ever. 
“Hey,” I whispered, gently nudging him.
River’s eyes snapped open. “What? I’m awake.”
I chuckled. “You sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable in a bed? You’re going to have a sore neck sleeping like that.”
“I wasn’t asleep,” he insisted as he lowered his arm around my shoulders. “I was watching this with you.”
You were watching the back of your eyelids, I thought with a smile, but I didn’t say it, instead settling against his chest to finish watching the movie.
Except within a few minutes, River was snoring again, this time louder. 
He woke when I shifted against him, arm tightening around me. “I said I’m awake. Hold still and watch the movie.”
I sighed and did as I was told. 
River fell back asleep, but at least he didn’t snore. Listening to his steady breathing and heartbeat had my eyelids feeling heavy, and I eventually drifted off to sleep with him. When I woke up again, the movie was over and the shadows were long. River was still sleeping, but my back was killing me. I desperately needed to change positions to alleviate the pressure. 
Carefully, I sat up and looked back at River, half expecting him to shout at me. He didn’t. He only shifted positions slightly, mumbling something incomprehensible before he was back out, sleeping with his lips slightly parted.
God, he really is beautiful, I thought. Why does someone like him want anything to do with me? 
He’d been so good to me, but I’d been nothing but trouble for him so far. He’d lost so much sleep because of me, and I’d wasted so much of his time. 
I should pay him back for all the kindness he’s shown me, but how? I don’t have anything. Even the clothes on my back are his. 
The only thing I had was my body, but did he even want that? He’d said he didn’t want me for sex, but then why was he kissing me and holding me so often? Maybe he did want me, but he was afraid I didn’t want him? But that didn’t make sense. No one had ever cared about that before. Why would he?
Do I want him, though? 
It wasn’t like I’d never experienced sexual attraction before. I had, but the whole thing was so intrinsically tied to all the bad things that’d happened to me, so I didn’t usually like to experience it. My body responded like any other to the right touch, even if I didn’t want it to. 
But I had responded to River’s touch, and I hadn’t minded it. Actually, I’d enjoyed the kisses we sometimes shared a lot more than I expected to, and I liked all the small touches we’d been exchanging. I liked it when he kissed my head and when he held me. The little gestures of affection didn’t leave me feeling like I had to reciprocate or that they were a downpayment on sex he expected to get later. River gave that to me freely, and I wanted more of it.  
But did I want more than the casual affection we’d shared so far? Did I want more than a kiss?
It was a strange thing to consider whether what I wanted even mattered. It never had before, and I wasn’t sure what I wanted, except I knew I didn’t want him to leave me or grow bored with me. He needed to get something out of our interactions. It wasn’t fair otherwise. 
And there was only one way to know for sure if this was what I wanted, too. I had to decide. 
I bent over him. His body was so warm, and he smelled so nice. “River?” I whispered.
He didn’t respond.
I leaned in, lips hovering over his. His breath tickled my chin. I licked my lips and, after a moment’s hesitation, closed the distance, pressing a kiss to his lips. 
He didn’t wake right away, but when his eyes fluttered open, my heart skipped a beat. What if he got angry? What if I’d made the wrong choice? What if—
My worry vanished when he put a hand lightly on the back of my head and his lips parted. His tongue darted over my lips and he groaned low and deep when I let him inside for a taste. The kiss deepened and I panicked for a moment as I felt his cock harden against me, but he didn’t make a move to do anything about it, even though I would have let him. Didn’t he know? How could he own me and not use me?
We stayed on the couch in the darkened sitting room, just kissing and kissing and kissing until I couldn’t stand it. I needed to touch more of him, if only to confirm that this was all real and not some fever dream. 
Slowly, carefully, in case he changed his mind, I slid my hands under the bottom hem of his turtleneck and over the hard muscle of his stomach. He didn’t object, so I moved my hands up, feeling more of him, running my palms over his chest. 
River retreated from the kiss to sit up enough that he could peel his shirt off and drop it to the floor. He caught my lips briefly before saying, “I want to touch you too, Theo. If that’s okay?” 
I nodded and River helped me pull the borrowed hoodie over my head. I chewed on my lip as he ran his hands over my pale, skinny chest. 
“Don’t do that.” River ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “Don’t bite your pretty lips, Theo.”
I frowned. “Nothing about me is pretty, River.”
“Yes, it is. Everything about you is so pretty and delicate. You’re like one of those collectable porcelain dolls Tatty keeps around. I know I’m not supposed to touch you, but it’s all I can think about all the time. I want it so bad, it’s driving me crazy.”
“You can touch me,” I said quietly. “However you want. I belong to you, remember?”
He shook his head. “Don’t tell me that.”
“But it’s true. You said—”
“Forget what I said. I just want to keep kissing you, Theo.” He pulled my lips back to his, and I was surprised to find I liked the way he did that. 
River held me against him, letting me guide the pace and heat of the kiss. His hands slid down my shoulders and over my back, little more than chaste, teasing touches until I was the one rubbing my cock against him through my sweatpants. I couldn’t help it. It felt so good—the way he held me, the way he touched me—and I wanted to make him feel just as good. The only way I knew how to do that was through sex. 
I closed my hand around his cock, still trapped in his jeans, but River caught my hand. “Please, River,” I whispered against his lips. “I want to make you come.”
He considered me for a minute. I waited for him to release my hand, but he held onto it. “Only if you let me make you come first.” 
“What?” I frowned and sat back from him. No one had ever countered my offer like that. Nobody said no. Nobody. “Don’t you want me, River?” I asked in a small voice.
“Can’t you feel how hard I am for you, little finch?” he asked and kissed me again. “I definitely want you. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anybody. But right now, I want to make you come. Has anyone done that for you, Theo?” 
I sighed and looked away, an icy ball forming in my lower stomach. “The kind of people who rented me didn’t care about whether I enjoyed it or not, River.” 
River’s hand closed around me through the borrowed sweatpants, and he started giving me a few lazy pulls. “Well, I care.”
“Why?” I asked, trying to bring my breathing back under control.
“Because I want to be the only one to make you come, little finch. I told you already. You’re mine to take care of, every part of you, and that includes your needy cock. You only come for me now, understand?” 
I shuddered and nodded. 
“Do you want me to make you come now, Theo?” River asked and sat up to nip at my neck. 
“Yes,” I breathed with barely a thought. What he was doing to me felt so good, even through my clothes, and I did want it. Maybe it was selfish, but dammit… I wanted him to take care of me. I wanted him to want me, and if that’s what it took to stay with River, I’d done worse things for worse men. 
“Are you sure?” River’s tongue traced a hot, wet line across the hollow of my throat. 
I swallowed. “Yes.”
River kissed his way down my neck and collarbone before dropping his head and carefully pulling down the sweats, freeing my cock. I flushed, embarrassed by how obvious it was that I was enjoying the attention. I didn’t often get hard for other men without a lot of effort, but when River kissed me, it was like my body had been programmed to respond. I was harder than I’d ever been in my life. 
“Look at how hard you are for me,” River crooned before spitting in his palm. 
I gasped when he started stroking me in earnest, but River swallowed the sound with another kiss. He crushed our bodies together, practically devouring me with hungry kisses while he worked me with a fist. 
“Does that feel good, little finch?” he asked, teasing the head of my cock. “You want it tighter? Faster?”
I dug my fingernails into his shoulders. “Please…”
His velvety chuckle sent goosebumps racing over my arms. “I’ve got you. You let me take care of you. You’re so fucking sexy right now, Theo.”
I didn’t feel sexy. My body was desperate, my nerves raw, but my head had started to go somewhere else, drifting off to the same safe place I always went whenever I had sex. My body worked on automatic, starting to thrust into River’s slick palm in search of relief. It was like I was outside of my body, though, looking over my own shoulder, watching a fictionalized version of myself fuck into River’s hand. I wasn’t the one moaning and panting, even though I felt the sparks of pleasure racing over my skin and the pressure building at the base of my spine. 
It was my ears that heard River whisper in awe, “That’s it. Make yourself come for me,” but the words came to me through a distant filter, garbled slightly and muffled. 
None of that stopped me from chasing my own orgasm.
“I’m close,” I whispered, desperately hoping he wouldn’t pull his hand away and leave me unsatisfied like so many others had done. They thought it was funny, leaving me hard and desperate, robbing me of release. 
But River didn’t even try. He tightened his grip on my cock and used his other hand to gently massage my balls. “Come, Theo.”
I exploded with a shout. My hips shot forward, my cum streaking over River’s stomach in messy lines. Before the pleasure had even begun to fade, I was mortified, terrified, some tiny voice in my brain screaming that I shouldn’t have done that. It was against the rules, he was going to be angry at me, and I’d ruined everything.
River let out a low, rumbling sound of approval. “Good boy,” he said and lifted his cum-coated hand to his mouth. 
My eyes widened and another small shudder of pleasure went through me as I watched him lick my release from his fingers. 
My whole body was trembling, my head floating back and forth between terror, guilt, and bliss as River seized my lips in a kiss, pushing his tongue into my mouth. I moaned at the taste of myself on his lips, savoring it like a love letter. It was probably as close as I’d ever get. 
“Fuck, Theo. You taste so damn good. Don’t you think?” He grinned at me. 
I didn’t know how to answer, so I kissed him again and palmed his erection through his pants. When I reached to free him, he grabbed my hand. 
“I want to make you come too,” I whispered hoarsely. “You said after…”
“I didn’t say when after,” he replied smugly and released my hand before sitting up. “And right now, I want ice cream.” 
I frowned as he kissed my cheek and gently pulled my pants up over my hips. “But what about…”
“We can cross that bridge later. After ice cream.” He walked into the kitchen and left me sitting on the sofa, more confused than ever. “You want chocolate fudge or salted caramel?”
I sighed and got up from the sofa to stand on wobbly legs. “Caramel,” I shouted and went to join him in the kitchen.
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I watched Theo lick the back of his spoon, wishing it was me. Part of me wanted to immediately haul him upstairs and bury myself in him. He’d probably let me, especially after his earlier performance. 
For the last week, he’d been absent, as if he were sleepwalking through life. Barely responsive. Now he seemed to be waking up, coming alive. Maybe he’d talk to me about before so I could start hunting down the people who’d hurt him.
I put my spoon down in my empty bowl. “What was it like? Your life before this?”
Theo froze, taking on that terrified rabbit look that made me want to scoop him up and snarl at whatever he was so terrified of. He was mine, and it pissed me the hell off that anyone would make him that scared. I was supposed to protect what was mine, but I couldn’t do anything to protect Theo against the assault of memory he was battling.
“It wasn’t all bad,” Theo said at length. “I mean, yes, a lot of bad shit happened to me. I was pimped out to fuck whoever Master said I had to, and some of them beat me. But in between, life was pretty boring, honestly.”
“Where did you live?” I tried not to sound too invested, although the information was essential. Once I tracked down this Master guy, I was going to kill him, nice and slow. I didn’t want Theo to know what I was planning, though, since he’d reacted so strongly when I’d killed Rick. 
Theo shrugged. “A house. All of us lived together. We had our own bedrooms, right next to each other, but we didn’t work in the house. We lived there.”
“Where at?”
Theo lifted his eyes to mine with a sigh. “I don’t know.”
“Well, were there any landmarks nearby?” I pressed. “Buildings you saw when you went outside? Or what school did you go to?” That would at least give me a neighborhood to start searching.
His face flushed and he looked away. “I didn’t go to school.”
My fingers curled against the tabletop. “What?”
“Yeah, so, we didn’t go to school,” Theo said, gripping his arm. “I know I’m stupid—”
“You’re not,” I cut in and then almost snarled when I saw him flinch at the rough tone of my voice. “You’re not stupid, Theo. It’s not your fault. If you didn’t go to school, though, what did you do?”
He blinked up at me with his big, sad eyes. “Whatever Master said to do.”
“What about your parents?” I was almost afraid to ask, but if he had family, I needed to know.
Theo shook his head. “It was only Master. I don’t know anything about my mother. Master said she…” His hand tightened around his arm and he stared at the floor. “She didn’t want me. That’s where we all came from. Our mothers were addicts and prostitutes who didn’t want us, so they sold us to him.” 
I stood up so fast that Theo scooted away, looking up at me with wide, terrified eyes. I knew I was scaring him, but I couldn’t help it. I was so goddamn pissed off. How could anyone tell a kid that? No wonder he was so fucking scared that I didn’t want him. 
He flinched when I reached to touch his face, but I made sure my touch was gentle. I didn’t want him afraid of me. Not now. “I’m not mad at you, Theo. I’m pissed off this happened to you. Nobody should tell a kid they weren’t wanted.”
He shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “It was probably true. It happens right? We were lucky he was there or else we’d probably all have been left in dumpsters or public toilet stalls to drown.”
“Jesus, Theo.” I shook my head. How could he be so casual about that, saying it like it’d been said to him a thousand times? It probably had. 
Master would have pounded into his skull exactly how lucky he was to have someone to take care of him, how scary the world outside was. He would have wanted Theo to be terrified and totally dependent on him for everything. My stomach turned over as I realized I only knew that because it’s what I would’ve done if I didn’t have Mom and War and everyone else to steer me right. 
I sank back into my seat. “I don’t care if it’s true. That’s not the kind of shit you tell a kid. It’s a manipulation tactic, Theo, used to break you down and make you believe he’s your savior. He wasn’t. This asshole took advantage of you.”
“I know that,” Theo said quietly. “In my head, I know. But he also took care of me when no one else wanted me. My feelings are all mixed up, River. Don’t get me wrong. I never loved Master. I hated him and the things he made me do, but I…”
I took his hand and squeezed it when I saw him tearing up. 
Theo blinked and a tear fell. He pushed it away. “It’s good to tell someone. All this time, it’s been bottled up in there. I’ve been so confused. I wanted to get out, but I didn’t want to hurt Master. I knew that was a thought he’d put in my head, but I couldn’t help it. Now that I’m away from all that, it’s like a fog is slowly lifting and I can see things the way they are for the first time.” 
I nodded. That was a fog I was intimately familiar with from the other side. Sometimes, I got so wrapped up in what I wanted, or how I saw the world, that I needed someone to pull me out of it. Mom and Dad did their best with me, but the older I got, the more difficult it became for them, since I wasn’t around them all the time anymore. I needed someone to remind me how to be human, and Theo had done that in his own way. We hadn’t been together long, but my head was clearer when we were together, that itch under my skin more bearable. 
“What about you?” he asked in a practiced, polite tone. “Annie’s not your real mom, right?” 
“My mother died when I was four,” I told him. “She was a heroin addict.”
Theo’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry.”
I shook my head. “Why? It’s not your fault. You had nothing to do with it.”
“I just said all that and…” Theo licked his lips. “I guess we have something in common there. How did you wind up with Annie?”
“After Mom died, I didn’t have any family,” I said. “They tried to find my dad, but Mom was here illegally from Korea. I went to the hospital. Then into a group home. They kicked me out of there after I attacked an orderly who was touching the other kids inappropriately. I bounced around a few foster homes, and I got placed with Annie and my dad, Yuri, over Christmas. It was supposed to be a temporary placement. They’d already adopted Shepherd and were raising War, but by New Year’s Eve, they’d asked me if I wanted to stay with them forever. I said yes and they adopted me.”
Our stories weren’t that different. I was lucky, in a way. Someone found me and I got tossed into an uncaring system that chewed me up and spat me out the other side into a good home with people who knew how to handle someone like me. Theo hadn’t been found. He was an invisible child who grew up to be an invisible teen and then an invisible adult. He would’ve died that way eventually if I hadn’t stepped in, I was sure of it. 
“I was lucky,” I added. “Annie and Yuri have been good to me.”
“I’m glad,” Theo said with a small sigh, staring at the tabletop. “It’s good to know there are good people out there, you know?”
There was an awkward silence between us that I didn’t like. I wasn’t used to the tight feeling in my chest, the strange pull to do something, make it better, do something for someone else. 
What was there left to do for Theo? I’d provided him clothes, food, shelter, entertainment, given him an orgasm… He needed another distraction so he wouldn’t be sad. If he was happy, maybe that feeling in my chest would go away. 
“Do you want to see my mushrooms?” I asked.
Theo blinked, obviously confused by the turn in conversation. “What?”
“My mushroom garden,” I said as I stood and collected his bowl. “It’s up in the attic. I grow them. You want to see?”
His lips twitched back, almost as if he wanted to smile. “Sure.”
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The attic smelled damp like a forest floor. River had some makeshift greenhouses set up, and he walked me through everything, showing me several different species of mushrooms.  
I followed him around the room, only half understanding what he excitedly explained to me about the fungi he was growing. He seemed intensely interested in the subject, and I tried to at least pretend I was too. I was good at pretending to like things, but this was different. I didn’t do it because I had to. It was genuinely adorable the way his face lit up when he talked about his experimental growing techniques or a new species he was trying to cultivate. 
After the mushrooms, it was late and we were both tired. We washed our hands in the little work sink upstairs and went down to get ready for bed. 
While we were side by side, brushing our teeth, it hit me again, the wave of emotion alongside the thought that this could be forever. I didn’t have to go back to Master. This was real, and it was my life now. 
I was free of one monster, but had I climbed into bed with another? 
I wasn’t exactly free to do as I pleased with River either, was I? I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t eat what I wanted, or sleep where I wanted, even if he’d given me more options than Master ever had. But it wasn’t freedom. Not really. For me to be free, the option to leave had to exist. 
Would he let me go if I asked? Did I even want that? 
“What?” River asked, looking over at me. 
I frowned and put the toothbrush back, turning off the water. “Nothing.”
By the time we made it to bed, I was a nervous wreck again. I laid stiffly in the bed next to him while he read one of his books, staring up at the ceiling. I couldn’t ask him if I was allowed to leave, because I knew that’d upset him. He’d been angry in the kitchen before, and that had been terrifying, even if it wasn’t directed at me. 
River lowered the book. “What’s wrong, little finch?”
I looked over at him. “Nothing. Just tired.”
He wasn’t buying it. I could tell from the look on his face as he scanned my body. Familiar hunger flashed in his eyes as his gaze settled between my legs. I suddenly felt way too naked and wished I’d put on a shirt. 
“Do you need to come again?” River asked. “Might help you sleep.”
“No,” I said and turned over, giving him my back. 
River sighed and reached over to turn off the light, plunging the room into darkness. A moment later, his strong arm slid around my ribs and he pulled me back against him. “Do you regret what we did earlier?”
“What? No.” 
Why would I? It had felt good, and I’d needed it, even if it was awkward and confusing. It’d helped clear my head enough to talk, at least for a while. I was glad it was River and not someone I was being forced to do it with, but there were still so many raw emotions tied up in all of that, things I was still trying to process. I had wanted it, but I felt guilty for wanting it, and even more so that I hadn’t been able to give him anything in return. 
I rolled onto my back and found myself looking up at him as his body leaned over mine. “Why didn’t you let me finish you earlier? Didn’t you want me to?”
“Theo, I’d fuck you into next week right now if you were anybody else. Of course I wanted you. I still do. Stop asking me that.”
“Why not me?”
He was quiet for a minute. 
My hand trembled as I reached into the dark to touch his cheekbones. “I want you to treat me like you would anybody else you’d have in your bed.” 
“But you’re not anybody else,” River said, putting his hand over mine.
“And you’re not the men who hurt me,” I pointed out before letting my hand drop back to the mattress with a sigh. “I just want things to be normal.”
“Nothing about either of us is ever going to be normal,” River said with a small snort.
That was true. My life was too fucked up, too different, and River… Well, he was built differently. It was one of the things I liked about him the most. He was honest to a fault, even when most people wouldn’t be, and he’d been trying so hard to take care of me. Sometimes, he scared me with how intense he could be, but so far that intensity had never been directed at me. He hadn’t hit me, hadn’t hurt me, hadn’t done anything but care for me. 
And yet I was still trapped there. 
“River, can I ask you something? It might make you mad…”
He sat up. “I won’t be mad at you.”
“Promise?”
He darted down to quickly kiss my cheek before replying, “Promise.”
I took a deep breath. “If I wanted to leave, would you let me?”
River was quiet for a long time, letting my heart race in my chest without a reply. When he spoke, his voice was soft, almost childlike. “You don’t want to be with me?”
My chest ached. He sounded broken, like he was seconds away from tears himself. All I wanted to do was put my arms around him and reassure him that I wouldn’t leave him, that I’d never wanted to, but that wouldn’t be the truth.
I sat up, putting us almost nose to nose. “It’s not that. I don’t know what I want. I’ve been trapped my whole life, River. You wanted to prove you were different from Master and the other men? They never gave me the chance to leave. It wasn’t even an option. Wouldn’t it mean so much more if I chose to stay here rather than being forced to do it?”
“I’m not forcing you to do anything,” River said, his tone suddenly cold. “I’m taking care of you.”
I sighed and laid back down, mumbling, “Never mind.” 
“Theo…”
“I’m not going anywhere, River,” I told him. “Where would I even go?” 
He didn’t seem placated by that, but he laid down next to me again. This time, he didn’t put his arm around me, and the ache in my chest worsened. I’d hurt him with that question. I knew it was risky to bring up, and I’d screwed up. 
I never should’ve asked that, I thought and curled up tight. 
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“It’s okay,” River was whispering gently as he held me. “You’re okay.”
I wanted to ask him what was going on, find out what’d happened, but I couldn’t get the words out. I was still sobbing. 
Was it a nightmare? I couldn’t remember, and my head was so heavy. I didn’t remember anything at all, but there was a lingering dread in the pit of my stomach, like something terrible had happened. 
River squeezed me and lifted his head, looking at me with furrowed brows while I tried to catch my breath. “Are you coming around?”
I tried to say something but coughed on the tightness in my throat and chest.
“Here.” River let me go and reappeared a moment later with a glass of water. 
I didn’t know where he’d gotten it from. Maybe he’d left. Time felt odd, like it was jumping around, and I couldn’t breathe. Why couldn’t I breathe?
When River held the glass to my lips, though, I drank eagerly. The cold water was enough to shock me out of some of my panic, though it did little for my pounding heart and throbbing head. 
“I’m sorry,” I managed, chin trembling. “I don’t know what happened. I didn’t mean… I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” River said, rubbing my shoulder. “It’s a night terror, but it’s over now. Take a minute and try to breathe. You’ll feel a lot better.”
I was feeling better already, and when he handed me the cool glass of water to hold, the chilly glass grounded me more. “Night terror?” I repeated.
River nodded. “Xander used to have them a lot when Mom first adopted him and Xavier. He’d wake up the whole house screaming like he was being murdered. Xavier was the only one who could get him out of it.” He looked at me and drew a hand through his hair before plopping back onto the bed. “You’re safe here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
I considered the water trembling in my grip before lifting my eyes to his. “Even though I asked about leaving?”
River took a deep breath. “I don’t want you to leave, but I guess… If that’s what you decide you want, I…” He sighed and looked away. “I don’t know how to answer that. I know I should tell you that you can leave if you want, but the truth is, I don’t think I can let you go. All I can think when I look at you is that you’re mine. The idea of you ever being with someone else, it makes me want to…” He clenched his fists briefly before forcing himself to relax. River shifted on the bed to face me. “What did I do wrong?”
“Nothing,” I said quickly and put the glass on the bedside table. “You didn’t do anything.”
“Then why would you want to leave me?” he asked again in that quiet voice.
I sighed and leaned my head against his shoulder. “I don’t know what I want, River. Right now, I’m tired. My chest hurts, and I kind of have to pee. Can I just go to the bathroom and back to sleep? You can forget I ever brought that up, and we can go back to how things were before.”
I didn’t know if that was possible, and I didn’t know how to communicate exactly what I was feeling. It wasn’t that I wanted to leave him. Every time we were apart, I was scared he wouldn’t come back, but when we were together, I was scared I couldn’t leave. It was incredibly confusing, and I didn’t know what to do with any of that.
River nodded. “Okay. You want me to go to the bathroom with you?”
Yes, my brain answered. The thought of facing that big empty house alone in the dark was daunting, especially after whatever had just happened. 
But if I was going to have enough space to figure things out, that meant creating it where I could. I needed to learn how to think and function without River so I could make decisions with a clear head. It was silly, but I thought I could start by creating some physical distance between us in small doses until I got used to doing some things on my own. 
I shook my head. “I know where it is.” 
“Okay,” River said and scooted back to sit cross-legged on the bed. 
I got out of bed and went to the bedroom door, where I paused to look back at him. He was staring back at me, his expression flat and unreadable. “I’ll be right back,” I promised, but that didn’t seem to change his demeanor any.
On my way down the hall, I gave a casual glance at the front door. I could leave, I thought. I could walk out the front door and keep walking. That would be the true test, wouldn’t it? If River came after me and dragged me back, it meant he was no different from Master. It meant I was a prisoner. But if he didn’t, what then? I couldn’t just come back. I’d have to keep walking, and I didn’t want to be alone. 
I finished in the bathroom and went straight back to the bedroom without even looking at the front door this time. River relaxed almost as soon as I came through the door. He scooted back to make room in the bed for me, and I slid under the covers with him. When he didn’t make a move to put his arm around me like he normally did, I scooted closer and closed my hand around his. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” I told him, squeezing his hand. 
His head rolled toward me. “Can I kiss you again?”
“God, yes,” I replied, relieved that he’d want to after everything I’d said earlier. 
River surged across the space between us, and I braced for a rough, claiming kiss. Instead, what I got was a long, slow, and deep kiss. One that made me forget about the night terrors and the world beyond the front door, if only for a minute. As long as the taste of River was on my lips, I couldn’t think about anything else but him, and I liked it that way, just as I liked knowing he still wanted me. Despite everything I was, everywhere I’d been, River still wanted me, and he proved it again and again. 
I felt like an ass, asking if he’d let me leave. Deep down, I knew I didn’t want to be anywhere but with him. 
River pulled back when I reached for his hip to pull his body against mine. “You need your sleep, little finch, and so do I.”
A lightning flash of fear shot through me. What if I had another night terror?
River kissed the end of my nose. “If you have another night terror, I’ll be right here. And I’ll be here even if you don’t. I’m not going anywhere either.”
That was more comforting than anything he’d said all night. I scooted closer, letting my head rest against his chest. “Can I sleep like this?”
“Yeah, I like having you this close,” he said and dropped another kiss on top of my head. “Sleep well, little finch.”
“Night,” I offered sleepily as I closed my eyes. 
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We slept in, and after a late breakfast the next morning, I decided I should take Theo shopping.  
The drive from Millcreek to Ewing’s Crossing took us down a winding road through the Hocking Hills that was mostly abandoned. It was fall, so the leaves had started to change, and Theo stared at them falling in our path, glued to the windows as we drove through the country. 
I brought us around the sharpest curve on the road, doing about sixty, steering from muscle memory. My brain was stuck on what he’d told me last night and the things I wanted to do to his Master when I finally found him. Cutting off his hands wouldn’t be good enough. Even with a tourniquet, he’d eventually bleed out, not to mention he’d probably pass out from the pain. No, cutting those off would have to happen toward the end. I wanted him to suffer first. 
I built the scene in my mind, put the gurney in the basement, strapped him to it. Alcohol wipe. Hold still, this will sting. Hang the saline fluid and set the steady drip. Ketamine to render him immobile and to dull the pain without killing it completely. Cut shirt from the abdomen. No need for iodine or alcohol. He won’t live long enough to die of infection. Feel up the side, count the ribs. Have to find the right place so I don’t puncture a lung or hit the liver. Insert trocar and—
“I never figured you for a rap guy,” Theo said. 
“Huh?” I tucked the fantasy into a box for later and filed it away before looking over at him.
“The music.” He nodded to the car dash. “You like rap?”
I realized for the first time that he was talking about the album playing. “Not really,” I said, reaching to shut it off. “It’s background noise to me.”
Theo’s eyes lingered on me, almost like he was waiting for something. When I didn’t say anything, he turned away, shoulders slumping like he was disappointed. What did he want from me? 
Ask about him. I could practically hear Mom’s voice in my head. Ask him what he likes.
For a minute, I was a kid again, standing in the kitchen after school. The memory was so vivid, I could feel the paper I was clutching in my fist, the weight of my backpack. The teacher had sent home yet another note saying she was worried I didn’t have any friends. It wasn’t that I didn’t want friends. I did, even if most of the other kids annoyed me. Despite my irritation with people, I was still human. I wanted to fit in.
“The other kids don’t like me,” I said in my squeaky, pre-pubescent voice.
“Have you tried talking to them?” Mom asked patiently from where she sat at the table.
I shrugged. “They don’t want to talk about anything interesting. All they care about is movies and video games or the girls they like.”
Mom sighed and lowered her teacup. “River, sometimes, when you want to get close to someone, you have to pretend to be interested in the things they like.”
“Why?” I demanded.
“Because while those things may seem boring to you, they’re major parts of other people’s lives. Just because they don’t share the same hobbies and interests as you doesn’t mean they don’t want to talk about what interests them. If you listen to them talk about their interests, they’re more likely to listen to you talk about yours.”
The memory faded and I was back in the car, feeling that gentle tug in my chest, the one that said I should do something.
“What kind of music do you like?” I asked Theo.
“You don’t have to do that, you know.”
“Do what?”
“Pretend.” He shifted in his seat to lean on the window. “You don’t care what music I like. It’s kind of obvious when you’re forcing yourself to pretend to be interested in me.”
Taking my eyes briefly off the winding road, I looked over at Theo and frowned when I saw him slumped over and staring forward blankly. “I am interested.”
“Just not in my music preferences,” Theo pointed out.
“I want to talk to you, Theo, but I don’t know how.”
He gripped his elbows and squirmed. Maybe it was hard for him to talk about music for some reason, but I couldn’t figure out why. “I mostly only heard whatever was on the radio when I was working, so I don’t know much about it.” 
“I can find something you like.” 
He shrugged. “I think I’d rather talk.”
“Okay,” I said, gripping the steering wheel around another tight turn. “What did you want to talk about?”
“I don’t know,” he said with another shrug. “How about your brothers? You don’t seem very close with them.”
I sighed. “It’s not that. I’ve always been the odd one out, being the middle child. I was too young to be friendly with War and Shepherd, and Xander and Xavier didn’t show up until I was already an adult.”
He looked over at me. “You said they were triplets. Where’s the third one? Is he in college or something?”
I chewed on the inside of my cheek, deciding how much to tell him. Xander and Xavier’s drama wasn’t my problem, and I didn’t consider Xion to be my brother, especially not after the shit he pulled. 
“Xion’s in a state-appointed forensic psychiatric facility,” I answered at length. 
“Shit. What happened? I mean…if you want to talk about it.”
I sighed. “It’s not my story, but he used to live with us until he had a psychotic break and attacked Xander and Xander’s puppy.” 
“But Xander doesn’t have a….” He trailed off, eyes widening as he realized exactly what’d happened to Xander’s dog. “Oh.”
“Yeah. Xander’s lucky to be alive. He was in the ICU for twelve days.”
We fell silent again. 
“You never answered me about the landmarks,” I said after a moment. “Around the house where you were being kept? Did you ever see anything out the windows or…”
Now it was Theo’s turn to sigh.
“I know you don’t want to talk about it, Theo, but…” 
“Actually, it doesn’t bother me,” he said, though his body language said that wasn’t entirely true. He scraped his palms over his thighs. “There was only one window and it was high up. Master kept it covered with a garbage bag, so I never saw the outside. Whenever we had a job, he made us wear blindfolds so we couldn’t see. I have no idea where the house is, River. If I did, I would tell you.”
A window high up meant he was likely being kept underground, which didn’t tell me much. Most old houses in the Midwest had basements. Without a neighborhood or some other information, I was no better off than before. 
Am I sure it was a house? I’d assumed that based on what he’d told me, but Theo also seemed impressed with the size of my house. The old Victorian was decently sized, but it wasn’t a mansion by any means, even if he acted like it was. If this basement was big enough for their movie nights, and for all of them to be held in separate rooms, it had to be huge. Bigger than any house basement I’d ever seen, unless they were all crammed into tiny rooms. 
I glanced over at him as we hit the Ewing’s Crossing city limits. Quaint little one-story houses sprang up on either side of us with toys and broken-down cars in the yards. “What were the walls made of? Do you remember any distinct sounds like traffic or bells?”
Theo turned to stare out his window. “Not really. Whenever we left, there was a sound, but it’s hard to describe.”
“Try,” I urged.
He closed his eyes and let out a slow breath. “It was…an echo. Voices carried. My shoes made scraping sounds. There was always a double chirp when they unlocked the doors, and that echoed. The place felt like a crypt.” 
A parking garage maybe? If that was true, it definitely narrowed it down. There were plenty of parking garages scattered around Columbus, but if he was being held close to one, that gave me a starting point at least. 
“Sometimes,” Theo continued, his expression growing distant, “the client’s cars were already there. Other times, they drove me to where I was supposed to work. The places were nicer when I was younger and…more personal. Like houses. One time, I stayed in this place for three days. I had my own room, as much pizza, root beer, and ice cream as I wanted, a whole room full of toys…”
My fingers tightened around the steering wheel as visions of murder danced through my head. He was pointedly ignoring everything else that had happened to him in that room. Maybe he was intentionally blocking it out. It was horrific, the things I imagined had been done to him. Nobody deserved that.
And that was coming from a monster like me.
I took Theo to a fast-food joint, where he stared at the menu with a frown while the impatient clerk glared at us in irritation. I’d already ordered my food, but Theo seemed stuck. Maybe he’d never eaten at a Burger King before. 
“How about some chicken nuggets?” I suggested. “Unless you want a barbecue bacon cheeseburger. They’re pretty good here.”
He let out a relieved breath. “Yeah, a barbecue bacon cheeseburger would be great.”
“Make it a meal,” I added.
The cashier barely looked up. “Fries or onion rings?”
Theo looked at me. “Onion rings?”
“They’re ok,” I said with a shrug. 
I was starting to notice a pattern with him. When I asked him what he wanted to eat, or what he wanted to wear, he didn’t have an answer, but if I asked, “Red shirt or blue shirt,” he didn’t struggle so much.
Too many options at once, and Theo seemed to shut down. He could make some decisions, but it seemed easier for him if there were only a few specific things to choose from. He struggled with open-ended questions and long lists of options. I couldn’t tell if that was due to his trauma or some other underlying issue. 
The more time I spent with Theo, the more I wondered if War was right and I should take him up to see Shepherd. Having a psychiatrist look at him probably wouldn’t be a bad thing, but Shepherd and I didn’t always get along. 
I took Theo into a big box store to go shopping. While he pushed the cart, I grabbed lube and condoms from the shelves, some strawberry scented shampoo, shaving cream, a new set of clippers, and the best razors they had. Then we went over to the clothing section and I helped Theo pick out some clothes. He seemed hesitant at first, objecting to me spending so much money on him. 
I didn’t see it that way. While I would’ve gladly let him wear my clothes so he’d smell like me, they didn’t fit. I didn’t like seeing him in Xander and Xavier’s shirts, and it was starting to get under my skin. He wasn’t theirs; he was mine. The only viable solution was to get him his own clothes so he’d stop reminding me of them every time I looked at him. Besides, I liked providing him with what he needed, and I enjoyed spending money on him. Better than letting it sit in my account and do nothing. 
After clothes shopping, we went to the electronics store where I picked up a burner phone for him. I activated it on the way out and tossed it to him. 
He frowned at it, holding it all wrong. “What’s this for?”
“So you can call me or text me. My number’s already in it.” 
“But you’re right here with me.”
“Right now I am,” I said, taking his hand. “But I can’t always be with you, Theo. I might have to go do something for work.” 
Theo lifted the phone and stared at the screen as we walked. “You should take it back.”
“What?” I said, coming to a stop. “Why? Theo, I told you, I like spending my money—”
“It’s not that. I can’t use this phone to text you.” 
I blinked at him and looked down at the phone, then back at him. “Why not?”
His face flushed, and he lowered his head to mumble, “I can’t read.”
There was that distant tug at the edge of my subconscious again. His body language said he was ashamed, but that didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t his fault. He’d told me he didn’t go to school, so it only made sense he didn’t learn to read. I hadn’t even considered that when I bought the phone, but now…
“You can text without words,” I told him, quickly grabbing the phone away from him. I fiddled with it for a few seconds, adding an app. Then I held up the phone. “Push this button and it’ll transcribe talk to text. And if you want to call me instead, you can push the phone icon.”
Theo’s chin quivered like he was going to cry. What had I done wrong? 
He flung his arms around me so suddenly, I almost dropped the phone. “Thank you, River.”
“It’s just a phone.” I chuckled and dropped my arms around him to pull him in tighter. His hair smelled like my shampoo, and every time I realized that, it made me want to make him smell even more like me. 
Theo let me go and stepped back. “It’s not the phone. It’s everything. This whole trip. This whole weekend.” He sighed. “I’m not good at explaining, but it means a lot to me.”
“I told you I’d take care of you,” I said and took his hand again as we walked toward the car.
He smiled, and it was good to see the way it lit up his face. “Maybe we could get some ice cream on the way back?”
“Actually, I was thinking we’d go see Shepherd.”
“Your other brother?” Theo tilted his head to one side. “Are you close?”
I sighed and shook my head. “Not really, but…” How should I put this so a normal person wouldn’t find it offensive? 
“Because he’ll have special insight into me as a psychiatrist,” Theo supplied. “War said that last week.”
Damn War and his shitty bedside manner. At least I knew how to pretend well enough to blend in most of the time. War didn’t even have an excuse. He was just a grade-A asshole.
I opened the trunk and dumped the rest of our bags inside before leaning on it. “I won’t make you go if you don’t want to, but War might be right. Shepherd’s specialty is sexual psychology and trauma, and he’s kind of got this thing about consent and punishing people who don’t respect it. He might be able to help you remember some things that help, or have suggestions that could help you cope better, but…” I sighed. 
“But?” Theo gestured for me to continue. “I can sense there’s some tension.”
I sighed again. “I can deal with Shepherd, but we don’t know if it’s actually Shepherd we’ll be talking to. If we walk in there and it’s Bryce and not Shepherd, we might as well not bother. I actually like Dex, but Keres…” 
“I don’t understand,” Theo said, shaking his head.
“Like the rest of us, Shepherd isn’t what you’d call neurotypical. He has DID. He’s four people, one body, and three out of the four are a handful. Shepherd is in the driver’s seat most of the time, and I know him well enough to know if something is off. If you want to go up there, that is.” I lifted my phone. “But I need to know now so I can call him and tell him we’re coming. Shepherd doesn’t like surprises.”
Theo carefully tucked the phone into his pocket. “If you think it will help, then let’s go see him.”
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My stomach dropped into my pelvis as the high-rise elevator ascended. River had pressed the button for one of the top floors, which was apparently where Shepherd lived.  
And I thought River’s house was nice. I stared at my reflection in the polished chrome of the elevator car. There had been a man at the door and a front desk downstairs. What kind of apartment place had a front desk person? 
“This place is…nice.” I offered, trying not to fidget too much.
River snorted and folded his arms over his chest. “It’s pretentious, is what it is. I don’t get why Shep can’t live in a normal house like the rest of us. Probably compensating for something.” 
The elevator slowly came to a stop and the doors slid open to reveal a carpeted hallway. River led me out and to the right where he pressed the buzzer next to a door. 
“Are you sure we’re not underdressed?” I looked down at my borrowed clothes. “Maybe I should’ve changed into my new clothes.”
“You’ll be fine,” River assured me. “It’s just Shepherd.”
River hit the buzzer again, and the door opened. The man that answered wasn’t much older than me and had sandy brown hair and black-rimmed glasses and a cleft chin. He reminded me of Clark Kent from the old Superman movies Master let us watch.
He pushed his glasses up his nose. “You must be River and Theo.”
“And you must be Shepherd’s new house pet,” River said and pushed past him. 
I gave the man an apologetic glance as River dragged me into the apartment.
“I’m his research assistant,” said the man at the door, stumbling to get out of our way. 
“Sure.” River didn’t sound like he believed him.
I was too busy gawking at the décor. Everything was sleek, modern, and flawless. A huge television stood over an unlit gas fireplace surrounded by furniture so nice it looked like no one had ever used it. Even the floors were spotless. It felt like I’d walked onto a television set and not into someplace where someone lived.
“Wow. This place is nice,” I pointed out, much to River’s irritation. 
“Thank you,” said a man from the hallway.
Something in me immediately wanted to turn around and run away as quickly as I could as soon as I heard him speak. He stepped around the corner, adjusting the cufflinks on his immaculately tailored suit. He wore a pair of leather gloves, but otherwise, he wouldn’t have looked out of place at a corporate office. Dark green eyes scanned the room as if the very air in it was beneath him. Maybe it was. This guy belonged on a runway modeling Italian suits, not talking to us.
The man smiled at me. “It’s always nice to meet someone who appreciates the finer things. Maybe some of your good taste will rub off on my darling little brother.”
“Shepherd,” River said in greeting, his tone tense.
The corners of Shepherd’s lips pulled back into a predatory smile. “River. I was surprised when you called, but you’re always welcome here. You and your…friend.”
River’s arm tightened around mine as Shepherd eyed me up and down.
“Is this family business or personal?” Shepherd asked.
“Personal,” River ground out through his teeth.
“You’ve caught me at an awkward time, I’m afraid. Gavin and I were about to head out for this evening’s research.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “But maybe if you ask me nicely, I could be convinced to change my plans.”
River was snorting like an angry bull next to me. I half expected him to launch himself at Shepherd and start swinging. Instead, through clenched teeth, he mumbled, “Please, Shepherd, can we speak to you in private about a personal matter?” 
“What was that?” Shepherd cupped a hand behind his ear. “I’m not sure I heard you clearly, little brother.”
“Twenty minutes,” River spat. “It’s all we want, you bag of dicks with a god-complex. I’ll even pay you for your time.”
Shepherd regarded us with an amused expression. “You’re family, River. I would never dream of charging you outside of business hours. If you’re having performance issues, I’d love to hear about them.” He waved to his assistant, who’d met us at the door. 
Gavin nodded and picked up the phone.
“If you’ll be so kind as to step into my office?” Shepherd took a step back and gestured down the hall.
The office Shepherd ushered us into was neat and tidy. Bookshelves lined one wall while a cherry wood desk sat in the middle. Behind it, huge floor to ceiling windows showed lights on the freeway beyond, but it was the artwork on the interior wall that caught my attention. While the rest of the décor in the apartment was all black and white, the paintings were all self-portraits in vivid yellows, bright greens, and deep reds.
“They say he was only epileptic, but I disagree.” 
I jumped at the sound of Shepherd right behind me. He smirked when I glanced back at him. 
“Who?” I asked.
“Van Gogh.” He took a step forward to stand next to me, admiring the paintings on the wall with his hands folded behind his back. “He did suffer from seizures, famously so, but to stop there would be doing a brilliant mind a disservice. The near feverish pace with which he produced his art, the utter devotion to it, paired with extended episodes of delusion, depression, and several well-documented moments of sometimes violent psychosis? The man was very likely schizophrenic. But no one wants to admit that, because there is still such a stigma attached to psychiatric disorders. Epilepsy is more acceptable. Schizophrenia simply isn’t sexy enough.”
“Did he paint these?” I asked, nodding to the paintings. 
Shepherd chuckled. “No, unfortunately. A real Van Gogh would go for over a million dollars. These are my poor attempts at capturing his likeness and style.” 
I didn’t think they were poor attempts at all. Even though I had never seen a real Van Gogh painting, Shepherd seemed to have matched the moody, distorted self-image the man must’ve had. 
Shepherd went to the seat behind his desk. “Please, sit.”
River sat stiffly in one of the chairs across from him and I sank into the other, sitting on the edge. My knee started bouncing up and down on its own. I forced it to still. 
I felt naked under Shepherd’s intense stare, almost as if he were shining a black light on me and he could see all the dirty places on my skin other people had touched. 
“Well?” River suddenly blurted, and I flinched.
Shepherd sighed and lowered his hands, leaning forward against his desk. “Patience was never your strongest asset, was it, River?”
“I didn’t bring him up here for you to stare at,” River growled.
“Why did you bring him here?” Shepherd’s mouth quirked up in a slight smirk when River struggled with the question. “You don’t know, do you? You only know that your toy is broken, and you need your big brother to help you fix it.” 
River glared at Shepherd.
He knows, I realized. Shepherd knows what I am. My face heated. “How much did he tell you?”
Shepherd’s eyes slid to me again. “River said nothing. Nothing useful anyway. If you want someone to blame for what I know, blame War. I spoke with him this morning and he filled me in on some of it.”
“War doesn’t know shit,” River mumbled and crossed his arms.
Shepherd ignored River’s outburst to focus on me. “What is it you think War told me?”
I glanced over at River before lowering my eyes. “That I’m a whore. That people bought me, used me. And that River saved me.”
“You were a prostitute.”
“It’s the same thing,” I pointed out with a shrug.  
“Is it?” Shepherd studied me with a blank expression, folding his hands on the surface of the desk. “Perhaps they mean the same thing, but they have different connotations. Whore is a derogatory term. Choosing to use that word in place of another is very telling.”
I swallowed. “It is?”
“You could have said you were a victim of human trafficking. They all mean the same thing,” Shepherd said. 
I chewed my lip and tried the phrase out in my own mind once. Theo, human trafficking victim. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s even worse.”
“How so?” Shepherd urged.
“Because I don’t want anyone to see me as a victim.”
“But that’s what you are, Theo. You didn’t have a choice. Powerful men preyed upon you, took away your freedom. To be a victim is not a negative thing. It puts the blame where it belongs, shifting it from you to the perpetrators of your abuse.” Shepherd leaned back in his chair. “What about the word survivor? How does that word feel to you?”
I licked my lips, thinking. “It feels like a lie. I haven’t survived anything.”
“And why not?”
“Because surviving would mean I’ve come out the other side stronger.” I shook my head again. “I’m not. I’m terrified all the time that I’m going to wake up and find this is all a dream. And when I go to sleep, all I dream about is being chased and dragged back there. I can’t even go to the bathroom on my own without wishing River was next to me. I know it was awful, but sometimes I wish—” I broke off, eyes widening as I realized what I’d been about to say.
“Yes?” Shepherd’s eyes sparkled. “Sometimes you wish what? Finish the thought, Theo.”
River was watching me, his eyebrows drawn together in concern.
I turned away and mumbled, “Sometimes I wish I could go back. At least then I wouldn’t be afraid anymore.”
I didn’t actually want to go back. I couldn’t anyway. Master would punish me, maybe even kill me for running away. I just wanted things to go back to the way they were. I wanted my life to have some level of normalcy and predictability, even if what I knew was coming was bad. Anything was better than this exhausting gauntlet of waiting for him to find me, waiting for River to grow tired of me, waiting, waiting, waiting. 
“I’m tired of waiting for bad things to happen to me,” I whispered, closing my eyes.
“What about good things?” Shepherd prompted. “Tell me something good that’s happened to you since you met River.”
I started to answer.
“And you can’t say meeting River.” He smirked.
Dammit. How did he know exactly what I was going to say? I looked over at River, trying to pick something specific. “River bought me a phone today.”
And when he kissed me last night, I wanted him back. I hadn’t thought myself capable of wanting someone else, and that I did was confusing. Did I really want to be with him, or was it some survival mechanism kicking into overdrive? Maybe I only wanted him because he was nice to me. Was that how easy I was? Ready to come for the first man who didn’t use me up and throw me away? 
“What else are you thinking about, Theo?” Shepherd asked, bringing me back.
“Nothing,” I said quickly, skin flushing hot.
Shepherd glanced back and forth between me and River. “There’s no reason to be ashamed, Theo. I’m a scholar of human sexuality. I have literally coached couples through intercourse. I co-own a BDSM club. There is nothing you can tell me that I haven’t heard before.”
I blushed harder and squirmed in the chair. 
“You thinking about the hand job I gave you last night?” River asked in a smug tone.
I sank further into my chair. 
Shepherd sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “River, it’s imperative that Theo be allowed to speak for himself.” 
I nearly jumped out of my skin when someone knocked on the door. 
“Come,” Shepherd called.
The door cracked open and Gavin stuck his head in. “Food’s here. I hope you guys like pad Thai.”
“Thank you, Gavin,” Shepherd said. “Theo, why don’t you help Gavin get the table set up while I talk to River for a moment?”
My stomach did a somersault at the prospect of being away from River, but he didn’t seem bothered. He’ll only be in the next room, Theo. It’ll be fine.
River picked up my hand and kissed the back of it. “I’ll be right out,” he assured me. 
I swallowed, nodded, and stood, going to the door with Gavin.
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“Mom said I’m not allowed to harvest your organs,” I said as Shepherd placed two highball glasses on his desk. “She and Tatty also send their love.”  
Shepherd spun the top off the bottle of imported liquor with a snort and splashed a dash of amber in each glass. “Coming from Mom, that’s practically a threat. I can’t possibly think of anything I’ve done to warrant such a thing.” He sat back, putting his feet up on the desk, crossing one ankle over the other as he swirled the drink around. He peered into it as if he expected to find a fly in his drink. 
I shifted in my seat, throwing an anxious glance at the door. I didn’t like leaving Theo alone, especially in Shepherd’s apartment with someone I didn’t know. 
“You don’t need to worry about your pet,” Shepherd said, cradling his glass. “Gavin isn’t interested.”
“How do you know?”
“Because Gavin is the most sex repulsed asexual ace to walk the face of this Earth,” Shepherd said with a twinge of disappointment. “And while his morality is flexible, it is much more grounded than mine, hence why I keep him around.”
I eyed the drink in front of me. “You’re drinking again. You know you’re not supposed to drink with your meds.”
“Which one of us has the medical degree again?” Shepherd pretended to consider the ceiling. “That’s right. I do. You have a certificate. Cheers to you.” He lifted the glass and downed it in one go.
I considered him as he refilled his glass. “Are you off your meds?”
Shepherd gave me a bored glance. “I had a naughty little grad student who hasn’t had an orgasm all semester waiting for me at my club when you showed up. Given the immense amount of preparation he and I have both put in for our session tonight, I was disinclined to cancel, so I’ve only postponed our meeting by a few hours. Every minute that I’m up here with you is one he’s not licking my boots and begging me to let him come, so let’s finish this quickly and go back to pretending to tolerate each other at a distance, shall we? What is it you want from me, River? You do realize I can’t take on your boy toy as a patient?”
I put my arm on his desk, leaning forward. “I want you to tell me how to play with him without breaking him, and I want you to help me find the people who hurt him so I can make them pay.”
He considered me for a long moment, tapping the end of his pen on his desk. “I’d like to have another session with him. Alone this time.”
“You just got finished telling me you couldn’t take him on as a patient,” I growled.
“I didn’t say as a patient. I’d like to study him.”
“No,” I answered before he’d even gotten the full sentence out. “I’m not leaving you alone in a room with him. He’s mine.”
Shepherd sighed. “I know this possessive display is rooted in your trauma, River, but would you try to think about it rationally? You’re asking me to assess and diagnose a patient I’ve seen for only a few minutes in a less than ideal situation.” 
You bastard, I thought at him. That was why I couldn’t stand Shepherd. He thought he was better than the rest of us. We were all murderers, but not him. He could pass his crimes off on one of his alters, still somehow believing his hands were clean. 
“You’re not having a session of any kind with Theo.” I folded my arms. “Either help me, or I’m leaving.”
Shepherd shrugged. “To be clear, I won’t object to you leaving at any time.”
“And I’m taking Theo with me,” I added.
His left eye twitched. 
Yeah, Shepherd was definitely off his meds again, which meant I was sitting in an office with a ticking time bomb. 
He poured himself another drink and drank it thoughtfully, staring at empty space for a while. “Co-dependency. Complex post-traumatic stress disorder. Possibly even an attachment disorder, depending on how young he was when this began. He clearly lacks a strong sense of self.”
“How do I fix him?” I insisted.
Shepherd sighed. “You can’t fix him. He’s not a broken doll. With disorders that complex, I would normally recommend extended therapy under regular supervision, perhaps even an inpatient program. Clearly, that isn’t an option here. You’ll need to build his autonomy slowly. Give him simple tasks to do, but don’t coddle him. Domestic chores would be a good place to start.”
I wrinkled my nose. “He isn’t one of your house slaves, Shep.”
“I’m being serious,” Shepherd said, deadpan. “You small-minded cavemen laugh, but BDSM mirrors therapy in a lot of ways. A typical course of therapy begins by breaking down assumptions and barriers that separate the present self from the ideal self. Theo doesn’t have those barriers. His self is like…a house with no walls. His trauma is clearly compartmentalized somewhere. It’s not in the house. Maybe it’s outside the house like a storm. The longer that trauma stays outside, the more damage it’s going to do to his whole identity. But if you open all the windows at once, you’ll flood the place and wreck it too. Something like this has to be handled carefully. You crack the windows into the trauma, River. You don’t throw them all open at once.”
I slumped in my chair. “Once more, without the confusing analogy.”
Shepherd sighed and shifted, letting his elbow rest on the desk. “It’s extremely likely that he’s suppressed memories associated with his abuse. Those memories will resurface, but don’t force them. Deal with them as they come. He’s going to experience all five stages of grief. You know how to deal with those. You’ve been trained.”
He was right. Working in the funeral industry, it was mandatory to get my certificate, even though I rarely interacted with living people. Mom and Dad had drilled the right responses into me, too. I understood grief and knew it well enough that I was confident in how to respond to it when it finally hit Theo.
“What about sex?” I asked. 
He massaged his temples. “Without speaking to him, I’m reluctant to give you specifics. However, since I know what a stubborn ass you can be, and since I don’t want you to break him before I get a chance to study him… Some victims of sexual trauma disassociate during sex as a coping mechanism. They build a safe place in their minds, separating their consciousness from what’s happening to their body.”
I frowned. “You think Theo does that?”
I didn’t know if I liked that. I wanted him to be present so I could enjoy him. If he wasn’t totally conscious of what was happening, he couldn’t consent. Not fully. 
“I don’t know,” Shepherd said, shaking his head. “I only said it’s common. Given his history, I would expect he views it as transactional, not unlike us, and may attempt to use it to manipulate you into giving him what he wants. He’s been taught that orgasms make dangerous men happy, and the fastest way to ensure his continued survival is to provide them to you.”
He had tried, but I didn’t want him to think of me like another customer to take care of. It was my job to take care of him. “How do I change his mind? Get him to see things differently?”
“Psychotherapy?” Shepherd suggested, lifting an eyebrow. 
I gave him a sour look.
“I’m serious, River. As long as he only has you, he can’t fully realize his own identity outside of you. Your personality is too big, and Theo will cling to you. He needs to be around other people.” His chair creaked as he leaned forward, grabbing a card from the corner of his desk. “I’m giving you the name of someone I trust,” he said, scribbling on the back of the card. “She’s a former student of mine, and a survivor of a similar situation. She runs a weekly support group in Winchester. Theo should go. It’s good for him to realize he’s not alone in his trauma, and to have someplace to talk about it where he won’t feel judged.” 
Shepherd held the card out to me. I swiped it from his hand without the promise that Theo would go. That had to be up to Theo. If he wanted to go, I’d take him, even if I thought group therapy was utter bullshit. 
“Fuck you,” I spat, but pocketed the card anyway. “What about the other thing?”
“You mean hunting down a group of predators who clearly can’t be bothered with consent? Predators hunting vulnerable people in my backyard?” He sank into his seat, putting his feet back up on the desk with a smirk. “Oh, River. You wouldn’t have come to me if you thought I’d say no.” 
I knew Shepherd would say yes. It was the others I wasn’t sure about. 
I arched an eyebrow. “You don’t want to confer with the others?”
Shepherd’s eye twitched again. “Bryce is on board as long as Dex stays out of it.”
Not surprising, since Dex was eight and afraid of the dark. It was too bad Dex was the one I saw the least of, because he was my favorite. “And Keres?”
Shepherd’s gaze grew more intense, and, for a moment, I saw the monster beneath. He was cold and evil, a being made of pure hate and crafted for the singular purpose of killing whoever was unlucky enough to cross his path. 
“Keres is resting in the dark place,” Shepherd whispered. “And we don’t want to wake him, do we?” 
“Are you sure this isn’t going to wake him up?” I wasn’t trying to be an asshole, but I had to know. 
Keres had a thing for hunting people who hurt the vulnerable, which sounded like a good thing, until you realized that, in Keres’s twisted version of reality, everyone was guilty. He was the sort of killer who would rip apart a city, killing everyone, until he was the last one standing. And then he’d slit his own throat for the hell of it. 
“I’m never sure of anything when it comes to him,” Shepherd said, watching me with predatory intent. “But that’s the risk of playing this game, isn’t it? Put your hand in the cage enough times, even a well-trained dog bites when he’s hungry.” 
“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” I stood and polished off my drink.
“River,” Shepherd called as I went to the door. 
I paused and looked back at him.
All traces of the danger that lurked beneath his skin had gone, leaving in its place the mask of a perfectly normal, functional human being. “Try music to get him to open up. Something other than rap? The CIA uses that to torture people for a reason.”
“Fuck you,” I said again and stormed out of Shepherd’s office.
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River decided we weren’t staying for dinner. It was just as well since I wasn’t hungry. My stomach and mind were both churning after my conversation with Shepherd.  
All day there’d been this pressure slowly building in my skull. Talking about what happened relieved the pressure some, but not enough. I needed to do something to get it out, but I didn’t know what.
I looked over at River as he tightened his fingers around the steering wheel. He hadn’t said a word to me since we left, focusing straight ahead on the drive. Irritation, or maybe anger, rippled out of him like heat from a radiator. 
I shouldn’t have said I wished I could go back. That had to be it. What else did he have to be angry about?
“I don’t actually want to go back,” I said, breaking the silence of the car ride. 
River blinked and looked over at me, his shoulders relaxing slightly. “What?”
“To Master. I don’t want to go back. I want to stay with you.”
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You’re only saying that because you’re afraid of me.”
“I’m not. I feel safe with you. Safer than I ever have before with anyone.”
It was strange, how connected I felt to someone I barely knew. Yet the more time I spent with River, the more I was sure of how I felt. I wasn’t afraid of him, only of him getting bored of me. There was this lingering feeling that he’d eventually realize his mistake with me, that he’d look over and finally realize that I wasn’t worth all the trouble he was going through. I wasn’t worth anything to anybody. 
Except maybe River. 
My thoughts weren’t making any sense. How could I be both worthless and valued? But I felt different things at different times, and talking to Shepherd had only mixed all of those feelings up in the worst way. I needed to figure out who and what I was supposed to be with him. Our relationship felt too loosely defined, and I didn’t know how to act, or what was expected of me. Was River my caretaker like Master? Was he supposed to be my friend? My lover? 
My chest was suddenly tight. There were too many feelings happening at once and I couldn’t breathe. 
Then River’s hand left the steering wheel and closed over mine, and the fog of confusion began to lift. “I’m not mad at you, Theo. I’m just mad.”
I let out a shaky breath, relieved. “At Shepherd?”
“At everything. Everything except for you.” He pulled his hand away, putting it back on the steering wheel. “Do you need anything? Hot? Cold? Something to eat?”
I shook my head. “I’m fine. But if you want to eat…”
“What I want isn’t food, Theo.” The intense look he shot at me across the narrow space between us sent goosebumps breaking out over my skin. 
My breath caught for a moment before I whispered, “What do you want?”
“Are you sure you want me to answer that, little finch? It might scare you, the things I want.”
“You can’t scare me, River.” Please. I need to know. 
He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel until the silence became unbearable.
“You want to fuck me,” I said.
River’s finger stilled. “I want to do more than that, little finch. I want to mark you, sink my teeth into that pretty, soft flesh and leave bruises behind. Not because I want to hurt you. Because I want everyone to see my mark on you and know that you’re mine. Especially Shepherd. I didn’t like the way he was looking at you tonight. I don’t like the way anyone looks at you. Every time they do, all I can think about is biting that pretty neck and sucking on the bruise until it blooms. I want to hold my teeth over your pulse and feel it flutter for me. I want you to ache for me. Only for me.” 
I sucked in a sharp breath, trying to ignore the way his words made my cock harden. “That’s…”
“I told you that you might not want to hear it,” he mumbled in a dark tone, staring forward. 
“It’s not that. I needed to hear it, River. Not knowing what you want is so much worse.”
He shook his head. “I don’t want you to think that’s all I want from you. I don’t want to be like the people who hurt you.” He glanced over at me, his expression still severe. “I need you to want it. If you don’t, it will never happen. I would rather keep you up on your shelf than risk breaking you myself.”
I frowned. “I don’t understand what that means.”
“It means if I can’t have you, nobody will,” he said, looking forward again. “And I don’t know how far I’ll go to make sure that remains the case. But I won’t allow anyone to hurt you in a way you don’t want, not even me. I’ll kill anyone who tries.”
Just like he killed Rick. 
The idea should’ve made me fear him. Instead, I’d never felt safer than in that moment. 
Or more turned on.
Which was even more confusing. I wanted him to leave bruises on me, to bite me until it hurt. Why did I want that? Hadn’t I been hurt enough? My neck had felt so naked ever since he’d taken Master’s collar off. Was I so ready to wear someone else’s symbol of ownership? A collar was a collar, whether it was leather or a bruise.
It’s different with him, I thought. Because I know he won’t do it unless I let him. 
But how can I be so sure? 
Maybe it was naïve, and I was weak, but I felt sure. I wanted him to hurt me, but not in the way other people had. It had to be different. 
“What if I wanted that too?” I asked and watched him carefully. “But…maybe somewhere else? Not my neck?”
River glanced over at me and then quickly away. “It doesn’t have to be there, but I’d like it to be somewhere other people can see.”
Because he needs people to understand I’m his to protect. The bruise is as much a threat to others as a mark of ownership. That makes it different. 
I glanced out the window, recognizing some of the houses and the big sign. A short while later, we passed through the sleepy little town, and then out the other side. We were miles from River’s house and I still didn’t know what to do. That feeling of dread was getting worse, the pressure in my head pounding.
By the time we pulled down the long gravel driveway and he parked the car, my whole body was vibrating with a need to get that feeling out of me, and thanks to River, I knew exactly how. 
“River,” I said, as he turned off the car. 
He pressed the release button on his seatbelt and looked over at me, waiting. 
My mouth was dry and my heart was pounding, but not because I was afraid. 
I leaned across the space, reaching out but stopping short of touching his face. He was so beautiful; it felt like a sin to touch him. I wasn’t worthy. River’s hand closed over mine and he brought it to his cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned into my touch.
“Will you kiss me?” The request came out as a breathy whisper, barely loud enough to hear.
He turned his head and pressed his lips to the inside of my wrist. Could he feel my pulse racing through that kiss? 
I licked my lips. “Kiss me more?”
His eyes fluttered open and locked on mine. For a second, he remained utterly still, like a predator locking onto its prey. Then he launched himself across the center console and captured my lips with his. I surrendered against the fury of him, a rabbit in the jaws of a hungry wolf. Strong fingers gripped my hair by the roots, tipping my head back while he caught my bottom lip with his teeth. 
Finally, the pressure that’d been building in my head all night released. This was the pain I needed; the only thing that made sense. I didn’t have to question it; there was no more wondering where or when or why. That could all come later. Right now, this was what I needed, what I wanted. 
He kissed me until we were both breathless and my scalp ached, yet I was so hard it was starting to hurt. 
“River,” I whispered hoarsely. Had he stolen my voice with that kiss? “I want more.”
He considered me for a moment, brushing his fingertips lightly over my cheek. “Are you sure?”
I swallowed and nodded. “Please.” I need something to feel good. I need pain I can understand, pain that reminds me I’m real, that I’m here. I’m still alive.
“Okay,” he said, and got out of the car.
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I rushed around to open Theo’s door for him, my attention catching on his every movement as he got out of the car. 
Part of me was still worried he would bolt, despite his claim to want more. After what he’d said at Shepherd’s, how could I not worry? Shepherd had warned me he might try to use sex to manipulate me. Was that what he was doing, or was this real? Did it even matter as long as we both got what we wanted?
As long as he doesn’t leave me.
My house was in the middle of nowhere, across from a soybean farm. If he ran, he might even get a fair distance before I caught him.
And I would catch him. That wasn’t the problem. I was more concerned about what I would do when I did. I had promised I wouldn’t let anyone hurt him, not even me, but that wasn’t true. I’d kill him before I ever let him get away from me. He was mine, every part of him, from the freckles dusting his shoulders to the heart beating in his chest. 
My insides ached with the need to claim him so that everyone who looked at him would know he was mine. I wanted him to feel me with every move, even when we weren’t touching, and know that I was there with him. 
I had never wanted that before with anyone, and the feeling was…confusing. It was as if there were two parts of me at war. One part wanted to bite him, twist him, hurt him, and break him so he couldn’t run. The other part desperately needed him to choose me. He wouldn’t do that if I hurt him.
Theo walked to the old wooden stairs leading up to my porch, and I relaxed. He wasn’t going to run. He was staying with me, choosing to. My heart fluttered behind my ribs, and I shook out my keys, rushing past him to open the door. 
The hardwood floors creaked as he stepped inside. 
I shut the door, my thoughts racing through all the things I should do. I should take care of him, be gentle, take my time, make him feel wanted. 
But that wasn’t me. No matter how much he deserved that, I couldn’t give it to him.
I couldn’t take it. I grabbed him and pushed him against the wall next to the old grandfather clock, swallowing his needy groan. His body relaxed against mine and he opened to me, surrendering immediately as he had in the car.
“I need to be inside you,” I said when we parted. “Now.” 
Theo put his arms around my neck. “Can we go to a bed?”
I snarled and bit his ear before lifting him by his ass. Theo squeaked and wrapped his legs around my waist, crossing them over my ass so he didn’t fall.
“I’ll fuck you in every bed in this house, little finch,” I replied, carrying him upstairs.
He blinked as if he were staring into bright lights. “How many beds are there?”
“Three and a hide-a-bed in the sofa,” I replied shortly.
I carried him to my bedroom and kicked the door shut behind us even though we were alone in the house. I didn’t want the rest of the world intruding on this. They could wait their turn, because I absolutely was going to fuck him in every room of my house. 
Theo let out another soft grunt when I put him down on the mattress. I didn’t bother with the light. As much as I wanted to see his eyes roll back and his face contort with ecstasy, the dark was a safe blanket that hid the ugliness of the world. Maybe I could hide some of mine in it too. 
I started pulling and kicking off my clothes while Theo frantically discarded his shirt. I kissed him again, harder, massaging my tongue over his, greedy to swallow all his softness. Theo moaned beneath me. Was that a conditioned response? Did he mean it? His limbs had gone limp under me, all the will to move gone out of him. What Shepherd had said about Theo disassociating during sex echoed in my mind and I pulled back, gripping his chin to hold him still while I looked down at him. He had that distant, doe-eyed look of someone who was awake, but not present. Seeing it on his face was like a stab straight to my gut. 
“Don’t do that,” I said firmly.
He blinked, and the look was gone. “Do what?”
“Stay with me, Theo.” I nuzzled against his throat. “Don’t leave me.”
His arms closed around my shoulders. “I’m right here.” 
But he wasn’t. I could hear it in his voice. He was teetering on the edge of the safe place he’d made, the place he could go that no one else could reach him. I had to keep him with me, but I was going mad with need. I wanted him enough that I was starting not to care.
With a snarl, I tore at his clothes, yanking his jeans and underwear off. I was being too rough. I was going to hurt him if I didn’t slow down. Deep down, I knew I was failing at this on every level. I needed to do something to take the edge off before I destroyed what little trust he had in me. 
I forced myself to focus on something else. The ritual of preparation was a good distraction. I should do that.
I crawled over him to yank open the bedside drawer. Theo was breathing hard, watching as I laid everything I needed out in a straight line and in order. Lube. Condom. A hand towel for cleanup.
I can’t do this the way I normally do, I thought, arranging everything. I have to do something different with him, something that keeps him grounded in reality.
“River?” 
I looked over my shoulder at him, his brows pinched in concern. Warm, soft fingers trailed over my shoulder. He was touching me, my Theo was touching me like he wanted me, but how could I know that he meant it?
“I don’t want you to be afraid of me,” I said quietly and then shifted how I was sitting on the bed. “I mean, you should be afraid of me, but I don’t want you to be.”
Theo shook his head. “I told you I’m not afraid of you, and I meant it.”
That was a lie. I knew it was. Everyone was afraid of me, and for good reason. People feared what they didn’t understand. How could they understand me if I didn’t even understand myself?
But Theo’s trauma wouldn’t let him tell the truth. He’d been taught the truth was dangerous. I had to teach him differently.
I turned around and pulled Theo into my lap, sliding further into the bed so I could lie down with my head on the pillows. When he looked at me in confusion, I said, “I want you on top of me.”
“I thought…” He hissed when I picked up his hand and bit the inside of his wrist hard enough to leave a mark behind.
“I’m not going to bend you over and fuck you like everyone else has ever done. I’m not everyone else.” I grabbed the bottle of lube and held it out to him. “Get yourself ready for me.”
Theo took the bottle with shaky, unsure hands, and I hated that he was uncertain, hated that he kept looking at me, waiting for me to tell him I’d changed my mind, hated that he seemed like he didn’t know how to do this. Other people had always done it to him. I didn’t know who they were, but I hated them too. 
I hated everyone and everything except for Theo. The rest of the world could burn, and I wouldn’t give a damn as long as he was safe and with me. 
His face was bright red as he carefully spread the lube over his fingers, warming it by rubbing his hands together. Theo pointedly avoided looking at me as his fist closed around my cock and he slicked me up. 
“Stop,” I barked, and I hated how he flinched. I cupped his cheek, forcing my voice to soften. “Don’t worry about me yet.” I took his hand, turned it over, and poured more lube over his fingers, pushing his hand back to him. “Finger your ass.” 
He stared at me as if I’d lost my mind, but he complied. Straddling my hips, Theo leaned forward. My attention flicked to the large standing mirror set up on the far wall so I could watch him do it. There was enough moonlight coming through the window that I could see him clearly circle his entrance with his middle finger before pushing it inside. His eyelashes fluttered, and he bit his lip as he slid his finger in and out. 
“Does it feel good?” I asked him, watching his face flush.
He nodded. 
I turned my head and scraped my teeth over the inside of his elbow. “Add another finger.”
He did as he was told, groaning softly. 
I moved my hands to his chest, running my fingers through the sparse curls of coarse, dark red hair. “Fuck yourself on your fingers while I touch you, little finch.”
“I thought you wanted to be inside of me.” He opened his eyes, but his lids were heavy, pupils blown wide.
“I do,” I growled, and I rolled one of his nipples between two fingers, earning a pleasured hiss from him. “But I also need you to enjoy this. I want to be inside you and feel you come while you’re riding my cock, chasing the pleasure no one else can give you. I want you to want to impale yourself on my cock.”
“I already do,” he panted and started rocking his hips back against his fingers. 
“No, you don’t. I need you to need me like an addict needs the needle. I want to be the fire burning in your veins, Theo. When you breathe, I want you drowning in your need to be with me.” 
“Fuck, River,” he panted and tipped his head back, exposing his beautiful, soft throat as he fucked himself. “That has to be the single hottest thing anyone’s ever said to me. And probably the most fucked up.”
“I know. I don’t care. Add a third finger.” 
He lowered his head, looking down at me, unsure until I sat up enough to capture his nipple between my teeth. Theo cursed again and his hips bucked, his hard cock dragging over my stomach and leaving a smear of pre-cum behind. 
“Do it,” I demanded and pushed the lube at him. “I need you ready.”
“I am ready,” he whined, but did it anyway, doubling over slightly as he added a third finger. “Ungh. Fuck…”
I reached between us, closing a fist around his leaking cock to give it a single teasing pump. “You know, there’s a part of me that wants to watch you come like this. I want to watch you come apart without ever spoiling you. Keep you pristine and know you’ll never be touched again except by the hands you want.”
“I want your hands,” he said, panting and trying to thrust into my fist. “I want your cock, River. I want you inside me.”
I thumbed the leaking slit of his cock, smearing pre-cum across it. “Only me?”
“Only you!”
“Tell me you need me.”
“I do!” He tipped his head back, practically sobbing, desperate, but I wouldn’t let him have the friction he wanted, instead grabbing his ass and tipping him forward so that he had to stop fucking himself. He whined, “I need you so bad, River.”
I held him there while I slicked myself up. “You need me to claim you?”
“Yes! I need you to make me yours. Fill me up until there’s nothing but you left.”
“Show me,” I demanded.
Theo reached behind him and lifted my cock, positioning it expertly against his entrance. We groaned together as he slid me inside the sweet, tight heat of his body. He bore down, making it a few inches before he had to pull back and add more lube.
“Fuck, River, you’re so big,” he panted, sinking down even more. 
I growled and gripped his hips, fighting the urge to thrust up into him. He was playing a dangerous game by feeding my ego, but damn if I didn’t eat that up like candy. 
Theo sank onto me until he was flush against my hips. Hands braced against my chest, he started to lift himself up and down, rocking his hips. I gripped his thighs, squeezing tight enough that I left finger indentations. It still didn’t feel like enough contact, so I hooked an arm behind his back and pulled him down into a crushing kiss before moving down to scrape my teeth over his collarbone. 
“Here?” I asked, licking over the spot. “Can I mark you here?”
“Fuck, yes,” Theo panted.
He cried out as I sank my teeth into the skin, but the pained cry quickly morphed into a desperate, choking moan. Theo cursed as I closed my lips over the spot and sucked hard, tasting salt and iron. 
“River!” he groaned.
God, hearing my name on his lips like that was so fucking sexy. My control shattered and I gripped his hips and started pumping up into him roughly. He grunted with every impact, the wet smack of our bodies coming together filling the room. My eyes fixed on the bright red spot on his upper chest, watching the bruise deepen and bloom. The stark colors against his pale skin were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
“Oh, fuuuuck…” Theo whined, his voice trembling with each crash of me into him. “Fuck, River. Right there! Right fucking there!”
I slid my hand between our bodies to grip his cock, pumping quickly. 
“Don’t stop! Please don’t stop!” he pleaded, eyes squeezing closed.
I snarled, incapable of words. It hadn’t been more than a few minutes and already pleasure was coiling at the base of my spine, a high-powered spring ready to release. I was so keyed up, so fucking horny for Theo. I was surprised I’d lasted that long, but I wanted to make it at least until I was sure he’d finished. 
Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long. Theo’s hips jerked and his body tightened around me as if he were trying to strangle me through my cock. Cum splashed over my stomach, up my chest, and hit the comforter. Theo stared at it spilling over my fist stupidly, as if he couldn’t believe it was real. That wrecked look of disbelief and bliss was so fucking hot, I couldn’t hold myself back. I drove my hips up into him, pulling him down in one hard motion and sinking my teeth into the inside of his arm. He shuddered and shook in the last throes of his orgasm as I found mine, spilling inside of him.
Theo collapsed against me, breathing hard and trembling in my arms as if he were freezing. 
Still inside of him, I reached to pull the blanket over us and paused with a slight grimace when I remembered something. “Dammit…” 
“What? What’s wrong?” He blinked up at me, still bleary-eyed and breathing hard.
“I was so worked up I forgot the condom. I’m not supposed to do that if we don’t talk about it first.” 
Mom would kill me if she found out, maybe literally. Consent was not something we were allowed to violate with sexual partners, and she had made it very clear that without an enthusiastic yes to anything, the answer was always no. I had definitely crossed a line with Theo.
“S’alright,” he mumbled, dragging his nose across my collarbone. “I like knowing it’s there. Plus, it’s one more difference between you and them. They always had to wear one. It was in the rules.”
Rage flared in my chest like a candle under gasoline. I squeezed Theo harder against me, as if I could somehow shield him from all the awful things that had already happened to him. I couldn’t. No one could. He’d never get back the years he lost or fully recover from the trauma. I knew better than anyone that he’d carry that with him for the rest of his life, and nothing I did would change that. 
But I could make them pay for it. 
Starting with his former master.
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We took a quick shower after, and then River made me sit on the toilet so he could get a closer look at the bruises he’d left. I thought he was just admiring them until he opened the cabinet and got out a jar. 
“What’s that?” I asked as he unscrewed the lid.
“Arnica cream. It’ll help you heal faster.” He spread some on his fingers and reached toward the big bruise on my collarbone.
“Leave it,” I blurted, and he froze. Our eyes met and I swallowed nervously. Was he mad? 
I knew he liked it there, and after how badly he’d wanted to mark me, it seemed like such a waste to make it go away faster. Yes, it hurt, especially when I moved around, but I liked that it hurt. Whenever my head started to feel too full, I knew I could reach up and touch the bruise and I’d feel grounded again. Every time I saw my reflection, I’d be reminded of how badly it seemed like he’d wanted me, how good and valuable he’d made me feel. 
River hadn’t treated me like a whore. He’d treated me like his whore. 
He nodded, shoulders dropping as if he were relieved. “Let me see the inside of your arm.”
River spread the cream over the two bruises he’d left on the inside of my arm and a few I hadn’t known were on my hips. Then he gave me two little brown pills that he promised would help if there was any pain and took me back to bed to sleep.
Even as exhausted as I was, it was hard to sleep, despite being in River’s arms. The house was too new, the sounds of the old wood creaking unfamiliar, and my thoughts were too loud in my head. 
Normally, I’d shut my mind off after sex. Just clean up and curl up, numb and empty. I couldn’t do that with River. He wouldn’t let me. Not that I wanted to, either. While I’d had orgasms before, it had been different with him. So far, he’d gone out of his way to make sure I enjoyed sex, that I was comfortable, and that I wanted what we were doing. He’d been so careful with me, so tender in a way no one had ever been. It was easy to open myself up to him.
What if it’s an act? I wondered. What if this is just how he is in the beginning? The way River spoke of himself sometimes scared me. He could change at any moment and decide to hurt me instead of taking care of me. What would I do then?
I knew this wasn’t healthy, that our relationship was about as toxic as it got, but I couldn’t help myself. I wanted this. 
Relationship, I scoffed. Is that what this is? Are you so desperate, Theo? He gets you off twice and you’re ready to make your bed with a murderer. 
Well, he couldn’t possibly be any worse than all the others that’d come before. At least, that’s what I told myself.
The ghosts of faces swirled in my memory, specific features always out of reach. I remembered croaky voices, the smell of stale tobacco and bad breath, calloused hands in places I didn’t want them to be. 
“Hey,” River said, stroking a hand through my damp hair. “You okay?”
I swallowed and wondered again if he had some kind of mind reading power. He seemed to have a sixth sense of when I was sinking into my own head too much. “Yeah, just thinking.”
River was quiet, his fingertips brushing over my ribs and sending little shocks of pleasurable sensation through me. 
“Do you remember what I told you about my mom?” he said quietly.
“That she died of a heroin overdose.” Why was he bringing that up?
River nodded. “I don’t know a lot about my father, but I know he was white, and DNA has never come up, so he must not be in the penal system. She was here illegally from South Korea. They think that’s why she didn’t go to a hospital to have me. There were no records of me. No birth certificates. No social security card. When she died, I was four. I was an only child that no one knew existed, so no one came looking for me. No one came to check on her.”
My throat felt tight. I reached behind me to hold his hand, but he didn’t squeeze back. 
“I didn’t know how to use a phone,” he continued. “I could reach the fridge, the sink, and two cabinets that contained cereal, chips, and crackers. I was lucky she’d just gotten a big box of food from the food pantry and gone shopping. When it happened, I thought she’d just gone to sleep for a long time. Sometimes, when she took her shots, she did that. Even when she started to bloat and smell, I didn’t know what was going on. I was too young to have any concept of death.” 
“Jesus, River,” I whispered. 
“They didn’t find me until someone from the power company came to shut our electricity off. I told him my mom was sick, and that I was hungry, apparently. They think I was in there with her for over a month. I don’t remember. I don’t remember a lot of it, actually. Just the waiting. Waiting on her to get better, to wake up, to take care of me.”
How could he be so casual about it? He didn’t sound the least bit upset, like it didn’t matter that he’d been alone with a decaying body for over a month.
I turned over to face him and touched his cheek. “You don’t have to tell me, River.”
“I’m not telling you because I want your sympathy,” he said, staring at me. “I’m telling you because…” He sighed and rolled onto his back. “She left me alone, Theo, and I’ll never forgive her for leaving. I can’t. I hate her. I hope she’s rotting in hell for loving her fucking drug more than she ever loved me.” 
River closed his eyes and took a deep breath in, letting it out slowly before he turned to face me again. “You can’t leave me, Theo.” 
Like his mother left him, I realized.
Oh, River. My heart felt like it’d cracked in two. This was him at his most vulnerable. He was letting me see who he was under the mask he showed everyone. Somewhere deep down, buried beneath a mile of misdirected anger and unhealthy coping mechanisms, was a scared, hurt little boy who needed to take care of someone, and who needed to be taken care of in return. 
I scooted closer, putting my arms around him and tangling our legs together. “I won’t,” I promised.
“You can’t run from me,” he said again. “You can’t go back there. I won’t let them have you.”
“I’m not going anywhere, River.” 
He took a breath and it came out shaky, almost like he was on the verge of tears. “I need to tell you something.” 
I lifted my head to look up at him. “What is it?”
“It’s about my family. My brothers, Mom, Dad, Tatty… We’re not normal.”
I’d guessed as much already. War seemed to have OCD, and Shepherd had four personalities. River was a sociopath and the triplets… Well, one of them was in an institution, probably for life. 
River ran his thumb along my cheek. “Have you heard of Big Sister? Some people call her the Angel of Death.” 
I shook my head. 
“They say she killed twenty-three men over thirty years,” River said. “All of them were rapists and abusive husbands. Men who deserved it. She worked as a delivery nurse at Mount Carmel Hospital. Some little girl came in pregnant, and within a year, her dad, her uncle, her neighbor—they all went into the ground in a pine box.”
“Why are you telling me this, River?”
He studied me in silence for a long moment. “Because Annie is The Angel of Death.”
I stared at him in shocked silence. How could that be true? Annie was sweet and kind. Gentle. She’d given me cookies and tea. 
And if what River was saying was true, she’d killed twenty-three abusers, freeing twenty-three girls from future abuse.
“Yuri has worked for the Vori since before he came to America in the early nineties,” River continued. 
“The Vori?” I asked.
“Russian mafia. He’s not a member himself, but the connection is strong. His old man had an arrangement with the local boss to dispose of the bodies. Dad’s continued that tradition. Sometimes, the bodies he’s taken care of… They aren’t completely dead, Theo.” 
I couldn’t stop myself from recoiling slightly. “Wait a minute.” I sat up. “You’re telling me Annie, Tatty, and Yuri are what? Like serial killer mob bosses?”
River shrugged. “Well, technically Tatty is a mafia princess, and there’s her husband, Niki, but like that whole thing is complicated. He’s definitely killed people though.”
“What about War, Xander, and Xavier?” I pressed. “You going to tell me they’re serial killers, too?”
River’s eyes took on a particular darkness that made me shiver. “We’re all killers, Theo. You saw me kill Rick. He’s not the first. There have been seven others, but I promise you they all deserved it.”
Eight people? Fuck, that was enough to qualify him as a serial killer more than twice over, wasn’t it? 
I was in bed with a serial killer. 
A serial killer from a family of serial killers. It was almost too much to believe.
“H-how?” I stammered. “How does no one know?”
“Nikita is a very good lawyer, and we’re all very careful. Besides,” he said, waving a dismissive hand, “mutually assured destruction is stronger than blood. Like you, I was brought up with strict mental conditioning, except that where your captor abused you, my parents used that programming to try to help me. They recognized what I was early on and decided that my instincts should be used for good instead of evil, just like what Mom did when she was younger. Mom, Dad, Tatty, and Nikita make sure I don’t kill people. Only monsters like Rick, and like your Master.” 
I sighed and crossed my arms, looking away. “What am I supposed to do? Just believe that you’re good serial killers?”
“There’s no such thing as a good serial killer,” he said and squeezed my thighs. “We’re not good people, but we can’t help who we are. Even if Annie and Yuri hadn’t found us, we’d be who we are, but we’d be worse. We’d be uncontrolled.”
“You’re saying you can control yourself?” I asked, tone harsher than I meant it to be.
River shook his head. “No. Not alone. I know my limits. Shepherd can as long as he stays on his meds, and War and the triplets deal with their issues in their own way, but I need to have other people around me who know. That’s why I’m telling you all this. You can help me. Tell me if I’m taking things too far. Teach me to be more…human.” 
I looked down at him, trying hard not to feel sorry for him. His early life had been a living hell, but that was no excuse to kill people. If the people he was killing did deserve it, though, would that be so bad? 
“That’s a lot to ask of me,” I pointed out. “I can’t even take care of myself, and you want me to take care of you?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head again. “You don’t need to do anything. I just need you to be you. It’s hard to explain. There’s a lot of noise in my head, Theo, but no direction. Just anger. Other people who aren’t like me, they help me know where to direct it.”
“Like at Master?”
River’s jaw muscles flexed, and anger flashed in his eyes. “He’s not your master anymore, Theo.” 
I sighed and touched my forehead. “I know, but it’s not like I know what else to call him. I don’t know his real name. I don’t know anything useful.”
“Are you mad at me?” he asked, finally sitting up.
I considered River, waiting to feel some shadow of anger. It should be there, but it just wasn’t. “No,” I said at length. “You’re right, River. Some people don’t deserve to live. If no one else is going to do anything to help, why can’t you do it in your own way? You saved me.” I sighed. “Tell me how I can help.”
River smiled and surged up to catch my lips in a quick kiss. “You don’t have to do anything but be with me. But if you do happen to remember something, it would help. Maybe not tonight, though.” He glanced at the clock and winced. “I have to be at work in a few hours.”
I frowned at the clock. “I don’t know if I can sleep. My mind is pretty busy tonight.”
He replied with a suggestive smirk. “You want me to suck your dick? That might wear you out.”
I pushed his head away, laughing. “You can’t solve everything by giving me orgasms.”
“I can try.” He grinned ear to ear and pounced me, tackling me to the bed, kissing his way over my stomach and hips. 
I relaxed and tried not to think about who he was outside of this room. Maybe that would be enough and this would all make sense tomorrow. 
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The alarm went off at seven the next morning.  
I shut it off and rolled over to kiss Theo awake. It was tempting to stay in bed with him all day. There was only one body, and it was from a county with no attached services, which meant he was probably a John Doe. It didn’t matter if I prepped him today, tomorrow, or next week for cremation, so long as we didn’t get overrun with bodies. 
But if I tried to call out of work, Dad would lecture me about responsibility and the importance of routine. He’d be at my door in an hour demanding that I come to work because it was good for me, and he’d be right. Theo was good for me, too. 
I ground myself against his thigh, savoring the taste of him, the answering hardness of his cock against me. 
“What was the alarm for?” he asked groggily between kisses. 
“I have to go to work,” I replied and kissed him again.
“What time do you have to work?” 
“Soon.” I reached between us, slotting our cocks together in my fist. “But it’s not the end of the world if I’m late this once.”
He made a small sound in the back of his throat as I started thrusting against him with more intention. “It doesn’t bother you to talk about dead bodies while we’re doing this?”
“Should it?” I licked over the bruise I’d left the night before. “Why?”
Theo shifted to look at me. “I don’t know. Bodies and funerals aren’t exactly regular pillow talk.”
“Maybe they should be. Nothing reminds you that you’re alive like death. Sex and funerals go together like flies and fruit. It’s actually one of the most common places—after bars—for people to hook up.”
“I wonder why that is,” Theo said dreamily, his voice growing thick. 
“Dunno. Shepherd’s the shrink, not me.” 
“I wonder if—”
I closed a hand over Theo’s mouth, muffling his next words. “I don’t want to talk,” I said and sank my teeth into his arm. I wanted to bite his neck, but he’d asked me not to, and I’d respect that, at least until I got him to change his mind.
Theo’s muffled moan vibrated through my palm. When he opened his mouth, I pushed my fingers into it and he closed around them willingly, sucking hard, eyes closed, face serene. Fuck, he was beautiful and so damn perfect. It wasn’t fair that I hadn’t found him sooner. 
I let my fist glide over us slowly, working both of us in tandem. It’d take a while to make him come like that, probably even longer because he’d already come three times the night before. I didn’t mind, though. I savored every second I was with him, every heated huff of breath, every quiet sigh or moan. Those sounds were mine, and he’d never make them for anyone else again. 
The world could wait. Theo was the only thing that mattered.
Slowly, though, his breathing got faster, and he started to tremble. I pulled my fingers from between his teeth to let him have some air. He immediately gasped and started to come, shaking violently as if he were convulsing, his mouth open in a silent scream as he spilled his release over my fist. I followed him into bliss a second later and then collapsed on top of him, breathing hard. 
“I think we need another shower,” Theo said absently.
I grunted in agreement. “And then we’ll swing by Mom’s for breakfast.”
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Well, everyone except War, but his OCD made cleaning an impossibly complicated task. 
I realized my mistake as soon as we walked into the kitchen and found Xander was already there. 
Xander’s eyes widened, immediately jumping to the bruise on Theo’s chest, which showed brilliantly thanks to Theo’s choice to wear a V-neck that day. “Bro. Is that a hickey?”
I growled at him. “As if you’re not covered in them half the time.”
Xander conceded the point with a shrug and forced his pop tart out of the toaster early. He plopped at the table and paused halfway through taking a bite when the front door banged open and a very sweaty War came into the hall, his phone pressed against his ear. His eyes were all puffy like he hadn’t slept, which was weird for him. War loved his beauty sleep. 
“It’s not about the money,” he was saying. “Ken, we agreed you were going to wait. It was your fucking idea! Well, don’t raise your voice at me!” He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look, if you sign that contract, you won’t have time to…” He lowered his hand, sobering. When he continued, his voice was completely flat. “No, I understand. Of course. Yeah. We’ll talk later.” He hung up and stared down at his phone resting in his palm. 
I crossed my arms. “Can I kill your ascot wearing tool boyfriend now?”
He sighed and clipped the phone to his hip without looking at me. “He’s not my boyfriend. Not anymore.” War shoved his ear pods back in and jogged up the stairs.
I frowned. That wasn’t like him at all, at least not the complete lack of emotional reaction. The breaking up with Ken bit was pretty standard. They’d broken up and gotten back together half a dozen times over the last three years. I glanced back at Xander.
“Don’t look at me,” Xander offered, his mouth full of pop tart. 
I walked over to kiss Theo’s cheek. “Get some breakfast. I won’t be long,” I told him and then rushed up the stairs after War. 
Outside of War’s room, I paused. The door was cracked open and he had his music cranked up so loud through his earbuds that I could identify the song. I pushed open the door and hung in the doorway, apparently interrupting a vigorous set of sit-ups. 
He paused long enough to scowl at me, yanking out one of his earbuds. “What do you want?”
I crossed my arms. “Taylor Swift? War, if you want to torture yourself, there are better ways.”
“Fuck you.” He put his back flat to the floor again. “Close the door on your way out.”
I sighed and came in, shutting the door behind me. “Come on, War. You and me both know Ken’s going to take you back like always. Don’t be all dramatic over it.”
“He’s cheating on me,” War said, remaining flat on the floor. “With his manager this time, I think.”
“And he’s still breathing?” 
War sat up and shot me a warning look. “You’re not allowed to kill Ken, River.”
“Don’t tell me you actually liked him?” I lifted an eyebrow. We all knew War and Ken were only together because War wanted kids and he thought Ken was an ideal dad for some reason. They had this five-year plan to get married and adopt a couple of orphans from some war-torn country or something. I didn’t care about all that. What I cared about was that Ken was a jackass jerking my brother around. 
War stared past me at nothing. “I bought a ring, River. I thought…”
I sank to the floor, sitting across from him, arms crossed. “You’ll find someone else, War.”
He shook his head slowly. “That’s easy for you to say. Do you have any idea how few people want to put up with all my stupid tics and compulsions? Ken was perfect. He didn’t care as long as I didn’t embarrass him in public. I mean, the sex was crap, but we had the same goals, came from the same socio-economic bracket…I didn’t even care the first three times he cheated. I don’t know why this time is bothering me so much.”
“He was the wrong person for you and you know it,” I said flatly.
War’s eyes met mine briefly before darting away.
I sighed and stood again. “You know what you need? Something to distract you. Now that you’re not flying back to Miami, you have plenty of time to help me and Theo.” 
“Maybe,” he muttered.
My watch beeped. “Shit. I’m going to be late for work. Just think about it, okay? It’s better than exercising until you throw up, War. Don’t punish yourself for that jackass’s stupidity. He’s the one who deserves to be miserable, not you.”
I came out of War’s room and almost ran straight into Xavier, who was frowning down at his phone. 
“Fuck,” he said, paling when he saw me, and he jerked his phone to his chest like he was trying to hide the screen. “When’d you get here?”
“I was just leaving.” I looked him up and down. “Don’t let Xander be an ass to Theo today.”
Xavier rolled his eyes. “As if I can control anything Xander does.”
“Just do it,” I told him and hurried down the stairs.
I collected my coffee thermos from Mom, made sure Theo had everything he needed, kissed him goodbye, and walked across the yard to the funeral home. I was early for once, judging by Dad’s car being absent, but I’d wanted to be. Once the organ started playing upstairs, it’d be hard to get my work done, especially if they played “Amazing Grace,” which they almost always did. It was like nobody could be original with the arrangement of their funeral music. When I finally kicked it, I hoped they played something more interesting, like bagpipe dubstep. Something unexpected.
My keys jingled loose in my hand, ready to unlock the transport bay doors, but I paused halfway up the ramp when I saw the door was already cracked open. I glanced back at the parking lot, verifying that Dad’s truck wasn’t there. He lived too far away to walk, especially with his bad knee. Could he have left it open when he closed up yesterday? No. Dad had never been that careless. 
I shifted my grip on the keys, going on high alert, and grabbed the door, yanking it open. Nothing in the immediate area seemed out of place, and when I went through the office, nothing was missing from there. The computers were still locked with no signs of tampering, and the filing cabinets were all in order. I even went upstairs to make sure no one had messed with the displays or the flowers we had all set up for the service happening in a few hours. 
Nothing was missing or out of place. Everything was exactly where and how it was supposed to be.
I was still on edge as I suited up and prepped for my first and only job of the day. Why would someone break into a funeral home and not take anything? 
And then I froze.
The bodies.
Still half garbed, I shoved through the double doors and into the work room, where I stopped dead in my tracks. There was a body on the table. One that wasn’t supposed to be there. 
He was a young man, late teens or early twenties. Attractive, even if he was a bit on the waifish side, with messy blond hair and pale skin, even for a corpse. He was lying fully clothed on my worktable, wearing a worn white t-shirt—the kind that came in multi-packs at department stores. There was a vomit stain on the shirt. 
That never should have happened. Clothed bodies meant contamination had been brought into the workspace. Now everything was polluted, and I’d have to clean the whole room from top to bottom. 
“River?” Theo’s voice echoed down the hall. 
Shit, what was he doing here? I’d told him to stay with Mom.
“River, you forgot your breakfast. Annie sent me to…” He trailed off as he pushed through the doors and into the lab.
I turned around with a sigh. Now everything was doubly contaminated. Thankfully, I’d only have to clean and sanitize once. 
My worries about cleaning and contamination disappeared when I saw Theo staring at the body, his face paler than normal. 
The paper bag containing my breakfast trembled in his fist. “Oh my god.”
“First time I’ve ever had a body show up here without having to go get it myself,” I said.
“No,” Theo said, shaking his head, a terrified look on his face. “River, I know him!”
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I couldn’t breathe. My chest was too tight, my throat closed up. Cold sweat coated the back of my neck and my chest. I tried to pull in air, but it was like my lungs refused to expand. 
Memories punched their way to the front of my brain. 
David. His name was David. He’d been my roommate as long as I could remember. Sometimes, we even went places together, worked together. He liked Diet Coke and dancing. We passed stickers and stolen bubblegum late at night and sat together at movie night.
I knew his name. I knew him. And now he was dead. 
Not theoretically dead, as in I didn’t know what happened to him and he never came back one night dead, either.
He was right there, still and pale and dead. 
I blinked and River was right in front of me, his hands on my face. He was talking to me, but the blood was pounding so loud in my ears I couldn’t hear what he was saying, so I focused on the movement of his lips.
Breathe. Was that what he was saying?
“Breathe, Theo.”
I gulped in a short breath, and it stuttered its way out of me in jerky puffs. 
River nodded. “One more. In and hold it, little finch. There you go.” 
“I think I’m gonna throw up,” I said, my voice squeaky.
River spun me, curled an arm around me, and hurried me through the double doors. There was a big trash can for discarded gloves and aprons in the next room. I doubled over it, emptying the contents of my stomach. My arms trembled as I heaved, and tears ran down my face. 
It took me a long time to recover, but River stayed right there with me, rubbing my back. When I could finally think, I forced myself to let go of the trash can. My knuckles were white and ached from the death grip I’d had on it.
“David,” I said, my voice trembling. “His name is David. He was my roommate.” 
“Fuck,” River spat and got out his phone. He pressed a single button and held it to his ear. When whoever was on the other end answered, he replied, “We have a problem. A big one. I need a family meeting now at the funeral home.” River hung up without waiting for a reply and put his hands on my shoulders. “When was the last time you saw him?”
I put my palm to my head, pushing back my hair, trying to think. Had I seen him the day Rick and Vince took me to that dive bar? The days were all starting to run together, and that felt like another life, even though it hadn’t been more than ten days. It couldn’t have been. “Um. I don’t know. The day I met you? Maybe the day before? He was still there when I left. We both had assignments that night.”
“Do you know who he went with?”
I shook my head. “No, they don’t give us that kind of information until we show up.” 
“Didn’t,” River corrected and cupped my cheek. “That’s all in the past now, Theo.”
I nodded numbly. How could he be dead? It felt surreal, like I’d walked into an alternate universe without realizing it. And what was he doing here? We were nowhere near Master’s home. At least, I didn’t think so. It seemed like it took a long time for River to drive me from the dive bar to this small town we were in.
“I’ve called everyone over,” River said calmly. “We’re going to talk about this and decide what to do. In the meantime, there’s some toothpaste and a toothbrush in a travel kit upstairs. Let’s get you cleaned up.”
I nodded again.
I was only half-aware as River guided me into the main part of the funeral parlor. He brought me to a small bathroom with fake flowers and a jar of potpourri. There was a picture on the wall with cute little animals and a bunch of words I couldn’t read. I stared at it while I brushed my teeth, waiting for the numbness to fade.
River hung onto me the whole time, his arms wrapped tightly around me or a hand on my back. Normally, I would have hated to have someone touch me that much, but with River, it was grounding. He was the only thing that felt real. 
I started to feel nervous again when we left the bathroom, but River didn’t bring me back into the room with the body, instead hustling me into what looked like a break room. 
Annie, Tatty, Xavier, and Xander were all already there, chatting amongst themselves. All their talk stopped as soon as we came in. Eyes crawled over my skin and I shifted uncomfortably under their stares.
“Theo, love,” Tatty said, rising. She opened her arms and embraced me. “Are you all right? Come sit by me, rybka.” She guided me to the table to sit.
War came in shortly after us, his hair still wet. Unsurprising since he’d been in the shower when I left the house. He sat at the table with the others, a glass of something green in his hand. “What’s so important that it couldn’t wait until this afternoon?” War mumbled, sipping his green smoothie.
“I’m certain River will tell us,” said a grim-faced man as he entered the room and went straight for the coffee. He must’ve been in his fifties with his short, salt and pepper hair and his neatly trimmed goatee. Laugh lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes and near his mouth. “Hello, Theo,” he said without glancing up at me. “You can call me Yuri. I’m afraid we haven’t had a chance to meet yet.”
I frowned. He didn’t look like someone who burned people alive in an incinerator for the Russian mob. He looked…friendly and refined. The sort of grandfather who might’ve been eccentric, but in a fun way.
“That’s Nikita Volkov,” Yuri continued, gesturing to another man who’d come into the room.
Volkov? I glanced over at Tatty. 
She smiled warmly. “Yes, love. My husband.”
“Her much better looking half,” Nikita said with a wink. He extended his hand to me. “Very pleased to meet you, Theo.” He had a very slight accent that I couldn’t quite place. The tattoos on Nikita’s fingers, though, I had seen before. Despite his crisp, clean suit and clean-shaven face, Nikita looked like someone who had done time.
“Likewise,” I said and resisted the urge to shake out my hand to get circulation going to it again.
“I presume this has something to do with the unauthorized body in the prep room?” Yuri sank into the seat across from me, stirring his coffee. Nikita took the seat next to Yuri while River sat on the other side of me.
“It does,” River said. “Theo’s former roommate.”
I stiffened in my seat as I realized I was going to have to explain my story again, except this time in front of all of them. Sweat broke out on the back of my neck and nausea started to churn in my stomach.
“Tatty and Annie have filled us in on the relevant details,” Nikita said, much to my relief. He pulled a yellow legal pad out of the briefcase he’d brought with him and clicked a pen, setting both on the table. “Do you mind answering some questions, Theo? That would help us get a better idea of who these people are so we can help.”
River gave me an encouraging nod.
“What do you want to know?” I asked.
Nikita put his pen to the paper. “How many were being held at the same location as you?”
I chewed on my lip. “There were seven of us, including Master.”
He scribbled something on the page. “All boys?”
I nodded and then added, “Yes. All around my age. We were raised together like brothers.”
He looked up. “So would you say you knew this young man well?”
I shrugged. “We shared a room. I knew David better than anyone.”
A horrifying thought occurred to me, and I suddenly felt sick again, putting my hand over my mouth. “Oh, god. What if they killed him because of me?”
“We won’t know anything until we’ve done a more thorough examination of him,” Yuri said calmly. 
“Do you know who his last clients were?” Tatty asked, massaging my shoulders.
I shook my head. “It was a first names only kind of business, and a lot of people didn’t even use their real names. I could probably point out places better than faces, and even then only if I saw them again. I…” I blushed. “I don’t know how to read well enough to know what the signs said.” 
“Maybe the body has some clues,” War said, crossing his arms.
Xavier frowned. “Am I the only one concerned that these people know where we live? Like, they broke into the family business and left a body on the table. That’s a warning, right?”
“Fuck,” River spat. “Bet they pumped the bartender for information. I had to show my ID to buy a drink there. Fucking prick.” 
“If they did that, then the bartender knows something.” Annie looked at Yuri, who nodded. 
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Yuri added, glancing at Nikita. 
Nikita nodded. “They didn’t choose that place of business by accident to drink in. That bar sits on the edge of Russian and Greek territory, not a place anyone would care too much about. Between the cracks, you might say. Not a good place.”
“Rick took me there a bunch of times,” I said. “Nobody ever asked any questions. Nobody asked me for ID either.” 
Xander took a loud slurp of his coffee. “Best case scenario, he was taking money under the table to look the other way.”
“Worst case,” added Xavier, “he was actively participating. Maybe even scouting out future victims.”
“Future victims?” My chest felt tight again.
Annie took one of my hands and squeezed it. “Sweetie, these types of operations aren’t profitable with so few workers. It’s likely your Master was either one of many, or he had multiple safehouses holding boys like you.”
“Unless they found another way to turn a profit with them,” Yuri said with a frown.
I swallowed, sure I didn’t want to hear, but I had to ask anyway. “Like what?”
“Did anyone else come or go from the house?” Nikita cut in, ignoring my question. “I know you said your Master. But was there anyone else?”
“There was this doctor,” I said slowly. “Doctor Harris.” I watched Nikita scribble something down. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”
“We’ll do whatever’s necessary to get the information we need to free those other boys,” Yuri said firmly. 
“Harris is probably a common enough name that he’ll be difficult to find,” War said. “Think you can pick him out from a picture, Theo?”
I nodded.
War grunted and gripped his weird green smoothie. “I’ll put together a lineup and then go pay him a visit. See if he wants to spill his guts or spill his guts.”
“Not yet.” Nikita cast his son a firm glance. “Your medical expertise will be needed here first.”
“I want your help looking over the body, War,” Yuri said. “They dumped him here as a warning. They know we have Theo, and they want him back. They made sure we knew they could come and go as they pleased, too, by leaving the door open.”
Tatty snorted and leaned back in her chair, crossing one leg over the other. “They clearly don’t know who they’re messing with.”
“Probably not,” Yuri agreed, “and we want to keep that advantage as long as we possibly can. War, Annie, and I will go over the body to search for clues. We’ll need your help with that too, Theo.”
“Me?” My voice went high, and I glanced up at River for confirmation. “But I don’t know anything.”
“You knew David, sweetie,” Annie said. “The places he went, the people he spent time with. There might be something you can tell us that will help.”
“What do you want us to do?” Xavier asked.
“Please tell me it involves stalking someone,” Xander said, rising to go refill his coffee. 
Xavier snorted. “Yeah, you could use the legwork. Your ass is getting fat.”
Xander pitched his empty cup at Xavier’s head.
“You two are going to sober up,” Yuri said, reaching to collect the fallen cup and calmly depositing it in the trash. 
“And Tatty and I will run down a few leads of our own,” Nikita offered, glancing at his wife.
“I’ll go down to the salon and see what the word on the street is,” Tatty mused. “If they dumped a body here, then maybe word is circulating.”
“I want the bartender,” River insisted.
Yuri shook his head. “He’s inconsequential. A middleman at best. The chances he knows names, faces, or locations are slim.”
“I don’t care,” River said, crossing his arms. “If War gets the doctor, I want the bartender.”
“This isn’t a contest,” War scoffed.
“If you can behave yourself and follow the rules, you can accompany War,” Yuri said.
“But—”
Yuri cut War off with a glare. “When you are sitting in this seat, young man, you can hand out assignments. Until that day, you’ll do as you’re told.”
War let out an irritated huff and scowled at River before turning away.
“In the meantime,” Yuri continued, “Nikita confirmed that this operation is not one of theirs, nor are they getting a cut.”
I gave the handsome older man another glance, trying once again to figure out exactly how he fit into things. 
Nikita folded his hands. “I spoke to my father briefly. Because the locations we’ve identified so far are all skirting the border between Russian and Greek territory, he doesn’t want us to handle the situation directly, but he’s given his blessing for me to give you some indirect assistance.”
“Oh my god!” Xander said excitedly. “Are we getting Uncle Sacha? Please tell me he’s sending Uncle Sacha.”
“Ugh,” Xavier groaned and rolled his eyes. 
“Your Uncle Sacha is coming in from Paris tomorrow,” Yuri confirmed, beaming.
“Yes!” Xander pumped his fists in the air. 
“And you two will be retrieving him from the airport as part of your errands,” Yuri continued. “River, he’ll be staying with you.”
“Does he have to?” River said with a sigh. 
“Yes, because you have space.”
“He could have my room at your house,” River pointed out.
“River.” Yuri’s tone held a warning. “Show some respect.”
“Fine, but no pickled herring. My house, my rules.” 
I almost chuckled at how pouty River sounded. At least some of the initial shock had worn off. 
“Feeling better?” Annie asked, patting my hand.
I swallowed and pulled my hand away from her. “I think so.”
“He’s free in his own way now,” Tatty said gently.
I nodded numbly. She meant that to be comforting, but I wasn’t sure if it was. There were many times during the darkest times of my life that I’d wished for death, and I knew I wasn’t alone. It had felt like that was the only escape. River had shown me there was another way, and now I wanted that for everyone. Knowing it was too late already for some made my heart twist and clench.
“We are shutting them down,” Nikita said, standing and adjusting his jacket. “One way or another, this operation’s days are numbered.”
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The camera flashed and whirred and images appeared on the mobile computer monitor, all pieces to a puzzle I was desperate to solve.  
“Early rigor,” War said, flexing the elbow joint. “He hasn’t been dead too long.”
“Rectal temperature confirms that,” Dad said. “Two, three o’clock this morning, probably.” 
I moved to snap another picture at a new angle.
“The vomit stains on his clothing aren’t old.” Mom leaned in with a pair of scissors and carefully cut the shirt from the body in strips. 
Normally, if a body came in with belongings, we tried to preserve them and give them to the family, but David didn’t have family. Theo was probably the closest thing he’d ever had. 
I turned to Theo. “What should we do with his clothes?”
Theo stood in the corner, a dark look in his eyes, arms crossed and jaw set. “Master bought them for him. Burn everything.”
I nodded and we carefully stripped off the body’s clothes. Mom brought a white towel to lay over his genitals out of respect and we kept working, starting with the head.
Dad used a fine brush on the hair, gathering fibers into a small plastic scoop. “Might be carpet. Hard to say.”
“He had pretty blue eyes,” Mom commented. “Good teeth. I wonder if we can get Harry to run a dental match for us? See if he has pediatric records.”
“Maybe,” Dad agreed. 
“Signs of obvious trauma to the torso.” War pointed to David’s chest before lifting one of David’s arms to examine it. “Bruising is pre-mortem, but consistent with the bilateral bruising on the posterior biceps. Bicep contusions are oval-shaped, four in number, consistent with human fingers.”
“What does that mean?” Theo asked quietly from the corner.
War lifted his head, looking at me. “It means he was held down with significant force shortly before his death.”
“What’s that on his arm?” I took his right arm and rotated it so that the inside faced out. A wave of something rushed over me at the sight of the bruises there. For a moment, I was back in a dark room, covered in filth, sitting on the carpet and looking up at my mother, watching the flies swarm. I knew what it was even before War spoke.
He leaned over the arm briefly. “Subdermal hematoma from an intravenous injection. See this thin band of bruising up here? Probably from the tourniquet.” 
He walked over to a cabinet on the wall, pulling out a huge syringe. He came back, pressing his fingers firmly into the body’s abdomen as if he were looking for a specific spot. Theo flinched as War jammed the syringe into David’s side.
“Should be able to get enough to do a preliminary screen for the usual suspects,” War muttered, drawing back the plunger on the syringe. “If he was an addict, we’ll definitely know.”
“He wasn’t,” Theo cut in, drawing everyone’s attention. His face flushed and he looked at his shoes. “We weren’t allowed to do anything too heavy. Poppers and pot were fine, but nothing else, even if the clients wanted us to. He wasn’t shooting up.”
“The mark inside his elbow suggests otherwise,” War said, finishing up.
Mom frowned and leaned over the arm I was looking at. “Theo, dear, was David right or left-handed?”
Theo’s face went blank the way it did when he was actively remembering something he didn’t want to. He came out of it with a shudder and looked at the floor. “Right, I think. He always held his Diet Coke in his right hand, anyway. Why?”
“Because nobody shoots themselves up in their dominant arm unless they’ve already blown the ones in their other arm, and there’s no evidence he was injecting anything on the left arm.” Mom looked up and gestured for me to take a picture. “And nobody would tie a tourniquet this tight with their off hand.”
War finished labeling the vial of blood he’d taken from David and deposited it in the cooler before coming around to the end of the table. He picked up David’s foot, rotating the ankle with a frown, first one and then the other. “Ankle fractures are pre-mortem as well. Check the airway?”
I carefully massaged the jaw open further and Mom connected a small tube to the digital camera, running it down the throat. There were obvious signs of trauma. 
“Ten to one there’s fluid in his lungs,” Mom said.
“What are you saying?” Theo asked.
My fingers twitched inside their gloves, the ache for violence returning. “Someone broke his ankles so he couldn’t escape, then held him down and forcefully injected him with a fatal dose of drugs, probably opiates. He choked to death on his own vomit.”
“Opiates this so-called Doctor Harris could’ve supplied,” War said.
“But he didn’t feel any pain other than the initial stab of the needle,” Mom added quickly. 
“Oh my god,” Theo muttered and hid his face in his hands. 
“What’s that?” Dad pointed to the body’s left hand. 
I moved around to the other side and carefully turned his hand over with a frown. “There’s some kind of mark here, but I can’t make out what it is. Definitely not a tattoo. A stamp maybe?”
“Do you have a blacklight?” Theo said, uncrossing his arms and stepping forward.
“Top drawer there.” Dad nodded to the cabinet.
“I’ll get the lights,” Mom volunteered. 
Theo went digging around in the cabinet and found the blacklight, bringing it over to us. Dad thanked him and nodded to Mom, who dimmed the lights. I held the body’s hand while Dad’s blacklight danced over it, illuminating the image of someone sitting on a stool wearing a dunce cap. 
I squinted and frowned. “What is that?”
“It’s a club,” Theo supplied. “They take us there sometimes. I… I’m sorry. I don’t know the name, but I’ve been there a few times.” His throat worked and he looked away.
Arson wasn’t one of my preferred vices, but I immediately considered burning the club down once we figured out which one it was. I looked to Dad. “Shepherd would know his competition, wouldn’t he?”
War nodded with a grunt.
Mom turned the lights back up, and I snapped a picture with my cell phone before I stepped away. On my way to the computer alcove, I peeled off my gloves and other PPE, discarding all of it. Given the time, Shepherd might be teaching a class, so I didn’t expect an immediate answer when I texted him the picture and asked if he knew what it was. Yet my phone buzzed almost right away. 
Shep: Where did you find that?
River: On a body that got dropped on our doorstep. You’d know that if you came to family meetings.
Shep: I can’t help it that I have a real job and people who depend on me.
I almost crushed my phone. He really was an infuriating dick.
River: Just tell me what club it belongs to. 
Three dots danced on the screen for a minute before they disappeared. My phone vibrated a moment later, Shepherd’s name dancing over the screen.
“That’d be the Time Out Room,” he said as soon as I answered. “It’s a fetish club for people who can’t afford membership at the Playground. They cater more to curious first timers and broke idiots than people actually in the lifestyle. You said you found it on a body? Please tell me said body can definitively be linked to the club.”
“Why?” I demanded.
“Because getting to go after Jeff Dimori would get me harder than spanking a senior after they missed class all semester and then showed up asking for extra credit two days before grades are due.” 
“Gross.” I wrinkled my nose. “And oddly specific. And yeah, the stamp’s on the dead kid’s hand. It’s pretty obvious they forced him to OD and then dumped the body here for us to find.”
“Tacky,” said Shepherd with a snort. “Any idea how they’re wrapped up in the trafficking ring you’re trying to bust?”
“Not yet, but I think I’d like to find out.” 
“Me too,” Shepherd said too enthusiastically. “Give me a few hours and I’ll secure you memberships so you can go check out the Time Out Room.”
I frowned and pulled the phone away from my ear to make sure I was still talking to Shepherd. “Why are you being so accommodating?”
“We all have our kinks, little brother. One of mine happens to be watching dirtbags like Jeff squirm. I’ll meet you at my place at seven. Bring the boy.” Shepherd hung up before I could object. 
I sighed and lowered the phone.
“I want to go,” Theo said behind me.
“Theo…” I turned around and put my hands on his shoulders before thinking better of it and raking my nails through his hair instead. “If you go, it might trigger some memories you might not want to remember.”
“Yeah, but if I’m not there, you won’t know who to look for.” He uncrossed his arms and pushed my hands away. “I know the faces of the men who took me there, and I might even see someone I know. If I don’t go, there’s no way for you to know who’s worth questioning and who isn’t.”
Theo was right and I hated it. I hated having to put him out in front of me, back in danger. Back where other people could put their hands on him. 
I ghosted a kiss over his soft lips. “You understand we’re not just going to question people. Tonight is going to get messy, especially since Shepherd wants to help.”
He took a deep breath and let out, nodding slowly. “I know. I can handle it. Please, River. I can’t sit back and do nothing. I need to help.”
“Okay,” I agreed at length. “But you’ll stick close to me, and whatever you do, don’t let anyone else touch you, even Shepherd. If you do, I don’t know what I’ll do.”
“I won’t,” he promised and put his arms around me. “Thank you, River.”
I had a feeling he wouldn’t be thanking me by the end of the night, not once he truly saw what I was capable of, but I put my arms around him just the same and kissed his ear. 
Dad suddenly filled up the doorway, tugging off his PPE. “Before you go check out this club, you need to run down the doctor lead.” 
“If this Doctor Harris gives us a location, we might not need to go to the Time Out Room at all,” War pointed out.
Dad shook his head. “I want every lead run down, either way. We can’t rush this or we’ll be walking in blind. The more information we have, the better. In the meantime, I have a service to conduct upstairs.”
War sighed and peeled off his gloves. “I’ll go put together a lineup of Doctor Harrises in the Columbus Metro area. I’ll swing by your place later this afternoon with it, River, and we’ll go pay him a visit once Theo picks him out.”
I nodded and finished washing my hands before threading my fingers through Theo’s. “Let’s go home,” I said, planting a kiss on his cheek.
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River looked up from the fridge, frowning at me. “Did I do something wrong?” 
I looked up from the tabletop, snapping out of my thoughts. I hadn’t even been thinking about anything, just staring blankly at the table, waiting for something to happen. I did that a lot. It was the worst part about living with Master, all the waiting. 
“What? No.” I said, shifting in the seat.
“You haven’t said a word to me since we left the funeral home.” River closed the fridge and came over to squat in front of me. “What’s wrong, Theo?”
I sighed and rubbed my forehead briefly before letting my arms fall limply to my sides. “What are we, River?”
He blinked rapidly as if the question was a shock. “What do you mean?”
“We don’t even know each other well enough to call this friends with benefits. We’re not friends. You definitely can’t be my boyfriend.”
“Why not?” he asked, cocking his head the other way.
“Because I’ve only known you what? Ten days? Two weeks?” I threw my hands up vaguely. “I don’t know anything about you, River.”
“You know that I’ve killed people.”
“Besides that! I don’t know your favorite color, or what food you like… I don’t even know what my answers to those things are! How can we be a thing when I don’t even know who I am?” My chest was tight again, and my mind was racing through a thousand different worries. I was saying all the wrong things, making him not like me. Making him angry. 
Stupid, Theo. Stupid! That’s dangerous, making someone you know to be a killer angry with you.
I couldn’t help myself. I felt like I was going to explode if I didn’t get what I was feeling out into the open.
He held my face in his hands. “We’ll find all of that out together.”
“That answer’s not good enough!” 
I didn’t know why I was near tears over something as stupid as not knowing what River’s favorite color was, but it felt like my whole world was suddenly falling apart. There was a balloon swelling in my chest and it was about to burst. My cheeks were wet, and my breaths came out as panicked gasps. 
And then River’s lips were on mine, and it was like he was breathing for me. I gripped his sleeve in a fist as he bit down on my bottom lip. The bitter tang of copper and salt flooded my tongue, the pain pulling me back from the edge of a spiral into the abyss. I groaned as his tongue slid over the bite, licking up the blood. 
“It’s red,” he said when we parted. “My favorite color is red.”
I couldn’t stop myself from laughing, despite my tears. “Of course it is.”
“And my favorite food is a cheese pizza with extra cheese.” He kissed my cheek before tracing his tongue over the wet trail my tears had left. “I don’t like TV or movies. I prefer nonfiction books.” 
I shuddered as he repeated the action on my other cheek. 
“I consider myself pansexual, and I’ve had fourteen sexual partners of varying genders. I don’t believe in virginity, but if I did, I’d have lost mine when I was eighteen to a girl who asked to sleep with me. I agreed because I was curious and not because I actually liked her, and to be honest, it was awful. You’re so much better at sex, and I like that about you, even if you lack the confidence. My favorite organ is the liver.”
“Okay,” I chuckled. “Now you’re over-sharing.” 
“I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” River said and pressed his lips gently to mine. “And I’ll give you anything you want. All you have to do is ask.” 
“Anything?” I gave the fridge a long look, considering.
“Anything,” River promised. “Tell me what you want, Theo, and it’s yours.”
I sighed again, trying to release more of the pressure. “What I want right now is a sandwich, another orgasm, a shower, and a nap, but I’m not sure what order I want it all in.”
“Food first,” he said and stood. 
River made us grilled cheese sandwiches and served them each with a pickle and a glass of chocolate milk. It reminded me of a lunch a four-year-old would ask for, but it was better than what I usually ate at Master’s. He kept us on a strict diet of mostly vegetables and lean meats so we’d be useable.
After lunch, we went upstairs and I curled up in bed with River, my head resting on his shoulder while he scrolled through pictures of mushrooms on his phone and told me about them. A bone deep exhaustion had settled in my limbs, and I was desperate to sleep, but I couldn’t bring myself to close my eyes. I was too afraid I’d see David’s dead eyes staring back at me if I did. 
“How do you do it?” I asked River quietly.
His thumb paused on the screen and he looked down at me. “Do what?”
“Your job? Touching and cleaning and caring for dead people all day. Kill people. All of that. I’ve only seen a few bodies, and I’m terrified they’re all I’ll dream about.” 
River lowered his phone. “Those two activities aren’t even remotely related.”
“They aren’t?” I tipped my head back to look up at him. 
“Of course not. I can kill people because they deserve it, or at least they don’t deserve to live. Murder is…” He tapped his chin as if he were trying to find the right word. “It’s like absolution. These people will never confess or repent any other way. They won’t ever be useful to society. They’re a cancer feeding on the healthy parts of society. When I kill them, it’s no different to me than when you step on a cockroach.”
“You don’t get a thrill out of it?” I asked.
River put his phone down on the bedside table before sliding onto his back and pulling me on top of him. “Will you be disgusted if I said I did? Not a sexual thrill. That’s not my thing. But I want them on their knees. I want them to beg and plead. I enjoy seeing the terror in their eyes the moment they realize the only choice left is to scream or stay silent. I like knowing they felt the fear they instilled in others, and that I made them feel it.” 
“It makes you feel powerful,” I clarified.
He nodded. 
“And you like to be powerful.” I chewed my lip, considering. 
He said he liked being powerful, but the last time we had sex, he’d given me all the control, letting me be on top. I’d never done that before, never wanted to. Now that I had, though, I could almost understand the rush he was talking about. I’d felt it looking down at him. There was something thrilling about knowing that a terrifying killer was willing to submit to me.
I gripped his wrists and raised them over his head, pinning them to the headboard behind him. “What about this? How does this make you feel?”
His eyes darkened. “Is this how you want me?”
I snorted and rolled my eyes, letting go of him. “We both know you’re the one who gets what he wants in the end.”
River surged up, pausing with his lips next to mine. “And if I said I wanted you to dominate me?”
A rush of something fell from my chest straight to my groin. It felt like suddenly dropping two stories in an elevator. I licked my lips. “I wouldn’t know how to do that.”
“I could teach you.” His hands closed around my ass, squeezing. “But I think deep down you know exactly what to do, don’t you?” 
I bit my lip as he rocked my hips against his. He was already hard, his erection digging into me in the most distracting way. I wasn’t far behind him, but nerves were slowing me down. There was still too much noise in my head, and I wasn’t sure. 
“Go on,” he said, lying flat again and putting his hands back where I’d held them. “I’m yours to do with as you wish.”
The words sent a pang of lust straight through me, and I started imagining doing all kinds of things to him. Things that I shouldn’t want to do to anyone. 
“What if I hurt you?” I said quietly.
“Pain means I’m alive. As long as everything’s still attached and functional when you’re done, I’m good.” He rolled his hips into me again. “Do your worst. See if you can make me scream.”
I looked down at him, stretched out beneath me, his t-shirt riding up on his belly just enough to show off that perfect line of dark hair trailing beneath his jeans. River didn’t have a lot of body hair like some men, but he didn’t bother with shaving or waxing like others either. He had the perfect amount sprinkled over his body, and it was screaming for me to run my fingers through it all.
I pushed his shirt up, exposing him from the chest down. He’d said my nipples were the color of bubblegum. His were a pinkish brown, the color of dried rose petals. The rest of him was pale, though he was by no means as pale as I was. He’d said his favorite color was red. Maybe he needed some red to match me.
“Last chance,” I warned, meeting his eyes. I planted my fingernails firmly against his chest below his collarbones.
River’s pink tongue flicked out over his full lips and his nostrils flared, but he didn’t utter any objections.
I dug my fingernails in more and raked them downward over his skin. Little pink lines blossomed in three neat rows. River tipped his head back against the pillows with a low moan, but that was nowhere near a scream, so I did it again.
“Ngh. Shit!” River’s hips bowed off the bed, taking me with him. 
I panicked and lifted my hands. “Oh my god. Was that too much? It was too much, right?” 
“Why’d you stop?” He lifted his head. “Did I say stop?” 
“I thought I hurt you.”
“You did,” he panted. “Do it again.”
I swallowed and brought my hands shakily back to the top of his chest. This time, when I raked my fingernails over his skin, the marks were red and angry. I shouldn’t have liked it, but I did. Seeing those marks on him, knowing he was letting me, that at any moment, he could pounce on me, hurt me, kill me… It was a thrill unlike anything else I’d ever experienced. My dick was so hard and throbbing that it ached, but it wasn’t just a sexual thrill. There was something visceral about knowing I had marked him as mine.
I bent down and gently tongued the worst of the marks, drawing a small hiss out of River. Whether it was pain or pleasure, I didn’t know. Maybe both. 
“You might have to tie me up to do this right.” His arms twitched, fingers clenching in and out of fists, but he didn’t move. 
The very idea of binding him in place so he couldn’t squirm away was enough to have me peeling off my shirt and throwing it aside. I fell forward, pinning his arms in place with all my weight. River was strong, though. He could’ve gotten free. He could’ve tossed me off that bed, tackled me to the floor and snapped my neck with his bare hands. Instead, he let me hold him down. Even when I moved my weight off him, he stayed as I put him except to breathe and twitch.
I realized I could get to more of him if he wasn’t wearing his clothes. “Get naked,” I demanded.
His lip curled up in a smirk before sitting up to pull off his shirt and shimmy out of his jeans and underwear. 
God, he was so perfect, so out of my league. I almost couldn’t believe he was real. Maybe I was asleep in my old room, and this was all the most wonderful dream. If it was, I didn’t want to wake up.
When he laid back down, I raked my nails over the soft flesh on the insides of his arms, over his shoulders. His cock was leaking by the time I made it to his thighs. It twitched as I clawed through the coarse hair on his legs, leaving a glistening puddle of pre-cum on his abs. I leaned down and pushed his dick out of the way so I could lick it up. 
“Fuck, that’s hot,” he turned his head and moaned into his bicep. 
“Is it? What about this?” I closed a fist around the base of his cock, holding it steady so I could drag my fingernails over the flushed head. 
He groaned and shuddered. “Fuck, Theo. You hurt me so good, little finch. Look at those beautiful marks you’re leaving all over me.” 
His praise made me brave enough to try it harder and I felt him throbbing in my fist. 
“Fuuuuck…” He started panting loudly.
There was something about how his voice came out all whiney and desperate, so vulnerable. I needed more of that like I’d never needed anything before. 
I lifted my hand and spat in it before I started twisting a fist over the red scratch marks I’d left behind. His thighs started to shake until he couldn’t take it anymore. He suddenly grabbed me and hauled me up his body. 
Hot lips slotted against mine briefly before he demanded, “Need you. Now, Theo.” 
I rose onto my knees, fumbling to get my fly open. He jerked my jeans past my hips. I had to climb off him briefly to get them all the way off, but the minute I was back, he was circling my entrance with a slick finger. I grabbed the lube and squeezed some more into his hand so he could push two fingers inside. 
I kissed him again, moaning and rubbing my drooling cock over his abs while he worked his fingers inside of me, getting me ready for him. 
When River sank inside of me, it was like feeding a fever. I couldn’t ride him fast enough or hard enough. His breaths came out in angry snorts and growls, and he started to fuck up into me quick and hard. He surged up, and the next thing I knew, we’d changed positions. He flung my ankles up over his shoulders and I cried out at the new position. With every brutal thrust, he dragged his cock over that sensitive bundle of nerves inside of me, building pleasure to a fever pitch. 
“I’m close!” I shouted.
“Good. Me too.” River’s hand closed around my cock and he gave it two rough pulls before his hips stuttered and he groaned, flooding me with his release. 
The dam burst and my orgasm ripped through my entire body, different and more powerful than all the ones I’d had so far. It felt like it ripped a part of my soul out with it. 
When I started to come back down, River was kissing and biting my chest, breaths coming hot and heavy against my skin. 
“Holy fuck,” he murmured against me, lowering my legs. “That was so fucking hot, Theo. I think I might be into this whole letting you dominate me thing.”
I chuckled and wiped sweat from my forehead. “Well, I wouldn’t exactly say that’s what happened. Although I think you’re right about one thing. If you want me to keep you from pouncing on me, I am going to have to tie you up.”
“Mmm.” He nosed against my neck. “I’ve never let anyone tie me up before, but I’m so into it.”
“Seriously?” I propped myself up on my elbows so I could look at him. “You’d let me do that?”
River cupped my cheek. “There isn’t a lot I wouldn’t let you do to me. Let’s just say I was imagining something a lot sharper than fingernails slicing into me.”
I frowned. “I don’t know if I trust myself to go that far.”
“Yet.” He kissed me deeply, tangling our tongues together briefly before answering. “One thing at a time. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Not with me.” 
I nodded and pulled his head to my chest, warmth blooming deep inside me. I didn’t know what love felt like, and it was probably too soon to be feeling it with River, especially knowing he might not be able to love me back, but there was something there. Something I wanted a lot more of. 
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I woke up to someone pounding on my bedroom door.  
“Get up, love birds,” War shouted through the door. “I didn’t spend all afternoon doing this research to stand out here and listen to you snore!”
Theo frowned and looked at me. “I don’t snore, do I?”
He did, and it was adorable, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. I kissed his cheek, throwing back the covers. “Two minutes,” I told War, searching the floor for my jeans. 
It was probably closer to five minutes before Theo and I made it downstairs. In that time, War found my kettle and started some hot water. I scowled when I saw he had his tea bag in my favorite mug. It had a death cap mushroom on it and read in comic sans font: I’m a Fun-Gi. 
I shouldered past him to use the hot water to make some coffee, snorting at the box of tea he’d brought over. “Weight loss tea? War, there’s not an ounce of fat on you.”
“First thing I grabbed,” he lied. 
I gave him a stern look. “Did you eat today?”
He snorted. “What are you, my mom now? I’ve already got two of those, thanks.” 
I sighed. “War, he’s not worth it.”
“I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about, River.” He walked away from the counter, stirring his tea and gesturing to the laptop that sat open on the table. “Have a look, Theo. Recognize any of them?”
Theo glanced between us before turning to the laptop screen and bending over it. While he wasn’t looking, I grabbed War’s box of diet tea and buried it in the trash. It wouldn’t make much of a difference long-term; it might take Tatty or someone else to talk some sense into him before his obsession with losing weight got bad again. He didn’t need to lose another ounce, but it was one of his go-to behaviors whenever he and Ken were on ice.
“This one,” Theo said, pointing at the screen.
I came around behind him to get a glimpse of one of the men responsible for Theo’s years of mistreatment. Maybe the old middle-aged obese doctor with bushy eyebrows hadn’t been the one to kidnap or hurt Theo, but he’d allowed it to happen, and that made him just as guilty as the people who had in my book. 
“Doctor Peter Harris,” War said, turning the laptop toward him. “Pediatrics.”
I made a face. “You’re telling me this asshole treats kids?”
“Makes sense if Theo and the other boys had been with this Master guy since they were young.” War’s fingers raced across the keyboard before he hit the return key. “And we’re in luck. He’s got a Ewing’s Crossing address. Our deadbeat doctor is a local.” 
“Well then, what are we standing around here for?” I put the coffee cup down and started toward the door, pausing only when I realized War wasn’t following. “What?”
“He has a wife, River. Kids.” War glanced over at Theo.
I didn’t give a shit about this doctor’s wife and kids. If he was guilty, they were better off without him. But Theo might, I realized. And not just that. This doctor would recognize Theo. He couldn’t come with us, but leaving him alone in the house… He should be with somebody.
I crossed the room and put my hands on Theo’s shoulders. “We’re going to drop you off at Mom’s house for the evening, Theo.”
His eyes flared wide. “What? Why?” He gripped my shirt in his fists. “I want to come with you.”
Theo’s voice was so desperate and small that I had to kiss him. War rolled his eyes, but I ignored him.
“Not this time, little finch. This is a delicate operation, and we have to be careful. War and I are trained for this. You’ll be safer with Mom and Tatty tonight.” 
He glanced at War as if he expected to get his support, but War was firmly on my side. He was too rational a thinker to be moved by Theo’s puppy dog eyes. 
“Get your phone, Theo,” I said and gave his ass a pat. “Mom and Tatty will take good care of you.”
“Annie and Mom were making gnocchi,” War added. “You’ll like it. It’s potato pasta. Carb city.” 
“We’ll be back before you know it,” I promised Theo, and he finally moved to the doorway.
War watched him leave, frowning. “Is he going to be okay while we’re gone?”
“I’ll tell Xavier to put on one of his musical movies,” I said with a shrug. Theo seemed to like movies with singing and dancing. 
Theo was still tense when we dropped him off, and I was nervous about leaving him, but Mom promised to feed him and they were trying to pick something from the streaming program when we left. He seemed happy enough on the couch with Xavier, and he barely noticed us go out the door.
We took War’s rental car, mostly because I didn’t want to drive. Plus, he’d rented a BMW with a premium sound system. It was a shame that all he fed the speakers was female pop singers of the early 2000s. 
I frowned down at the stereo knob as Brittney’s special brand of bubblegum pop filled the car. “So. Ken.”
“Give it a rest, River.” War rolled his eyes. 
“Look, we wouldn’t have to talk if you had decent taste in music.”
He scowled over at me. “Don’t trash on Brittney, River. She’s the princess of pop for a reason.”
“Yeah, and that reason is called autotune.”
“Fine.” He reached down and hit the button skipping to the next thing in line on his iPod, which wasn’t any better. 
“Ugh, really?” 
“You just hate pop music,” War complained.
“I do not. I like some.”
He picked up his iPod and shoved it at me. “Prove it. Find me one song on there you know the lyrics to.” 
“I will then.” I scrolled through the iPod quickly. There were probably half a dozen songs in War’s collection I knew, even if I didn’t like them. Sometimes, songs were hard to avoid. When they got popular, they played everywhere. I paused when I hit one song in particular, a wicked smirk appearing. “Found your new theme song.”
War actually growled when the opening riff for Queen B’s “Single Ladies” started to play. “I’m going to kill you, River.”
“If you keep driving with your lead foot, probably.”
He sighed and backed the speed down from the ninety he’d been going. “Look, you were right, okay? Ken was an asshole and I never should’ve let it go on as long as it did. Is that what you want to hear?”
“Not quite. What I’d like to hear you say is fuck Ken. You’re way too blasé about this breakup. I’d expect this level of non-reaction from one of the triplets or Shepherd, but you?”
War shrugged. “It’s been a long time coming. If anything, it’s a relief. I’ll never have to wake up and find his stupid beard hairs in my toothbrush again.”
“That’s the spirit,” I said with a nod.
“No more five am wakeups just so he can go practice his swing at the country club,” he continued. “No more of his five hundred pairs of stupid white shoes. No more hanging out with his boring golf buddies. No more…” He paused before shaking his head. “No more talks with social workers and adoption agencies.”
“War, I know kids are important to you, but—”
He acted like he hadn’t even heard me. “I’m getting too old.”
“You’re thirty-six!” 
“They look at everything, River,” he insisted. “Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be with that OCD diagnosis hanging over my head? Ken was fucking perfect because there was nothing wrong with him. He was boring, average, and mentally stable. I’ve got no chance by myself, and without a stable relationship of at least three years?” He shook his head and hit the steering wheel. “Fuck, River. I’m not just losing my shitty boyfriend. I’m losing my chance at a family.”
“I’m your family,” I snarled. “Me, Xavier, Xander, Shepherd… What about us?”
War sighed and shook his head, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “Never mind. You don’t get it.”
He was right. I didn’t get it. Why did he keep going on about having a family when he already had us? War was supposed to take over for Dad so he could retire, run all our operations, and be the one we all came to. As the oldest, that was his job. He couldn’t do that if he was saddled to small, helpless humans for the rest of his life. We were all the family he needed. Why couldn’t he see that?
“We’re here,” he announced, turning the steering wheel.
I frowned and turned away to look out the window. That was War’s way of shutting down the conversation, and getting him to keep talking about it would be all but impossible once he decided he was done. He was even more stubborn than me. 
We’d pulled down a narrow rocky driveway that led through the thick woods. Deep evening shadows clung to everything. “I don’t see a house. You sure this is the right driveway?”
“This is a service road for the electric and gas workers,” War said. “Harris’s house is a quarter mile down the road. It’d be stupid to pull into the driveway, River.”
I huffed out a sigh. “I was hoping not to hoof it through the woods for this one.”
“You should know better.” He pulled the car in behind a pine tree with a thick skirt and opened the center console, pulling out two black ski masks and tossing one to me. 
I tugged mine on, adding black gloves before we got out to get some gear out of the trunk. 
War brought his briefcase full of knives and syringes around to the back seat, prepping two syringes. “How much do you think he weighs based on that photo we saw?”
I shrugged, tugging up the carpet in search of the tire iron. “Three hundred? Depends on if that’s an old photo or not.”
“You’re right. Better assume three-twenty, just in case.” He prepped his syringes in silence.
“What’s the plan if we run into the family?” I asked and then added, “Where the fuck’s the jack in this caviar car?” 
His eyes flicked up to meet mine. “There probably isn’t one.”
I stood up. “How do you change a flat tire if you get one then?”
His turn to shrug. “Call AAA?”
“God forbid War should break a nail.” I snorted and shut the trunk. If there was no tire iron, I’d have to use my fists if it was called for. This was supposed to be War’s interrogation anyway. I was there for backup. “Anyway, about the family…”
“Don’t run into the family.”
“Yeah, but if we do.”
“Don’t.” 
Great plan, I thought, but I wasn’t going to argue. I didn’t want to have to hurt a woman and kids, especially since they weren’t on our approved list of targets, but I’d do whatever needed to be done to keep the operation on track. 
War checked his watch. “Okay. Everything on silent?”
I checked my phone, half expecting to see a text from Theo. I was disappointed when there wasn’t one. “Silent,” I verified, switching off the sound. 
We tossed our phones into the back seat and started through the woods, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Dry leaves crunched under our feet, but it didn’t matter because no one was around to hear it. The only building was a two-story farmhouse style home in the distance. When we got closer, it was a relief to find there weren’t any cars in the driveway.
That doesn’t mean the wife’s not home, I thought, crouching next to a tree. Other car could be in the shop. Plus, there’s the kid to worry about. Let’s hope the little snotgoblin has practice after school.
War signaled for me to go around back while he took the front. I nodded and crept out of my hiding place. Rather than go straight for the back door, I checked the windows, peering in to find all the lights off, no sign of anyone. I checked the back door and found it locked before moving around to try all the windows, which were also locked. 
“Anything?” War whispered as he came to join me in the back.
I shook my head. “Locked up tight.”
“Same on the other side. Doesn’t look like anyone’s home, but be careful.” He pulled his lockpick kit out of his pocket and got to work.
I sighed and stepped back to play lookout. War’s style of killing was boring. He preferred stealth and care. I would’ve stayed in the woods until the doc came home. The best place to pounce on someone was when they felt safe and were distracted. That’d be when he was fumbling with his keys to unlock the front door. One good whack on the back of the head with the tire iron to disorient him, and then drag him off into the woods, put him in the trunk, and drive him somewhere else.
The door clicked. “We’re in,” War announced and pushed open the door.
I went in first. The back door opened into a neat and orderly laundry room. The kitchen was just as clean, but I spotted some pictures on the fridge of their kid. He was probably eleven or twelve, and he was posing in a basketball jersey. 
“We’re in luck,” I said, holding the photo up so War could see. “Junior made the basketball team. Probably has practice after school.”
“That gives us two, maybe three hours, depending on how much of an asshole the coach is.” He checked his watch and adjusted his timer. 
“Any idea what the wife does?” I pulled open the fridge.
War pushed it closed before I could grab anything. “She’s a math professor. I checked while you were kissing your boyfriend goodbye. She won’t be back until after eight. He should be here any minute.” 
As if on cue, we heard a car pull into the driveway. War gestured for me to go to the back door in case he came in that way while he readied a syringe and stood by the front door. 
Don’t know what you expect me to do if he does come in the back, I thought, stepping into the laundry room. There’s not much around except… My eyes fell on a sledgehammer. I smirked and picked it up, holding it on my shoulder. 
Keys jingled, and a moment later the front door opened. Heavy feet took two steps into the living room before a masculine voice cried out. The front door swung closed and there was the sound of a heavy body collapsing as War grunted.
I poked my head out of the laundry room. “Everything okay?” I asked as I watched War struggle to hold up the doctor’s limp body.
“Get over here and help me!” War growled.
“Calm your tits, Barbie. I’m coming.” I sighed and put the sledgehammer down. Until next time, beautiful. 
I helped War carry the man out the back door and to a tiny tool shed we’d spotted on our way in. The smell of motor oil and cut grass permeated the air in there while I searched for something to secure him to. We found an old camping chair and an orange electrical cord to bind him with. War put an IV in each arm once he was secure and clipped an oxygen sensor onto his finger. War yanked off his smart watch, hitting a few settings and sliding it onto the man’s wrist where it immediately began displaying his heart rate. War started laying out several pieces of equipment.
I frowned. “Does he need all that?”
“Do you want him to die before we get any answers?” War retorted. He readied a syringe at the IV port. “Ready?”
“I was ready ten minutes ago,” I replied.
War pushed the plunger down. There was a brief moment where nothing happened, and then the man’s eyes snapped open. He took a desperate breath, and the watch started beating as his heart rate soared. 
Doctor Harris’s eyes darted back and forth between us. “Who are you? Please, take what you want but don’t hurt me!”
“Unfortunately, what we want is you,” War said, moving around in front of him. “Or at least information that you have.”
I grabbed the doctor by his shirt. “What do you know about a man they call Master? A group of boys that live with him?”
Recognition sparked in his eyes. There was no missing it, even if he was about to insist otherwise. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”
“You’ve been treating them for years,” I snarled and let him go.
“Please, you’ve got the wrong guy! Oh my god, my chest!” He started crying and I rolled my eyes.
“That’s the adrenaline I gave you,” War said casually, lifting another syringe and passing it to me. 
The doctor’s eyes widened, tracking the movement of the syringe. “What’s that?”
“That is Pavulon,” War replied. “Not one you know? Not surprising since you’re a pediatrician and not a surgeon. You see, Pavulon is a paralytic agent. Once it goes in, you’ll be able to see, hear, and feel everything, but you won’t be able to move.” War nodded to me.
I jammed the needle into the port and pushed down the plunger. He didn’t deserve to have it go in slow. 
War snapped his fingers. “Damn. I forgot. Problem with Pavulon is it’s notorious for depressing your breathing, and I’ve given you a rather large dose. So in six, seven minutes, you’re going to have a lot of trouble breathing. Lucky for you, I brought everything I need to intubate you so you don’t die.” He held up a few pieces of equipment. 
The doctor let out a helpless sound as his heart rate skyrocketed higher. “Please. I have a wife, a son!”
War went back to his briefcase, retrieving a scalpel in its sterile packaging. The doctor’s chair creaked as War sat on his lap, carefully removing the scalpel. “You have until you run out of air to tell us everything you know about this Master’s operation, the boys, and where to find them. But talk fast because between now and then, I get to practice my incisions.”
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I stuffed myself full of gnocchi and Italian sausage while River was gone. Xavier put on a musical about a man-eating plant. The movie was confusing and strange, but the songs were catchy.  
“So when are you going to become a dentist?” Xander teased, throwing popcorn at his brother.
“When you open a floral shop,” Xavier replied and pitched a candy at him from across the room.
“Fuck you. I am way too hot for retail,” Xander replied, sitting forward on the sofa. “What time is it?”
Xavier tapped a button on his cell. “Just after midnight. Hey! I was watching that!”
Xander smirked at me. “Want to see a real scary movie?” He wiggled his eyebrows.
I sat up from where I was curled on the other end of the sofa, clutching the pillow tighter. “What kind of scary movie?”
“Xander, don’t,” Xavier warned. “River said stick with kid-safe stuff. He’ll be pissed if you show him anything actually scary.”
I flushed hot, anger and hurt flaring in my chest. River thought I couldn’t handle anything scary? After everything I’d seen and been through? Just because I couldn’t function on my own didn’t mean I should be treated like a child.
I squared my jaw and looked straight at Xander. “Show me the scariest movie you know of.”
“Are you sure?” His voice dipped an octave, and it was enough to send a small shiver down my spine. 
I nodded stiffly. “I can handle it.”
“Xander, don’t,” Xavier warned again.
“Too late,” Xander said, selecting a shadowy image of a man standing outside a house. 
“When River finds out, it’s your funeral,” Xavier mumbled.
I clutched the pillow tighter as the opening credits started to play. At first, I didn’t think much of the movie. It had a lot of characters at the start that were difficult to keep track of, and there wasn’t any singing. I started to drift off to sleep until Xander moved over to elbow me awake just as the little girl, who was the main character, started screaming and being thrown around on the bed by an unseen force. 
As the movie went on, I started to feel more and more on edge, gripping the couch pillow so tight that my knuckles ached, yet I couldn’t force myself to let go of it. I knew the movie was fake and that demons weren’t real, but I still couldn’t shake that feeling of dread hanging over my head. Such terrible things were happening to that little girl, and there was nothing anyone could do to help her. It wasn’t the violence, or the horrible things the demon said that terrified me, but the poor girl’s helplessness. It felt too familiar. Even worse, the ending did nothing to soothe those feelings. In the end, the demon won, claiming the lives of two good men. 
Xander stood as the credits started to play and I flinched. “Well?” he said, stretching. “What’d you think?”
Xavier frowned and leaned forward to look at me. “Bro, are you okay? You look like you’re about to have a coronary.” 
“I’m fine,” I snapped and glared at Xavier. “Why wouldn’t I be? It’s just a movie.”
Xavier got up and snatched the remote from where Xander had left it. “Why don’t we watch something else?”
“You do what you want,” Xander said with a yawn. “It’s almost two-thirty in the morning. I’m going to go jerk off and go to bed.”
Xavier wrinkled his nose. “Gross. Did not need to know that.”
“Now you know not to bother me. Night, Theo. And remember, kids, don’t play with Ouija boards.” Xander waved to us and took the stairs up two at a time. 
Xavier sighed and hit a button on the remote. “How about some Scooby-Doo?”
I frowned at him. “You don’t have to treat me like a kid, you know.”
“Bro, what? Seriously?” He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a tattoo of the cartoon dog. “Not everything is about you. Maybe I just like Scooby-Doo.”
I sat back against the sofa, loosening my grip on the pillow as the theme song started to play. “Do you think River’s okay?”
Xavier shrugged. “Probably. Him and War are good at what they do. They are taking a long time, though.” He looked over at me, his voice softening. “Hey, I’m sure they just got caught up chasing a lead. They’ll be back soon.”
I hoped he was right, but it didn’t stop me from worrying. What if they’d gotten caught? What if they were hurt? Or in a car accident? Anything could have happened. I got out my phone and glanced down at it, considering sending River a text, but then I remembered the instructions he’d given Xavier and Xander. I didn’t want him to think I was even more helpless than I was, so I tucked the phone away with a sigh and stretched out on the sofa, my head resting on the pillow. Eventually, even Scooby-Doo couldn’t keep me awake, and I drifted off to sleep.
My dreams were full of deep shadows and strange angles. Disembodied voices called to me from rooms I couldn’t reach. I wandered around a run-down house where the walls shifted and moved on their own, trapping me in a labyrinth of dusty rooms full of spiderwebs and rotten furniture. There was a child crying somewhere, but no matter how hard I tried or how many rooms I moved through, I could never find him. 
“You what?”
My eyes snapped open, heart racing, fighting the urge to jump behind the couch and hide at the sound of River’s fury. He stood toe to toe with Xavier in the living room doorway, fists clenched at his sides.
“Re-lax,” Xavier said, calmly crossing his arms. “First of all, it wasn’t me. Second of all, he’s fine. It was just a movie.”
“I told you not to watch anything scary with him for a reason!” River’s fists trembled at his sides. 
Xavier shrugged. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”
“The deal is I told you not to do it, and you did it anyway.”
“River?” I sat up, rubbing sleep from my eyes.
River shot one more threatening look at Xavier before pushing past him and coming to sit with me on the couch. “I’m here, little finch.”
I blinked at him and then frowned. “I told Xander to play a scary movie.”
“Xander?” River glared at Xavier. 
Xavier shrugged and uncrossed his arms. “Guilty.”
River turned back to me. “Theo…” He reached to touch my face.
I pushed his hand away. “I’m not a kid, River! I…I should be able to watch what I want. I should be able to go places, and do things. I want to be treated like a normal person.”
“But you’re not a normal person, Theo,” River said quietly. “None of us are.” 
I sat there on the verge of tears, knowing he was right. It didn’t matter what I wanted. I was never going to be normal. I was always going to be just another helpless victim of the shit that had happened to me. No matter what I did, I couldn’t go back to change it, but that trauma had changed me. I’d never get to know who I was without it. 
That realization broke something in me. I threw myself forward, clutching River’s shirt and sobbing into his chest. 
He sighed and put his arms around me, gently kissing the top of my head. 
“You want me to get Mom or Tatty?” Xavier volunteered.
River shook his head. “No, I’ve got this.” He scooped me up in his arms. “Let’s go home, little finch.”
I was still crying as he carried me to the door, but I didn’t want to be. For all my insistence that I wasn’t a child and shouldn’t be treated like one, I was doing a fine job of proving it. 
I forced myself to stop the same way I did when men started yelling at me not to cry. I held my breath until I was lightheaded. When I let myself breathe again, we’d moved outside and Xavier was opening the passenger door of River’s car for me. 
River deposited me in the seat and strapped me in before turning to Xavier. “Make sure Xander knows I’m pissed.”
“River, come on. You know how he is. It wasn’t malicious. He was just…” Xavier shrugged. “Acting out?” He rubbed the back of his head. “You know he’s been off lately.”
“Well tell him to get his shit together, because—” 
I flinched as River shut my door, the rest of their conversation too muffled to hear through the car.
A minute later, River stomped over and got into the driver’s seat, starting up the car. 
I watched the house shrink as he backed out of the driveway, feeling numb again. “Did you get the information you needed?”
“What?” River hit the brakes and frowned over at me.
“From the doctor,” I said quietly. “Did you and War get the information you needed? You were gone so long.”
“I’m sorry about that, Theo.” He reached to cup my cheek. “Are you sure you want to hear that right now?”
I closed my eyes and swallowed, trying to ignore the pang of guilt in my chest. It was stupid for me to break down crying now, when everything was finally going well. “I need this to be over. I’ll be better when it’s over.”
River considered me in silence a moment before backing out of the driveway and pulling onto the road. “He gave us an address,” he said eventually. “We drove up to check it out, but the house was empty. There were signs people had been there recently, so we think he’s already moved the others to another location.” 
“Fuck.” My heart sank into the pit of my stomach. River wasn’t saying it, but I could hear it in his voice. There was a chance we’d never find him. 
“We’ll find him,” River promised. “Even if he leaves Ohio, we’ll find him. There’s nowhere he can go that we can’t reach.”
“How, River?” I asked, throwing up my hands. “There’s only what? Eight of you? It would take years to scour the country for him.”
“There’s a whole fucking army behind me and my brothers, Theo. You just haven’t met them yet.”
River’s house looked sad and empty as we pulled up to it. I dragged myself up the stairs behind River, too exhausted to think about anything other than crawling into bed with him. I wanted to forget this whole terrible day had ever happened. 
We went straight upstairs, and I stripped out of my clothes, climbing into bed in nothing but my underwear. When River spooned up against me naked, I half expected him to make a move, but he didn’t. He ran his fingers over my side, drawing tiny circles on my skin. 
“Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?” he whispered against the back of my head. 
I shook my head. “Not unless you can bring back the dead.” I still couldn’t believe David was gone. “Did the doctor say anything about David?”
“Yes,” River said after a slight hesitation. “He confirmed he wrote a prescription for opiates recently. We tried to get him to give us the name he wrote it for, but he stopped breathing before we could.”
I swallowed, trying to imagine Doctor Harris gasping for his last breath. “Did he die quickly?”
“No,” River promised. “He suffocated on his own bloody vomit. It took almost six minutes. Last thing he did was piss himself in terror.”
“Good,” I said coldly and rolled over onto my back. “Does it make me a bad person that I’m glad he suffered?”
“No.” River shook his head and cupped my cheek. “He knew people were hurting you and chose to let it continue so he could make extra money every month. Money he was using to feed his gambling addiction.”
I closed my eyes, but they snapped open again when River tilted my face toward his. 
He closed his mouth over mine in a quick kiss. “Some people don’t deserve to live,” he said when we parted. “And I don’t think you’re a child, Theo. I just want to protect you. I know you want your life to be normal, but—”
“I know,” I said, my voice rough from the kiss. “I know I can’t ever be normal.”
River’s hands closed over mine. “We make our own normal.”
He kissed me again, this time slower, almost sweetly, teeth nipping at my bottom lip. Warm fingers slid under the elastic band of my briefs, brushing against the head of my cock. My breath caught as River’s lips left mine and he started kissing his way down my body. River’s warm lips closed around me, my eyes fluttered closed, and I forgot all about everything outside of that room. I forgot about how helpless I was, how hurt and confused I was about everything else. None of that mattered. All that mattered was that he was here with me, that he desired me. 
I never felt more precious than when River’s mouth was on me. No one had ever done that for me or even offered before him, and that made those moments more special, especially since he genuinely seemed to enjoy doing it. He moaned around me, the sound vibrating up my spine, making the pressure build faster. 
My fingers clutched the back of his head, not to ask for more, but because I needed to touch him everywhere I could. I let out a strangled sound as he sank further, letting me slide to the back of his throat. His hand closed around my balls, massaging them with firm strokes almost as if he were begging for me to come. 
My lips parted in a silent shout as I slid over the edge. He didn’t stop squeezing my balls or sliding his tongue up and down my shaft as I started to come, trying to coax more out of me until it was too much. I pushed his head away with a hiss. River immediately crawled up my body and forced his tongue into my mouth, feeding me my own release. I groaned and shuddered as he did it, taking everything he gave me. 
We parted only long enough for him to grab the lube from the bedside table, and a second later, I yelped as slick fingers probed at my ass. “You know, nothing we do in here is normal either,” he said with a smirk as he worked his fingers, getting me ready for him. “We could try that if you wanted. Just normal, boring, vanilla—”
“Don’t you dare.” I gasped, grabbing his shoulders. I slid my fingers up to gather a handful of his hair by the roots, drawing a pleasured growl from him as I pulled hard. “Forget normal. Fuck me like I’m your whore.”
Something dark flashed in River’s eyes. “Is that what you want to be, Theo?” he asked, speeding the pace of his fingers until I was panting and squirming. “My whore? Just for me?”
I licked my lips. “Yes. Only for you.”
I shouldn’t have liked to be called that. I should’ve hated it, and I knew it, but I didn’t. I was his whore. He’d paid for me with cash and blood. There was no denying that River owned me now, body and soul. I’d never wanted anyone else but him. 
“Fuck, Theo,” he growled and pulled his fingers free to give my ass a small swat. “Hands and knees for me, little finch.”
I trembled as I turned over, rising to my hands and knees as I had for hundreds of other men. But River wasn’t those other men, and this was different. I needed him to do it this way, maybe because of the bad memories, or maybe because I was as sick and twisted as the rest of his family. Maybe I needed to prove to myself that I could do this, that I wasn’t weak and helpless, that I could make my own choices. Untangling all that could wait for later. All I knew was that I wanted this, and I wanted it from him. 
River positioned himself against my entrance and sank in slowly, groaning loudly while I panted and winced against the pillows. His hands slid down my back, thumbs tracing the bumps of my spine. I flinched when his lips pressed against my shoulder like a brand. 
“You okay?” he whispered against my skin. 
I nodded, but that wasn’t good enough for him. His hand closed around my throat and he forced me up off the pillows. 
“Don’t go somewhere I can’t follow, little finch,” he murmured, teeth tugging at my ear. “Stay with me. Let me show you how much better this can be.” 
I swallowed against the weight of his fingers. “Okay. Yeah. I trust you.”
He nuzzled against my ear, kissing along the nape of my neck before he started to move. My jaw trembled and I squeezed my eyes closed, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from sinking into that safe space in my mind. 
Hot breaths panted against the little hairs on my neck, and River’s fingers flexed against my throat. “Say my name, Theo.”
I licked my lips. “River.”
“And who do you belong to?”
“You.”
His hold on me tightened. “Fuck, you’re so goddamn perfect. Do you have any idea how long I’ve needed this? Needed you?” Teeth scraped against a tendon in the back of my neck. “You’re my favorite thing, Theo. My most prized possession.”
I shuddered at that, my cock giving a needy twitch as he started to speed his pace. 
One of his hands traveled to my hip, fingertips digging in hard. “The things I would do in your name… There isn’t any line I wouldn’t cross for you. You understand that, don’t you? I’d burn this whole world to ash just to have you. I own you, but you own me too, Theo.”
Something in my chest swelled at the confession, some emotion I couldn’t name and had never felt before. A heady mix of pride and need and fear. That was so much to process, too much to make sense of in this moment. 
“Fuck, River…” I didn’t think I could come again so soon, but to my surprise, my cock had decided to rally. 
River closed his fist around it. “Come for me. Be completely mine. All of you, Theo. Even the parts you try to hide from me. Be mine, and I’ll be yours.”
Panic squeezed around my heart as I realized I was going to come again. The rising wave of pleasure was too big, too much. I clawed at the pillows and squeezed my eyes shut tight, letting tears fall as River drove his body into mine, pushing me over the edge. I came with a scream like a sob, drowning in pleasure. My muscles jerked violently, almost as if I were possessed. Maybe I was. Maybe River was the demon I had let inside of me. 
His hips jerked and he buried himself deep inside me with a grunt, spilling in me with aborted little thrusts, each one sending a new wave of bliss through me. 
When it was over, we laid there in a pile, panting, sweating, and shaking. I wasn’t sure I could move, even if River’s considerable weight hadn’t been pinning me to the bed. I wasn’t sure I wanted to move.
“Fuck, Theo,” River muttered. “That was…Are you okay?”
I nodded sleepily. “Tired.”
He chuckled and kissed my cheek. “I bet. It’s… Fuck, it’s almost five in the morning. That took a while. Worth it, though.” 
He slid free of my body and walked away to grab a towel to clean us up before gently tucking me back into bed. I’d still barely moved. 
“Get some sleep, little finch,” he whispered, fingers feathering through my hair. “I’ll watch over you.”
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I woke up to the sound of Xander and Xavier arguing downstairs instead of my alarm clock. Their voices echoed through the hall, and I sighed, unsticking myself from Theo to roll onto my back. He was still asleep, so I kissed him awake. 
He rubbed the back of his hand across his freckled face. “Mmngh. What time is it?”
“About six-thirty,” I told him, peppering kisses along his jaw. 
We got up and took a quick shower, dressed, and headed downstairs. Xander and Xavier were still arguing, and I could hear them all the way up the stairs.
“…No way he knows anything useful,” Xander was saying. “I told you not to answer!”
“What was I supposed to do? Ignore him forever?” Xavier replied.
I came off the last stair and let out a frustrated growl. “Why are you two freaks arguing in my house at this hour?”
Xander and Xavier, who were dressed in opposite colors for once—Xander in white and Xavier in black—exchanged a glance. 
“Xion called again yesterday,” Xavier said.
I glared at them, irritated because they’d woken me up still. “So?”
Xander smacked Xavier in the back of the head. “So this idiot answered.”
“That still doesn’t explain why you’re here before sunrise.”
Xander blinked. “Is it that early?”
Xavier sighed. “We didn’t sleep. I wasn’t even going to bring it up because it’s Xion, but then War came back from his run early this morning and told me what happened last night. Xion’s lead might be worth chasing. You’ve got nothing else to go on, River.”
I narrowed my eyes at the two of them. “He’s been in a locked ward for years. How the fuck would he know anything?”
“A better question might be how he even knows we’re looking for anyone at all,” Xander said, giving Xavier a hard look.
I grabbed Xavier by the front of his black hoodie and yanked him forward. “You told him?”
Xavier shoved me away. “Look, I know Xion is fucked up, and I wasn’t going to talk to him, but dammit…” He spun on Xander. “You’ve been showing symptoms. I had to, Xander. Don’t you get it? I already lost one brother to our broken brains. I don’t want to lose you, too. I thought if I knew how it happened, I’d be able to help you before it was too late.”
Xander let out a snort and turned away, arms crossed, while Xavier hung his head. 
“Symptoms?” Theo asked, glancing between them. “Symptoms of what?”
Xavier fidgeted with his fingers and looked at me.
I shrugged. “Don’t look at me. You brought this into my house.”
His shoulders slumped. “We have schizophrenia. Well, sort of. Xion has it, and since we’re identical triplets and there’s a definite genetic component…” He shrugged. “It’s only a matter of time before it eventually triggers, and we’re the prime age for the first symptoms to start appearing.”
“I am not having symptoms,” Xander insisted, turning around, throwing his hands up.
“Yeah?” Xavier shot back. “Well then why did you scribble out all the eyes on your posters with black marker yesterday?”
Xander was quiet for a moment before he folded his arms. “There is no way in hell I’m going up there with you, so you might as well call Serena and cancel our visitation.”
“It’s already done, Xander,” Xavier protested. “I’m going whether you want to or not.”
I honestly didn’t give a fuck about their sibling drama. I’d figured eventually one of them would cave in and accept Xion’s desperate daily calls, and it was no surprise that it was Xavier. He’d always been softer than Xander. 
What I cared about was this lead Xion claimed to have. We were painfully short on information, and if he did have something, I wanted to hear it, even if the chances that it’d be something useful were incredibly small. 
I pushed past them and went to the closet to grab my coat. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Xander demanded. 
“With Xavier to see Xion.” I pulled one of my extra jackets out of the hall closet and helped Theo into it. 
“The fuck you are,” Xander said, folding his arms. 
I zipped up Theo’s jacket and shot him a look to let him know I was considering making him regret his words, but Xavier stepped between us.
“You can’t stop me from going,” he said, staring his brother down. “You don’t get to dictate everything I do, Xander.” 
“You don’t want to go? Fine. Go pick up Uncle Sacha.” I retrieved my car keys from where they hung on the wall. 
“You can leave those,” Xavier said with a smile, jingling his keys. “I just had Shrek detailed.”
Theo frowned. “What’s a Shrek?”
“It’s his dumb Kia, and we’re not taking it. We’ll take my car.” There was no way I was riding all the way to Columbus with his dumb video game soundtrack remixes blasting in my ears. 
Xavier stuck his bottom lip out. “Fine. Guess I’ll meet you there,” he said and palmed his keys.
“Xavier,” Xander called. When Xavier turned back, Xander had his hands in his pockets and wore a worried expression. “Don’t let him get to you.”
“I won’t,” Xavier promised, and we left him standing in the foyer. 
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Inside was a different story. Walking through the doors, we were immediately asked to surrender anything and everything that might be used as a weapon, from our cell phones to our shoelaces. The grim faced orderly handed me a key and pointed me to a lockbox where I could leave my keys and belongings. While Xavier, Theo, and I shoved our things into the box, she called down to the unit to let Xion’s social worker know we were here. 
Almost as soon as she hung up, another door buzzed open, and a middle-aged soccer mom looking woman propped it open, tucking a stack of papers against her chest. “Party for Mr. Loomis?” She pronounced Xion’s last name almost as if she were calling us to be seated for lunch.
The woman smiled as we came up to her, but it was one of those fake smiles, the kind that made me want to break all her teeth. “Good to see you, Xavier. Is Xander not with you?”
“No, but this is my brother River and his partner, Theo.” Xavier gestured to us.
Theo’s hand tightened around mine as the woman looked us over with a sharp gaze, her smile never wavering.
“I’m afraid only family and visitors on Xion’s designated guest list are allowed back,” she said. “Theo will have to wait here.”
That was unexpected. Not that Theo wouldn’t be able to go back with me. I thought that might be the case. I’d also not expected to be on Xion’s list of preferred visitors. My plan was to have Xander go in and have him change the list so we could go back, but maybe that wouldn’t be necessary. 
“It’s all right,” Theo said, releasing his death grip on my fingers. “I’ll wait here.” He almost sounded relieved. 
I didn’t blame him. Given his history, entering a locked ward was probably terrifying. That didn’t mean I liked the idea of leaving him behind. 
He planted a quick kiss on my cheek. “I’ll flip through some magazines and look at the pictures. It’ll be fine.”
“Don’t leave the lobby,” I told him and followed Xavier through the door the social worker was propping open for us.
The door closed with a thud that echoed down the pristine white hallway, and she scuttled out in front of us. “I’m glad you finally decided to come up for a visit,” said the woman, leading us down the bland hall. “I think you’ll be pleased with the progress Xion’s made, and seeing you will be good for him. Well, seeing both of you would be better, but it’s good the two of you are here. He’ll be thrilled to see his brothers.” 
“Xion’s no brother of mine,” I muttered, earning an elbow from Xavier.
The social worker slid her name badge through a magnetic reader and a pair of double doors opened, letting us into the belly of the hospital. We followed her down the hall and past a woman with ratty hair curled up on the floor muttering to herself. Further down, an older man shuffled by wearing a pair of those infamous blue grippy socks instead of shoes. He moved as if every step was more effort than the last, his sagging eyes fixed on some point far away while a worker in scrubs walked alongside him. 
The windowless room we were let into next looked more like an elementary school cafeteria than anything else. Half a dozen round tables were scattered around, three plastic chairs waiting at each. In the center of each table was a laminated number, taped down, the edges all worn. There were no drawings or paintings on the walls, no vending machines, no nothing except for a beefy worker in white scrubs blocking the opposite door.
Xion sat at a table near the center of the room. While he, Xander, and Xavier all shared the same DNA, time hadn’t been quite as kind to Xion. He looked thinner, his cheeks gaunt, his eyes shadowed from poor sleep. His curly, dark hair hung long and limp past his ears, and a dark beard covered the bottom half of his face. The worn sweats and white t-shirt he wore were both too big on him. Xion was what Xander or Xavier might look like after a two-week bender; he was a shallow, haunted version of himself. 
Next to me, Xavier sucked in a deep breath and froze in place as his brother’s eyes fell on him. 
Xion’s thin lips spread into a Cheshire smile. “Hello, Xavi. River. Won’t you join me?”
Xavier glanced at me before moving slowly toward the table. He jerked out a chair and sat. “Okay, we’re here. Tell us what you know about the guy we’re looking for.”
Xion stared at Xavier, utterly still for a long moment before he slowly folded his hands on top of the table, mimicking his brother’s posture exactly. “Hello, Xion,” he prompted. “It’s good to see you. You look good. Sorry we haven’t been up to see you. The last five years have been a real bitch.” His chair creaked as he leaned forward. “Now, you try.”
Xavier looked over at me as if he were expecting me to provide some guidance. 
I shrugged. Xion was his brother. 
“Go on, brother,” Xion said, his left eyelid twitching. “Don’t be rude. They’re watching.”
Xavier’s eyes suddenly darted around the room in a momentary panic, almost as if he expected to find the room full of people. It wasn’t. We were the only ones there, the guard and social worker aside.
“I’m sure they’re tired, Xion,” the social worker offered. “It’s a long drive up here.”
“A five-year drive apparently.” Xion leaned back and crossed his arms across his chest. “And no Xander, huh? Let me guess. He’s still pissed about the puppy.”
Xavier’s lip curled. “The puppy? Fuck the puppy. You tried to kill him.” 
Xion shrugged. “Honestly, I thought he was you. But then, I also thought you were clones sent by Donald Trump to spy on me. I had a psychotic break. It happens. I’m doing much better now, thanks.”
“As heartwarming as this little reunion is,” I interjected, “it’s not why we’re here. You said you had information, so spill or we’re leaving.”
Xion’s chestnut eyes fell on me with weight. “Just like you, River. It’s always what other people can do for you. Not a single thought about how you can help other people.”
“It’s a gift.” I jerked my chin toward him. “Talk. Now.”
“Talk. Now,” he parroted in a mocking tone. “You should be more careful about how you speak to me. Apparently, I’m a dangerous psychopath.” He said the last line in a stage whisper, exaggeratedly lifting his hand.
“That’s it.” I stood while he was still cackling like an idiot. The chair legs scraped over the polished floor. “I knew you were wasting our time. Come on, Xavier.”
Xion moved so fast even I didn’t have time to react. He slapped his palms down on the table and shot up out of his chair, the mirth falling from his face like a mask. “Don’t you fucking move, Xavi.” He blinked and the malice was gone, replaced by a pleasant, smiling face. “I missed you. And I do have something that you might find useful.” He looked at me, through me. “Your little boy toy isn’t the only broken doll that’s turned up lately. There was another here recently who talked about this Master the same way yours apparently does.”
I gave Xavier a wary look before sinking back into my chair. “Where is he?”
“Six feet under,” Xion spat with malice. “She overdosed. Apparently, she was hoarding her meds and trading some with other patients to get her fatal cocktail just right.”
“Xion,” the social worker said in a warning tone.
He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, it was a she, not a he. Some tweaker bitch. She kept going on about how angels took her baby. Freaked out every time the mention of religious services came over the loudspeaker on Sundays.” The stool creaked as he leaned forward. “I traded her two trazadone and a lorazepam for a blowjob and she spilled right after. Bitch was into pillow talk or some shit. She told me she sold her baby to the Master for two hundred bucks and a couple of speedballs at some church. I thought she was talking about some guy she made up until Xavier mentioned this Master you were looking for.”
“Which church?” I pressed.
He shrugged. “How the fuck should I know? Wasn’t like I paid a lot of attention. People in here are kinda crazy. Besides, this was months ago. With as many drugs as they have me on, you’re lucky I remember anything at all.”
I sighed. If his information was good, it still wasn’t helpful. All he had were the ravings of an addict coming down from her high, and we couldn’t even talk to her. His information was months old. Nothing he’d told us would get us closer to finding where Master was hiding out or shutting down his operation, which meant we’d wasted the trip.
“Is that it?” I asked.
He pulled back his lips, scowling at me. “What do you mean, ‘Is that it?’ Like I gave you nothing? You fuckers don’t write or visit. You don’t even answer my calls for years, and when you finally do, it’s only because I’m useful to you.”
“Xion,” warned the social worker, “let’s save our feelings for group.”
“No!” shouted Xion, rising. “I have a right! They abandoned me, treated me like I was nothing! Well, I’ve got news for… Let me go! I’m not finished!”
The big orderly that’d been standing near the other door had put his hand on Xion’s shoulder. Xion flung it off. The next thing I knew, Xion’s chair was tipped sideways and the table jumped. Xion was face down against the table, his arms twisted behind his back while the orderly held him. 
“We need some assistance in here,” the social worker shouted through the cracked door. 
A second later, three workers in a rainbow of scrubs rushed in to help restrain Xion while we backed away, herded toward the door by the social worker. Somehow, Xion wrestled his way out from under two of the orderlies only to be taken to the floor immediately after. 
“Take a long look, Xavi!” Xion shouted as the orderlies worked to restrain him. “This is what you have to look forward to!” 
Xavier’s face blanched as Xion went from screaming to laughing. 
“I’ll save you a spot!” Xion shouted from the floor.
Xavier spun on his heels and stormed through the door. 
When I finally caught up with him, he was by the exit, hyperventilating and pulling at his hair. “Xander was right. We shouldn’t have come!” He hugged himself tightly and tried to blink back tears.
I sighed, unsure of what to do. If he made a scene, it’d be inconvenient, but if I walked him out like that, Theo would want to know what happened, and I didn’t want to stress him further. 
Xavier suddenly grabbed my arm in a vice grip, his eyes full of panic. “I’d rather die than ever be in a place like this,” he said in a small voice, eyes darting around. “You can’t ever let them put me in the hospital, River.”
I pulled away, wrinkling my nose. “First of all, that will never happen.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because you’re my brother,” I said with certainty. “If you ever lose it that bad, I’ll kill you myself before I ever let you rot in a place like this.” 
Xavier wasn’t Xion. He didn’t want to lose himself to his demons the way Xion had. Xion had chosen to crawl into bed with his demons, and he liked it there. He’d never be family to me.
That seemed to calm him down. Xavier pushed the tears away. “Thanks, River.”
[image: image-placeholder]I took Theo to lunch and a movie. Apparently, he’d never been to a movie theater. I didn’t care what we saw, but I read him the selections and let him pick. Thankfully, he picked some PG romcom instead of another horror movie. I bought him the biggest popcorn they had, some candy, and a drink, and we made our way into the theater.  
Since it was the middle of the day, we had the theater to ourselves. I thought it was the perfect opportunity to give Theo a blowjob, but he seemed really into the movie, so I wound up scrolling on my phone instead. While the boring vanilla heterosexual couple on the screen declared their undying love to each other in the rain, I was reading about experimental mushroom shrouds that were being used in Europe. 
When the movie let out, it was late enough that I figured it was time to head over to Shepherd’s. Our plan was to hit the Time Out Room and hopefully get something useful out of the day.
Gavin once again answered the door, this time decked out in tight leather pants and a leather vest. “Oh, hey, River. Theo. Come on in.”
“Please tell me Shepherd isn’t dressed like you,” I said as he closed the door behind us.
“Fortunately for you, my leather bondage gear is reserved for private use,” Shepherd said, stepping out of the back of the apartment. Thankfully, he was wearing his everyday suit, though he didn’t have a tie for once. “Not that it matters since I won’t be going in with you tonight.”
I frowned and narrowed my eyes at Shepherd. “Wait a minute. Are you expecting us to babysit your grad student in there? Shepherd, there’s no way.”
Shepherd smoothed his hands over his sleeves. “Not at all. Gavin can look after himself. I’m persona non grata at The Time Out Room, so I’ll be your man in the van tonight, watching the back door and walking you through who is who and where to go.”
My lip curled. “I don’t need you to tell me what to do, Shepherd.”
Theo wrapped his arm around mine and huddled in closer as Shepherd’s gaze pierced us. 
“Think of me as your voice of reason,” Shepherd said. “I’m there to keep you from going off half-cocked and killing everyone in there the moment someone bumps into your pet, and to keep Theo from disassociating or sinking into panic. Gavin will be my eyes and ears, and my voice will be in your head the entire time.”
Shepherd reached behind his leather sofa and brought out a pristine metal briefcase. He popped open the clasps and held a tiny earbud out to each of us. 
Theo took one and slipped it in his ear. The thing practically disappeared. 
“Our goal tonight,” Shepherd said, slipping one into his ear while Gavin did the same, “is to locate at least one player in this operation, isolate him, extract him from the Time Out Room, and relocate to a pre-prepared secondary location for phase two.”
I glanced over at Gavin. “And you’re totally on board with kidnapping somebody tonight? That part of your grad thesis, too?”
Gavin licked his lips and glanced at Shepherd before replying. “If I understand this correctly, these people are involved in human trafficking. They’re kidnapping people and forcing them to work against their will. We’re talking about modern slavery. I have no problem making someone like that disappear.”
“And he gets thesis hours for his trouble,” Shepherd said, snapping the case shut. “Now, shall we go? I’m dying to see how all this plays out tonight.”
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Shepherd drove a souped-up SUV, one of those expensive models with all leather interior, state of the art sound, and a high-tech display in the center console. Well, he didn’t exactly drive it. He made Gavin drive, as if his grad student was his chauffeur.  
The car stood out like a sore thumb in the part of town we drove to, where there were bars on the windows and graffiti on the walls. Trash littered the streets and people crowded the corners in coordinating colors, staring us down. We passed pawn shops, payday loan places, and alcohol drive-throughs. 
I recognized some of the buildings and had even been in a few of them. While I didn’t know the street names, I could easily point out which alleyways were safe to pull down and which ones weren’t. 
“I know this neighborhood,” I muttered as we drove by one of the alleyways I was in often enough to remember the smell. “I’ve been here before. Lots of times.”
“We’re almost there,” Gavin said. 
I turned to look at River next to me. “What did you learn from Xion?”
“You went to see Xion?” Shepherd twisted in his seat to look back at us.
River sighed. “Yeah. Apparently, someone was in his ward a couple of months ago talking about someone they called Master and a church where she sold her baby, but the information’s not reliable. It’s months old, and so far nothing we have indicates Theo was being held anywhere near a church.”
Shepherd turned around in his seat. “The church could be the front of the operation. Perhaps that’s how they’re finding their victims.”
“They’re taking babies?” I stared at him in horror. It was one thing for them to abuse older kids, but babies?
How old had I been when it all began? I couldn’t remember much from my early life. What if this had been going on almost since I was born? My stomach turned. 
River shrugged. “Makes sense, given that you said Master raised you since as far back as you can remember. If they’re not putting you in school, you might not exist on paper, which means they have to have some way of acquiring victims illegally. Why not from addicts desperate for a fix?”
“Oh my god.” I turned away, covering my mouth.
“We don’t know when you were taken,” Shepherd said firmly. “Perhaps you were older and don’t remember. Acquiring infants would be incredibly labor intensive, but they’d need to bring victims in young for the type of psychological programming they’re using, children under six. That’s not to say children that young are being rented out, but I wouldn’t put it out of the question. The younger the victim, the higher the price.”
River slipped an arm around my shoulders, massaging gently. “What do we need to know about this place before going in?”
“It’s members only, but I’ve taken the liberty of having one of my other assistants secure you memberships,” Shepherd said. “They’re under the names Lewis and Stephenson using your own first names.” He brought up his phone, tapping lightly on the screen. “A six thousand square foot space for you to enjoy, complete with four private themed rooms.” He snorted. “That right there is a red flag. People left to their own devices with torture equipment in a closed room? He’s asking for a liability suit.” 
“If they’ve got private rooms, that’s where we’re more likely to find the kind of people we’re looking for,” River said next to me. “How can we see what’s going on inside there?”
Shepherd tapped his phone again, pulling up another picture and zooming in. “Well, we all know privacy is an illusion. There are undoubtedly cameras set up in there, and he’ll have in-house security watching the feeds. That’s one way. Alternatively, you could knock, though no guarantee they’ll answer. That’s odd.”
“What is?” I leaned forward, looking over his shoulder. 
“The website says there’s six thousand square feet of usable space, but the floor plan only accounts for fifty-two hundred square feet. It could be they’re rounding up…”
“Or there are rooms in there that aren’t on the plans,” River said.
I grasped River’s arm tightly. “We have to find out for sure. If there are people being held in there…” 
“If there are, I strongly suggest we take care of it quickly and quietly,” Shepherd said. “It’s places like The Time Out Room that give the lifestyle a bad public image. Taking them down publicly will only further that negative perception.”
River sighed. “We don’t know if that’s the case yet, and I don’t know if the three of us will be enough to canvas this place in a single night.” 
“I’m sure you’ll do your best.”
We stopped in front of a run-down building with neon lights out front. I’d always thought the place looked more like a dirty strip joint than a club. My insides immediately clenched at the sight of the familiar building. 
Flashes of memory shot through me like a bad drug, and I turned to bury my face in River’s chest. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“I’ll be with you every second,” River promised. “You’ll be safe with me. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
“You’ll be fine,” Shepherd said dismissively. “Chances are, everyone in there will be too interested in someone else to even notice you. And if the staff gives you any trouble, I’ll swoop in to make sure they’re more focused on me than you.”
River kissed my temple and got out of the car, coming around to open my door for me. I was trembling as I wrapped my arm around his, and it felt like he held me up all the way to the door. The heartbeat of bass music thrummed in the walls as if they were alive, the sound only getting louder when Gavin opened the doors and held them for us. 
The woman at the front counter had pink and purple pigtails, blue lipstick, and wore a blood red corset. She looked up from her phone as if she were irritated that we’d interrupted her. “Membership?”
“Under River Lewis,” River said and gripped me roughly to his side. “And this is my plus one.” He jerked his head toward Gavin. “He’s Gavin Stephenson”
She tapped the keyboard a few times before looking up and scanning over us briefly. “You got anything to check?”
“No,” River said.
She shrugged and started stamping the backs of our hands. “Then you’re good to go in. Lounge through the curtains to the right. If you want to rent a private room, we charge by the hour, max two-hour blocks. With your premium membership, you’re entitled to one discounted drink at the bar per person, per visit.” She spoke in a bored monotone, as if she said it a hundred times a day. “Enjoy your time out.” And with that, her attention was back on her phone.
River’s grip on me remained tight as he led me through the curtains. At first, I avoided looking around, not wanting to see any familiar faces, but then I remembered that was why we were there. I glanced up, scanning unfamiliar faces of people in the lounge area, which was more like a bar than a proper lounge. The place was busy, nearly every seat taken. How many of them were there to hurt people like me? How many of them knew? 
“You recognize anyone?” River whispered in my ear.
I shook my head. 
But we were just getting started. 
The lounge was connected to the main area, where a variety of equipment was out on display, none of which I’d ever used. 
“Most of the time, they brought us to the bar,” I said numbly. “We didn’t go into the big room, except…”
My breath caught and a memory hit me full force. The feeling of being trapped, bent over, humiliated. Masked people laughing. I was high up, above them on a stage, but my feet were barely touching the floor. My shoulders ached from the way my arms were bound behind my back. 
I shook my head. “I think they do special events here sometimes. Themed parties? There was a stage and masked people were watching while someone I couldn’t see was hurting me.” 
“I’m going to burn this fucking place to the ground,” River snarled.
“Arson isn’t off the table,” said Shepherd in my ear, “but let’s try not to immolate the evidence we’re looking for.”
“I don’t think what we want is here,” Gavin said, looking out over the main floor. Most people were at the bar, acting as if they were afraid to wander beyond it. “Let’s try the private rooms.”
No one stopped us as we left the main area, walking down a hallway that ended in a T. There were two rooms to the right and two to the left, plus a mystery door with a no entry symbol straight ahead. 
River squeezed my hand. “Anything coming back to you?”
I swallowed and tried to keep my breathing even, turning my head right and left. “This way,” I said and took a right. The first door was open and the room unoccupied. It was done up like a nursery with a giant crib, a changing table, and a wide array of stuffed toys. I didn’t recognize it, so we moved on to the next one. Soft grunts were coming from beyond the closed door. I turned to go, but River held onto me.
He raised a fist and pounded on the door. 
A second later it popped open to reveal a balding man who was half-dressed. “What?” snapped the man.
River glanced over at me. I shook my head. 
“Sorry, wrong room,” River said.
“Learn to fuckin’ read,” the man growled and slammed the door shut.
We tried the two rooms on the other side of the hallway—one room made up to look like a castle dungeon and the other a classroom—but I didn’t recognize them either. 
I frowned after the last door slammed in our faces. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I’ve never been here.” 
“Let’s try the last door before we come to that conclusion.” Gavin gestured to the one with the no entry sign.
My heart jumped up into my throat and I braced myself to be hit with a barrage of memories as he threw it open. Relief washed over me when all we found on the other side was a storage closet. 
And then the smell hit me. It wasn’t a bad smell, but it was strong. It stung the insides of my nostrils like paint thinner, yet it was softer somehow, a fake chemical smell that I recognized immediately.
“It’s through there,” I said and pushed past Gavin, dragging River along with me.
“In the storage closet?” Gavin asked.
River let me go long enough to walk to the back where he started pressing along the walls. After a minute, he found a nearly invisible seam in the wall and pulled it open, revealing a numerical keypad. He glanced back at Gavin. “A lot of security for a closet.” 
“What do you have?” came Shepherd’s voice in my ear.
“A keypad,” River replied. “Numerical. We need to code to get any further.” 
There was a beat of silence before Shepherd asked, “How many digits?” 
“Looks like five.”
“Try six-nine-four-twenty,” Shepherd suggested.
“That can’t possibly be it,” River mumbled as he typed it in anyway. 
The keypad beeped and the little red light above it turned green. A rectangular section of the wall popped open revealing a door. 
River blinked in surprise. “Fuck, it worked.”
“We’re clearly not dealing with geniuses,” Gavin agreed. 
Shepherd’s chuckle made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. He sounded like a very pleased hyena. “These primates fuck like drunk middle schoolers all their lives and think cannabis is a god. Proceed accordingly.”
River carefully pulled open the door. The space beyond was chillingly familiar. It looked like a break room in a busy factory, if that factory had been out of operation for decades and taken over by porn addicts. There were posters on the walls of naked people being restrained or beaten. Magazines full of extreme pornography littered the table. A chalkboard on one side of the wall held words in a grid with numbers in the column beside them. The next column over had numbers with a dollar sign attached.
“What the fuck?” River muttered as we filed into the room. “Is that what I think it is?”
“What are you looking at, River?” Shepherd asked. 
River pulled out his phone and snapped a picture of the wall, sending it to Shepherd. 
“It looks like a dead pool,” Gavin said, walking up to the wall.
I frowned. “Like the superhero?”
“Sort of. Well, he’s named after one.” Gavin tilted his head back to take in the many, many names scribbled there. Whoever kept track of it would’ve needed a chair to reach the top. 
“Somebody is certainly betting on something,” Shepherd agreed. “Fourth column from the bottom. I can’t quite make it out. Read it to me under the pick column?”
“D.C. R-seven,” Gavin read. “The other name associated with him is Travis K.”
“Travis?” I shuddered and turned away from the wall. 
“You know someone by that name?” River asked. 
I nodded slowly and hugged myself tightly, trying to will the bile down my throat. “Most clients just wanted sex, but people like Travis… He wanted to hurt people. I only went with him one time, but when he was done with me, I had two fractured ribs and a concussion. I don’t remember what he did. I think I was drugged. I woke up in the worst pain of my life. I thought I was going to die.” 
A door on the other side of the room opened and a greasy looking man in a trucker cap stepped in, still zipping up his pants. He froze, taking us in and sneered. “You’re not supposed to be in here!” 
River tackled the man to the floor. Before the man could even scream, River had his hands around the man’s throat, squeezing tightly. The man let out wet gasping sounds, his face slowly turning red, then purple. He clawed desperately at River’s hands, movements getting more uncoordinated with each passing second until he eventually fell limp. 
“That doesn’t sound good,” Shepherd mused in my ear. “What’s happened?”
“We got interrupted,” River said, letting go of the man and sitting back on his heels. “Don’t worry. He’s not dead. Yet. But there might be a change of plans.” He looked at me. “Do you recognize him?”
I swallowed and nodded slowly, numbness spreading through my limbs. What were the chances? “That’s Travis.” 
“Jesus Christ,” Gavin muttered. 
“Then we have great timing.” River stood. “Gavin, help me find something to tie this asshole up with, and then we need to get out of here STAT.” 
Don’t look at him. I tore my eyes away from Travis’s pockmarked face and they settled on the door he’d come through. My heart throbbed in my ears, and I was moving past him before I could stop myself. 
“Theo! Theo, wait!” River’s voice sounded like it was under water, but I couldn’t stop myself. I had to see. 
There was a tiny room on the other side, no bigger than the cell where I’d spent my entire life. In fact, it looked a lot like my cell. A naked mattress lay on the floor, a threadbare blanket tossed haphazardly over it. The floor slanted in the center toward an industrial drain, the area around it marred by dark stains. 
But it was the woman huddled in the corner I was concerned about. She was older than me by several decades, and sporting several new looking bruises and a crooked nose. One eye was already starting to swell shut. She looked up at me with blank terror, the kind of haunted fear that no one should have in their eyes. A familiar fear. Tears tracked their way through her filthy face, but she didn’t make a sound, just staring at me, her knees pulled up to block the lower half of her face. 
“There’s a woman,” I said, my voice distant and devoid of all emotion.
“Jesus Christ,” River muttered. “What are we supposed to do with her?”
The woman glanced between us and surged up with a feral snarl. I jumped out of her way, and she pushed River, knocking him into Gavin, before running through the door we’d left open on the other side. 
River struggled to his feet. “Shepherd! Bogie headed your way.”
Shepherd sighed. “Always cleaning up your messes.” 
I swallowed and looked at River. “He won’t hurt her, will he?”
“Probably not,” River said, raking his fingers through his hair. He looked at Gavin, who was still standing there, dumbfounded. “Well? Are you going to help me with this asshole or what?”




[image: image-placeholder]

Theo was not okay, but I couldn’t focus on that. I had to focus on the job at hand, which was torturing information out of Travis. 
The sick fuck was currently hanging from a meat hook by the chains we’d affixed to his wrists and ankles. At first, the only thing we’d been able to find was duct tape, but that wouldn’t hold, so Shepherd got out the kit he kept in the back of his SUV, once again proving that he was prepared for anything. 
Shepherd had driven us to the old meat packing plant and dropped me off with Travis and Theo before speeding off to deal with the woman we’d found and to drop off his grad student. I was pretty sure he was going to drop the woman off near a hospital and hope she found her way. She didn’t speak a lick of English, and my Portuguese was shit. Shepherd had managed to say a few things to her, enough to get her to stop attacking us, at least. 
Travis was pretending not to be awake, but he was. I’d noticed the change in his breathing a while ago. His long, greasy hair hung limp to his shoulders. He’d been wearing a trucker cap, a red flannel overshirt, blue jeans, and a white t-shirt, but he’d lost the hat while we were chaining him up. 
I shifted my grip on the sledgehammer I’d stolen from the doctor’s house in my hands, pacing back and forth in front of him. Without my normal tools, this was going to be messy. Good. Theo had said Travis had hurt him badly. I was going to hurt Travis worse. 
“How do you know he won’t lie to you to get you to stop?” Theo said nervously behind me. “Isn’t torture a notoriously unreliable way to get information?”
I glanced back at him, wishing again that I’d convinced him to wait in the old lobby instead of coming into the belly of the factory with me. He’d said it creeped him out, that he’d rather be close to me. I wasn’t so sure that was a good idea. In theory, he knew what I was, but once he saw me in action, he might try to run. 
“I’m not doing it just for the information,” I said, turning back to Travis. “I’m doing this because I want to. How long I draw this out for, that depends on how entertained I am. If I get bored with his answers, I’ll have to make things more interesting, won’t I?”
I tapped the hammer against my palm twice before slapping him in the face with my palm. “Wake up, asshole.”
His head jerked up and he stared at me with wild eyes. He started to look past me at Theo, but I grabbed his jaw and jerked his face back to me. 
“Don’t look at him or I’ll take out your fucking eyes,” I said. “You don’t need your eyes to answer questions.” 
“I don’t know shit,” he spat. 
“Honestly, I don’t care what you know and what you don’t. I’m here for the entertainment value.” I took a step back and swung the sledgehammer low. It cracked against his shin with the deafening crunch of bone.
Travis screamed, cursed, and spat, wiggling back and forth on the hook, but he wasn’t going anywhere. 
Behind me, Theo doubled over and threw up. 
“What the fuck!” Travis screamed and sobbed. “What the fuck, man!” 
“Here’s how this game works.” I gripped the chain to stop him from swinging. “I ask you questions; you answer. If I like your answer, I ask you another and the cycle repeats until I get an answer I don’t like. Then I hurt you. And trust me when I say I can get real creative. Way more than you were when torturing all those people.”
“I didn’t torture anybody!” He kicked his one good leg. “You’ve got the wrong guy!” 
“Liar!” I spat through clenched teeth and brought the sledgehammer down, smashing the bones of his foot.
He choked on his scream before gagging. 
While he was still recovering, I grabbed a handful of his greasy hair. “You tortured Theo.”
“Who the fuck is Theo?” he managed weakly.
I jerked his head up and pointed him toward Theo, who’d curled up in the corner, drawing his knees up to his chest. 
Travis let out a weak grunt. “Oh, I get it. You’re the one who bought the runt off Rick, eh? What’s the matter? Pissed you got damaged goods?”
With a growl, I jammed the handle of the sledgehammer into his armpit, relishing how his mouth opened in a silent scream and his body convulsed in pain. “I want to know where the Master is. What’s his real name? Where does he live? How do I find him?”
I yanked the sledgehammer away and let him hang there limply, catching his breath. 
He lifted his head, showing bloody teeth. The fucker must’ve bitten his tongue. “You have no fucking idea who you’re messing with, boy.” 
“Oh yeah?” I pushed the hammer into his chest hard enough to make him swing back. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”
He lifted his chin more. “You’re dead,” he shouted in Theo’s direction. “You know that, don’t you? When they catch up to you, they’re gonna—Ungh! Fuck!” 
The sound of the sledgehammer striking his stomach echoed through the concrete room, and I’d only hit him with a quarter of the force I normally used.
“Tell me what you know about the Master!” I demanded.
He panted for a minute before finding the air to snarl, “Fuck you!”
“What’s he doing with the babies he takes?” I pulled the sledgehammer back to strike again.
Travis’ eyes widened. “Wait, wait, wait!”  
“Sounds like I’m just in time for the entrée course,” Shepherd said, strolling in. He’d changed into white scrubs and white tennis shoes and carried a rolled-up cloth under one arm. He huffed at me as he walked by, grabbing a surgical cart from where it rested against the wall. “He looks nice and tenderized, River, but you won’t get anything out of him like that.”
“He’s mine,” I growled at my brother.
“Honestly, River,” he mused, pulling on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, “you’re like a dog with a bone, shouting ‘he’s mine’ over and over. So dramatic.” 
“Who’re you supposed to be? Hannibal Lecter?” Travis spat, blood dripping down his chin.
“Hannibal is a fictional boogeyman,” said Shepherd as he unrolled his tools. “An austere and refined gentleman monster. He had a sense of justice, a moral code that limited his choice of victim to those who he felt had personally wronged him. Thankfully, I have no such compunction.” 
Metal shicked as he pulled a fileting knife free, the polished silver gleaming in the harsh factory light. Travis’s eyes widened and he started kicking as Shepherd approached. I stepped back and went to retrieve one of the empty paint buckets stacked in the corner. 
Travis screamed, the sound echoing. I held out the bucket, and a moment later, Shepherd deposited an ear. 
“Restraint,” he said, turning to me. “That’s the thing about torture you never learned, River. You keep brutalizing him with that sledgehammer, and you’ll break something important. Not only that, but broken bones will release endorphins much faster, dulling the pain. You’ll have him in shock or dead before he talks, if you don’t render him completely useless beforehand.” He turned back to Travis. “Now, where was I?”
Travis sobbed quietly, all the fight gone out of him. 
I grabbed him by his hair again. “How do I find the Master?”
“I don’t know,” he bawled. “Please don’t kill me! I won’t tell anyone; just let me go!”
“I’m afraid that’s off the table,” Shepherd said, feigning sympathy. Sick bastard was enjoying playing with him far too much.
“I have a wife. A daughter,” Travis pleaded.
“Do they know you’re a violent rapist in your spare time?” I spat. 
His only answer was more sobbing. Fuck, I hated when they did that. It was so annoying to listen to. 
I gave him a shove. “Answer my questions and maybe they’ll get a body to bury.”
They wouldn’t. He was going in the incinerator when I was done with him, but I needed him to talk. Without the hope of survival, I had to give him something. 
Shepherd smoothed a hand over his bloody chin. “Shhh. Don’t cry now. Not at the end. You don’t want that to be how you go out, do you? Alone? Kicking and screaming and sobbing? Poor thing. It’s not your fault you’re this way, is it? Nature is cruel.”
“I-I never wanted to hurt anybody,” Travis stammered, lying through his teeth. “They don’t listen. And they fight. I can’t help it if they fight me.”
“Whoever brings them in should train them better,” Shepherd agreed. 
He didn’t mean it. Shepherd didn’t give two shits about any of this. No, he was getting off on manipulating this guy to give me the information I was after. As long as I got to kill him once we had it, I didn’t give a fuck how it happened. 
Shepherd gripped Travis’s pimpled chin almost tenderly, holding him up. “Tell me, what were you doing at The Time Out Room? Why is your name up on a board with all those other losers?” 
Travis was shivering, hyperventilating, his pupils dilated, but he was fully invested in whatever was happening between him and Shepherd. “I…I… I got some prize money. There’s a pool. It’s random. I don’t know how they pick. But you pick a name, put down a bet, and once a month it pays out and that name goes away. I won, so I came back to spend my winnings, but the bitch… She bit me. Tried to fucking bite my cock off! It’s not my fault. I don’t know anything about any babies, I swear!” His eyes darted to me.
Shepherd jerked his chin back so Travis had to look at him. “And who paid you your winnings?” Shepherd asked, massaging Travis’s jaw. “Who runs the pool?”
“Some guy named Dmitri. He runs it. He lives over on Garfield and Livingston, man. That’s all I know!”
“Dmitri?” I caught Shepherd’s eye. “Could be Russian. I thought Niki said his people weren’t involved.”
“Either someone is lying, or it’s coincidence. As a psychiatrist, I can tell you the former is always more likely.” He turned back to Travis. “Thank you for your help,” he said and promptly slit Travis’s throat.
“What the fuck!” I growled. “He was my kill!” 
“My territory, my kill,” Shepherd said, calmly walking back over to his tools while Travis bled out. “You got all the information he had. Someone this low on the menu barely knows anything. We were supposed to be after bigger fish.” He started cleaning his knife with a cloth from the kit and glanced over his shoulder at me. “Besides, don’t you have a caged bird to look after?” 
I looked over at Theo, who was curled up even tighter than before, rocking in place with his chin resting on his knees. Something twisted in my chest. I dropped the sledgehammer and went to him, taking his face in my hands. “Theo?”
He didn’t answer, didn’t look at me, still staring off in the distance at something that didn’t exist. 
“Theo, talk to me.” I leaned in and brushed my lips over his. 
He blinked rapidly, pupils coming back into focus. Tears welled in his eyes, but he didn’t acknowledge them. “Can we go home now?”
“Of course, little finch. Why don’t you go around the corner and wait for me? I’ll just be another minute.” 
He nodded slowly and rose only to freeze when he found his feet. Theo teetered, breathing quickening as he stared at Travis’s lifeless body hanging on the chain.
“Theo.”
He flinched at the sound of my voice.
“Go to the next room,” I said, injecting as much gentleness in it as I could. 
Theo turned, almost as if he were moving on automatic, and walked away without a word.
“What do I do with him now?” I asked Shepherd, who was watching Theo carefully.
“Spoil him,” Shepherd said unexpectedly. “Give him time and space to process what he’s feeling. Encourage him to feel it and to express what he’s feeling however he thinks is appropriate. And in the meantime, you spoil the hell out of that young man, River. It isn’t every day you find someone willing to put up with you.”
I pushed up to stand, casting one long glance back at Travis. “You’re not going to eat him, are you? ’Cause you kinda inferred that you would.”
“Cannibalism is taboo for a reason,” he said calmly. “Contrary to popular belief, it actually has very little to do with the uncleanliness of corpses and more to do with the intimacy of the act. There is nothing in this world more intimate than taking someone else into your body, whether that is for nourishment or pleasure.” He wrinkled his nose as he looked at Travis. “I wouldn’t feed him to pigs, let alone dine on him myself. That honor is reserved for worthy prey.”
“You could’ve said no,” I pointed out. 
He smirked. “And you could have not asked.”
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I was barely aware of the long drive home and spent it curled up in the back seat of River’s car. We must have been nearly there when I snapped out of it enough to realize he was on the phone with someone while driving. I stared at the back of his head, trying to understand the words he spoke in the unfamiliar, frantic tone. It sounded like he was speaking in another language, but I knew he wasn’t. I was too out of it to make sense of the words at first. 
“No, he’s not hurt.” A long pause. “Obviously. I don’t know.” He glanced at me in the rearview. “He’s just lying there. It’s like he’s catatonic. I did ask Shepherd, but his answer didn’t make any sense.” Another pause, this one longer than the rest. “No. No, Mom. No, I don’t want to talk to him.” River sighed. “I know, but what was I supposed to do? Xavier was adamant that he go. He’s an adult. Technically. I know that. He’s fine.” River sighed. “Well, Xander will have to get over it or go find Xavier himself. I have to take care of Theo. All right. Okay. Yeah. Uh-huh. Thanks. See you tomorrow.” 
His phone beeped as he hung up. River flung it into the passenger seat, clearly irritated.
I closed my eyes and heard the crunch of bone. My bones. Travis’s bones. David’s bones. The bones of people I’d never even met. 
“Theo?” River’s voice.
Cool air washed over my bare arms and I shivered. The direction it was coming from didn’t make any sense. 
My eyes fluttered open, and I realized we’d stopped. He was holding the door open above my head, waiting for me to get out. 
Instead, I rolled my head back to look at him upside down. “I don’t want to move.” 
“Then can I come in to sit with you?” he asked. 
I nodded and scooted, sitting up enough to make room for him. 
River slid into the back seat with me and closed the door. I lowered my head, letting it rest on his thigh and closing my eyes again. 
I should’ve been terrified of him. It hadn’t been that long since I’d watched him brutally beat a man with a sledgehammer after nearly choking the life out of him. Travis had deserved it though, had done worse to other people. He’d probably participated in killing people, or at the very least looked the other way when it happened. Travis was a bad man, and River had helped destroy him, making the world safer. He was like a superhero without the leotard and the cape. A vigilante superhero that killed people and liked it. 
But he was my killer. As twisted as that was, I felt safer with him than I’d ever felt in my entire life. 
“Can I touch you?” River asked quietly.
I nodded.
Strong fingers combed through my hair, and I smiled. He was petting me. 
“When I was ten, I found a stray cat,” he said into the darkened, stuffy air of the back seat. “He wasn’t very friendly. Wouldn’t even take food from my hand. But he’d sit in his tree and watch me, tail waving back and forth. I liked having him there, watching over me. I never felt alone, and he never hurt me or asked for anything from me.”
River’s hand paused, fingers twitching against my scalp. “Then, one day, he was hit by a car. I tried to take care of him, but he died anyway. And then I couldn’t sit under that tree anymore. It didn’t feel like a safe place. It felt…haunted.” 
I looked up at him. “Why are you telling me this?”
“To demonstrate that I can relate to your pain,” he said, deadpan. “To empathize.”
The ache in my chest deepened. There was a vast canyon between losing a cat he hadn’t even named and what I’d just been through, but he was trying so desperately to connect with me. It was like he was standing on one side of that canyon, screaming at the top of his lungs, but when the sound reached me, it was barely a whisper. 
I reached up to cup his cheek. 
He turned his face and kissed my palm. “It’s not the same, is it?”
I shook my head and buried my face against his stomach. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Do you want me to talk about something else? I don’t know if I can talk about anything that doesn’t involve death, though, so maybe I shouldn’t. It’s kind of my whole life.” 
I sighed against him. “It’s not that Travis is dead, or even that you tortured him. He deserved to die. I’m glad he’s gone, and I’m glad we could help that woman, but seeing him brought back some memories I wish had stayed forgotten.” 
River moved his hand down from my head to caress my shoulder. “Is there anything you’d like me to do to help? You want some food or a blanket? I can go inside and get a book and read it to you. It’d probably be another science book. I have a new one about mushroom growing I can read to you?” 
I smiled into him and sat up, putting my arms around his neck and letting my head rest against his shoulder. “You really like mushrooms, huh?”
“I like understanding life cycles,” he explained, rubbing my back. “Mushrooms feed on dead matter and can grow in the most amazing places. Things most life would deem untouchable or inedible are the perfect home for fungi. They thrive on death, but more than that, they’re mostly harmless. While they feed on dead organisms, they don’t give anything in return. They don’t pollute. They’re like…the purest form of life.”
I chuckled against him, nuzzling in closer. “I like how you explain them.”
“Mushrooms were integral to the development of humans,” he said, as if he hadn’t even heard me. “We’ve been using them since the dawn of time for food, for altered states… Hell, there have been whole religions that sprang up around them, and there have been so many pieces of great art or scientific breakthroughs thanks to mushrooms. Yet to us, they’re ordinary. Just humble little fungi that grow on trees or you put in a salad. They’re like… an ordinary miracle. Why are you laughing? They are.”
“It’s bizarre to hear a serial killer so in awe of life.”
River frowned. “Killing is a part of life. Everyone does it on some level. Maybe not to other humans, but anyone who eats meat is contributing to a whole industry that slaughters animals. Vegetarians eat dead plants. Most things are alive at the expense of some other organism, whether that’s a bacterium or a cow. Life needs death to thrive. I’m just…” He waved a hand. “Another cog in the machine. A corrective action the universe sometimes makes to right wrongs.”
“That’s a nice way to think about psychopaths and sociopaths,” I mumbled sleepily. “Do you really believe that?”
River shrugged. “Seems about as likely as mushrooms inspiring a world religion. If that can happen, anything can.” 
I closed my eyes, listening to the sound of his voice as he talked more about the unlikely pairing of atoms and the cycles of life and death. Sometimes, he spoke of it on a cosmic scale, talking about whole galaxies being born, living, and dying in a single breath. The next moment, he’d jump to explaining the life cycles of a particular fungi.
I could’ve listened to him talk about that nonsense for hours. Whenever River spoke of life and death, he came alive in a way he didn’t at any other time. His eyes sparkled and his hand gestures became more animated. Excitement built in his voice, clearly depicting how much he enjoyed the topic. 
And then the light suddenly went out of his eyes, and he dropped his hand to his side. His expression flattened and he looked down at me. “I’ve been talking about myself too much and not letting you get a word in. Mom told me not to do that so much.”
I shook my head. “I like listening to you talk. It’s comforting.” 
He smiled and kissed my cheek. “I’m glad. Would you like to go inside? As much as I’d love to stay out here all night talking about mushrooms, it’s getting chilly.”
“Yeah, I think I need a shower and to brush my teeth again. Then maybe another shower.”
“How about a hot bath? It’ll feel better.” 
I agreed to the bath, and we went inside. The house was dark, and there was no sign of Xander, Xavier, or their Uncle Sacha who was supposed to be there. Upstairs, River ran me a hot bath while I brushed my teeth. Then we undressed together and got in the tub where he held me some more. 
“This is nice,” I said with a contented sigh as I leaned back against him. 
“Mmm,” he agreed and pulled me closer, running his fingers through my chest hair. “You smell nice when you’re wet. The only time you smell better is right after you come.”
I chuckled. “That’s because I smell like sex and you.”
“Well, yeah. I don’t see a problem there.”
I relaxed against him, letting him slowly explore my chest and stomach with light touches while my cock hardened. An hour ago, I hadn’t thought I’d ever want to have sex again. There were too many bad memories associated with those moments. When I was with River, everything felt different. He was the exception to every rule.
I turned my head until my cheek was resting against his chest. “Is Xavier going to be okay?”
River shrugged. “He was shaken, but that was to be expected. Xion’s not well, and Xavier is terrified he’s going to wind up like him.”
“Is it inevitable?” I looked up at him.
“I don’t know,” he answered earnestly. “But I do know that Xavier has more support than Xion did. Xavier doesn’t want to fall apart. Xion did.” 
I was quiet for a while longer, enjoying his touch. “Did you mean what you said earlier? About letting me tie you up?” I asked after a few minutes had passed. 
“Absolutely,” came his immediate reply. He dipped his hand below the surface of the bath water, curling his fingers around my cock. 
I laughed and spun around, straddling his hips, hands resting on his chest. “You realize you won’t be in control? You’ll be the one who’s totally helpless for a change. I’ll get to do whatever I want to you, and there’ll be nothing you can do about it.”
“Are you hearing any complaints from me?” He grinned and thrust his hips forward, his erection grinding against mine. “You can tie me down and ride me like the prize I am anytime.”
I chewed on my lip. “What if I wanted to, say, top you?”
River smirked and gripped my hips, grinding against me. “You want to fuck me, Theo?”
I flushed, fighting the sick feeling starting to rise, pushing it back down. “I’ve always bottomed. Always, River. I don’t know. I thought maybe…” I turned my head and slid away from him. “Never mind. It was a stupid idea.”
“No, it isn’t.” River pulled me back to him. “You want to know what it feels like to be the one with all the power. To be in a role completely opposite the one you associate with what happened to you. Like unearthing that part of you.”
I swallowed and nodded. River had put it into words better than I ever could have. 
“Okay,” he said with a shrug.
My eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”
“Why not?” He stood, water cascading off his body as he extended a hand to me.
My heart jumped. “Right now?”
River pulled me to my feet and kissed my lips gently. “I thought I made myself clear on day one, Theo. Whatever you need, if I can give it to you, it’s yours.” 
We barely dried off before we tumbled into bed together, kissing, licking, biting at whatever skin we could reach. It wasn’t frantic or hurried, just a slow, playful testing of comfort zones. I ended up on top of him and started kissing my way down his body while he massaged my scalp and shoulders. River giggled like a madman when I dragged my tongue over his ribs, so I grinned and did it again. 
“I like the sound of your laugh,” I told him. 
“You might not like what happens if you do that a third time,” he warned, a genuine smile on his lips. 
“I’m not afraid of you, River Laskin,” I teased and licked his ribs again.
He surged up from the bed. I squealed as he tackled me to the mattress, pinning my hands above my head, and then gasped and kicked when he dragged his tongue over my underarm. “Oh my god, River! You’re insane!”
“Certifiable,” he agreed and kissed me hard. 
When we parted, we were both panting. Despite the playful nature of all our wrestling in bed, my cock was painfully hard and throbbing. 
River dragged his cock over my hip, leaving a wet smear behind. “You going to fuck me or what, big boy?”
“A little hard to top you when you’re holding me down,” I pointed out. 
He hummed in answer. “True, but I like the view from up here. You’re adorable when you’re horny and your face is all flushed. Maybe I could ride you instead?” 
My cock bucked at the suggestion. I squirmed free of him enough to retrieve the lube from the bedside table and tossed it to him the same way he’d done to me before. “Get yourself ready for me then.” 
“I’ve got a better idea,” River said, lifting my hand. “Since this is your first time, I want to teach you how to do it.” 
Before I could object, he slid my fingers into his mouth. My other hand went to my dick, stroking absently as he gave my fingers a sloppy coating with his tongue. “Fuck, River.” 
“Now, get me ready,” he teased, moving my hand behind him and lifting up on his knees. 
I shouldn’t have been nervous, but I was. I was shaking like I’d never even been with a man before, terrified that I was going to do everything wrong. But River guided my fingers to his entrance and gave me a reassuring kiss, telling me to take my time, so I did. I swirled my finger around his opening, enjoying the way his eyelashes fluttered with pleasure when I did. He groaned when I pushed a single digit in, testing. 
“Push deeper, baby,” he urged. “You’re not going to hurt me.”
At least I could be sure of that. I’d already seen River take a lot of pain and knew he could handle it. Still, I didn’t want to treat him the way I’d been treated. I wanted him to enjoy this. I wanted to enjoy it.
I eased my finger in past the tight ring of muscle at the entrance, marveling at how hot he was inside. It almost seemed like he’d turned into an inferno, burning for me. 
River rocked his hips back, pushing my finger even deeper, thighs flexing. He retrieved the bottle of lube and I slicked up my fingers more, adding a second. He moaned loudly and started moving his hips, fucking himself on my fingers. “That’s it, little finch. Do you know where my prostate is? A little further forward. A little…”
I knew I’d hit it when his eyes rolled back and he let out a long, low sound. 
“Fuuuuck…Theo…” 
My cock pulsed, hearing my name like that on his lips. He looked so serene above me, his bottom lip between his teeth, muscles flexing. With each roll of his hips, his cock dragged over my stomach, leaving a trail of glistening wetness behind. 
“River,” I breathed, stricken suddenly by the sight of him. “God, you’re beautiful.” 
“Fuck, don’t say that.”
“Why not? It’s true.”
He leaned forward, his dark hair falling in front of his eyes so that all I saw was his gleaming grin. “Because when you’re massaging my prostate, I have no filter. I might say what I’m thinking.” 
“And what are you thinking, River?” 
He shuddered when I said his name, and I gained more confidence, moving my fingers in and out of him more roughly. 
I gripped his hip with my free hand, helping him rock back to meet my thrusting fingers. “What does my beautiful, strong, River think about when I tell him he’s so goddamn perfect that he looks like a god when the moon hits him just right?”
His fingers curled, nails digging into my chest. “So I’m a god now, am I? If that’s true, I might expect you to worship me.” 
I wanted to, maybe more than anything. I wanted to get down on my knees for River and bask in the glow of him, to lick the sweat from his body and feel his fingers curl in my hair while he fed me his cock like it was my last supper. I wanted to kiss his feet, to cling to him and know that I was his forever. By the dark glint in his eye, I could tell he wanted the same thing. 
He leaned forward, seizing me in a claiming kiss that ended with him nipping my bottom lip. “I want you inside me, Theo.” 
I swallowed my nerves and carefully extracted my fingers. “What should I do?” I asked as he slotted my cock against his opening. 
“Just breathe and don’t move,” he replied as he started to lower himself onto me.
It sounded easy. Just lie there, and sink into the warm, tight bliss that was River. Like most things, though, it was far from it. The minute I felt his body squeeze around mine, my hips tried to jump. I had to clench my muscles tight to keep myself from thrusting up into him. 
I was barely in an inch before he pulled back up and I whined at the loss. “Fuck, you’re bigger than you look.” He grabbed the lube and applied more, both to himself and to me, before trying again. 
“River,” I whined when he lifted himself once more after having only gone a tiny bit further.
“’Sokay,” he mumbled between desperate pants. “I can take it. Just…gimme a sec.” 
I didn’t know if I had a second. His body was so hot and tight around me; I already felt like I was going to explode any second.
Something inside him released and he sank down further with a small grunt. “Fuck.”
“Are you okay?” I asked him. 
He lifted his chin from his chest and smiled up at me, his forehead glistening with sweat. “This is probably the worst possible time for me to say this, but I’ve never done this before either.” 
“River!” I struck him in the shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I thought if I did, you’d change your mind, and that’s the last thing I wanted. I want this.” He rolled his hips once, and every ounce of irritation I had with him disappeared into thin air. “I wanted your big cock inside me. I wanted to see that look on your face while I rode you, and I wanted to know that I’m the only one who gets this from you.”
He punctuated every sentence with a graceful roll of his body against mine, each one more like heaven than the last. My fingers dug into his thighs, my body already beginning to tremble.
“You can move now,” he said, “unless you want me to do it?” 
“Yes,” I panted. “Make me come.” 
He smirked. “I can do that.” 
I shuddered as he started to ride me in earnest, moving on top of me as if he’d done this a thousand times. My hips started to drive up into him. I couldn’t stop them. It was as if he’d awakened something in me I hadn’t known was there, and all I could think about was chasing my own pleasure. Somewhere distant in my brain, it registered that I should be touching him, pleasuring him, but I couldn’t force my body to move the way I wanted it to. 
It didn’t seem to matter to River, because he gripped his cock with a slick fist and started pumping it in time with my thrusts. “That’s it, little finch. I need to feel you come inside me. Make a fucking mess of me and fill me up. All I want is you in there.” 
“F-f-fuck, River!” I gasped and yanked him down hard as I came almost without warning.
He grunted as my cock spilled inside of him, his hand twisting over the head of his cock. With a loud curse, his body tightened around me, spasming in time with mine. River doubled over, stomach muscles clenching as he coated my stomach with his cum. I tried to keep moving, to find a rhythm that worked between us, but it was like we’d both short-circuited and nothing worked. For a minute, we were lost in the chaos of each other, and it was pure bliss. 
“Fuck,” River panted when he could finally draw a full breath. “Just…fuck.” 
“Are you okay?” I reached up to touch his cheek.
He leaned into the touch, kissing my palm. “Yeah. Better than okay, actually. If I’d known it’d be like that, I’d have been riding a lot more dick. That was fucking amazing.”
“Hey!” I gave his ass a slap. “This is the part where you say it was amazing because it was me and not some random hookup.” 
He chuckled and leaned down to kiss my nose. “Of course. That’s exactly what I meant.” 
We separated with a small groan, and I cleaned myself off with a discarded t-shirt before doing the same for River as he stretched out in bed beside me.
“It’s all right,” I relented once I’d fully caught my breath. “I’m kind of bad at topping, though, aren’t I? I mean, I still wound up on the bottom. Or does it still count since I was the one doing the penetrating?”
River shrugged and slid an arm under my shoulders, drawing me to him. “Top, bottom…whatever. End of the day, what matters is you enjoyed yourself and so did I. Whatever it was you’d call that, we gotta do it more often. I don’t think I’ve ever come so hard in my life.” 
I laughed, but it was cut short when River lifted my chin and I found myself staring into one of his intense gazes.
“You did enjoy that, right?” he asked. “It wasn’t…triggering or anything?”
“Not triggering at all,” I said, and it was true. If anything, that experience had given me a ridiculous boost of confidence, even if it hadn’t gone the way I planned it in my head. I kissed his chin. “Thank you, River.”
He cocked his head to one side. “What for?”
“For being you.”
He laughed like my statement was ridiculous and feathered his fingers through my sweaty hair. “Who else would I be?” 
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Theo woke up with a sudden gasp and sat straight up, panting, unfocused terror in his eyes. Bright sunlight washed over his pale skin, making it look more milky white than usual. 
I was barely awake myself, but I already wanted to raise Travis from the dead and take him apart limb by limb. “It’s okay,” I murmured, sitting up and lazily throwing my arms around his shoulders. “You’re safe now.” 
He relaxed against me. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s just a nightmare.” I pressed a kiss to his shoulder and inhaled deeply. He smelled like fear, sweat, and sex with a hint of the strawberry shampoo I’d bought for him. The combination had me harder than steel. 
I was tempted to pull him back to bed and fuck him until he forgot all about his nightmare, but Mom had told me I should be careful not to let him avoid dealing with his emotions. Sex was an avoidance technique, and I wanted him to get better so I could have all of his attention. Still, I couldn’t stop myself from peppering kisses down his back.
Theo twisted in my arms. “What time is it? Aren’t you going to be late for work?”
“Screw work,” I said and sank my teeth into his shoulder. “Let’s stay in bed all day and fuck.”
“Won’t your dad be mad though?” 
I growled as he untangled himself from me. Dad was the last person I wanted to talk about when Theo was naked in my bed. “Let him be mad,” I said and pounced on him.
Theo gasped as I pinned him to the bed and whined loudly when I bit his collarbone, but he rolled his hips into me just the same, already hard. “Jesus, River.”
Someone was suddenly pounding on my bedroom door.
“Go away,” I snarled over my shoulder. 
“Good morning to you, too,” came Uncle Sacha’s voice through the door. “When you’re done fucking, you need to come downstairs for a family meeting.” 
“Ugh.” I groaned and rolled off of Theo. Uncle Sacha really knew how to kill the mood. “Does nobody in this family respect a locked front door? C’mon. Let’s go shower real quick,” I muttered, pulling on my robe. 
After a quick shower, Theo and I made our way down to the formal dining room, where most of the family was already gathered. Everyone except for Shepherd, of course, who never came to family meetings and yet somehow always knew everyone’s business.
Uncle Sacha stood at the head of the table, leaning over some printouts of the photos we’d taken the night before. Mom and Tatty sat to one side and Dad was on the other, examining the print outs. His eyes flicked up to me, a vague hint of irritation on his face. He didn’t like it when I wasn’t on time, but it wasn’t like this meeting had been scheduled. 
“There he is!” boomed a deep voice with a heavy Russian accent. 
Uncle Sacha was a big man, both in height and width. Every time I’d ever seen him, he’d been in a brightly colored track suit and enough gold chains to rival Fort Knox. 
His bald head shone in the low light as he stood and extended his meaty hands to grasp mine. “Hello, nephew,” he said in Russian. “How are you, eh?”
“I’m fine,” I replied in English. “Good to see you too, Uncle Sacha. This is Theo.”
“His boyfriend,” Xander said in a stage whisper. 
“Good thing I brought my ear plugs!” Sacha boomed with laughter and patted Theo’s back. 
Not that he’d need them. Uncle Sacha snored so loud we’d probably be the ones sleeping with earplugs in. 
Theo coughed and shied away from Uncle Sacha. “Um. Hi.”
Niki appeared practically out of nowhere, stepping out from the shadows to my right. 
“Jesus, man,” I hissed. “Fucking make some sound when you walk.”
He grinned. “How will I sneak up on you then? Hello again, Theo.”
“Morning…sir,” Theo offered politely.
Dad cleared his throat, his glare silently demanding that we come to order.
“Now that we’re all finally here,” said Dad, throwing a look at me as Theo and I sank into the last two empty seats in the dining room, “we can go over what we have from all our different sources. But before we begin, Theo… How are you? Are you feeling up to revisiting the events of last night?”
Theo’s fingers closed around mine and he nodded. 
“Are you sure?” War asked. “Because we are going to talk about some uncomfortable topics.” 
I squeezed Theo’s hand and gave him a reassuring nod.
He blew out a slow breath. “Yeah. I’m good.” 
“Okay, then.” Dad stood and handed the business part of it over to Nikki with a glance. 
Niki crossed one leg over the other, his trusty legal pad in his lap. “Let’s start with what we know about this operation. We know that The Time Out Room provided space and access through a man known as Dmitri. Last night’s interrogation provided a vague address. We know that Theo was being held with others in a house that has since been vacated, which means any other boys in Theo’s age group were likely moved to a new house.”
“If they weren’t killed outright,” Xander said.
Everyone glared at him.
He shrugged. “What? It’s a possibility.”
“I have men watching the corner of Garfield and Livingston,” Sacha said. “Traditionally, that’s the edge of Greek territory, and we have a strong relationship with them, so Niki and I reached out to them. They’d heard of someone named Dmitri who ran a betting operation and gave me what they had. He’s some kind of small-time gang banger with lots of little fingers in lots of little pies.”
“Another middleman,” Xavier said with a sigh. “When do we get to the good stuff?”
“Dmitri Federoff,” Niki said, passing papers around the table. “Assault and battery, possession with intent, vandalism and petty theft. Most recently, he did four years of a six-year sentence for armed robbery and found God in prison. Officially, he’s employed as a custodian at Saint Niklaus Orthodox Church, which also runs a soup kitchen and a homeless shelter.”
That piqued my interest. Xion had mentioned a church. Maybe his information was good after all, even if it was frustratingly vague.
“Sounds like someone that should have been on our radar already,” War said.
Tatty took one of the sheets of paper, frowning at it. “Why don’t I know this name?”
“Because he’s never dealt in big money,” Niki clarified. “On the inside, he ran with the NLR and not the AB.”
“NLR? AB?” Theo asked. “What does all that mean?”
“AB stands for the Aryan Brotherhood,” War supplied. “White supremacists.”
“Our organization occasionally has to do business with the AB,” Niki said, “but nobody likes it.”
Xander sat back, folding his arms. “And the NLR are the Nazi Lowriders. Yeah. Those kind of Nazis. Bad dudes.”
“We do not do business with Nazis,” Niki clarified firmly.
Tatty clicked her tongue. “We’re killing this one, da? My grandmother didn’t survive the Holocaust so scum like this could breathe in our city.” 
“As quickly as we can,” Dad agreed. 
“He has easy access to vulnerable populations and connections,” Sacha said. “Perfect hunting grounds for trafficking.” 
I took the page and scowled at it, the words blurring together. “What’s this piece of shit doing working with women and kids?”
Theo shook his head. “I’ve never seen him before.”
“You wouldn’t,” Sacha explained. “I believe he’s a scout and a money man. His job would be to single out potential targets. Someone else does the grab.”
“And he has plenty of targets to choose from,” Mom said. “Poverty in this area is very high. Teen pregnancy is through the roof, and access to proper medical care is daunting. Saint Niklaus has an outreach ministry that specifically caters to pregnant women with nowhere else to turn. It’s one of the oldest operations in the city, stretching back to the fifties. Paperwork on what happens to the babies is…sketchy. They seem to get sent to a private children’s home in Westerville, but as far as I can tell, the Westerville home only exists on paper.” 
“Fuck,” I muttered and exchanged another knowing look with Xavier.
“Xion was telling the truth,” Xavier said and deflated in his chair.
“It’s a baby farm,” I said, fingers curling against the table. “Or a version of one. They target impoverished women, addicts, and teenage mothers who can’t afford to raise a kid and don’t have access to abortion care either due to their circumstances or religious background. Tell them they’ll take care of all the paperwork, get them to sign their babies over to them, maybe even deliver them in-house to keep the hospitals out of it, marketing it as a discreet delivery. Then the babies are given to wet nurses who’ve already been secured. Usually immigrants here illegally. They’re essentially raised from birth to be free labor.”
“That seems likely,” Sacha agreed grimly.
“Shit,” Xander said, lip curling. “You’re talking about slavery.”
“If you’re right, this operation has got to be, like, massive,” Xavier added. “We’re talking a multi-level scheme.”
“That’s not even the worst of it.” Sacha held up one of the printouts of the chalkboards we’d taken pictures of the night before. “I believe each one of these rows is someone in that system, and the secondary operation that Dmitri Federoff is running is a dead pool. They’re letting frequent customers bet on who the organization is going to kill first, and he takes a cut.”
“You mean like David?” Theo asked, his tone flat. His leg was shaking under the table. 
I put my hand over his knee and he instantly relaxed. 
“I doubt David is the first or only victim,” War said carefully. 
Niki tapped his pencil on the table. “Keeping helpless people alive is expensive. The people behind this operation had to provide food, clothing, medical care, transportation, and time for each of you. They looked at each of you as an investment. If the return on that investment were to dwindle enough, they’d have no qualms about cutting ties and moving on, making space for a new one.”
“Younger victims bring in more money,” Sacha said with a nod. “Young boys are the most profitable investment, but that investment would lose value as the boy ages, especially if he begins to talk back.”
Theo shuddered and leaned into me. 
I massaged his thigh. “So Dmitri’s double dipping, and The Time Out Room is what? Just renting space?”
“That’s how it looks on paper,” Xavier said. “Their books register a monthly rental fee from a DMF every month on the first.”
“You hacked their books?” Theo said, dumbfounded. 
Xavier snorted. “Not like it was hard. They’re using QuickBooks.”
Shepherd wasn’t going to be happy that we hadn’t found a definitive way to link his archenemy Jeff to this, but he could deal. 
“So, when do we get this Dmitri guy?” I demanded.
Niki huffed. “You don’t. We don’t operate inside Greek territory, and he’s across the line, but I’ve arranged something with the Greeks to make sure he’s delivered to us alive so we can question him.”
“I’m sure Nigel will be happy to let us take out the trash for him,” Dad said, pushing up to stand at his full height for the first time.
Mom crossed her arms. “I’m more concerned about the women that are still being lured in.”
Tatty nodded. “We should shut the church down if we can.”
Theo glanced around the table, blinking rapidly. “You can do that?”
“Temporarily,” I said with a shrug. “All we have to do is cut through the right pipe or bribe someone at the gas company to say there’s a gas leak. Nobody questions an attractive blue-collar guy in a uniform and a name badge.” 
“It will buy us some time,” Mom agreed. 
Theo’s head moved as he looked around the table, his breathing still fast. “Why are you doing all this? This is… It’s a lot. You’re going through a lot of trouble, putting yourselves at risk, and you barely even know me.”
Mom smiled and reached across the table to put her hand over his. “Theo, sweetie, you’re family.”
“Even if that were not the case,” Niki said, standing, “this has been operating under our noses all this time, and neither the Volkovs nor the Costas have been cut in. That makes them competition. Disrespectful competition. The Costas don’t appreciate that, and we Volkovs certainly don’t either.”
Theo shuddered.
“This is what we do, Theo. When we see something wrong and we can fix it, we do.” I lifted Theo’s other hand and kissed his knuckles.
Xavier made a gagging sound. “Gross.”
I snarled at him like a feral dog, showing my teeth.
Xander shrugged. “You gotta admit, bruh, PDA is kinda cringe.”
“But what if you get caught?” Theo insisted, ignoring Xander and Xavier. “You could go to prison for life, River. You could get the death penalty if they ever find out what you’ve been doing!”
“That is my job,” Niki said with a bob of his head. “You let me worry about all the legal issues. I didn’t spend all those years in law school and perfecting this gorgeous American accent for nothing, you know.”
Dad flushed slightly when Niki grinned at him.
I rolled my eyes and thought, Get a fucking room, preferably far, far from me.
Sacha nodded. “And if all else fails, there is a place in Paris if you ever need it.” 
I grinned and winked at Theo. “I’ll help you with your French anytime.” 
Xavier gagged again. Xander punched him in the shoulder.
“So, what are our assignments?” I asked, more to keep Theo from hyper focusing on his worry than anything else. I knew this was going to be a hurry up and wait operation, and I always hated those. But if the Greeks and the Russians had a deal, even I wasn’t stupid enough to get in the middle of that.
“War and Annie will pay a visit to Saint Niklaus’,” Dad said. “Xander and Xavier will run down this little black book that Dmitri was so kind to tell us about. Let’s get the paper trail set up to lead straight where we want it.”
“Follow the money it is,” Xander quipped.
“I’m going for a spa day,” Tatty offered. “One of the ladies there has an ex she’s still friendly with whose brother is a guard up at Youngstown. If anyone knows about Dmitri’s NLB days, it’d be in the system. Maybe I can get some juicy deets.”
“And I have legal paperwork to do,” Niki said.
Dad nodded. “As for us, River, we have two bodies to cremate this week. I suggest we focus on the work at hand and let Sacha and Niki’s people do their job.”
Sacha came around and patted my shoulder. “Clean your basement and sharpen your tools. Let me bring this one to you, nephew.” 
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River and I went back to the funeral home where Yuri decided we’d work a half day. Routine, he said, was good for everyone. While River prepared the bodies, Yuri handed me some spray and a soft rag with instructions to dust the place from top to bottom. When I was done dusting, he showed me how to use the vacuum to take care of the carpets and how to wipe down surfaces with special wipes.  
Around four o’clock, Yuri interrupted my work with a somber apology. 
“David’s body has been prepared for cremation,” he said, folding his hands. “We were wondering if you’d like to say a few words?”
I chewed my bottom lip, glancing past him to the stairs and nodding. No one else was going to say anything. Might as well be me. 
My stomach was tied up in knots as Yuri escorted me to the back of the building, but we didn’t go into the embalming room, instead going down the hall into a large, open space. There was a large furnace encased in metal, the sound of it running loud enough to drown out the sound of my own heartbeat in my ears. 
There was a short mechanical belt, and on that belt was a coffin made of thin wood. The lid was off, leaning against the belt next to where River stood. Even though I had already seen him, I steeled myself before stepping up to the thin coffin.
He looked like he was asleep. Peaceful. They’d done as I had asked, discarding the ratty clothes he’d been wearing when he was dumped, and instead he was fitted with a nice jacket, a clean white t-shirt, and plain black slacks. His hair was swept to one side, trimmed, and styled. He looked like a Bible salesman who’d fallen asleep in the wrong place, not a sex slave who’d been murdered. 
It looked like David if David had lived a better life, a nicer life, but it wasn’t David. David was gone. These were just his atoms. Hydrogen, oxygen, and all the other things River had named off the night before. A common miracle in a box who’d had sentience for a little while. Now that part of him was gone, and all that remained was to return him to an inert state.
Ashes to ashes. 
I realized everyone was waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t have any stories to tell. What little I had to say about him to other people had already been said, so I spoke to the shell that remained. 
“I’m sorry you didn’t get to know freedom in life,” I said, looking at his serene face. “You deserved better. We all did. I wish I could promise you that we’re going to get these bastards for what they did to us, but the truth is, I don’t believe in a big, cosmic scale. Vengeance doesn’t balance trauma. It’ll never bring you back so that you can know what I know, that there are good people in the world. Vengeance isn’t for the dead. It’s for the living, so I can’t promise it to you. But I can promise you that you won’t be forgotten.” 
With that, I lowered my head and stepped back. Yuri nodded to River, who carefully lifted the lid and secured it on the coffin, covering him one last time. 
Yuri’s hand closed on my shoulder. “Would you like to do the honors?” he asked, gesturing to a big, red button on the wall.
I walked over and pushed it. A large black door on the cremator opened and the belt whirred to life. Heat breathed on my face, making the air go wavy as the box rolled into the cremator. The black door slid shut, and that was that. 
“We are going to get them,” River promised me. 
I blinked and tears fell, but I didn’t feel sad. I was furious. David had died afraid and alone in dirty clothes, never knowing what it was like to have someone hold him and tell him he was made of the same atoms as far away galaxies. He’d never known what it was like to have a family, to be taken care of, to fall asleep safe in someone else’s arms. It wasn’t fair.
I pushed the tears away with a fist and looked straight into River’s eyes. “When you go for Master, I want to be the one to finish him. I need to look him in the eyes and watch them go dull. I need to do it, River.” 
River glanced over at Yuri, who nodded once. “It’s your right,” River said.
Yuri patted my shoulder. “The rest will take some time. Why don’t you two go home for the day? I’ll bring the urn by in the morning before tomorrow’s service.” 
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River put the car in park and looked over at me. “Tell me what you need, Theo.”
My hands clenched where they rested on my knees, but I didn’t know how to answer him. I didn’t know what I needed, and even if I had, I couldn’t put it into words. There was a balloon in my chest swelling and swelling and swelling, getting ready to pop. 
Hot tears raced down my cheeks. I didn’t even try to stop them. “Why didn’t I run away?” I asked no one in particular. “There were so many opportunities to escape, so many people I could have asked to help me. I could have fought back, could have screamed. Why didn’t I fight harder?” 
“Because you’d been conditioned since birth not to,” River said plainly. “They used psychology to make you docile.”
I shook my head and sniffled. “No. I knew I should run. I thought about it a lot. I’d look at the doors and think, ‘If I’m quick, I can make it.’ But I never even tried. I’m such a fucking coward, River. I couldn’t even save myself.”
River took my face in his hands, making me look at him. “If you’d run, they would have caught you, and then you’d be the one dead now.”
“I should have tried.” I was breathing hard, the balloon in my chest stretched to its limit. 
“Even if you had gotten to the authorities, it would have been too late to do anything,” River insisted. “People like this, they have multiple safehouses, multiple people in charge at several sites. If they thought they were about to be exposed, they’d have executed everyone and burned wherever they were holding you in to the fucking ground only to pop up somewhere else three months later.”
My jaw trembled. “How do you know?”
“I know because it’s what I would do.” His gaze softened and he brushed a hand through my hair. “Why do you think I’m so good at hunting and killing these parasites? Because I can think like them. For normal people like you, it’d be unthinkable. But for monsters like me?” He shook his head. “I’d be like them if not for Mom and Dad.” 
“You’re nothing like them, River,” I exclaimed and threw my arms around his neck. “You’re not a monster! Stop saying that!”
“Theo…” He said it with a sigh, as if he were frustrated with me. 
Why wouldn’t he be? I was weak. Pathetic. I had let people do all those awful things to me, just laid there and let them put their hands on me. I never even said no. I didn’t fight. Didn’t scream. Most of the time, I didn’t even cry. I did what I was told. Why didn’t I fight harder? I didn’t deserve the freedom I had. I didn’t deserve to escape Master. 
I held onto River and sobbed into him, wallowing deep in my self-loathing. Disgusted. Angry. Drowning in guilt over something I couldn’t control.
“I should be dead,” I managed through shaky gulps of air. “I wish I was.” 
“I don’t.” River pulled my head back, darkness flashing in his chestnut eyes. “If anything ever happened to you… Fuck the Russians. Fuck the Greeks. Fuck them all, Theo. Everyone who isn’t us. I would rather burn it all down than lose you.”
I shook my head. “I don’t want to die. I just don’t want living to hurt anymore. I’m so tired, River. I’m tired of the flashbacks and the nightmares and flinching every time someone touches me. Living like this is worse than being dead. I’m trapped in this state of half-existence, surviving but not living, and I don’t know how to make it stop. I want to remember what it feels like to be alive, dammit!” My fists flew to my forehead as if I could somehow fight my own mind. 
River’s hands closed gently over my tight fists and eased them down into my lap. “I think I can help with that part,” he offered quietly. “At least tonight.”
He got out of the car and came around to open the door for me. Instead of letting me get out, he leaned in and hit the release for my seatbelt before scooping me up in his arms in a bridal carry. I was half afraid he was going to drop me as he carried me up the stairs, but he didn’t. River was strong. River was brave. He was good. Not a monster, even if he could think like them. He was the darkness monsters feared. 
River put me down to unlock the front door and then guided me through it, pulling my lips to his once we were on the other side. My breath caught, and I braced for teeth in my skin, but they never came. He kissed me slowly, gently, as if I were made of glass.
The thought made something in me snap. I surged into him with enough force to knock him against the wall. He hit it with a grunt that barely made it out of his mouth before I had him pinned in place, one hand wrapped around his throat, my teeth in his bottom lip. I pulled my teeth away and moved my hand up to grip his jaw, a thrill going through me at the sight of blood on his lip. 
Jesus, maybe I was disturbed too. 
“I shouldn’t like seeing you bleed,” I said.
River smirked, red smearing across his front teeth. “But you do, don’t you? Admit it.”
“Yes,” I growled and kissed him again. 
He parted the seam of my lips with his tongue, filling my mouth with the taste of copper and salt. I couldn’t stop the groan that bubbled up from my throat. The balloon swelling in my chest seemed to shrink, the pressure releasing. 
He leaned into me, grinding against me through our clothes.
I pushed him back against the wall, holding him there by his shoulder. “Why do I like hurting you?”
“Who cares about the why? I’m into it. I like this side of you. Go on. Take charge. Tell me what to do. Manhandle me, Theo.” 
I wasn’t sure I liked that side of me, but fuck it. We were already there. If River was into it, why not? 
He made a disappointed sound as I reached to undo his belt. “Giving up already?”
“Not even close.” I undid his belt and yanked it through the loops. “Hands,” I demanded, and River presented his hands, wrists together. 
The belt wasn’t the most effective restraint, especially if he struggled, but I’d had one tied around my wrists enough times to know exactly how to use it to my advantage. I tried not to think about how fucked up the thrill I got was. Here I was, taking something that had been done to me against my will, and using that knowledge with River. I hadn’t wanted what happened to me, but he did. I couldn’t explain why, but it felt like a reclamation of sorts. I needed to do it, fucked up as it was. 
River gave his bound hands a testing tug. “Not bad.”
I didn’t answer him, sinking to my knees to unzip his pants. I yanked them and his boxers down in one swift move, freeing his already hard cock. He hissed as I ran my tongue down his length, looping his bound hands behind my head for leverage. 
“I want you to know I can make you come in less than three minutes if I wanted to,” I said. “I’m a fucking expert at blowjobs.”
One of his eyebrows shot up. “And why do I need to know that?”
“Because I don’t want you to come until I say you can.” 
He pursed his lips. “Ooh. I like this game.” 
“You might change your mind in three minutes,” I told him and wrapped my lips around him.
“Fuck,” he murmured and leaned his head back to hit the wall. 
River moved his hips, chasing the slick heat of my mouth as it retreated, and I let him. He was only torturing himself, and he knew it. I’d laid the rules out, and he’d agreed. Maybe he thought I’d cave, but I was determined not to.
Even with his wrists bound, he found a way to grip me by the hair, but he didn’t push or try to direct the pace other than thrusting his hips. That, he left up to me, and I swallowed him until I gagged. The wet sucking sounds filled the empty hallways, echoing. I hoped Sacha wasn’t there. Actually, I didn’t care. Let him walk in on us. Let him see how fucking perfect we were together, how much River needed me and I needed him. 
“Fucking hell, Theo,” River panted. “I’m close already.” 
I pulled my lips off of him with a loud, wet sound and he groaned in frustration. River’s cock was hard as steel, jutting straight forward and flushed. His soft, velvety skin shimmered in the afternoon light. I kissed his thighs, dragged my teeth over his hips while he instinctively tried to chase my mouth, seeking the relief I wouldn’t allow him to have. 
I gave him about thirty seconds to cool down and then I was back at it. The bitter, salty taste of his pre-cum coated my tongue and I moaned, the sound vibrating down his shaft. That was what I needed, a taste of life to wash the sour flavor of death from my tongue.
“Theo…” His voice came out in a whine, and he started to squirm so I pulled away. River made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob. “Oh, you…” He inhaled sharply through his teeth. “You’re awful.”
I smirked and gave his twitching cock a flick, making him double over and shiver. “You like it.”
Before he could make one of his smart comebacks, my lips were on him again, teasing him back to the edge once, twice, three times more. Each time I denied him, he got more desperate, even trying to get free of the crude restraint I’d fashioned. I stilled him by kissing and sucking on his balls, running my teeth over his hip, massaging his thighs and stomach in soothing circles. 
“Theo,” he barked after the fifth time I pulled away, denying him the release he sought. “You need to let me come.” 
“I don’t need to do shit,” I shot back at him, earning a growl that sent a shiver through me. There was the feral River I was after. 
“Are you trying to make me tackle you?” 
“Good luck with your hands bound,” I told him and licked a heavy drop of pre-cum from where it was dripping freely. “Unless you think you can get free?”
He growled and wrenched his right hand down with a slight twist. Fear flickered through me as the belt came free, and I scrambled to my feet to run for the bedroom.
River caught me in the sitting room. Strong fingers twisted in my hair, and he spun me around to slam his mouth into mine. I’d never thought a kiss could be so full of anger and heat, but that one was. River’s rage was boiling over, and knowing I had brought him to that point sent a shuddering thrill to me. He might have been the one calling the shots, but he wasn’t in control. I was. I’d turned him into this needy, snarling beast that only I could satisfy, and I was proud of my work. 
He yanked my head back by the hair mid-moan. “I’m going to fuck you so hard you can’t move.”
“Promises, promises,” I chided with a smirk. 
He spun me and shoved me against the arm of the sofa. Weight settled between my shoulders, bending me in half. Old habits kicked in and I submitted without so much as a whimper of complaint. My head started to go to that place, separated from my body. 
River brought me back with a bite to my shoulder. “Don’t do that,” he whispered into my skin. “Don’t check out on me. Fight me.”
I stiffened, aware of that swelling balloon in my chest again. Fight him? Why would I fight him? I wanted this, had practically begged for it. 
Because I couldn’t fight before, I realized. Was this his way of drawing a line between then and now? Was it manipulation? Or maybe he got off on overpowering a victim. 
This was a dangerous game to play with a killer, maybe the most dangerous game. 
“Fight me,” River insisted and spun me around to face him, “or I’m gonna lose interest.” 
“Fuck you.” I shoved him back.
“That’s the idea.” He reached for my hands. 
I pulled away, keeping my arms out of reach. River leaned into me with all his weight, pinning me in place to the point that it made my legs ache, but there was something exciting about this new game. I wanted him to catch me, to make me, but I wanted him to work for it. The harder he was willing to do that and the more he was willing to endure to get me, the more excited I got. Maybe it was the adrenaline, but I drew back a hand and slapped him across the face. Hard. His head jerked to one side, and I panicked, immediately dropping the act.
“Oh my god. Are you okay, River?” I pushed his hair back to have a look. At first, the bright red mark on his cheek sent a shock of horror through me. I had done that. I’d hit him. He’d rescued me and I’d hurt him. 
Then I saw his smirk. He looked back at me, the earlier cut in his lip opened again. His pink tongue dragged over the fresh smear of dark blood. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to hurt me, little finch,” he said and crashed our mouths together. 
The fresh taste of blood and his demanding touch drove me wild. I started pulling off my clothes so fast that I heard fabric rip. River yanked his shirt over his head and threw it behind him. When we were both naked, we fell onto the sofa, him on top of me. The wooden frame groaned under the force of our impact, but we were too lost in each other to care. His hot lips roved over my chest and arms. Hungry teeth nipped at my skin, pinching it into little lines of fiery pain that he soothed with his tongue. 
I gave as good as I got, biting and sucking on any skin that I could find. My fingers coiled strands of dark hair around them and yanked until I worried I’d pull his hair clean out. I squirmed under his weight, kicking half-heartedly until he pushed my legs apart and settled between them. 
River paused long enough to fish out his wallet and retrieve a tiny disposable packet of lube. “Get your legs up on my shoulders,” he ordered and ripped the packet open with his teeth. 
“Make me,” came my breathless reply.
He did, grabbing them one at a time and forcing my calves onto his shoulders. I lifted my hips off the sofa in one last challenge, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from spearing me with two slick digits. I gasped and tipped my head back with a loud curse.
“Who do you belong to?” River demanded, working his fingers in and out of me. 
I bit my lip, refusing to let him win that easily. 
“Fine with me if you want to keep playing the brat.” He pulled his fingers free of me and shifted my hips, lining up to seat himself in a single rough thrust. 
I gasped as he filled me, the dizzying mix of pain and pleasure impossible to process at first. 
River didn’t give me time to recover either, rolling his hips and making my toes curl. “Whose ass is this?” He thrust into me hard enough that I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.
I cried out, the answer coming out of me on automatic. “Yours!”
“That’s right,” he snarled and closed his fist around my leaking cock, jerking violently. “And this big cock, who’s that belong to?”
I propped myself up on my elbows, watching him drive himself in and out of me, watching him work his slick fist over my cock with enough force I could barely think. “You! It’s yours!” 
Teeth grazed the inside of my thigh. “Say my name, little finch.”
“River,” I panted, pleasure and pressure coiling low against my spine. 
He shifted his angle, driving into me harder, dragging over my prostate with every thrust. “Louder.”
“River!”
“I didn’t hear you,” he taunted. “Give it to me louder, Theo.”
I came screaming his name over and over again, so loud that the neighbors might have actually heard me. I was too far gone to care, too wrapped up in the orgasm quaking through me. 
River’s mouth found mine as his hips stuttered, moaning against my tongue as he came. 
“Fuck,” he panted and went boneless on top of me, letting my legs fall. “Fuck, Theo. That was…”
“Worth waiting for?” I grinned at how wrecked he sounded. 
River nodded. “Very worth it.” He lifted his head, letting his chin rest on my sternum. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” I replied, voice hoarse. “My throat’s sore from screaming, and I’m sure I’ll be feeling some of that tomorrow, but I’m fine.”
“I meant up here.” He tapped my forehead. “Hell of a mindfuck, what you just did.”
I let my head fall back and stared up at the textured ceiling. “Jesus Christ. I hit you. I should be the one asking if you’re okay.”
“That made me hard as fuck, just so we’re clear. I asked you to fight me, remember?” 
“Yeah…” I ran my fingers through my messy, sweaty hair. “It was kind of fucked up, though, right?”
“Who cares if it is? We’re both breathing and you enjoyed yourself. There’s cum all the way up in your hair, Theo. You clearly needed that.” 
I blushed so hard, I thought my face might catch fire.
River rose on his arms and planted a kiss on the end of my nose. “Second, I like having to work for it. You’re worth it. You could fight me a lot harder, and it’d just turn me on more.”
“I don’t want to be like Travis,” I said quietly.
“You’re not, little finch. He hurt people who couldn’t fight back. I can. Everything you give to me, I can give you back twice over. You aren’t going to hurt me.”
I ran my thumb over his split lip. “This says otherwise.”
“I’ll heal,” he promised, kissing my hand. “Our power exchange is consensual. That’s what makes it hot, knowing you’re fighting me because you trust me not to lose it with you. No one’s ever trusted me like that before.”
My throat was suddenly tight, emotion threatening to overwhelm me.
“Besides,” River cut in with a grin before it could, “I look hot as hell with a bloody lip.” 
That made me smile. “Yeah, you do.”
“Anytime you want to get feral and fight it out, little finch, you let me know.” He kissed me playfully before sitting up. “Now, how about some chicken nuggets? I’m starving.” 
River hopped up and went into the kitchen, not even bothering to retrieve his pants.
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The next few days were routine, or at least as routine as they could be. Theo and I woke up, fucked, went to work, ate food, fucked some more. Bodies came in, went out, went in the dirt, went in the cremator.  
All the while, my hands itched to feel the crack of bone. I dreamt of faces I’d never seen and smashing them in with crowbars and hammers after they confessed to the horrible things they’d done to Theo. My dreams became a landscape of wrecked bodies and bloody concrete, broken only by my name on Theo’s lips. 
On the fourth day, Theo and I curled up on the old sofa in front of some animated movie he’d wanted to see while I skimmed the latest digital edition of Morgue Science. 
Keys jingled and Uncle Sacha appeared like a shadow on a brick wall next to the sofa. Theo stiffened and started to sit up.
“Is it happening?” I asked, pausing the movie.
He nodded. “I’m off to pick up your present. I’m told he’s in a very talkative mood. It’ll be a few hours. I’m taking the hearse up.”
“Thank you, Uncle Sacha,” I said with a nod.
“Bah, it’s nothing. But if you want to thank me, you can give your cousins some relationship advice. Aleksi in particular. That boy needs someone to keep him in line.” He shook his head. 
I snorted. The day Aleksi Laskin took advice from anyone would be the day the world ended. He was as hard-headed and stubborn as they came. It was a moot point anyway, since I was pretty sure Aleksi was also a total closet case in denial. Anybody who spent as much time as he did bragging about being straight was most definitely not.
“I’ll see you in a few hours, yes?” Uncle Sascha said, spinning his key ring on a finger.
I nodded and Uncle Sacha left. As soon as he was gone, I unpaused the movie, kissed Theo, and slid out from under him.  
“Where are you going? Don’t you want to finish watching Encanto with me?” Theo asked. 
I shook my head. “I have to get ready.”
“Then let me come with you.” He picked up the remote and paused the movie in the middle of yet another song. 
I studied Theo. Watching me and Shepherd torture Travis hadn’t gone well, and I was starting to worry that he might not have the stomach for that side of my life, despite his objections. If I denied him, though, he’d be upset with me, and I didn’t want that. 
“You can come,” I said, nodding.
The ritual always began the same way; I took a shower. Even though Theo was with me, it wasn’t like our normal showers, which usually ended with one of us giving the other a blowjob or a hand job. I scrubbed myself head to toe, working the lather in and visualizing washing my skin away so that I only existed in the barest sense of the word. 
I shaved, even though I didn’t need to, and applied aftershave, standing naked in front of the mirror. For a moment, I allowed myself to think of my mother.
It was the only time I allowed such melancholy. Sometimes, I wondered what she would think of me, if she’d ever thought of me at all. I didn’t remember a lot from those early days, but I had never thought of my mother with any fondness. She’d always loved heroin more than she’d ever loved me. Maybe the addiction had robbed her of her ability to love. Maybe she was like me and never had it in the first place. They did say certain disorders had a genetic component. Or maybe it was because my father was like the men who’d hurt and tortured Theo. Maybe that was why she’d never wanted anything to do with me, because I was the living, breathing manifestation of her trauma. 
That trauma ate her from the inside out, flowed through her veins from little black dabs heated in burnt metal spoons. I had watched her rot, watched the flies crawl in and out of her nostrils and lay eggs in the places no life had been for a long time. Her death gave birth to a thousand swarming flies, and to me, or at least what I became. 
Life was a cycle, and I was simply the next evolutionary step in a closed circle. 
So was Dmitri Federoff, but I couldn’t look into his eyes and see myself. We were not the same. He operated out of filthy back rooms, dirt and blood under his fingernails and the stink of cigarette smoke in his hair.
I stood in front of the mirror, running a fine-toothed comb through my hair until it was perfect, and then I trimmed my fingernails with meticulous attention, scrubbing under them for good measure. Then I donned my white scrubs, opened my closet, and retrieved one of eight pairs of white tennis shoes I owned. 
I was hungry when we made it downstairs, but I didn’t eat, nor did I offer anything to Theo. It would be better if he only had liquid in his stomach. When I offered him water, he took it and sipped it. 
“Are you ready?” I asked him. “This won’t be like last time. Shepherd isn’t here and his methods are…different from mine. More psychological.”
Theo nodded slowly, considering his sweating glass of water.
“I’m going to kill this man,” I said, to make sure he understood. “He’s going to beg and bargain. Probably cry and piss himself. You don’t have to watch, Theo, but that doesn’t change what I’m going to do.”
“I know.” His voice was strained. 
“He might say things that will hurt or trigger you to get a rise out of you.”
“I know that too.” He lifted the glass to his lips for a sip. “I wasn’t ready last time, but I am today.”
I believed him. If Theo said he was ready, then he was ready. 
We went downstairs into the basement. It was his first time seeing my setup, so I walked him through it, pointing out various pieces of equipment and explaining what it was all for. 
“Jesus,” he said, sucking in a breath. “It’s like the embalming room.”
“Not quite. I’m still on a residential drain system, so I can’t go pumping bodily fluids into the sewer here.” I walked over and stomped on the drain. A small recess popped open and I clicked on a flashlight, illuminating a collection of blue waste barrels. White drainpipes fed into a large, rectangular septic system beneath. “I have a lye powder that goes down in there to help break down any solids, but it’s not usually an issue. We put them in the hearse when we’re done and take them over to the funeral home to go in the cremator.” 
“Sounds very well thought out,” Theo said, his voice flat. 
“We’re not going to get caught,” I assured him. “No one is looking for this guy.”
He met my eyes, brows pinched together. “Whoever dumped David’s body in the embalming room knows what you’re doing.”
I dismissed his concerns with a wave. “I’m sure Rick just blabbed about seeing me and somebody put the dots together. We’re going to put an end to this before that can happen again.” 
Theo nodded, and we didn’t speak again for a while.
I moved around the basement, laying out the tools I’d need, polishing and arranging them neatly on the surgical tray. Wet wipes. Pliers. A claw hammer. An assortment of different lengths of nails. A staple gun. An old needle injector that I’d already replaced in my embalming kit. And, of course, the coup de gras, my trusty trocar.
Theo jumped when someone pounded on the basement door. I frowned at him.
“I’m okay. Just wasn’t expecting that,” he said.
I adjusted the angle of the trocar and went to open the basement door. Sacha was there with a body bag slung over one shoulder, which presumably contained Dmitri Federoff, who was grunting and wriggling. 
Sacha smiled. “Presents!” he announced and stepped into my office. He paused by the door to kick off his muddy boots before bringing Dmitri to the table. 
He flailed like a madman inside the body bag, making it annoyingly difficult to unzip it. When I unzipped his face, he blinked and squinted at the bright light.
Dmitri had looked like a punk ass gang banger in his mugshot, but in real life, he looked like shit. The Greeks had clearly already warmed him up for me, handing him over with one swollen eye, a broken nose, and plenty of bruises. Blood had caked under his nose and dried on the white cloth they’d shoved in his mouth. His white t-shirt had several stains ranging from what looked like grease to vomit and blood. 
His eyes widened as I leaned over him. 
“Zdravstvuyte, motherfucker,” I spat and yanked the bag free. 
He jerked, fighting against the zip ties around his wrists. He’d been fighting enough that they’d started to dig into his skin, leaving deep red bruises to blossom. 
Sacha helped me peel away the bag and secure him to the table using the straps, which I’d copied from an ECT table diagram. If they could survive electroshock and still hold somebody in place, they’d work just fine for shit stains like Dmitri. I cut through the zip ties binding his ankles. He tried to kick at me with his bare feet, but Sacha caught him and held him so I could strap his feet in. Then we repeated the action with his arms before I pulled the filthy gag from his mouth.
“I told those Greek fuckers everything,” Dmitri spat as soon as he could. 
“Well, now you’re going to tell me.” I stomped down on the hydraulic lift, which tipped the table up so that he was vertical. 
“C’mon, man,” he half-sobbed.
I ignored him, making a show of examining my tools, deciding where to start. 
He struggled noisily as I ran my fingers over each piece, one by one, eventually giving up with a defeated, “Fuck!”
I closed my hand around one of the smaller nails and my claw hammer, walking back to him. He squirmed as I carefully wedged the nail under his big toenail.
I looked up at him, hammer at the ready, listening to him pant. His nostrils were too clogged with blood to breathe through them. 
“Tell me about the church,” I demanded. “Which church is it?” 
We already suspected it was Saint Niklaus’, but we needed to be sure before we made a move.
“What fuckin’ church, man?”
He screamed as I struck the head of the nail with half force, just enough to drive it in an inch. 
“What’s the Master’s real name?” 
He shook his head, sobbing. “I’m just the bookie, man. I’m just the fucking bookie!” 
I gave the nail another tap. He kicked so hard, I worried he’d break his own ankle, so I grabbed another nail and moved to the other foot. “Where do they keep the people you were putting in that room in the club?”
“I don’t know, man!” His voice cracked. 
I put in a second nail, deaf to his wailing, and stepped back to wait. That was the key to torture. A lot of people wanted to keep swinging, but overload the body with too much pain at once, and the adrenaline dulled it. In males, adrenaline spiked early, at about the fifteen-minute mark, before it gradually declined over the next hour. So, I left him there and started a timer for twenty minutes before pacing to the other side of the basement to get a pop out of the fridge. 
Dmitri lifted his chin from his chest. “Help me!” he screamed in Theo’s direction. “For God’s sake, fucking help me, man!” 
I watched Theo closely, but he didn’t crack. If anything, his face hardened. 
He stepped up to Dmitri, looking up at him. “Help you? I’m the fucking reason you’re up there, asshole.”
Dmitri’s eyes widened as Theo grabbed the pliers. “Wait, wait, wait!” He broke off in a scream as Theo wrenched the nail on his tiny left toe free. 
I casually reached to reset the timer. 
“Shall we give him some soothing music, nephew?” Sacha asked, passing a cold pop to Theo, who’d come to join us.
“Good idea.” I got out my phone and queued up a playlist of songs specially curated by Xander and Xavier for that purpose. It was mostly hyperactive europop with lots of heavy distortion and repetitive lyrics. They called them meme songs. I had no idea what that meant, but auditory and visual torture was kind of their thing. 
I slipped the linked Bluetooth earbuds into Dmitri’s ears and stepped back, wrinkling my nose. “A little early to be shitting yourself, dude. We haven’t even gotten to the good part.” 
“What now?” Theo asked.
“Now, we let him stew until the adrenaline wears off and the earworms break down his cognitive function, which will take about…” I checked the timer. “Eighteen minutes. In the meantime, we can do whatever.” 
Sacha shrugged. “I’m going to go make myself a bologna sandwich. You boys have fun.” 
Theo waited for Sacha to make his way upstairs and for the door to shut behind him before looking at me and repeating his question. “What do you want to do?”
I licked my lips and gave him a slow once over. “You still haven’t proven your three-minute blowjob claim.”
He wrinkled his nose. “I’m not giving you a blowjob inches from a Nazi on a torture table.”
“Your loss.” I shrugged and went to polish my tools. 
“Do you really think he has all that information?”
I shrugged. “Probably. If not, he knows who does. This doesn’t end until I have names and addresses. Once he realizes that, life will get significantly less painful for him.” 
“And then what?” Theo’s voice wavered slightly.
I turned around to look at him. “Then we go and get the bastards.” 
“Yeah, but how do you make sure someone else doesn’t take over? How do you stop the cycle?” 
I pressed my lips together, considering. “I don’t know. Maybe we can’t. There’s always going to be evil in the world. Stopping things like human trafficking, kidnapping, and murder is going to take a lot more than I can accomplish. But I can take this guy out. We can shut down this operation.” I walked over to cup his cheek, planting a kiss on his freckled forehead. “Focus on what we can do, not everything all at once, okay?”
Theo nodded slowly. For the first time, it felt like I’d gotten through to him. In the last few days, he’d changed. Hardened, but in a good way. When it was just me and him, he was still soft in all the right places, still my sweet little finch up on the shelf, even if he’d lost some of his innocent façade. That had been a mask. An act. The real Theo wasn’t a helpless, meek little slave. He was defiant and taunting with a lust for life. He glowed bright like fire against my shadowy nature. Theo was everything I wanted, and I was everything he needed. 
The timer ran down and beeped, filling the room with a sharp shriek. I shut it off and popped the earbuds out of Dmitri’s ears, sliding them into my pocket. 
“Please,” Dmitri pleaded weakly. “Please stop…”
I picked up the bloody pliers and pulled over a chair, turning it around to sit on it backwards. “That’s up to you, Dmitri. All this stops the minute you tell me what I want to know, and I want to know where to find the Master. I want to know where he is, and I want to know everything you know about this operation.” 
He lifted wet brown eyes to mine. “If I tell you, you’ll let me go?”
I almost laughed at the ridiculous notion. “I think we both know you’re not coming back from this.”
Dmitri let out a soft sob and lowered his head. 
“But,” I said, rising from the chair, gripping him by his greasy hair to pull his head up, “the faster you answer my questions, the more of you stays attached.” 
He whimpered.
“So how about it, Dmitri?” I asked, waving the pliers in front of his face. “You ready to talk?”
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It didn’t take Dmitri long to break.  
I was numb listening to him spill everything through snot and tears to River, listing names and places I had never heard of, but must have been to. It was like he was talking about another world. 
It should have been shocking to hear River was right about the baby farm angle. It wasn’t. It should have been upsetting to know that I—and the other boys—had been raised nearly from birth to be treated as cash cows. He said they started renting us out to the highest bidder when we were five. 
Five.
I didn’t remember. 
There were flashes here and there of hotel rooms, toy cars, fast food kids’ meals, ice cream, and cartoons. I remembered feeling sad and dirty, even when I took a bath. Was that why? 
Apparently, it was like Sacha said. The older we got, the less they could charge for us because there was less demand. The people in charge started to look for other ways to make money, no longer caring if we survived their schemes. There were rumors of red rooms and torture chambers where people could pay exorbitant sums to enact their disgusting fantasies on us, but if they existed, Dmitri wasn’t getting a cut of them. 
He did have his hands all over the dead pool, which was a sick betting game about which one of us would die next. The same people who raped us were betting on when and how we’d die. It probably even incentivized them to participate in killing us so they could collect their winnings, though Dmitri didn’t admit that much. 
“How many boys are left?” River demanded, fist clenching around the pliers. He no longer needed them. Dmitri was telling him everything.
Dmitri shook his head. “Six, I think. They moved them to the basement of this old abandoned elementary school in Franklinton that’s connected to this church.”
“Saint Niklaus?” 
Dmitri nodded slowly. “That’s the one.” 
River looked over his shoulder at me, probably to see my reaction, but I had none. I didn’t know any of those places. 
River turned back to Dmitri. “What is the Master’s real name?” 
Dmitri swallowed. “His name’s Earl. Earl Maynard.”
Earl. Master’s real name was Earl. It was a stupid name and I hated it. I couldn’t believe I had ever let someone named Earl run my entire life.
“There’s a book,” Dmitri offered. “A black book with all the names of all the regulars. I kept it in case I ever needed to blackmail the guys for more money so I could get out quick. It’s stashed in the safe at The Time Out Room. Jeff let me keep it there. He got a cut of everything in percentages. It’s all there, in the book. Everything you want.” 
“Thanks. That’s real helpful.” River stood up from the chair he’d been sitting in. “Just one more question, Dmitri, and then we’ll be done.”
Dmitri glanced down at the pliers and back to River’s expressionless face and dull eyes. “I told you everything!”
“You didn’t tell me if you watched.” River walked over to his tray of instruments and picked up a long instrument that looked like the spout to a garden hose. It was hooked up to a long tube that ran to the wall. “Or if you participated, or if you looked the other way and took money from pedophiles to line your own pockets.” 
“What?” Dmitri’s face was white as a sheet.
River stomped over and gripped him by the back of his head. “Did you ever put your hands on any of those kids, you sick fuck?” 
“N-n-no!” he stammered. “I’d never! Fuck, man!”
“He’s lying,” I said in a small voice and felt my body swaying in place. I was oddly lightheaded, disconnected. My head was a balloon, threatening to float away from my torso. “I remember you now. I wasn’t a kid, though. You made sure. You asked twice if I was eighteen.”
Dmitri’s eyes widened and darted to River. “He… He’s lying!” 
“You gave me poppers,” I continued. “Said it’d make it feel better. You were nervous. Barely stayed hard. I had to suck you off and wound up throwing up all over your shoes.”
“What the fuck!” Dmitri shouted.  
“Wrong answer,” River spat.
I flinched as he drove the sharp end of the trocar into Dmitri’s abdomen. The sound that came out of Dmitri’s mouth was caught somewhere between a gasp and a groan. I couldn’t see what River was doing, but he seemed to be moving the long, sharp wand around inside of Dmitri. The tube connected to the trocar lit up with a bright green liquid and a strong chemical smell filled the air. 
I turned away, unwilling to watch. The sick feeling that’d been there when Shepherd killed Travis was absent, but so was my anger. River had enough rage for both of us, and he was injecting it into Dmitri, cleaning him from the inside out with it. 
My feet carried me to the stairs, which were just out of sight of the table. Upstairs, I could hear Sacha moving around, the dull hum of the TV. So normal, the same sounds one would find in any suburban house at night. The sounds coming from Dmitri and River were anything but. 
I don’t remember going up the stairs and through the kitchen, and I don’t remember sitting down on the sofa, but I must’ve. I came out of my trance staring at the television screen, watching the attractive middle-aged news anchors relate the story of a gang-related shooting on a street I’d never heard of. She seemed as detached as River, uncaring as she read facts from her teleprompter. 
Even though I was staring at her, and I heard her words, I was back at The Time Out Room two days after my eighteenth birthday, throwing up on Dmitri’s shoes. They’d been Nikes, red, the laces only half-tied. I remembered thinking he was lazy for not tying his shoes. Why hadn’t I remembered that when I looked at his mugshot? Why did it take watching him sob and piss himself for me to remember? 
Because there were hundreds of Dmitris in my past, nameless faces. People hiding in suburban neighborhoods. Parked in soccer mom SUVs with stick family bumper stickers. School principals, city officials, motorcycle mechanics. People from every socioeconomic level and walk of life. The same people probably filling pews on Sundays and cheering on their kids at ballgames. 
Everyday monsters hiding in plain sight. 
A shot glass plunked down on the coffee table in front of me, clear liquid spilling over the edge. I blinked up at Sacha. 
“Drink, little fish,” he commanded. 
I picked up the glass and poured it in my mouth, eyes stinging and throat burning. I coughed as I lowered the glass. “What the hell is that? Rubbing alcohol?”
“Close,” he admitted and produced a bottle full of letters that weren’t in English. “Water from the motherland. Good for what troubles you.”
“Good for burning off all my nose hairs, you mean.” I sat forward and put the glass down.
Sacha laughed and patted my back. “Moves it from your nose to your chest, yes?” The sofa creaked as he sat down next to me with another glass, refilling both. “The privilege of an easy life is not for men like us, is it?”
“I wish it was,” I said as he handed me the vodka. “Does it ever get easier? This life?”
“Only when we die,” he said and threw back his drink. “But we aren’t the type to feel sorry for ourselves, are we? Nor are we like River, whose rage is his righteous outlet. You are like me, caught up in the wild current of bigger personalities. Let me give you some life advice, little fish.” He gripped the bottle and turned it over in his hands. “Let the current carry you. Do not swim against it. You’ll wind up where you’re supposed to be.”
“I don’t know how to deal with all these intrusive memories.” I swallowed the vodka and winced, though it wasn’t nearly as bad the second time.
“Take them as they come, and stop blaming yourself,” he suggested, refilling my glass. “Pace yourself through it as best you can. Develop a vice or two. It’s good to be bad sometimes.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “Like vodka?”
“Exactly.” He grinned and handed me the refilled glass, tapping his own against it and declaring, “Nah zdarovhyeh!”
“What does that mean?”
“To your health,” he explained and emptied his glass.
I could drink to that, I decided, and drank mine too. 
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“Are you drunk?” I gave my Uncle Sacha a chastising look. “Did you get Theo  drunk?”
“He got himself drunk, nephew,” Uncle Sacha slurred in Russian. 
“I like being drunk,” Theo protested, swaying on the sofa. 
I snorted. “Well, you won’t like it in the morning. Come on.” I helped him to his feet, half carrying him to the stairs. 
It took a while for Dmitri to die, longer than I expected, actually. The trocar was dull, and I’d intentionally missed piercing his heart, but I was pretty sure shock got him before he suffocated. Embalming fluid wasn’t meant to go in living bodies. 
After cleaning up, I’d used the secondary lift to put him in a box, and I’d covered that box with waterproof plastic. Getting it into the back of the hearse by myself had been a bitch, but I was glad I hadn’t bothered to ask Uncle Sacha for help. Apparently, he’d been upstairs getting smashed while watching the news. At least Dad and Niki had agreed to meet me at the loading bay. Dmitri Federoff was on his way to being charred bones, and the world was a much better place without him. 
“What’s the deal with your mom and dad and their…” He waved vaguely. “You know. Tatty and Niki.” Theo stumbled on the next step, but I caught him, throwing one of his arms around my neck to keep him upright. “Aren’t they all like, married?”
“Ever hear of polyamory?” I said with a smirk.
“Poly…Pol…what?”
“Mom and Tatty are a couple,” I explained. “And Dad and Nikita are a couple. Also, Nikita and Tatty are a couple. Dad and Mom are married, but they aren’t a couple. It’s for appearances only.”
Theo scrunched up his face and stopped, thinking hard. “So when they fuck, it’s like a giant orgy or…”
I laughed. “I try not to think about it too hard.”
We reached the top of the stairs, and he threw his arms around my neck, practically throwing himself at me. “Carry me?”
I scooped him up without question and carried him into our room, kicking the door closed behind me. 
“Are we going to fuck?” he asked, nuzzling into me.
“Not until you’re sober. Mom would kill me. Literally.” I put him down on the bed and went about stripping off his shoes and socks. 
“You’re not like that, are you?” he asked quietly. “Polyalimony or whatever.”
I snickered. “No, little finch. I’m all yours.”
“Well good, ’cause I don’t want to share you.” When I lifted his shirt over his head, he caught my lips in a sloppy kiss. “I love you, River.”
For a second, it felt like I’d jabbed the trocar into my chest by mistake and twisted it around. I cupped his cheek. “Why do you love me?”
“Just ’cause,” he said, shrugging. “You get me, and even I don’t get me. Plus, you’ve got a big dick and you know how to use it. You’re like some sort of…sexy psycho killer wizard with a big dick.”
I snorted, holding back a laugh. “Technically, I’m a sociopath, not a psychopath.”
“Whatever you say, dick wizard.”
I grinned and pulled the blanket up over him. “I think I like drunk Theo. What I don’t like is not being able to fuck you to sleep, so hurry and sober up so you can get some of my big dick.” I kissed his cheek and stepped away from the bed.
“What’re you gonna do? Not sleep?” Theo asked.
“I have to make a phone call, and then I’ll be right with you.” 
That seemed to placate him. He curled up, tucking my pillow under his chin, and was snoring before I even had my phone out. 
I called Shepherd, because he’d be pissed if I didn’t update him immediately. He didn’t pick up the first time, so I immediately tried again. 
“What?” he snarled into the phone after the third ring. “There had better be a body I care about, River.” 
I smirked when I realized he was breathless. “Doing a late-night grading session with your grad student, eh? Hi, Gavin.”
“Who’s Gavin?” came a muffled voice.
A muffled feminine voice.
My eyebrows shot up when I realized it was a woman. “Expanding your horizons, I see. Good for you, Shepherd.” 
There was the muffled sound of a door closing. “What do you want, River? Make it quick.”
“I assume you’ve been filled in on most of the details of our little mission so far?”
“I know about the Russians and the Greeks, yes.” There was the sound of a tap running. “What’s any of that got to do with me?”
“I just had a chat with Mr. Federoff. I have all the information we need to make a move,” I told him, sinking into the armchair near the bed to watch Theo sleep.
“And?” he huffed, impatient.
“And I thought you’d want to know that Jeff, the owner of The Time Out Room, was definitely taking a cut. We’ll need a scapegoat to dump all this on when we’re done, so I figured…”
“You figured Jeff was perfect. Makes sense. Adjusting the paper trail to lead straight to him will be easy.” He paused briefly. “Remind me again why you’re not my favorite brother?”
“Because I like my steaks medium well and think wine tastes like someone pissed on perfectly good grapes,” I replied.
Shepherd snorted. “You’re an uncultured swine, River, but I owe you for this.”
“Damn right you do, and that’s the other reason I’m calling.” I glanced over at Theo, making sure he was fast asleep before shifting to sit sideways in the chair, my legs draped over the arm. “Theo said he loved me.”
“Congratulations,” Shepherd said dryly.
“I’m serious, Shepherd. What am I supposed to do about that? I don’t know how to…I mean, I know what I should’ve said, but…” 
Shepherd sighed. “There are whole libraries of books dedicated to this subject, River. Even if that’s beyond you, you could try the self-help section of the paper.”
“Why? You’re a sex therapist. Aren’t you, like, an expert in this stuff?”
He sighed again. He was turning into a broken record. “I’m a licensed clinical psychiatrist, not a sex therapist. It just so happens that my area of interest is the study of kinks, sexual fetishes, and human desire and their comorbidities with psychiatric disorders. Second, sex and desire exist on a spectrum that don’t always include love and attraction. Human sexuality and relationships are far too complex a subject for me to break down over the phone at…” He paused. “Fucking hell, River. It’s two in the morning! I should have my face buried in the dean of the psych department, not on the phone with the likes of you.” 
“Oh, is somebody finally getting tenure?” I teased. At least that explained what he was doing with a woman in his bed. I didn’t think Shepherd swung that way, but then I’d never paid much attention to his love life except to bust his balls about banging his grad students.
“Why am I telling you any of this?” he growled. “I don’t even know why we’re still talking.”
“Because you secretly like me.” I shifted again in the chair, sitting upside down. Theo was even cuter from that angle, especially when he was drooling on himself. “Tell me what to say to him, Shep. Please?”
“Just tell him you love him back.”
I frowned. “How do I know if that’s true?”
“Look, River, it doesn’t matter if it’s true or not. It’s what he wants to hear. Neurotypicals tell people that expecting it to be parroted back at them. It makes them feel secure.”
“Even if he knows it’s not true?”
“Goodbye, River.” Shepherd hung up on me.
I sighed and let the phone fall to the floor, remaining upside down. Why’d he have to say that? Of all the drunken confessions to make, why was it “I love you, River”? Hadn’t I made it clear that I probably couldn’t return the sentiment? 
I mean, what was love? Just a chemical response in the brain, one that didn’t happen to me. I liked Theo, found him adorable and intriguing, and wanted to always have him with me, but I wasn’t ever going to be capable of putting his needs before mine. The only reason I took care of him was because it benefitted me. There wasn’t an altruistic bone in my body. I just wasn’t capable. 
Obsessive, yes. Possessive? Absolutely. But in love? 
I tried to think back to the few movies I’d had to sit through, the ones with romantic subplots. There were always these deep, moving confessions of feelings. The characters looked at each other and got all swoony and teary-eyed, confessing they couldn’t live without each other. I could live without Theo. I didn’t want to, but I wouldn’t die of a broken heart if something happened to him. That was a ridiculous notion that never really happened anyway. 
Truth be told, if Theo ever did try to leave me, I’d probably completely lose my shit and have to kill anyone who ever tried to be with him. I saw him as a possession, one that I wanted to snuggle, and kiss, and hold, but he was still a possession to me. I knew it would hurt him to hear that, especially given his history, but that was the truth. 
That wasn’t love.
Was it?
All this angst over a stupid four-letter word, I thought, dragging a hand over my face. 
An aching tiredness settled in my bones all of a sudden, so I shucked my clothes and crawled into bed behind Theo, spooning against him. 
He gave a tired hum as I kissed the back of his neck, shifting against me. “Hey.”
“Hey,” I replied, nuzzling against his shoulder. Maybe I’d get lucky and he’d forget all about his drunken confession tomorrow. Then we could move on and go back to the way things were before. 
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Hangovers sucked, but at least I didn’t have to work. 
I spent most of the day in bed with River watching over me. He sat in the chair next to the bed, alternating between scrolling through articles and having hushed conversations on his phone. I knew he was making plans for what was to come, but my head hurt too much to engage. 
The shadows grew longer and the day dragged on with me alternating between periods of deep sleep and semi-wakefulness. In the late afternoon, I woke up and found River’s chair empty. Frowning, I sat up and looked around, but there was no sign of him. 
For a minute, I didn’t know what to do. We’d been apart a few times, but I’d always known where he was or how to get in touch. Waking up alone was strange and scary. What if something had happened to him? 
“River?” I called, rubbing sleep from my eyes.
There was no answer. 
I frowned and sat up. Maybe he was in the bathroom. I went down the hall to check, but the bathroom was empty. I checked downstairs, but the whole house was empty, and I didn’t see his car in the driveway. 
With nothing else to do but worry, I dragged myself back upstairs to shower. I smelled awful anyway. All through the shower, thoughts raced through my mind. Had he gone to get Earl by himself? After I told him I wanted to be the one to kill him? No. River wouldn’t do that to me. Maybe he got called to a family meeting, or over to the funeral home for something, or he could’ve gone to the store. There were a hundred places he might’ve gone, but my brain decided to fixate on the worst possible one. 
I didn’t bother dressing after my shower, dragging myself back to bed, feeling sorry for myself. 
I’m so stupid, I thought, hugging the pillow tight. If River ever does get tired of me, what am I going to do? I wasn’t set up to function in the world. I’d need to get a job, find someplace to live… I didn’t know how to do any of that. Didn’t have any skills that might translate into actual work. Sure, I could dust and sweep floors, but that wasn’t an actual job, was it? 
I was tired of people’s pity, tired of the way they looked at me and only saw me as a victim, tired of the way that other people were so careful about what they said around me. Everyone was always asking me if I was ready, if I was sure I could handle things. 
What they really wanted to know was if I was going to have a fucking breakdown. Maybe I was. Maybe I already had, but dammit… I wanted to be treated like a person, not a broken toy. I wanted to be more than the trauma, and that was all anybody seemed to see when they looked at me. 
I fell back into a dreamless sleep, feeling angry at my own helplessness. 
It was dark when I heard the bedroom door open and close and the familiar shuffle of River’s feet approaching. Instead of immediately waking up to ask him where he’d been, I laid there in sullen silence, pretending I was still asleep. That’d piss him off more than confrontation and better to convey my irritated mood. River liked attention, even if it was the negative kind. Refusing to acknowledge him would be torture. 
So, I stayed face down on the bed, eyes closed. The mattress shifted under his weight as he climbed onto it, and still I didn’t move. 
“Theo?” 
I bit the inside of my cheek when his hands slid up the backs of my legs slowly. My cock started to stir where it was pinned against the mattress, but I didn’t show any other outward signs of acknowledging him.
“I know you’re awake,” River said firmly. “Don’t ignore me.” 
I turned my head the other way, snuggling harder into the mattress to hide my erection. 
River gave an irritated huff. Strong hands closed around the backs of my knees, pushing my legs apart so he could settle between them. 
“I’m sleeping.” I started to get up so I could move to the other side of the bed.
River pushed me back down with a hand firmly between my shoulders. “I was enjoying the view.” 
His weight settled on top of me. I bit my lip when I felt his hard cock rub against my ass through his jeans. Teeth grazed my shoulder. 
“I’ve been thinking about being inside you all day,” River murmured into my skin. “It’s been impossible to concentrate on my work.”
“Is that where you’ve been all day?” I sounded pouty because I was. 
River’s hand closed around my chin, and the other gripped my hip while he slowly ground against me. “You’re mad at me.”
“I woke up and you weren’t here,” I grumbled sullenly and bucked up with my hips. “Stop that.”
River capitalized on my sudden movement, slipping a hand between my hip and the sheets to grip my leaking cock. “Poor little finch. Nobody to take care of this for you? Is that your problem?”
I rolled, trying to throw him off of me, but he compensated by sitting up on his knees and coming down hard to pin my arms at my sides. I gave him my best threatening scowl, which probably still looked more like a pout, even as I enjoyed the rough friction of his jeans against my dick. “I don’t like waking up alone.” 
“Well don’t get drunk and pass out and then you can come with me to pick up the body at the nursing home next time,” River said, thrusting against me.
I frowned. “Is that where you went?”
“Yeah. Normally Dad would do it, but this close to the holiday, he wanted to rush planning with the family, so he did that while I played chauffeur for Grandma Mabel’s corpse.” 
“You’re terrible at pillow talk.” I gave his shoulder a half-hearted shove. 
“I’ve got no concept of romance, Theo.”
“Yeah, but you’ve got to know that talking about dead grandmas is a definite mood killer.”
“For some people.” 
I made a face. “I’m some people.” 
“This says otherwise.” River closed his hand around my cock again, giving it slow, lazy pulls.
“That has nothing to do with dead grandmas.” I squirmed away, kicking enough to at least seem like I was trying to swim out from under him. “You still should’ve woken me up.” 
“I thought about it.” He pushed up, the look in his eyes pure lust as he raked them over me. “But then I saw you all naked and splayed out in my bed, completely helpless. So out of it. I thought about punishing you with my cock for being such a bad boy last night and getting drunk before I could fuck you into the mattress.”
I shuddered. 
“I knew if I climbed in this bed with you, I was going to have to hold you down and bury myself in the tight heat of your body, and I wasn’t going to care if you were awake for it or not.”
My cock twitched, weeping a heavy teardrop of pre-cum. I licked my lips. “You could’ve.”
“I could have,” he agreed.
“No, I mean… You can next time. If you want. If the urge ever strikes you again. I don’t mind. I think it’d be kind of hot to wake up with you already inside me.”
“It’s dangerous to give me that kind of access, Theo,” he said and bit my lip.
I couldn’t stop the groan that came out of me. My hips rolled against him. “It’s not. I trust you. More than anybody.” 
Something changed in his face. The cocky grin faded, replaced by an uncertain expression. 
I stopped moving. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
“River, if something happened…”
“Nothing happened,” he insisted and sat up on his knees again. 
I yelped when he roughly turned me over, but it was an exaggerated sound. He hadn’t actually hurt me, and the mild fear churning in my belly at what he might do to me was more an aphrodisiac than anything else. I started to crawl away when he yanked the bedside table drawer open, but not too fast and not too far. Just enough to give the illusion of attempting an escape. 
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going, little finch?” he growled and yanked me back in place by the ankles. 
I gasped when I kept sliding backward and realized he was dragging me to the end of the bed. He dropped my feet and they hit the hardwood floor, though my upper body above the waist was still pressed to the mattress. I tried to lift myself with my arms, but he pushed me back down hard enough that I bounced. 
“You can get up when I’m done with you,” he declared. “And by then, you’re going to have cum leaking out of a very sore hole.”
I tensed as a slick finger pushed its way inside me. 
“C’mon, relax for me. That’s it, Theo.” 
For some reason, hearing my name on his lips instead of little finch again instantly calmed me. River didn’t call me little finch except when he was playing at being the big bad predator he thought he was. I knew the truth. Underneath that murderous exterior, he was just a giant nerd who ate his chicken nuggets with ketchup and showed me pictures of cool mushrooms he found online. I couldn’t bring myself to be afraid of him. Not even when he was torturing information out of a Nazi. 
Maybe it was because I totally lacked any self-preservation instinct. That had been beaten and programmed out of me at an early age, to the point that the only scenario in which I could bring myself to fight back was when I felt safe enough to do so. Safe with him. It was fifty shades of fucked up, but then so were we.
I rocked back against his finger, saying yes with my body while resisting with my words. “Stop, River.”
“You don’t mean that. I know you don’t. This greedy little hole is practically sucking my finger in.” His free hand closed around my throat before he added a second digit. “Fuck yourself on my fingers, little finch.” 
“No,” I said even as I did it. “I don’t want to.”
“Liar,” he scoffed, amused. “Look at how bad you want it. I see the little smears of pre-cum you’re leaving on my sheets. You can’t help but want it, can you? And you want more than my fingers. You want this big, hard cock in you, don’t you?”
“No,” I lied, fingers and toes curling as he found my prostate. “Fuck…”
“Give me one good goddamn reason not to impale you on my cock right now and fill you so full of my cum that it’s leaking down your leg.”
I tried to think of a reason—I really did—but what he was doing to me felt so good, I could barely think of anything at all. It wasn’t just the physical sensation either, although River knew far too well how to manipulate my body to respond. I needed him, craved reconnecting with him like a drug. Though he’d only been gone a few hours, it’d felt like he’d abandoned me forever, and I needed to know that wasn’t the case. I needed River to reclaim me as his. 
Fuck, he was right. I was a needy little bird.
“Please don’t,” I whimpered in a small voice.
“That’s it, little finch. Beg me not to.” He was panting behind me as if he were the one desperate to be claimed.
“Please, River,” I said, curling my fingers into fists. “Please don’t hold me down and fuck me hard. Please don’t claim me. Don’t make me yours. I can’t take it.”
“Fuck,” he growled, and his fingers retreated long enough for him to undo his belt. There was the telltale sound of his zipper coming undone. 
We groaned together as he seated himself inside me in a single rough thrust. It hurt, taking him all at once like that, but I loved the pain, loved knowing it was him. Who was I kidding? I loved him. 
Once he was inside me, River didn’t move except to brush a soft kiss against my temple. In the wake of his brutal treatment, that kiss was like ice on a burn. “You okay in there, Theo?” 
No hint of pity or probably even any real concern beyond whatever related back to getting more of what he wanted. River wasn’t capable of that. 
I swallowed against the pressure of his fingers around my throat. “Fuck, yes, I am. This is the hottest thing… I mean…” I cleared my throat and continued in an exaggeratedly dry tone, “Oh, no. I hope you don’t make me come against my will. That would be terrible.” 
He snorted and bit my earlobe. “You’re a fucking brat, you know that?” 
“Less talking, more destroying my ass,” I mumbled, wiggling my hips.
River shifted his weight, rising so that he could grip my shoulders. He withdrew nearly to the tip before plunging back into me hard enough that the shockwave went all the way up my spine. My mouth opened in a silent scream when he did it again. And again. River set a brutal fast pace that wouldn’t have been the least bit enjoyable if it’d been anyone but him. 
He paused with a grunt and moved his hands from my shoulders to grip me under my arms, long fingers brushing against my nipples on either side. I shuddered, eyes rolling back, and the fight in me died. All I could do was squirm as he rolled my nipples between his fingers while he fucked me, everything beyond that fading into the background. Even though neither of us was touching my cock, I could feel the pressure starting to build. I opened my mouth to tell him, but he chose exactly that moment to start thrusting harder, chasing his own orgasm. I was already on the edge when his hips slammed into me and he cursed in my ear, movements going jerky. 
“River,” I half-moaned, half-whined in warning. When I slid over the edge, part of me was in a full-on panic. I was shaking so hard, I thought I might be having a seizure, the orgasm so different, so intense that I thought I was going to pass out. My cock pulsed, spilling cum everywhere, more than there’d ever been before. Some distant part of me had the gall to be angry about it, like my body had betrayed me by not ever letting me have an orgasm that intense before.
“Fuck,” River panted before smiling against my shoulder. “Did you just…?” He moved his hand lower, closing it around my sticky cock.
I shrieked at the overstimulation and immediately tried to squirm away, choking on my next breath. 
He chuckled. “I didn’t know I could make you do that.”
I groaned and slid an arm under my head. I felt hot enough that I worried I’d developed a fever. River did not need that to pump up his ego, even if he deserved it. 
He pulled free of me with a small grunt, and I crawled up the bed, turning over in time to catch him licking my cum from his fingers. 
I shuddered. “You’re a menace.”
River grinned and fell into bed beside me. “A menace who made you come without even touching your dick. Careful, I might start to actually believe I’m a god. I sure worked miracles on you, huh?” 
I turned onto my side, throwing my leg lazily over his and my arm over his stomach to trace over the coarse line of hair there. “Did you really go to do a pickup?”
He looked down at me, confused. “Where else would I go?”
“I thought you’d go kill Earl without me.” 
River frowned and pulled me up to straddle his hips. My legs still felt like jelly, so he had to adjust my knees and hold my ass to keep me upright where he wanted me. 
“I thought you said you trusted me,” he said, sounding…disappointed.
“I do, it’s just…” I looked down at my hands splayed over his bare skin. 
Even though he spent more time indoors than was probably healthy, River’s skin was several shades darker than mine and smooth beneath the fine dusting of dark hair. There was nothing gentle or delicate about the way he was built, but there was a subtle, rough beauty to him, the kind that made him seem almost otherworldly sometimes. 
I sighed. “I know people think I’m weak. That I don’t have the stomach for this or that I’m not ready.” 
“Nobody thinks that, Theo.”
“Yes, they do!” I snapped roughly. “Sacha does. Xander and Xavier do. Yuri does. War definitely does.” 
“First of all, War’s a dick, and I forbid you say his name in my bed. Second…” He cupped my cheeks with both hands, giving me a stern look. “Since when were you able to read other people’s thoughts, huh?” 
“I don’t have to. I see the way they look at me.”
“Maybe you’re reading in them what you think of yourself then,” River said.
His words were so stark, so honest, it shocked me, and I knew he was right. 
“You’re doubting yourself,” he continued. “Any sane person would, especially after what you’ve been through.”
“You don’t,” I pointed out.
River arched an eyebrow. “I said sane people, Theo. I’m pretty sure me and my brothers don’t qualify. Hell, maybe no one in my family does. But you do.” He drove a finger into my chest and then flicked my nose lightly. “And you know what? It’s okay to do that.”
I blinked and swatted his hand away from my face. “It is?”
He nodded. “It’s good that you can do that, because I can’t. If I didn’t have you constantly pulling me back, anchoring me, quelling the rage in me, I’d have already killed again. And I don’t even know if it’d be someone who deserves it.”
“I don’t understand,” I said quietly. “I’m not doing anything.”
“You are, even if you don’t see it,” he said and sat up to kiss my forehead. “When I get angry, people die. And the night I saw you, I was so pissed off. I think I went to that bar looking for someone to kill to take the edge off. I was directionless, lost at sea without a beacon. You’ve become that for me. You’re my lighthouse, Theo. No matter how far I go, as long as I can still see you, I know I can come back from the dark.” 
I laid down against him, letting my head rest on his chest. “I’ve never been anybody’s anything before. What if I’m not good at it?”
“You can’t possibly be bad at being yourself,” River said as if it were obvious. “And that’s all I want from you, Theo. I want you to be with me, and to be happy. I like seeing you happy.” 
I frowned, feeling something twist in my chest. “What about love?” I didn’t know if someone like River was capable of love. 
River’s fingers started tracing little circles over my ribcage. He was quiet for a minute, deep in thought about his answer. “I always thought of love as a chemical process in the brain, the release of dopamine and oxytocin to promote bonding. That doesn’t happen in my brain the way it does for normal people. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe love can look different sometimes. It can be this. It can be us.”
“Can it?” I shifted to look up at him.
He smiled and stretched. “Who says it can’t be? It’s like everything else. Fuck labels. Fuck the assholes in lab coats and their stupid psych degrees and the whole DSM series. You make me happy. Why can’t that count as love?” 
I didn’t think happiness and love were the same things, at least not to me, but that was part of it. What River and I had was a mutual obsession with each other. We were drawn to each other like magnets from the first moment our eyes met across the bar, and nothing was ever going to keep us apart. Maybe that didn’t look like love to anyone else, but I felt like it was as close as we were ever going to get. 
So, I tested it out.
I looked up at him and said the words I’d been dreading saying because I was so afraid he wouldn’t return them. But maybe he didn’t have to return them. Maybe love wasn’t about give and take on both sides. It could be just me giving, and him taking what he needed, when he needed it, if that’s what worked for us.
“I love you, River.”
“Thanks,” he said with a big grin and a wink. “I love me, too.” 
“You’re such a fucking jerk,” I muttered and twisted his nipple. 
He hissed and surged up to kiss me. “But you love me anyway,” he teased, still smiling.  
And he was right. I absolutely did.
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No one questioned it when two dozen men in suits rolled up to a funeral home in expensive cars. Such a gathering of notorious figures wouldn’t have gone unnoticed by police surveillance if they’d met anywhere else. The Greeks and the Russians didn’t meet in numbers very often for obvious reasons.  
We cleared out the main viewing room, putting a long table in the center where mourners usually sat. Theo was tasked with laying out the bowls of bread and salt while I stood at the door with Dad, shaking hands and kissing cheeks with mobsters. 
The Russians were the first to arrive with a handful of grim-faced vory I didn’t know coming through. Dad seemed to know them all by name, greeting them each with the utmost respect, standing next to Niki. 
The first one I recognized was my cousin, Aleksi, Uncle Sacha’s oldest. He looked good for someone pushing forty, tall with a thick head of dark hair that he wore combed back. Piercing blue eyes scanned the parlor entry as he paused in the doorway, filling the air with the smell of his expensive cologne. He peeled off his leather driving gloves, revealing a pair of cross tattoos on his right hand, one for each occasion he’d done time. Like the rest of the vory, he had a ton of other tattoos under his clothes, each of which told a story. 
“Kak dyela, River,” he said to me only after he’d taken Dad’s hand. 
“Nyeplokho. A u tyebya?” I replied, answering his bone-breaking squeeze with one of my own.
Aleksi grinned. “Your Russian’s getting better, cousin. You’ve been practicing.”
“Not as much as I’d like,” I said with a shrug. “Been busy.”
“So I hear.” He tapped out a cigarette, haunting the doorway instead of going in.
I stiffened as his eyes slid past me and settled on Theo. 
“This is him?” Aleksi asked in Russian, gesturing to Theo. “He’s paler than you. You should take him to one of those nude beaches down south. Let him get some sun.” 
I coughed and waved away his smoke. “As if you’re not three shades whiter than snow.” 
“Yes, but I’m meant to be white. Ohio’s no good for you. We should go together. I have a guy in the Keys. A Cuban with a very nice boat. You bring your boy toy and I’ll bring his sister. I hear she likes to watch boys fuck.”
“You mean you like to watch,” I pointed out, punching him lightly in the shoulder. “Just come out of the closet already.”
He laughed it off, puffing on his cigarette. “You’re just pissed I got all the girls when we used to hang out and you could only pull their little brothers. But now I have to find a new wingman. Maybe I’ll ask Shepherd. Are all of his personalities queer or only the one?”
My fingers started to itch at the mention of Shepherd’s name. “He’s out of your league.”
“Nobody is out of my league, cousin. I could have the boys and girls if I wanted. Lucky for you, I only like pussy. Leaves some for the rest of you.” 
“You keep telling yourself that,” I muttered. 
“Aleksi! Hello, good morning!” Niki called, coming to put an arm around Aleksi’s shoulder. “How are you?”
The two weren’t related but had somehow wound up looking a lot alike. Because Niki and his Tatty had let Mom and Dad raise War, everyone understood Aleksi was Niki’s heir. Of course, Simeon the Immortal would have to die first. He’d been in and out of the hospital for half my life, dodging death. The old geezer was pushing a hundred and two. But if the reaper wanted his soul, he’d be in for a hell of a fight. Simeon was the meanest, stubbornest old Russian I’d ever met.
The air changed when a spotless blue Lincoln Continental pulled up. Aleksi immediately put out his cigarette and ran his fingers through his hair before tugging on his suit jacket. The driver got out first, a middle-aged man with a star-shaped scar on his cheek. He opened the rear passenger door for his employer first.
Nigel Costas was an elderly man with liver spots and a thin white beard. He was always dressed impeccably and walked with a cane that he probably didn’t actually need. Every time I’d seen him, he looked like the sort of man who would walk into his own funeral and only lay in the coffin because he chose it. 
His only son, Leon, had met a tragic end not long ago thanks to a long bout with bone cancer rather than a bullet or any of his many criminal activities. That left his twenty-two-year-old grandson, Izzy, to inherit the Greek throne. Problem was, Izzy was gay as fuck. That might not have been such a big deal to the Greeks if he was more of a pitcher than a catcher, but that wasn’t the case, at least not according to the three-minute clip that had circulated a couple years ago. It was one of those open secrets in the underworld that everybody knew but never acknowledged out loud.
Izzy Costas got out of the rear driver’s side door, dark, broody eyes sweeping over the scene. 
“Holy crap,” Theo whispered, suddenly appearing next to me. “Who’s the underwear model?”
I scowled at him.
“What?” he said with a shrug. “I do have eyes, River, and he’s so hot, he might set this place on fire.” 
“He’s all right,” I muttered. “That’s Isador Costas, Nigel’s grandson. The stone-cold shrew next to him is his wife, Hillary.”
“Only in the barest sense,” Aleksi chimed in, watching the newcomers carefully. “If they’ve ever shared more than a chaste kiss on their wedding day, I’ll sprout wings and fly.”
There was a dull thump as Sacha slapped Aleksi in the back of the head and demanded, “Show some respect.” 
Nigel and his family approached, stopping first to trade grips with Niki. “Nikita, it’s good to see you. How is your father’s health?”
“Better than yesterday,” Niki replied, as always. “Strong as an ox still. He asked me to thank you for the vegetable basket you sent last fall.”
“I’ll send him another. I have pumpkins as big as your head,” Nigel promised and stopped in front of us. “Yuri Laskin,” Nigel remarked, planting his cane. “It has been some time.”
“It has,” Dad agreed. “You look well.”
“I look amazing for an octogenarian, you mean,” Nigel replied sharply. “I don’t think I’m ready for one of your caskets yet, so you can stop measuring me with your eyes, young man.” He turned and smacked Izzy in the chest with the back of his hand. “Give the man the vegetables, eh?”
Izzy stepped forward, holding out a basket overflowing with tomatoes, cucumbers, and several kinds of peppers. “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said politely.
Dad accepted the basket with thanks, but we weren’t done. No exchange with the old Greek was ever complete without him bragging about the size of his stupid vegetables.
“Look at the size of those cucumbers, eh, Yuri? You know how you get cucumbers that size? Fertilizer. Good fertilizer, not that pig shit Americans sell at the Home Depot.” He lifted his cane and shook it. “I heard human ashes are good for the soil.”
“Coffee grounds are better,” Izzy offered, drawing a scowl from his grandfather. He was soft spoken enough that many would mistake his demeanor for shy, but there was a ruthless edge to the way he spoke. If Nigel was a baseball bat wrapped in barbed wire, his grandson was a knife whispering in the dark. “You need magnesium and sulfur for tomatoes. Not enough of that in human remains.”
“They’re mostly carbon,” I agreed. 
Hillary looked me up and down. “And how do you know anything about growing tomatoes? Aren’t you an embalmer?”
“River reads a lot of books,” Theo volunteered, drawing everyone’s eyes to him.
I stiffened, my fingers twitching at my sides. I didn’t like all that attention on him. He was mine. 
Hillary wrinkled her nose. “Oh, you’re him, aren’t you? The whore.”
Dad’s hand clamped on my shoulder, keeping me from surging forward to strangle the life out of the heiress. He gave me a subtle shake of his head.
“Hillary,” Izzy said, his tone quiet but full of warning. “Don’t.”
There was a loud gasp and Tatty stepped out, extending her hands. “Hillary, love! Don’t you look amazing? Is that last season’s Louis Vuitton? Darling, you must go shopping with me! Nudes are out and pastels are coming in.” 
Hillary put on a fake smile, taking Tatty’s hands. “Tatty, how are you? You look like you haven’t aged a day. Are you doing Botox or did you get a lift?”
“Neither, darling. It’s all natural,” Tatty replied. They exchanged cheek kisses before Tatty continued, ushering Hillary into the building, “Come with me, darling. I’m dying to show you the diamond broach Niki bought me last week. You can help me put it on.” 
Izzy encased my hand in both of his. “I apologize for my wife’s rudeness.” 
I was still simmering when he let go of me and turned to Theo. How dare she call him that. I was the only one allowed to call Theo that, and it’d taken so much work to get him that comfortable with me.
“Theo. Is that short for Theodore?” Izzy asked.
Theo swallowed and looked at me briefly before answering. “I don’t know. I think it’s just Theo.”
“It’s a name with Greek origins,” Izzy said. “Do you know what it means? It means gift of God.”
“I don’t believe in God,” Theo said, fidgeting.
“We all have our gods, and we are all sinners first,” Izzy said. “Even if we don’t ascribe to the gospels.” He inclined his head and moved on.
“Don’t take it personal, eh?” Aleksi said to Theo. “They’re Greek. They can’t help being assholes.” To me, he said in Russian, “Relax, cousin. Go take your boy in the back and work it out, huh? You look like you’re going to pop.” He made a lewd gesture with his hand before patting my back and wandering off. 
Dad sighed and swooped around to stand in front of me. “Control yourself, River.”
“If that bitch calls Theo that one more fucking time—”
“You’ll do nothing,” he said, cutting me off. “You’ll bite your tongue and walk away. It’s been a long time since we’ve all been in the same room, and the way they see it, they’re doing you a favor by involving us. Niki put in a lot of legwork to make this happen, and I won’t have you starting a war in my house.”
Theo came to my side, wrapping his arms around me. “Your dad’s right, River. I’ve been called a lot worse. Their opinions of me don’t matter.”
“I’m not going to stand here and let them insult you,” I said, squeezing him back.
“If she gets out of line again,” Niki said calmly, “I will correct her.”
“You will sit and be gracious, or you’ll leave,” Dad said firmly.
I didn’t bother arguing with him, even though I felt like it. When Dad used that tone, it meant he couldn’t be swayed. He was right anyway. While we didn’t need the Russians or the Greeks to find and execute Earl, it was too late to back out now. If we did anything without their blessing at this stage, they’d take offense, and offending mobsters would only end in more bodies. One of them might even be Theo’s if I didn’t tread carefully.
I let out a long sigh, adjusted my suit jacket, put a hand around Theo’s waist, and we walked into the main parlor. 
Most people were still standing, shaking hands, and having light conversation, but things shifted as soon as everyone was there. People instinctively took their seats with all the Russians filling out one end of the table and Greeks the other. We sat at the center, Theo at my side. He slipped his hand into mine under the table and I gave him a reassuring squeeze back. 
A small bowl of coarse salt and several loaves of freshly baked bread made their rounds on the table, symbols of welcome and friendship, as business opened up. 
“Thank you all for coming,” said Niki. “I’m sure you’re all very busy, so let’s get straight to it. We need access to Saint Niklaus Cathedral, or rather, the operations going on there.”
“Unsanctioned operations,” Nigel clarified.
“How could they operate inside your territory for almost two decades without being noticed?” Aleksi scoffed, resting an elbow on the back of his chair.
“Human trafficking is your area,” Nigel said. “You tell me.”
Aleksi glared at Nigel. “Not children. Not babies.”
“Good to know there’s a line somewhere you Cossacks won’t cross.” Nigel lifted his water and took a sip.
“And it’s good to know you Greeks care so much about what happens in your territory,” Niki volunteered. “Perhaps some restructuring is in order if this could go undetected on your side for so long.”
The two mobsters glared at each other from across the table.
“It doesn’t matter,” Sacha said, giving his son a cutting glare. “We know about it now, and we are shutting it down. While we can get into the church, access to the sub-basement and the operation itself is incredibly limited. If we go in guns blazing, these people will put a bullet in every head in the basement before we ever get downstairs.”
Theo squeezed my hand tight. 
I moved my hand to his thigh and felt him relax slightly. “We don’t want that to happen.”
“The only way to avoid that outcome will be to get someone inside the operation,” Sacha said. “Infiltration could take time. Months, maybe years.”
“We don’t have that kind of time,” Theo said.
“Not if they’re dropping bodies on our doorstep,” Dad agreed, meeting Nigel’s displeased glare. 
“Who currently has access?” Izzy asked, and all eyes turned to Theo.
Theo’s throat bobbed. “Um. I don’t know anything about the church. I don’t remember ever going there.”
“What about the doctor?” Dad asked, looking to War, who sat next to him.
“Dead,” War confirmed.
“My intelligence says he has someone else at his practice who fills in when he can’t make it, a man named…” Aleksi tapped his fingers on the table, thinking. “O’Neil. O’Neil took out a second mortgage on his house, and with two ex-wives and five kids between them, he’s paying alimony and child support out the ass. A lot to exploit there.”
“All you need is for him to leave a door unlocked,” War pointed out.
“And not tip anyone off,” I said firmly.
“All I have to do is twist his arm,” War said. “He’s a doctor, not a soldier. He’ll break like fine china under pressure.”
Aleksi sat forward to look at War. “Can you do it?”
War snorted. “In my sleep.”
“And once you’ve gotten in, then what?” Nigel asked. 
“Fire purifies all sins,” Izzy offered, folding his hands on the table. “I’m sure the church has a nice insurance policy, and if not, we can help them out with that. As for the prisoners, they will likely need medical attention. Rehabilitation.”
“Fold them in with our whores and let them work for it,” Nigel proposed.
I almost jumped to my feet, but Theo beat me to the objection. 
“No,” he demanded, face hardening. “They’ve been through enough.”
“Well,” Nigel scoffed, “we should get something for our trouble.”
Izzy frowned. “The insurance money will more than cover our expenses, baba.”
“We’ll take them,” Dad offered.
My attention swung to him, eyes widening. He and Mom weren’t exactly young anymore, and raising a handful of people like Theo to be functional wasn’t going to be easy or cheap, but I knew better than to argue with the old man. 
“Annie and I will see that they get the care they need,” Dad said.
“We want Earl,” I said instead. “The one they call Master.”
“I did some looking into him, too.” Aleksi shook his head. “He actually has ties, albeit distant, to us. He has a cousin who owns the butcher shop under one of our safehouses. He’s brushed elbows with us enough times that he wasn’t even hard to find. I can give you his addresses, but he has about two dozen low-rent multi-family units. Fucker’s a slum lord. It seems he’s gone to where he feels safe, in his proverbial castle. If he goes to ground again, it will take time to run him down.”
“Then let’s make sure he doesn’t.” Nigel planted his cane and stood, prompting the rest of his people to do the same. “How soon can we execute this?”
“My boyeviks are ready to go,” Aleksi said. “Doctor O’Neil and I will have a chat tonight and we can move this Tuesday.” 
“Two days before Thanksgiving?” Dad shook his head. “We’re booked up with back-to-back services.”
“I’ll work overtime to make sure everything is ready here,” I offered. “And Xavier and Xander can fill in wherever you need.”
I was anxious to get it done, and I knew Theo was too. The longer we waited, the more likely someone was to get spooked or the more things could go wrong. The sooner Earl was dead, the sooner I could have Theo all to myself, body and mind.
“Then it’s settled.” Niki stretched to his full height. “We will keep eyes and ears on Earl Maynard and the church.”
“And we will speak to our insurance broker,” Neil promised.
Neil and Niki clasped hands over the table. It was a historic event, the kind someone was sure to write about in history books. The Russians and the Greeks coming together for anything was rare. I barely cared. All I wanted was the opportunity to watch Theo cut into Earl. As long as that happened, I didn’t care who was involved.
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River worked hard the next few days, getting up early and staying at work late. Sometimes, when there were services, I went with him to work, but I didn’t see him all day. Mostly, I swept, dusted, and pointed the bereaved to the sign-in books or to the restrooms.  
At the end of the day, River was often tired enough that he fell asleep on the couch while I was still watching TV with Sacha or Xander and Xavier. We didn’t talk much, but we touched often, every chance we got. It still never felt like enough.
It felt like the world had inhaled and was holding its breath, waiting for Tuesday.
I started to wonder what would happen once I woke up Wednesday morning. It would be a new world then, one without Earl in it. For the first time in my life, I would be truly free. 
Sunday night, I laid on River’s chest, listening to him breathe, and wondered what I should do with myself. I supposed I could leave him. Go try to establish myself somewhere, see the world. But I didn’t want to go anywhere without him. Before, I’d stayed because I had nowhere else to go. Master would have hunted me, and I’d never be safe without River. 
Things would be different come Wednesday. I wouldn’t need River to protect me. I knew how to cook and clean, and I could probably find a shelter somewhere that would take me in, agencies that would help me get jobs and all the documents I needed. I had needed River to save me, but I didn’t need him anymore. At least, not like that.
The more I thought about it, though, the more I realized I wanted him, which was different than needing him. Even though I could leave, I didn’t want to. I wanted to choose him and this wild and crazy life he’d brought me into. It was comfortable now. 
What if he doesn’t want me anymore after this? I lightly traced a finger down the center line of his chest. What if he only wanted to save me and his interest disappears once that’s done? What do we have but a shared enemy? 
Love? Maybe. Could I love someone I’d known for such a short time? Less than a month and I was ready to spend the rest of my life with him. 
I looked up at him, watching him sleep. Is that what I want? We were both still young. The rest of our lives was a long time. It seemed like a lot to ask from him. From anyone. If he asked me, though, I would do it. I was in love with River, and I didn’t know how to love anyone else, nor did I want to.
When the alarm went off early the next morning, River rolled over and pulled back the curtains, squinting at the outside world with a displeased look. “Dammit.”
“What is it?” I pushed up from the mattress, rubbing sleep from my eyes, my heart in my throat. “What’s wrong?”
He let the curtain fall back into place and sat up. “It snowed.”
That got me up and moving out of bed, my heart thumping with excitement. I went to the window and pushed the curtain aside with a big smile. The whole world had been blanketed in a layer of white, and more was falling. It looked like a painting outside. 
“What’s the matter, River?” I asked, landing on top of him. “You don’t like the snow?”
River groaned and turned over, pulling the pillow on top of his head. “Not when I have to drive on it. Roads will be a mess. That’s the cherry on top of having to get everything finished up for the whole week today. I’m not looking forward to work today.” 
“I thought you loved your job?” I snuggled up to him, kissing his cheek.
“I like being able to take my time to do it,” River explained. “When I have to rush, it’s hard to make everything look as good.”
“You take pride in your work, and it shows.” I kissed him again, this time on the mouth, slipping my tongue inside to taste him. 
He gripped my leg and started tracing lazy circles on my thigh. “You keep kissing me like that and we’ll definitely be late for work,” he said and nipped my ear. 
River’s phone rang and he reached for it while I tried to seduce him back to bed. “What’s up, Dad? Yeah, I saw. Really? Are you sure? They’re okay with it? Okay, yeah. Makes sense. No, it’s fine. Thanks. Bye.” The phone beeped as he hung up. River tossed the phone back onto the nightstand and pulled me on top of him with a big grin. “Looks like we both get a snow day.” 
“Really?” I asked, bracing myself on his chest. “What about the viewings you had scheduled for today?” 
“Rescheduled. Nobody wants to drive in this.” He pulled me down into a lazy kiss, his soft tongue dancing against mine. 
We rolled and his weight settled overtop of me. I wanted to be in the moment, to be totally into the slow seduction of his lips on my skin, but my mind had hooked on something else. Something I couldn’t fuck away or forget. I laid there, drifting between the urge to disassociate completely and to ask him the most dangerous question of all.
Eventually, the question won out.
“What happens after tomorrow, River?” I asked as he kissed his way down my neck. 
He hesitated, looking up at me. “What do you mean?”
“I mean us.”
He frowned. “Why would anything change?”
“Are you sure you’ll still want me when I don’t need you to save me?” I combed my fingers through his hair. 
He wrinkled his nose as if the whole notion was ridiculous. “I’ll never stop wanting you. How could I?”
“So I’m supposed to sweep floors and pass out pamphlets at the funeral home forever?” 
He sighed and shifted to hold his head up, planting his elbows on the bed. “What do you want to do?”
My mouth fell open and then quickly snapped shut. No one had ever asked me that before. Even if they had, I wouldn’t have known how to answer them. I still wasn’t entirely sure, but I was beginning to get a few ideas. 
“I want to travel,” I said. “See the world.”
After spending my entire life in a tiny cell and only being allowed out to service strangers, it seemed like the natural thing. 
“Did you know the world’s largest living organism is a mushroom?” River said, drawing me out of my thoughts.
I blinked, surprised by the rapid change in topics. “I did not.”
“Yeah, there’s this giant colony of honey mushrooms in Oregon. There’s like ten kilometers of them growing out there, all clones of each other. I’ve always wanted to go see them myself.”
My lips turned up in a smile when I realized why we were talking about mushrooms. He wanted to travel too, but of course it had to involve one of his interests. I didn’t mind. I’d never been to Oregon, and that was as fine a place as any to start exploring the world. 
I kissed his forehead. “I’d love to go see a giant colony of mushrooms with you, but then what?”
“What do you mean?” he asked, sitting up. 
I sucked in a breath and forced myself to say it, even though I was dreading the answer. “I mean us, River. Where do we go? How does this end when there’s nowhere left to travel, and no more mushroom colonies left to visit? What happens to us?”
He stared at me for a minute, as if he couldn’t quite process the question. Maybe it had never occurred to him that there would be life after this, or what it would mean once this job was done. Sometimes River had trouble planning ahead, especially when emotions were involved. I could understand. Despite his insistence otherwise, he was a man with big feelings, and those often got in the way of being able to see a path ahead. Up until recently, planning for the future had been impossible for me, too, but once Earl was gone, the future would be all that remained. 
“You want to get married?” he asked me deadpan.
I stopped breathing, my lungs seizing. 
Get married? To River? 
I’d never even considered it. Never thought of marrying anyone, but I didn’t want this to end. I wanted to be with him forever, so marriage seemed like the natural thing to do. Wasn’t it? This was insane, but so was everything else that’d happened to me.
“Do you?” I asked quietly.
He shrugged. “I couldn’t care less about all the formal stuff. You’ve been mine since the day I bought you, and that’s never going to change, but if you want a ring and a big ceremony, I can do that.”
My throat was suddenly tight. “Really? You want to marry me?”
River leaned down, wrapping an arm around the back of my head to lift my lips to his. “What I want is to see you every day for the rest of my life. I want to see you when I wake up every morning, and every night before I fall asleep. When I wake up in the middle of the night, I want to feel you next to me. I want to be the one to hold you when you cry and when you laugh. I want to sit with you on the couch downstairs and read my science articles while you watch your silly animated musicals that I hate. I want to wash your back, and taste your skin, and still be the only one to make you come.” He punctuated each sentence with a kiss along my jaw. “And that applies now, as well as when you’re eighty and your teeth are falling out.”
I giggled and gave him a lighthearted shove. “How romantic.”
He caught my hand. “And when we die, I want to be with you then, too, Theo. I want us together forever, until we’re nothing but ash and memory.” River nuzzled against my chin and kissed my neck. 
I touched his cheek, bringing his lips back to mine, and kissed him until he pulled back.
River’s brows knitted in concern, his eyes softening, like he was concentrating hard the way he did when he was trying to figure out my emotions. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but it was, partly because I knew he’d never look at anyone else that way. Just me.
“I want that too.” I gave his shoulder a firmer push, and he went onto his back without any resistance. 
River’s hands went to my hips as I straddled him. “You’re fucking perfect, Theo, and all this perfection is mine.”
I smirked and ran my hands over his arms, feeling the goosebumps there. “And all this perfection is mine.” 
River’s eyes darkened and he twisted, sliding open the bedside table. I thought he was reaching for the lube, but when I saw him grab a box cutter, my cock gave an excited twitch. He held it out to me. “Show me.”
“How?” I already knew what he wanted me to do, but I needed to hear it from him.
“Carve it into my skin,” River said, sounding breathless. “Mark me, Theo.” 
I stared at the box cutter, my mouth dry, then reached to take it with shaky hands. “Are you sure? This will probably scar.”
River rolled his hips up against me, grinding his cock against mine. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. I want you with me forever, and I want the whole world to know I’m yours.” 
“Fuck,” I murmured. “Okay. Where?”
“Right here.” He patted his bare chest just above his heart.
I clicked the box cutter up two notches. My heart was pounding as I pressed the blade to his skin. River groaned as I made the first downward slash, his eyes rolling back and fingers kneading my ass. The blade was sharp enough that it parted the skin like a scalpel. Blood welled to the surface and spilled from one cut into the next. I tried to keep my hand steady, but it wouldn’t stop shaking. By the time I’d finished the second letter, a strangely powerful euphoria settled over me. I wasn’t just carving my name into River’s chest, claiming him; he’d put his life in my hands. 
When I was finished, I clicked the box cutter closed and tossed it aside, shivering like I was freezing, but I wasn’t. I was warm everywhere, vibrating with an emotion I barely understood. River’s blood flowed freely down the planes of his stomach like a little river. I watched it move with his body as he breathed hard, staring at me with wide eyes, pupils blown so huge, I’d have thought he was on something if I didn’t know better. I felt like I was high too, and I’d never been harder in my life. My cock was leaking, pre-cum dripping into the rivulets of blood running down River’s stomach. 
River’s hand snaked into my hair, gripping it by the roots. “I need to be inside you. Now,” he snarled roughly.
I hurriedly retrieved the lube, but he barely let me prep myself before he was thrusting into me. I cried out at the rough burning pain of being suddenly stretched to my limit, but that pain was everything I wanted, everything I needed. The only thing that felt real. 
“Fuck, Theo,” he moaned and started fucking up into me hard. “You feel so fucking good.” 
“I’m already so close,” I panted.
“Good.” River snarled and swiped through the bloody mess on his stomach before closing around my cock. I moaned loudly and tipped my head back as he started to stroke me. 
River groaned and let go of my head, thrusting into me with more intention. Every movement sent sparks of nearly unbearable pleasure racing up my spine until his hips stuttered and I felt him spill himself inside of me. That sent me careening over the edge, spilling thick ropes of cum over his bloodstained stomach and chest. Seeing the essence of us mixed together like that sent another shuddering wave of euphoria through me, the feeling so intense, my vision whited out. 
When it was over, I collapsed against the right side of River’s chest, shaking and panting. 
River turned my lips up to his. “Say it again?” he asked as soon as he could speak. 
I smiled, knowing what he was asking for. “I love you, River Laskin.”
“God, I’ll never get tired of that.” He nosed against me and added, “Theo Laskin.”
The words sent a shudder up my spine. 
I could be that, be his in every way. I didn’t know what my real last name was, and the one I was using didn’t fit. His fit much better.
We cleaned up as best we could, but the sheets were ruined. We’d probably have to replace the mattress, too, but that could wait for another day. I got the bleeding stopped, even though it took a while, and helped River bandage himself before we curled up at the end of the bed to avoid the wet spots on the mattress. 
I snuggled against River, my head on his chest. My finger moved over the bandage, gently tracing out the letters I’d carved into him. “What will your brothers think?”
“Of what?” he asked, scrunching his face up.
I looked up at him. “Of us getting married.”
He shrugged. “I don’t care what they think.”
I pinched his side. “Be nice.”
“Ow, what? Seriously. Shepherd’s too busy teaching and fucking his grad students. War’s so obsessed with finding a new family he probably won’t even notice, and Xander and Xavier will be too busy partying. They have their own lives, and I have you.” 
I hummed lightly and closed my eyes. “I think they’ll approve.”
“They’d better, or I’ll feed them to my mushrooms.” 
“No you won’t,” I said, tickling his hips, making him laugh and kick. “I won’t let you.”
He pushed me away only to pull me back instantly and kiss the top of my head. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”
Something in my chest tightened, threatening to squeeze until it broke. “I don’t know. I think so, but going back there, seeing it all again…”
“You don’t have to go in,” River offered gently. “You can always come in after.”
After someone else took care of Earl. He was offering to kill him for me. The thought was touching, but if I wasn’t there when it happened, I didn’t know if it’d feel real. I wanted to pull the trigger myself after what he’d done.
“I want to go,” I said quietly. “I think I need to.”
“Okay,” was all that River said, and he kissed me again.
We spent most of the rest of the day in bed, only being drawn downstairs by the scent of warm food. Sacha had made borscht and served it with buttered rye bread. I’d never had anything made of beets before, but it was easily the most hearty and delicious thing I’d ever had. 
After the sun set, we sat down to watch the news together, which seemed to be Sacha’s favorite thing. River mostly ignored the television, scrolling through his phone. I tuned most of it out, too, paying more attention to the warmth of River against me. 
Theo Laskin. I kept running the name through my head, feeling giddy every time I thought it. River had promised me a ring and a proper proposal once all this was done, but I didn’t need all that for it to be real. I knew he meant it. Once River said he was going to do something, he did it, and that was that.
I was mostly zoned out until the news anchor cut in with a breaking story. 
“Breaking news tonight out of the German Village,” she began in a tense tone. “A local nightclub owner is missing, and police say they suspect foul play. More from Andrea, who’s on the scene. Andrea?”
The camera cut to a two-story house in an upscale neighborhood. Yellow police tape marred the front and a whole crew of people in uniforms moved around behind her. 
A serious looking woman with a dark brown bob stood in front of the camera. “Tiffany, I’m here at the home of Jeffrey Dimori, owner of The Time Out Room in Easton, which investigators are now calling a crime scene. It began with a call to emergency services around two o’clock last night placed by Dimori, who believed he was the victim of a home invasion. By the time police arrived, Dimori was gone, the only sign that he’d been here at all was a drying pool of blood on the kitchen floor, and this black book full of names investigators are saying may link him to a pedophile ring they’ve been investigating for months.” 
I sat up and elbowed River as they cut to an interview with a policeman. “River, look.”
“I hear it.” He frowned at the screen and immediately got up, punching some buttons on his phone.
“What are you doing?” 
“Calling Shepherd.” River put his hand on his hip and paced back and forth quickly for several minutes before he cursed, lowered the phone, and tried again. “He’s not answering.” 
“Do you think it’s him?” I asked. 
Sacha shrugged. “Hard to say. Men like Jeff have made many enemies. Shepherd Laskin is only one of many people who would be all too happy to make him disappear.” 
“It worries me that he’s not answering,” River said, lowering the phone. “Maybe we should go check on him.” 
“But the operation at Saint Niklaus is tomorrow,” Sacha said, sitting forward. He folded his hands in his lap. “You are not your brother’s keeper, River. If Shepherd is involved in Jeff’s disappearance, then there is nothing you can do.”
“I’m less worried about Shepherd and more worried about Keres,” River said, sinking onto the couch. “I think he’s off his meds.”
“And what will you do if he is?” Sacha asked. “Nothing. Sometimes, River, it is best to keep your head down and let things play out. Chimu byt, tavoh ni mihnovat.”
I looked over at River. “What does that mean?”
“It means you cannot avoid what is bound to happen,” Sacha explained. “Keres is a caged beast. If Jeff fell into the cage, then it is more suicide than murder.” He lifted his glass of vodka and downed it in a single swallow. Then Sacha stood and patted River’s shoulder. “Let us focus on our task, and leave Shepherd to his.”
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Saint Niklaus’ Church of the Holy Rosary was a sprawling brick compound that took up a quarter of a city block. At its height, the building had housed a private preschool and a small shelter for the homeless in addition to the church itself. A decline in attendance and income led to the church’s closure in the mid-nineties. It changed hands three times in eighteen months, though the church never officially reopened in its full capacity.  
A cardboard sign jammed into the overgrown grass shuddered against the wind, announcing that the free clinic was around back. Worn letters on the yellowing sign spelled out directions to a soup kitchen dinner being held on Thanksgiving. 
On the surface, it looked like a community center designed to connect the poor with badly needed resources. No one would ever look at the historic stained glass or the worn brick and think this was the face of a human trafficking operation that’d been running for two decades. 
“How are you doing, little fish?” Uncle Sacha’s eyes were glued to the rearview mirror, watching Theo in the back. 
I twisted to look at him and frowned at how pale and sweaty he was. “You don’t have to go in there.”
Theo’s fingers twitched against his knees, but he didn’t look away from the front door. He swallowed. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“You don’t have to,” I reiterated. “Between us, the Russians, and the Greeks, we have more than enough manpower.” 
It wasn’t like Theo would be useful in there. He didn’t know how to operate a gun, and we wouldn’t need a guide. War’s conversation with O’Neil had gone better than expected. He’d agreed to wear a small camera on his clothes, which had mapped out the maze of subterranean hallways. We were just waiting for a signal from Aleksi’s team. 
Theo finally tore his eyes from the front door to look at me. “If I don’t go in there, what am I supposed to do? Just sit here while all of you risk your lives?”
“We’ve done this a hundred times,” Sacha said dismissively before glancing at me. “Well, most of us. What my nephew is too kind to say to you is that it would be best if you remained here. Since you’re not part of the operation, you’re just one more body to protect. In those narrow hallways, that makes you a liability.”
I scowled at Uncle Sacha. 
“What?” Sacha said with a shrug. “You both know I am right. We already know we will have a handful of civilian targets to secure and protect. That will be difficult enough.”
Theo sighed. “He’s right,” he said, squirming. “I guess I’ll wait here.”
I gave Sacha a pleading look.
Uncle Sacha smiled and patted my shoulder. “I’ll stay with him. He’s safe with me.” 
The speaker in my ear chirped and Izzy’s voice broke the silence. “Gamma in position.” 
“That’s my cue.” I popped open the glove box and retrieved the .357 Magnum in there, doing a quick check to make sure all the chambers were loaded. When it came to murder, I usually preferred to do the job with something more hands-on, but that wasn’t practical in this case. The .357 was more for protection than anything since I was going in with the second team. 
I got out of the car and opened Theo’s door, stealing a quick kiss, savoring the taste of him before gripping the back of his head briefly and letting my forehead rest against his. 
He gripped my black turtleneck in his fists. “I love you.”
“Same.” I said back with a coy grin before standing and pointing at Sacha. “Take care of my fiancé.” A little thrill fluttered through me when I said the word out loud for the first time.
Sacha’s eyes widened at the announcement, too keen to miss it. He was the first one outside of us to know. 
I didn’t linger long enough for him to ask questions, instead pulling down the black ski mask to cover my face and quickly jogging across the street to where Xander, Xavier, and War were already in position.
We’d tried to call Shepherd to see if he wanted a piece of the action, but he wasn’t picking up his phone. That still worried me, but it wasn’t the first time. It was like Uncle Sacha said. He had to see to himself for now.
I nodded to War as I approached and heard his voice in my ear. “Beta team in position.” 
“Alpha is good to go,” Aleksi answered from his entry point. “Let’s party.” 
Everything seemed to happen all at once. 
War threw open the door and we filed into the church foyer, fanning out, guns up. I took my place in the center of the formation next to War, covering the thirty-to-sixty-degree section of the arc. The foyer was a wood paneled room, mostly empty. It smelled like all old churches and courthouses, like dust and sweat and paper. It was empty so we closed on the sanctuary doors. I took the right side while War held the left, watching the hallways while Xander and Xavier came forward to grip the sanctuary doors. 
“On a three count,” Xander announced. “One, two…”
Xander and Xavier yanked open the sanctuary doors and we made our way slowly down the center aisle between the pews. It was a pain in the ass, but we had to check every single row to make sure nobody came around behind us. We leapfrogged down the rows two at a time. Three rows in, we found a pair of old ladies cowering between the pews. They looked harmless, but then so did Mom, and she had the highest body count of all of us. 
“Reach for the sky, grannie!” Xander howled, approaching. 
The old ladies’ hands shot up and they started wailing.
Xander snickered. “Always wanted to say that.”
Xavier rolled his eyes. “Herd them into the confessional.” 
Shots rang out deeper in the church, sounding like popcorn. Aleksi’s voice quickly followed over comms. “Two down! Watch your six, Gamma. These fuckers are armed and move like fucking pros.” 
Flashes lit up the room just off stage at the front of the dusty sanctuary and gunfire barked. War and I sped our pace, rushing to the front only to be met with a rather calm looking Izzy as he stepped out of the shadows, slapping a fresh magazine into his tiny Italian-made handgun. 
“Jesus, fuck,” Xander whispered next to me. “Am I the only one with a raging boner right now?”
“Ugh,” War groaned.
“You’re such a simp,” Xavier muttered.
“What? Look at him,” Xander insisted with a dreamy sigh. 
Izzy paused at the sight of us before giving us an acknowledging nod. “Boys.” 
“Bodies?” War asked, ignoring Xander’s drooling over Izzy.
Izzy tipped his head casually back toward the room he’d come from. “Two in the hall. You?”
“None yet,” Xander replied.
“Still early. I’m sure you’ll get one, Tiger,” Izzy smirked and winked, obviously aware of Xander’s interest. 
“We have two witnesses in the confessional,” War offered. “Couple of old ladies.”
He turned, regarding the image of the Madonna in stained glass behind him, expression going cold. Long, thin fingers closed over the hat he wore and he removed it, placing it against his chest. “I’ll take care of them. You boys go on.”
Without another word, War and I came up the short steps, taking a right to go through the stage doors. I didn’t think Izzy would kill the old ladies, but who knew what he would do? He wasn’t exactly known for being merciful, and collateral damage was better than a live witness.
I let the thoughts slip out of my brain, focusing on the task at hand as we came up on a heavy iron door that’d already been pried open. There were two bodies slumped over near it, one on either side. Aleksi’s work. Only one of the guards was dead, but the other would be in a few seconds. I nudged him out of the way with my foot and we stepped through the door.
The stairs that led down from the security door were so narrow, even I felt claustrophobic. They turned ninety degrees twice, descending into an underworld of a sterile white hallway with flickering fluorescent lights above. White doors were staggered on either side of the hall. A whiteboard hung on each, some of them bearing initials while others had a big X. The rooms closest to us were open. 
I swung into the one on the right and immediately stopped. It was a six by nine windowless room, the walls painted white like the hallway. There was no bed, just a thin mattress on the floor. A bucket with a lid sat in the corner furthest from the bed. There was a boy in the room, a teenager with dirty brown hair. His big, brown eyes had the same furious yet defeated look in them that Theo’s had the first time I saw him. Seeing that again, and the conditions Theo must’ve lived in, turned my vision red with rage.
Before it’d even registered what I was doing, I was stalking down the hall to where Aleksi had cornered a man in scrubs near an opening with a tile floor. The man had his hands up and was trying to back away, but there was nowhere to go. Behind him were a series of showers and drains. No effort had been made to provide privacy for anyone using those showers. 
I shoved Aleksi out of the way and grabbed the man by his green scrubs, slamming him against the shower wall, demanding, “Where is he?”
“Holy fuck, man! What the fuck!” the man exclaimed, his voice breaking. His hands flew up in surrender, the coward. “Just tell me what you want! I’ll tell you anything!”
I shoved the barrel of the .357 against his stomach. “The Master. Where the fuck is he?”
“He’s not here!”
“Where is he?” I demanded again.
“He went out the back.” The man pointed. “Once there were shots, he ran. Told us to liquidate the assets.”
Assets. 
Was that what they’d called Theo? An asset? Like he was a fucking product on the shelf? 
I didn’t need to shoot the man, but I did. I squeezed the trigger once, twice, three times, pumping his stomach full of lead. I would’ve done it again except that Aleksi yanked me away from him. I brought the gun up, pointing it at him on instinct, but he pushed it toward the ceiling just before it went off again. 
“Stupid boy,” he snarled in Russian, twisting a pinky in his ear. “You killed him before I could pump him for more info.” 
“We have another,” announced one of his men in the hall. 
“Doctor!” someone shouted from one of the rooms. “Need some help in here!”
War pushed his way through the pair of Russians hovering in the doorway. “Who’s got Narcan? Check the others!”
I spun away from the scene. There was nothing I could do for the kids they’d purposefully overdosed in their hurry to clean up their mess. I was there to find Earl. I started down the hallway that stretched ninety degrees from the one with the boarding rooms.
“Where are you going?” Aleksi called after me. “River! Earl’s in the wind! He’s gone by now!” 
I knew he was right, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to believe it without verifying it with my own eyes. Stomping down the hall, I stopped to shove open every single door, finding an office, a medical exam room, a tiny little kitchen, and a storage room. At the end of the hallway, another stairway wound up to a dirty concrete room with an elevator. I slammed a fist into the button, clicking it repeatedly. 
How had this all gone so wrong? We’d done exactly what we set out to do. They’d seemed surprised by our arrival, and yet somehow Earl still got away. I couldn’t imagine telling Theo that we’d gone through all this for nothing, that the monster who’d tortured him for years was still out there. If he really was in the wind, there would be no finding him. He’d move to a new city, set up another operation, prey on more vulnerable people. 
The thought made my stomach turn. Not because I gave a damn about people, but because I knew that the news would break Theo. He’d never feel safe, not until Earl was dead and in pieces. 
The elevator doors finally opened with a ding that the hallway seemed to swallow. I stepped into a dirty metal car with graffiti scrawled on the back. The doors were about to slide closed when a black gloved hand slid between them. I glared at Izzy Costas as he forced the door open. His dark eyes raked over me, but he said nothing as he stepped into the elevator, standing off to the side. He ignored me as if I wasn’t even there, checking the slide on his gun.
I glared at him as the doors slid closed. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Making sure I have one in the chamber,” he replied casually. “You?”
I crossed my arms and looked away. “I have to find him.”
“And when you do, what then?” He opened his suit jacket, tucking the gun out of sight after turning on the safety. “You’re about to walk into a public parking garage to find a ghost who may already be long gone.”
“What’s that got to do with you?”
“We are inside my grandfather’s territory,” he said casually, folding his hands in front of him. “If Sweet Sacha Laskin’s favorite nephew gets killed on our soil, you can bet our peace will fall apart.” Izzy considered me, his gaze cold and distant, as if he were staring at the inner workings of the elevator instead of me. “I’m here to make sure your young love doesn’t get you killed and start a war that my family will bleed for.” 
The elevator slid to a stop and the doors opened. I stepped out, checking either side of the car with my gun at the ready. There was no sign of Earl, nor any cars on that floor. No sign anyone had been there at all except for a few old stains in the concrete. 
The sound of gunshots echoed out from below, sending a chill up my spine. I ran to the edge of the parking garage, peering down at the street from behind the concrete barrier. The sun had set, but there were ample streetlights, and I recognized immediately that I was looking down at the street where Uncle Sacha was parked. 
Uncle Sacha’s beat up junker was on the corner, the driver’s side door opened. My blood ran cold when I saw the silver-haired man yank Sacha’s limp body out of the driver’s seat. Earl.
Sacha fell in the snow, leaving a streak of red pooling beneath him while Earl jammed himself into the driver’s seat. Tires squealed.
“Fuck!” I snarled and ran for the elevator, slamming my fist twice on the button. It was too slow so I ran for the ramp, knowing that no matter how fast I moved, I was too late. Earl had shot Uncle Sacha, jacked his car… 
And now he had Theo hostage in the back seat.
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I stared at the back of Master’s head. 
At the back of Earl Maynard’s head. He was no one. He was just a man with graying hair, glasses, and a lying smile. A man who had held me captive for most of my life, had gotten rich from selling me to worse men who would have killed me.
A man who had killed David. 
At first, he didn’t acknowledge me in the back seat, taking off to drive over the speed limit. We sped by parked cars with Earl constantly looking in the rearview mirror. I was in shock. It’d all happened so fast. He’d just opened the door, shot Sacha, yanked him out of the car, and then we were moving. 
What can I do? My mind was racing. I knew I should do something to stop him, but what? I was unarmed. Helpless and at his mercy again. The thought made me sink further into the seat, wishing I could disappear.
We took a hard right turn onto a ramp, merging onto a busy freeway. 
“Bet you think you’re pretty clever right now, huh, kid?” Earl said as we accelerated into traffic. His dull blue eyes peered at me in the mirror, illuminated by passing headlights. “You always were dumber than a can of pebbles. Almost as fucking stupid as your whore mother. At least she put up a fucking fight. But you won’t. No, we made sure you didn’t have an ounce of fight in you.”
I lowered my head, knowing he was right. What could I do? Even if I was armed, I couldn’t shoot him, not while we were going eighty miles an hour down a busy highway. I didn’t know how to drive or where we were. If I somehow managed to survive flinging myself from the car—which was unlikely—where would I go? I didn’t know how to get back in touch with River.
I was alone. Helpless yet again.
My fingers curled into fists. “Why?” 
“Why what?” he snorted. 
“Why do all this?”
Earl shrugged. “Why the fuck not? I saw an opportunity and took it. Most of the people who were coming into the fucking clinic were hookers asking for opiates anyway. All I ever did was give them what they wanted. When they started squeezing out brats nobody wanted, I saw dollar signs. You should be fucking grateful. Without me, half of you kids would’ve been shoved in dumpsters and drowned in public toilets. I saved your fucking life.”
“Did you save David’s life?” I snapped, glaring at the back of his head as if I could shoot bullets out of my eyes.
His face twisted into a sneer. “Who?”
“David,” I said. “The body you left at the funeral home for us to find.”
Earl gave a cold laugh. “Oh, him? He was asking too many questions. Wanted to know where you were, why you hadn’t come back. Started a rumor that you’d escaped. Where there’s one that gets away, everyone thinks they can. We needed to send a message, make sure the others shut the hell up and kept working without questions. As for your friends…” His hands flexed on the steering wheel. “They needed to know there was a price for interfering in my business.”
“Seems to me you made a mistake.” I leaned forward. “Do you have any idea who it is that’s going to come looking for me, Earl?”
“You mean the Russians and the Greeks?” he huffed. “Yeah, I ain’t worried about a couple of mobsters. Once the heat dies down, I’ll grease what palms I need to get the hell out of dodge.”
“I mean the other people,” I said, letting my voice drop an octave. “The ones even the Russians are scared of.”
His eyes darted to me in surprise, but he quickly recovered, focusing back on the road. 
I couldn’t help but laugh. “You don’t fucking know who you’re messing with, do you? Or did you think the Greeks and Russians considered you enough of a threat to team up to take you down? You’re small time. They didn’t give a shit about you until my people put a target on your back.”
“What people?” Earl spat. “You don’t have people. Your mother was a crackhead whore and your daddy was some trucker with a spare fifty and twenty spare minutes outside a truck stop.” 
“You’ll find out,” I said, sitting back and praying that I was right. “Eventually.”
My phone buzzed in my pocket and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Sweat broke out on the back of my neck as my eyes swung to Earl’s reflection, hoping he hadn’t heard it. He hadn’t, he was too focused on the heavy traffic. 
I leaned forward, hunching over, and fished the phone out of my pocket, turning the brightness down all the way and turning off the vibration before typing in the passcode. In the dim backlight, I could barely make out that I had a text from River. I opened it but couldn’t read the words. I still couldn’t read well enough to type a message back either, so I hit the dial button and slid the phone to the floor. It was the best I could do, the only way I knew how to help.
When I heard him pick up on the other end, I talked over his frantic hellos. “Where are you taking me, Earl?” I demanded loudly.
“Airport,” he said distractedly.
“I’m not getting on a plane with you.”
Earl made a disgusted sound. “As if I’d invest another fucking penny in you, let alone buy you a fucking plane ticket. No, this is where the buck stops. This is the day you die.”
“They’ll find you, you know,” I said, mostly to distract myself from the terror threatening to make me break down. “Even if you kill me, you’re not getting away with this.”
“I already have, idiot,” he scoffed. “You’re my last loose end, and you’re too much of a fucking pussy to do anything. You always have been. Honestly, I’m fucking relieved I don’t have to look after you needy pricks anymore. You make me sick, how pathetic you are. Killing you is a favor too, isn’t it? Just the natural end that’s been a long time coming.”
I clenched my jaw and looked down at the phone. The call timer was still running. Was River listening? If I stopped talking, he might think something happened to me. I had to keep Earl talking, had to get more information from him, anything that would help River find me. Even if he came too late, River deserved a body to mourn.
“So this was always your plan, huh?” I ventured as Earl took an exit. “I was always meant to die when I got to be too much trouble?”
“Don’t take it personally, kid. Every product has a life cycle. You can only sell damaged goods second hand so many times.” He shrugged. “Usually, I try not to just off you, though. Most of you have good kidneys, good eyes, good livers. One last gold mine.” He laughed and shook his head. “Cash from the cradle to the grave. That was the whole fuckin’ idea.” He snorted. “Of course, that was before I realized how fucking expensive you all were. Then the clinic we used as a front needed to be legit, which costs even more. I’m always greasing palms, always paying people off. Fuck, in this economy? You’re not worth it once you’re over fifteen. I should’ve started gutting you bastards for parts younger. Something I’ll keep in mind next time. Do you know how much rich old farts will pay for a good, gently used kidney?”
I felt sick. He wasn’t going to stop. I’d known that, but still, hearing it come out of his mouth left me with a sour taste on my tongue. Earl intended to set up in another city, prey on more families, destroy more lives. And he could do it, too. He had the money, had people willing to take bribes. The cops weren’t going to stop him. Nobody cared about addicts and prostitutes and the unwanted babies they made. Nobody cared about people like me who didn’t exist on paper. The invisible people. 
But I wasn’t invisible to River and his family. They’d taken me in, looked after me, giving me a home, a life. Treated me as human for the first time in my life. They were my family now, and I needed to get back to them if I could.
Traffic thinned out as we drove closer to the airport, weaving through a complex maze of roadways, following signs I couldn’t read. Some of them were color coded, and I clung to that, hoping that would help. When we pulled into one with a big blue sign overhead, I sighed. “Blue lot, huh? At least I get to die under my favorite color.”
“Don’t get your hopes up about them finding you in time neither,” Earl spat. “I promise you’ll be cold by the time they find you.”
“It won’t stop them from hunting you down,” I told him.
Earl didn’t seem to care. 
The huge parking lot was mostly abandoned, with only a few snow-covered cars scattered around. He drove us to an isolated section of it and parked. As soon as he got out of the car, I grabbed my phone and shoved it in my pocket, still on, so he wouldn’t see. 
The second he opened my door, I launched myself at him, tackling him to the icy pavement. I must’ve surprised him because he hit the ground, and I took off running. The bark of a gunshot made me freeze. I thought at first that I’d been hit, but, checking myself over, I realized he’d missed, so I started running again. Another shot came closer, hitting a snow bank off to my right. The gun roared again, and fire traced a line across my arm. I fell to my knees, the impact reverberating through my body strongly enough to take my breath away. I covered my hand over the wound. My sleeve was soaked in blood. 
Get up. Run. Survive. The thoughts pounded through my head, but I was in so much pain. I tried to push myself up, but my arm hurt too bad. The second I put pressure on it, I folded. 
Brown loafers slammed into my ribs with a gut-wrenching kick. I doubled over, choking on stomach acid and pain. 
“You son of a bitch!” Earl snarled and flipped me onto my back. He stood over me. Breath erupted from his nostrils like smoke. “I’m gonna fuckin’ enjoy this,” he said and pointed the gun at my head.
He jerked before he could pull the trigger, a dark stain spreading across his chest. He looked down at it like he was confused and then jerked two more times before crumpling and lying still in an expanding pool of blood.
I managed to push myself up on my elbows, still trying to process what’d happened. River stood there, a gun pointed at where Earl had been standing. A sleek black SUV idled behind him, spewing exhaust into the night. Both front doors were open, but Izzy was still only halfway out of the car. 
Half a dozen other cars were on the road, speeding through the entrance to the blue lot, but I didn’t care about them. I only cared about the man in front of me.
“River,” I breathed in disbelief. 
He dropped the gun and ran to me, falling on the pavement and taking me in his arms, kissing me fiercely. “Fuck, I was so worried I wouldn’t make it in time.”
“You came for me,” I said, throwing my arms around him only to wince.
“You’re hurt,” he observed and twisted. “I need a doctor!”
“It’s nothing,” I assured him, snuggling into him. One pull of River’s scent into my lungs was enough to bring me down from the terrifying ledge I’d been on for the last hour.
I was okay. I was going to make it. 
Aleksi appeared out of nowhere, closing on us with his gun drawn. He kicked away Earl’s gun. “Everybody okay?”
I was startled when Earl groaned and then coughed. 
“Fuck,” Aleksi spat, pointing the gun at Earl. “He’s alive?”
“Where’s War?” River demanded.
“Back at the compound,” Aleksi said. “They’d already OD’d half the kids before we got there. He’s keeping as many alive as he can.” 
I pushed away from River and limped over to retrieve Earl’s gun from where Aleksi had kicked it in the snow. A ball of ice settled in my gut as I came back to where Earl was bleeding on the pavement. 
Earl tried to get up, but he couldn’t. He looked up at me, nothing but pure hate in his eyes. He was sub-human. Less than that. How had I ever been afraid of him?
My hand shook as I pointed the barrel of the gun at him, even when I steadied it with another hand.
River reached to adjust how I was holding the gun slightly. “You can do this.”
I took a deep breath and let it out in a wispy cloud. “I can do this.”
He nodded and took a step back.
“You think this makes you better than me?” Earl spat, defiant to the end. “You’re still trash. You were born a nobody, and that’s how you’ll die. Nothing but—”
I pulled the trigger.
The sound echoed through the mostly empty lot in the middle of the night. That gunshot was a scream, a whisper, a prayer answered with a bullet to the brain. It was the end of Earl Maynard and his reign of terror.  
He fell over like he wasn’t real, hitting the pavement with a muffled thud. My pulse pounded in my ears as I looked down at him. He looked like nothing, like he’d never been anything. How could I have ever been afraid of him? Just blood and bones and a paper-thin skin to hold it all in. 
Just an evil, evil man. One of many.
River’s hand closed over the top of the gun and he tipped the barrel toward the sky, gently twisting it out of my hands. “You did well, Theo.”
I realized my lungs hurt and let out a breath. A blink and tears fell. I turned away from the body, putting my arms around River’s neck and burying my face against his shoulder, sobbing freely.
“It’s over,” he promised, handing the gun off to Aleksi, who caught it with a tissue. River put his arms around me and pulled me close, his heart thumping against my ear. “You’re free.”




[image: image-placeholder]

The aftermath was chaos. 
Theo had only been grazed by a bullet, so once we got the bleeding stopped, he was all right. Aleksi and his boyeviks loaded up the body, wrapping it in a tarp, and then came back with shovels to collect all the bloody snow. It went into an ice chest that’d probably find its way into the Ohio River or the bottom of a coal mine soon enough. 
Earl’s body was on its way to the Laskin Funeral Home by the time Izzy came over. He spoke quietly with Aleksi, who immediately turned away, nodding. Izzy put a hand on Aleksi’s shoulder before turning his icy gaze on us. 
I moved in front of Theo protectively when he approached. “I never got to thank you,” I said, extending a hand. “If not for your driving, I never would’ve made it in time.”
He took my hand and shook it firmly. “I’m glad to have helped. I only wish I had better news to bring you.”
I stiffened, but it was Theo who appeared at my side and asked, “What is it? What’s happened?”
Izzy took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “It’s your Uncle Sacha. He was taken to the University Hospital in critical condition. I had a nurse inside the OR that I trust with my life. They did everything they could, but…”
“He’s dead, isn’t he?” I said.
Izzy nodded. “I’m sorry, River. Deeply sorry. Your Uncle Sacha, he was a good man.”
It was telling that I didn’t feel any grief over the loss. Uncle Sacha had lived a full life. He’d known the risks. I would miss him dearly, but all I could feel at the moment was relief and worry. 
My eyes slid to Aleksi, who was bent over the hood of his car, hands folded as if he were in prayer. “Is Aleksi going to be okay?”
“For better or worse,” Izzy said quietly. “Aleksi is strong, and he has a good heart. He’s well suited for his lot in life.” 
He extended his hand to me again, and I took it.
“You have my condolences,” Izzy offered, “but I’m afraid my duties as my father’s heir call me away. Apparently, a rather devastating fire has broken out in one of our investment properties. A church. A pity. It was a historical building, as I understand it. It will be very expensive to renovate.”
“I’m sure you’ll manage,” I replied, shaking his hand.
Izzy’s mouth turned up in the slightest hint of a smirk. He glanced over at Theo, and it took everything in me not to scoot Theo behind me. “Farewell, Theo Christianson,” he said and turned.
“Actually, it’s Laskin,” Theo offered. He dipped his head and mumbled. “Or it will be soon.”
Izzy hesitated, his smirk blossoming into a playful smile that looked surprisingly natural on his face. He dipped his head. “Congratulations,” he said and walked away.
It was after midnight before the scene was clean enough that I was comfortable leaving. Theo was shivering and exhausted, but he didn’t want to leave my side. He tensed when I walked him back to the car, but calmed down when I told him I’d be there with him.
“That was a smart thing you did with the phone,” I said as we pulled out of the parking lot. “I’d never have found you if you weren’t feeding me all that info.”
“I didn’t want to be helpless again,” he said sleepily.  
I watched the headlights and streetlights wash over him in waves, taking in the familiar blank stare. My hand closed over his and squeezed. “You did the right thing.”
“I know,” he whispered, voice hoarse. “I know that Earl had to die. He wasn’t going to stop. Killing him was the only way to end this. And yet…” He turned his head, the weight of his gaze falling on me. “How do you do what you do?”
“I don’t know.” I pulled my hand away. “Some people say it’s because I don’t have a soul, but I don’t believe in souls. You shouldn’t feel bad about killing Earl today.”
He closed his eyes and tipped his head back against the headrest. “I don’t feel bad. I feel…dirty. Like by killing him, he’s infected me in a way. He’s a part of me now, whether I like it or not.”
“You fought him,” I said firmly. “You survived him. He’s like a scar. Old news, a memory that you’ll live with. Maybe it’ll hurt once in a while, and maybe it’ll change you, but it’s over, and you’re stronger now.”
Theo didn’t say anything all the way home.
I thought about stopping at Mom’s. She’d probably be awake, waiting on Xander and Xavier, and sitting with Dad while he grieved Sacha’s loss. Theo needed to be taken care of, and I wasn’t sure I was the right person to do it, but taking him into a house full of grieving people didn’t seem wise. Besides, he was exhausted, and I was getting irritable. I needed him to myself. 
He moved sluggishly from the car into the house and barely seemed aware as I ushered him up to the bath. Other than wincing slightly when I cleaned the blood from his arm, he barely acknowledged anything. He was in his own head, somewhere else. Somewhere away from me.
Once I got him out of the bath and dried off, I helped him put on his favorite pajamas and took him to bed where he lay next to me and stared at the ceiling for a long time.
“River?” he whispered eventually.
“Yeah?”
The mattress creaked as he turned his head toward me. “What was in that text you sent me? I…I can’t read well enough to know what it says.”
I traced my fingers over his stomach lightly. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll teach you. Annie’s a good reading teacher. It said, ‘I love you. Stay calm. I’m coming.’”
“Did you mean it?” he asked without missing a beat. 
“Of course. I mean, I didn’t know how to find you before you called. Xavier was talking about how he’d turned on the GPS on your phone, and he was going to try to track it, but—”
“No, I meant the other part.” He sat up, looking down at me. “The part where you said you loved me. You’ve never said that before.”
That fact hadn’t escaped me either. I had thought maybe it would be calming to hear when I sent it. I’d been so worried about him panicking or being hurt that I’d forgotten he couldn’t read. 
The reason I sent it, however, didn’t make it any less true. I’d had all evening to think about those three little words I hadn’t been able to say before and what they stood for. 
People said those words all the time to each other. I love yous were cheap. They were easy. Anybody could say they loved someone else. The words had meant nothing to me until I said them to Theo. Telling Theo I loved him had been like describing the proliferation of mushroom spores in a closed space. It was an indisputable fact, and one that sent little flutters of something light and happy through me. 
I had thought it wouldn’t count if it was a text message, but it did. Loving Theo was like putting down roots in good soil. It just made sense.
I sat up, cupping his cheek, and brushed the ghost of a kiss against his soft lips. “I love you, Theo.” 
Finally, he smiled. “I love you too, River,” he said and kissed me back.
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“Smile!”  
I was blinded by an unnecessary flash as Xander squished his face against mine for his stupid selfie. When I took a playful swing at him, he danced away, thumbs already racing over the keyboard on his screen.
“Oh, that’s definitely going to need a filter,” Xander mumbled. “Hashtag: just because you work in a basement doesn’t mean you have to look like a corpse.”
“It’s November in Ohio,” I muttered, bouncing a frozen pea off his head. “There’s no such thing as sun.” 
“You could try a tan,” Xavier said as he stirred the gravy on the stove. “Amy’s cousin’s roommate works at this upscale salon. I can get you a discount.”
“Do not,” War said without a hint of mirth, pointing the blade to the carving knife at me before slotting it into the electric carver. “With your fair complexion? You want skin cancer? Premature aging? Fastest way to damage your skin is UV rays. I will literally kill you myself if you ever set foot in one of those, Theo.”
I cringed, half convinced that War was serious. I didn’t think the man knew how to joke.
“I’d think you’d be happy to push that, considering how much Botox you sell,” Xander mumbled, still typing. He shrieked when Tatty snatched his phone away.
“No phones at the table,” Tatty chided and went to help Mom. 
War snorted. “Botox is only a small percentage of my income. I don’t put people under the knife for fun. I help people look their best. It just so happens that sometimes their best look is six feet under.”
Xavier rolled his eyes and snatched his brother’s phone back, passing it to Xander behind his back. “You do tummy tucks and lipo for rich assholes who want to look good in bikinis on the beach.”
“Actually, I was thinking about a change of scenery.” He eyed me with a small smile. “Maybe it’s time for me to come home. Florida was too humid anyway.”
“You’re moving back to Ohio?” I asked excitedly. 
River would be ecstatic. He’d never admit it, but he liked War. Having him close would be good for both of them.
“Probably. Got nothing to keep me in Miami now that Ken’s gone.” He shrugged. “Besides. I saw there was an opening at Best Face Forward.”
“Bro…” Xander frowned. “Isn’t that a non-profit? You can’t just go from plastic surgeon to the rich and famous in Miami to fixing burn victims for free. That’s weird.”
“I think it’s honorable,” Tatty said, swooping in to kiss War’s cheek. “We should all do our part to give back where we can.”
“I agree,” I said and grabbed two beers from the fridge. 
War frowned, eying me. “Are you even old enough to drink?”
“Are they?” I gestured with my chin toward Xander and Xavier.
“Let the boy have his fun.” Tatty winked and waved me off. “It’s his first Thanksgiving. Let him indulge.”
I went from the busy kitchen into the living room where Yuri, Niki, and River were glued to the television, watching the football game. Well, Yuri was. River’s eyes were glazed over, betraying his obvious boredom as he sat next to his dad. Ever since the news about Sacha had broken, Yuri had been distant.
As far as I could tell, the only thing Niki cared about was Yuri. He had Yuri practically in his lap, watching him more than the game.
“Hey,” I announced and leaned down to kiss River from behind, passing a beer to him and one to Niki. 
“Hey,” River replied and grinned up at me.
I settled in against the back of the sofa, arms folded, giving the screen a bored glance. “Who’s winning?”
“Umm…” River wrinkled his nose and looked over at Yuri. “The blue guys I think?”
“Michigan,” Yuri said with obvious distaste. “We’re down by three. Plenty of time for a comeback.”
I found it endearing how he seemed to have some sense of ownership of a college football team, saying we and ours whenever he talked about the Buckeyes. At least he was doing something other than hiding with Niki. I hadn’t seen much of either of them since it happened.
The warm smell of roasting meat drifted into the living room as Annie peeled the foil back from a giant turkey. I’d never had turkey before, but it smelled delicious. She’d been in the kitchen all day baking pies and roasting that big bird. Apparently, there was this tradition to stuff yourself to bursting with food on Thanksgiving. That was news to me since Earl had never let us celebrate holidays or birthdays. I didn’t understand it, but I was happy to indulge the tradition, especially since it meant I got to spend more time with the Laskins.
In the last two days, things had been crazy. River had taken time off work, and Yuri had closed the funeral home with no plans to re-open until after Sacha’s funeral, which they were handling personally. 
Aleksi had called, and I’d talked to him briefly on the phone to thank him for his help, but he’d seemed distant. Understandable since he’d lost his dad. He’d promised that he and his men would hunt down anyone connected to the operations at Saint Niklaus and that something like that would never, ever happen again in their city.
I watched the news every night while River scrolled through his phone. Neither of us mentioned how empty the room felt without Sacha in the big armchair, but neither of us sat in it either, even though I knew it was River’s favorite chair. He was mourning in his own way.
The news mentioned the fire at Saint Niklaus’, and how it had gutted the historical building, but nothing else related made the news. Not the shooting at the airport, not the six surviving boys from the basement. Sacha’s carjacking made the papers, but it’d been buried deep. A detective called the day before to talk to me, and I told him the story I’d been coached to tell. A stranger shot Sacha, forced his way into the car, drove to the green lot at the airport and then abandoned the car on foot. They, of course, found no traces of the event, and since there were two murders a day in Columbus, the case would go cold in short order, especially once Niki bribed the right people.
I glanced over at Yuri and caught River’s eye, trying to communicate non-verbally that he should tell him already. We hadn’t yet announced our engagement and I was getting antsy, especially since River had gone right out and bought me a ring that I wasn’t allowed to wear. I had it in my pocket, and if he didn’t break the news before dinner, I was so putting it on and sitting next to Xander. Xander would absolutely notice and ask me about it.
River rolled his eyes and shook his head, taking a long pull from the beer as if to say, “Fine.” He didn’t think it was that big a deal, acting like everybody probably already knew. “Hey Dad. I—”
“Yes!” Yuri shot to his feet, clapping as the crowd in the stadium on the screen started screaming. The announcers were talking a million words a minute while people ran around in excited circles on the field. I didn’t understand what was happening, but whatever it was, it must’ve been good for the red team. I think that was our team, at least. 
I was about to ask when the doorbell rang.
Everyone in the house stiffened, eyes shooting to the door. Everyone was present and accounted for except for Shepherd, whom no one had heard from in days. War had even gone up to Shepherd’s apartment to check on him and found the place ransacked, but no sign of Shepherd.
Before anyone could move, I pushed away from the sofa. “I’ll get it.”
I bounded for the door and pulled it open, stunned to find Shepherd standing on the other side. He was wearing a nice black jacket and a white button down, looking as impeccable as the last time I saw him, not one hair out of place. He was also holding a foil-covered casserole dish.
“Theo!” he declared, smiling. “Good to see you’re well.”
“Shepherd,” I said, surprised. “Are you…I thought…”
“I see you’re as eloquent as always,” he said lightly and stepped past me. “Cold out there.”
“Shepherd!” Annie shuffled down the hall to take the dish from her son. “Welcome home!”
“It’s so good to see you, love,” Tatty said, exchanging cheek kisses with Shepherd.
“Likewise, Tatty, and I’ve brought something special for you.” He held out a bottle of very expensive looking wine.
“Oh-ho. So you do love me!” She pinched his cheek.
Annie peeled back the foil on the casserole dish Shepherd had brought. “Mushrooms?”
“Stuffed with sausage, breadcrumbs, and some pecorino Romano. Italian style.” Shepherd clarified. “It’s my own recipe.”
“I’ll add that to the table. Come in, sweetie. Dinner’s almost ready.” Annie turned and shuffled back to the kitchen. 
“I’ll go get this on some ice,” Tatty said of the wine and followed Annie to the kitchen.
River appeared next to me, frowning while Shepherd shed his coat and scarf. He crossed his arms. “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been trying for days to get ahold of you.”
“Busy,” he said dismissively. 
I exchanged a glance with River, who charged forward and spoke to his brother in a low tone. “War checked your apartment. He said it looked like it’d been tossed. Are you okay? Is something going on?”
“Ah, that.” There was irritation in Shepherd’s tone as he dragged his fingers through his hair. “I had…a vermin problem.”
“A vermin problem?” River asked dryly.
“Yes, a church mouse got loose in my apartment, and he proved rather difficult to capture.” He hung his scarf on the coat rack and tucked his hands into his pockets. “I had to let the cat out, you see. Cats are very good at hunting sly little church mice, and this particular cat…” He gave a Cheshire grin. “Well, let’s just say no one has escaped him yet.” 
I had the distinct feeling that we weren’t talking about a cat and a mouse at all.
Shepherd pushed between us, patting River’s shoulder. “There’s no need to concern yourself. Both the cat and the mouse are where they belong.”
“Everybody?” Annie called from the dining room, placing the huge turkey at the head of the table. “Dinner’s ready!”
“I’m right on time,” Shepherd said, flashing another wide grin. “Come, River. I’m desperate to know what you think of my mushrooms. I made them just for you. Personally, I think they’re to die for.” He walked into the dining room.
River caught my arm. “Whatever you do,” he whispered, “do not eat the mushrooms.”
“Only if you promise to announce our engagement over dinner.” I pulled away and folded my arms. The truth was, I had no intention of going anywhere near those mushrooms, but River didn’t know that.
River scowled at me. “You manipulative little shit.”
“Learned it from the best. You can punish me later.” I flashed him a wink and a smile, and we went hand in hand into the dining room as War took the carving knife from Annie.
“I’ll carve,” War volunteered with a warm smile.
River sighed and we sat down. Xander and Xavier immediately started elbowing each other and throwing insults while War shot them menacing glares. Shepherd busied himself adjusting how the forks and spoons were laid out while Tatty poured glasses of wine. Annie smiled at everyone. Yuri and Niki came to the table with hands clasped and sat down, talking quietly about the game.
Everyone at that table had killed someone, including me. I hadn’t thought of killing Earl as a rite of passage, but in many ways, it was. His death had closed a chapter of my life forever, and there was nothing left in my future but blank pages waiting to be written. That didn’t erase what I had been through. I knew I’d still wake up in a cold sweat and gasping for many years to come, but knowing I would get to do it next to River made it bearable. I could do anything if I knew I had him, and he had me. 
As for everyone else…
Well, I almost felt sorry for the next fool who crossed the Laskins. 
Almost.
THE END
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“Quit pacing, Xander.” I set down my briefcase and popped it open. Inside was a wide array of scalpels, syringes, and vials of a variety of drugs.  
Xander, my adopted brother, ran his fingers through his sandy blond hair and continued to pace. “He’s late.” 
I opened another compartment in the briefcase and unwound the tube on an IV bag in case we needed it. While I didn’t expect tonight’s target to take long to break, it was better to be prepared. “So?”
“So what if he doesn’t show? What if this is some kind of setup?”  He sped up his pacing over the factory floor. 
Despite only being used by us once or twice a month, the Hammond Meat Processing Facility—which we affectionately called the factory—was spotless, maybe suspiciously so. No one stumbling in would believe the place was abandoned, though the only meat that got hung up in the freezers belonged to uncooperative guests. Sometimes, when they were particularly annoying, we left them in the freezer overnight. I didn’t like to do it—physical torture rarely produced results—but it was always an option. 
Not that I thought anyone would ever just stumble inside. They’d have to make it past Xavier’s AI security, two very well-paid guards courtesy of the Volkov crime family, and Shepherd’s gauntlet of traps just to get to us. The only way past it was to have one of us as a guide. The factory was an impenetrable, deadly fortress, but there were rules for operating inside of it. As the oldest, it was my job to ensure everyone followed those rules, Xander included. 
And keeping my brothers in line was a full-time job by itself.
“If he doesn’t show, Nikita will have him killed,” I said calmly. “You don’t cross the Volkovs and get to live. But I don’t think it will come to that. Nikita said the guy’s been on the take for years. He wants to find this asshole as badly as we do.”
“Yeah, for the glory.” Xander snorted and crossed his skinny arms over his chest, still pacing. “I fucking hate cops. Why do we have to work with one?”
“He’s not a cop. He’s a detective,” I clarified, though I didn’t see much difference. 
Agents of the law were trouble, even when they were taking money under the table from mobsters. Too much of a risk. Lurking deep down in every detective’s soul was a man waiting to have a crisis of conscience. Someone who wanted to do the moral thing, which was rarely the same as wanting to do the right thing. Morally, it was wrong to torture people for information, even if they were Nazi incels, but it was never the wrong choice to make whenever available. At least, not from where I stood.
A loud chime sounded through the room, and Xander finally stopped pacing. He uncrossed his arms, back going rigid, eyes widening and taking on a glassy sheen. 
I put a hand on his shoulder and he flinched. “You don’t have to be here for this one, you know.”
Xander’s lips twisted into one of his cocksure grins, a mask to hide the terror he was battling underneath. “And miss a good bloodletting? No way, bro. I’ll go let them in while you finish up here.” He patted my shoulder and walked off.
I watched him go in silence. Maybe bringing Xander into the same room as a detective was a bad idea. His history with authority figures was tenuous at best. This wasn’t his job, though. Technically, I was the lead on this job. I’d only brought Xander because River was busy mooning over his fiancé and Xavier was trying to qualify for some video game competition. 
With a sigh, I turned my attention back to my work, assembling several scalpels, opening a bottle of rubbing alcohol, laying out various vices, clamps, and syringes we might need.
The huge, corrugated metal door leading into the workroom banged open, and for the first time, I came face to face with the man I’d be working with for the foreseeable future. 
Jesus, he really was that tall. I was five foot seven, and the top of my head would’ve been even with his shoulders. He wasn’t just tall, either. The guy was built like a pro footballer, with shoulders almost as wide as the doorway. He wore a white tank-top, showing off the tattoos that littered his thick, dark biceps, a pair of black slacks and some work boots. Our quarry for the night was slung over his shoulder encased in a black body bag.
Something stirred in me the moment I saw the detective, something dark, needy, and complex that I couldn’t quite understand. Invisible claws reached out of him and latched onto my soul. With one glance into his russet eyes, he was under my skin, slithering around, clearing out a space before latching onto my heart like a hungry parasite. I clenched my fingers into a fist and wished I had a scalpel in hand, though I wasn’t sure if I wanted it for me or him.
“War?” The way Xander snapped at me told me it wasn’t the first time he’d said my name.
I blinked, forcing myself out of the strange tunnel vision I’d leveled at our visitor and glanced at my foster brother off to the side and growled, “What?”
Xander lifted an eyebrow. “Detective Cooper asked where you wanted him.”
“Call me Pax,” said the detective in a voice that made goosebumps break out on my arms. 
Pull yourself together, War. I shook my head in a fruitless attempt to clear him out of it and pointed at the large chain dangling over the drainage pit. “Strip him down and hang him up there. I need to get his weight so I can dose him accurately.” 
“Dose him with what exactly?” Pax asked even as he carried out the command, hauling tonight’s entertainment to the center of the room. He grunted as he lowered the body bag to the cold floor.
I tried not to stare at his ass as he bent over to unzip the body bag, but it was a losing battle. The man had a perfect round ass made for staring at. “Sodium thiopental.”
“That some kind of truth serum?” 
I jerked my head toward the unconscious man in the bag, a silent order for Xander to come over and help, even though I was fairly sure Pax didn’t need it. He was strong as an ox. I was already half lost in a fantasy that involved him carrying me around over his shoulder, dragging me into some shadowy corner to do unspeakably dark things with my body. 
Xander rolled his eyes and came over to help Pax strip down our quarry and get him bound and up on the hook. 
I frowned at the sight of the man we’d be torturing for information. We’d tortured info out of a lot of shitbags in my day, but this guy… I wasn’t as into torture as some of my brothers, but slicing that giant swastika tattoo off his chest felt like a public service. 
I waited for his weight to settle on the chain and read the digital scale I had hooked up to it before drawing up the appropriate dose in the syringe.
“That’s not going to numb him or anything, is it?” Pax asked.
“It’s a short-acting anesthesia, so yes,” I replied. “But don’t worry. That part wears off after five to ten minutes, while the effect we want should remain for up to an hour.” I walked over and pushed the needle into the bend of his arm, depressing the plunger. “It’s not a truth serum, though, not as most people would understand. He can still lie if he’s determined. It just makes him a little more loose lipped.” 
“He’ll be out for about five minutes,” Xander reported. “And then we can really get started.”
“In the meantime, we should all get on the same page.” I finished laying everything out that we could possibly need and turned to face Pax, my heart skipping a beat as I realized I had to tilt my head to look up at him.
Pax put his hands on his hips. The posture was probably meant to look threatening, but it had me physically resisting the urge to throw myself up against him, to bury my face in his chest and steal his scent into my lungs and never breathe again. 
“We can skip the usual Volkov pleasantries. I’m already well acquainted with how things work,” he said.
I scowled at being called a Volkov. “You’re not dealing with the Volkovs. You’re dealing with me.”
His lips twitched as if he wanted to smirk but was restraining himself. “I was under the impression you were a Volkov, seeing as how you’re Nikita Volkov’s prodigal son and all.”
I folded my arms over my chest. “So you did your homework. Good for you.”
Pax shrugged. “I’d be an idiot if I didn’t learn everything I could about you before walking through those doors. Legally, that is your name, isn’t it? Even if you don’t use it.”
I took a step closer, breathing in his musky scent and trying hard not to react to it, forcing a sharp edge into my voice as we stood toe-to-toe. “Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t answer to the fucking Volkovs. I might work with them, but they don’t own me.”
Pax sighed. “Look, I don’t give a shit. The Volkovs dropped this case in my lap after their little porn star got sliced up. I didn’t ask for it. The sooner I can put this case to bed, the better for everyone. I want to find the ripper as bad as you. I don’t give two shits about how it’s done, as long as it ends with the ripper case closed.”
The Olentangy River Ripper, AKA: German Jack. He’d earned the second nickname after dropping a second body in the German Village last year. It was a stupid name, meant to invoke the eponymous Jack the Ripper, but not inappropriate. Like the Whitechapel murders, our ripper targeted sex workers. Unlike them, ours was going after men instead of women, and he had the aid of the internet. German Jack had a league of fucked up right-wing fanboys in online forums, some of whom claimed to be in contact with the man himself. Most of that was bullshit. Just idiots spouting shit for online clout.
But Xavier had uncovered some evidence that our guest for the evening—Alvin Neely—may have been the real deal. The head of German Jack’s little dark web fan club. 
Normally, people like me would’ve overlooked someone like German Jack and let the police handle it, but Jack made a mistake. He sliced up one of the porn stars working for the Volkov crime family a few weeks ago, and now he had mobsters and the police trying to hunt him down.
My task was to serve as the go-between. The Volkovs couldn’t get their hands dirty directly, after all. Besides, my expertise as a surgeon had already come in handy several times. I knew more about German Jack than I cared to. He was brutal, dosing his victims with a paralytic that did nothing to dull the pain while he castrated his victims. What he cut off, he took with him, a macabre trophy. Alvin had posted pictures of one of them preserved in a jar online, claiming he had a list of names Jack might go after next.
I sighed and reached for another syringe. “Let’s just get this over with.”
I jammed the syringe into the meat of Alvin’s thigh and sent the drugs coursing through his veins. 
Less than two seconds passed before he woke with a start, wide-eyed and breathing fast. His eyes darted around the room in a panic. “What the fuck? Who are you people?”
“Can I tell him? Can I? Can I?” Xander was practically bouncing up and down with puppy like excitement.
I rolled my eyes and waved him off.
Xander grinned, grabbed a scalpel, and cracked his neck. “We’re the queers who are going to cut off your dick and feed it to you. Unless, of course, you tell us everything you know about German Jack.”
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Thank you for reading Body Count!  
This was my first foray into dark romance and contemporary romance. War’s book, Skin Deep, is coming up next.
Long before I was a romance author, I wrote extreme horror, so when I found out I could combine both my love for steamy MM romance with some elements of horror, I was all-in. Granted, they’re very, very light in this series, but that’s by design. Can’t put everything in one book, right? 
This book was also somewhat inspired by my own interest in criminal psychology, and some family history with the Italian mafia. One of my uncles used to drive for them part-time and he had some crazy stories to tell! 
But most of all, I blame this project on Hannagram. If you’re not familiar, that’d be the popular fan ship between Hannibal Lecter and Will Graham from the TV show Hannibal. I’ve been obsessed with that show for a while and couldn’t find near enough books to feed that obsession, so I decided to write one myself. Of course, Shepherd’s character is based somewhat on Hannibal himself, but I decided to tell the stories of a few of his brothers first. But his book is coming…eventually. 
If you enjoyed this book, drop by L Eveland’s MM Romance Realm on Facebook to let me know! I’m super active there. Or you can join my email newsletter to stay in touch. If you want access to exclusive character interviews and shorts (and by shorts, that usually means they’re 6,000-12,000 words so technically a novelette) then you should join us on Patreon!
Finally, if you liked Body Count, or even if you didn’t (though I hope you found something to like if you read this far) please consider leaving a review and telling a friend about the series! 
Thank you again for reading!
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