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Federal Protection Agency task force four years ago. Since then, he'’s
been involved in taking down dozens of evil predators who commit
crimes against children. When his most recent lead on a child
trafficking ring coincides with an investigation of a boy who has been
missing for almost a decade, Logan may just blow this case wide
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Clay Dahler has spent the last four years living on the streets of San
Francisco, doing whatever he could to survive. Kidnapped by a
human trafficking ring when he was fourteen left him riddled with real-
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CHAPTER 1
L ogan

| smashed my elbow against the doorframe as | dragged a struggling man across the
room. He was shouting something, which | assumed was probably a lot of cursing,
but the man was so drunk | couldn’t make out asingle syllable.

| let out a few curse words myself as pain shot up from my elbow and made my arm
go numb. I'd been hunting this fucker down for days and | just wanted to get him
behind bars and out of my life.

When the case came across my desk, | thought it would be ssmple. A man had broken
into his neighbor’'s home and assaulted the woman and child living there. The
neighbor had cameras and had reached out to the police immediately. There was no
guestion about what had happened and who the perpetrator was.

Instead of the easy case I’ d expected, however, I’d been given the runaround for days
trying to find a damn abusive pedo who had seemingly disappeared off the face of the
earth.

I'd eventually tracked him down to the basement of an illegal casino, which
explained why he' d been so hard to find.

| none-too-gently shoved the man into the holding cell at the Federal Protection
Agency’s headquarters to wait for one of the locals to come collect him for
processing. This was a part of my job | truly enjoyed, watching the assholes we



caught shake and sit wide-eyed as they waited to find out what their fate would be
after we tracked them down.

Don’t get me wrong, as a detective | would never take it upon myself to dish out my
own brand of justice and abuse the fuckers when we tossed them in cells, but |
wouldn’t treat them with kid gloves, either. That didn’t mean | didn’t want to beat the
crap out of them, | just wouldn’t. | prided myself on controlling my temper when
faced with pedophiles and abusers. Some days it was beyond difficulty to resist, but |
took my position at the FPA seriously and would never risk my job on the team just
to get afew hitsin.

| slammed the cell door behind him and shook out my arm to try and get some feeling
back in the limb. The pins-and-needles feeling was just starting to leave my fingers
when walked into the FPA offices. | plopped down at my desk and, with an audible

sigh, pulled the top folder off the stack of waiting paperwork that never seemed to go
down.

“Need some help there, old man,” anearby voice needled me.

Without needing to look away from my paperwork, | balled up a piece of scrap paper
and tossed it at the man sitting next to me.

“Shut up, Roland. I’'m only two years older than you.”

“Yet it still took you three days to track down one fifty-year old pedo.”

Looking away from the paperwork 1'd barely started, | glared at my fellow detective.
Roland slouched against in his chair, one elbow braced on the desk, and a shit-eating

grin on hisface.

Why was this asshole my best friend?



“Keep it up and I’'m never inviting you over for another barbeque night.”

“What? No, you can’t do that.” Roland leaned so far over his desk his arms extended
onto mine, knocking my paperwork askew. “Tyler is on a new vegetarian kick.
You're my only hope for getting any meat in my diet. You can’'t deny me. I'll die of
iron deficiency, or something, and then you'll have to live with that on your
conscience.”

Rolling my eyes at my friend's antics, | returned to my work. Roland was a good
detective, but I'd never seen him do any paperwork.

A miracle, and the luck of being the Boss's brother. I’d complain about the nepotism,
if I wasn’t personally aware of how hard Roland had worked for his position.

Plus, Roland’ s upbesat attitude was sorely needed in the FPA. Dealing every day with
crimes against children could wear on a person’s soul over time, and even the best
agents and detectives were at risk of burn out. Having Roland around was like
keeping a ball of sunshine in my pocket that could bring some cheer to even the
darkest days.

| wasn't sure who he'd conned into doing his paperwork for him but my bet lay on
the youngest member of our team, Drew.

Drew West, the son of Jonas West, a local detective with the Baton Rouge PD, and
Cooper’s new protégé. The kid was a wiz with computers, and after a bad start a few
years ago when he’ d gotten caught up in some black hat hacking, Coop had taken him
under his wing and started teaching him the right way of hacking. Since Jonas and
Coop had ended up falling in love while working on the case after Drew had been
kidnapped and needed protection, the young man had plenty of time to spend with
Coop.



In his new job of white hat hacking, Drew was working for the greater good, using
computers and traversing the dark web to track down people like the asshole we'd
just brought in. Criminals.

| was just considering throwing something heavier than a paper ball at Roland when
my phone rang.

“Detective Hollingsworth speaking.”

“Damn, Logan. Y ou even answer your personal phone with that business voice? Y ou
really do need to get out more.”

A wide smile spread across my face as | leaned back in my chair far enough to make
the old wood groan in warning.

“Sebastian Roth. Holy hell, man. Where you been hiding? | haven’'t heard from you
in forever.”

An awkward silence echoed from the phone, and | could feel the weight of the other
man’s thoughts even from a distance.

“It'salong story. Did you hear about that pedophile ring that was brought down last
month?’

“Yeah. It wasn't public news, but it was definitely the talk of the office for awhile.” |
sat up so suddenly in my chair | thought the poor piece of furniture would collapse
under me. “Oh, shit. Was that you?”’

“Yep. Likel said, long story.”

“I'll bet.” The barely started paperwork glared up a me, waiting to be finished. |



eagerly pushed it aside for the much more interesting conversation I’d found. “I’'m
guessing, since you're calling me and you brought up the topic, that you need my
help with something concerning that case?

“Sort of. It's...” Another heavy silence passed, this one even longer than the first.
“...complicated. I'd rather not explain over the phone. Can you come by the office
today?’

| didn't even need to check my calendar, even though | was fairly certain | didn't
have anything scheduled this evening. Even if | had plans, Sebastian’s serious tone
would have convinced me to cancel them. “Yeah. | should be able to come over
around six. I'll bring dinner. You still like that Thai place over by the park?’

“Yeah, sounds great.” Sebastian’s voice was fainter than it was before, as if he'd
moved away from the phone or been distracted by something. “And Logan. Thanks.”

“No problem. I'm always glad for an excuse to get takeout.” | kept my tone as casual
as possible, trying not to let myself get too worried before | even knew what was
going on.

After Sebastian hung up, | sat staring at the dark screen of the phone for a few
minutes, lost in thought.

The discovery of amajor pedophile ring right in our own swampy backyard had been
a shock, but I thought it was over. Baton Rouge' s mayor had immediately set plans
into motion to take care of the problem and make sure something like that never
happened again.

So, what could still be worrying Sebastian so much?

“Hey,” Roland tossed the same paper ball I’d thrown at him back at me, bouncing it



off my head. “What’ s up? Problem?’

“1 don’'t know.” | shook my head. “I hope not, but... | really don’t know.”
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CHAPTER 2
L ogan

Alias Investigations used to be only a few minutes from the FPA offices where |
worked. However, about a month ago Sebastian and Damien had moved to a different
location. As | drove to the new location, | realized that the timing lined up with the
pedophile ring they had brought down. The two incidents must be connected
somehow, and | was aready itching for answers.

I’d originally met the Roth brothers right after getting out of the Air Force. The
young men were on the run from the Italian Mafia and in desperate need of some
clandestine transportation. | owned a small personal plane, which | kept stored in a
hangar just outside the city, and offered to fly them while keeping their names off the
flight logs. Since then, they’d called on my services afew times, but this was the first
time they needed my help as a detective rather than a pilot.

Alias Investigations' new address turned out to be on the other side of town, where
property was much more expensive. It was an impressive building, but it only gave
me more questions.

How had they afforded this, and why move in the first place?

All of those questions were immediately pushed aside when | stepped into the new
office and was met with yet another surprise.

There were three desks. Sebastian sat behind one, and one must have been meant for



Damien, but the third desk was occupied by aman I’ d never seen before.

“Hi,” | said as | sat the takeout food I'd brought on a nearby table. “I don’'t think
we've met. I’'m Logan Hollingsworth.”

The unfamiliar man stared up a me with a stern expression, like he was a
disapproving librarian, and | was an unruly kid that had dared make too much noise.

“Gabe Long.”

| waited for further explanation, but none came. The man, Gabe, was completely
stoic, as if his name alone should have been all the explanation | needed. | did
vaguely recall hearing the name from Mason before in relation to some of the FPA’s
previous cases but couldn’t place exactly which ones.

Sebastian stood from his desk and headed over to me, atired smile on his face.
“Don’t mind Gabe. He doesn’t like to talk much, but he' s been abig help recently.”
Gabe' s odd attitude was immediately forgotten the moment | saw Sebastian stand up.

“What the hell happened to you?’

Sebastian walked with a heavy limp, and with a cane clutched in one hand for
balance.

“Oh, yeah...” Sebastian laughed as he tapped the tip of his cane against his foot, like
he' d just remembered the state of hisleg. “Thisis... part of the long story. Let’s dish

up that food you brought while its hot, and I’ ll tell you all about it.”

A half an hour later, with the food mostly gone and the entire ordeal explained, | was



left staring at Sebastian’ s injured leg with even more bafflement than before.

“A bomb? Really? They tried to blow you up? How did | not hear about this?’

“Bureau kept it quiet,” Gabe said with a scowl that made his face seem even more
intimidating. “Higher ups said a bomb scare would insight panic and told the news to
report that it was a gas explosion.”

After everything I’d learned today, being told that Gabe was an FBI agent who was
“taking an extended leave of absence to consider his career” didn't even seem all that
shocking. 1I'd also been forced to reevaluate my initial assessment of the man.
Although he appeared intimidating and emotionless at first, he obviously cared about
the victims of the pedophile ring they’ d brought down.

Stacking the used plates and empty takeout containers aside, | braced my elbows on
the table and gave Sebastian a serious |ook.

“Thisisawild tale, but what do you need from me. | doubt you called me here just to
catch up.”

Sebastian gave me a slow nod. “We' ve been busy tying up loose ends. All the kids
we've rescued need to be placed in safe homes, and their families contacted, if
possible, which is proving difficult when we can’'t even identify half of them. A lot of
them were kidnapped as babies and don’t even know their own names, let alone the
names of their parents. It's slow work, but we're making progress. However, there's
one loose end we haven't been able to solve.”

From his pocket, Sebastian pulled out a picture and set it on the table for everyone to
see. It showed a young boy with wavy blond hair and the biggest blue eyes I'd ever
seen smiling up at the camera.



“This is Clay Dahler,” Sebastian said as he tapped the photograph right above the
boy’ s head. “He disappeared almost a decade ago when he was fourteen. His brother
hired us to find him, but with everything that happened recently, our search had to be
put on hold. We were hoping you could help us with this.”

Lacing my fingers together, | regarded Sebastian over the top of them.

“Why me? I'd love to help, but | work for the FPA. Finding missing or runaway kids
isn't really our scope these days. Surely there are others more suited to this kind of
case.”

To my surprise, instead of Sebastian, it was Gabe who responded.

“Fourteen your old boy goes missing without warning, snatched with expert precision
right out of his home, no note, and no ransom. There’ s only so many reasons for a kid
to be taken like this.”

“Y ou think he was trafficked?’

Stringing multiple sentences together at the same time seemed to be Gabe's limit. He
returned to his stoic silence, leaving Sebastian to pick up the explanation again.

“His brother, Jason Dahler, has been looking for him, and apparently tracked him
here to Baton Rouge. For a while, we thought Clay might have been taken by the
same pedophile ring we busted but... to be blunt, he was too old.” Sebastian frowned.

“Too old?’ | asked, though | had asinking feeling | already knew what he meant.
“Out of all the kids we rescued from that facility in the swamp, the oldest of them

was no more than ten. Clay was kidnapped when he was fourteen He would have
been too old to be of any interest for this particular ring.”



Sebastian dlid the photo closer to me, so it sat only inches from my elbow. “You
remember that case | helped you guys with two years ago?’

| instantly balled my hands into fists and ground my teeth together.

Two years ago, I'd been working a child trafficking case of my own. At first, I'd
thought it was only a few people, but the more | investigated, the more | realized it
was a much bigger operation than | first suspected. I’ d been determined to bring them
in, but they’d eluded me. I’d hoped that the ring Sebastian brought down was the
same one, but he was right. His traffickers focused on a different age group.

If there was one thing I’ d learned, it was that monsters like these were very particular
in their taste and wouldn’t suddenly change to a different age range of victims.

Forcing my teeth apart enough to talk, | managed to spit out a few words. “That case
IS the bane of my career. Yeah, | remember it. Why?’

As an answer, Sebastian just tapped the picture on the table again.

When | looked back down, paying closer attention thistime, | cursed.

The kid in the photo looked like a pre-teen boy, with blond hair, blue eyes, and face
like a cherub that stepped right out of a Renaissance painting.

Clay Dahler perfectly matched the description of the other kids taken by the
traffickers I'd failed to find. | should have realized it sooner, but | hadn’t realized
they’ d been operating for so long.

Picking up the photograph, | ran athumb over the boy’ s face, right along the seahorse
shaped birthmark stamped on the side of his neck.



“You said his brother managed to track him here, right?’

Sebastian sighed.

“Sort of. The information is vague, so it's hard to say. This case is amost ten years
old so any leads we could have followed on that angle are cold as ice now. Finding
him might be impossible at this point.”

“Give me whatever you got,” | said, with a newfound conviction in my voice. “I
promise you, no matter what, I'll find him. If I'd brought these monsters down two
years ago, Clay Dahler might have been found sooner. I’ve already failed once. I'm
not failing again.”
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CHAPTER 3
L ogan

A disorienting atmosphere of loud music and flashing neon lights washed over me
when | stepped into the club. Almost immediately, someone’'s hand dlid across my
chest and dlipped inside the lapel of my jacket.

“Hey there,” the flamboyantly dressed man said as they sidled up next to me.
“Haven’'t seen you here before.”

Thelir voice was hard to hear over the loud music, but they were slurring their words,
giving the impression they were drunk, but their blown out pupilsindicated they were
probably on something harder.

Grasping the man’ s wrist and removing his hand from my chest, | pushed past him.

“Be glad that you’ve never seen me before, and | hope | have no need to see you in
the future.”

The words were a warning, considering the nature of my job, but | knew the guy
would see it as a persona insult. As expected, he shoved me away, shouting
“Asshole!” before storming back into the crowd.

I’d been to Dinah’s Place before on several occasions, none of them for good reasons.
On the outside it looked like a typical nightclub, but the backrooms were a different
story. It was typical for clubs for dancers to take customers to the back for private



shows, but this particular place used it as a cover for prostitution. As a rule, we
usually turned a blind eye to it so long as everyone involved was consenting, and of
age, but there had been a few instances recently where the “dancers’ were of
guestionable age or were being pressured into something they didn’t want to do.

| was barely there for more than a few minutes before the owner of the club appeared
in the crowd. Dressed in a short glittery gold dress, she looked more like a patron
than the owner.

“What the hell are you doing here?’ she said the moment she was within earshot,
which in this establishment was only afoot away.

Dinah was a tough soul, older than she looked, and with plenty of experiences dealing
with the law. Rumor was that she used to be a lawyer who got sick of playing by the
rules. With how good she was at skirting the law, | was inclined to believe the
rumors.

There was no bull-shitting her. The only way to deal with Dinah wasto be as direct as
possible.

“Do you really want to have this conversation here, out on the floor where anyone
can overhear us?’

She glanced suspiciously at the dozens of people around us, who were all trying and
failing to hide the fact they were eavesdropping.

“Fine. Come to the back office, but this better be worth my time or I'll have Jerome
throw you out.”

Jerome was the club’s most fearsome bouncer. At six foot five and two hundred and
fifty pounds of pure muscle, he could easily pick me up and toss me out the door. It



had happened before, and | swore | could still feel the bruises hiding under my skin.

As soon as the office door closed behind us, the noise of the club instantly fell silent.
Dinah must have invested in some state-of-the-art soundproofing because | couldn’t
hear even a whisper of the chaos just on the other side of the door.

It also meant no one could hear anything that happened inside the office, but | tried
not to think about that. | had a gun strapped to my hip, if necessary, but | hoped the
situation wouldn’t dissolve into violence.

Sitting in the chair behind her desk with the air of a queen, Dinah crossed one leg
over the other, so the dlit of her dress fell open up to the top of her thigh.

If 1I’d been into women, | might have been distracted, but | found myself only mildly
amused by the attempt.

Frowning when she realized her distraction technique had failed, she tapped her nails
on the arm of her chair. “Right, you' re one of those .”

The smile on my face remained pleasant, though a little strained at the corners. “I
hope you're referring to the fact that I' m a detective .”

As she pulled a slim cigarette out of its box, she gave me a long, pointed stare. “Of
course. What else would | be talking about?’

“Of course,” | repeated. “What else.”

Instead of smoking the cigarette directly like most people, Dinah first placed it into a
long cigarette holder. She claimed it was to keep the smoke away from her face, but |
suspected she just liked the aesthetic since she had at least a dozen different holders
to match her favorite outfits.



She took several long drags, holding the smoke in her lungs for a moment, before
breathing it out her nose.

“All right, Hollingsworth. What’ d you want?’

Taking out the picture Sebastian had given me from my pocket, | dlid it over to her.
“His name is Clay Dahler. This is the last known picture of him, but he should be
about twenty-three now. Rumor is that he may have been spotted at your club.”

She didn’'t even bother looking at the picture, and | snatched it back before she could
tap the ashes from her cigarette on it.

“1 might recognize that name, but why should | tell you?’

Smoothing out the picture to make sure it wasn't damaged, | carefully stored it back
in my pocket. “Because if you don't, I'll bring the DEA down on you. That patron
out there who spoke to me was obviously tweaking, and they probably weren't the
only one.”

Her fist clenched hard around her cigarette holder, and she sslammed the end of the
long thin stick into the surface of her desk. It was made of metal, and actually
managed to splinter the wood.

“1 don’'t deal drugsin my club.”

“No, you just deal other people's flesh. But you and | both know it doesn’t matter
whether you do something or not. The only thing that mattersisif I can make a case
that you do. If there's one person on drugs here, then there's probably more, and if
there’s enough, then | can probably make a case that you're dealing.” | held up my
phone so she could see it, with the correct number to my contact at the DEA already
punched in and my finger hovering over the send button.



| waited, letting my silence communicate that my next move was her choice.

“Fine,” she sighed as she pulled her cigarette holder out of the desk and brushed away
the wood splinters left behind. “Someone named Clay Dahler did come to my club
looking for work, but it was five years ago. | only remember him because he used his
real name. Most peoplein thisline of work go by an alias.”

Five years ago, Clay would have been eighteen. Assuming the same pedophile ring |
was hunting down took him, then the timing suggested he had grown too old for them
and been kicked out.

But if that was the case, why didn’t he go home?

Why was he still missing?

| almost slapped myself for asking that question, even if it was only in my head. The
boy—a man now—had been held captive by traffickers for four years. There was no
telling what state he was in, physically or mentally, and he probably wasn't thinking
straight.

Plus, the traffickers had probably filled his head with lies about his family, either
claiming they had giving him up, or wouldn't want him back. I’d seen it before. It

was a common tactic for keeping young victims under control.

| took a deep breath to get my emotions back under control, and nearly choked when
| inhaled Dinah’ s secondhand smoke.

“All right. So, he was here. What happened?’

She shrugged, looking far too nonchalant for someone who had literally stabbed her
cigarette holder through the table a moment ago. “Nothing happened. He wanted a



job, but | turned him down. Eighteen isn’t old enough to work here legally.”

We both knew what she wasn't saying. Whether or not her workers were of legal age
didn’t matter to her. The real reason she'd turned him down was that he didn’t look
old enough to pass for twenty-one.

| was starting to piece a timeline together in my mind. He'd gotten away from his
captors, either by escaping or being kicked out, and gone looking for work. Out on
the street with no papers or official documents, getting a proper job would have been
difficult, so he' d probably turned to the only work he knew.

“S0, you turned him down. Then what?’

Tapping out the last ashes from her depleted cigarette, she stored the holder back in
its drawer in her desk. “Look. The kid was scared. Obvioudy running from
something, and from the way he was acting, it seemed like the people he was afraid
of weren't far behind. | advised him to keep running and put some more distance
between himself and whatever was haunting him. He used a computer here to book a
bus ticket out of the state.”

She paused, obviously enjoying my frustration and impatience.

“The ticket was booked for San Francisco.”

“San Francisco,” | repeated. It was the opposite direction I’ d expected Clay to go. He
had been kidnapped in Maryland, and I’ d hoped he' d headed in the direction of home,
even if he never actualy returned.

Instead, he had fled in the opposite direction as far as the continent would allow.

If he had a passport, he could even be in another country by now.



| couldn’t get ahead of myself. If he'd left the country, there was nothing | could do.
My jurisdiction on this case ended at the border. Technically, because the case wasn’t
on the FPA’s roster, even hunting Clay down to San Francisco was beyond my
authority. I’ d have to pursue him on my own time.

Luckily, I had plenty of vacation and sick days built up, so Mason shouldn’t be too
mad if | suddenly took off work for awhile.

“Is there anything else?’

Dinah tipped her head and gave me a teasing look. “I advised him to use an alias
instead of hisreal name, if that helps.”

She was joking, but that info might actually help. Eveniif | didn’t know what name he
was using, the fact that he probably wasn't going by Clay Dahler would keep me
from overlooking potential leads in the future.

Having gotten what | wanted, | stood from my chair and headed for the door.
“Thanks for your help. There’'s no need to see me out. | can find my own way.”

“Don’'t forget our deal, Hollingsworth,” she called after me. “I told you what you
wanted to know, so don’t go spreading lies about this honest business.”

“Honest.” | rolled my eyes. “Right.”
Outside her office, the music and lights assaulted me once again. | dodged a few
more wandering hands and nodded to Jerome on the way out the door. Then, | was

once again back in the blissful fresh air of the outside world.

Looking back at Dinah’'s Place , | was overcome with a sense of ambivalence. A
small part of me had hoped that the case of Clay Dahler would have a simple



solution. That he had been under our noses all this time, working at a seedy strip club
for money.

But no.

Clay Dahler was in the wind once again, and my search was going to be a lot harder
than I'd hoped. | didn't have any contacts in San Francisco to rely on. I'd have to
make the trip myself, and | had no idea where to start when | got there.

However, there was also a small feeling of accomplishment buried under my worry.
The last time anyone had seen him for certain was almost a decade ago before he was
taken. Now, I’d found someone who could confirm he was till alive just five years
ago. It was an improvement, at least.

Walking away from the club, | sent a text to Sebastian about my progress, then
started composing an explanation in my head to my boss to explain why | needed to
suddenly run off to California on short notice.

Maybe I’d just call Roland and let him explain to his brother for me. There were
perks to being best friends with the Boss's older brother.
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CHAPTER 4
L ogan

San Francisco was a lot warmer than | expected. Although | had lived in Baton Rouge
for four years now, and grew up in Maryland before that, I'd originally been born in
New England, and the cold was still in my bones. Heat and | did not agree, and the
dry heat of California was even worse. It felt like there was something missing in the
air, and every breath seemed to scratch at my throat.

The smog choking the city didn’'t help, either.

When | arrived in the city, I'd started out by first checking in with the local police
department. The detectives there were obviously overworked and not interested in
helping me track down a missing person. They took a copy of the old photo | had and
promised to contact me if they found anyone using the name Clay Dahler or matching
his description, but | didn’t hold out hope.

However, my trip to the local precinct wasn't a complete bust. One of the more
sympathetic officers did give me a list of places around the city where sex workers
tended to congregate. It was a place to start, at least, and would hopefully guide me to
amore concrete |lead.

| still held out a small hope that Clay had managed to find legitimate work
somewhere. Even after my trip to Dinah’'s Place , | couldn’t let go of the thought that
maybe Clay had gotten lucky somewhere. Even if it was asimple job flipping burgers
a McDonadds, or even something less legal like working an under the table



construction job. Those options would at least be better than selling himself.

Still, | would canvas the areas on the list I'd been given and see if any of the local
street workers recognized him.

Even so early in the day, people were blatantly hooking in the back aleys. It was a
shock. Baton Rouge had plenty of prostitutes as well, I'd both arrested and rescued
plenty of them, but they usually didn’t work so blatantly out in public during the day.

The first street | visited, | was immediately propositioned by three separate people at
the same time, who then got into a squabble about who had seen me first. | barely
managed to get aword in edgewise, and it took me nearly ten minutes to explain that
| wasn't a potential client and what | was there for. As soon as they realized they
wouldn’t be getting any money from me, they immediately lost interest, barely
looking at the photograph | showed them before dismissing me.

The second street | had a little more luck, because | made sure to state my intention
right away before anyone could get into an argument. This time a few people took a
moment to look at the photograph before shaking their head with genuine sorrow
about not being able to help me.

The third location | visited was a nightmare from the get-go. The street was ruled
over by an iron-fisted pimp, who was absolutely convinced that if | wasn't there as a
client then | must be looking for ajob. I’d had to physically restrain him to keep him
from dragging me into the backdoor of a shady looking building. The photograph
never even left my pocket on that trip, and | fled from the street without even uttering
Clay Dahler’s name.

It was the same no matter where | went. No one had any idea where Clay might be, or
if he was even in the city. Granted, it was a large city, with millions of people. |
probably hadn’t even scratched the surface of possible places he could be, but | was



still disheartened.

The sun had passed the halfway point and was on its way back toward the horizon
when | stopped to rest under the covered archway of an abandoned building. Hanging
my head in exhaustion, | sighed deeply.

“You having abad day, too?’

| jumped at the sound of the unexpected voice. | hadn’t even noticed the young man
hiding in the shade of the archway, probably using it as cover to stay out of the
midday sun.

He didn't come any closer and remained huddled against the dirty brick wall, but he
also didn't seem afraid of me as he regarded me with curiosity and concern.

“I’m looking for someone.” | shrugged. “I know he came to this city afew years ago,
but | don’t even know if he's still here. If he is here, he might be working the streets,
so I’ ve been checking around.”

The other man, who | realized was younger than | first thought, scooted a little closer
so | was able to get a better look at his face. There was dirt smudged on his cheeks,

and he looked thin, but there was still light in his eyes. Life hadn’t broken him yet.

“1 go by Jordy around here. A lot of people know me, and | know a lot of people.
Maybe | can help.”

Taking the picture out of my pocket for what felt like the hundredth time that day, |
handed it over.

“Hisname is?>—"



“Clay.”

The unexpected sound of that familiar name made me jump. “Yes. How do you...”

Before | could finish the question, Jordy shrugged and quickly handed back the
photo. “I met him years ago, though he didn’'t look like that even back then. But the
birthmark on his neck is easy to remember.” He paused for a minute, regarding me
with a suspicious eye, before deciding to finish his explanation. “He and | were...
kept in the same place for awhile.”

Shit.

He' d been a victim of those damn traffickers, too. Taking a closer look at Jordy, |
realized he was exactly their type. Slight stature, young looking, and blue eyes. His
hair had been buzzed short so there was only about two inches left, but if it were
longer, it would probably be bright blond and curly.

My immediate impul se was to sweep the young man away and take him to safety, but
| couldn’t even find the person | was looking for.

How was | supposed to take care of a second person aswell?

“Why are you looking for him?”’

Jordy’ s question snapped me out of my spiraling thoughts. | needed to focus. Find
Clay first. Then maybe | could worry about saving other lost souls.

“His brother is looking for him, and I'm helping in the search. | have some
experience with the traffickers who took him.” Jordy’s eyes grew wide, and | quickly
rushed to correct myself. “Not that kind of experience. I'm trying to stop them, or at
least save as many victims as | can.



Jordy fell silent, obviously struggling with his thoughts.

| waited as patiently as | could, giving him the time he needed to think. He was the
only lead | had found so far, and | couldn’t afford to scare him away by being too
pushy.

“All right,” Jordy eventually declared when he'd come to some sort of decision.
“Guess it can't hurt. Not like things can get much worse for guys like us. Can |
borrow your phone?’

| handed it over without hesitation, and watched as he punched in a number.

Clay’s lucky enough that he doesn’t usually need to work the street directly. He's got
a‘middleman’ that anonymously sets up work for him. That’ s the number, but | don’t
know if they’ll let you talk to Clay or not.”

“A middleman, hmm?’ | quickly saved the number in my contacts to make sure |
didn't lose it. “Don’t worry. | have plenty of experience dealing with ‘middiemen’.
I’ find some way to get through to Clay.”

A plan was starting to form in my mind. It would be distasteful, but it would probably
be my best bet to speak with Clay without his ‘middleman’ interfering.

“Hey, does Clay use an aias when he works?’
“Yeah, of course,” Jordy shrugged. “We al do. Clay goes by Blue Steele. His
middleman tried to convince him to go by Angel, based on his looks, but he shot that

down real quick. | don’t blame him. | would, too.”

| gave Jordy a questioning look, and he just shrugged again. It seemed to be his go-to
move whenever he was uncomfortable.



“The, um, people who took us. They called us their little angels . Don’t think I'll be
able to step inside a church again without getting flashbacks, which sucks. The family
| came from was really religious. They’d be horrified to see me now.”

“Don’t use the word Angel. Got it. And, hey. | wouldn’t be so sure about your family.
They’ ve probably been missing you and would just be happy to have you home.”

Thistime, instead of shrugging, Jordy laughed. It was a sad, broken sound, that made
me wish he would go back to shrugging.

“Kidslike Clay and | weren't just taken because of our looks. It was because we were
easy victims who likely wouldn't be missed. Clay’s lucky in that sense. Someone
misses him, but not all of us are so lucky.”

What could | even say to that?

| didn’t know Jordy or his situation. | couldn’t guarantee that his family actually
missed him, even though | was certain the traffickers had probably lied to him or at
least exaggerated things in order to maintain control over the kids they took.

| clenched the phone tighter in my hand. | had to focus on Clay first. Now that | had a
solid plan, | couldn’t delay. If Clay got word that someone was going around the city
looking for him, he might spook and run away, and then I'd never track him down

again.

Still, guilt gnawed at my stomach when | left Jordy sitting under that old, abandoned
archway. | gave him all the cash | had on me so he could at least get himself a decent
meal and hopefully, wouldn’t have to work for a few days, but that didn't ease my
conscience.

I’d joined the Air Force at eighteen because | wanted to save the world, and I'd



become a detective when | was twenty-two because | wanted to save people who
couldn’t save themselves.

The one thing that both careers had taught me, was that | couldn’t save everyone, no
matter how hard | tried.
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Clay

A generic looking black sedan pulled up to the side of the street. | could tell as soon
as| laid eyeson it that it was arental.

Someone didn’t want to be recognized. Which meant either they were important, or
they were new to these kinds of ‘transactions' and were paranoid. The latter option
would be fine, but if it was the former...

Well, I’d had enough experience in my life servicing ‘important’ men to know not to
get involved with them.

Not moving from my place leaning against the wall, | turned my attention away from
the car to the rest of the back street.

| wasn't the only hooker working this street. All the regulars were out tonight. Faces
I’d seen on and off for five years since coming to San Francisco. Sometimes a face
would disappear, or a new one would show up, but no one ever asked any questions.
It was always the same story. We didn’t need to know the details.

One of the newer faces approached the car, and after talking to someone through the
window for amoment, they got inside.

Hopefully they’d still be here tomorrow, but every time someone stepped into a
strange car, there was always a chance that would be the last time we saw them.



The dangers of the job, and al that.

It was a slow night, and the weather wasn't looking great. Clouds had rolled across
the sky, barely distinguishable from the city smog that usually blocked out the stars,
but there was an electric charge in the air that said a storm was approaching.

This wasn't how | usually preferred to work. | had a better system set up with a
middleman—who | refused to call my pimp—to set up appointments for me under an
alias and then send me the details. The middieman got a cut, but it saved me from
having to work the streets and hunt down my own jobs like this. Unfortunately, it had
been a slow week, and not many jobs had come in for me. So, I'd taken to hunting
down my own clients the old-fashioned way.

No matter what, | needed a client tonight. If | didn’t make any money soon, then |
wouldn’t be able to pay my rent.

It wouldn’t be the first time I'd ended up homeless. Since coming to San Francisco,
I’d been kicked out of three different apartments. | always found a way to survive,

but having aroof over my head was still infinitely better than slegping on the streets.

At least it was summer right now. Homelessness in the winter sucked, even in such a
warm state, but summer wasn’t too bad so long as | could find shade during the day.

Tugging at my crop-top shirt, | shifted my posture on the wall to adopt a more
intentional lean that showed off my figure, rather than the exhausted slump 1’d been
displaying before.

The work was simple. I’d done it amillion times.

So why did it never get any easier?



Another car pulled onto the street. Nice, but not too nice, and not an obvious rental as
the previous one had been. This one had promise. Especially when | saw that they’d
disabled the light over their license plate to discreetly hide the number. This client
knew what they were doing. That meant they were probably a repeat customer, and
not as likely to turn out to be a seria killer.

Prostitutes talked. If street workers kept going missing after meeting with the same
client, word would be spread immediately.

The car stopped closer to me, and the window rolled down. He was a portly man, but
he seemed to have good hygiene at |east.

Already counting the dollars in my head, | put on my best sultry look and kicked up
one leg against the wall to make sure the exposed skin of my thighs was visible.

Just as I’ d expected, the man called out to me.

“Hey, Angel. You free tonight?’

Angel.

The word echoed in my head, and suddenly | was no longer standing on a San
Francisco street corner. | was fourteen, and 1’d just woken up in a strange, locked
room that would be my home for the next four years. A man I’ d never seen before sat
at the bottom of the bed | waslying on.

“Rise and shine, Angel.”

It was an old memory that | usually kept tucked away in the back of my mind where |

could pretend it didn’t exist. I’d been trafficked from the age of fourteen to eighteen.
There had been many bad days during that time, but the first day had been the worst.



| shook my head and dug my nailsinto my leg. The spark of pain helped ground me
in the present and chased away the flashback. | focused my eyes once again on the
man in the car who had called out to me. He was obviously upset from my lack of
reaction, and | could see anger building in him. If | agreed to go with him now, |
would probably be in for arough night.

“Fuck off. | can smell that cheap cologne from here. Y ou couldn’t afford me.”

I’d learned a long time ago that men like this did not accept a gentle rejection. A firm
telling off and a harsh attitude was the only answer they would respect.

The man in the car scoffed, but his anger was already fizzling out as he turned his
attention to the next available body on the street.

A man so young he could still be called a boy. That one was about the same age as |
was when | was kicked out of the trafficking ring for being “too old”.

It was a constant paradox. Everyone standing on this street with me was
simultaneously too young and too old at the same time.

Eventually, the man in the car drove away with his new purchase sitting in the
passenger seat. Hopefully, the boy would manage better than | did with my first few
clients on my own.

My shoulder twinged with a memory of pain. Only a week after | arrived in San
Francisco, a client had twisted my arm so far behind my back that my shoulder
popped out of its socket. That was when | learned the importance of choosing my
own clients carefully.

Suffering through two painful flashbacks so close together had left me feeling floaty
inside my head. Like | was disconnected from my body, and | imagined | was looking



down on the scene and watching myself the same way | watched characters in a
movie.

My character of Blue Steele shifted back into a sultry, come-hither pose and it only
took him a few minutes to catch another potential client’s attention. This new client
had no obvious red flags—other than the fact that he was soliciting a back-alley
prostitute in the first place—so Blue agreed to go with him.

| watched, completely detached from what was happening as Blue climbed into the
man'’s car. For these few precious moments, | was no longer Clay Dahler. | was no
one. Just a passive observer with no emotional attachment to what was happening.

| called this detached headspace the Midnight Zone, because I’d loved the Twilight
Zone as a kid. It was my safe place outside of reality, and it had gotten me through
the hardest years of my past.

Blue and the client only drove for a few minutes before they pulled into a cheap
motel. The staff at the motel were used to people bringing prostitutes there, and
barely gave them a second glance. There was less than five minutes between pulling
into the motel parking lot and opening the door to one of the rooms.

The decor inside was as old and tacky as every cheap motel ever made, and the bed
was barely better than a block of wood as Blue was shoved down onto the mattress.

If thiswas a movie, | would have turned it off at this point. | couldn’t turn off my life,
but | could at least stop paying attention.

So, | did.
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Two hours later, with cash in hand and my most recent client snoring on the motel
bed, | dlipped into the bathroom to steal a shower. The water pressure was shit, and
the provided shampoo was barely better than soap, but at least the temperature was
decent.

| turned the shower to its hottest setting, letting the bathroom fill with steam until the
walls were barely visible and the mirror was clouded over with moisture.

| didn’t need to watch myself as | cleaned away the reminder of my latest job.

My skin was pink by the time | stepped out of the shower, and | quickly dried off
before slipping back into my clothes. My blond hair was nearly long enough to touch
the nape of my neck and took a while to dry. | didn’t even bother to try and after
ringing out as much water as possible | just tied it into a messy ponytail.

After double checking once again that the money was in my pocket, | slipped out the
door without waking the man on the bed.

It was still too early for the first buses to run in this area, so | was forced to walk. |
was wearing sturdy shoes, and the motel was in an area | knew so there was no
chance of getting lost, but several miles was still a long distance to travel on foot
when | was already tired. It had been along night, and | just wanted to sleep, but the
moth-eaten, lumpy mattress waiting for me back at my apartment wasn’t exactly



enticing.

The first light of dawn was just starting to show in the sky, so the shadows between
streetlights didn’t look so dark. It would be easy to fall into a false sense of security
and think that the approaching light meant safety, but that wasn't true. In this area of
the city, | would be just as likely to be mugged during the day as at night, especially
since I’d just come from a job and had a few hundred dollars of cash sitting in my
pocket.

| kept my eye on my surroundings, my head on a swivel, ready to run if anyone even
tried to approach me. | wouldn't feel safe until | had a locked door between me and
the rest of the world.

WEell, safer . True safety was impossible.

The sun had fully risen by the time | reached my apartment, and | was once again
cursing my decision to live in a place with so many steep hills.

It hadn’t really been a decision. After getting away from the traffickers that had held
me for four years, | took what little money I'd managed to squirrel away and bought a
bus ticket for as far away as possible. My money had run out at San Francisco, and
I’d never bothered to leave since then.

So, yeah, not really adecision, but | liked to think of it that way.

My hair had mostly dried in the California heat by the time | opened the door to my
apartment. | shared the space with three other roommates who | rarely saw. The
apartment technically only had two bedrooms, but plywood walls had been positioned
down the middle of each bedroom to turn it into four spaces. | wasn’'t lucky enough to
get one of the spaces connected to a door, so | had to first tiptoe through my literal
roommate’ s space until | reached my own.



On the other side of the plywood wall, there was just enough space for a mattress, a
few milk crates I'd stacked into a makeshift shelf, and a clothing rack that I'd stolen
from the dumpster behind a clothing store.

The shit hole cost me way more than it was worth, but it was better than being
homeless, and the ‘landlord’ didn’t ask questions so long as rent was paid on time.

Changing out of my clothes and into an old but clean pair of shorts and a T-shirt that |
used for sleeping, | collapsed onto my bed. | was exhausted, but | was too twitchy to
sleep. It had been a slow week before tonight, and I'd had too much time to think.
Thinking meant remembering, which | didn’t want to do. If there was a way to open
up my brain and scoop out al my memories from my skull like it was a pint of ice
scream, I'd do it in a heartbeat.

Unfortunately, such a procedure hadn’'t been invented yet. So, | turned to the next
best thing for achieving mindlessness.

Social media.

A large crack ran through the screen of my phone, but it still worked. | could barely
afford any minutes, so | only used the phone in my apartment where | had access to
Wi-Fi. My fingers moved automatically as | opened a familiar Instagram.

Jason Dahler. My brother.

He still looked just the same as | remembered him. Familiar blue eyes and sandy
brown hair were always the first things | noticed; similar to mine but a few shades
darker. There were severa images, but | focused on the one where the man was
facing slightly sideways so the notch in his ear, that he' d gotten when he' d mistaken a
wild bobcat for a house cat and tried to pet it, was clearly visible.



| hadn’t seen Jason in person since | was fourteen, but I'd kept up to date on his life
by stalking his social media pages. | never dared to interact with anything he posted,
but | looked at the pictures and made a mental note of all his milestones.

He still lived in the small Maryland town where we' d been born, had gotten married a
few years ago, and owned a construction business that seemed to be doing well based
on the size of his house. Of course, he may have built the house himself, too. There
were bags under his eyesin his latest pictures that he'd tried to cover with makeup,
but overall he seemed to be doing okay.

Every time | saw that Jason was still out there in the world, living his peaceful
ordinary life, asense of relief filled my chest.

When I'd first been released, 1I'd briefly considered finding my way back to
Maryland. The urge to return home was so strong | was nearly choking on it.
However, when | tried to picture what a homecoming would look like, | could only
imagine myself as the fourteen-year-old boy I’ d been before | was taken. My brother
wouldn’t recognize the man | was now. | wasn't the same person anymore. | was
barely aperson at al. Most days, | felt like a ghost walking around in a human body.
Someone who died nine years ago yet kept living.

No, Jason didn't need me around. He had a happy life with a spouse, a respectable
job, and a nice house with a white picket fence. That wasn’'t even a metaphor. | could
literally see the white picket fence around his house in some of his pictures.

Everything in Jason’s life was so proper and clean, two words which didn’t describe
me. For al | knew, he'd probably forgotten about me. | was likely just a passing
thought that entered his brain every now and then before disappearing just as quickly
asit came.

| told myself over and over that | was staying away for his sake, but that was a lie.



The real reason I’ d put myself on the opposite side of the country from him was fear.

What if | did go back, and he rejected me?

That would hurt worse than anything a client had done to me in the past. I'd survived
alot of pain, but | wasn't strong enough to survive Jason’s rejection.

Turning off my screen, the pictures of Jason’s life were replaced with my own
reflection. The crack in the screen cut right across my face, scattering my image into
fractured pieces.

| snorted in disgust.

Why was | being so maudlin today?

Nothing had changed. Today had been the same as yesterday and would be the same
as tomorrow. There was no reason for me to be more upset now than any other time.
Thiswas my life, and | would just have to keep living it until someday | died.

End of story.

Shoving my phone under my pillow, | threw myself down on the bed and shut my
eyes, determined to get at least a few hours of sleep before one of my roommates

inevitably woke me up.

It seemed as though | had barely closed my eyes before | was startled awake by a
loud noise.

“What the hell?’

My brain wasn't fully awake, so it took a moment for me to realize what | was



seeing.

There was someone in my room, riffling through my stuff. In their hurry they'd
knocked over one of the milk crates | used as furniture, which had woken me up.

It was one of my roommates. For a moment, | wondered what they were doing here,
and my brain supplied only innocent reasons, still half lost in a mix of dreams and
memories.

Then | noticed the wad of cash in their hand, rumpled green bills practically being
crushed within their grip, and dazed confusion immediately snapped into anger.

“What the hell are you doing?’

Asking was pointless. | knew what they were doing, but the words still tumbled out
of my mouth even as | shoved the man away from my stuff.

Unfortunately, my roommate had at least fifty pounds and several inches on me. My
shove didn’t move him more than afew inches. | tried to snatch my money out of his
hand, but he just shoved me away, so | landed back on my mattress.

“1 had a bad night at the poker tables,” my roommate said as he shoved my money in
his pocket. “It'll just bealoan. I'll pay you back.”

“The fuck you will.”

My blood boiled in my veins, tightening my throat while spurring my muscles into
movement at the same time. | acted on instinct and swung at him, miraculously
managing to land a hit square on his jaw. Thistime he staggered back and fell against
the plywood that divided the room. Something cracked, and while it was probably
just the old wood breaking under his weight, a sadistic part of me hoped it was his



jaw.

“You fucking creep,” | shouted as | gathered up the bills that hadn’t made it into his
pocket yet. “1I’'m not paying for your gambling addiction.”

I’d managed to hit him pretty hard, and a bruise was aready forming on his jaw, but
that didn’t keep him down for long. Based on his blown pupils, he was probably on
something, because he didn’t seem to feel any pain. He sent the plywood divider
crashing to the floor in pieces as he suddenly surged forward.

Hisfist hit me square in the face so fast | didn’t even see it move. The whole left side
of my face exploded in pain, and | doubled over. Another punch hit me in the
stomach, which sent me to my knees, then a kick to the ribs put me on the ground.

| curled into a ball on my mattress in a desperate attempt to protect myself from any
further blows, but thankfully my roommate seemed satisfied now that | wasn't
fighting back.

“Stupid fucking whore,” the man muttered as he moved around the room. “Just go
fuck someone else if you need money so bad.”

He kicked the remains of the plywood divider on his way out, then slammed the door
behind him.

| lay on my mattress, barely moving for several minutes as | clutched my throbbing
face. At first, | was too afraid to really probe the wound, scared that he had broken
something. As my shock faded, | was able to determine that the area around my eye
was swollen, but my nose didn’t hurt too much and there didn’t seem to be any blood.

My ribs and stomach aso ached, but | could breathe without pain, so | didn’t think
anything was broken there either.



| would have a nasty black eye and several other bruises, but at least | wouldn’'t have
to go to the hospital.

In the silence of the room, the sudden ringing of my phone was like an ice pick to my
ears. | uncurled from my defensive ball just enough to fish the device out from under
my pillow.

“What?’

An auto-generated voice answered me with only five words.

“Blue Steele, you have aclient.”

Then the phone clicked off, immediately followed by the ping of an incoming text
message that would provide the client’ sinfo.

Thiswas how | usualy got my clients, and on a different day | would have been glad
for ajob | didn’'t have to go hunt down myself.

But, fuck, | really wasn't up to another job right now. | felt like | would fall apart if |
moved too quickly, and the thought of handing myself over for someone else’s use
turned my stomach even more than normal.

My gaze wandered to my hand, and the single twenty-dollar bill clutched in my grip.
It was al that I’d managed to save from my roommates pilfering. If | didn't make

more soon, then never mind affording rent. | wouldn’t even be able to eat.

Dragging myself to my feet, | checked the info for the client. | had two hours before |
needed to arrive at the specified hotel.

The address was one of the nicer hotels in the area. Not too fancy, but expensive



enough that 1I'd only met clients there a few times, and each time I’'d managed to
make a pretty penny for my efforts.

That thought brought me a little energy. With any luck, the client wouldn’'t be too
demanding, and | could end the day with more money than I’ d started with.

Leaving my half-destroyed room behind, | headed for the apartment’s singular
bathroom so | could clean up and get ready. A cold washcloth would hopefully
reduce some of the swelling around my eye, but there would be no hiding the bruise.
Couldn’t afford the makeup needed for such a coverup.

Hopefully the client wouldn’t demand a discount for damaged goods.
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Sitting in the hotel room, waiting for the prostitute I’ d hired to show up, reminded me
of my brief time working undercover on a case against one of the Mexican Cartels.

Back then, I’d been lucky enough to keep my hands clean while maintaining my
cover, but | swore I'd never put myself in that position again. Yet, here | was, once
again pretending to be a scumbag for the sake of the “greater” good.

Somehow, it felt even worse this time. Before, I'd agreed to the mission without
understanding what it would really cost me, emotionally. This time, | knew exactly
what it meant, yet | did it anyway.

Reminding myself that | wasn’t actually going to sleep with Clay didn’t help. I'd
hired him, and as far as he knew | was just another client. It made me feel dirty.
Unfortunately, the number for his “middleman” was the only lead | had, and the only
way | would get close to him was as a client.

At least the hotel would give us privacy. I’d even gotten there early to check the room
for hidden cameras, just to be sure.

Twenty minutes passed as | sat on a hard-backed chair, one of the room’s only pieces
of furniture that wasn't the bed, fighting a war with myself. | lost track of time, and
when someone knocked on the door, | jumped.



Show time. The next few minutes would determine whether my mission succeeded or
failed.

As | reached for the door handle, athought struck me.

What if it wasn't Clay waiting on the other side?

| only had Jordy’s word that Blue Steele was Clay’s working alias. Maybe he'd lied,
or maybe Clay had passed the name on to someone else by now.

It was too late to turn back. | was already opening the door; | would simply have to
face whatever greeted me on the other side.

“I’ve got a delivery for Mike Smith,” the man standing on the other side of the door
said.

It was a code phrase meant to make sure | was the right client, but | barely heard him.
| barely even remembered to reply.

“Oh, um. Yeah. Hold on. | left the money in my other jacket. Come in while| get it.”
| stuttered my way through the correct coded response, too busy looking at his neck.
The man wore a long coat that covered most of his body, but most of his neck was

still visible, revealing the seahorse shaped birthmark there.

Unless | was unlucky enough to come across another prostitute with the exact same
birthmark, this was Clay Dahler.

“S000,” Clay drawled, obviously sounding uncomfortable. “Can | comein?’

“Oh, right. Yeah.”



Stupid.

| was already messing it up. Any normal client would have ushered him out of the
hall, and away from prying eyes immediately, but I'd just been standing there
overcome with a sense of nervous relief. | felt more like a shy teenager about to ask
his crush to prom, rather than an experienced investigator undertaking a mission.

As | stepped out of the way of the door, | finally looked up from his neck and | had to
withhold my gasp.

The picture I’ d been given of Clay was over a decade old, but I'd never really thought
about what that meant. In my mind he was still that smiling, wide-eyed child. While
there were still enough similarities to let me know | had the same person, Clay had
outgrown his childish features. Instead of a fluttering little cupid from a Renaissance
painting, he looked like the Genie du Maal cometo life.

The history of the statue says that the Cathedral of Saint Paul had hired Joseph Geefs
to create an image of Lucifer, but the fina product was deemed so beautiful it
distracted the church’s parishioners. So, they’d commissioned Joseph Geefs brother,
Guillaume, to remake the statue. Yet, the new statue turned out more beautiful than
the first, and the church was presented with an even greater distraction on their hands.

As Clay walked past me, | could understand the church’s distress.

A man like this could tempt anyone into sin.

Wavy blond hair fell to his shoulders, showing off the line of his neck. His blue eyes
were no longer round with youth, but instead were sharp and sultry. He was lean, yet

still soft, and moved with the grace of a dancer. The long coat he wore did its best to
hide his body, but nothing could disguise the length of hislegs.



The only blemish was the painfully dark bruise marring his left eye. Some makeup
had been applied to try and hide it, but not enough. The bruise was obviously still
fresh, and dightly swollen around the edges.

Once Clay was inside, | closed the door and kept my back turned toward the room as
| took a deep breath. Getting angry over the bruise wouldn’'t do any good, and there
was no reason for me to notice hislooks. Beautiful or ugly, healthy or injured, he was
avictimin need of rescue. End of story.

“S0, isthisyour first time?’ Clay called from behind me.

| turned around, intending to correct him, but my words died in my throat.

In the thirty seconds I’ d taken to regain my composure, Clay had stripped off his coat
and draped himself across the hotel bed in a provocative pose.

The long coat made sense, now. He never would have made it through the hotel 1obby
without getting harassed in an outfit like that. His shirt was more jewelry than cloth,

and his black shorts clung to every curve and crease of his body.

Something hot throbbed deep inside me. At first, | didn't understand what | was
feeling, and | stood in the center of the room, frozen with indecision.

Whatever expression | was making must not have been pleasant, for Clay put on an
over-exaggerated pout and shifted so that his legs rubbed together.

“Don’'t be mad. There' s nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s obvious that thisis your
first time hiring someone. | can teach you afew things, if you like.”

He obviously meant it as an invitation, and even let hislegsfall open alittle.



The throbbing came again, and | finally realized what | felt.

| was aroused.

Disgust immediately washed through me, and | nearly stumbled away from the bed.
Only by gripping onto the arm of the nearby chair was | able to stay standing.

“I"'m not...” My stomach roiled and | had to stop speaking for fear that | would throw
up. I'd never hated myself more than | did in that moment.

How could | possibly be feeling any sort of desire?
I’d seen beautiful people before. I’d even been propositioned before. It had never
affected me. Yet, the sight of Clay splayed out on the bed, enticing me over with both

his looks and his words, was almost more than | could take.

| bit the inside of my cheek until | tasted blood, and the pain brought some clarity
back to my hormone-soaked brain.

Clay wasn't here by choice. He was only here because I’ d literally purchased him.
Clearing my throat, | tried speaking again. “I’m not interested in that.”

“Oh.” Clay closed his legs and sat up a little straighter on the bed, but the inviting
look in his eyes never left. “My standard rate only includes oral, and sex in the
missionary position or doggy style. If you want something more than that, you' Il have
to pay more. Upfront. And | won't do anything that |eaves permanent marks.”

The images his words brought to mind left me stunned, speechless.

No.



Focus.

| was here for a purpose.

Shaking away my inappropriate thoughts, | forced myself to speak.

“No, | mean, I’'m not here for any of... that.” | waved vaguely in his direction and the
bed, trying to summarize everything | couldn’t bear to say in one gesture.

I’d planned a dozen different ways to explain things in my head while 1I'd been
looking for him, but now that | was faced with the man in question, | forgot every
single one of them. It probably wouldn’t have mattered anyway. I'd planned my
explanations as if talking to a scared child. The man in front of me, sharpened by the
harsh realities of the world, wouldn’t have responded well to such a patronizing tone.
Instead, | went for a straightforward approach.

“1"m here because your brother islooking for you.”

Suspicion darkened Clay’s blue eyes, so they looked almost black in the hotel’ s cheap
lighting. He sat up fully on the bed and tugged at his clothes as if to pull them closer
around his body, but there wasn’'t enough material. Instead, he just grabbed empty air
as he wrapped his arms around himself.

“What are you talking about? | don’'t have a brother.”

“Jason Dahler.”

Clay flinched at the sound of his brother’s name.

“I don't?>—"



| cut him off before he could try to lie to me again. “You're Clay Dahler, right? Y our
brother, Jason, hired a private investigator to find you.” Approaching the bed on
slow, careful steps, | held out both my hands, so they remained in sight at all times.
“I"'m sorry | hired you under false pretenses like this, but all 1 could find was a phone
number, and this seemed like the only way I’ d be able to talk to you.”

| was still several steps away when Clay stood quickly from the bed, giving me a
wide berth so he always remained outside of arms reach.

“You have the wrong person. | don’'t have a brother, and no one's looking for me.
Sorry. You came al this way for nothing. I'll try to get you your money back, so,
let’ s both just leave, and we can forget this ever happened.”

“1 don’t have the wrong person.” Fishing the photo out of my pocket, | held it up for
him to see. “Thisisthe last picture your brother has of you. After so much time, there
haven’t been many leads to find you, but he hasn’t given up.”

Clay barely glanced at the picture before looking away. “That isn’t me. I'm sorry.”

He started heading for the door, still keeping as far away from me as the hotel’ swalls
would allow. If he managed to leave, I'd have a hard time tracking him down again.

In amoment of panic, | grabbed his wrist and pulled him away from the door. “Wait.
Please. Just hear me out.”

My desperate words had barely left my mouth when a sudden pain snapped my head
to the side. The room spun for a moment, and when | regained my senses, Clay was
gone.

On the other side of the room, the open door swung slightly back and forth on its stiff
hinges.



Asthe dizziness faded, | rubbed my jaw and flinched at the new bruise | found there.

He' d punched me. It was a shock, but not unexpected.

What had | been thinking, grabbing him like that?

Of course he lashed out. If I’d ever acted like that with one of the victims who came
to the FPA office back in Baton Rouge, I'd have been fired immediately. My only
excuse was that panic had made me stupid.

S0, so stupid.

| was half inclined to punch myself again, just for good measure. I’ d certainly deserve
it.

As | stood in the middle of the room, chastising myself and wondering what | was
going to do now, | noticed something on the floor.

Clay had been in such a hurry to get away from me, he'd left his coat behind. The
heavy fabric lay draped over the back of the room’s only chair, swaying in the breeze
from the air-conditioning.

With numb fingers, | picked up the coat. It felt too heavy, even taking the thick fabric
into account. Checking each of the pockets, | pulled out a wallet. The thing was so
frayed and stained, Clay had probably found it in a dumpster somewhere, but the
zipper still worked to hold the whole thing closed.

There wasn't much inside. A few wrinkled bills that didn’t add up to more than thirty
dollars, several condoms, a coupon for frozen yogurt, and alibrary card.

It wasn't much, but it was enough. A library card required an address. | could use it to



find where he lived.

I’d aready pulled out my phone and was searching through my contacts when |
stopped and thought about what | was doing.

I’d found him. Technically, that was al Jason had hired Alias Investigations to do,
and | technically wasn’t even a private investigator. | had no authority to go hunting
down acivilian and violating his privacy. I’d found Clay, I’ d spoken to him, and he'd
made his choiceto leave.

Did | have the right to ignore that choice and keep pursuing him anyway?

Slumping down onto the edge of the bed, | braced my elbows on my knees and hung
my head as | dialed a different number on my phone.

“Hey, Logan,” Sebastian’s voice greeted me. “Y ou find anything?’

“Yep. | found Clay Dahler. But now I’ ve got a bigger problem.”

As quickly and accurately as possible, | explained everything that had happened so
far, including the sheer luck that had led me to finding Clay in the first place, and the
way |'d practically chased him out of the room in my panic when | realized he was
leaving.

Sebastian told me off for the last part, though he didn’'t say anything | hadn’t already
said to myself. Overall, however, he wasn't as disappointed as | expected.

“We knew this wouldn’'t be easy,” he reminded me though the phone. “It’'s a miracle
you've gotten as far as you have. | certainly wouldn’'t have known about Dinah’'s
Place , and even if | had, she wouldn’t have told me anything. That’s al thanks to
you. Now that we know he'sin the city, we just need to decide what to do next.”



The phone was on speaker mode, sitting on the bed next to me. This left my hands
free to turn the library card over and over.

“1 know what to do next. I’m just not sure if | should. | mean, if Clay doesn’t want to
see his brother again, it's not my place to force him.”

The phone fell silent for a while, and | checked to make sure the call was till
connected. The timer was till running, indicating the call was still going, but
Sebastian wasn't saying anything.

“If 1 don’t pursue him, I’'m aways going to regret it,” | admitted in a very small
voice. “It's a horrible, selfish reason. My regrets shouldn’t matter, but I’m not sure
how to live with myself otherwise.”

Faint whispering could be heard from Sebastian’s side of the call. He seemed to be
talking to someone else, though | couldn’t hear what they were saying. | waited while
Sebastian finished his other conversation, and then his voice rang loud and clear.

“Clay never said he didn’t want to see his brother. He clamed he didn’'t have one.
That doesn’'t sound like he's made a choice. That sounds like denial. He's probably
survived al this time by locking away his painful thoughts and memories, so he
didn’t have to face them. Reminding him of his brother is breaking down those
defenses. 1’d say you should go after him. Try one more time. If he makes a clear
decision and says he wants nothing to do with his brother, then respect that, but give
him the chance to make that decision.”

Sighing, | ran my hand through my hair, which dragged my carefully styled bangs
into my face. “Evenif | did find him again, what’ s to stop him from reacting the same

way as he did thistime? He' s probably even more scared of me now.”

“1 might have an idea for that. Just focus on finding Clay for now. I'll try to come up



with a better way for you to get through to him.”
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CHAPTER 8

Logan

Two phone calls.

That was al it took to find Clay’ s address.
The benefits of knowing the right people.

L ess than twelve hours after our disastrous first meeting in the hotel, | stood outside
Clay’ s apartment building, staring up at the floor where | knew he lived.

I’d already been there for fifteen minutes, and my feet felt rooted to the sidewalk.

If 1 waited any longer, | may as well just give up and leave. Standing there in
indecision wasn't doing anyone any good.

Taking a deep breath, |1 approached the building. The front door was locked, and
required someone from inside to buzz me through. There wasn’'t a doorman or anyone
| could reason with, so | fell back on the tried-and-true method of pushing all the call
buttons at the same time. In a building this big, someone was always expecting a
delivery or aguest. | only had to hit each button twice before getting the telltale click
of the door unlocking.

Clay’s address was on the twelfth floor, right in the center of the building. In my
years working for the FPA and as a detective in Maryland, I'd been to a lot of



decrepit places, and this building was right up there with the worst of them. It had
obviously been written off as a lost cause by the health department years ago, and |
doubted a safety inspection had been done in the last decade. It was a miracle the
place hadn’t been condemned already, but someone must have been making money
off the people living there in order to keep it around.

Based on the sounds | could hear through the paper-thin walls, there were ailmost as
many humans as rats who called the building home, way over the legal occupancy
limit.

There was no elevator, so | had to climb up to the twelfth floor. The staircase was the
worst part of the building, filled with dirt and rubbish, and suspicious red stains on
thewallsthat | tried not to think about.

| didn't even dare breathe through my nose. The building also had no air-
conditioning, and the San Francisco heat made everything smell ten times worse.

Despite being in good shape and regularly hitting the gym, | was panting by the time
| reached the twelfth floor. If Clay had to climb these stairs every day, he must have
the legs of an Olympic athlete.

The door to Clay’s apartment was barely hanging on its hinges. There wasn't even a
point in knocking. | could have forced my way in just by breathing too hard on the
door, but I knocked anyway for the sake of politeness. Though | rapped my knuckles
against the doorframe, rather than the door itself.

Almost immediately, the door flew open.

“What?’

| stared at the unknown man for a moment, trying to figure out what to say. The man,



who | hoped was Clay’ s roommate, was obviously high off his ass. He swayed where
he stood, clinging to the doorframe for support, and couldn’t fully focus on me.

“I’m looking for Clay Dahler.”

“Who?’

Just in case Clay’s roommate didn’t know about his job, | didn’'t dare call him Blue
Steele. Instead, | gave a detailed description of Clay.

“Oh, him.” The man pointed over his shoulder, nearly losing his balance in the
process. “Y eah, over there.”

Then he wandered away from the door, as if completely forgetting | existed.

It wasn't exactly an invitation to comein, but I’d take what | could get.

The door to Clay’s room was no better than the front door and gave little resistance as
| pushed it open.

The room inside was small, made even smaller by a piece of plywood dividing it in
half. At some point the plywood had been broken and patched back together with
duct tape, so it stood in a jagged zigzag rather than a straight line. One side of the
plywood was stuffed to the gills with junk. Old lawn chairs, pizza boxes, broken
lamps, and even a collection of car parts were all tangled together. It looked more like
a dumping ground than a place where someone actually lived.

The other side of the plywood was drastically sparse in comparison, holding only a
mattress, a clothing rack, and a couple of crates. It was also blessedly occupied.
Clay’s familiar figure sat on the mattress, curled into a ball with his arms around his
knees as he leaned against the wall.



| couldn’t tell if he was asleep or not, so | knocked on the wall near the door to get his
attention.

“Clay?’

Clay’ s head shot up and he stared at me with wide, frantic eyes.

“What the hell?’

| barely had time to duck as he chucked something at my head. It flew by too fast for
me to see what it was but based on the crashing sound | heard when it hit the wall, it
wasn’'t something | wanted making contact with my skull.

“Clay, wait.”

“l can't believe you, bastard,” Clay screeched as he threw something else at me.
“You actually followed me. Fuck off and get out!”

| ducked again and this time | stayed down in a crouched position, hoping it would
make me seem |ess threatening.

“Clay, please. If you want meto leave, I'll leave. But just hear me out first.”

“Why should 17

He' d run out of things to throw at me and seemed to be contemplating whether he'd
be able to pick up the clothing rack and wield it as a weapon.

13 I ) II pay you.”

I’d blurted out the words before | could actually think about what | was saying, and |



immediately wanted to slap myself. Yet, surprisingly, it was enough for Clay to calm
down and stop plotting how to bash my brainin.

“What do you mean?’

It was the best response I'd gotten so far, so | rolled with it. “I'll pay you for your
time, and | won’t come near you, if you'll just listen for afew minutes. All right?’

Clay eyed me up and down, and | noticed the side of his mouth twitch like he was
trying not to smile. | probably looked ridiculous, sweaty and disheveled from my
climb up the stairs, and crouched awkwardly on the floor like | was hiding from an
incoming missile.

“How much?’

Quickly searching my wallet, | pulled out al the bills | had.

“A hundred bucks.”

| could see the wheels turning in his head as he eyed the cash.

Eventually making a decision, he kicked one of the milk crates over to me.

“Put the money in there, then dlide it back over. And you stay on that side of the
room. If you take one step toward me, we're done.”

Following his orders, | handed over the money without moving my feet so much as
an inch. | also stayed crouched. It was an uncomfortable position, but it seemed to

help Clay feel more comfortable in my presence.

As soon as he had the cash in hand, he quickly counted the bills then stashed them



under his pillow. The action reminded me of a squirrel burying nuts for winter, which
shouldn’t have been as endearing as it was. If I'd had any more money on me, |
would have handed it over just to watch him hide it again.

“Okay,” he said, once the money was secure. “Y ou’ ve bought my time. Now talk.”

Shaking my head, | pulled out my phone. “I don't need to talk. | just need you to
listen to something.”

| set the phone in the middle of the floor, as far as | could reach without moving my
feet, and hit play on the video that was already cued up.

“ Hey, Clay. Long time no see. Heh. That sounds too casual, doesn't it, but what do
you even say in asituation like this?”

Clay’s reaction to the sound of his brother's voice was as dramatic as it was
instantaneous. He drew back from the phone like it would explode until his back was
plastered to the wall.

“It's arecording,” | assured him as | hit pause on the video. “I figured a live video
call would be too much, but hopefully, this can help prove that your brother really did
hire me.”

WEell, he hired the Roth brothers, who then asked for my help, but Clay didn’t need to
know those detalils.

Slowly, Clay pulled away from the wall and reached toward the phone with trembling
hands. | didn’t move a muscle, | barely even breathed, as he held my phone up closer

to his face and started the video again.

“ What do you even say in asituation like this? ‘| missyou’ doesn’t cut it. Sometimes



| wonder if | even remember you accurately. After so long, you feel more like an
imaginary friend | once had, rather than a brother. | keep all your old stuff inabox in
the attic, just to prove to myself that you're real. That you might come home
someday. ”

| stopped listening and tried to block out the words coming from the video. It had
been Sebastian’s idea for Jason to record something, and | was ashamed that | hadn’t
thought of it myself. Ever since I'd received the video, I'd been dying of curiosity
about what it contained, but | hadn’t watched it. The message on that video wasn't for
me, and that hadn’t changed even now that | was in the same room. | considered
stepping out, but | was too afraid to leave Clay aone in case he ran away again. So,
instead, | turned away to face the broken plywood divider and hummed to myself.

Y et, despite my efforts, | couldn’t help overhearing some parts of the video.

“ The private investigators | hired won't tell me what happened to you, but I’ ve done
my own research. There’'s only so many reasons for a kid to suddenly go missing like
that. ”

| started humming louder and bit the inside of my cheek against the shame | felt
intruding on a private moment like this.

While | hadn’t watched the video, I’d seen the timestamp and knew it was about ten
minutes long. We were coming up toward the end of the video when a new sound
caught my attention. A soft, wet sniffing sound came from behind me. It was so quiet
that at first, | thought it was a part of the video. Looking over my shoulder, | saw
Clay ditting in the middle of his mattress, phone clutched tightly in his hands only a
few inches from hisface, and tears quietly streaming from both eyes.

“ 1 don't care what the truth is. | don’t care what you have or haven’'t been through. |
don’'t even care if you never come home or even want to see me again. All | want...



al I want isto know that you're safe. That you' re out there somewhere, living a good
life.”

Clay gasped and bit his lip, trembling from head to toe. The phone slipped from his
fingers onto the mattress as heaving sobs wracked his chest. He curled up and cried
into his knees, creating a perfect ball of misery.

| didn’t dare stand up for fear of startling him more. So, | stayed crouched on the
floor, awkwardly Spiderman-walking my way over to him. As gently as | could, | put
ahand on his shoulder.

As soon as | touched him, his body reacted like it was spring-loaded. Except, instead
of moving away from me like | expected, he pounced closer and buried his face
against my shoulder. | held him as he cried, feeling his tears soaking through my shirt
as | stroked his hair. While he no longer looked like the child he’d once been, in that
moment, he still felt like that scared little boy.

“l won't tell you that it's going to be okay, because | can’'t guarantee something like
that, and you probably wouldn’t believe me anyway. But | promise that your brother
is telling the truth. All he wants is for you to be safe and happy, whether that means
returning to your old home, or finding a new one somewhere else. Whatever you

want.

After a few minutes, Clay’s sobbing camed down enough for him to speak, though
his tears never fully stopped.

“1-1 want... to go home.”

“All right.” | squeezed his shoulder in what | hoped was a comforting gesture. “If
that’s your wish, then it’ll be done.”



“No, not al right.” He shoved me away, though not very hard. It was more of a
dismissive gesture than an actual attempt to make me leave. “How am | supposed to
get there?’

Grabbing the cash that I’ d given him out from under his pillow, he threw the wadded-
up bills at me. “A hundred bucks isn’'t gonna cover it. Even a bus ticket would be
more than that. It doesn’t matter if | want to leave. | can’t. I’'m stuck here.”

Gathering up the discarded hills, | smoothed out the wrinkles from the paper and
placed them back into his hand. “Don’t worry about the money. I'll take you there.”

His tears finally stopped though their ghosts still left tracks down his cheeks, and he
looked at the bills in confusion.

“What? You'll... but Jason lives in Maryland. That's all the way on the other side of
the country.”

“Doyou have any ID?

Clay shook his head, staring at me like | was some strange creature in a zoo.

He could stare al he wanted. | was too busy making plans. “Without ID a plane ticket
is out of the question. But | have a car, so long as you don’'t mind a bit of along car
ride.”

His blue eyes were wide and glittered with his recent tears. The genuine confusion on
his face made him look much younger than the sultry vixen that first showed up at the
hotel. It reminded me that, despite everything he’ d been through, he was only twenty-

three.

“1 can pay you.” He offered up hisfist of bills.



Shaking my head, | closed his fingers tighter around the bills and pushed them toward
him.

“No need. Your brother already hired me.”

Or, close enough. Jason Dahler had paid Alias Investigations , but | wasn't seeing a
dollar of that money. Nor did | intend to ask for any payment. This was a personal
mission.

Clay wiped the remains of tears from his face, and some of the sharp intelligence
returned to his eyes. “My brother paid you to find me. | doubt that included a
personal escort. What do you want?’

Looking directly into his eyes, | answered as sincerely as | could. “1 want to take you
home.”

Only once | heard my own words did | realize the double meaning and hurried to
correct myself. “Your home. | want to take you to your home.” As | stuttered through
my explanation, | waved my hands in front of me as if that could fend off any
misunderstanding. “In Maryland. Where your brother is waiting. Nothing more.”

Clay till didn’t look convinced, but he also didn’t seem to be afraid of me anymore,
so | considered it progress.

“Fine,” he finally said. “Give me some time to pack up, and we can leave.” We both
looked around the small space that barely counted as half a bedroom.

For the first time since meeting him, Clay looked embarrassed, and a blush turned his
cheeks a fetching shade of pink.

“Well, you probably won't need to wait very long.”



| patted him on the shoulder, but quickly drew my hand back when he shied away
from my touch.

“Take aslong as you need. | have to make a phone call anyway.”

As Clay started packing his meager belongings, which would probably fit into a
single trash bag, | retrieved my phone from the floor and stepped out of the apartment
into the building’' s hallway.

The phone rang severa times, nearly switching over to voicemail, before it was
finally picked up.

“Logan, you asshole.”

| leaned against the brown-stained wall and took comfort in my friend and fellow
detective's familiar voice. “Hello to you, too, Roland. Why am | an asshole this
time?’

“You never take personal time. Even when you got shot by that trigger-happy pimp,
you wouldn’t use your vacation days. Then you suddenly leave without warning and
don’t even tell me where you were going, and I’ ve got to take over your unfinished
work.”

| laughed, certain that even if he couldn't see me, he would know | meant it in a
friendly way. “Don’t give me that crap. | just wrapped up my most recent case, so

there shouldn’t be much work for you to take over.”

| could hear him pouting through the silence. “Fine. What's up? Why are you calling?
Something wrong with your ‘vacation’ ?’

“Well... | need you to talk to your brother for me.”



The tone of his silence changed, and now | knew he was scowling. “Depends if you
need meto talk to him as my brother, or as our Boss.”

“Whichever option will let me take more time off without repercussions.”

His sigh was so loud, | could almost feel his breath through the phone. “Fine. If it was
anyone else, I'd say no. But it’s you. You wouldn’t ask if it wasn't important. How
long do you need?’

“At least aweek.” | pictured a general map of the road we' d have to take to get from
Cdifornia to Maryland, and the distance we'd have to travel. “Actually, probably
more like two weeks.”

“And are you going to tell me what’s so important that you have to disappear for two
weeks?’

“Sorry. Can't say.” | looked back at the door to the apartment where Clay was
packing inside. “But, trust me. It'll be life changing.”
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CHAPTER 9

Clay

The California landscape rolled past the window, sunny and bright like it had been
snatched right off a postcard. | sat in the passenger seat in the car, pretending to
watch the scenery when | was actually using the reflection in the window to study the
man in the driver’s seat next to me.

His dark hair was pushed back into a windswept style that probably took a lot more
effort to create than it looked. He had a healthy tan complexion that seemed to be a
mix of regular sun exposure and natural coloration. Even when his face was neutral,
his expression emanated warm friendliness, like he'd never known anything but
happiness in his life. This was only emphasized by his light brown eyes that glinted
with specks of gold in the sunlight.

He' d introduced himself as Logan Hollingsworth.

It was a mouthful of a name for a seemingly straightforward man. He'd promised to
take me to Maryland so | could reunite with my brother, and that seemed to be
exactly what he was doing.

| didn’t trust it.

People didn't give away so much as five dollars without an ulterior motive. There

was no way this man was going to drive me all the way from one side of the country
to the other without getting something out of it.



So why had | gone with him so easily?

A few kind words and I’ d eagerly piled my entire lifeinto his car. | was usually much
more careful, but somehow this man had gotten past my defenses and convinced me
to come with him before | even realized what | was agreeing to.

WEell, | questioned why | trusted him, but | already knew the answer. 1I’d come with
him because | wanted his promises to be true. | was so homesick and eager to reunite

with Jason that | was willing to delude myself into trusting a stranger.

When | ended up murdered and buried in a ditch somewhere, I'd have nothing to
blame but my own desperation.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t be that bad. So long as | lived to the end of this road trip and
actually got to see my brother again, I’ d consider it worthwhile.

“You can put some music on, if you like.” Logan’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

| met hiseye in the window’ s reflection and found him smiling at me.

Did he realize I’ d been watching him the whole time?

“It'sfine. | don’t really care about music.”

Logan didn’t argue. He just shrugged and turned on the radio to some local station
playing amix of different popular genera.

Now that we had music for a distraction, | thought he would fall silent so we could
continue ignoring each other, but he was apparently determined to strike up a
conversation.



“You know, | grew up in Maryland, too. You're originally from Kent Island, right?
I’m from Saint Michagels.”

| gave him a noncommittal noise to maintain the bare minimum of politeness. “ So,
you' re from right across the bay.”

“Yep. | haven't been back to the state in a few years, but I’ ve still got some friends
there that | keep in contact with. Did you hear about the ship that blew up off the
coast of Baltimore not too long ago?’

My eyes flickered over toward him for a moment, but quickly returned to the
window. “1 didn’t hear about that.”

“Huh, yeah.” His head bobbed as he tapped the steering wheel in time to the music.
“The official report was that the ship experienced some sort of malfunction, but there
are rumors that there was Mafia activity going on.”

Was that supposed to be awarning, or was thisjust an attempt at small talk?

The fact that | couldn’t tell the difference probably said more about me than it did
about him.

| didn’'t respond, and just nodded vaguely to everything that he said. Eventually, he
gave up the one-sided conversation and we sat in silence, with only the radio and the
sound of the road passing by to fill the air between us.

When Logan had been talking, I’d wanted him to shut up, but now that he had, |
realized | actually preferred the sound of his voice. Without his words to distract me,
there was too much extra space in my head. My thoughts ran wild with possibilities,
showing me images of all the ways this could end badly for me.



| could end up dead in a ditch somewhere.

Or maybe this whole thing had been alie, and I'd get to Maryland only to find that
my brother wanted nothing to do with me after all.

Or maybe, Logan’s “nice guy” personawas just an act meant to lure me in. Hewas a
stranger to me. For all | knew, he could be the same as the people who kidnapped me
when | was akid and he was intending to sell me just like they had.

I’d already left that particular version of hell behind. | would rather die than go back.

My heart rate sped up, and my breathing turned shallow until | was on the verge of a
panic attack.

No.

| couldn’t panic now.

If Logan was sincere, then he might decide | was too much trouble to bother with. If
he was lying, then panicking would only make it easier for him to take advantage of
me.

My vision turned fuzzy around the edges, and | felt myself falling into the Midnight
Zone. That detached headspace always helped me get though difficult events, and it
would help me thistime as well.

| imagined | was floating a few feet above the car, pulled along like akite on a string.
My body—that of Blue Steele—was till trapped in the car, but |, Clay Dahler, could
surf the winds and admire the landscape all | wanted without any disturbances. From
this vantage point, | could see much farther into the horizon. If | squinted and focused
real hard, | could even see the ocean.



| recalled a moment when | was younger, and I'd heard the original version of The
Little Mermaid for the first time. 1I'd cried when the mermaid had turned into sea
foam. Now, however, that outcome didn’t seem too bad.

Sea foam had no feelings. No worries. It remembered nothing and was free to ride the
crest of the ocean waves forever, undisturbed.

Y eah. That sounded like a pretty good fate after all.

The car eventually came to a stop, but it wasn't until a hand shook my shoulder that |
snapped out of the Midnight Zone and back into my own body.

Blinking several times to clear the haze from my vision, | scowled over at Logan and
shrugged his hand off my shoulder.

“What isit?

“We're stopping for lunch. Come on.” He nodded toward the roadside diner sitting
right in front of us.

“All right. I’ll just wait here.” | leaned my head against the window, ready to take a
nap in the noonday sun streaming through the glass. Visiting the Midnight Zone
always left me feeling tired afterward, like I’d run a mental marathon.

However, before | could close my eyes, Logan nudged my shoulder again.

“What? I’m not leaving you out here. Come on. We' ve already been on the road for
severa hours. Y ou must be hungry by now.”

As subtly as | could, | checked the clock on the car’s radio. Yep. Four hours had
passed since we started driving.



| had no concept of time when | was lost in the Midnight Zone. It could have been
minutes or hours for al | knew. In the past, when | was still being held captive, my
trips to the Midnight Zone could even last for days.

Food sounded great right now, especially since | hadn’'t eaten since yesterday, but
there was just one problem.

“Can’t afford it. I’ll grab something from a vending machine later.”

Without saying anything, Logan exited the car and closed the door behind him. |
thought that was the last of it and settled back against the window for my nap, but a
moment later my own door opened, and | nearly tumbled onto the concrete.

L ogan caught me, strong hands barely struggling to support my weight.

“| promised to get you to Maryland,” he said, letting me go as soon as he knew | was
stable. “ That includes food. I’ m not letting you starve for the whole trip.”

The feeling of his hands on me unnerved me. | was used to people grabbing me for all
kinds of reasons, but | couldn’t remember the last time someone had supported me.
When | fell, I either caught myself or hit the ground. There was never another option.

“All right.” | grabbed my bag from the backseat—not willing to go anywhere without
my stuff just in case | ended up stranded—and stepped out of the car. “But you might
want to rethink that offer. I’ll eat you out of house and home if given the chance.”

He just laughed as he closed the car door behind me. “I’ [l take my chances.”
The diner was just like the kind you' d see in a cliché road trip movie from the fifties,

right down to the black and white checkerboard floor and red vinyl seats. | didn’t
even think they still made restaurants like this, but the business seemed to be leaning



into the aesthetic. Even the food on the menu had been given fifties-themed names.

| wasn't sure how long Logan’s promise to pay for me would last, so when the waiter
came, | took advantage while | could. Logan said nothing, but | watched his eyes
grow larger as | ordered practically half the menu.

“You weren't joking,” he said when the waiter left, though there was still a smile on
his face. Either he wasn't actually mad, or he was better than most people at hiding

his anger.

| stirred a straw around in my water, listening to the ice cubes clinking against each
other.

“First thing to learn about me. I’'m not a funny person, and | don’t joke. If you do
catch me joking, then you should run. That usualy means |’m on my last nerve.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

| couldn’t bear to look at the other man’s smiling face anymore.

Serioudly, did he ever get upset or show any other emotion?

No one could be this pleasant al the time. It set my teeth on edge because | couldn’t
figure out what he was thinking.

Rather than focusing on Logan sitting across from me at the table, | watched the other
people around us. It was mostly couples, and afew families with young kids. The few
individual customers sat up at the bar at the front, perching on stools rather than
taking up awhile booth.

What did people think of us when they saw Logan and | together?



Did they think we were a couple?

Or maybe just a pair of friends on aroad trip?

We definitely didn’t look related.

| noticed our waiter on the far side of the diner, whispering with other members of the
staff. | initially chalked it up to typical workplace gossip, until | noticed them glaring
over toward our table in between their words.

At first, | assumed the look was meant for me. Somehow, they must have figured out
what | was, and they didn’'t approve of having someone of my “profession” in their
establishment.

However, after a moment, | realized they weren't looking at me at all. Their glares
were pointed at Logan.

Why?

| was suspicious of him, but that’'s because | was suspicious of everyone. So far,
L ogan hadn’t done anything to draw such looks from normal people.

An image suddenly came to my mind, and for a moment | thought I'd accidentally
dlipped back into the Midnight Zone as | looked down at Logan and myself from an
outside perspective. However, it wasn't that. | had just been struck with clarity about
what Logan and | must look like to other people.

He was well dressed, in a smart suit jacket that he’'d paired with dark jeans to keep it
casual. There was nothing spectacular about his look, but he was obviously well put
together.



|, on the other hand, was awreck. I'd left behind al my working clothes since | never
wanted my brother to see me in such revealing outfits. This only left me with a few
ratty pairs of sweatpants and two T-shirts. | was wearing the best of them now, but it
was still afar cry from Logan’s polished appearance.

Add in the black eye that was still tender to the touch, and we must look like an
abuser and hisvictim.

It wasn't just the waiters, either. The whole diner kept sneaking us suspicious looks. |
was tempted to stand up on the table and shout the truth from the top of my lungs to
Set everyone straight.

How dare they all care about me now?

Where was this concern when | was actually being abused?

What if their suspicions drove Logan away, and | lost my only chance at salvation?

Would any of them offer me the same help Logan had, or would they just shake their
heads and pity me from a distance?

A touch on my hand startled me, making me jump. Logan leaned across the table, and
| was certain he must be mad. This was the moment he would finally drop his “nice
guy” act and show me his real face.

Y et, he just kept smiling as he cupped my hand in his own. | hadn’t even realized my
hands were clenched into tight fists on the table, but my fingers ached from the strain

as he gently coaxed them into uncurling.

“It'sall right.”



| watched, distracted, as he rubbed the ache out of my fingers.

“What?’

He moved on to my other hand and soothed that one as well.

“1 don’t care what anyone else thinks about me. Y ou know the truth, and | know the
truth. That’s enough.”

“But...” He finished with the other hand and set it back down on the table, leaving
behind an oddly empty feeling in my chest. “What if you get in trouble? Those kinds

of accusations could ruin your reputation.”

Logan just shrugged again and started folding the paper wrapper from his straw into a
complicated little coil.

“Do you plan on accusing me of anything?’

| quickly shook my head, which earned me another smile from him.

“Then it'll be fine. I’ ve worked in law enforcement long enough to know that making
a case against someone is nearly impossible without a victim’s testimony.”

The coiled paper sprung from his fingers, sailing a few inches through the air, before
landing in a puddle of condensation that had collected under his water glass.

| watched the slowly dissolving paper with araised eyebrow.

“Law enforcement? | thought you were a private investigator.”

His face turned a shocking shade of red, and he ran a nervous hand through his hair.



“Yeah. About that. | need to come clean about something. I’m not actually a private
investigator.”

My hand immediately went to my bag sitting on the seat beside me, ready to bolt out
of that diner.

“No, wait. Let me explain.” Logan waved both hands in front of himself like he was
building a wall, begging me to stay without touching me. “I wasn’'t lying about your
brother. He did hire private investigators. Damien Anderson and Sebastian Roth own
Alias Investigations . They are private investigators, and they’ re the ones your brother
went to. They were busy with other cases and weren’'t having much luck finding you,
so they asked me for help.”

| let go of my bag, but | remained stiff as stone on my side of the booth.

“Why you?’

“I"'m, um...” He cleared his throat and wouldn’t look me directly in the eye. “Back in
Baton Rouge, I'm a detective with a special force called the Federal Protection
Agency. It's similar to the SVU department. But | have access to... more resources
for solving cases like yours.”

“Baton Rouge?’

When | first escaped my captors, I'd found myself in the middie of nowhere. Even
now, | still couldn’'t point the location out on a map. I’d walked until | found a bus
terminal and bought the cheapest ticket | could find. Then | immediately fell asleep

on the bus until it dumped me in Baton Rouge.

“Dinah’s Place,” | remembered out |oud.



Logan nodded along, finally looking back up a me. “Yeah. I've had dealings with
her before, so we have some rapport. | knew how to get her to talk to me, and she
pointed me toward San Francisco.”

| barely remembered those days. I'd been in such a daze, constantly slipping in and
out of the Midnight Zone. A vague memory came to mind of asking for a job at
Dinah’s Place , then asking for help buying a bus ticket when she turned me down,
but | wasn't sure if that memory was accurate or not.

“1I"m surprised anyone there remembered me. That was years ago.”

Logan didn’t look embarrassed anymore, but a flush still stained his cheeks.

“1t’ s not surprising. Y ou’re ahard person to forget.”

Was that a compliment?

Aninsult?

| honestly wasn't sure which | would prefer.

Luckily, I was saved from responding by the arrival of our food. Our waiter glared at
Logan the entire time, but never said a word as they dropped off plate after plate of

food until the entire table was covered.

| no longer cared about judging stares or painful memories. All my attention was
focused on my stomach.

Grabbing the nearest plate, which turned out to be a cheeseburger, | immediately
started eating. | barely came up for air between bitesas | cleaned the entire plate, fries
and al, in less than two minutes.



| couldn’t remember the last time | didn’t feel hungry. Over the years, I’d learned to
ignore the constant hunger, but now that there was a literal feast laid out before my
eyes, my stomach had become a bottomless pit.

As soon as the cheeseburger was gone, | grabbed a bow! of soup and drank it down so
quickly | barely tasted it.

Logan forgot all about his own food as he watched me. | waited for him to say
something, to protest or chastise me for my appalling table manners, but he said
nothing. He even started pushing the plates closer to me one at a time, so they’d be
easier to reach.

| didn’t manage to eat everything, but | polished off a significant amount of it and had
the rest boxed up to take with me for later. Nearly two hours had passed when we
findly left the diner. | fell asleep in the car before we even pulled out of the parking
lot, warmed by the afternoon sun and the weight of my first full belly in years.
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CHAPTER 10

Clay

We drove the rest of the day and didn’t stop until well after sunset. We'd just crossed
from Californiainto Nevada, and the long strip of desert ahead of us was completely
barren. There wasn't even a rest stop or a gas station. It was not the kind of place to
try crossing in the dead of night, so we decided to stop and resume our journey in the
morning.

The little desert town we managed to find also didn’t have much. There would be no
fancy hotels for us that night, but at least there was a motel with some vacancies. The
room even came with a fridge for me to store my leftovers from lunch, so we

wouldn’t have to worry about breakfast in the morning.

| was feeling surprisingly optimistic, until | stepped through the door and was greeted
with the sight of a single king-size bed.

Right.

Of course.

It was as | expected. No one just gave away things for free.

| glanced over at Logan as he locked the motel door behind us.

WEell, at least he was attractive. That would make things easier. I'd thought the same



thing when | first met him, back in a San Francisco hotel, and here | was in the same
position again.

Dropping my bag off in a nearby chair, | combed my fingers through my hair a few
times to detangle it, then laid myself down on the bed.

“Sorry about the room,” he said as he hung up his jacket on the peg by the door.
“It's...” Hetrailed off when he turned around and saw me.

| refused to squirm under his attention.

| was a professional, damn it. | should be used to this.

“Well, here we are.” With one hand, | dlid the bottom of my shirt up until most of my
stomach was exposed. “ So, what’ d you want?’

He didn’t move or say anything as he continued to stare at me.

| wanted to scream at him.

What was he waiting for?

Just get it over with already.

Did he want me to beg, or play coy?

Some clients only enjoyed it if they could delude themselves into thinking | wanted it
aswell. Maybe Logan was one of those.

| sat up on my knees and bit my lip, looking him up and down with my best look of
desperation.



Y et, just as | opened my mouth to start begging, he held up ahand to silence me.

“I"'m sorry. | think there's been a misunderstanding. This was the only kind of room
they had available. But...”

He looked around at the room, taking in the walls, the cracked television, and even
the bathroom door. Everywhere but in my direction.

“I'll, um... I'll go sleep in the car.”

He was already reached for the door handle before | spoke up.

“Wait.” | sighed and reached out to grab his arm, tugging him toward the bed. “Don’t
deepinthe car. You've been driving all day. That isn't fair.”

Hedidn't leave, but he also didn’t approach the bed.

“1"d rather sleep in the car than stay here and make you uncomfortable.”

“"'m not...”

Growling in frustration, | stood abruptly from the bed and started rooting through my
bag of meager possessions.

“I’m not uncomfortable. I'm just...”

When | finally located a mostly clean change of clothes, | headed for the bathroom,
but stopped at the door to look back at him over my shoulder.

“Look. Every instinct | have says that you must want something from me. | can’t help
it. | expect you to try and take advantage of me. So, sleep in the bed. If you do try



something with me, then it's exactly what | expected. If you don't, then I'll be
pleasantly surprised. It's entirely up to you.”

Before he could respond, | slipped inside the bathroom and quickly closed the door
behind me. The shower barely had any water pressure, and it didn’t get very hot, but |

was more interested in the distraction of a shower than actually getting clean.

Anger prickled under my skin as | washed my hair, but | couldn't tell who | was
angry at.

Logan?

Myself?

The situation in general ?

My thoughts weren’'t clear enough to give me a straight answer. The emotions
running through me seemed to have no rhyme or reason.

| grumbled under my breath as | finished washing my hair and scrubbed every inch of
my skin with the cheap soap provided by the motel.

As the hot water ran out and my shower turned cold, so did my anger. When | finally
stepped out of the shower, | was just tired.

Tired and numb, like all my emotions had disappeared down the shower drain with
the rest of the water.

| just wanted to sleep. Alone or not didn't even matter anymore. | rushed to dry
myself off and put on the clean set of clothes before heading back to the bedroom.



While I'd been showering, Logan had turned off the lights and climbed into bed,
laying as close to the edge of the mattress as he could with his back facing me. |
could tell he wasn't asleep yet, but he didn't say a word as | slipped under the sheet
beside him.

For awhile, | lay there in the dark, waiting for him to turn over and reach for me. |
wouldn’'t even care if he did. | had no emotions left, other than a numb sense of
curiosity.

Y et, the minutes ticked by, and he didn’t move or even acknowledge me next to him.
Eventually, | heard his breathing pattern change, and | knew he'd fallen asleep.

Turning over to face the opposite wall, | hugged the remaining pillow to my chest and

closed my eyes. Part of me was relieved that he hadn’t tried to touch me, but part of
me was confused and even a little disappointed.

| felt like an actor that had gone through the effort of memorizing all their lines, only
to step out onto the stage and find my costar acting out an entirely different play.

I’d gladly say theright lines if someone would just give me the correct script.

Despite my earlier nap, | was still exhausted, and it didn’t take long for me to drift off
to sleep.

My last thought was a vague hope that maybe everything would make more sense in
the morning.
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CHAPTER 11
L ogan

We crossed the next two states without incident and left the desert and mountains
behind for the Great Plains. The area certainly lived up to its name.

It was great, and it was plain.

The change of scenery was refreshing at first, but endless flat green grasslands soon
grew very boring.

On the afternoon of the third day of our trip, we were somewhere in Nevada, and
Clay was sitting beside me scrolling through my phone for music worth listening to. |
hadn’t prepared for a long road trip, so | didn’t have much ready to go, but Clay
seemed to find some amusement building a playlist on my Spotify account.

“Serioudly, do you pick things by just spinning a wheel. Y ou have the most random
music history.” Clay scowled at something on my phone, then started laughing. “Y ou
listened to several country songs and then immediately switched over to Rhianna.
Why? What do those possibly have in common?”’

Clay’s laughter was genuine, and it chased away any annoyance | felt about making
such along trip. | didn't even care that he was finding joy in making fun of me. It
was the first time I’d seen him actually enjoying something, and | wasn’t going to
ruin it.



It wasn't even the first time someone had made fun of my music choices, either.
Those kinds of jokes were common amongst my friends.

| couldn’'t explain it, either. When | was listening to music my mind was free to
wander, and it would latch onto the most random things. A single lyric in one song
would remind me of something completely different, and | wouldn’t be able to get it
out of my head until | found it.

Online algorithms hated me. They could never predict what | wanted, which led to
some awkward content suggestions.

Clay laughed again, this time having found atime in my history when | spent several
days skipping between show tunes, barely letting one finish before moving onto the
next.

It was a good thing | was driving. The task gave me something to distract myself, so |
wouldn’t spend the trip just staring at him. Clay was so much more beautiful when he
was happy. Even his black eye, which had faded to an ugly shade of yellow and
green, seemed to soften around the edges.

| kept my eyes fixed resolutely on the road. There was no way | could avoid looking
at him entirely, so | watched the clock, and allowed myself one brief glance over at
him once every ten minutes.

I’ d been hoping to get most of the way through Nevada by the end of the day, but the
weather had other plans. Seemingly in the blink of an eye, the sunny sky turned dark
and cloudy. The bright afternoon light was chased away, and we were plunged into a
gloomy dark that made it feel more like twilight.

As the rain started, we pressed on, hoping the storm would pass, but soon it was
coming down so hard | could barely see the road in front of me.



“We're going to have to pull over early today,” | declared as | squinted to try and
make out the road lines.

| was certain | was still on the road based on the feeling of the ground under my tires,
but | couldn’t be certain what lane | wasin.

Clay didn’t argue, and even seemed relieved as he directed our GPS to the nearest
motel.

We were crawling down the road at a snail’s pace through the rain. Despite the
nearest motel being only two miles away, nearly an hour passed before we pulled into
the parking lot.

| couldn’t even read the motel’ s neon sign through the downpour, and hoped they had
vacancies, otherwise we'd be sleeping in the car. Until the storm passed, we weren't
going anywhere.

The car was a rental, and | hadn’t planned ahead enough to bring an umbrella, so
Clay and | darted across the parking lot toward the motel’ s front awning as quickly as

we could.

“Stupid, fucking rain,” Clay complained once we were safely under cover. “Storms
shouldn’t be able to just roll in without warning like that.”

He finger-combed the water from his hair, pushing it back out of his face. The rain
had turned his hair to a dark honey color, which complimented his blue eyes well.

A drop of rainwater traveled down his neck toward his collarbone. | tracked its path
for amoment, before realizing what | was doing and quickly turning away.

“Areyou coming in?’ | asked as| held the front door open for him.



He shook his head and started shaking out his shirt to keep it from clinging
uncomfortably to his skin. “No. I'd rather stay out here. Wet clothes and air-
conditioning don’t mix.”

By now, | was certain that he wasn't going to suddenly disappear or run away, o |
felt comfortable enough to leave him aone for afew minutes.

Still, 1 vowed to hurry back as | headed for the motel’ s front desk.

The person gitting behind the counter barely looked up from their phone when |
approached and just waved toward a sign with their rates posted.

It all looked standard, and | was about to request a room for the night—with two beds
this time—when | noticed something written at the bottom of the sign.

It was listed so matter-of-factly that | hadn’t even noticed at first, but apparently the
motel also offered rooms that could be rented by the hour.

There was only one reason to rent a room in such a way. People either brought their
partner here for a clandestine affair, or they brought someone that they’d paid for.

How many hours had Clay spent in places just like this?

The question dipped into my mind like a highly trained assassin. With no warning,
my thoughts took on a dark edge, and the once normal looking motel took on a
sinister outlook. The staff behind the desk, who barely looked at me, now seemed to
be leering at me out of the corner of their eye, and | swore | could feel the shadowsin
the corner of the room creeping closer.

| quickly paid for a single night, not even looking at the price as | handed over my
credit card, and returned to Clay outside as soon as possible.



He wasn't alone. While I'd been gone, a man had approached him, and was now
leaning way too close into Clay’s personal space as he spoke.

“Ah, come on. I’ve aready bought the room for us. You can’'t change your mind

now.

Clay backed away from him and looked to be only moments away from punching the
man. “You’ ve got the wrong person. I’m not here for you.”

Instead of taking the hint, the man only pushed closer.

“Don’'t be like that, Angel. What? Y ou find a better client or something? I’ll match
whatever they’re offering.”

| expected Clay to shove him away, maybe even hit him, but instead Clay stood
completely unmoving as the man’s hand started trailing up his thigh.

Snapping out of my own shock, | grabbed the back of the man's jacket and pulled
him away. “Hey! He told you to leave. Get lost.”

| tossed the man out into the rain so he landed in a puddle and stood in front of Clay’s
frozen figure so the stranger wouldn’t be able to see him.

Clambering off the ground, the man threw water everywhere as he puffed up like an
angry bull.

“Bastard. | was herefirst, and | already paid upfront. You can’t just steal from me.”

As a detective, a concealed-carry permit came with my job. | took advantage of that
benefit now and pulled out the gun | kept hidden in a secret pocket inside my jacket.



“He aready told you that you have the wrong person. So, start listening and fuck
off.”

The moment the barrel of the gun pointed toward him; the man’'s anger instantly
deflated. Holding up his hands, he slowly backed away.

“Hey, man. It's cool. You can have him. I’ll just... go somewhere else.”

“I’'m not—" | started to say, but the man had already left. He probably wouldn’t have
believed me if | tried to argue with him anyway, so | let him go and turned back
today.

“All right. He' sgone.”

Clay didn’'t answer. He just stood there, staring blankly into space as if his muscles
had suddenly turned to stone.

“Hey, Clay.” | waved ahand in front of hisface. “Y ou okay?’

Still no response.

At first, | thought Clay might be reacting to the sight of the gun and quickly hid it
away again, but even once the gun was out of sight, Clay’ s reaction didn’t change.

Then it hit me.

Angel.

The man had called Clay “Angel”.

Jordie had warned me about using that word. | knew Clay hated the name, and for



good reason, but | hadn’t realized his reaction would be this bad.

He was completely catatonic.

It wasn't the first time I'd seen a victim triggered by something that reminded them
of their trauma. In fact, those kinds of PTSD reactions were unfortunately common.
However, that felt like more than just trauma resurfacing. The reaction had been too
sudden, like a switch had been flipped.

It felt... like a conditioned response.

“Hey, Clay. It's okay.” | put my hand on his shoulder, hoping to snap him out of
whatever flashback he'd fallen into, but the moment my hand made contact he lashed
out and shoved me away.

“Don’t touch me.”

Holding up both my hands, | backed away, but that only distressed him even more.

“No, wait.” He grabbed my sleeve and pulled me back. “Don’'t leave. Sorry... I'm

not...

“It's okay,” | said again, keeping my voice as low and smooth as | could. “I’m not
going anywhere. Let’sjust get out of the rain and somewhere warm. Okay?’

He nodded but didn’t say anything as he continued to cling to my sleeve. | didn’t dare
touch him again, not knowing what kind of response I'd get, so | used his grip on my
sleeve to bring him with me as | fetched our stuff from the car and headed for our
room.

There were two beds this time, luckily. | wasn't sure how he would react to sleeping



in the same bed right now, and | couldn’t risk upsetting him further.

Leading him over to the other bed, | detached his hands from my sleeve and handed
him his own bag.

“Here. You need to get out of those wet clothes and dry off. I’'m going to go change
in the bathroom.”

Once his fingers wrapped around the handle of his bag, | grabbed my own stuff and
locked myself in the bathroom. | wanted to take a shower to chase away the chill after

getting soaked, but | also couldn’t leave Clay alone for too long in his current state.

Drying myself off with atowel, | ipped on a new set of clothes and returned to the
bedroom, only to immediately turn around again.

“Clay, what... are you doing?’
| should have been more specific with my instructions. He' d stripped himself out of
his wet clothes, but now stood naked in the center of the room, looking lost and

vacant.

With a sigh, | kept my eyes averted as | sidled up closer to him without looking
directly at him.

“Clay. Get dressed.” Bending down, | managed to grab his bag and hand it to him,
but after that | didn’t hear any movement.

When nearly a minute had passed with seemingly nothing happening, | snuck another
look at him, focusing only on hisface.

He held his bag of supplies, looking at it with clear confusion, like he knew he



needed to do something, but couldn’t figure out how to navigate the maze of his own
body to make it happen.

Then he gave up and dropped the bag to latch onto my sleeve again.

| sighed. Thiswas going to be along night.

It was a small room, so the beds weren't too far away. | was able to pull the blanket
off of one without leaving Clay’s side and wrapped it around the younger man like a
warm dry cocoon.

“There,” | said as | used the towel I'd brought from the bathroom to dry his hair.
“That should feel better.”

He responded by leaning his head against my chest. There were only a few inches of
difference between our height, so he had to duck a little for his head to fit under my
chin.

| expected him to cry. He certainly had plenty of reasons to cry. However, instead, he
wrapped his arms around me tightly and screamed against my chest.

Even with his voice muffled into my shirt | could still hear his shouting and feel the
vibration in his voice. His screams mixed with sobs, twisting into a tortured sound
that would haunt my nightmares for years to come.

| didn't react, and just continued to hold him, even as his pain overflowed into his
fists. He beat against my chest and shoulders, still screaming the whole time.

| was going to have bruises there in the morning, but | bit my lip and forced myself to
keep quiet. | could handle afew bruises. It was a worthwhile price to pay if it helped
Clay express even a fraction of the pain and anger that must be poisoning him from



theinside.

His outburst lasted for several minutes before he finally fell silent and stood slumped
in my arms. At a higher-end hotel someone would have probably called security on
us by now, but that was one of the only good things about our current location.

No one was going to complain about the sound of screams.

“Sorry,” Clay said with his face still lying against my chest. “1 don’t know why | did
that. | shouldn’t... | just... Sorry.”

His whole body was trembling in my arms. He was exhausted, but he was still trying
to keep himself standing.

| led him over to one of the beds, helping him lie down while keeping the blanket
cocoon safely tucked around him.

“It's fine. Don't apologize for having emotions. You should feel free to be as sad or
as angry asyou want.”

The sight of his blue eyes peeking out of the blanket was unbearably cute.

Or it would have been if his eyes weren't red-rimmed from crying.

His face wasn't covered by the blanket, but his voice still sounded very quiet when he
spoke up. “It doesn’'t make any sense. | shouldn’t be angry now.”

| sat next to him on the bed, keeping to the edge so some space remained between us.
“You're allowed to be angry.”

Clay snorted and looked away. “Y eah, maybe. But | shouldn’'t be. There’'s no reason



for that guy to upset me so much. It's certainly not the first time someone’s gotten
handsy with me, and it’s not even the first time I’ve been called... that name. | don’t
know why it affected me so strongly this time when I’ ve never broken down like that
in the past.”

He re-settled himself, so his arms were outside the blanket. A few scars curled over
the tops of his shoulders, and although | couldn’t see them properly, | was certain
they extended further down his back.

The thin lines looked like whip marks.

| turned my eyes away before | was caught staring and refocused on the conversation.

“You said you never got so upset before. Maybe that's why. All those negative
emotions have been building up with nowhere to go.”

He huffed, and for a moment it seemed like he wanted to turn away from me, but he
didn’t. “Why now? | should be happy I'm finally getting away from that life. What's
the point in getting upset about everything now that I’m leaving it behind?’

That was the first time Clay had talked about his relocation as a permanent change.
Until now, he always spoke like he was visiting his brother. Just a temporary guest
that would go right back to the status quo of their life when the visit was over.

To hear him talk about getting away and leaving everything behind caused something
tangled in my chest to unknot.

“Well...” | thought about a good answer for a moment, and | could only come up
with one thing. “Hopefully, getting upset know means you feel safe enough to
express those emotions.”



Clay was silent, biting hislip as he got lost in thought.

“You are safe.”

His words were distracted, like he was only half paying attention to them. Some other
thought was bouncing around in his head. | could almost see the thoughts passing
behind his eyes, but | didn’t ask. Instead, | sat in silence, listening to the room’s old

analog clock ticking away each passing second.

The minute hand must have gone around several times before Clay finally spoke
again.

“Bell ringers.”

| had no idea what that meant, but didn’t ask, certain that he would explain.

He did, but it took him an obvious amount of effort to get the words out.

“That’s what they called themselves. The Bell ringers.”

“Y ou mean the people who kidnapped you?”’

“Yeah.”

He laughed, a sad, pathetic little sound that made me want to hug him again, but |
refrained.

“Every time a bell rings, an angel gets his wings.” His laughter trailed off and
something dark settled behind his eyes. “That’s what they said, but that wasn’t where
the name really came from. It s about how they found us.”



“How they found you? When you were kidnapped?’

Clay didn’'t look at me. He barely even seemed to remember | was there as he
revealed the truth he’ d been carrying around for almost a decade.

“They started back when door-to-door salesmen were a thing, but now they use any
excuse to get into someone's house. Handymen. Surveys. They’ll even pose as
Mormons or Jehovah's Witnesses for an excuse to knock on people’s doors. | think
their favorite is pretending to be surveying gas meters. That's how they scoped me
out. No one questions a person in a uniform with a clipboard, so they can come and
go asthey please and get al the info on their target.”

| tried not to react, but there must have been a strange expression on my face. When
I’d initially investigated the pedophile ring that kidnapped Clay, I'd never been able
to figure out how they found their victims. There seemed to be no crossover or
similarities between the victims, other than their physical appearance, and without
this crucial piece of info, the investigation had stalled.

I'd also never known they had been operating for so long. Based on Clay’'s
description, they’d probably been targeting kids for decades. Long enough for them
to give themselves atitle, asif they were alegitimate organization.

In their twisted minds, they probably were.

Breathing deeply and biting the inside of my cheek, | controlled my reaction so |
didn't startle Clay. He likely didn’t realize the importance of what he'd revealed. He
didn’t need that added stress on top of everything. Investigating criminals was my
responsibility and | would handle it.

Clay’ s eyes were drooping. Although he was trying to stay awake, after his emotional
outburst, he no longer had the energy to continue that fight and was quickly



succumbing to sleep.

After wishing him a good night, | stood to leave, already reaching into my pocket to
grab my phone so | could pass on the information I'd just learned.

Before | could make it even a foot from the bed, something tugged on my seeve. |
looked down to find Clay nervously glancing at me from the corner of his eye, like he
couldn’t bear to stare straight at me.

“Could you... could you stay?’

“Stay?’ | eyed the empty side of hisbed. “Isthat a good idea?’

“I just?—"

His expression suddenly smoothed out, like someone had ironed all the emotion out

of his skin leaving nothing but blank thoughtlessness behind. “Never mind. It's
stupid. You'll be more comfortable in your own bed.”

At the sight of that blank look on his face, all my doubts vanished. Without another
word, | turned off the room lights and slipped under the covers beside him. The bed
was big enough that we didn’t have to touch so long as we each kept to our side, so |
moved the pillow as close to the edge as | could without falling off.

At first, Clay didn't even acknowledge me, and | was content to be ignored the rest of
the night. However, after afew minutes, tentative fingers gripped onto my shirt.

“Thanks.”

That was al he said, though it was already more than | expected. There were plenty
of phone calls | would need to make in the morning. | should at least call Roland, as



he had worked the “Bell ringer” case with me and would be able to get started
investigating the new information immediately, and it would probably be a good idea
to tell Sebastian as well, since he was pursuing asimilar case.

For tonight, however, | was happy to play the role of guard dog.
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CHAPTER 12

Clay

Logan’s random selection of music had landed us on a selection of eighties music.
The morning of the sixth day of our trip was spent rocking out to songs from
Madonna, Guns N’ Roses, and Duran Duran . Logan never asked why | curated the
music before listening to it, but | could tell he knew the reason.

“Angel” was an unfortunately common word that popped up in many lyrics. Like
walking through a field laced with hidden landmines. If | didn't already know the
song, | could be enjoying myself one minute, then trip right into an explosion of
unwanted memories.

| used to love Christmas as a kid, but now the season put me into a constant state of
anxiety due to all the angel imagery.

Michael Jackson’'s song Beat It had just ended, with Logan and | singing along out of
turn, when we passed a sign that said, “Welcome to Maryland.” Since my breakdown
afew days ago, |I'd stopped paying attention to the miles passing by and just enjoyed
my time with Logan. It had been so long since | actually felt safe with someone that
nothing else seemed to matter. I’d nearly forgotten the reason we were driving to
Maryland in the first place.

There was only about two hundred miles between us and our destination.

Two hundred miles until | saw my brother again.



Panic surged hot in my gut, and | could taste the pancakes I'd had for breakfast
coming back up again.

“Pull over.”

| had no idea what my face looked like, but it must have been dramatic. Logan didn’t
even wait to find a rest stop, and just pulled immediately over to the side of the
freeway.

| stumbled out of the door before the car had even been put in park and ran to the side
of the road to throw up over the concrete barrier.

My throat burned with bile, and my eyes were watering so badly that the world
looked blurry around me. Through it al, Logan’s hand trailed over my back, soothing
my fevered skin even through my clothes.

“Sorry,” | croaked as | stood back up. By now, | wasn’t even surprised when Logan’s
only response was to hand me a tissue to wipe my mouth and a bottle of water.

We stood there for about fifteen minutes by the side of the road, waiting for me to
compose myself. Part of me wanted to immediately get back in the car and finish the
trip while another part of me wanted to run in the other direction away from this
whole crazy idea before | could get hurt again.

Because this was certainly going to hurt.

There was no way my brother would accept me back into his life. He might claim to
accept me and understand what 1'd been through, but that was easy to say from a
distance. The reality would be very different when | was standing in front of him and
| was no longer the same unbroken kid he remembered.



“What if he doesn’'t want me? | don’t have anywhere else to go. At least back in San
Francisco | had aroof over my head. Here, I’ll be broke and homeless.”

While we' d been waiting, Logan had grabbed a water bottle for himself as well. He
took a deep sip, giving my guestion proper consideration before answering.

“1 don’'t think you need to worry about that. From what I’ ve seen of Jason Dahler, he
seems like a reasonable man.” Just as | was about to argue, Logan cut me off.
“However, if it turns out I’'m wrong and you aren’'t able to stay here...” He shrugged.
“Then, I'll just have to take you somewhere else. It's a big world. There are plenty of
places you could go. Heck. I’ve even got a guest room, if you'd like. You've got
plenty of options.”

My whole body was numb as | listened to him, and the water bottle slipped from my
fingers. It made an unexpectedly loud sound when it hit the asphalt, but it managed to
land in just the right way that it remained upright. Some of the water splashed out, but
it remained, for the most part, unsullied by the dirt on the ground.

| stared at the bottle, fighting the urge to kick it over. “You' d do that? You'd really...
take me with you?”’

Logan bent down to pick the water bottle off the ground and screw the cap back on
before storing it with his own half-finished bottle in the back of the car.

“Of course. One way or another, I’'m going to see you safe and settled somewhere.
However, like |l said, | don’'t think it’' |l be a problem.”

He stretched his arms over his head, groaning when his spine popped after so many
days of driving. My gaze automatically tracked the rise of his shirt, which exposed an
inch of skin just above his pants. The skin under his clothes was a little paler than on
his arms and face, meaning some of his tanned complexion came from spending



plenty of timein the sun.

| wondered what he did in his off time, when he wasn't rescuing lost souls and
reuniting families.

Was Logan the kind of person who enjoyed extreme outdoor activities, or was he the
kind of person who kicked back on the beach and relaxed during his down time?

I’d probably never know, and that thought made me sad. Logan had a life to get back
to; alifefilled with people and activities | wasn't a part of.

It was time to get on with my own life.

We climbed back into the car, and finished the last two hundred miles listening to
various types of classica music that filled the silence without the risk of any
inflammatory lyrics.

The clock on the car’s radio showed it was just past nhoon when we pulled into my
brother’s neighborhood. It wasn't the same exact same area where I’d grown up, but
it was close enough that | could almost imagine | was traveling back in time. It
seemed like nothing had changed in the years I’ d been gone.

Jason’s house looked just like the images I'd seen on social media. Even the picket
fence surrounding the property was so white it looked like it had been photoshopped.

Was it better or worse that Jason’s life was just as picturesgque as it seemed from a
distance?

Despite recognizing the house, | didn’t immediately recognize my brother standing in
the driveway. Jason was smiling in all his social media pictures, but now he looked
stressed and worried, pacing back and forth from one end of the driveway to the



other.

He looked like a completely different person without a smile on his face, but oddly
enough, the fact gave me comfort.

In that condition, he looked more like me, and | could see the resemblance between
us.

The car came to a stop in the driveway, but before | could get out, Logan told me to
walit for a second. He got out first and went to speak with my brother. If | rolled down
the window, | probably could have heard what they were saying, but | didn’t want to
know.

After a minute, Jason backed up a few steps, keeping some distance from the car as
L ogan opened the door for me.

“All right. It's now or never.”

My hands shook as | held my bag to my chest, hyper-aware of how little the entirety
of my possessions weighed. Stepping out of Logan’s car took more effort than | cared
to admit. | nearly dlipped into the Midnight Zone when | heard the door close behind
me. My vision started fading around the edges, and for a moment, | could see myself
from above as | approached my brother, but | shoved the welcoming headspace away
and focused on what was happening. I’ d both hoped for and dreaded this moment for
years, and | was determined to experience it with a clear head, no matter the outcome.

“Clay?’ Jason said as | approached.
My name sounded like both a greeting and a question at the same time. It was no

wonder. In his eyes, | must look like a creature from a horror film. Like a shape-
shifting alien, or a Skinwalker trying to take his brother’ s place.



“Jason.” His name felt awkward on my lips, but | didn't know what else to say.
“Um... I'm back. | guess. Or... back doesn't really sound like the right word. I’'m
here? No. That'sworse.”

My inane rambling cut off when he grabbed my shoulders. His touch was light, |
could barely feel the weight of his hands, but the sudden physical contact still made
me flinch. Luckily, he didn’t notice, as he was too busy looking me up and down like
he was trying to see all of me at once.

After a moment of consideration, his gaze landed on my neck. The birthmark there
was still the same shape as when | was akid.

Most days, when | looked in the mirror, | didn't even recognize myself. Except for
my birthmark. That always looked familiar.

Jason seemed to take comfort in the mark as well, for once he noticed it, his whole
facelit up with joy.

“You're back.”

Before | could respond, he pulled me into a hug.

| froze.

For a moment, my fight or flight instincts kicked in and | nearly shoved him away.
That would have ruined everything, so thankfully, | was able to control it and stand
still for the remainder of the hug.

When Jason pulled away, there were tearsin his eyes and | could feel some dampness

on my shirt. Yet, he was also smiling and he wiped the tears away with a bubbling
little laugh.



“Sorry. I'm making a mess of you. Here. Come inside. We can sit down and talk
where it's more comfortable.”

He held out a hand toward the front door of the house in an inviting gesture, but |
looked back toward Logan.

He wasn't going to leave yet, was he?

Technically, his job was done. He'd brought me to my brother safe and sound. He
was free to return to his life, back on the other side of the country.

Logan must have read the distress on my face, for he stepped up to accept my
brother’ sinvitation for me.

“Yeah. We should go inside. No reason to have this kind of conversation out on the
Street.”

Inside, Jason’s house was just as perfectly laid out as the outside, right down to the
tasteful artwork on the walls and the glass vase sitting on its own display table and

holding a purple orchid that was so flawless | thought it was fake at first.

| scowled at the flower. From what I’d heard about orchids, they were very difficult
to maintain, and this one stood at least two feet tall with many colorful blooms,

How much time and effort went into caring for this single plant?

It was living better than a lot of people I knew, including myself. The imbalance
didn’t seem fair.

“Hello.”



| jJumped at the sound of the unexpected voice, and barely avoided knocking over the
vase.

Off to the side, another person stood in the living room, obviously waiting for us. The
man’s face was familiar, but it took me a moment to recognize him.

Jason approached the other man with a wide smile and open arms. “Clay. Let me
introduce you to my partner, Patrick.”

Patrick was a sturdy looking individual, with soft eyes and an endearingly crooked
smile. He accepted a brief one-armed hug from Jason, the kind of familiar show of
intimacy only exchanged by couples. Then, he approached me with a smile on his
face and his hand outstretched. “Clay. It’s great to finally meet you. Jason hastold me
so much about you. I’'m glad you're finally here.”

“Right.” | accepted his handshake, but my own hand was limp with shock and
probably felt like a dead fish in comparison to his firm, confident grip. “Sorry. |
forgot.”

“Forgot?’ Jason asked as he stepped up to Patrick’s side.

“That you're married. | forgot you're married. Congratulations. Sorry, I’'m three years
too late to congratulate you.”

An expression fell over Jason’s face that | couldn’t read. His eyebrows were pinched
together in away that implied unhappy thoughts, but he didn’t exactly look upset.

Had | said something wrong?

Did my comment about congratulating him remind him of how much time had
passed?



Surely, they didn’t think I'd have a problem with their relationship. Even if | wasn't
also gay myself, I'd have no cause to complain about a relationship that made my
brother happy.

“You... know when we got married?’ Jason asked.

“Oh, um, yeah.” | shrugged. “I’ve looked you up online before, so I’ ve kept track of
the important things.”

“Important things? But you didn’t...” Whatever Jason was going to say, he stopped
himself and shook his head before his expression abruptly shifted. “Come on. Sit
down. Tell us about your drive here.”

When Jason sat down, a small dog jumped onto his lap, happily wagging its tail. It
was a white, moppet-like thing. Probably a purebred, but | didn’t know enough about
dogs to recognize which one. It didn’t even seem to notice me, so focused on getting
attention from its owner.

Jason’s hand automatically stroked over the dog's back as he spoke. “We' ve aready
got the guest room made up. You can move your stuff in there immediately. Is the
rest of it in the car?’

| glanced down at the single bag sitting by my feet. “No. Thisisit.”

“Ah.” Jason’s expression shuttered for a moment, his smile nearly dlipping off before
latching on more firmly again. “ That certainly makes moving easier. Did you have a
hard time getting here?’

Did I?

My first instinct was to say no. Logan had done al the work driving, and even paid



for everything. All |1 had to do was it in the passenger seat and pick out music to
listen to.

However, | also couldn’'t say it had been easy. I'd had more breakdowns in the last
few daysthan in the last several years.

When the silence lasted too long and | still hadn’t said anything, Logan took over and
answered Jason’ s question for me. He gave a genera explanation of our trip, focusing
on mundane things like the different scenery we'd passed, and having to pull over
when we got caught in the storm. Not once did he mention any of my tantrums, or the
numerous times I'd broken down crying, or throwing up on the side of the road.
Based on Logan's description, it almost sounded like we were on a vacation
exploring the countryside.

This was how conversations were supposed to be. Small talk was meant to fill the
silence between people and put everyone at ease. It seemed to take Logan no effort at
al, asif he already knew exactly what to say and what not to say.

When had | lost the ability to carry on a conversation?

How was | supposed to live here if | couldn’'t even talk to my own brother without
being frozen with indecision?

The conversation around me died and the silence alerted me to the fact that something

was wrong. Snapping out of my thoughts, | noticed everyone looking a me with
concern.

Even the damned dog had stopped wagging its tail to stare at me with its big dark
eyes.

Logan’s hand gripped my shoulder. “Clay? What' s wrong?’



That was when | felt the moisture dripping down my cheeks. Somewhere during the
conversation I’ d begun to cry silently without even noticing.

Something in my chest clicked, like alock falling open, and | started openly sobbing
and blabbering al at once. Every thought I'd had since arriving al tumbled out of my
mouth at once. The confusing mix of hope and fear that had been plaguing me since
the start of the journey here was difficult to explain, and probably didn’t make much
sense. Especially since | was trying to talk with my face buried in my hands to hide
my tears.

Y et, no one tried to stop me or told me to be quiet.

Several minutes passed before | calmed down enough to look up and wipe the tears
out of my eyes. | found Logan sitting beside me, as I'd come to expect, but | was
more surprised to find my brother also kneeling on the floor in front of me. His hand
rested on the couch cushion next to my leg, like he’'d tried to reach out but hadn’t
wanted to touch me.

“Sorry,” | muttered as | used the sleeve of my shirt to scrub the moisture off my face.
“1 didn’t mean to ruin the mood like that. Just ignore me. I'm amess.”

The bruise around my eye had faded but had not completely disappeared. It had
stopped throbbing after about two days, and | could almost forget about it so long as |
didn’t look in amirror. However, my furious scrubbing at my face reminded me that
the old wound was still there. | flinched when | pressed too hard near my eye, but
kept going, desperate to erase the evidence of my most recent outburst.

A hand on my wrist stopped my movements. Jason was careful as he pulled my hands
away from my face, not gripping me too hard so | could pull away if | wanted to.

“Please don't apologize. You didn’'t ruin anything. | expected today to be emotional.



In fact, I’d be more worried if you didn’'t cry.”

“But—" | couldn’t decide whether to push his hands away or hold onto him, so |
ended up just making a strange pointless gesture like | was trying to grasp something
that didn't exist. “You seemed so excited about me coming here. | don't want to
make you upset. This should be a happy moment, right?’

“This moment shouldn’t even exist.”

| pulled back at the unexpected rejection, but aimost as soon as he spoke Jason
seemed to realize how his words sounded and rushed to correct himself.

“No, wait. | don't mean you shouldn’t be here. | mean, we shouldn’t need to be
reunited at all. You shouldn't have been missing in the first place. But we can’t
change the past, and you're here now. That's all that matters. Happy. Sad. Angry. |
don’t care aslong asyou're here.”

Jason had always been taller than me, even when we were kids. | couldn’t remember
a moment when | wasn’t looking up to him. Yet, with him kneeling on the floor, |
was the taller of the two of us for once. That made it much easier when | leaned
forward and pulled him into a hug.

As soon as | crossed that physical boundary, Jason’s arms wrapped around me so
tightly my ribs ached. It was technically our second hug, but with both of us
participating, it put our first hug to shame.

We didn’t cry. Enough tears had already been shed today. | couldn’t even describe
the emotions swirling through me as | held my brother for the first time in years.

They weren't all happy emotions, but they weren’t all negative ones, either.

Logan’s hand on my shoulder caught my attention, and | looked over at him without



breaking the hug.

He silently mouthed a question toward me, asking me if | was okay.

| thought for a moment, then gave a small nod.

| wasn't great, but | was okay. My brother accepted me, and seemed to have even
made a place for mein his home.

That was enough for now.
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CHAPTER 13

Clay

The sun had already set an hour ago as | walked the calm suburban streets that were
becoming increasingly familiar. In the two weeks since I’ d arrived at my brother’s, an
evening walk had become my regular routine. | told myself it was in order to get to
know the neighborhood around Jason’ s house, but that was alie.

It was my only excuse to get out of the house.

I’d been living with my brother and his husband for two weeks. Logan had left the
same day he dropped me off, after making sure | would be okay, and I’ d been settling
in ever since. It felt like a year had passed since then, but also the blink of an eye at
the same time. Each day seemed to drag on, yet when | looked back, | couldn’t
believe so many had already passed.

| had been found, but | also felt more lost than ever. When | lived in San Francisco,
every day had the exact same purpose. Make enough money to keep living until
tomorrow. Now, without that constant motivator hanging over my head, | had no idea
what to do.

The lap | took around the neighborhood lasted for about half an hour, depending on
which path | chose that night. Turning onto Jason’s street, | could see his house in the
distance, lit up from the inside with warm, happy light like a beacon summoning me
back.



Jason didn’t rush me to do anything. He didn’t even ask me to pay rent. After getting
me set up in the guest room, it had quickly been dubbed “my” room asif | owned it,
and that had been that.

He didn’t push, but he also didn’t leave me alone.
He ran a successful construction company, so he was a busy man, but whenever he
was home, | could hear him pacing back and forth outsde my door every few

minutes, like he kept forgetting | was there and needed to double check.

| appreciated it, especialy on late nights when | woke up from a nightmare and the
sound of hisfootsteps reminded me where | was.

The front porch was sturdy under my feet as | climbed up to the door of Jason's
house. There wasn't a single creaky board or |oose stone to trip me up.

Had Jason built it himself?

Probably.

The foundation was sturdy, and if it was an example of his company’s typical work, it
was no wonder he was doing so well.

It still felt strange to open the front door with my own key. It had been given to me on
my second day there, with a promise that | could come and go as | pleased. So far,
Jason had lived up to that promise, but it didn’t really matter.

Where would | even go?

Kent Isand may have been my hometown at one point, but it was a stranger to me
now. Just like with Jason, we hadn't grown together, and had to rebuild our



familiarity from scratch.

Once inside the house, | crept quietly toward my room, but was stopped by the sound
of voicesin the kitchen.

Jason and Patrick were there, speaking together in hushed tones as they cleaned up
the dishes from dinner. | would have left them alone to their domesticity, but the
sound of my own name caught my attention.

“We need to do something with him,” Patrick said, his voice barely audible over the
clinking of plates and the rush of running water.

“Do what? He just got here. He needs time to get used to things.”

“He needs time, sure, but he'll never get used to things if he just sits up in his room
all day. Some days, | don't think he even wakes up. That’s not healthy.”

| stepped back behind the shadow of the doorway to ensure they wouldn’'t see me,
even if they looked in my direction. That meant | couldn’t see what they were doing,
but the clinking of plates suddenly stopped.

“Healthy?’ Jason’ s voice sounded strangled when he spoke, as if someone had a hand
around his throat. “None of thisis healthy. There's nothing healthy about a bunch of
adults kidnapping a child so they can... so they can...”

His voice grew weaker and weaker until it failed all together. Then the sound of the
running water turned off as well and the kitchen was mostly silent.

“1 know.” Patrick’s voice was incredibly soft, and nearly brought tears to my eyes
just from the sound. “It’s a lot, and this has al happened so suddenly. You' ve been
looking for him for years, and suddenly he's here. It’'s going to be an adjustment, but



that doesn’t mean we can just let him sit up there all aone every day. Even if he
doesn’t want to, he needs to start doing something.”

| clenched my hands at my sides as | was overcome with the instinct to barge into that
kitchen and give Patrick a piece of my mind.

Who the hell was he to tell me what | could or couldn’t do?

Even clients that paid for my time never dared to try and dictate what | could do
when | was alone.

As soon as it came over me, the anger fled, and a sad emptiness was left in its place.
Even such a small flare of emotion drained me, and | immediately wanted to go back

to sleep.

Turning away from the kitchen, | headed for my room, but | stopped when my gaze
|anded on the bookcase near the bottom of the stairs.

Maybe | should grab a few books to take with me. Reading would at least give me
something to do, as Jason and Patrick apparently wanted.

Admittedly, | had been sleeping a lot. Either that or sitting up in my room staring out
the window at the passing cars and pedestrians walking their dogs. Reading could be
agood change of pace.

Most of the books on the shelf were either hefty detective novels, or non-fiction.
Neither of which really appealed to me.

Back in San Francisco, | had a library card, but because of my living conditions, |
could never risk bringing any books home. I’d only been able to read at the library,
whenever my schedule allowed enough free time. Thiswasn’'t very often, but the few



times I'd found a free afternoon to sit and read, I'd been disheartened by the
experience.

Reading a full novel was a lot harder than | expected. It was incredibly difficult for
me to concentrate on a book for more than ten or fifteen minutes at a time before |
started to feel drained. Because of that, | hadn't visited the library as often as |
probably should have, and when | did, | usually stuck to short stories, or books with
plenty of pictures to enhance the story.

| didn't want to admit it, but 1I'd lost a lot of my reading ability over the years. I'd
never even graduated middle school, and my captors hadn’t been concerned with
keeping up my education. While | hadn’t been illiterate before | was kidnapped, I'd
lost much of the skill dueto alack of practice.

It was just one more thing that had been taken from me, and | hadn’t even realized I'd
lost it until it was gone.

What else had | lost without knowing it?
As | scanned the bookshelf, | eventually managed to find a title that looked mildly

interesting. It seemed to be something about pirates, though | couldn’t tell if it was
meant to be afictional story or a historical account.

Still, pirates had to be interesting, so | grabbed the book off the shelf.
Unfortunately, | hadn’t realized that the angle it was sitting at had been propping up
several other books. When | removed it, most of the books on the shelf tumbled off

and crashed to the floor.

The noise in the kitchen went silent, and amost immediately, | heard the sound of
footsteps coming closer. Closing my eyes, | braced myself for the inevitable barrage



of questions.

“What?’ Jason said when he saw the mess around me. “Clay? What happened?’

| knelt down to pick up the books. “ Sorry. It was an accident. | was just... looking for
something to read.”

Jason waved Patrick back to the kitchen, then started helping me with the books.
“Actually,” he began to say once we were alone. “There's something | wanted to talk
to you about.”

“1 know,” | quickly cut him off as | stacked the books back into place. “Y ou want me
to start doing more things.”

One of the books dlipped out of Jason’'s hands, but he grabbed it aimost before it
could hit the floor. “Well, sort of. Patrick and | have been talking, and we think it
would be good if you started therapy.”

I’d just placed the last of the books I'd picked up back on the shelf, but | nearly
knocked them all to the floor again when | spun around to face him. “What? Why?
I’'m fine.”

Jason didn’t face me directly, and instead, occupied himself by sorting the books on
the shelf back into some sort of order that didn’t make any obvious sense.

“No, you're not. Of course you're not. No one would expect you to be fine after...
everything.”

The only book that didn’t make it back onto the shelf was the one I’d initially pulled
out. Itsweight sat in my hand, pages fanning the air as | gestured with it to emphasize
my words. “Oh, and you know how |I’'m feeling better than | do? | said I’m fine. That



means |I'm fine.”

“Okay.” Jason backed up a step, hands held out in front of him. “You're fine. But it
would also be okay if you weren’t fine. | just think that therapy would be a good idea.
Y ou’ ve been through a lot, and therapy can help you process al of it.”

The book in my hand was worn around the edges and had obviously been read many
times. | tapped the cracked spine against my leg as | ground my teeth against the
sudden surge of hot emotion that bubbled up my throat.

“All what?’

“1...” Jason’s eyes flickered back and forth, searching my eyes for an answer he
couldn’t find. “I don’t understand.”

My hand that wasn’t holding the book curled into a fist at my side. “All what? You
keep talking about the things I’ ve been through , and everything I’ ve experienced ,
but you' ve never actually said it out loud.”

Jason backed up another step, but | followed him.

“1-1 don’'t—" he stuttered, looking everywhere but directly at me.

“What? Can't say it. Fine. I'll say it for you. | was taken. Imprisoned. Raped and
tortured. Everyday. For years. And when | finally got free, | chose to go back to
doing the exact same thing because that’s all | know how to do.”

| gripped the book in my hand so hard | could feel the pages bending.

“There. That wasn't so hard to say, was it? Or are you afraid that saying out loud is
going to taint your perfect little home.”



| had just enough sense not to throw the book directly at him, and instead, hurled it
off to the side. My teeth ached from how hard | clenched my jaw, and my whole body
shook as | stared into Jason’s eyes, watching his emotions fighting each other.

The sound of something breaking was like a slap to the face.

My fury disappeared, evaporating out of existence like a single drop of water landing
on the surface of the sun. | practicaly stopped breathing as | turned to see the book
I’d just thrown sitting on the floor, surrounded by a puddle of water and the broken

pieces of aglass vase.

Lying on top of it all, like a rose placed on the lid of a coffin, was a single broken
orchid stem with its petal s scattered across the floor.

| stumbled toward the mess, grasping for the pieces of the broken vase as if | could
put it back together.

“I"'m sorry. I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to.”

My hands were shaking so bad, | could barely hold the delicate pieces without
dropping them. The vase had once been perfectly clear, but each piece that dlipped
back to the ground looked a little redder, like it was stained just from my touch.
“Don’t touch that!”

Jason grabbed both my wristsin arough grip and yanked me away from the vase.

| forgot where | was.

| forgot who | was with.



In that moment, as Jason’s fingers wrapped around my wrists, al | could see were
other hands grabbing me.

Other faces leering at me.

So many unspeakabl e pains assaulted me at once and | screamed.

“No!”

As soon as it had come, the memory faded, and | was left standing in the middle of a
suburban living room, with Jason lying on the floor where he'd fallen after | shoved
him.

| ran.

My feet pounded against the stairs as | fled to my room and locked the door behind
me. Then the strength left my legs and | collapsed to the floor with my back pressed
against the door. | panted for breath, yet | couldn’t seem to get any air. My fingers
stung when | clawed at my throat, and | left red streaks of blood against my own skin.
I’d cut myself when I'd foolishly tried to pick up broken glass with my bare hands.
Jason had only been trying to protect me, and I'd treated him like he was a monster
trying to attack me.

Two weeks.

That’s all it took for meto fuck it al up.

| was ruining Jason’s perfect home. Soon enough, he was going to decide | wasn't
worth the trouble and kick me out, assuming he wasn't already packing my bags.



| wrapped my arms around my knees and focused on my breathing. My heart beat a
rapid pulse in my ears, drowning out the rest of the world around me. | didn’t want to
think. | didn’t want to feel. | wanted to just stop existing for awhile.

Slipping into the Midnight Zone was as easy as breathing at that point. | hovered in
the air, looking down at the sad figure of Clay Dahler huddied below me. He created
such a pathetic sight, hiding in a bedroom that wasn’t really his. | couldn’t stand to
look at him for long.

So, | left. | rose higher and higher in the air until | was floating among the clouds and
the city below me was just a glittering pattern of lights. It was a full moon that night,
and | entertained myself dancing between moonbeams as | let the world keep turning
without me.

Vibration along my skin dragged me back into my body. | was still in the exact same
position, huddled in a ball on the floor, but now someone was knocking on the door
behind me. The room was dark, giving no indication of the time. | was pretty sure it
was the same day, but other than that, time was meaningless.

“Clay?’ Jason spoke from the other side of the door.

| tried to respond, but my throat was constricted, and | couldn’t make more than a
strange croaking sound.

That seemed to be enough for Jason, however, because he kept talking as if I'd
answered him properly.

“I"'m sorry. | shouldn’t have grabbed you like that. | just didn’t want you to get hurt.
And... you'reright. | have been avoiding talking about... about how those monsters
hurt you. | just didn’t know what to say.”



He sighed, and there was a thump against the door that sounded suspiciously like a
human skull hitting wood.

“I’'m fucking this up, and | feel like no matter what | do I’'m just going to make it
worse. S0... here”

Something dlipped under the door, and | picked it up to find it was Jason’s phone.
The screen showed avideo call already in progress, and Logan’s face stared up at me.

“You don't trust me,” Jason explained. “I had hoped... well, that doesn’t matter. |
noticed that you did seem to trust L ogan, so maybe he can help where | can't.”

The sound of footsteps leading away from the door followed his words, and | realized
he' d left.

Part of me felt extremely guilty for making my brother worry so much, but | was also
so relieved to see Logan that | couldn’t concentrate on anything else. I’d missed him
alot more than | realized, and my fingers shook as | unmuted the video call.

“Hey, Clay,” Logan’s voice greeted me through the phone. “How’ re you doing?”’

All at once, | explained everything that happened that evening in one long ramble. |
barely stopped to take a breath as the words poured out of me. | even tried to describe
the flashback memory I’d experienced when Jason grabbed me. My description
probably didn’t make much sense, but | trusted that Logan would understand anyway.
“Flashbacks like that are common,” he assured me when | was done.

“But, why? I’m safe now. Those memories shouldn’t matter anymore.”

“It’'s because you're safe that your mind is trying to process those memories. Y our



brother isright. Therapy would help.”

“I"m not crazy.”

Logan quickly cut me off. “I"'m not saying you’'re crazy. That’'s not what therapy is
about. I’'m not even saying you have to do it. That’s your decision in the end. But I'm
going to send over alist of resources that might help you, and I’d like you to at least

consider them. All right?’

| scowled, but | didn’t have the energy to keep protesting. “Fine. I’'m sick of talking
about this now. Talk about something else.”

He thought for a moment, and even through the small screen, | could see the way his
cheeks dimpled when he pursed his lips. For most people, dimples were attached to
smiles, but Logan smiled so much that his dimples only appeared when he was deep
in thought.

“1 recently started listening to Tibetan flute music.”

| snorted. “Tibetan flute music? Realy?’

“Hey, don’t knock it. It’ s pretty good.”

We spent severa hours talking about different things, from music, to movies, and
even the books I'd tried reading. In all that time, we never came back to the topic of

my most recent panic attack or the suggestion of therapy.

Y et, when | finally ended the call, | found myself seriously considering it with a more
open mind.

Maybe therapy wasn’t such a bad idea.
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CHAPTER 14
L ogan

My second trip to San Francisco felt significantly shorter than the first time, despite it
being the same number of miles. Less than a day after | crossed the border into the
city for a second time, | found myself sitting in a random, rundown diner with a
familiar young man sitting beside me.

I’d only met Jordy once for a few minutes, and I'd feared he would be hard to find
again. Yet, like the pull of an invisible compass arrow, my steps drew me right to the
same abandoned archway where I'd met him the first time. He was there, till
huddled against the wall, asif he'd been waiting for me all that time.

Steam rose from the bowl cupped in Jordy’ s hands, which hovered like a cloud before
his face.

“Doorbell cameras.”

The spoon I'd been idly stirring around my coffee cup clinked heavily against the
side, echoing in the mostly empty dinner.

“What?’
Jordy didn’t look at me and stared vacantly into the steam. “You said Clay told you

about how the Bell ringers operate. Well, he doesn’t know this, about a year after
they let him go, they started using a new tactic. You know those home security



systems with doorbell cameras? I’ m not sure how, but they’ ve managed to get access
to some of the systems that support those cameras. They used to find victims by
ringing doorbells, but now they’re in the doorbells.”

This information should have surprised me, but it didn’t. These “Bell ringers’ already
snatched children right out of their homes. To them, using the very systems that were
supposed to keep kids safe as a way to prey on them was probably just a matter of
efficiency.

“Are the security companies involved, or are they unaware that someone is tapping
into their systems?’

Jordy shrugged and took ancther sip of his soup, drinking straight from the bowl! and
not even bothering to use the spoon provided. “1 don’t know. Could be some of both.
| don't really know how those things work. | don’t even have a smartphone that can
download apps. Just a cheap flip-phone for calls and texts. You'll have to ask
someone who knows more about these things.”

At the mention of smartphone, | was reminded to pull out my own phone and start
making notes about this new information.

“Doorbell cameras. | hadn’t thought to look at something like that. We've been
checking into other door-to-door services, and we've managed to find a few new
cases of missing kids that we think are related. This new angle should help a lot.
Thanks.”

With afew decisive nods, like he was psyching himself up, Jordy finished off the last
of his soup then jumped up from the stool he was sitting on.

“All right. Let’s do this before | lose my nerve.”



After paying, | led him out of the diner to the building across the street. It was a
facility that specialized in recovery for trafficking victims. Not every city, or even
every state, was lucky enough to have these kinds of places, so | was glad to find one
so close to home for Jordy.

“I’ve called ahead,” | assured him as we hesitated in front of the doors. “ They know
to expect you. And you have my number. If there’s anything wrong, you aren’'t
comfortable here or you don’t think they can help you, then just call me. Any time.”

Jordy’ s blue eyes were wide as he stared up at the sign. Whatever thought or memory
that was playing in his mind utterly consumed him, and | wasn’t even sureif he could
see the building standing in front of him.

One of his hands drifted over to clutch hisinner forearm.

“You know... I'm lucky. A lot of the other kids never made it out, and those that did
were so hooked on hard drugs that they didn’t survive for long. The fact that I'm
here, and I’'m mostly clean... | have Clay to thank for that.”

The moment Clay’ s name was mentioned, | was hanging on Jordy’s every word. Not
wanting to seem too eager, | tried to keep my tone casual as | asked him what he
meant, but on theinside, | was vibrating with the need for him to keep speaking.

| may as well have not bothered. He barely noticed me, he was so lost in his own
thoughts. “Clay was smart. He never fought them or gave them an excuse to drug
him. Even the ones that hurt us and wanted us to fight. He only gave them what they
wanted, and nothing more. Kids who fought too much were drugged, or worse, they
disappeared. Clay knew how to make them feel like they were the ones in control. It
was why they let him go in the end. He wasn't athreat to them. | copied his example,
acted exactly ashe did, and | was able to escape, t0o.”



The light returned to his eyes and he focused on me again.

“You're still in contact with Clay, right? I's he doing okay with his brother?”

| thought back to the brothers’' tearful first meeting, along with every phone and video
call I'd exchanged with Clay since then. Nearly a month had passed since I'd taken
Clay to Maryland. Things had been rocky between the brothers at first, but their
relationship seemed to be improving.

“It hasn’t been an easy adjustment for him, but he’s moving in the right direction and
taking the timeto heal.”

“That’s good.” Jordy nodded one last time. “Keep taking care of him. | owe him alot,
even if he doesn't realizeit.”

That was a promise | didn't even need to make, but | did. Jordy looked more
comforted by my promise to help Clay than by my promise to help him. As | led
Jordy inside the building, | wondered how deeply his decision to follow Clay’s
example really ran.

If my suspicions were correct, more than one life depended on Clay’ s success.
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CHAPTER 15
L ogan

It was nearly midnight when | finally stepped through the door of my own apartment
and collapsed on my bed.

After dropping Clay off in Maryland a month ago, I'd returned to Baton Rouge to
immediately pull the newly named “Bell ringer” case back off the shelf. Roland was
assisting in the case, and Sebastian and Damien lent a hand whenever they could, but
overal, it had been one long night after another.

Add in my little impromptu trip back to San Francisco to find Jordy and repay him
for helping me, and | hadn’t seen the inside of my own apartment very much since |
left Clay behind.

No.

| didn’t leave him behind.

| returned him to his brother, his family, where he belonged.

I’d repeated this mantra to myself so many times over the last month that it almost
felt true, but | still couldn’'t shake the lingering sense of guilt whispering in my ear

that | had abandoned him.

Asif the very universe were laughing at me, my phone rang with afamiliar ringtone.



Clay was calling me.

Nothing could have stopped my finger from hitting the “answer” button.

A video call popped up on the screen. He hated talking on the phone without being
able to see who he was talking to, so Clay amost exclusively used video calls. In the
split second before the video opened, | sat up in a more presentable posture so my
exhaustion wouldn’t be so evident.

“Clay,” | greeted with a cheerful voice that only felt a little forced. “What’'s up?
How're things going?’

“All right,” Clay said with a distracted tone. Even looking at him on such a small
screen, | could see him fidgeting. Based on the background behind him, it looked like
he was in his bedroom, sitting near the window. The hand not holding the phone kept
opening and closing the blinds. The orange glow from the streetlight outside would
illuminate the room just long enough for me to see al of Clay’s face, then it would
disappear and cast the image on the screen back into the gray haze of twilight.

| wanted Clay to elaborate, or even explain why he'd called, but he didn't say
anything more as he continued to play with the blinds.

“Have you gotten your results back from the doctor, yet?’ | asked. It was one of the
more pertinent questions that had been hanging on my mind. He hadn’t been to a
proper doctor since he was kidnapped. Even without any other factors, that alone was
enough for him to need a doctor’s checkup. Plus, there was no telling what he might
have been exposed to in the years since then.

Clay sighed and his shoulders slumped back into a more natural posture, like he was
relieved that I’ d started the conversation for him.



“I’'m fine. Nothing to worry about. The one thing my captors did teach me was how
to look after my health. Farmers don’t want their cattle getting sick, after all.”

He laughed, but | just scowled at him.

“Clay.”

He immediately waved me off. “Yeah. Yeah. Self-depreciation and deflecting with
humor aren’t healthy communication. | know.”

He was clearly quoting something that he had heard many times before, and although
he looked annoyed, | couldn’t help but smile.

“1t sounds like you’ ve had your first therapy appointment. How’d it go?’

Clay shrugged and went back to playing with the blinds. “First two appointments,
actually. I'll be going three times aweek for awhile, until I’'m more stable.”

Herolled his eyes so hard on the word ‘stable’ that | was surprised he didn’t fall right
out the open window.

“S0? Was it as bad as you feared?’

| meant for the joke to lighten the mood and maybe finally bring a smile to his face.
However, Clay’s fidgeting grew even more manic, and he looked away from the
screen.

“Logan. Have you ever attended therapy before?’

“A couple of times.”



My easy answer seemed to surprise him, and he looked back at the screen like I’d just
illuminated the light at the end of along, dark tunnel.

“When? What was it like?’

Since this was gearing up to be along conversation, I moved over to the comfortable
armchair near my bed and propped the phone up against a couple of books. “The first
time was right after |1 got out of the Air Force. I'd seen other people | served with
struggle to make the adjustment back to civilian life, and I didn’t want to follow in
their footsteps. The second time...” | hesitated.

Would my answer hit too close to home and upset Clay, or would it bring him
comfort?

Either was a possibility.

Deciding to take therisk, | answered honestly.

“The second time was after some undercover work | did afew years ago. Working for
the bad guys, even if it was just pretend, messed with my head for a while. Why do
you ask?’

Clay must have propped his own phone up on something, because | could now see
both of his hands in the frame of the screen, twisting around each other like he meant
to tie hisfingersinto knots.

“Wasit... | mean... How did it make you feel ?’

| grimaced, and my exaggerated expression managed to earn a small chuckle from

Clay. “It wasn’t fun. Kinda feels like dissecting your own brain, and you often don’t
like what you find, but overal, it helped in the end. Why? How does it make you



feel?’

That must have been what was weighing on Clay. The moment | asked the question,
he immediately stopped fidgeting and fell deathly still instead.

“lI don't likeit,” he said in a small voice, amost whispering. “It makes me fedl...” He
shook his head, and his shoulders slumped until he looked even smaller on the screen.
“1 don’t want to go back. It isn’t going to help.”

Running my hand though my hair, | took a moment to choose my words carefully.
“Therapy isn't an immediate cure. It takes time. The mind is tricky. Isn't like a
broken leg that you can heal just by slapping a cast on it. You're going to have to dig
up a lot of painful things in order to figure out how to heal them, and that can feel
really bad at first. But | promise, it will be worth it in the end.”

My hopes of reassuring him were dashed as | watched him curl up on the window
seat until his arms were wrapped around his knees. It was exactly the same position
I’d found him in when | barged into his apartment in San Francisco.

“l told Jason | didn't want to go back, and we fought about it. He said the same
thing.”

Not for the first time, | hated the miles between Maryland and Louisiana. | wanted
nothing more than to reach out to him, but the distance made that impossible. If he
were even a single state over, | probably would have gotten in my car and driven to
him that night. However, seven states were a much harder obstacle to overcome.

“Look...” | sighed again. “Neither Jason nor | can make you do something you don’t
want to do. But?>—"

There wasn’t even time for me to try and make an argument before he cut me off.



“l do want to do it. | want to get better. | want to finally feel okay in my own head,
and | don't mind if the process is difficult or painful. | just don't want to have to
relive the details over and over. I've aready lived through it all, once. | can't do it

again.”

“Wait a minute...” | instinctively held up my hand to cut off his rambling, even
though | couldn’t actually reach him from so far away. “You’ve only been to two
appointments, right? What kind of details would you be getting into already?’

“Everything,” Clay practically exploded. “This guy, Doctor... whatever his name is.
He wants to know details about everything. Like... okay, so, we were talking about
when | was kidnapped. And | thought that made sense because that’s where it all
started. But then we got into the first time | was made to... you know, do anything.
And this doctor guy kept asking about what they made me do and how they made me
do it. When | tried to just give a vague answer, he insisted that | had to describe
thingsin detail. He said I’d never heal if | didn’t face the reality of what happened to
me, but | have faced it. | faced it every day, for years. Why do | have to relive these
things again? This doesn’t feel likeit’s helping me. It feelslike...”

The energy of his sudden outburst drained away like someone had pulled a plug
inside him and emptied him out. | half expected to see him deflate like a balloon as he
wrapped his arms around his knees again.

“1t feelslike I’m catering to another client, only thistime I’ m the one paying.”
On the surface, Clay’s description of his therapy sessions sounded inappropriate. The
protective side of me was tempted to storm back off to the other side of the country

and demand that therapist have his license revoked.

However, Clay wasn't the first victim of sexual violence that I'd dealt with. I’d seen
firsthand how people dealing with his kind of trauma could misinterpret innocent



situations and twist them into threats. As much as | wanted to just believe him, |
couldn’t trust his mental state enough to take his description at face value.

That didn't mean | was going to disregard his concerns. Whether the therapist was
actually being inappropriate or not, there was something we needed to do either way.

“1 think you need to change to a different therapist, Clay. Maybe this therapist has
honest intentions. Maybe he doesn’t. | promise, I'll ook into it. However, | do know
that therapy works a lot better if you're comfortable with the therapist, which you
clearly aren’t. So, how about this... I'll call your brother, and we'll see about getting
you moved to a different therapist. | don’'t know the therapists in your area, but | can
probably call around and get some recommendations. If we do manage to find a
therapist that you' re comfortable with, will you promise to give it another try and
stick with it for awhile?’

Clay agreed, but the mood of the conversation had definitely soured. Not wanting to
leave on such a negative note, | asked him to tell me about something fun that he'd
done recently.

At first, he looked hesitant, but then his gaze landed on something just off screen, and
his eyeslit up.

“Oh, yeah.” He grabbed several books and held them up in front of the camera. “So,
Jason and Patrick have a bunch of books in the house, but Patrick noticed | wasn’t
enjoying them, so he took me to the bookstore to pick out some for myself. | wasn't
sure what to think of him at first, but he's a pretty nice guy. Like an actually nice guy,
you know. Not one of those self-proclaimed Nice Guys.”

| nodded along, happy that Clay had found something to enjoy, but then | read the
titles of the books he was showing me.



Goosebumps .

Anamorphs.

A Wrinklein Time.

They were all books I’d read in middle school, and while there was nothing wrong
with adults enjoying books meant for a younger audience, the fact that Clay had
exclusively picked out those titles worried me.

Clay must have noticed my expression, because he pulled the books back to his chest
and laughed nervoudly. “Yeah. | haven't attended school since | was thirteen and
didn’'t really have the chance to keep up with my education. Turns out, I'm a bit
behind when it comesto reading skills. Patrick had me take some sort of online test to
figure out where I’m at, and he said that these books would be better for me. He also
said that | just need practice, and even mentioned that | could get a tutor if | wanted,
and maybe take the GED someday.”

| wanted to kick myself.

How had | not considered the greater impact that being kidnapped at the age of
fourteen would have on hislife?

Of course he was reading kid's books. He'd missed the opportunity to read them as
an actual kid. In a way, it was like his entire life had been put on pause almost a
decade ago, and now he was trying to pick it back up from where he left off.

My silence lasted too long as | struggled through my self-criticizing thoughts and
Clay began to grow visibly uncomfortable. He laughed again, rubbing at the back of
his head as blue eyes peeked at me from under his bangs.



“Is, um... is Patrick right? Do | just need to practice? These books are a lot easier to
read than the adult books, but I’d like to read adult books too someday.”

Snapping out of my own thoughts, | scoffed and waved a dismissive hand. “Psh. A lot
of adult books are boring. Don’'t get too hung up on them. Y ou should read what you
like.”

My reaction was a little too over the top to be natural, but Clay seemed to appreciate
it, nonetheless.

Casting my memories back to my middle school days, | recalled the few Goosebumps
books that | had read and told Clay about my favorites. One of them turned out to be
the same that he bought, and he ended up reading the first chapter to me over the
video call.

We both pretended that it was for the sake of helping him practice, but in redlity, it
was just an excuse. Neither of us wanted to end the call yet, and we ended up talking
into the early hours of the morning.

| was going to be dead tired at work tomorrow, but it was worth it as | watched Clay
focusing on the page in front of him, reading to me with a small smile on his face.
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CHAPTER 16
Logan
“Y ou go around looking like that, people are going to think you lost afight.”

Sebastian’s voice greeted me with far too much enthusiasm when | stepped through
the door of Alias Investigations.

| wanted to flip him off and tell him to shove his laughter up his ass, but | was too
tired and just slumped into the chair on the other side of his desk.

“Shut up. | just didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

“You sure it was only one night?’ Sebastian eyed me up and down, laughter still
evident in his voice, though his expression conveyed legitimate worry. “I’ve seen
raccoons with smaller dark circles around their eyes than you have right now. | think
you' re missing more than asingle night’s sleep.”

“I'll be fine. It’s just been a busy couple of weeks. Now, what did you want to talk to
me about?’

As |’ d predicted, work had been hell when | was practically faling asleep on my feet.
I’d been banned from any fieldwork that day and spent the time catching up on
paperwork. When it was done, 1'd been looking forward to falling into my bed and
not moving for the next twelve hours, but a last-minute call from Sebastian had
derailed that plan.



A file sat on the desk, obviously waiting for me, but when | reached for it, Sebastian
pulled it away.

“Hey, Logan, maybe you should just go home and rest. We can discuss this |ater.”

“Sebastian.” | slammed my fist against the top of the desk, though my display of
anger lost itsimpact when | was also Slumped over that same desk. “I’m already here.
Just give it to me.”

Sebastian—the annoying bastard—chuckled as he opened the file. “Didn’t know you
were so forward, Logan. Usually, | have to buy someone dinner before they’ll beg me
like that.”

| glared at the other man, wishing | had the energy to throw something at his stupid,
smug face.

My prayers were answered when a paperback book came sailing out of nowhere and
bounced off the side of Sebastian’s head.

Gabe strode into the room a moment later, glaring at Sebastian as he returned the
book. “If you're cheating on Newt, | will break that leg of yours beyond repair this
time.”

The intense look in his eyes meant business, and | half expected him to reach over
and break Sebastian’s leg right in front of me.

Sebastian, on the other hand, just laughed harder.
“Don’t look so worried, Logan. | promise, Gabe may lack a sense of humor, but he's

not as mean as he seems.” Then his laughter died and was replaced with a serious
expression as he turned in his chair to face Gabe directly. “I promise I’'m not cheating



on Newt. So, you can stop plotting my murder.”

Gabe's expression barely changed, but he gave Sebastian a slight nod as he moved
over to his own desk. “Good. | don’'t want to explain to Frankie why his best friend’s
boyfriend isin the hospital again.”

Sebastian leaned over the side of his desk, getting as close as he could to Gabe's
space without standing up. The shit-eating grin was back on his face, stronger than
before.

“Hospital? So, you wouldn’t kill me and put me directly in the morgue? I'm
flattered.”

Gabe merely scoffed and started checking the book he'd used as a projectile for
damage.

| hadn’t noticed while it was flying through the air, but based on the cover, the book
seemed to be a sappy romance novel. From how much Gabe was worrying over the
book, it was obviously his, but I never would have expected such a serious man to
like those kinds of stories.

Maybe Sebastian was right, and Gabe wasn't as cold-hearted as he looked. In fact, the
more | studied him, the more | began to suspect he was truly a romantic at heart who

just took his relationships very serioudly.

That was a quality | could appreciate in a man. Gabe wasn't my type at all, but |
could see how he could make the right person very happy.

Speaking of which...

“Newt? Frankie? These are new names. Something you want to tell me?’



“Oh.” Sebastian perked up and immediately pulled out his phone. “Did | not tell you?
My bachelor days are in the past. Here.”

The photo on the phone showed Sebastian standing with his arm around another man.
The little redhead, who | assumed was named Newt, couldn’t be more different from
Sebastian if he tried. While Sebastian was dressed in a long black coat like he was
auditioning for a Matrix reboot, Newt was dressed in as many colors as possible. The
two of them seemed to be at a convention or fair of some sort and were posing for the
picture with comically serious expressions on their faces while holding up peace
signs toward the camera.

“You look good together,” | said as | handed back the phone. | meant it, too.
Although they were very different, they also somehow complimented each other.
Like black and white, a picture needed both in order to create an image. Remove one,
and you' d be left with just a blank piece of paper.

“Yeah.” Sebastian smiled down at the phone before putting it away. “Our relationship
had an interesting start. He got wrapped up in the case with the pedophile ring.
Nearly got killed when Russo’s goons struck a hit on me at the old office and
apartment, too, but he stuck it out like a trooper. Now, | think we're in a pretty good
place.”

He leaned across the desk toward me, cupping his hand in front of his mouth to stage
whisper at me while blatantly staring over at Gabe.

“Newt’s best friend, Frankie, is also dating Gabe. Two of us are practicaly in-laws
now, so I’ ve got to be on my best behavior.”

Ah, that made sense. I'd known Sebastian Roth for several years, and he usually
wasn't the type to let new people into hisinner circle so easily. At first, despite being
vetted by Mason, I'd been suspicious of how quickly Gabe had been integrated into



Sebastian’s life, but with this extra tie between them, the relationship made more
sense.

| was happy to see my friend thriving, especially after the difficulties he'd faced
recently, but it was a bittersweet feeling. It wasn’t jealousy, exactly, that sat heavy in
my stomach. Sebastian’s partner, Newt, wasn't my type any more than Gabe was. I'd
always preferred men with a bit more spice to them in both looks and personality.

Yet, | was jealous of his relationship. | couldn’t remember the last time I’ d managed
more than a few dates with the same person, and | longed for the stability of knowing
there would always be someone waiting for me when | came home.

Clearing my throat to drive away the ball of emotion that had decided to form there, |
tapped the folder that was still lying on the desk.

“You said you had something to tell me? | assuming it wasn't just about your
relationship.”

“Ah, right.” Sebastian flipped open the folder and we were finally able to get to work.
“Until now, we've been operating under the assumption that our two cases were
unconnected.”

“Yeah,” | agreed as | looked through the information in the file. It was mostly alot of
names and numbers that didn’t make much sense without context, so | don’t bother to
look for long. “Although both trafficking rings prey on kids, their victims and
methods are completely different. Why? Has something changed?’

Sebastian’s previoudly cheerful expression grew pensive as he braced his elbows on
the desk and laced his fingers in front of his face. “I don’t know if something has
changed, or if we just didn’t have al the information before. Until now, these “Béll
ringers’ seemed old school. Going door-to-door. Physically stalking victims,



Snatching them out of their houses in the dead of night. Those are tactics from a pre-
technology era. The traffickers we've been chasing, in contrast, are very-high tech.
Altering records. Manipulating systems. That kinda stuff.”

In asudden burst of clarity, | realized what he was saying.

“The doorbell cameras.”

Sebastian nodded and a chilling shadow fell over his eyes. “When you told me about
the info that Jordy gave you, | started to wonder. That's a high-tech tactic that would

require alot of manpower and alot of technological know-how.”

“Which sounds exactly how the traffickers you've been hunting down operate,” |
concluded for him. “Y ou think they’ re the same people?’

Sebastian idly sorted the information back inside the file, straightening the pages until
they were perfectly aligned.

“1 hope I'm wrong, or that your Bell ringers are just an extension of the ring Gabe
and | brought down that we didn’t catch. But...”

He sighed and slumped behind his desk. Those few words seemed to have taken all
his energy to say, and he wasn't done.

| could already see the connection he was making, so to save him the effort, | finished
the explanation for him.

“You think the ring I’'m hunting and the ring you’ re hunting are both just branches on
amuch larger tree.”

Taking a deep breath and running both hands through his hair, Sebastian straightened



his spine and forced a grin back onto his face.

“Well, maybe I'm wrong. Hell, I wouldn't be surprised if I'm just jumping at
shadows and seeing threats where they aren’t. This case has driven me half crazy.”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck. Sebastian’s words sounded suspiciously
similar to what I'd been thinking about Clay last night. I’d managed to make a few
calls today to find out more about the therapist he was visiting, and so far, | didn't
like what I'd found. | still couldn’'t say for certain that the doctor was being
inappropriate with his patients, but it was enough to raise my suspicions. |I'd already
arranged with Clay’ s brother to have him moved to a different therapist.

If Sebastian’s instincts were as accurate as Clay’ s had been, then we couldn’t afford
to ignore hisideas just because they were uncomfortable.

“Tell me everything about your case. From the beginning.”
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CHAPTER 17
Logan
The body lying beneath me was warm and inviting. | buried my face against their
neck, feeling the rapid pulse beating against my mouth, and drowning myself in the

scent of moonlight, chocolate, and raw desire.

My hand tangled in mid-length hair, tugging at it just hard enough to make the other
person moan.

Wait.

| knew that voice.

| pulled back and braced myself on my hands to stare down into familiar blue eyes.
“Clay?’

With the same inviting smile that he'd used when we first met in a San Francisco
hotel room, Clay caled my name and wrapped his arms around my neck. A thought
floated through my mind that | should push him away.

This couldn’t be right.

How was he even here?



Yet, | remained frozen as he pulled me closer. Our lips touched and my restraint
crumbled.

| fell into him...

...and woke up gasping among the sweaty tangled sheet of my own bed. The room
spun. In the darkness, | swore | could still see Clay’s face looking up at me, making
my heart race even after the dream had ended.

One hand hesitantly trailed down my stomach to grip the waistband of my boxers and
lift them just enough for me to confirm my suspicions. Evidence of my wet dream
stained my thighs and the inside of my boxers, already cooling against my heated
sKin.

L etting the waistband snap back into place, | collapsed back against my pillow.

“Fuck.”
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CHAPTER 18

Clay
Someone was staring at me.
| could feel their eyes, and although it wasn’t threatening, it a'so wasn't pleasant.

As | set up the board games in the communal area, | kept my head down and tried to
focus on the work, choosing games that required the most set up in order to keep
myself busy.

It had been a year since | came to back Maryland and after each of the seasons had
their turn, summer had rolled around again. A lot had changed, but at the same time
things also stayed the same.

I’d gone through several different therapists over the year. None of them were as bad
as the first—according to rumors, the man had his license revoked—but it had taken
me two more therapists after him before | finally found one that | was comfortable
with. Doctor Coleman was a motherly woman, but in a no-nonsense way that didn’t
take any shit or tolerate any disrespect. | liked it, as it felt more familiar and
comforting than the people who tried to coddle me or treat me too gently. Yet, she
never went too far or stepped over the line while she was pushing me to better
myself, and her efforts seemed to be paying off.

About four months after starting therapy, I'd picked up some volunteer work at a
local halfway house for homeless kids. It was technically open to anyone in need, but



the number of LGBTQ+ kids who sheltered at the halfway house was staggeringly
high, and alot of them had faced abuse in some way.

At first, I'd worried that seeing so many people with similar stories to mine would
cause meto relapse, but | actually found it cathartic. Like facing my demons head on.

My presence there also seemed to give the kids hope that things could get better.

WEell, | called them kids, but most of them were only afew years younger than me.

Ledlie, one of the other volunteers, stepped up to my side. We weren't exactly
friends, but we were friendly in the way that people who regularly worked together
were. She had once taken shelter at the halfway house, and now that she was older
and able to support herself, she was returning the favor by volunteering.

She waited for a moment until she was sure | recognized her, before bumping my
shoulder. “Looks like someone has a crush.”

“What?’

She nodded in another direction with her chin. | followed her gaze and found the
source of the stare I'd felt earlier. A young man was watching me from the other side
of the room, but when he realized I’ d noticed him, he quickly looked away.

“What's his problem?’

Ledlie snorted and pushed her round glasses back up her nose when they dlid down.
“Really? Come on, Clay. He's obviously smitten with you. Kenneth never used to
attend game night, or any other group activity, redly. But since you started
volunteering here, he's always the first to sign up.”



| scowled at her. | wasn’t angry, but | was confused, and that usually brought a whole
host of other negative emotions.

“Okaaaay. But, like, isn't that inappropriate? He' s one of the kids.”

“Not really. He is one of the older onesthat are still here. | think he turns twenty next
month. That’s only three years younger than you.”

“Four years,” | reminded her. “I turned twenty-four a little while ago.” That wasn’t
the point and we both knew it. Three years or four years made no difference, but |
was still trying to get my head around what Leslie was saying. “Okay. So, he's not a
kid. That still doesn’t explain what you expect me to do about it?

Ledlie just shrugged and finished setting up the monopoly game board that | had
abandoned. “Well, you could talk to him. Or you could continue to ignore him. It's
up to you and what you feel comfortable with. There isn't really a right or wrong
answer here.”

Before | could answer, Dominic’s ear-catching voice announced the start of the game
night and directed everyone to find a seat.

Dominic O’ Connor owned the halfway house. He was a large man with an equally
boisterous personality. Sometimes so much so that it seemed forced. A middle-aged
gut protruded slightly over his belt, but was disguised by his well-tailored clothes,
and his thick hair looked like it had never known a split end in its life. Overall, he
seemed like the kind of person who'd never known hardship a day in his life, though
| had long learned not to be deceived by appearances.

When 1'd first met him, 1'd been suspicious. A man who surrounded himself with
vulnerable kids must have bad intentions, and I’ d been hypercritical of every word he
said, looking for the signs of a predator.



Y et, my suspicions had dlid right off him as if he was Teflon, and he never got upset
over my behavior or accusations. Eventually, with the help of Doctor Coleman, I'd
learned how to separate my own life experiences from reality and see what was in
front of me rather than what | expected. When | did that, | found that Dominic was as
genuine as he presented himself, and really just wanted to help as many people as he
could.

As I'd eventually found out, my initial thoughts about him couldn’t have been more
wrong. Once he got to know you, there’d be times where his facade slipped and the
history of his great loss was evident in his face. There was compassion in his eyes
that could only be earned through hard life experiences. The loss of his son was his
motivator in all that he did now.

We needed more people like Dominic in the world.

It was ironic, if you thought about it. If everyone in the world was like Dominic, then
Dominic wouldn’t have been needed, because the halfway house would be empty.

When | wasn't volunteering at Dominic’s place or going to one of my regular therapy
sessions—which had dropped down from thrice a week to only twice—I held down a
laughable job at Jason’ s construction company.

It could barely be called ajob. | knew nothing about construction, so | couldn’t help
with the actual work. Instead, Jason had hired me as the company’s unofficial
secretary.

WEell, it was official. | had an employment record and everything. | only called it
unofficial because it was obvious my brother wasn’'t giving me the workload of an
actual secretary. The company already had an actual secretary who handled most
things, and anyone could see my workload did not match hers.



| came in for afew hours four times a week, filed paperwork, answered phone calls,
and overall, just tried to make myself useful. In return, | earned a full-time saary,
with benefits. | would have protested being given such a lucrative job out of pity, but
Jason’s charity was the only way | was going to get any experience to start building a
resume, and half my earnings went back to him as rent anyway.

That was the one thing I’ d insisted on. At first, he' d refused my offer to pay rent, but
he' d been forced to give in when | started hiding the cash in places where he could
find it, like under his pillow or in the cup holder in hiscar.

Jason’s most recent jobsite was just a few blocks down the street from the halfway
house. The building they were constructing would eventually be a series of low rent
apartments that would also be owned by Dominic. It was meant to be like a part two
of his grand plan. Kids from the halfway house, once they reached adulthood, would
need a place to stay, and there would always be apartments available for them. This
would actually be the second of its kind that Dominic had commissioned; the first one
being after his son was killed several years ago.

The building was currently only half done, and currently stood as a skeleton of its
final design. It was too bad it wasn't finished yet. There were several people still
living at the halfway house who were aready technically too old. Kenneth was
almost twenty and had avoided homelessness only because Dominic was too kind to
kick anyone out. He could definitely use one of the apartments currently being built.

Summer had just started, so Maryland’'s seasonal rainstorms hadn’t quite started yet.
The dug-up ground around the temporary office was still dry, so | didn’'t have to
stomp my way to the door like | had to do on wetter days, and | breathed a sigh of
relief when | stepped into the office still as clean aswhen | |eft the halfway house.

“Hey, Clay,” Jason greeted me when | stepped through the door without looking up
from his paperwork. “Y ou're back early. How was the halfway house?’



“Same as usudl.”

| thought my tone was normal as | took a seat behind the designated secretary desk on
the other side of the little room, but Jason must have picked up on something in my
voice, because he immediately put down his paperwork and looked at me with a
furrowed brow.

“What’swrong? Y ou’' re usually eager to talk about your volunteer work.”
Sitting on the desk was a kinetic statue that used magnets to keep itself perpetually
spinning. I’d never bought it, and no one else claimed to have brought it in either. It

seemed to be one of those things that just naturally spawned in an office environment.

Staring at the jumble of metallic spheres and rods, | tapped one of the pieces and sent
the whole thing spinning.

“What do you think about dating?’

His gaze briefly flicked to the ring on his left hand. “1 think I’'m married, so it’s not
really an appropriate thing for me to be doing any more.”

“1 don’t mean you,” | quickly corrected him.

“Oh.” He paused for a moment, and then his eyes lit up. “Oooooh. You mean, like,
what do | think about you dating?’

“Youdon't haveto say it likeit's such asurprise,” | grumbled.

Jason blushed and looked sheepish, but | was already chastising myself in my head.
He hadn’t said anything wrong.



Why was | being so hostile?

“Sorry,” Jason muttered as he rearranged the paperwork on his desk, moving things
around only to put them right back in the same spot. “I didn’t think. It hasn’t come up
before, so | guess| just assumed you weren't interested or weren't ready for that kind
of stuff.”

| slumped against the desk and caught the little kinetic statue, so it stopped spinning.
“l don't know if | am, but it came up and you're the only one | know who has
actually won the dating game, so | was wondering what you thought about it.”

Jason glanced at his wedding ring again, this time flashing me with a bright smile. “I
did win the dating game. Didn’'t I.”

| made a fake gagging sound, mocking him for being so mushy. In response, he
pelted me with severa paperclips.

“Hey, don't mock me. You'll understand it someday. When you find the person, you
click with, you' re gonnawant to be all mushy, too. Just you wait.”

| scoffed again, but | couldn’t ignore the little flame of hope that lit inside me.

Would | ever be like that with someone?

It sounded nice, but | couldn’t imagine it. | already struggled to trust people and
marrying someone required trust that bordered on blind faith. Even if | did find
someone | felt that way about, certainly no one would feel that way about me.

Jason and Patrick were the cliché that everyone secretly aspired for. High school

sweethearts who beat the odds and stayed together through college to eventually get
married. They were proud of the fact that they’d been each other’s firsts and wore it



like a badge of honor.

| couldn’t even remember who’d been my first. I’ d been unconscious for most of it.

No.

No one would look at me with the same kind of pure love that Jason and Patrick
shared.

Physical attraction?
Sure. | was practically the master of that. Especially now that | was living in better
conditions, eating regularly, and could afford all the hygiene products | wanted. My

looks were more stunning than ever. | had no shame admitting that much.

But that beauty was surface deep. Underneath the outer layer, | was still an ugly,
broken thing, and athough | was healing, some scars would never go away.

I’d lost the opportunity to be marriage material.

Another paperclip bounced off my forehead, hitting me right between the eyes.
“Hey.” | rubbed my forehead and scowled at Jason. “What was that for?”’

“For thinking too much,” Jason said, before throwing another paperclip, which |
snatched out of the air before it could land. “I can practically see your brain spinning
from here, and that usually means you' re criticizing yourself. So, stop it.”

| pouted and scooped up the paperclips that now littered my desk. At first, | meant to

store them in the desk drawer, but one of them had accidentally magnetized to the
kinetic statue on the desk and stuck straight out like a cactus spike. One by one, |



added the other paperclips as well, turning the entire scul pture thorny.

“I'm not criticizing myself,” | said as | decided where to place the next paperclip.
“I'm just... evaluating my options. Even if | did want to start dating, there aren’t
many opportunities for me, so what’ s the point?’

Jason tossed me more paperclips, no longer throwing them at me as punishment, but
instead helping to fuel my artistic endeavors. “The point is practice. Just like with
reading, you need to start small and work your way up, so you learn how to be in a
relationship. You don't need to date someone and immediately want to marry
someone.”

Over the last year, my reading had gotten better. I'd progressed from a middle-grade
level to a high school level. That was still behind where | should be, but it was
progress.

Nearly the entire scul pture was now covered in paperclips, making it look like it was
covered in metallic fur. If | sent the structure spinning now, the paperclips would be
thrown around the room like confetti.

“You married the first person you dated.”

“But | didn’t know | was going to marry Patrick when | first met him. | just got
lucky.”

| snorted, blowing my blond bangs out of my face. My hair was long enough to tie
back now, so long as | made the world' s smallest ponytail, but | usually let it hang

free.

“Luck has never been on my side.”



| didn’t have to look to know that Jason was scowling at me from across the room.

“That’s not the point. I'm saying you don’'t have to think about it so hard. Date, or
don’t date. It's up to you. But don't shy away from it just because you don’'t know
what you want yet. The point isn't to know what you’re looking for. The point is to
look.”

| hovered my hand over the kinetic statue, inches away from sending the whole thing
spinning and making a mess. It would be satisfying to watch the chaos unfold as
paperclips went flying everywhere.

But then I'd have to spend the next hour crawling around on the floor picking
everything up. The momentary joy I’d get wasn't worth the amount of work it would
cost me later.

| returned my hand to my desk, and then rested my head on my crossed arms. On the
other side of the room, Jason returned to his paperwork. | watched him, mentally
prodding at my sense of guilt the same way one would rub at a bruise to feel the ache.
| should be doing my job and helping with the business. Not sitting here moping
about the tragedy of my dating life.

Without meaning to, | dozed off. | only worked a few hours at a time, so my nap
ended up consuming my entire workday.

When pay for that workday ended up in my bank account anyway, | tried to insist
Jason take it back, but he refused, and | eventually gave up.

What I’d cometo learn in the last year was that my brother was usually right, and this
time was no different.
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CHAPTER 19

Clay

It had started to rain again. The dry weather couldn’t hold out forever, and when the
rains returned, they came back with a vengeance as if making up for lost time. Like a
silver curtain covering the world, | couldn’t see more than a few feet beyond the
awning where | was taking cover.

What in the world had possessed me to agree to this?

Jason’ s words about dating and practice had stuck in my head, and before | knew it, |
had agreed to go on adate with Kenneth.

It had been surprisingly easy. The next time I’d been at the halfway house, and I'd
ended up speaking with Kenneth, all |1 had to do was wait for him to start hinting
again and agree. From there, we decided on a day and time to meet, and that was that.

I’d had “meetings” with clients that were harder to arrange.

My first moment of real doubt came as | waited outside the movie theater by myself,
peering through the heavy rain for a hint of Kenneth approaching.

What if he changed his mind and didn’t show up?

Was there an established etiquette for dates that didn’t happen?



How would it affect my time at the halfway house?

Maybe | shouldn’'t have agreed to this with someone | saw on a regular basis. If
things went poorly, there would be no getting away from my failure.

It wasn't too late to call it off. | had Kenneth’'s number. | could call him right now
and tell him | wasn’t able to makeit.

“Clay?’

Too late.

| turned to greet Kenneth with asmile. “Hey. There you are. | didn’'t see you arrive in
thisrain.”

He was a little wet but had managed to avoid getting too soaked by darting
immediately under the theater awning like | had. His short dark bangs were stuck to
his forehead with water, and he ran his fingers through them to try and put his hair
back into place.

“1 was hoping the weather would hold out a little longer, but I'm never that lucky.”
There wasn't much he could do while his hair was still wet, so he gave up after a
moment with a nervous chuckle. “I’'m glad you're here. | was half convinced that you
weren’'t going to show up or would bail on me last minute.”

“What? No, we agreed to meet, so of course I’'m going to show,” | lied, keeping the
fact that I’ d nearly done exactly as he feared firmly locked behind my teeth.

The rushing sound of the rain made it hard to talk, so we stepped inside the movie
kiosk to take shelter behind the safety of closed doors.



As we both silently considered the movies currently playing, | couldn’t help looking
around at the other people present. More than half of them were couples. It was easy
to tell from the way they stood next to each other, often with their arms around each
other. Even the ones who weren't blatantly holding onto each other at least stood
close enough to touch in some way.

| eyed the space between Kenneth and myself. Like this, we looked no different than
friends.

Other than physical intimacy, what was the difference between a date and just
hanging out with afriend?

Nothing really. Take sex out of the equation, and | saw no difference between
romance and friendship.

| already knew how to handle friendship, so maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

One of the movies on the list caught my eye and | pointed it out. It was an adaptation
of a book I'd recently read. I’d liked the book and was curious to see if the movie
would be equally as enjoyable.

“What? That?” Kenneth said when | pointed it out. “It's a kid's movie. It'll be
boring.”

Oh, right.

The books | read were al middle school or high school books. That meant the movies
made from them would be targeted toward the same audience. |I'd grown so used to
my reading choices being treated as normal, that I’ d forgotten that most adults aren’t
interested in “kid stuff”.



| was about to argue that we could still enjoy the movie even if it was meant for a
young audience, when | noticed Kenneth searching though his wallet. He was
counting the bills inside, trying not to draw attention to himself as he grimaced over
the number.

| didn’'t know what Kenneth’s financial situation was, but the fact that he was living
in a halfway house meant it probably wasn’t good. | had a job, and a brother who
supported me. While | wasn't rich, | wasn't struggling anymore either.

Between the two of us, it was more important for him to enjoy the movie because it
was going to cost him more.

“You'reright,” | said, plastering a smile on my face that | hoped seemed genuine. “I
haven't actually watched many movies, so | don’'t know what’s out right now. Why
don’t you pick one out for us.”

“Really?” Kenneth flashed me a genuine smile. “ Thanks!”

We ended up buying tickets for some random action movie I'd never heard of. Aswe
headed for the theater, we passed the snack stand without a word, both of us
pretending it didn’t exist.

Candy and snacks were a luxury | loved to indulge in, much to the grievance of my
waistline, but the prices | could see listed behind the snack stand were criminal. | may
not be hurting for money, but even | couldn’t justify such an expense.

Half the theater was filled by the time we got there, so we found a pair of seats near
the back wall, as far from others as possible. As we waited for the movie to start,
Kenneth and | talked for a bit, sticking to general topics such as games we'd played,
books we' d read, and so on.



It didn’t take long for me to come to the realization that we had almost nothing in
common.

Literally, after fifteen minutes of trying and failing to find common ground, it seemed
like being gay was our only shared interest.

Luckily, the movie started before things could get too awkward and we had an excuse
to stop talking.

| was bored.

Only twenty minutes in, and the hero had already escaped three different gun fights
through increasingly absurd means. | was fighting the urge to close my eyes and fall
asleep, but at least in the seat next to me Kenneth seemed to be enjoying himself.

At the halfway point of the movie, I'd stopped paying attention and had no idea what
was going on. | made up a game in my head, imagining outlandish things that could
happen in the movie. I'd just drawn up a scenario where aiens suddenly descended
and abducted all the characters, when | felt an unexpected touch against my hand.

| pulled away instinctively, and a spike of fear gripped my heart. Glancing over,
terrified of what | would see, |1 found Kenneth slowly withdrawing his hand and
placing it back on the armrest.

| felt bad. It seemed like he’d merely been trying to hold my hand. That was
something that people who were dating did but letting him touch me wasn't the same
as letting him pick the movie. The feeling of hands grabbing me in the dark was too
familiar and brought back more memories than | was prepared to deal with. That was
one concession | couldn’t give him.

| sat with both my hands tucked safely in my lap for the rest of the movie.



Afterward, as we stood outside the theater under the awning, waiting for our
respective Ubers to arrive, Kenneth tried reaching for my hand again, but didn’t look
shocked when | pulled away.

He sighed, but the sound was mostly swallowed by the rain.

“You aren’t really interested in dating me, are you?’

| opened my mouth to argue, but no words came out.

What could | say?

| refused to lie to him. He didn’t deserve that, but | also couldn’t think of anything to
say that wouldn’t sound insulting.

All | could give him was the truth, even if it was uncomfortable or confusing.
“Honestly, | don't know what | want.” | ran a hand through my hair and grimaced
when my fingers snagged on several knots. My wavy hair had always tangled easily,

especially in wet weather.

| didn’t try to pull through the knots and just left them in place to be brushed out
properly later.

Kenneth scowled down at his feet, not even looking at me as he buried both hands in
his pockets.

“1 probably shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up. Y ou' re way to pretty for me.”

| hated it when people complimented my physical appearance. It was too close to the
compliments that clients would often say to me when they thought it would get them



a better deal. Or worse, the way my captors would admire me like they were praising
themselves for their own good taste.

Instead of getting upset though, | kept my expression neutral as | sought a way to
explain myself.

“It's not like that. Y ou did nothing wrong. Thisis on me. | don’t know what | want. |
don’t even know if I'm ready to start dating, but | figured the only way to figure it out
would beto try. I’'m sorry if that’s disappointing.”

| expected him to be mad, or maybe even hurt.

What | didn’t expect was for him to start laughing.

“Areyou really trying the * itsnot you, it'sme’ , line?’

“Um... Yes? Isthat a bad thing?’

I’d never heard that line before, but Kenneth’s reaction said that it was well known.
There was a lot of supposedly common knowledge | was lacking, and it had gotten
me into trouble before. Maybe that line “it’snot you it’'sme,” had a negative meaning

that | didn’t know abouit.

Kenneth stared at me in shock. “You really don’'t recognize...” He trailed off, but his
gaze flickered down to my hands, which | kept tucked firmly close to me.

Something seemed to occur to him, though | couldn’t tell what.

“You're not ready,” he eventually concluded. “I get it. | redly do. We've all been
through some shit. | hope, when you are ready, you'll know what you’ re looking for.”



Most dates ended with akiss, or maybe a hug.

Ours ended with a handshake.

It was an extremely awkward experience, but as | climbed into the back of my Uber
driver’s car, | found that | was glad for the experience anyway.

I’d tried. That had to count for something.

After giving the driver Jason’'s address, | pulled out my phone intending to call
L ogan.

Over the last year, | usualy talked to him about once a week, and it had become a
habit for me to call him after something noteworthy happened in my life. | looked
forward to hearing his praise when | succeeded, or listening to his insightful analysis
when | was confused.

My finger hovered over the call button. I’d never hesitated to call him before, but
when | imagined telling him about my attempt at dating, my stomach turned several
uncomfortable flips. | didn’t want him to know what I’d done tonight. | felt like I'd
done something wrong, and even the thought of talking to Logan about dating filled
me with tangle of unpleasant emotions.
| shoved my phone back in my pocket.

There was no reason to tell Logan about my date right away. | could tell him later.

For now, | would keep it to myself.
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CHAPTER 20
L ogan

My knees hurt from crouching behind the couch for so long. While | shouldn’t be
surprised about the lack of punctuality among criminals, | still wished they would
show up when they were supposed to.

Thanks to Clay and Jordy’s information, we'd made great strides in the Bell ringer
case. The Federal Protection Agency, a specia task force focusing on crimes against
children, had originally been formed out of members of law enforcement from
severa different states, as well as a few members of the FBI. Several private
investigation firms, such as Alias Investigations had even been brought in shortly
after the FPA’s inception. Recently, our numbers had grown again and there were
many new faces in the FPA offices, and that meant more people working on this case,
too.

Not only were the streets of Baton Rouge being cleaned up, but many other places as
well.

In any other case, that kind of collaboration would have been cause for celebration,
but our enemies were such alarge, deeply rooted organization that even with so such
manpower and resources, we were still struggling to make headway .

Recently, we'd managed to crack their access to one home security system. There
was more, but even taking out one point of access would be a step in the right
direction.



At least, that had been the original plan until my friend Roland, of all people, came
up with a better idea.

Instead of shutting them out, we should use their own backdoor into the home
security system to secretly monitor them and try to catch them in the act.

It had taken nearly a year to get to this point, but all that effort led me to my current
position, kneeling behind the couch in a stranger’s home, waiting for our target to
come through the door. The family that lived here was currently barricaded upstairs
to keep them out of harm’'s way. We'd only been able to loop the camera’s signal
long enough to sneak a few agents, such as myself, into the house, and couldn’t risk
evacuating the family in case our target noticed.

Luckily, the family had been willing to cooperate, though they were obviously
terrified.

That had been hours ago. It was now nearing two in the morning. Based on the
family’ s usual routine, this would be the perfect time to sneak in.

So where were the fuckers?

As the minutes ticked by, and worry churned over and over in my brain, the soft
crackle of my comm interrupted my thoughts.

“Be advised. Suspicious activity spotted on the north side of the house.”
| knew the same information echoed through the comms of the two other agents
carefully stationed in the house, and it would also be heard by many others hidden

throughout the neighborhood.

Another agent, Gloria Stayner, who I'd only just met a few days ago and had been



assigned as the leader of our infiltration team, responded back.

“Can you be more specific? It’ d be nice how many people are coming.”

“Negative,” the voice on the earpiece responded. “Visual confirmation was minimal.
Assuming thisis our target, they are being careful to stay out of sight.”

The team leader sighed audibly. “They’ve had a lot longer to study the area than we
have. They probably have every streetlight, porch light, and security system in the
entire neighborhood memorized. Everyone, stay alert and be ready for anything.”

Two minutes later, the telltale sound of the front door lock clicking open could be
heard through the otherwise empty house.

From her position behind an armchair near the door, the team leader held up afistin a
silent signal to hold our positions.

| waited with my hand on my gun, but still kept the weapon holstered. Cold sweat
dripped down the sides of my temples as | stared into the dark, my gaze fixed on the

door.

The door opened. At least three people slipped inside. It was so dark | couldn’t see
any details, but based on the shape of the shadows, | was almost certain it was only
three people.

We could take three people. Hell, I'd take all three down myself if | had to.

The three intruders closed the door behind them and navigated through the house
with the ease of people who had already memorized the layout.

Still, Agent Stayner signaled for us to stay where we were.



Logically, | knew why. The targets were still too close to the front door. If we
revealed ourselves now, they might be able to get away.

Still, it was nearly impossible to wait while the target of my fury was right in front of
me.

It would have been easier to hold back a volcano with only my bare hands, | bit the
inside of my cheek until | tasted blood in order to keep myself hidden behind that
couch.

The intruders were nearly to the stairs leading to the upper floor when our team
leader finally gave us the signal to move. She turned on the light in the dining room,
which was far enough away to illuminate the area without blinding us, and | jumped
up from behind the couch.

My gaze locked onto the nearest target, focusing solely on the gun in their hand. |
never even looked at their face, as| disarmed their weapon and slipped around behind
them to lock my arms around their neck in a chokehold. Their nails scratched
desperately at my arm, but the long thick sleeves of my shirt protected me and made
their struggles useless. Without any blood flowing to their brain, it took only thirty
seconds for them to grow weak, and | lowered their body to the ground without
releasing my hold on them.

Soon enough, they lost consciousness, but | still didn’t let go.
“Hollingsworth,” the Gloria shouted from across the room. “Hollingsworth. The
bastard’ s already unconscious. Let go before you kill him. We need to bring them all

inalive.”

Growling low under my breath, | was so tempted to ignore the order and keep
squeezing until the body under me stopped breathing. This monster harmed kids in



the worst way possible. For al | knew, it could be one of the very people responsible
for what had happened to Clay.

It was the thought of Clay that managed to calm me down and convince me to let go.
In the year since I'd taken him to Maryland, he was doing so much better, and
working his way toward healing. He needed justice the proper way. Vigilante murder
wouldn’t help him, and it would probably get me booted from the case.

Standing up, | looked over at the team leader, where she had a struggling man pinned
face down on the floor in a very efficient and painful armlock. She nodded at me,
before returning her focus to her own target. My moment of almost-insubordination
seemed to have been forgiven.

While I’ d decided not to kill the man I’ d taken down, | couldn’t help using my foot to
kick his unconscious body over onto its back with more force than necessary.

| don't know what | was expecting to see, but whatever my expectations were, they
were significantly underwhelmed. In my mind, these Bell ringers were tantamount to
monsters straight out of a child’'s fable. The kind that parents would use to warm their
children away from wandering off into the woods alone.

Y et, the person on the floor before me was just a guy. Not particularly old or young,
and there was nothing outstanding about his appearance. It was the kind of man |
wouldn’t have looked twice at if | passed him on the street.

Wasi it better or worse that the monster hunting kids in the dark was just a human?
Sudden shouting made me jump and raise my gun. Near the staircase, the third target

had managed to dlip away from the agent trying to subdue him, and stood with his
back to the wall, gun in hand.



“Get away from me. I’ ve done nothing wrong.”

The absurdity of the statement made me snort under my breath. | would never
understand the inner workings of these people’ s minds, but surely this man couldn’t
be delusional enough to think himself innocent.

The agent that had accidentally let their target go was obviously peeved about the
mistake and pointed their own weapon at the man with a cam hand and a steady
gaze.

“S0, breaking into other people’s homes is just a harmless hobby is it,” they taunted
the man. “Give it up. Thisisthe end of the line for you. Come quietly and you won't
get hurt.”

“No,” the man shouted as his gaze darted from side to side, looking for any possible
escape. “I’ ve been to prison once. I’m not going back.”

He raised his gun with intent, and for a moment, | feared he was about to commit
suicide-by-cop and force us to shoot him. However, his gun never pointed at any of
us, and instead he kept raising it until the barrel pressed against his own temple.

“No,” our team leader shouted, but it was too late.

The man pulled the trigger, and the wall beside him was painted red.

| stared at the freshly dead body that dropped to the floor and tried to summon an
ounce of sympathy. Death should be sad, and a loss of life should never be taken

lightly.

Yet, | felt nothing but a vague sense of relief, like finding out that the dirty dishesin
the sink had already been washed and | could cross that chore off my list.



Maybe | needed to go back to therapy for a bit. This case seemed to be affecting me
more than | realized if that was my only reaction to watching someone commit
suicide in front of me.

With one target dead and one unconscious, arresting them didn’t take very long. The
one conscious target complied silently with every instruction we gave him and didn’t
utter a word as we shoved him into the back of a cop car in handcuffs beside his
unconscious accomplice.

The dead body would be taken to the morgue and dealt with accordingly. Even
criminals had a family, and they had a right to bury their loved one. If a member of
my family turned out to be involved in something like the Bell ringers, I’ d have them
cremated and dump their ashes in a distant landfill, but | kept that suggestion to
myself.

We had just set the two living targets off in a cop car, when new information came
through the radios. An unlicensed van had been caught trying to flee the area. It had
been stopped, but the agents were now in a standoff as the driver refused to exit the
vehicle.

With aquick order, Agent Stayner directed us to the site of the standoff.

Just like the man I'd taken down, the van was also completely unremarkable. It
looked more like the kind of oversized minivan a mother would use to take a horde of
kids to soccer practice, rather than a tool for kidnapping. The only thing suspicious
about it was how fast it had been driving away from the scene of the crime, and the
fact that its license plate had a quick release catch that would allow it to be swapped
out at amoment’s notice.

It was only through sheer luck that | arrived just in time to hear the request for
permission to shoot the target in the van.



“Wait,” | jumped forward to interject. “Don’t do that.”

Our team leader was the highest-ranking officer present and had taken over command
of the situation as soon as she arrived. She looked at me with a question in her eyes as
she held the radio up ready to reply to the request.

“We've already apprehended two suspects alive. Keeping this one alive isn’t vita to
the mission and extracting him from the car alive will put our agents in a lot more
risk.”

“I know, but...” | gestured toward the van. “Look at the size of the vehicle. The
targeted family only had one prospective victim, and a single child doesn’t take up
much space. There’s no reason for them to have a van this large. even if it was meant
to transport all four members of their team, it’s still bigger than they would need.”

Agent Stayner’s eyes narrowed under the glare of the streetlight as she studied the
van. “You think there might be others?’

“Other kids. Other perpetrators. | don’t know, but something about it doesn't sit right
with me. We can’t open fire when we don’t know for certain what we're firing at.”

Thankfully, the team leader listened to me and denied the order to open fire.

“All right, Hollingsworth. Got any more bright ideas about how to get the target out
of the van without gunfire.”

| glanced toward the van again, making sure it was designed the way | thought it was.
Although it resembled a minivan, it still had large double doors at the back like a

cargo van.

“We pretend like we're going to use deadly force to keep the target occupied.



Meanwhile, someone sneaks around back and opens the back door. We can sneak up
on the target, hopefully, or at least get a better ook at what’s waiting for usinside.”

“All right.” The team leader relayed these instructions through the radio, before
giving me asmirk. “Y ou know how to pick alock, Hollingsworth?’

| nodded hesitantly, already suspecting where this was going.

“Then, since thisis your idea, you get the honor of doing the sneaking.”

| sighed, but | wasn’'t unhappy about the outcome. | probably would have volunteered
anyway, but there was something annoying about being ordered to do it when the
plan had been mine from the start.

There wasn't any time to waste. Within a minute, | managed to sneak around through
afew back yards to put myself behind the van without the target seeing me. As soon
as | was in place, severa heavily armed agents approached the van from the front,
making a big scene and shouting threats at the target to keep his attention pointed
forward.

My lock picking skills were rustier than I'd like, and took me more than one attempt,
but | managed to get the back of the van unlocked and cracked the door open just
enough to peek inside.

Some of the seats had been pulled out of the van to create empty space at the back. A
rough brown blanket covered something that at first seemed like supplies, until |
noticed the blanket moving. There were people under the blanket, and based on the
size, they weren't adults.

The only adult in the van that | could see was the driver. From this angle, | would
have a perfect shot at the back of his head. He'd never even know | was here before



he died.

Vengeance would be sweset, but that wasn't why | was here. | needed to get the kids
out and let the other agents handle the driver.

| opened the door as little as possible and kept myself low so the van’'s seats would
cover me as | grabbed the kids, blanket and all. The two bodies | felt were much
smaller than | expected and took almost no effort to pick them up.

The driver shouted when he noticed what | was doing, but | pulled the kids out of the
van and kicked the door shut before he could even turn around.

As | ran down the street with a small body in each arm, | heard the chaos of open
gunfire rattle the air behind me.

Once a safe distance away from the violence, | set my burdens down on the side of
the curb and pulled the blankets away.

A pair of children blinked up at me with terrified eyes. A boy and a girl, both under
the age of ten. They were bound and gagged, with heavy tear tracks down their
cheeks, and both looked to be on the verge of hyperventilating.

“It's okay,” | said with the same soothing tone I’ d used with Clay when | approached
him in his apartment. “1’m not going to hurt you. You're safe. Okay? Just let me get
these off you.”

With careful fingers, | reached for the gag in the girl’s mouth, but she pulled back and
shook her head.

“No, wait. It's okay. It's okay.” | tried to explain, but it didn’t work. To them | was
just another adult that wanted to hurt them.



“Here. Look.”

| pulled out my badge and held it up for them to see. They stopped struggling but
didn’t seem any more inclined to let me near them.

“See this badge? I'm like a cop. The police. That means | protect people.
Understand?’

The kids' eyes remained narrowed in suspicion, but this time they didn’t pull away
when | reached for them, and | was able to remove their restraints.

As soon as they were free and they realized | wasn't trying to trick them, both kids
immediately started crying and dove back into my arms. | held them right there on the
side of the street, whispering words of comfort as we waited for the rest of the
situation to calm down.

There was one other thing I’ d noticed, though. Neither of these kids was blond.

The daughter of the family that we'd protected earlier perfectly fit the description of
the Bell ringer’s usual targets. She could have been afemale version of Clay when he
was younger.

These two, however, were completely different. Based on their ages, they were a
better fit for the preferred victims of the pedophile ring that Alias Investigations had
brought down.

It was just more evidence for what we already suspected. These two trafficking rings,
which had originally seemed like independent cases, were just branches of a much
larger tree. There was no telling how many branches this tree had, but tonight proved
that they were not only organized, but also helping each other.



While | was glad we saved these victims tonight, it also brought a sense of despair.

No matter how many branches we cut off, this criminal tree would never die until its
roots were dug up.

| wasn't sure if we had a shovel large enough for the task.
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Two days later, | woke up in my bed, gasping for air, and with the phantom taste of
Clay lingering on my lips. I'd been hoping that my dreams about Clay would
eventually fade away as the distance between us remained, but it was going on a year
now since I'd parted from him, and the dreams only seemed to be getting more
frequent. They’d be driving me insane if | didn’t enjoy them so much. I’d considered
cutting contact with him to solve the problem—out of sight out of mind, as the saying
goes—but | couldn’t bear to do such athing. Not only did | look forward to his video
calls, but | knew suddenly disappearing would also hurt him. | wouldn’'t be able to
explain why | needed to cut contact. To Clay, it would seem like | suddenly ghosted
him for no reason.

No. | couldn’t do that to him. He' d been hurt and abandoned by enough peoplein his
life. | didn’t need to add myself to that list.

So, | dutifully maintained our weekly video calls and tried to ignore the effects of my
dreams as much as possible.

| glanced at the clock. It wasn't time for me to get up yet, but there also wasn't
enough time for me to go back to sleep. In the end, | decided to just start my day
early. Arriving at the office before my shift started wasn’'t going to do any harm, and
maybe | could get a head start on the endless paperwork that waited for me.

The FPA office was never empty, but so early in the morning, there weren't many



people either. After dropping my stuff off at my desk, | noticed the light on in
Mason's office. Mason Wright was always the first to arrive and the last to leave
every day. | had no idea how he managed to find time for a life outside his job, but
every rumor about him said that he was also a dutiful family man.

Since he was also Roland’ s brother, | could personally attest that these rumors about
our leader were accurate.

With so few people in the office, it would be a good time to give Mason an account
of our recent mission. It had been a day and a half since we rescued several kids from
being kidnapped and brought four members of the Bell ringers to justice, one way or
another. By now, Mason must have already received the details about everything that
happened from Agent Stayner, but | knew he would also want to hear a firsthand
account directly from me. So, | knocked on his door then poked my head inside.

He was on the phone and pointed over to the corner of his office in a silent order for
me to wait. | stepped aside and closed the door behind me, ready to wait as long as
necessary. Any call Mason took on the office phone had to be important, because he

only gave that number out for official business.

| occupied myself counting the cracks in the ceiling, until Mason’s conversation
caught my attention.

Maryland?

Why was he talking about Maryland?

Listening in, | couldn’t tell what the conversation was about, but it seemed to include
alist of different placesall over the country.

Nearly ten minutes later, | was bursting with curiosity when he finally hung up the



phone.

“Logan. | assume this is about your recent mission. I’ ve got the report right here. So,
how’d it go? Seems like it was even more successful than we expected.”

“Oh, uh, yeah.” The conversation | overheard had completely derailed my thoughts
process, and | struggled to remember why I’ d even stepped into the office.

| gave Mason a basic summary of what had happened the other night, but | barely
paid attention to what | was saying.

One word resonated over and over in my mind.

Maryland.

When | finished, Mason thanked me and casually dismissed me from his office, but |
hung near the door, debating with myself.

“Um, Mason,” | said before I’d fully decided to open my mouth. “What was that call
about earlier? It seemed... important.”

| expected to be ignored, or maybe outright scolded for being nosy, but instead
Mason just sighed and ran an exasperated hand through his hair before staring
forlornly at his phone.

“We' ve been making alot of progress with this Bell ringer case.”

“Okay? And that’s a good thing, so what’ s the problem?’

He sighed again, and for the first time, | noticed divers of gray at his temples. He
wasn't old, but he was no longer a young man either. Being the leader of the FPA



was difficult under normal conditions, but with the extra workload we'd had recently,
he was obviously feeling the strain.

“Success is good, yes. But the aftermath often leaves us with a lot of victims that
need to be taken care of. Even this most recent mission brought us two extra victims
we weren't expecting.”

The image of the two children I’d pulled out of the van flashed before my eyes, and |
could still feel their weight in my arms.

“Yes, we're saving people. Kids. That’s our job.”

| still wasn’'t seeing the problem. Mason was talking about our success as if it was a
bad thing.

Did he want us to not save people?

“Our job is about more than just protecting them for a single moment. It’s in the job
description. Protect and serve. Protecting is easy, but serving is a lot more difficult.
Many of these victims don’t have families that can take care of them. We haveto find
some place for them, but resources are limited. Most care homes and foster facilities
aren’'t equipped for the type of severe trauma that the victims we rescue are suffering
from, and the facilities that can handle it are aready filled to capacity. To put it
simply, we're running out of safe places to put the victims we rescue.”

His earlier conversation that I’ d overheard finally made more sense, though | was still
confused about the location.

“S0, you're reaching out to other facilities for help to find placement for the victims,
But why go so far as Maryland?’



Mason's desk was always immaculately clean. He never took out more than one thing
at atime, and always put it back before moving on to something else. When he pulled
out, not one, but three different folders and spread them over his desk simultaneoudly,
| knew he was stressed.

“We aren’'t the only ones facing this problem. The recent combined efforts on the
Bell ringer case have caused a similar over-taxation of resources in many aress.
We're having to look farther and farther away to find accommodation for victims.
Those kids you saved the other day need to be placed somewhere, and a facility in
Maryland is the closest place I’ ve found with vacancies.”

Gritting his teeth and growling low under his breath, he sammed one of the files
closed, nearly knocking it right off the desk.

“At least, that's the plan. Getting them to Maryland is proving to be nearly
impossible. There’'s no budget for three last minute plane tickets since ther
caseworker has to go with them. A long car trip will be stressful for them, but it’'s

looking like the only option.”

This wasn't part of my job. Finding safe placement for victims was someone else’s
responsibility. | should have just turned around and walked out of the office door.

But | didn’t, and | wasn't even surprised with myself.

“1 can fly them to Maryland.”

“Huh?’ Mason looked at me with a confused expression.

“1 can fly them to Maryland. The kids and the caseworker. I'm still licensed to fly

since | served in the Air Force. Plus, I’ ve got some old buddies from my time serving
that still owe me a favor. | can probably convince them to lend me the use of a



plane.” | approached the desk with my hands held out in a beseeching gesture,
practically begging Mason to agree with me.

“It'll be easier for everyone this way. The caseworker won't be overwhelmed taking
care of two kids alone, and the kids already know me since | was the one who rescued
them. We can have them relocated in just a couple of hours.”

Mason ran his hands through his hair again. If he kept it up, he was going to go bald
aswell asgray.

“Thisis more than | should be asking of you, but | also can’t afford to turn you down.
All right. I'll redirect any new cases to give you some time free and see if | can
scrape any funds together, so you don’t have to pay for everything out of pocket.”

It took another hour to plan out all the details, and when | left Mason’s office, | was
scheduled to get on a plane the very next day.

By then, more people had arrived at the office. | turned and headed straight for the
door that led to the building’s rooftop staircase. Along the way | nodded to people,
and exchanged friendly greetings, but if asked later, | couldn’t have said who |
encountered. My body was on autopilot, and my brain was a dizzying whirlwind of
thoughts that kept flying around but refused to land long enough for me to focus on
them.

On the roof, a strong wind whipped at my hair and made my eyes water as | |ooked
out over the city. In the distance, | could just see the Mississippi River and the twin
peaks of the Horace Wilkinson Bridge that stretched across it. The bridge was usually
adull iron gray, but in the morning sunlight it seemed to glow as if made from pure
copper.

My phone sat cold and lifeless in my hand. At first, I’d thought to call Clay and tell



him | was going to be making a trip to Maryland, but | changed my mind before
hitting a single button.

Mason was fooled, and so was everyone else, but | couldn't fool myself.
Volunteering to make the trip to Maryland wasn't a selfless act for the sake of
helping victims. I'd barely even thought about those kids when | made the
suggestion.

No.

Only one thought had been in my mind.

If | went to Maryland, there was a chance | might see Clay again.

It was selfish. He was building a life of his own. He didn’t need me to show up out of
the blue. Especially after the dreams I'd been having about him. Even if | kept the
nature of my dreams a secret and never told a soul, they would still be in the back of
my mind when | saw him again.

Would | be able to keep my cool and pretend like nothing had changed?

That | wasn’t constantly thinking about him in ways that he hadn’t consented to?
Maybe.

If | was any sort of decent person | would go back into Mason’s office and offer to
find someone else to make the flight to Maryland. | would keep myself far away from
Clay and only talk to him through the safety of a video call and many miles between

us.

But | wouldn’t. At this point, | couldn’t. The idea of going to Maryland was like a



siren’s cal, luring me from the safety of my home and tow myself upon the
dangerous rocks of adistant shore.

| wouldn’t make any plans, or even tell Clay | was coming, but somehow, | knew 1'd
end up meeting him anyway. That was how fate always worked, placing you in the
path of the one thing you should stay away from.

| should be disgusted with myself, but al | felt was excited at the prospect of finally
laying my eyes on him again.
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CHAPTER 22

Clay

Dominic’'s place was getting new guests. This wasn't strange, people were always
coming and going from the halfway house, but the new arrivals were apparently
younger than usual. Dominic was one of the few halfway houses that employed full-
time staff as well as volunteers, and he even had a few employees that were specially
trained to care for young kids. This was exactly why he was expanding his facility
into an apartment complex as well, so he could better separate the younger kids from
the older adults, and so everyone could get more specialized care, but until the
expansion was complete, he needed al the help he could get.

The actual staff were busy getting ready for the new arrivals and planning how to
care for them, so I’ d volunteered to get the room ready.

It wasn't much. The room already had a bunkbed, a double closet, and a pair of
matching desks. | just needed to check everything to make sure it was clean and dust
free, and make up the beds with sheets and pillows so they were ready for use. The

process only took me about an hour.

Just as | was fluffing the last pillow into place, Leslie poked her head through the
doorway.

“The new arrivals are here. They’re downstairs talking to Dominic now.”

| smoothed out the sheets one last time, then followed her downstairs.



Before | even reached the bottom of the stairs, | could aready hear Dominic's
laughter. He had a natural affinity with children and was no doubt already making
them feel right at home.

Just as | suspected, when | reached the bottom of the stairs, the first thing | saw was
Dominic kneeling on the floor with a boy and a girl, playing with them and making
them laugh right along with him. The kids' social service worker was standing beside
them, calmly explaining something | couldn’'t hear over the sound of the kid's joy.
Whatever she was saying must have been serious, because there was a frown on her
face, but she didn’t seem angry. Just very focused.

Then | noticed someone el se standing behind the social service worker, and my heart
stopped.

“Logan!”

My shouting caused everyone in the room to jump in surprise, but | didn’'t care as |
raced down the last few steps and threw myself at the man | hadn’t seen in person for
ayear. | wrapped my arms around him and barely resisted the urge to wrap my legs

around him too and cling like ababy koalato atree.

Logan was a few inches taller than me, so when he held me, my feet didn’'t quite
touch the ground. His arms didn’t even tremble as they supported my weight.

“Clay?”

His greeting was surprisingly uncertain, and | pulled back just enough to see the
bewildered ook on his face.

“What? What’ s wrong?”’



“Nothing, | just...” He looked around the room like he was only just seeing it for the
first time. “1 wasn’t expecting to see you.”

“Oh.” | released my grip from around him enough for my feet to dlide back to the
floor. The excitement I'd felt over his sudden appearance fizzled but didn't
completely fade.

There were at least a dozen people in the front room of the facility, and every single
one of them was watching us with curiosity. Even the two new kids stared at me with
their big eyes.

Embarrassed, | tried to back away, but Logan’s grip on my shoulders didn’'t let me
retreat more than a single step.

“What, um... what are you doing here?’

Logan nodded toward the kids that were still huddled near Dominic. “These two
needed aride from Louisianato Maryland, so | volunteered my services.”

“You drove them here?’ | eyed the kids again and swallowed hard around the ball of
jealousy that swelled up in my throat. | was the one that L ogan had driven across the
country to save. Now, these two little kids had replaced me.

Logan had ajob to do. He was moving on to helping other victims. | should be happy
about that, but it just made me feel bitter.

“Actualy, | flew them here,” Logan said, completely oblivious to the spiteful
thoughts stabbing inside my brain at that very moment. “Faster than a car ride, and

cheaper than buying plane tickets last minute.”

“Oh, you can fly a plane?’ | tried to sound upbeat and invested in the conversation,



but my words felt wrong on my tongue, and | was certain my tone sounded off.

“Yeah. | told you about my time in the Air Force. I'm still licensed to fly, and an old
service buddy loaned me his plane.”

Looking around the room, he finally noticed everyone staring at us. “Hey. | think
we're causing a distraction. Why don’'t you show me around the place, and we'll let
everyone else get the kids settled in.”

Dominic’s place didn’t look that big from the outside, but it was deceptive. The
building went a lot further back than it seemed from the front. It was not only a
halfway house, but was aso a pseudo-orphanage for young kids with nowhere else to

go.

| showed Logan around, focusing on the facilities that the kids he’d brought would
probably need. There was in-house therapy, an on-call doctor, and even tutors who
came in regularly. I’d used the tutors myself to help get my education back on track,
so | could attest to their quality.

In turn, Logan told me about his most recent mission. He couldn’t disclose all the
details, but it was enough for me to get an idea of what had happened.

He was still fighting to bring down the trafficking ring that had kidnapped me, which
was turning out to be alot bigger and more powerful than I'd originally known. He'd
not only caught a group of kidnappers in the act, but also pulled those two kids out of
the back of avan and saved them from being spirited away.

My teeth ground together so hard my jaw ached.

Why were they lucky enough to be saved when | wasn’t?



Where had all this effort been when | was taken?

My brother had been forced to use his own time and money to hire private
investigators to look for me, and | was only found after my captors had already let me

go.

A monstrosity of a playground stood at the very center of the building, surrounded
with walls like a courtyard. It had been built to look like a massive tree, with the
playground built in like a tree house.

Logan guided me over to the swings that hung from one of the branches, convincing
me to Sit in one of the plastic seats before claiming the other for himself.

The structure was made for kids, so our knees came up ridiculously high when our
feet were planted on the ground. Logan stretched his legs out over the ground and
crossed his ankles as he swayed back and forth on the swing.

“Hey, Clay? Areyou really al right? Y ou seem... more subdued than usual.”

Rather than copy his posture, | stood on the seat of the swing and gripped the chains
in both hands to keep my balance.

“To be honest, I'm jealous.”

Standing on the seat while he was sitting had the advantage of putting my head far
above his, so | didn't have to look directly into his eyes. It amost gave me the
courage to admit everything I’ d been feeling.

Almost.

The words were right on the tip of my tongue, but at the last second, | chickened out



and swallowed them again.

Instead, | tapped his shoulder with my foot and adopted a joking tone.

“I’ve never ridden in an airplane before. If you've got access to a plane, how come
you've never offered to take me for aflight?’

“Okay.”

His easy answer nearly knocked me off the swing, and chains rattled as | clung to
them to stay upright.

“What?’

Without even looking, | knew Logan was smiling up at me.

“I’ve got to fly the social worker back when she's done here, but it’s going to take
several daysto get the kids settled into their new place, so I'm stuck here for the time

being. If you want to go for aflight, then sure, | can take you. Just say when.”

Climbing down from the swing, | sat on the seat properly instead, so thistime my eye
line was equal with his.

“When.” My joke went over his head and he looked at me with the confusion of a
puppy dog that didn't understand why its treat had disappeared. “You said ‘say
when'. So... when.”

It was alame joke, but once L ogan understood what | meant, he laughed anyway.

“You want to go right now? Sure. Just let me get checked into my hotel and I'll come
back to pick you up in about an hour.”



When we left the playground, the hallways were suspiciously absent of people. |
suspected that everyone else was keeping out of our way to give us space. | would
have been embarrassed, but | wastoo grateful for the illusion of privacy.

At the front door, just before he left, Logan turned back to me and grabbed my hand.
“Since you were honest with me, | should be honest aswell. | lied to you earlier.”

My hand clenched tight around his.

He'd lied?

Was he not happy to see me, or had he changed his mind about taking me on his
plane?

Still holding onto my hand, his other hand rubbed nervoudly at the back of his head.
“1 didn’t know for certain that you were going to be here, but | also wasn't surprised.
| just had afedling that if | made thistrip, I'd run into you. It was part of the reason |
volunteered. | hope that’s not weird.” Pink colored his cheeks at the admission.

My heartbeat was still in my ears when | bumped our shoulders together.

“1t’ s not weird. I’'m glad you wanted to see me.” | flashed him a smile,

With his confession out in the open, Logan seemed much happier, and walked away
from the building with smile on his lips and a bounce in his step.

| watched him leave, wishing | could feel as carefree as he looked, but my own
thoughts still weighed heavily on me.

He'd said | was honest with him, but that was a lie. | hadn’'t been honest at all. If |
were truly honest, | would have told him the real reason for my jealousy. | didn’t care



about the planeride. | just wanted his care and attention all to myself.

Logan wasn’t the only one | was lying to. I’d been lying to myself for a year now.
Every time he called me, and we spent hours just discussing our day, every time | felt
a thrill just from hearing his name, | lied to myself about my feelings for him. |
insisted that what | felt was friendship, and anything else was just gratitude from the
way he helped me.

Ever since my disastrous date with Kenneth that lie had slowly been eroding.

| couldn’t keep lying to myself. What | felt for Logan was beyond friendship. | wasin
love with him, and worse, | was attracted to him.

The thought nearly made me laugh out loud.

Who would want someone like me lusting after them?

My desires had no value. If anything, I’d just end up tainting him.

He'd surely leave and never come back if he knew the way | thought about him
sometimes, and how the feeling of his arms around me made me feel.

| would just have to keep these thoughts to myself. Our friendship was too important
to be spoiled by my impure thoughts.

My hand felt cold despite the summer heat. | was already missing his touch after only
afew minutes apart.

Thiswas going to be avery difficult vow to keep.
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CHAPTER 23

Clay

My stomach swooped with afeeling of weightlessness before we even stepped foot in
the plane. It was a small thing with only a few seats. The only planes I’d ever seen
were commercial sized ones that carried hundreds of people, so this small contraption
didn’'t seem at all sturdy enough to get us airborne.

Under any other circumstances, | would have been terrified as | sat down in the
cockpit seat within arm’s reach of the dizzying number of controls. Yet, as Logan sat
in the seat next to me and his arm brushed mine, al | could focus on was his scent.

He was clean like soap and fresh air, with a bright note to his scent that made me
think of sunlight filtering through green leaves. I’ d forgotten what he smelled like. It
was such a silly thing to worry about, but the fact that | could forget any part of him
left me terrified.

If | could forget this, what else could | forget about him?

Hisvoice.

Hissmile.

The color of his eyes.

If enough time passed, could | forget him completely?



With an impressive amount of confidence, Logan went through the sequence of
starting up the plane and getting ready for takeoff. | never realized how much
communication it required from other people, but he had to get confirmation from at
least three different voices through the plane’s radio before we could even leave the
hangar where the small plane was parked.

| clung to the arms of the chair with a death grip as we started moving. The runway
area was completely flat, which created an optical illusion as if we were barely going
anywhere, but | could feel the momentum of the plane around us and knew the tarmac
was passing by just feet below us.

Beside me, Logan laughed and placed a comforting hand over mine on the arm of my
chair.

“It’s okay. Take adeep breath. I’ ve done this amillion times. We'll be fine.”

“Tell me that when we're in the air,” | snapped at him though gritted teeth. “And
keep your eyes on the road. Or the air. Or whatever you need to watch.”

Logan laughed again but didn’t say anything as he obeyed my order and focused on
what he was doing. The plane crept across the tarmac, passing several other much
larger aircraft that looked like they could run us over without even noticing.
Apparently, even airplanes had to obey the laws of the queue and we waited for our
turn at the start of the runway.

| got to watch several planes take off from an up-close view, and each time | still
marveled at the fact that they were able to fly. It didn't seem like it should work.
These clunky metal beasts had neither the agility of birds, nor the delicacy of bugs,
yet as soon as they got going fast enough their noses turned toward the sky and they
left the ground behind.



Eventually, it was our turn and | clung to my chair so hard my fingertips turned
white.

“Tell mewhenit’sover,” | said, though I never closed my eyes.

“We don’'t have to do this,” Logan assured me, even as he was given final clearance
for takeoff. “We can turn around right now and go back to the hangar.”

“No. | want to. I'm just... nervous.”

| was completely terrified, but it a good way, like the anticipation right before getting
on a rollercoaster. I’d only been to a theme park once in my life, but | still
remembered the addicting rush of adrenaline.

| could easily imagine going to atheme park with Logan.

Or a haunted house.

Or bungee jumping.

Even the movies would probably be more fun with him. It would certainly go a lot
better than my last date.

No. | needed to stop thinking like that. Logan and | weren't dating, and | shouldn’t
put him in that position even in my imagination. It would be too easy to start to
expect things from him.

Things I’d never get.

| didn’t even know for certain if he was gay, though | had my suspicions based on the
way he looked at me when | first showed up to his hotel room.



Gay or not, it didn’'t matter. We were on completely different levels. Friendship was
already more than | could hope for, but he would never see me as anything else.

The seats inside the plane were upholstered with white leather, and the entire cockpit
was spotless. It was such a pristine environment, and fit Logan perfectly.

| moved my hands from the arms of the chair to my lap and pinched them between
my knees. Every place | touched inside the plane felt sullied. As if everything rotten
inside me had leaked out and left a black stain behind.

| didn't belong here in this spotless environment, but Logan did. He deserved
someone unsullied, and that could never be me.

We started rolling down the runway, quickly gaining speed until something seemed
to tug just behind my solar plexus and the whole plane tipped upward. The ground
disappeared from sight, and all | could see was an endless expanse of blue sky and
white clouds stretching out in front of me.

There were so many different things in the plane Logan had to keep track of as we
ascended, but he handled them with ease. It reminded me of an expert pianist who
always knew exactly which key to hit to create grand music.

Only when the pressure behind my solar plexus disappeared and | didn’'t feel like |
was being pressed back into my seat, did | dare to lean closer to the window and look
down. The ground was so far away it looked like a patchwork quilt. | couldn’t even
comprehend what | was looking at for a moment, but soon | realized that the lines
dissecting the patchwork landscape were roads, and the little dots moving along the
line were cars.

Even the buildings, which from the ground created an entire city, merely looked like
acollection of scattered Lego bricks.



“It'sal so small,” | marveled as | pressed my face against the glass. “1 can’'t even see
the people.”

This high above the ground, it was like all of humanity ceased to exist except for the
two of us. Everyone else was gone.

Something inside me snapped, like a tether that had been holding me to the ground
had suddenly released and left me free-floating. | was completely untouchable up
here. Everyone who'd ever hurt me, or failed me, or used me, was so far beneath me
that they wereinvisible.

Flying above the world, | was untouchable. Even if one of the monsters from my past
decided to show up again, they couldn’t touch meif they tried.

“Clay?’ Logan’s hand on my shoulder turned me away from the window. “Are you
okay?’

“What?Yeah, I'm fine.”

With the back of one finger, he stroked my cheek, and when he pulled his hand away,
afew drops of water clung to his skin.

At some point, while I’d been gazing at the world below, I’d started to cry without
realizing. | wiped at my own cheeks, astonished at the tears | found there.

I’d cried plenty of times in my life. During my worst times it had been a daily
occurrence, but 1I'd never cried like this before. Not only were the tears silent, but
they didn't hurt. There was no rush of ugly emotion or flush of heat or pounding
heart. | barely felt anything as a few more tears dripped from the corners of my eyes,
except for a gentle sense of relief.



“Sorry,” | said quickly as | wiped the new tears away. “1 didn’'t realize. I’ m not upset.
| promise.”

Luckily, he seemed to believe me, so | didn’t have to explain the strange emotions |
was feeling. | had no idea what to even call these emotions, let alone how to describe
them, and | probably would have sounded like alunatic if | tried.

The plane kept climbing, though the assent was much shallower than our initial
takeoff, so | didn't feel the change as drastically. | didn’'t even realize we were still
rising until we were engulfed within the clouds and came out on the other side above
them. Now the world below us was completely gone, and only a landscape of clouds
and sunlight remained.

“It looks like heaven.”

Logan stared at me in shock. Hetried to hide it, but | could tell I’d startled him.

| gave him awide smile, instinctively tilting my head in away that | knew showed off
the angle of my jaw and the length of my neck in the best way.

“My therapist and | have been working on it. | still can’'t say...” The word a ngel
tangled on my tongue, and | shook my head. “That word, but I’ve managed to
conquer related terms. Pretty soon, it won't bother me at all.”

“Good.” Logan nodded. Something on the plane' s controls changed, and he flipped a
few switches before adjusting the position of the steering wheel—a U shaped thing
that was apparently called the Y oke—so we were flying at a subtly different angle.
“Although, it wouldn’t matter even if you're never able to say that word again. The
term doesn’'t redlly fit you anyway.”

| watched him on the controls but couldn’t understand what he was doing any more



than | could understand what he was saying.

| wasn't an angel?

What did that mean?

| knew what | looked like. | was the stereotypical angel that appeared at the top of
every Christmas tree and on every Hallmark greeting card. Even once I’d exchanged
the round, cherubic cheeks of my youth for the sharper angles of adulthood, | could
still have easily stared in anativity play just by putting on awhite robe.

Or did Logan mean it in afigurative sense?

Angels were considered to be pure beings, and | didn’t fit that description anymore.

As if sensing the direction my thoughts had taken, Logan was quick to explain
himself,

“l don’t mean it in abad way. | mean... here. Look.”

He let go of the plane's yoke to fish his phone out of his pocket. | panicked at first,
thinking we were about to crash, but Logan assured me that planes weren't the same
as cars that needed constant steering. So long as we weren't altering our course, the
autopilot could do most of the work.

He searched for something on his phone for a moment before handing it to me.

“Thisiswhat you reminded me of the first time we met.”

It was a statue of an angel sitting in a particularly provocative pose, one hand on top
of his head like he’d just pushed his shoulder length hair out of hisface, and the cloth



draped over hislap barely covering his otherwise naked form.

| glared at Logan. “Is this supposed to be some sort of joke?’

His cheeks flushed and he hurriedly scrolled down the page on his phone, nearly
knocking it out of my hand in the process.

“No, | don’t mean it like that. Ugh, I’m not explaining this well. Here. Read what it

IS.

Still trying to decide if | should be angry with him or not, | returned my gaze to the
screen to read the description that the museum website had written bel ow the picture.

It was called the Genie du Maal , and apparently it was a statue of Lucifer.

| scrolled back up to the image. What | had initially assumed to be typical angel
wings were bare of all feathers. Instead, they had a membrane of skin and clawslike a
bat.

Thiswas no angel. It was a demon.

Scrolling back down, | read the rest of the statue’s description, and laughed out loud
over the scandalous story of how it had come to be.

Handing him back his phone, | smirked at him. “So, when | showed up at your door,
you thought | was the devil ?’

Instead of putting his phone away, Logan tossed it into a cup holder near the yoke.

“You're certainly as tempting as the devil.” He must not have meant to say that out
loud, because he looked startled by the sound of his own words. He dropped his face



into his hands, and groaned. “I’m sorry. That was inappropriate. | didn’t mean?—"

“Please don’'t,” | interrupted him. One curious eye peeked at me from behind his
hands, but Logan didn’t raise his head. | couldn’t look directly at him either. “Please
don’'t say you didn't mean it. |...”

Should | say it?

Barely an hour ago I'd been scolding myself for daring to think of Logan in a
romantic way, but that had been when we were on the ground. So far away from the
rest of the world, al the things I’d been worried about seemed like they no longer
mattered.

Gathering up my courage, | reached out and pulled his hands away from his face.

“I"d like it if you meant it.” My cheeks were so flushed with embarrassment, | could
feel heat radiating from them, but | pressed on. “I'd likeit alot.”

His fingers dlid between my own, one at a time like he was slowly weaving us
together.

“Don’t tell me that. You have no idea how hard it is being this close to you without
kissing you. Fuck. | wanted to kiss you the first night we met, but | knew that
wouldn’t be appropriate.”

| leaned forward until our foreheads touched. It was closer than we'd ever been
before, but we still didn’t cross that final line.

“Yeah, | wouldn't have responded well to that when we first met. Or, I’d have just
assumed you were the same as everyone else and demanded that you pay for it.”



I’d meant it as a joke, but the harsh reminder 1'd just given myself made me jerk
away from him.

For one precious moment, I’d forgotten my own past, but reality slammed back into
me with the force of a sledgehammer against my brain.

“No. You can’t mean this.”

Logan let me pull back, but also refused to let go. He ended up leaning into my side
of the cockpit, so he was awkwardly bent over the center armrest.

“Yes, | do mean it.”

“Well, you shouldn’t.” | pressed against his shoulder but couldn’t bear to truly shove
him away. “Y ou shouldn’t want me. Y ou deserve so much better. | can’t give you any
of my firsts. They’ ve already been taken.”

| was shouting now, but | couldn’t stop. | gripped his shirt in a tight fist, pulling him
closer. The thought of him leaving terrified me, even as | argued for that very
outcome.

“You wouldn’'t be my first. You wouldn’t even be my hundredth. |1 have nothing to
offer you, and you deserve someone who can give you everything.”

With every word | spoke, | pulled him closer until we were practically breathing the
same air. My whole body trembled as Logan slowly raised his hands to cup either
side of my face.

“1 don’'t need everything. | just need you, because you are everything. Forget about
society’s stupid purity culture. It doesn’'t mean anything. Virginity is a made-up
concept, anyway. Just answer me one question. Do you want to be with me?”’



| nodded.

Of course | did.

What other answer could | give?

“Do you want me to kissyou?’

| nodded again.

“Then that’ s all that matters.”

| opened my mouth to argue but found myself silenced when his lips pressed against
mine.

It was a soft kiss. In my experience, kissing had always been rough and unpleasant,
mostly focused on taking rather than giving, and often involved the use of more teeth
than | was comfortable with.

This kiss was soft, and so different than what I’d known that | couldn’t help melting
against Logan with a pleased sigh.

Maybe | still had a few firsts to give him. Kissing Logan felt like nothing I'd ever
experienced before, to the point that | wouldn’'t even dare put it in the same category
of the kisses I’ d been subjected to in the past.

| needed a new word. Logan’s kiss, which filled me with such a sense of elation and
seemed to tickle my very soul, deserved aname all its own.

We kissed until we ran out of air, then pulled back just enough to take a breath before
kissing again. It would have gone on indefinitely if a beeping from the plane's



controls hadn’t caught our attention.

Logan returned to his place properly in the pilot’'s seat and took control of the plane
again. Even just afew inches of space between us felt like too much. So, | hugged his
arm against myself and curled up at his side as we continued on our flight, sneaking
more, brief kisses every now and then.

For thefirst timein aslong as | could remember, | was content. Eventually, we would
have to come back down to earth, but | would have happily stayed up in the heavens
forever.
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CHAPTER 24
L ogan

Unlike in fairy tales or movies, true love's kiss did not magically solve al our
problems.

Clay and | spent several days together while | waited to fly the social worker back
home after the kids were settled into their new home. We spent most of the time
indulging in cliché “date” activities, such as going to overly romantic restaurants, a
fair, and even the movies.

We also traded plenty of other kisses, but never more than that. Clay clung to my
shoulders and arms eagerly, but he seemed shy about touching anything beyond that,
so | mimicked him. | knew from the moment we crossed the line into non-platonic
territory that Clay would have to dictate the pace, and we could move as quickly or
slowly as he wanted.

By the time | needed to leave to return to Baton Rouge, we had vaguely agreed to try
long-distance for now, but nothing else. We would need to figure a lot more things
out, but | had hope that we were at |east on the right track.

Yet, | wasn't surprised when | arrived home to find | had several missed video calls
from Clay. Throwing down my travel bag and collapsing on my bed, | took a deep
breath and called him back.

“Hey, Clay. Something wrong? | noticed you called several times.”



Clay answered the video call immediately, but he kept the phone at an angle so that it
wasn't pointed directly at his face. | could still see his expression, so | knew
something was off, but without being able to look directly into his eyes, | couldn’t
begin to guess what he was thinking.

“Logan. Sorry. | shouldn't have called so many times when | knew you were
traveling. | just... panicked.”

| sat up on the bed, ready to run out the door and all the way back to Maryland if
necessary. “Panicked? Did something happen?’

“No.” Clay finally looked directly at the screen, and | could see the red rims around
his eyes that said he had been crying recently. “Nothing’s wrong. | just got in my
head after you left and started over-thinking things. But Jason was able to talk me
down, so I’'m fine now.”

He laughed as if what he'd said was just a joke, but my own expression turned even
more serious.

“Over-thinking about what? If you' re having second thoughts, then?—"

Clay cut me off before | could even finish the sentence.

“1’m not having second thoughts.” He threw his hands out as if he meant to reach out
to me, only to hit the cold surface of a screen instead. The phone was knocked off
whatever he'd used to prop it up, and there were severa moments of chaotic
fumbling before | was able to see him again.

“I’m not having second thoughts,” Clay repeated, looking more frazzled than before.
Several strands of hair were stuck to his cheek, and | longed to reach out and tuck
them behind his ears. “I’'m having too many thoughts, is the problem. Until now, |



never thought about having a real relationship with anyone. It didn't seem like
something that was possible for me. Now that it is... | don’t know what to think.”

My first instinct was to immediately reassure him and tell him that everything was
fine. We could take as long as he needed to figure things out, and if he ultimately did
change his mind, then that would be okay, too.

However, then | took a closer look at him. He was twisting his fingers together, a
certain sign that he was nervous, while also chewing on his bottom lip. This last
action meant he had something he wanted to say, but he wasn't certain if he should
speak up.

If I interrupted him now, he would swallow his words and bury them. So, as much as
| wanted to speak, | kept my mouth shut and waited.

My patience was rewarded a moment later when, in a small breathless voice, Clay
finaly spoke.

“When you were here, all we did was kiss. Relationships usually involve more than
that.”

With each word he spoke he looked more and more miserable.

Taking a chance, | spoke up. “A relationship doesn’'t have to include sex. You know
that, right? Like... | love kissing you, and I’ d be happy to do more, but it's also not a
requirement. If kissingisall we ever do, I'll still be happy.”

With agrowl of frustration, Clay slammed his fist into the pillow beside him. “That’'s
not the problem. | want to do more with you, but it’s so confusing. I’ ve never actually
wanted anyone before. |’ ve gotten so used to thinking of sex as something negetive,
something painful, that putting it together with you in my head feels wrong. Like



I’m... making you dirty somehow by wanting you.”

He sighed, and before | could even respond, he was already smoothing out the pillow
and putting it back into place.

“Sorry. I've aready talked about all this with Jason, so | know this way of thinking
isn't right. 1I’ve already got an extra session with Doctor Coleman to help me work
through it.”

| was half-tempted to fly off back to Maryland anyway, just so | could give him a
hug. | hated to see Clay being so hard on himself.

Instead, | ran my finger over the screen, pretending the smooth surface under my skin
was actually his cheek.

“It sounds like you're on the right track then. And | understand that this is all
probably very confusing for you. Take as much time as you need to figure things out.
I’m not going anywhere.”

Blue eyes peered at me from under half-lowered lashes, and there was a playful glint
back in Clay’s eye as he pouted.

“But you did go somewhere. You're all the way over there in Louisiana while I'm
stuck here, so many miles away. Long-distance relationships are hard. What if you
get bored waiting for me, or find someone prettier?’

Based on his tone, he was mostly joking. Even if his words had a few real worries
hidden in them, he was confident enough to turn them into ajoke.

| laughed and shook my head, flashing him with a smile. “Is this your way of fishing
for compliments? How could | possibly find someone prettier? You're already



perfect.”

Twirling a lock of hair around his finger, Clay started to bite his lip for a whole
different reason. His actions were a bit stilted, like he wasn’t sure what he was doing
and was just going through the motions, but the distress he'd felt earlier had
completely left his eyes and his posture was relaxed.

“Am | pretty enough for someone to make a statue of me?’

Apparently, Clay was amused by my comparison of him to the sexy statue of Lucifer.
It had come up several times since our conversation in the plane. So much so, that it
was becoming a running joke between us.

| shook my head, acting asif | was burdened by agreat sorrow. “I’m afraid, if anyone
tried to make a statue of you, it would be banned for being too distracting. Even
keeping pictures of you on my phone is practically the same as carrying a concealed
weapon.” | smirked as | watched him struggle to contain his laughter. “Luckily, I've
got a permit to conceal carry.”

The dam broke, and Clay started laughing hard enough that he had to clutch his
stomach to keep himself from falling over.

“Logan,” he gasped through his laughter. “You're a total dork. You act all cool and
badass, but you’ re actually just aweirdo.”

His laughter caused me to laugh, until we were both howling.

“Oh no. My secret’s been revealed. Now we'll have to stay together so | can make
sure you never tell anyone.”

It took a few minutes, but we eventually calmed down, and basked in the cathartic



silence left behind after the outburst of positive emotions.

We sat so long in silence that | had no idea what time it was when Clay finally spoke
up again.

“Thanks.”

While we' d been enjoying the silence, I'd slumped back against my bed, and was
already half asleep. | raised my head to get a better look at the screen, and the little
shy smile on Clay’ s face made my heart stutter in my chest.

“For what?”’

“For always knowing how to turn my craziness around into something positive. For
taking everything so well. For just... being you.”

The miles between us felt so long and so small at the same time. It hadn’t even been a
day since | last saw him, and | already missed him so much, yet it also felt as though
he were right there next to me.

“I’ll keep being me if you keep being you. Deal ?’

Clay’s smile was so bright | feared it would burn out the screen of my phone.

“Deal.”
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CHAPTER 25
L ogan

| ssammed the door behind me so hard it rattled the wall. A dozen curses all welled up
from my throat at the same time, and the only reason | didn’t start shouting was
because | didn’t know which one to say first.

Every person in the office watched me with wide eyes and a silent mouth as |
stomped over to my desk and collapsed into my chair. My head hit the solid top of
my desk with an audible thunk, and | groaned into my own paperwork.

The noise of the FPA office slowly started up again, but | could tell just from the
sound of people’ s footsteps that my coworkers were giving me a wide berth.

Eventually, a familiar pair of shoes stepped into my line of sight, and | looked up to
see Roland standing beside my desk with an eyebrow raised and a concerned look on
his face.

“S0000, | take it your meeting with my brother didn’t go well.”

In was in moments like this when | regretted that my best friend and partner detective
was also our Chief’s younger brother. With anyone else, | could bitch about my boss
without consequences. With Roland, I'd feel too guilty saying bad things about his
own brother right to his face. Plus, he might end up revealing what I’ d said to Mason.
He wouldn’'t mean to, Roland would never snitch on me, but he was aso a terrible
liar and would likely end up saying something unintentionally.



“It went fine,” | said through gritted teeth. “Those kidnappers we caught trying to
abduct several kids were caught red-handed. We've got a watertight case against
them. There’' s no question that they’re going to jail.”

Propping his hip against the corner of my desk, Roland physically hauled me up so |
was sitting upright in my chair. “Then what’ s all this attitude about?’

“Those bastards haven't said a thing about who they’ re working for. They claim they
were acting on their own, and apparently, there isn't enough evidence to prove
otherwise. | wanted to hold off and continue pressing them, maybe offer them a better
plea dedl if they’ll give us more info on the Bell ringers, but apparently the decision
is out of my hands and above my pay grade. The higher-ups don’t want to risk a
surefire conviction for one that may or may not happen in the future. Never mind
what keeps people the safest, right. Just go for what’ s easiest.”

With another loud groan, | let my head drop back to the table.

Roland’' s hand thumped against my back a few times in a show of support. “Well, at
least some of the bad guys are going behind bars, right. That's what we're here for
after all.”

My mouth pressed against the paperwork on my desk, muffling my voice. “Those
guys are just lackies. Losing them won't even slow the Bell ringers down. Plus, how
much will attempted kidnapping get? A few years? Soon enough, they’ll be out and
free to crawl back to their masters.”

| didn’t want to say it out loud, but the Bell ringer case wasn’'t going well.

We' d had one good success two months ago, when we set up the sting-operation and
managed to catch some of the kidnappers and save multiple kidsin one go.



Two months.

That should have been plenty of time to make more headway in the case, but after
that night, all evidence of the Bell ringers had seemingly disappeared. Like pruning
the limb of atree, they had immediately erased all evidence of their access to home
security systems, making it look like nothing had ever been amissin the first place.

That wouldn’t stop them, though. They had more than one way to get their hands on
vulnerable kids. Without access to home security systems, they’d just rely more on
altering adoption records in hospitals, like the case that Damien and Sebastian had
brought down. Or any of the other “supply chains’ they had set up for their human
chattel.

The metaphor was overused, but | couldn’t help but think of the ancient Greek hero
Hercules fighting the hydra. When we cut off one branch of the Bell ringers
organization, more would just pop up.

Except, unlike with Hercules, we had no way to cauterize the wounds.

“What about your boyfriend?’

Roland’ s question had me sitting up so fast my chair tipped onto its two back legs.

“What' re you talking about?’

Roland caught my chair before | topped over. “Clay Dahler. He's one of the Bell
ringer’s victims and was with them for years. We've already determined that there
must be a lot of influential people backing the Bell ringers. Show him a list of
possible suspects. Heck, show him a list of everyone who could possibly cover this
kind of thing up. There are only so many people with that much power and resources.
Seeif he recognizes anyone.”



| sammed my hand down on the top of the desk, and several stacks of paperwork fell
to the floor.

“No way. I'm not putting him through something like that. He's aready told me
everything he knows. Making him look through lists and lists of people, hoping he
recognizes someone, will just stress him out for no reason. If he isn’t able to help,
he'll feel like he's failed, and the guilt will eat him up. And if he did recognize
someone...”

| thought back to the multiple times I’d helped him while he broke down or talked
him through a panic attack over the phone. He was getting better, but he wasn’t free
from his trauma. In the two months since the start of our relationship, he'd called me
three times in the early hours of the morning when a nightmare had triggered a
flashback, and he needed help finding his way back to reality.

“No,” | said with even more conviction. “I could never put that kind of pressure on
him. He's made so much progress, and | won't risk setting back his healing.”

Sighing deeply, Roland bent down and retrieved my paperwork from the floor. “All
right. Well, in that case, we may just have to accept that thisis the best we're going to
be able to achieve for now. Until more evidence is uncovered, there's not much we
can do.”

He wasright. It aggravated every instinct | had until 1 nearly wanted to hiss like a cat
whose fur had been rubbed the wrong way, but | had no argument for Roland.

This was the best we could do for now. It was just a shame that our best wasn’t good
enough.
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CHAPTER 26
L ogan

My phone started ringing the second | stepped through the door of my apartment. It
was Clay’s ringtone, which | had recently changed to Wind Beneath My Wingsin a
moment when |’ d been feeling particularly romantic, and although it was a bit sappy,
it fit too well for me to consider changing it.

Clay knew when | got off work and must have calculated my commute down to the
second to time his call so precisaly. | pulled out my phone and answered the video
call beforeI’d even sat down.

“Clay. I’'m so glad to hear from you. It' s been a shit day.”

“Well, hopefully | can make it better. Ooh, still in uniform. It really must have been a
tough day. It took you longer to get home than usual.”

| looked down at my clothes. It wasn't actually a uniform, just a business casual suit
that was tailored enough to look professional, but comfortable enough for me to
spend hours running around the city if | had to.

In away, Clay wasn't wrong in calling it auniform. | only wore such clothes when |
was working, and usually preferred to wear jeans and a leather jacket when | was off

the clock.

“Yeah,” | sighed as| finally took a seat on my own couch. “A long day.”



Should | tell him about the case?

| didn’t want him to get involved, but he also deserved to know that the people who
hurt him might never be brought to justice if we couldn’t dig up more evidence.

| looked at his face, smiling eagerly at me through the screen. There was no way |
could tell him about the Bell ringer case when he looked so happy. There was a spark
of mischief in his eyes, and | knew he was in particularly high spirits. It would be
cruel to ruin that with bleak news.

All thoughts of the Bell ringer case were pushed to the back of my mind, as far away
from Clay as | could keep them.

Clay tugged at the collar of the bathrobe he was wearing. “Maybe | can cheer you up.
Make your day alittle better.”

“My day’s already better just hearing your voice.”

“No, | mean...” He huffed and fidgeted with the collar of his bathrobe some more.
“You'd think 1I'd be better at this, but | don't actually know how to get things
started.”

Based on his tone and expression, he was frustrated but not upset. Confused, |
propped my phone up on some books on my coffee table so | could face it more
directly and give Clay my full attention.

“What are you talking about? Get what started?’

Clasping his restless hands in his lap, Clay looked off to the side for a moment and
took a deep breath, like he was gathering his strength, before turning back to me.



“Okay. So... Doctor Coleman had an idea.”

“Your therapist?’

“Yeah. We' ve been working these last couple months on my hang ups around sex,
and she had an ideato help me... easeinto it.”

Not sure where this was going, | just nodded and waited for him to explain.

Instead of words, he answered me with actions. He first set up the phone on the
bookshelf across from his bed, then stepped back so that | was able to see all of him.
The bathrobe covered him from wrist to ankle, which was odd since he usualy wore
his day clothes up until it was time to go to bed.

Unable to look directly at the screen, he toyed with the tie keeping the robe closed.

“Don’t laugh if it looks stupid.”

In one smooth motion, he removed his bathrobe. The cloth fell to the floor, and my
jaw went with it.

Hidden under the robe was one of the sexiest sets of lingerie I’d ever seen. Not much
of his skin was truly exposed, between the long velvet gloves that covered his arms,
tall boots that reached to his mid-thigh, and the semi-transparent lace that showed off
tantalizing peeks of historso. Everything was in shades of red, making him look like
aliteral devil cometo life.

“S0?" Clay asked, tugging at the lace top to pull it down over his stomach as much as
possible. “What do you think?’

My brain was still full of white noise, and my first severa attempts at forming



sentences came out as a stutteri Ng Mess.

“l— Y ou— Clay— Fuck. Y ou gotta warn a guy before hitting him with... all that.”

Clay giggled as my tongue repeatedly tripped over itself, but there was a nervous
edge to the sound that didn’t sound entirely happy.

“S0, you do like it?

Finally getting myself back under control, | managed to piece my scattered brain back
together and fully process what | was seeing.

“Of course | like it. But, Clay, what's al this about? You said this was Doctor
Coleman’sidea?’

“Well, not this specifically.” He sat down on the edge of his bed, crossing his legs
one over the other in away that emphasized how good his limbs looked in the boots.
“This outfit was my choice. That was the point. I’ve dressed up plenty of times for
other peopl€'s pleasure, but I’ve never really chosen something ssimply because | like
it. She suggested | pick out something that | liked and that made me feel good, as a
way to... how did she put it... reclaim my agency when it comes to my sexuality.”

“And nearly kill me in the process. You know, | was joking about you being pretty
enough to be used as a weapon. You didn’t need to make it literal.”

This time Clay’s laughter sounded a little more genuine. My positive reaction to his
appearance seemed to help him feel more comfortable, and he was quickly gaining
confidence in hisflirting.

Leaning back on his arms so the lines of his body were on full display, he pointed at
me with the toe of one boot.



“Looks like I’m not the only one packing a weapon.”

| was so distracted by the sight of his legs encased in red leather that | didn't
immediately notice what he was pointing at. My eyes trailed down him, from hip to
toe, and only then did | follow the line of hisleg toward myself.

And the very obvious tent in my pants.

Awkwardly clearing my throat, | crossed my legs in a useless effort to hide my
reaction.

“Sorry. Don’'t worry about that.”

“No. Don’'t hide.” Clay uncrossed his legs and leaned forward so he was closer to the
camera. “I’ ve been working on getting more comfortable with combining the ideas of
you and sex in my head. So, | don’t want to shy away from it. | want to see.”

“You want to see?’ Clay’s new position with his legs uncrossed gave me an even
better view of his waist and inner thighs, which caused my erection to strain even
harder against my pants. There was plenty for him to see, if that's what he wanted,
but | wasn't certain what he was asking for.

Clay didn’'t seem to know either as he nervously bit at his thumbnail, then sputtered
when he found himself biting velvet instead of his own skin and dropped his hand
back down to his lap.

“Yeah, | want to see you.” He toyed with the top of his boots and traced the seam that
ran down his inner thigh in a way that was a tease | would have thought it was
intentional if | didn’'t know better. “You’ve seen me undressed before. It's not fair
that I’ve never seen you. Plus, | like the ideathat you find me attractive. So... Let me
see you. Please?’



The coy look he sent me from under his lashes was too intentional to be an accident.
Maybe he did know what he was doing and was teasing me on purpose.

| certainly wasn’'t going to complain.

“All right.” | shrugged and slipped off my jacket before unbuttoning my shirt. My
actions were slow, taking my time on each button so that he could stop me if it turned
out I’d misinterpreted his request.

My caution was unnecessary. The moment | started undressing, Clay perked up like
an eager dog. If he had atail, it would have started wagging.

“Redly? You'll let me see?’

Removing my shirt, | tossed it aside, unconcerned with where it landed. “Were you
expecting me to turn you down?’

His shy demeanor returned, and he ducked his head, but he never stopped looking me
up and down. “I hoped you would agree, but | didn’t know if you'd find doing
something on cameral like this uncomfortable.”

Before removing my pants, | had to take my shoes off first. There was no sexy way to
remove shoes, especially not ones with extralaces like mine, so | hurried through it to
get them off asfast as possible.

“l told you before. We'll do whatever makes you comfortable. Does the distance
between us help since I’m not actually in the room with you?’

Still eyeing me like | was putting on a fascinating show, Clay nodded. “I think so. If
you were here with me that would probably be too much, but this is easier. | can
make it stop just by turning off my phone.”



With my hand on the button of my pants, | froze. “You know | would stop if you
asked meto, right?’

“1 know,” Clay quickly reassured me. “But just because | know something is true,
doesn’'t mean | feel it's true. That's a lot of what 1’ ve been working on with Doctor
Coleman. Everything involving sex feels like a threat, even when | know it's safe.
That’s why this is a good starting point. The threat is minimal since you're so far
away.”

At first, | felt insulted that Clay considered me a threat, but | kept my mouth closed
and breathed through my nose as | let the hurt from his words wash past me. It was
one of the first things they reiterated to us when | joined the FPA, to evaluate our

reactions and not let our own emotions affect the way we treated people.

It was a hard lesson to remember in the heat of the moment and required the
discipline of all my years on the police force.

Clay didn’'t mean to insult me. He was just explaining his mindset and he trusted me
enough not to misinterpret or take it personally.

After reminding myself of this, the sting of his accusation faded, and my heart was
calm once again.

“ S0, you want me to continue?’

With an eager smile on his face, Clay braced his elbow on his knee and propped his
chinin his hand to stare at me expectantly.

“Yes, please.”

Despite my earlier confidence, I'd never actually stripped on camera. There was



something more vulnerable about it than when my partner was in the room with me.
It wasn't abad feeling, but | did feel like | was on display.

Since | was sitting down, there was no choice but to stand up so | could remove my
pants. The way | had my phone angled meant that the upper half of my body was off
the screen when | was standing, so Clay was really getting a full view of everything
he wanted to see.

At least he seemed to be enjoying the show, based on the sparkle in his eyes as he
watched me.

Taking a deep breath, | pushed my pants off my hips and let them fall to the floor.
Then, before | could lose my nerve, | shoved my underwear off just as quickly.

When | sat back down, the leather material of my couch was cold against my skin, yet
| felt hotter than ever. My arousal hadn’'t dimmed at all since Clay first revealed his
outfit. If anything, the embarrassment crawling under my skin only made me even
harder. That was something | hadn’t known about myself, and blood rushed to my
cheeks as | blushed.

Trying to adopt a relaxed pose, like | wasn’t screaming on the inside, | threw an arm
over the back of my couch.

“Good?’

| had no idea what | was even asking about.

Was| good?

Was he good?



| just needed to say something to fill the silence, and it was the only thing | could
think of saying.

Clay didn’t seem to mind as he bit hislip and drank me in with his eyes. “Hmm. Very
good.”

Still wanting to go at his speed, | didn’t make another move despite the erection that
was now throbbing painfully hard between my legs.

“What do you want me to do now?”

“What?" Clay looked up at me, meeting my eyes for the first time in several minutes
with a startled expression.

“Come on,” | encouraged. “This is your show. So, tell me what you want me to do
next. I'm following your command.”

“Redly? Anything?’ He was obviously intrigued by the idea, but also skeptical as his
eyes narrowed at me. “What if | wanted you to start doing jumping jacks?’

Without hesitation, | stood from the couch intending to follow his orders, but he
stopped me before | could get started.

“Wait. Stop. Come back. | don’t actually want you to do that.”

| sat back down, this time throwing both arms over the back of the couch so that |
was lounging more than sitting.

“So, what do you want me to do? Give me theword and I'll doit.”

Clay gaped at me, eyes alight with possibilities, but also in complete disbelief that he



was being given such an opportunity.

The bottom part of his outfit was made of velvet just like his gloves. Calling them
shorts was a generous term, since they didn’t cover his legs at al, but the thicker
material hid his body more than typical lingerie. Until now, there had been no hint of
actual arousal from him, but he must have found the idea of ordering me around very
appealing, because a noticeable tent formed in the front of his shorts.

The evidence of his arousal helped ease my own embarrassment. | must be doing
something right if Clay found it so exciting.

While I’ d been distracted observing him, he’ d been busy deciding what to do with his
newfound power. He sat up straighter, asif his bed were athrone, and gave me alook
like aking regarding hisloyal subject.

“You told me before that you've had dreams about me. | want to see how you take
care of yourself after these dreams.”

What could a subject do but obey hisking?

With the real thing sitting right in front of me, it wasn’t hard to remember how my
dreams of him would leave me a sweating, desperate mess. | already ached for him,
and now that | had permission, my hand found my cock as if it had been magnetized.
| immediately started stroking myself, moaning as pleasure licked up my spine like
fire, and squeezed my eyes shut tight.

“Stop.”

My hand froze the moment | heard Clay’s order, and my head fell back against the
couch with agroan of frustration.



“Clay. You'rekilling me.”

He laughed at me, and athough | was practically writhing with desperation, | smiled
aswell.

“You're going too fast,” he chastised me, shaking his head like I’ d disappointed him.
“1 want you to go slower so | can enjoy it.”

| could already see his plan forming behind his eyes. He was going to tease me for as
long as he could. The power I'd given him over me excited him, and he planned to
makeit last.

Bracing myself for a rough ride, | followed his request and started stroking myself
much slower than before.

It was torture. | wanted nothing more than to take myself firmly in hand and chase the
orgasm that was building in my gut, but Clay wouldn’t let me. He insisted that | keep
my touch slow and soft, and even started directing me on exactly how | should touch
myself.

For a full minute, he had me focus on just the head of my cock, bringing myself so
close to orgasm my vision started to turn white. Then, just before | found release, he
ordered my hands away from my cock entirely and only let me touch my thighs and
chest until 1 calmed down. Then, when | could finally touch my cock again, | had to
keep my strokes so light and slow that | could barely feel them.

It was the most intense kind of edging because | was doing it to myself. At any
moment, | could easily put an end to it and let myself come, but my hands seemed to
no longer be connected to me. They moved only under Clay’s command, as if he'd
somehow reached into my brain and taken direct control of me.



Clay never took his own clothes off, but at some point, he started rubbing himself
through his shorts. | couldn’t even enjoy the sight of him pleasuring himself, trapped
as | was within the prison of my own skin. He controlled everything. He told me
when | could make noise and when | had to be silent. When | could close my eyes
and when | had to keep them open.

| obeyed every word he said.

The sun was still up when | returned home from work, but it had set behind the
horizon when Clay finally gave me permission to finish. Tears were leaking from my
eyes at that point, and it didn’t take more than a couple of quick strokes for me to fall
over the edge that I’ d been teetering on for so long.

My throat was a dry, tangled knot, and the moan that | let out when | came sounded
like someone was choking me. | made a mess of my own hand and thighs, and even
managed to stain the couch, but | didn’t care about the cleanup. My brain was filled
with nothing but static and fog as | lay sprawled over the couch, as limp as awet rag.

“Wow,” Clay gasped. His voice was breathless, and when | cracked one eye open to
look at him, | could see awet patch on the front of his shorts.

| tried to sit up, but my boneless limbs wouldn’t cooperate, and | collapsed back into
my undignified sprawl.

“Forget what | said earlier. You weren't trying to kill me before. Thisis how you plan
on killing me.”

Clay’s whole body was shaking, though | suspected it was more from emotional
exhaustion than physical exertion. He lay down sideways on his bed, using his arms
as apillow so he could still look at the phone. “That would be such a waste. I’ ve got
too many plansto kill you now.”



| groaned again and ran my clean hand through my sweaty hair to push it out of my
eyes.

“Fuck. If that’s what sex is like when you’ re seven states away, | don’t think | could
handle having you in the same room.”

Clay scowled at me, his pale eyebrows furrowing, but it was clearly a joke since his
lips were still smiling.

“You'd better figure out how to handle it, because that’s my goal. Someday we're
going to have sex for real, and you better be ready when we do.”

The half-assed salute | gave him would have horrified my drill instructors from the
past.

“Sir, yes, sir. | promise, | will rise to the occasion.”

Clay smothered his giggle against his arms, but | could still hear him. Every time |
heard him laugh it made my heart nearly float out of my chest.

When we first met, such sounds of joy seemed impossible for him. He'd come such a
long way in such arelatively short amount of time.

The memory of my early conversation with Roland flickered to life in my mind, but |
immediately pushed it away. There were so many things | could talk to Clay about,
but | would not be bringing up the Bell ringer case. Especially not now, after we just
made another monumental |eap forward in our relationship.

Maybe, someday, I’d bring it up with him, but today was not that day.

In fact, that day might never come, but as | listened to Clay’s laughter, | realized that



failing to solve the Bell ringer case wouldn’t be the end of the world. | wouldn’t give
up onit, but | also had to admit when something was beyond me.

| couldn’t solve this case all by myself, but | could dedicate myself to ensuring Clay’s
happiness, and help him keep moving forward.

Even if that was all | ended up achieving, it would be enough.
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CHAPTER 27

Clay

My eyesitched with fatigue, and the numbers on the page were swimming on front of
me, but | refused to put the book down.

It was already past midnight. I’d been studying for nearly six hours and my brain felt
like it was about to explode and leak out of my ears.

How did teenagers manage to study all this stuff?

| was an adult. | should be able to keep up with children, but the longer | stared at the
textbook, the stupider | felt.

The door to my bedroom swung open with a slow creak. By now, | could recognize
the difference between Jason and Patrick’s footsteps, so | didn’t bother to look up as
my brother approached me.

“Clay. You're still studying?’

Dropping the book onto the table, | pressed my face against its pages, so my nose
buried right into the crease of the binding and filled my senses with the smell of

paper.

“Studying is the wrong word. More like staring blankly in confusion. Everything's
just running together in my brain.”



Lifting my head up enough to pull the book out from under it, Jason started to put it
back with the rest of my study supplies.

“You need to take a break for today. It'll still be here for you tomorrow.”

| pulled the book out of his hands but didn’t have the heart to open it again. “I can't
quit. | need to keep going. I’'m not good enough yet.”

Before Jason could even ask, | handed him a paper that had been stuffed at the
bottom of the stack of textbooks.

“ Another practice GED test. Didn’t you just take one?’

“Yes, but I've been studying alot so | thought maybe this time it would be better, but
it was even worse.”

With precise movements, Clay folded the paper into a small square, so it resembled
an accordion. “Of course you're not going to do well when you're stressing yourself
out about it. You need to take a break.”

“No, it’s not enough. | still didn’t pass. Children can pass this thing, but | can’t.”

Jason flicked the folded paper at me, and it bounced off my nose. “First of all, high
school seniors aren’t that much younger than you. Stop talking like you're an old
man. And secondly, it's only been a year and a half since you moved here. Less than
that since you started tutoring. Y ou're trying to cram years of schooling into a matter
of months. Don’'t be so hard on yourself. Besides, what’ s the rush?’

| tipped my head to the side, just enough to free my mouth. “I talked with Logan
earlier. He' s getting a promotion at work.”



My room only had one chair, so there was nowhere else for Jason to sit. This didn’t
stop him as he knelt right on the floor next to my desk and placed a hand on my arm.

“That’s... good, right?’

“Yeah.” | sat up, but my posture remained slouched, so athough Jason was kneeling
next to me, our heads were nearly the same height. “He' s going to be running his own
task force. | know he's excited about it.”

| also knew that his promotion had to do with the Bell ringer case. Logan never talked
about the case, but | could piece the puzzle together. He worked for a department that
specialized in crimes against children. He' d specifically been sent to find me, and I'd
even seen him writing down information about my kidnappers. Add to that the kids
that he'd brought to Dominic’s place that had nearly been kidnapped by traffickers,
and that lead to one conclusion.

He was still trying to bring down the pedophile ring that had abused me. The case
was apparently important enough to require its own task force, and now Logan wasin
charge of that task force.

Or maybe he was in charge of one branch of the task force?

| didn’t know how these things worked.

| didn’'t know alot of things, and the more | learned, the more | realized how much |
didn’t know.

| kept all this information to myself, and only told Jason about the most pressing
Issue.

“Logan’s moving forward in his career. He's building a future for himself, and... |



don’t know where | fit into that future. I’ve got nothing. No education. No job—and
don’t you try to argue with me, Jason. You and | both know the work | do for your
company isn't worth the amount that you pay me. That doesn’t count as areal job.”

Jason’s mouth closed with an audible snap. He scowled, clearly still wanting to
dispute what I'd said, but he let me talk.

“l don’t even know what | want to do with my future, but getting my GED is at |east
aplaceto start. | just fedl like, if | don’t hurry, then I’'ll never be able to catch up with
Logan, and hislifeis going to move on without me.”

Gripping my hands, Jason pulled me away from the desk until | was forced to join
him on the floor. He was taller than me, though not by much, and when | leaned
against his side, we were in almost perfect alignment.

“Clay, you said it yourself that you don’t know what you want for your future. Maybe
you have a future with Logan, maybe you don’t. If he's as good a man as he seems,
then he'll wait for you, and if heisn’t willing to wait for you, then he's not the right
person for you anyway. So don’t run yourself ragged trying to chase after him.”

| huffed and let my head rest against his shoulder. “It's not that | don't think he'd
wait. He's been so good about being patient, even though | know our relationship is
hard for him. Long- distance is difficult enough, but with al my issues on top of it,
most people would have already walked away by now.”

Although | wasn't looking at him, | could feel my brother about to argue, so | raised a
hand to cut him off.

“1 know my issues aren’t my fault, and that there’s nothing wrong with them. Trust
me, |I've been over that so many times with Doctor Coleman. But you can't say |
don’t have issues. The very fact that I’m studying for my GED at the age of twenty-



four is proof of that.”

Pulling me closer, Jason pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “As long as you know
that you're just fine the way you are, then | won't argue.”

| shrugged off the intimate gesture, but didn’t pull away from him, which was proof
of the progress I’d already made. A year and a half ago, | never would have let him so
close.

“1 wouldn’t use the word ‘fine’ but | get your point. What I’m trying to say is that |
don’t think Logan is going to leave me. If anything, I'm worried that he'll stick
around too long. | don't want to be an anchor dragging him down. | aready feel
guilty enough about everything you've done for me. If Logan ended up having to
sacrifice for me aswell, | think that would be too much to handle.”

Jason took a while to respond. As | waited for him to gather his words, my eyelids
drooped, and my exhaustion began to catch up to me. | was just contemplating
closing my eyes when Jason finally spoke up.

“We' ve already talked about the so-called ‘sacrifices’ I’ve made for you, so I’'m not
going to rehash that conversation. Instead, I'll just say that | understand your
concerns. You want to make something of yourself and be a worthy partner for the
person you care about. Trust me. | get that. For the first few years of our relationship,
| didn’'t feel worthy of Patrick. | was putting all of my energy into finding you that |
felt like | was just dragging him down. | even ailmost broke up with him.”

“What?” My gasp was louder than | intended, turning into more of a shout as |
shoved his shoulder to make him face me. “Y ou never told me that.”

Jason just looked sheepish and shrugged. “I didn't want you to feel guilty about
something that didn’t happen. We never actually broke up, so there was no reason for



you to worry about it. I’'m just saying that | get where you're coming from. It’s hard
when you fed like you're not equal to our partner, but when | suggested breaking up
to Patrick, you know what he said to me?’

The question was obviously rhetorical, but | couldn't help shaking my head in
response.

Jason laughed with a melancholy little puff of air.

“He said that my tenacity to keep looking for you no matter what was one of the
things that attracted him to me in the first place, and he refused to let our relationship
end over the very thing that had brought us together. | realized then that, just because
| saw something in a negative light, didn’t mean that Patrick saw it the same way.”

In an unexpected move, Jason ruffled my hair asif | were still a little kid. | slapped
his hand away and smoothed my hair back into place. We both knew | wasn't really
upset, but | till had my dignity to maintain.

Jason wasn't deterred and messed up my hair again anyway.

“You should talk to Logan about this. Not just about studying for the GED, but about
everything. How you feel unequal in the relationship, your worries for the future.
Everything. The real thing that moves arelationship forward is communication.”

“All right,” | said as| stifled a yawn behind my hand. “I'll talk to him. Eventually. |
don’'t want to rain on his parade right after he just got a promotion.”

“Fair enough.” Jason stood, and after brushing the imaginary dust from his knees, he
pulled my arm to help me up as well. “Now, come on. It’s late, and you look like
you're about to fall asleep right there on the floor. Your bed will be much more
comfortable.”



| stumbled my way through my nightly routine, brushing my teeth and changing into
pajamas, before falling into bed. | fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the
pillow, but the textbooks waiting for me on my desk haunted me in my dreams.

Like something straight out of a Harry Potter movie, | dreamed of books with teeth
skittering over the floor and snapping at my ankles. | couldn’t even see where | was
running to. The path | walked had no end. Y et, with each step | took | felt like | was
falling farther and farther behind.
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CHAPTER 28

Clay

With Jason’s suggestion in mind, | took a break from studying the next day to call
Logan earlier than normal. It was Saturday, and he had the day off, so | got up early
to call him around the time he usually woke up.

As expected, he answered my call right away.
“Clay. You don't usually call thisearly. Is something wrong?’

His voice was rough and heavy with sleep. The sound of it sent a pleasant shiver up
my spine. | could easily imagine waking up to that voice every day, but | was getting
ahead of myself. We till lived in separate states and hadn’'t even slept together
properly yet. It was too soon for me to be thinking about the rest of our lives.

“1 just wanted to make your morning alittle better.”

| could see on the screen of the video call that he was still in bed. His hair was a
mess, and the sheets were tangled around him. He must have immediately reached for
the phone when he heard the ring and not even bothered to sit up first.

The smile he gave me was soft and warm. “Getting to hear your voice when | first
wake up aready makes this a great morning. Hopefully, I'll eventualy be able to
wake up like this every morning.”



Apparently, | wasn't the only one who was thinking about ‘the rest of our lives'. As
soon as he realized what he'd said, Logan looked embarrassed, but didn't try to take
back his statement.

| didn’t draw attention to it either.

“S0, did you have any good dreams about me?”’

Logan choked on nothing and started violently coughing. From that reaction alone, |
suspected the answer was “yes’.

Then, when he reached for a glass of water sitting on his bedside table, the bed sheets
shifted and revealed an obvious tent in his pajama pants.

Now | knew | was right. He had dreamed about me.
It had been four months since our relationship turned sexual, though everything was
still done long-distance over video-calls. | was getting used to it and was no longer

wracked with guilt and confusion every time | found him attractive.

Just the thought of some phantom version of me visiting him in his dreams sparked
my own arousal.

“Looks like | wasright. You did dream about me. | can help you with that.”

Looking down at himself, Logan didn’'t bother trying to hide his arousal. It was too
obvious.

Though he still blushed.

“What did you have in mind?’



His voice was even rougher than a moment ago.

| wanted to hear him moan with that gravelly voice.

“First, get rid of those pants. They aren’t hiding anything.”

He immediately did as| said, and | was soon greeted by the image of him lying naked
across his bed.

| glanced toward my own bedroom door, double-checking that I'd turned the lock.
We would all be humiliated if Jason or Patrick interrupted us.

Whenever our ‘video dates turned sexual, | was usually the one to call the shots. |
found alot of pleasure in getting to be the one giving the orders for once, and L ogan
definitely enjoyed it as well.

This time was no different.

My breath caught in my lungs as | watched his hand slide down his stomach before
curling around his cock.

“Tell me about your dream.”

His hand stuttered and he lost the rhythm of his strokes.

“What? Now?’

“Yes, now. Keep going, but also tell me what you dreamed about.”

His hand started moving over himself again, but his strokes weren't as smooth as
they’ d been before.



“You were sitting on some sort of throne.”

“Oh?’ | dready liked where this dream was going, and | slipped my own hand inside
my pants.

Logan’s eyes squeezed closed, and his hand sped up alittle more as he fully fell into
the memory of the dream. “Yeah. | was kneeling in front of you, and you...” He
gasped, and his face burned such a bright red | was afraid his bed sheets were about
to catch fire.

“Goon,” | encouraged when he didn’t continue. “What was | doing?’

The hand that wasn’t on his cock clamped over his mouth like he wanted to silence
himself, but we'd already learned that he couldn’t resist when | gave him a direct
order, and moment later he was talking again.

“Y ou were holding onto a chain that was attached to my neck.”

“Ooh, kinky.” My own cock was demanding attention now, and | started stroking it in
time to Logan’s movements. “Is that the kind of stuff you like?’

“1 didn’t used to.” He moaned as pre-come began to coat the head of his cock, then
turned his head to look directly at me. “The devil made me do it.”

He knew how much | liked it whenever he compared me to demonic imagery. It was
so different from al the things I’ d been called in the past and felt like | was forging a
new identity.

| bit my lip as my legs squirmed under my sheets. “So, I've got you chained and
kneeling at my feet. Then what do | do with you?”



“You-you... | don’'t know.”

“Yes, you do,” | insisted. “Tell me. What did | do with you?’

Logan didn’t usually put up any protest to my orders. For him to deny me now meant
that the dream must have been particularly embarrassing.

That only made me more eager for the answer.

“You...” He hesitated one last time before giving in. “Y ou were wearing these really
tall boots, and you made me unzip them with my teeth.”

Just the memory of the dream was enough for his cock to visibly throb in his hand. |
knew he liked the way my legs looked in the tall boots I'd worn before, but | hadn’t
realized how much.

| still had those boots. I’ d have to get them out again for another video date.

“Was that it? | just made you take off my boots.”

He was too overcome by the pleasure running through him to talk anymore. All he
could do was shake his head and mumble a few incoherent words.

| was aso on the verge of losing my own composure and gripped my cock a little
tighter to try and calm myself down.

“Comeon, Logan. Tell me. What did | do next?’

The rest of the dream all came out in one long ramble as Logan started to stroke
himself even faster.



“You made me kiss al the way up each leg, from ankle to hip. | wasn't allowed to
miss asingleinch of skin or elseI’d have to start all over again.”

| couldn’t help it. | laughed out loud, even as my own orgasm was quickly
approaching.

“You realy do like my legs, huh?’

He just bit his lip and nodded.

“Then what happened?’

“1 don’'t know,” he shouted. Thistime his denia didn’'t sound like embarrassment, but
frustration. “1 never found out what happened next. That’s when | woke up.”

“Ugh, really?” My back arched as a particularly strong wave of pleasure washed over
me. “We didn’'t even get to the good stuff. Well, | can fix that. Close your eyes and
picture your dream.”

Hedid, and | could tell he was close just from the breathy little sounds he made.

“Imagine, after you finish with the second leg, | hook it around the back of your neck
and pull you closer.”

He groaned, clearly liking the image | was painting.
“1 grip your head with both my hands and draw you up into a firm kiss. It steals the
air right out of your lungs, and you're left panting. Then, before you can catch your

breath, | shove your head down between my legs and tell you to get to work.”

That was all it took. Almost as soon as the words left my mouth, Logan’ s back arched



drastically off the bed, and he came with a strangled shout. The sight of him, literally
writhing in the throes of his orgasm, drove me over the edge as well. | buried my face
against my pillow as | came into my own hand, desperately hoping the walls of
Jason’ s house were thick enough to block the sound.

Logan and | lay in our respective beds, over a thousand miles apart. Not for the first
time, | wished | could reach through the screen and wrap myself around him. His
scent and the feel of his skin already felt like distant memories, and my heart ached
over the empty place at my side where he should have been.

“Damn, baby,” Logan gasped when he could talk again. “Just when | think you can’t
surprise me anymore, you prove me wrong.”

“That should be my line. | didn’t know you were into the kinky stuff.”

He was still so flushed from his recent orgasm that it hid his embarrassment. “I didn’t
used to be like this. You just bring it out of me.”

Even just a few months ago, | would have worried that | was somehow corrupting
him, but now | took it as a compliment. Logan wanted me so much that his very
sexuality was warming to accommodate his desire.

After we' d calmed down, we talked for a few minutes before eventually hanging up. |
promised to call him later, but | wanted to spend a few hours volunteering at

Dominic’'s place now that | had afree day.

After showering and getting dressed, | headed downstairs to find Jason and Patrick
both in the living room watching the morning news on the television.

“S0,” Jason said as soon as | stepped into the room. “Y ou and Logan talked?’



His grin was so smug, there was no question that he knew what we' d done.

Damn his house’ s thin walls.

| just grinned back at him. “Y eah. Wetalked.”

Patrick said something, probably chastising Jason for teasing me, but | never heard
what he said.

At that moment, | happened to glance at the news story playing out on the television
and my whole world froze. A man stood on a very officia looking podium, talking to
a bunch of news reporters, while a small group gathered around behind him. |

couldn’t tell what they were talking about, but everyone wore solemn expressions.

One person among the group stood out to me in particular, standing just behind the
person talking.

That face.

| knew that face.

Someone started screaming, and | bit my lip until it bled. Our captors hated it when
we screamed, so |I'd learned to keep myself quiet.

Hands reaching everywhere.

Tugging.

Pulling.

Always hurting.



| needed to stay quiet, or it would just hurt more. Some kids learned that lesson, and
some never did. The oneswho didn’t learn, didn’t survive,

| was good.

| was smart.

| stayed quiet, so | would live.

All the while, that familiar face hung in my vision. The expression was aways
somber, even when it was laughing at me.

Even when it hurt.

No, walit.

| was in Jason’s house. There was no reason to stay quiet now. If | wanted to scream,
| could scream.

| tried, but there was suddenly no air in the room, and | clawed at my own throat as |
tried to breathe.

How were Jason and Patrick breathing when there was no air?
Everything around me went dark. This wasn't the same as dipping into the Midnight
Zone. When | was in the Midnight Zone, it was aways pleasant. | felt nothing and

wasn't even aware of my own body.

This was the exact opposite. | was hyperaware of my body, asif the very blood in my
veins had been replaced by barbed wire.



Other people were screaming now. It wasn't fair.

Why were they allowed to scream when | had to remain silent?

| wanted to scream too, but there was no air and | couldn’t make a sound.

Thelast thing | felt was pain in my knees as they hit the floor.
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The flight from Baton Rouge, Louisianato Kent Island, Maryland usually took alittle
over two hours. | did it in seventy minutes. | probably broke severa air traffic laws to

get there so quickly, but | didn’t care.

When Jason Dahler called me to say that Clay was in the hospital, my heart stopped
beating, and it didn’t start again until | laid eyes on him myself.

“A panic attack,” the doctor’s said. They’d put him on some heavy sedatives to calm
him down, but he should wake up soon.

Everyone acted as if it were normal. As if keeping a perfectly heathy man
unconscious so his body wouldn’'t turn against itself out of fear was a completely
ordinary thing.

| counted each rise and fall of Clay’s chest as| sat beside the bed.

“What happened?’

Jason, who sat on the other side of Clay’s hospital bed with aworried expression that
matched my own, took a minute to respond.

“I'm not sure. He got up later than usua this morning. When he eventually came
downstairs, he took one step into the living room and just froze there with this ook of



horror on his face. Then he collapsed.”

The fact that Jason didn’t question why Clay had gotten up late meant that he already
knew exactly what his brother and | had been doing over video call. My face grew
hot, but my expression stayed neutral as | demanded a detailed description of the
moments right before Clay collapsed. Jason painted a clear picture, picking apart
every detail of the room around them and every word they exchanged right up until
the tragic moment.

“You said you were watching the newson TV?’

Jason thought for a moment. “Patrick was watching it. | wasn't redly paying
attention, so | don’t know what it was talking about. Is it important?’

| leaned back in my chair and rubbed at my gritty, tired eyes. It felt like | hadn’t
blinked since getting Jason’s call.

“Whatever was playing on the news is the only unknown variable of the situation, so
let’s start there. Ask Patrick if he remembers what was being shown.”

A few minutes and one phone call later, we had our answer.

It was a press conference about the recent joint effort to “clean up” the country and
put a stop to the human trafficking that was plaguing many states more than ever
before. No one wanted to admit that the amount of trafficking hadn’t increased, the
Bell ringer case had just made us more aware of it. However, hard truths like that
didn’t reassure the public.

I’d been consulted for that press conference. | knew many of the people who
appeared in that news story. If the sight of one of them triggered Clay’s panic attack,
there was only reason | could think of.



We aready suspected that powerful people must be behind the Bell ringers. | just
never expected them to show up so close to home.

But which one?

There were many people at the press conference. Any one of them could have been
what set Clay off. | itched under my skin with the need to find the people who hurt
Clay and get rid of them, assure that they could never hurt anyone else, but | was
helpless until | knew the identity of my target.

Silently, Jason and | shared alook, and | could see in his eyes the same desire that ran
through my veins. When | finaly began my crusade against this monster, | would
have another aly.

On the bed between us, Clay stirred. Pale lashes fluttered open, revealing a familiar
shade of blue that always took my breath away. His gaze was blurry, unfocused, but
he quickly regained his wits when he saw Jason and | beside him.

“Fuck.”

That was it. No questions about what happened, where he was, or how he got there.
Just radical acceptance of his situation, and a complete lack of surprise.

Taking a deep breath, he sat up just enough to look at Jason and | a little more
directly. “I don’t suppose you’ll agree to just ignore what happened?’

Jason grabbed Clay’s hand, which sat limply on the bed. “Clay. You had a mgjor
panic attack. What...”

He didn’t bother finishing the question. All of us already knew the answer.



| grabbed Clay’ s other hand.

“Who was it?”’

For a moment, it looked like he was going to play dumb and pretend he had no idea
what | was talking about. | could see the lies building up in his eyes. However, he
deflated before he could say aword and sighed as he resigned himself to the truth.

When we first met, he would have lied to me without hesitation. Despite the situation,
| couldn’t help the little spark of pride that | felt witnessing the evidence of how
much he' d healed since then.

Clay didn’t meet either his brother’s eyes or mine as he picked at the tape holding his
IV in place.

“I don’'t know who it was. | just recognized the face. It was... it was one of the men
in charge of the Bell ringers. | remember him because, every time he showed up, he
always wanted to... ‘inspect the product’. Those days were some of the worst.”

He managed to peel most of the tape up, and | stopped him before he accidentally
removed the V.

Something wet landed on the back of my hand, and | looked up to see Clay crying. It
wasn't the first time 1I'd seen him cry, but these tears were different. They were
completely silent, and he made almost no expression at all while water fell one drop
at atime from hiseyes asif he were leaking.

“Sorry.” Clay wiped the tears away and shook himself, banishing whatever memories
had risen behind his eyes. “The worst part wasn't his visits. It was the anticipation.
We always knew when the ‘specia guest’ was coming because our keepers would
start treating us extra well during the days leading up, to make sure we were in good



condition. We would know he was coming, but we wouldn’t know when.”

My heart stuttered, like someone had reached into my chest and squeezed, as another
piece of Clay’s puzzle fell into place. For years, being treated well was awarning that
more suffering was coming. It was no wonder he struggled so hard to trust people and

accept kindness.

If 1 were him, | don’t think I’d ever be able to trust anyone again. The fact that he
could was a testament to Clay’ s strength.

In that moment, | would have fallen in love with him if | wasn’t already.

| wished that | could end the conversation there and let the memories fade away, but |
couldn’t. Hating myself for what | was about to do, | pulled out my phone and started
searching for the press conference that had aired earlier.

“Clay, | hate asking this of you, but?>—"

He cut me off by placing a hand on my knee.

“You need meto identify him.”

“Now hold on.” Jason stood from his seat, puffing up like he was about to storm
around the bed and attack me. “Clay passed out just from seeing this person’s face.

Y ou can’t make him go through that again. Not after he just woke up.

Clay tugged at Jason’s sleeve, urging his brother to sit back down.

“Jason. It'sokay. | getit. Infact, | think... | think | want to do it.”

Jason sat down slowly, though he was still glaring at me.



“Really? You're not just saying that. Y ou know, you aren’t obligated to put yourself
at risk.”

Clay’s hair was a mess, and it became even more tangled as he rapidly shook his
head. “No. | want to. No one... no one else should have to go through what | did. | if

| can help put astop to it, then | want to do it.”

When his brother still didn’t look convinced, Clay turned to me, clutching my sleeve
and staring at me with beseeching eyes.

“Logan. Please. I'll be fine. | promise. It was such a shock before because | didn’t
expect it and | wasn't ready. This time I'll know what I’m about to see, so | won't

panic. | want to help. Please.”

He aready had me on the first please. By the second one, | was ready to hand over
anything he wanted.

“All right,” | relented.

Of course | did.

What other choice was there when he looked at me with such emotion in his blue
eyes?

“I’m not going to play the video, but just take alook at this picture and tell me which
faceisfamiliar.”

| handed over my phone, trying not to visibly flinch as | waited for the outcome.

Clay stared at it for awhile. At first, | thought maybe we were wrong, and he didn’t
recognize anyone. While | wanted answers, | was aso relieved by the idea of not



having to put Clay through any more stress.

Then Clay zoomed in on the picture so only one face was visible and handed the
phone back to me.

“That's him.”

His voice cracked, and | could feel his hands shaking when | took the phone from
him. It wasn't a panic attack, but he was clearly still affected.

Jason wrapped an arm around Clay’s shoulders and started talking to him in a low,
soothing voice. He'd been present for more of Clay’s panic attacks and emotional
episodes than | had, and obviously knew what to do during these moments. So, | let
the brothers have their moment undisturbed as | looked down at the phone in my
hands.

It took me afew seconds to comprehend what | was seeing. The face that stared up at
me wasnh’'t the one | expected.

Preston Vanshaw.

The assistant director of the FBI.

Just before Alias Investigations had asked me to look into Clay’ s case, they’d run into
their own trouble that had resulted in the death of the FBI director. There had been a

big reshuffling of power in the FBI, and many peopl€e’ s jobs had been in jeopardy.

Preston Vanshaw, however, was one of the few who'd seemingly been immune to the
change in power. His position now was just as secure as it had been afew years ago.

This man was afew years younger than me.



How could he have anything to do with what happened to Clay?

Then | remembered that Vanshaw was a trust-fund baby who'd only gotten his
position because his father held the position of assistant FBI director before him. He
was an example of nepotism at its finest.

A picture began to form in my mind. Vanshaw hadn’t even been born when the Bell
ringers first started operating, so he obviously hadn’t started the whole thing.

Was this some sort of messed up inheritance?

He' d not only been handed a powerful career, but also inherited a lucrative trafficking
business.

If that was the case, it was no wonder he viewed the children they’d kidnapped as a
commodity. He' d probably been raised to that mindset from the moment he was born.

| would have almost pitied the man, if he hadn’'t personally contributed to hurting
Clay. Asit was, | only pitied what was going to happen to the bastard when | got my
hands on him.

It took a few minutes for Jason to cam Clay down. By that time, a nurse came into
the room to check over Clay now that he was awake. Jason and | were asked to step
out of the room so she could speak with Clay privately.

I’d been through similar situations enough to know better than to argue with hospital
staff, so | stepped out of the room without complaint, though | lingered near the door.

Jason joined me, leaning against the wall just a few feet away as we both listened to
the beeping of alarms and whirring of machines that was constant background noise
in a hospital.



“Hey,” Jason said after a moment, staring daggers at the far wall. “lI know it's
probably a bit late to say this, but if you ever hurt him, I’ll end you if it's the last
thing | do.” His tone was casual, but the look in his eyes when he glanced at me was
as cold and calculating as a viper. “I spent almost eleven years looking for him, so
you know how stubborn | can be. You may be law enforcement, but I'll find a way,
even if it means burying your body in the woods.”

| leaned closer to him so no one else would be able to hear our potentially disturbing
conversation.

“If 1 ever hurt him, 1’1l beat you to it and put abullet in my head myself.”
Jason nodded, satisfied with my answer, and the two of us reached a silent

understanding. We spent the rest of our time waiting without saying another word,
positioned to either side of Clay’ s door like apair of dedicated guard dogs.
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CHAPTER 30

Logan

The hospital staff decided to keep Clay overnight for observation, just in case. Jason
had been allowed to stay with him since they were family, but I’ d been booted to the
lonely wastelands of a nearby hotel room the minute visiting hours were over.

| returned the next morning, coffee cup in hand and yawning from a poor night’s
sleep. The hotel had been particularly cheap, and the bed was of such low quality that
| may as well have slept on the floor. My eyes were gritty, and | still felt half asleep
as | neared Clay’s hospital room, which is why | didn't immediately recognize the

sound of my own name until | was almost through the door.

| stopped just on the other side of the doorframe, listening to the conversation
happening just afew feet away.

“No, | can’'t,” Clay was saying. “That wouldn’t be fair to Logan.”
The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

What was he talking about?

His voice didn’t sound distressed, but he also didn’t seem happy.

Was there some problem in our relationship that | didn’t know about?



If that was the case, why wouldn’t he talk to me about it?

| couldn’t see what was happening inside the room, but | recognized Jason’s voice.

“I’m not saying you have to do anything right now, Clay, but just think about it. Do
the two of you really want to be long-distance forever?’

It was a good thing I'd already finished most of my coffee, because the Styrofoam
cup crumpled in my hands when | squeezed it.

Was he trying to convince Clay to break up with me?

I’d thought Jason and | were on the same page yesterday, but apparently, I’d been
wrong. | had half a mind to storm into that room and demand answers, but a
masochistic part of me was aso curious about what Clay would say. If he agreed with
his brother, that was something we needed to know now.

Heartbreak would be inevitable. | was already so in love with Clay that breaking up
would devastate me, but if we ended it now maybe we could both walk away without
too much damage.

Inside the room, Clay sighed.

“No, of course | don’t want to be long-distance. No one wants that. But | don’'t see
any other option right now. Hislifeisthere, and mineis here.”

“Isit?

Even without seeing Clay, | could feel his confusion radiating out of the room. It
mirrored my own. | also had no idea what Jason was talking about.



Someone inside the room shifted around loud enough for me to hear their fidgeting.

“Clay.” Jason said his brother’s name like it was a sentence all on its own. “Think
about it. Isyour life really here? You live here, yes. But that doesn’t mean your lifeis
here. We've been talking recently about your future. Once you get your GED, then
you can do anything. Get your own job. Go to college. Spend time traveling.
Whatever you want. But none of that has to be here. My lifeis here, with Patrick. But
your life could be anywhere. It could even bein Louisiana.”

My breath caught in my lungs when | realized what they were talking about.

Clay moving to Baton Rouge with me?

I’d be aliar if | said | never thought about it, but it had always seemed like a fantasy
rather than reality. Clay wouldn’t want to leave his brother after finally settling down
here.

Would he?

The frustrated groan that Clay let out was very familiar. It was the same sound he
made whenever he was studying, and he couldn’t figure out the answer to a problem.

“Ugh. | don’t know. Baton Rougeis so far away. What would | even do there?’

“The same things you do here. | was the only person you knew when you came here,
and you managed to carve out a decent life here. You can do the same thing over
there.”

“But...” Clay’svoice started off strong, but in the course of only three letters, it died
to a barely audible whisper. “I was only able to do that because you gave me a place
to stay.”



“And I'm sure Logan would happily let you live with him as well. In fact, I'll
personally knock histeeth out if he doesn’t.”

Clay laughed, and the music of such a joyous sound distracted me from the topic of
the conversation.

“Jason. Stop acting like you’ re some dangerous street fighter. Y ou' ve never thrown a
punch inyour life.”

“Never said I'd use my fist. A baseball bat would also work.”

Clay laughed again, quieter this time. The rollercoaster that my emotions had been
subjected to over the last few minutes finally calmed down, and | realized | was still
clutching the crumpled cup. The dregs of my coffee were dripping over my fingers
and making a sticky mess, so | threw it in the trashcan and pulled out some tissues
from my pocket to try and clean myself up.

All the while, | kept one ear attuned to the conversation happening inside the room.
“I’ve been saving everything | can from my paychecks,” Clay admitted. “You're
paying me more than | deserve, so | might be able to afford a few months of rent, but
what if I’'m not able to find ajob there?’

“Is that what you' re concerned about?’ Jason asked, sounding just as incredulous as |
felt. “Clay, maybe I’'m wrong, but | get the feeling Logan would gladly let you live

without him without asking for rent.”

| couldn’t stay out of the conversation any longer and poked my head around the
door.

“You're absolutely right.”



Both men jumped in surprise. Jason just rolled his eyes when he realized I’d been
listening in, but Clay’s face grew crimson from embarrassment.

“Logan. How long have you been there?’

“Long enough.” | reclaimed the same seat I’d been sitting in yesterday and grabbed
Clay’s hand. “Your brother is right. If you came to Baton Rouge, | absolutely would
not demand rent payment from you. Or any other expense, for that matter. You
should only focus on figuring out what it is you want to do. Let me worry about the
money.”

Clay shoved my shoulder but didn’t actually put any distance between us. “No. | am
not taking advantage of you like that. I’ll pay my own way.” He seemed to realize
that he was already talking about moving to Baton Rouge like it was a done decision,
and immediately clammed up. “I, uh, | mean. If | do move in with you. Maybe. |
don’'t know what I’m doing yet.”

Jason and | shared alook over Clay’s head. We were both thinking the same thing. If
Clay was dready imagining what life in Baton Rouge would be like, then it was
inevitable. We may as well start packing now.

“Okay,” | relented and pressed a kiss to his temple. “Once you know what you want
to do in the future, let me know. My door is always open for you.”

The conversation turned toward other, less emotional topics, but in the back of my
mind | was already making plans. There wasn't enough space in my apartment for
two people. I'd chosen the apartment because of its proximity to my work, but |
wouldn’t mind a dlightly longer commute if it meant Clay could be more comfortable.

Would Clay want to be near the University?



He was trying to get his GED, so maybe he'd want to continue his education.

Or maybe he’d want to be closer to places he could volunteer, like halfway houses
and children’s shelters. He enjoyed his volunteer work here in Maryland and would
probably want to continue with it.

While Clay was distracted talking with his brother about something, | discreetly
pulled up apartment listings on my phone. It was too early to actually move
anywhere, but there was no harm in making plans for the future.

Our future.

| couldn’t keep the smile off my face just thinking about it.
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CHAPTER 31

Clay
Two years after we met, | stepped into Logan’ s apartment for the first time.
No, it was my apartment. | lived here now.

It was new for Logan as well, as his place hadn’t been big enough for two people.
We' d picked it out together online, but Logan had gone to visit the place alone, so I'd
never seen it in person before.

Moving so far across the country while also getting ready to take the GED test had
been a nightmare to manage. I’ d had more than one meltdown in the ensuing months,
which Logan had talked me through over the phone. There were some days | didn’t
think I’d ever get here, but here we were. The results of my GED test had just come
in afew days ago, and while | didn’t ace it, my score was more than enough to pass.

Jason and Patrick had thrown me a graduation party, which also doubled as a going-
away party. The house had been covered in so much confetti, they were still finding it
in the couch cushions when | |eft.

The bags | was carrying hit the ground with aloud thud as | looked around the living
room of my new home. Most of my stuff was being shipped separately, so my bags

only held the basic essentials.

When I'd arrived at my brother’'s place two years ago, 1'd had only a single bag's



worth of stuff to my name. Now, I'd acquired so much stuff, it required special
shipping.

What a difference two years could make.

Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, and Logan’s warm body pressed up
against my back. It was another testament to my progress that | didn’t jump or flinch
from the unexpected contact, and merely relaxed back into the embrace.

Logan’s lips skimmed the side of my neck before he spoke directly into my ear.

“So, what’ d you think of the place?’

| looked around for amoment, asif | hadn’t just been admiring the space around me.

“1 don’'t know. Did we really need such a big place? | can’'t even help with the rent
until 1 get ajob. Maybe three bedrooms was too much.”

| laughed, but it wasn't a joke. The price tag on a three-bedroom apartment in the
middle of Baton Rouge was no laughing matter. We'd argued over it for weeks,
especially when Logan tried to insist that | didn't need to pay for anything. We
eventually compromised when Logan pointed out that we needed the space. His jab,
especialy after his promotion, required a secure home office. Plus, it wouldn’'t be
right to ask my brother and Patrick to sleep on the couch when they came to visit. So,
aguestroom was also a necessity.

I’d agreed to the three bedrooms on the condition that | paid at least a small portion
of the rent.

My savings wouldn’t allow me to pay much right now, but | was determined to one
day afford my half of the rent.



Once | figured out what career path | wanted to pursue. | didn't have al the answers
yet, but there was timeto figure it out.

| looked over my shoulder at Logan, making sure to smile at him so he would know |
was joking about the apartment.

He just shook his head and gave me a brief kiss.

13 Te%.”

Before he could get too far away, | slipped a hand into his hair and pulled him back
into a proper kiss.

Sexua frustration was a new experience. I'd never really desired anyone before
Logan, and for most of our relationship, sex had been a difficult subject. Finally, after
two years of therapy, | was comfortable enough to admit that | wanted him without
any guilt.

Unfortunately, despite this breakthrough, he'd remained frustratingly out of reach.
We' d been so busy the last few months, there hadn’'t been much time for romance.
Even the number of intimate video calls had decreased.

Even now, with him standing so close to me that | could feel the heat of his body
through our clothes, desire pumped through my veins. We' d nearly joined the mile-
high club on the flight over here. The only thing that stopped me was the fact that
L ogan was the one flying the plane.

Now that we had our feet on the ground, | wasn’t going to wait any longer.

When the kiss ended, | turned around and looped both arms around his neck.

“The living room looks great, but I’m more interested in the bedroom.”



Logan’s dark eyes sparked, and he led me by the hand through the bedroom door.

“Here. Take alook. | tried to decorate it in away | thought you' d like, but feel free to
change anything you want.”

| couldn’t have recalled a single detail about the bedroom if someone had asked me
about it later. All 1 saw was the bed, illuminated by a single ray of afternoon sunlight
that snuck through atiny gap in the closed curtains.

Tossing my jacket onto a nearby chair, | sat on the edge of the bed. “It’s perfect.”

I’d hoped that my invitation would be obvious, but Logan didn’t seem to be getting
the hint. He stayed standing by the door, rocking back and forth on the balls of his

feet.

“That’s good. I've kept half the drawers empty, so you can move your stuff in
whenever. We can also reorganize thingsif you?—"

“Logan,” | cut off his rambling. “That all sounds great, but it's realy not what I'm
interested in right now.”

| held out my hand toward him, making my invitation clearer, but he still didn’t come
any closer.

“What, um...” He cleared his throat, looking as nervous as a teenager about to ask
their crush to prom. “What are you interested in?’

Was he playing coy?

|s that what was happening here?

Every person I'd ever dlept with before had approached sex with a single-minded



purpose. I'd never had to invite someone into bed before. My compliance was already
assumed by the time we got thisfar.

For once, remembering my past didn’t hurt. It still wasn't pleasant, but it wasn’t the
instant mood killer it used to be.

Logan and | had done plenty of stuff together over video calls.

Why was it so much more awkward in person?

Thinking back to those calls, | realized what was different. Every time we'd gotten
sexual before, | had usually taken the initiative and told Logan what to do. Y et now
that we were finally face to face, | expected him to take the lead because that was
what always happened in the past.

That wouldn’t do.

Adopting a more confident set to my shoulders, | leaned back on my hands and
pointedly glanced at the floor in front of me.

“Logan. Get over here.”

Just as I'd hoped, he jumped to my command. His knees hit the floor so quickly as he
knelt in front of me that | could feel the impact even through the carpet. Thank God
he was in good shape, or he would have hurt himself.

Taking command over a video call was one thing, but doing it in person was a much
greater challenge. | felt like a fraud. My veneer of confidence was only paper thin,
but before | could second guess myself, | hooked one leg over his shoulder and pulled
him closer.

“That’ s better. | was started to feel like you'd lost interest in me.”



He ran his hands up both my legs from ankle to thigh, stopping just before he reached
the crease of my hip. “No. | want to make sure I’m not pressuring you into anything.
And...” His cheeks turned bright red, and he buried his face against my thigh to hide
his expression. “And it’ s really hot when you order me around.”

| tangled my hand in his hair, giving me a perfect handle to tip his head up and make
him look at me.

“Doing this over video is one thing, but you still like it when we're in-person?’

He nodded, accidentally tugging his own hair.

“Morethan likeit. | loveit. Tell me what you want me to do.”

The desperation in his eyes, and the way his breathing picked up just from thinking
about following my orders, sent a thrill of arousal through me. | could get used to

this.

“Ah, Logan.” | sighed as | tightened my hand in his hair. “Y ou’'re going to spoil me.
All right. Y ou want me to tell you what to do? Fine.”

| pushed down on his head just hard enough for him to fedl it.

“These last few weeks have been so stressful. Make me feel good so | can relax.”

The power | felt when he instantly moved to obey me was thrilling. First placing
severa kisses along my inner thigh, he worked his way upward until he was literally
nuzzling between my legs. Even just the pressure | could fedl through my pants was
pleasurable. | couldn’t imagine how good skin-on-skin contact would feel, but | was

eager to find out.

Logan quickly grew frustrated with the barrier my pants created and reenacted some



of his dirtier dreams by pulling the zipper down with his teeth. | had to stop him and
remove my pants myself for fear that he would rip my clothing, but eventually, | sat
there in nothing but a button-down shirt that was left hanging completely open.

With my hand in Logan’s hair, | guided him back where | wanted him. We both
moaned when his lips brushed over my arousal. It was a strange sensation to be
touched there so delicately. Even my own hand wasn't as gentle. Logan’'s lips,
followed by histongue, were as delicate as a butterfly’ s wing.

| tipped my head back and closed my eyes, intending to enjoy the sensation, but in the
darkness behind my eyelids, other memories started playing. My eyes immediately
sprang back open and | looked back down at Logan, reminding myself who was
touching me now.

It wasn't the same.

Nothing about this was the same, and | refused to ruin this moment by letting those
old memories overlap with my new reality.

Using his hair like puppet strings, | directed the motion of his head.

“Come on. Don't tease me. Make me feel good.”

After taking a deep breath, Logan wrapped his mouth around me and swallowed me
whole. My hand that wasn't in his hair fisted in the bed sheet as | cried out from the
shocking sensation that ran along my entire nervous system.

His mouth serviced me with the confidence of a pro. | would have been jealous of the
people he'd gotten on his knees for in the past if | could have formed a complete
thought, but the only words running through my brain were “More. More. Yes.
Please. More.”



| may have also been saying them out loud, but | couldn’t tell through the static that
filled my ears.

As | felt my climax approaching, my back arched and my hips jerked, driving me
deeper into his throat. Logan didn’t even choke as he accepted all of me and sped up.
My hand still sat on his head, riding the up and down motion rather than guiding it.

| could have told him to stop at any time. | wouldn't even need to use words. A
simple tug at his hair would be enough to get my point across, and | knew he'd
immediately stop the moment | did.

This thought, more than anything, drove me over the edge. My toes curled into the
carpet, and | whined in the back of my throat like adying animal as| came.

Logan showed off his surprising talent by swallowing most of what | gave him. He
didn’t even look embarrassed when he gazed up a me with the evidence of my
pleasure glistening on hislips. In that moment, if anyone was asked to guess which of
us had been paid for sex before, Logan would have seemed like the better candidate
than me.

“Fuck,” | gasped as | collapsed back against the bed. “I want to ask where you
learned to do that, but I’ m afraid of the answer.”

Now Logan dared to look embarrassed, sitting back on his heels and staring down at
the floor like he’ d done something wrong.

“Oh, no.” | grabbed his chin and tipped his head up. “Don’'t go getting bashful on me
now. There sastory behind that. What it is?’

Clearing his throat, Logan wiped his lips and chin with the back of his hand. His
mumbled answer was so quiet | had to ask him to repeat himself, and even then, |
struggled to hear what he said.



“You, um, aren’t the first sex worker I’ ve dated. They taught me some things.”

A brief flicker of jealousy alighted in my heart, but it died amost immediately. |
couldn’t blame anyone for wanting to date Logan. He was too perfect to pass up. |
was just glad that this unnamed ex had left him free and available for me.

“Remind me to send this ex of yours athank you card.”

Logan still knelt on the floor at my feet, his own arousal unsated and straining against
the confines of his pants. He didn’t say anything about it, but | knew it was driving

him crazy from the way he kept shifting his legs.

| took my time removing my shirt, the last piece of clothing | still wore, and shuffled
up to the top of the bed where I made myself comfortable among the pillows.

Still, Logan didn’t move from his place. He didn’t even try to stroke himself through
his pants. He just sat there, enduring the desperation, as he waited for my next order.

| was half-tempted to leave him wanting. There was something dark and thrilling
about the thought of getting him riled up and then refusing to give him any relief.

Maybe we could play with that idea another day. | had a feeling Logan would find it
just asenjoyable as| did.

Not today, though.

Today was aday for both of usto enjoy.

| curled my hand toward myself, beckoning him over. “Get undressed and come

here.

Logan practically tore his clothes from his body. | was genuinely surprised | didn’t



hear ripping fabric as | watched him toss them aside. He climbed onto the bed with
me but hesitated before touching me.

In response, | spread my legs to make room for him.

He still hesitated. “ Are you sure? We can do it the other way if you'd prefer.”

I’d never actually considered that before. My role in bed had always been assumed.
Doing it any other way had never occurred to me as a possibility.

Thinking about it for a second, | shook my head.

“Maybe another time. For now, | want it like this.”

He was still obvioudly hesitant, so | grabbed his shoulders and guided him forward
until he knelt over me with his hands planted on the bed near my head and my legs
wrapped around his hips.

| ran gentle hands over his shoulders and down his back, admiring the strong but safe
cage his body formed around me.

“Everything with you has felt so different than what I’ve known before. | want to
know how different thiswill feel aswell. | need to feel you inside me.”

The nightstand beside the bed was close enough for Logan to reach without leaving
me. He tossed a bottle of lubricant onto the mattress beside me, then held up a
condom with a question in his eyes.

| debated with myself, but ultimately shook my head. “Do you mind if we don’t use
it. I'm clean. | promise. Jason insisted | get tested for everything possible, and |
haven't slept with anyone since. | just... | redly want to feel you as much as
possible.”



Logan tossed the condom aside without protest. “I’m clean as well. | got tested just
last week. Not because | thought there was a problem, but just because | wanted to be
able to proveit to you. | can get the paperwork, if you want to seeit.”

| held on tight to his shoulders before he could leave.

“It's dl right. | believe you. But thanks for making so much effort. You didn’t have
to do that. | would have believed you even without proof.”

He pressed a heartbreakingly tender kiss to my forehead.

“1 just want to make sure you’ re comfortable.”

| held back the tears that wanted to well up in my eyes and gave him a smile instead.
“l promise you. I’'m very comfortable.” Then | handed him the bottle of lube. “Now,
get to work.”

Logan'sfingers slid into me easily. Two years of celibacy wasn't enough to make me
forget how sex worked, and | found it very easy to relax while holding onto him and
breathing in his comforting scent.

While he slowly stretched me open, Logan pressed dozens of kisses over my neck
and chest. His fingers sought every pleasurable spot inside of me until | was a

writhing, desperate mess.

“I'm ready,” | gasped as his fingers pushed even deeper. “| was ready a while ago.
Now, you're just trying to make me beg.”

Logan just laughed and kissed me again. “Patience. There’s nothing wrong with
making sure you enjoy it.”

“Enjoy” was an understatement. Logan’s touch was so different from anything else



I’d ever experienced, there was no comparison.

When he finally deemed me ready—and when | was nearly clawing a him in
desperation—he removed his fingers and hitched my legs higher around his waist to
line himself up.

My fingernails left crescents on his shoulders as he pushed inside me. | couldn’t help
the instinct that made me want to brace for pain. Yet, | felt nothing but pleasure and
satisfaction as he buried himself deep inside me. At this point, | may as well call
myself a virgin. If this was what being with someone was supposed to be like, then
everything I’ d experienced before shouldn’t even count as sex.

Logan started moving, soft and shallow at first, but quickly gaining strength. | clung
to him, crying out in ecstasy with each thrust. He must have really been paying
attention when he used his fingers, because he managed to hit my deepest pleasure

spot with deadly accuracy every time.

| couldn’t take it. | wasn't used to feeling so much all at once. Yet, at the sametime |
didn’t want him to stop.

| wrapped my arms and legs around him as tightly as | could, practically merging our
bodies together as | mumbled encouragement into his ear.

“Fuck. Baby, just like that. So good. Y ou’ re so good.”

With each thrust, Logan sent me higher and higher until it aimost felt like I’d slipped
into the Midnight Zone again. | was barely inside my body anymore, as though my
soul was leaking out and filling the air around us.

| could have stayed there forever and lived a happy life.

Eventually, Logan’s movements grew more erratic. He was desperately close to his



end. Considering how much I’ d teased him before this, it was a miracle he'd lasted so
long.

His hand slipped between us and started stroking my cock, hastening my own climax
so | could join him. He was mumbling something into my ear the whole time, and
though | couldn’t make out the words through the pounding of my own heartbeat, the
sound of his voice was enough to tickle the back of my brain.

| bit his shoulder when | came. | didn’t plan to do so. It just happened in the heat of
the moment.

He grunted in shock from the unexpected pain, but just held me closer as he reached
his own end.

Subtle warmth spread inside me as his hips stuttered, and | could just make out the
sound of him repeating my name over and over.

Was there something better than heaven?

If so, then thiswasiit.

When it ended, and we'd both calmed down enough to at least give each other
breathing room, Logan lay on his back with his head on a pillow and one arm still
around me. | let my head rest on his shoulder, hooking one leg around his hips to
keep him close, and basked in the warmth radiating off him.

I’d heard people describe a “post-sex afterglow” but never experienced it myself until
now. It was another first | could give Logan. | wondered if I’d ever stop discovering
new experiences with him, or if he’d spend the rest of our lives surprising me.

The thought startled me. While I'd been contemplating the future recently, I'd never
thought so far ahead to use phrases like “the rest of my life”.



| found | enjoyed the thought a lot more than | expected. So long as Logan was there,
I’d probably enjoy anything.

Propping my chin on his chest, | looked up at him.

“I was thinking of taking some classes.”

His eyes still weren't fully focused, and he struggled to comprehend what | was
saying at first.

“What? Y ou mean, like, at the University?’

“Yeah.” | lazily drew nonsense symbols over his chest with one of my fingers. “I still
have no idea what I'd want to major in, or if college is even the right choice for me,
but | thought maybe | could take some of the core classes while | decided.”

He squeezed my shoulder in a one-armed hug. “That’s a great idea. I’'m sure you've
already discussed this with Jason, but if you need help paying for classes, feel free to

ask me.”

| nodded but didn’t respond. I’ d already gone through this song and dance with Jason,
and I’d given up trying to convince either of them to save their money.

At thisrate, my brother and my boyfriend were going to end up fighting over who got
to pay for me.

Shifting onto his side so he could see me better, Logan braced his head on his hand.
“While I’m glad to hear you’ ve got plans, what brought this on?”’

| shrugged. “Just... thinking about the future.”

We lay there in silence for a moment, listening to each other’s heartbeats, but



eventually, Logan let out a deep sigh and sat up.

“That reminds me of something else | need to talk to you about. This probably isn’t
the best time, but | didn’t think there is a good time, so may as well do it now.”

He sounded serious, so | sat up as well. While we'd been busy, the sunlight sneaking
through the curtain had turned to moonlight, and the air between us was aglow with

silver dust.

“What isit?’ | placed a hand on his knee and scooted closer until | was practically in
hislap. “You can tell me anything. | promise | won't get upset.”

WEell, that was probably alie. | wasn't always the best at regulating my emotions, but
| would give it my best try.

Looking a me up and down like he was judging the validity of my claim, Logan
sighed again.

“You know I’ve been building a case against Preston Vanshaw ever since you told
me about him.”

Every muscle in my body grew tense, but | didn’t pull away. “Y eah. What about it?’
“1 was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, but making a case against him isn't going to
be easy. This whole operation is good at hiding their tracks. If we're going to have
any chance of putting these bastards away, then we're going to need as much proof as
possible, and... and it’s going to be nearly impossible without a witness.”

Hedidn't say it directly, but | knew what he was asking.

“You need meto testify.”



For amoment, it looked like he was going to argue. His mouth opened and the words
were on the tip of histongue, but then he just silently nodded.

Telling my therapist and Logan about what happened to me was hard enough. |
hadn’t even told my brother most of the details.

Would | be able to tell my story to aroom full of strangers?

| didn’t know a lot about the legal process, but | was pretty sure they were going to
want me to be as detailed and specific as possible.

“I'll doit.”

“What?" Logan grabbed my hands and squeezed them almost hard enough to hurt.
“Clay. Wait. Take some time to think about it.”

| pulled my hands away, and snuggled myself into the circle of his armsinstead so he
was holding my entire body.

“1’ve been doing nothing but thinking about it for two years. Hell, for my whole life.
Nothing will get better just because | keep it to myself.”

| could feel his hesitation even without looking up at him.

“If you're sure.”

“I'mnot.” | hid my face against his chest. “But | think I’'m ready to try.”

Logan’s arms were like a security blanket as they held me tight. “I should warn you,

testifying won’t be the end. If anything, it’'ll be the beginning of our fight. Cases like
thistake along time and a lot of effort to resolve.”



“I know. I’m ready.”

Thistime, | managed to say it with more conviction.

The heavy moment was interrupted by a loud protest from my stomach. I'd been too
busy to each much today, and after my recent exertion, my stomach had apparently
decided to put its foot down.

Groaning, | collapsed onto the bed and tucked my head under the pillows. “I'm
hungry, but I’m too tired to get up. Do you think my stomach will shut up if | just

ignore it?’

| felt the mattress jostle as Logan moved, but instead of joining me, he left the bed
entirely.

“| said I’d do whatever you told me. That includes orders from your stomach as well.
I’ll put a meal together for us. Don’t worry. | stocked the fridge before you came. |

remember your appetite.”

His footsteps moved away, but suddenly stopped near the door. | peeked out from
under the pillow to find him standing there, smiling at me.

“1 just realized | forgot to say something earlier.”

Pulling my head completely out from under the pillows, | looked a him with
confusion. “What?’

His smile grew even wider. “Welcome home.”

Then he left and a moment later | heard him moving around in the kitchen.

Rolling onto my back, | stared at the ceiling and watched the movement of the



moonlight as | listened to Logan humming to himself as he cooked for us.

“I"'m ready.”



