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Prologue

The Fourth Floor Detainment Center would look innocuous enough to an
outsider, were any ever allowed inside. The Fourth was large and sprawling with
winding halls leading off into separate holding areas. The sections looked exactly the
same despite the fact that they served very different purposes. Each corridor was silent
and sterile with fluorescent lights glaring down. The overall appearance was very much

like an institution or a hospital.

There was no way of knowing that deep within the Interrogation Center in the
northern wing, blood-curdling screams were silenced by soundproof cells. Or that the
walls and floors weren't made of tile for aesthetics but rather because it was easier to
wash away the blood that often stained them. There were no indications that within
those halls, people were dragged back to their cells or sometimes carried to the freight
elevator-- an area that typically had one destination: the incinerator in the basement of
the Tower. The staff were just as deceptive. Psychiatric doctors on Fourth existed for
the sole purpose of reading the inmates; figuring out what made them tick and what the
best tactics would be before proceeding with appropriate interrogation and punishment.
Medical doctors on Fourth were entrusted with the duty of keeping the inmates alive

until the Agency was ready to dispose of them.

In reality, the Fourth Floor Detainment Center held a variety of inmates that
ranged from enemy captives who were ruthlessly interrogated before their fate was
decided, to employees of the Agency who had committed a severe enough infraction to
warrant torture-interrogation or a stint in isolation in the Holding Wing. For others, the

Fourth was a final destination as they awaited their termination.
And for one infamous man, the Fourth was a holding area between his uses.

That man was at the forefront of everyone's minds today. Several guards were
huddled inside a cell in the Maximum Security Wing and two were lingering outside in

the hallway.



Officer Luke Gerant had seen several cells in Maximum Security but none of
them were quite like this, which had been built specifically for the highly unpredictable

man inside.

The entire wall between the cell and the hallway was made from bulletproof,
high-grade reinforced glass, allowing no place for the prisoner to hide from the watchful
guards. Even if the guards missed something in person, the guards monitoring the
cameras would notice and raise an alarm. The entire Agency was watched by cameras
but Luke had been in the monitoring room before. He knew that there was an entire wall
of screens specifically for the Maximum Security Wing, which, unlike even the rest of
Fourth, had cameras in the cells as well as the hallways. This area had more cameras

than even some of the lesser-used buildings on compound had on all their floors.

"They're letting him out again?" Luke stared into the cell with an expression that
was a mix of disgust and fear. His youthful features made him appear far younger than
his peers, his wide-set eyes emphasizing the horror in his expression. "Captain Stevens
was killed trying to detain him and now they're reinstating him? After everything that's

happened?"”

Office Travis Randazzo just shrugged and didn't seem particularly surprised by
the information. He watched the guards inside the cell, large men who were outfitted in
riot gear, surrounding a structure that could only be described as a box. It was six feet
by five feet and appeared to be made of metal, although it was entirely white. The
structure functioned as a cell within a cell-- an extreme punishment for a man who was
known for performing extreme acts of violence. "I know you're the new kid but you need
to learn that asking questions in this place is a good way to find yourself in your own
little cell,” Travis muttered softly. He shifted and crossed his arms over the black and
grey uniform that all Agency guards were required to wear. "Even though we ain't

agents, that still goes for us."

Luke glared at him for a moment, indignation clear in his dark brown eyes. "Don't
call me kid, Travis. I'm not new anymore. My first day on the job was when we escorted

this nutcase up here six months ago. | was backup security for his escort just like we



are now and he fucking ripped my commanding officer's throat out with his teeth and the

cowards | was with were too afraid to intervene."

Luke couldn't help grimacing at the memory as he watched the guards enter the
box to extract the Monster. The events of that fateful day played through his mind like a
movie; he vividly recalled the look in the Monster's pale green eyes as he'd dragged
Captain Stevens backwards into the cell. "He should not be allowed out of that cell,”
Luke said emphatically, gaze sharpening. Travis arched an eyebrow and gave him a flat
look, not appearing very impressed by the declaration. "You're preaching to the choir,
kid. None of us guards like it but it ain't up to us. Not much is. We're just here to secure
the base, turn a blind eye to the weird shit we see up here, and not ask too many
guestions." Travis gave a one shouldered shrug. "But if you want my opinion... It's
fucking insane that they even let this crazy bastard work for the Agency."

Luke nodded seriously. "Exactly."
"You know his story, right?" Travis looked at Luke sidelong.
"Just rumors."

Travis looked into the cell again, his eyes narrowed slightly. "He's the son of
some bad ass agent that used to work for the Agency. The Monster was maybe
fourteen or fifteen when he started working here and he was so pro at the job that they
instated him as an agent. He fucking made level 10 when he wasn't even sixteen, man.
Do you know how rare that is?" Luke raised his eyebrows in surprise at that. Level 10
was the highest rank a field agent could achieve and as far as he knew, it was very rare
for anyone to make it that far at all. The fact that the Monster had done it as a teenager

was shocking.

Travis moved closer to the cell as the guards inside began backing out of the
box. "But even though he's like super assassin, he was always fuckin' up. Killing the
wrong people, sometimes killing everyone. | mean, honestly, | don't give a shit about

that if that's what he's assigned to do but it's the other stuff that bothers me..."



The guards pulled a tall, lanky man out of the box and dropped him

unceremoniously.

Slumping against the sterile floor, the man appeared to be in his twenties and
was heavily restrained. He wore only close-fitting black shorts so his body was
completely displayed to the heavily armored men that surrounded him. He was sleekly
muscular and incredibly well-toned despite his slender build. His light olive-toned skin
was marred by horrific-looking scars, gashes, what had obviously been bullet holes, and
a tattoo. Hsin Liu Vega, or Sin as he was widely referred to in the Agency, was
emaciated and had a wild look about him. His untended hair had grown long during his
time on the Fourth and was hanging limply about his face. The jet-black strands were

dyed a deep red at the tips, the color having otherwise grown out.

Despite his reputation and the fact that Luke had almost expected Sin to burst
out of the box growling and snarling like an animal, the man had a naked, vulnerable
look on his face and he was shuddering uncontrollably. AlImond-shaped eyes of a
startling light green flitted around quickly and, in his half-alert state, made him appear
very much like a caged animal looking for a means to escape.

Even then, it didn't seem as though Sin was entirely lucid. His face morphed into
an expression of terror and his full lips were twisted into a grimace, dark eyebrows

drawn together as the guards hauled him around without care.

"What's his problem?" Luke couldn't help feeling almost annoyed that the
notorious Monster who had haunted his dreams for almost a year looked like nothing
more than a frightened boy at the moment. "Oh, he's claustrophobic. That's why they
keep him in that box. Pretty fucked up, but he deserves it. He'll liven up when the drugs

wear off."

Luke stared at the Monster for a long moment before looking away. Despite his
strong convictions that the man should be kept locked up, it seemed almost inhumane

to keep him that way. "Anyway, what's the other stuff that bothers you?"



Travis gave Luke a distracted look before he seemed to realize he'd never
finished the story. He reached up to idly toy with a pendant on the pocket of his uniform

and looked into the cell again.

"Well, after he started taking assignments-- This is all based on what | heard, by
the way. The people around here think we're fucking deaf and stupid just because we're
not field agents.” Travis snorted. "Anyway, after he started taking assignments they
realized there was something wrong with him. Like no shit, he's a fourteen-year-old
running around killing motherfuckers left and right, but they noticed that he was real
strange. He'd flip out sometimes, just go completely nuts and turn on people. They
ignored it at first-- maybe 'cause of the work he does, killing a few guards seemed
inconsequential,” Travis spat that part out bitterly. "But then, he went nuts in public one
time. | don't know what happened but the bastard went on a rampage and ended up

getting picked up by local cops."

"Oh, shit." Luke looked into the cell again and raised his eyebrows high. He was
surprised that the Agency had allowed Sin to live after such a lapse. The Agency
existed in the shadows, conducting its business covertly and doing anything to maintain
the integrity of its cover and the cover identities of the people who worked there. As far
as the public knew, and even most of the government as far as that went, the Agency

didn't even exist.

Luke shook his head in dismay. "And they still used him after that? Wasn't his

cover blown?"

"Yup. He was all over the news and everything too." Travis shrugged and walked
a few steps closer to the glass, watching the activities on the other side. His gaze traced

Sin absently, a slight frown marring the guard's face.

"It was nuts. The local cops tried to pin him with all kinds of murders and rapes
and shit. | don't know how much of it is true, but that's when everyone started calling
him the Monster. Then in county jail, what the fuck does this crazy bastard do?

Decapitates the Chief of Police's son."



"Good God." Suddenly the fact that Sin was kept in the box was starting to seem

understandable. "Why his son?"

"He was one of the cops," Travis said, gaze on the Monster as the man twitched
against the floor. "There was some big manhunt after he escaped but the Agency got
involved and took custody of him. They put him up here for fuckin'..." He looked over at
Luke with a small frown, seeming more thoughtful than disturbed. "I don't even know
how long, man. Years. When he got out the bastard was crazier than ever-- he just
killed the partners they tried giving him and tortured his psychiatrist. That's why they got
that." He tilted his head toward the box. "I thought they'd given up on him for good but

guess not."

"That's crazy." Luke stared at Travis incredulously. He knew the Agency would
do anything to achieve their goals but he couldn't entirely understand the thought
process behind employing a mass-murderer to stop terrorists. "How can they trust

someone like that?"

"I dunno man, but it's better if you don't go around asking too many people. |
knew a guy who asked too many questions and let's just say that guy ain't around no

more."

Luke looked at Travis in alarm but before he could get a word out, he realized
that General Carhart was striding down the hall. His short blond hair shone under the
fluorescent lights and Luke couldn't help noticing how surprisingly young the General
looked up close. He was tall and well-built and his expression was darkly serious at the
moment. Still, his face had a youthful quality that took away some of the intimidation

that would have otherwise been there.

Luke nudged Travis and they both stood at attention, saluting the General when

he approached. "Sir!"

"His status?" Carhart stared into the cell with hooded cerulean eyes; he didn't
seem pleased by what he saw. "They just removed him from the box, sir. The drugs are

not out of his system yet."



Carhart nodded and looked at Luke, eyes narrowing slightly. "Have him taken to
the medical unit and have the collar installed before he wakes up. | expect him to be

ready at 1200 hours."

Without another word, the General turned and walked back in the direction from
which he'd appeared. Luke watched him go, unable to help feeling a mote of pride that
General Carhart, the third most powerful person at the Agency, had pretty much
entrusted such an important task with him specifically. Luke couldn't help idly wondering
why Carhart hadn't given the order to Travis but after the 'kid' commentary, Luke felt

vindicated.
Still, he didn't say any of that. All he did was ask, "What collar?"

Travis rolled his eyes. "I guess they came up with a new way to control him. Let's
do this before the freak wakes up and rips our throats out." Luke shook his head and

followed Travis into the cell.

They transported the Monster from the floor to a gurney and secured his wrists
and ankles. Luke couldn't help sneaking glances at the Monster's face, marveling at the
fact that someone so vicious could look so helpless. "What do they have him on?" "Who
knows," Officer Dennis McNichols rumbled. He smirked and smacked the prisoner in the
face; the Monster didn't even blink. "Whatever it is, sure turns him into a docile little

faggot, eh?"

"Hell yeah, it does," Officer Harry Truman commented with a guffaw. "We used to

have fun with him up here before Carhart installed the window."

Harry reached down and let one of his large hands slide down the Monster's bare
skin, extending a finger to trace the well-defined chest before sliding it down his
stomach. His gaze sharpened on the Monster in self-satisfaction. "Imagine how pissed
off he'll be when he wakes up. If he even knew what was going on anyway..." Luke and
Travis looked at each other and then at Harry in disgust. Luke glanced at the other
guards, expecting them to share the sentiment, but to his surprise none of the other

men seemed to mind. Then again, he and Travis were fairly new to Maximum Security.



Harry and his crew were the typical guards so the information likely wasn't surprising. It

was even possible that they all got in on it together.
"You should probably keep that to yourself,” Luke snapped.

"Oh? Feeling defensive over this sick fuck?" Harry looked at Luke and sneered.
His fingers clenched around one of Sin's nipples and he twisted it violently. It should
have been painful but the Monster didn't even flinch. "Why should you care after all he's

done? He deserves everything | give him." Harry's eyebrows rose.

Luke scoffed and ignored the warning look that Travis was giving him. "Yeah
whatever, but that kind of behavior doesn't make you any better than him. No wonder
he's a fucking monster if he's treated like that. I'm not going to report you or anything but

for the record, you probably should be locked up too."
"Fuck you, fairy boy," Harry snapped.

"Real intelligent," Luke retorted and began to wheel the gurney out of the room.
They were halfway down the hall when he happened to glance down at the Monster's

face.
Luke felt his heart plummet.

The pale green eyes were no longer vacant and despite the fact that they still
had the medicated glaze, they were alert. And, for the second time in Luke's life, they
were focused on him. He stopped in his tracks and held eye contact as he struggled to

tell Travis that the Monster was waking up.

He'd almost found the words when one of the prisoner's dark eyebrows rose
slightly and a ghost of a smirk whispered across his full lips. Luke blinked incredulously

even as the expression disappeared and the Monster was staring blankly once again.

"What's wrong?" Travis looked down at the Monster and then up at Luke with a
puzzled expression. "Come on, man. | don't want to be around those creepy fucks

anymore," he said impatiently.



"N-nothing," Luke stammered. He shook his head, told himself that he'd imagined

it, and they continued on their way.

Vivienne Beaulieu strode through the Fourth Floor Detainment Center, eyes
scanning the corridor indifferently despite the fact that there was any number of
dangerous individuals behind the locked doors that lined the hall. Her pale blond hair
was pulled tightly into a French twist at the base of her neck, and her light grey pencil
skirt suit combined with her dark blue blouse gave little color to her otherwise pale
complexion. The stiff way she held herself and the unattainable quality of her demeanor

made her appear older than her late thirties.

There was nothing but disinterest in her ice blue eyes, even when she glanced at
the man to her right.

"One would expect the creature to be prowling the room judging by what | have
heard of him. Are you quite certain it is properly restrained, General?" General Zachary
Carhart strode down the corridor with his hands behind his back; he was dressed in
faded military fatigues, although it was known on the compound that it was more of a
clothing preference than a way of showcasing his rank. Despite the fact that the Agency

had a hierarchy structured much like the military, the similarities ended there.

"The men exaggerate. Sin is just as human as you are," he said calmly, and
although there was a touch of reproach in his voice, his face remained mostly

expressionless.

Vivienne did not bother answering and silence fell between them as her high-
heeled footsteps echoed down the hall ahead of them. When Carhart and Vivienne
turned the corner into the maximum security wing, Carhart saw that Officers Luke
Gerant and Travis Randazzo were once again standing side by side in front of Sin's cell

along with Dennis McNichols and Harry Truman.



"General. Inspector,” they said smartly, saluting to Carhart and Vivienne

respectively.
"What is his status?" Vivienne asked coolly.

She directed her gaze through the bulletproof glass and into the room that the

men guarded.
"Secured, Inspector,” Travis said immediately.

Sin lay slumped against the wall inside the cell. He was clad only in black shorts,
a sleeveless shirt and a slim metal band that encircled his neck. The collar was an
innocuous device that was capable of producing high-voltage shocks that could

incapacitate or kill, depending on how long it was activated.

Sin appeared to be alert although his pale green eyes were still glazed over from
aftereffects of the tranquilizers. He tested his restraints almost absently, likely struggling
to fully regain coherent thought after months of existing in a drugged stupor. After a
moment he gave in to the strength of the chains binding him to the wall. He collapsed
back against the cold metal and resigned himself to staring out at them through the

window.

"l realize that you haven't had any interaction with him in the past but | know
you're aware of his history and his father. Although I'm not sure how much you know,
considering Emilio worked here before your time," Carhart said, studying Sin through

the glass.

A slight frown marred Carhart's youthful features but it was faint and fleeting

before he replaced it with his previous stoicism.

Vivienne scrutinized Sin with an expression of distaste. "l recall hearing about a
vulgar man who was quite skilled at assassination, yes. | suppose it is unsurprising that
this is his offspring. The previous Inspector's files indicated that the man was completely
incapable of remaining discreet in or out of the Agency." Carhart paused and stared

at her for a long moment, blue eyes narrowing slightly before he looked away. "Despite



his behavior, Emilio was the best assassin the Agency's ever had. Until his son, of

course."

He watched as Sin's calculating gaze shifted between the two of them slowly as if
he were trying to figure out what they were saying and what they wanted from him.
What their plans were now. "I am aware of the man's reputation,” Vivienne replied with

little inflection. "Although | remain unclear as to how he met his demise.”

Carhart pressed his lips together briefly, still not turning away from the glass as
he explained, "As far as we know, Agent Vega was killed during the course of an
assignment. After some time it became apparent that something had changed; his usual
style was notably absent from missions. As you said, Emilio was known for his flair for
theatrics, his inability to remain covert. Later we found out that Sin took over the
assignments after his father's death. He carried them out so efficiently that for a long

time we didn't know what to make of the change."

Vivienne didn't respond so Carhart continued the story. "As I'm sure you know, it
wasn't until Sin responded to a recall for his father that we found out about the previous
events. Nobody knew until the day he arrived that Emilio even had a son. Sin's origins
are murky and we still aren't sure who his mother was or how he came to be trained, but
he was only fourteen when we first came in contact with him and he was already a
lethal killer."

The Inspector raised a slim eyebrow and she scrutinized Sin as though she were
inspecting a tool that she was planning to purchase. "To my knowledge, even as a boy
he was determined to be certifiably insane. And despite his incompetent mental state,

the Marshal insists on using him again."
It wasn't a question so much as an obvious judgment call.

Carhart sighed and shrugged his broad shoulders. "Yes, he can appear quite
insane at times. Attempted psychiatric evaluations have ended disastrously; the last

doctor who saw him is now in a vegetative state in a nursing home. However, common



consensus is that he suffered severe abuse as a child which is what led to his current

unstable and unpredictable mental state.”

Vivienne appeared to be unmoved by this explanation. After a moment in which
she did not respond and Carhart stared at Sin, Carhart continued. "He has difficulty
sticking to mission parameters; he's wild and impulsive, doing what he pleases most of
the time. But it's when his mental instability rears up that he is known to snap
completely, turning into a totally ruthless killer who will not stop until all threats in the
vicinity have been neutralized. Despite this, he is an efficient agent and as | already
said, the best assassin we have. Most difficulties he has with missions tend to be
staying within parameters and negotiating successfully. Because of this we began
attempting to assign him partners six months ago but he killed them all within a week of
their perspective trials. Despite his insistence that it was 'self-defense," he was put into

the box indefinitely."

"Charming," Vivienne said evenly, and then looked at the General briskly. "I will
see him in person. Those chains will hold if | walk in, correct.” The question was said as
a statement and she was already moving toward the door to enter without waiting for
confirmation. She glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Carhart pause; her
eyebrow quirked, as if finding fault in his hesitation. Carhart shook his head slightly,
returning her gaze steadily. There had been a reason why, despite the fact that she was
higher up in the chain of command than he was, she had been kept out of mostly all
dealings with Sin. Her role as Inspector of the Agency was to make sure the

organization remained underground, covert, and basically invisible to the outside world.

She was a direct liaison to the people who orchestrated the Agency but despite
that, she was not agent-trained, had no military background and was mostly regarded
as a civilian employee by the staff because of this. The official story was that the
Marshal had felt it imperative to keep her interaction with such a dangerous individual
as Sin at the minimum as a form of protection for his second-in-command. The real

reason was more likely to be that Marshal Connors knew the higher-ups would not



appreciate if Vivienne was killed by a well-known security risk that he insisted upon

keeping as an agent.

The General looked at Sin again and set his jaw slightly. He had the utmost
respect for Vivienne and though he was sure that any concern he may show for her
would only be taken as an insult, he couldn't help hesitating before nodding to give his
approval to let the slender blond woman into Sin's cell. "They should hold. If they don't,

the guards have a remote to activate his collar.”

Vivienne's gaze dropped to the metal collar around Sin's neck. "The prototype

worked according to plan?"

"Yes. It's capable of very high voltage and is an improvement from the stun belt."
The words dropped from Carhart's mouth in a toneless voice although a distinct look of
discomfort briefly shadowed his face.

"Have you tested it?" Vivienne asked.
Carhart glanced at her briefly. "Yes but not on him."

Vivienne looked over at the guards who were standing at attention near the door.
"Who has the remote?" she inquired, looking between them.

Luke hesitated briefly then stepped forward. "I do, Inspector."

"Hand it to me." She held her hand out and the guard immediately gave her a
small metal remote with two buttons. She studied the remote briefly and its
straightforward design, seeming to understand without needing to ask how to use it.

She met Sin's glazed eyes as, without a hint of hesitation, she pressed the button.

Carhart's eyes automatically turned to Sin and he watched as a shudder went
through him. A normal man would have immediately crumbled to the floor as the collar
sent volts of electricity into his body. Sin merely tensed up, his teeth clenching together
and eyes narrowing as he held out a slightly shaking hand to support his weight against

the wall.



Beside them, Luke and Travis exchanged subtle glances but none of the guards
commented. Carhart couldn't help noticing the slight glimmer of glee in Harry's eyes as

they narrowed on Sin.

Carhart's mouth curled slightly and he looked at Sin again. The longer Vivienne

activated the collar, the more the electricity overpowered him and his senses.

"His pain tolerance is unparalleled,” Carhart said unnecessarily, maintaining an

even tone despite the uncomfortable feeling that grew inside him.

Vivienne watched Sin with a clinical air as she steadily increased the power; Sin's
eyes narrowed further and his olive complexion turned paler as sweat broke out on his
skin. The tension grew considerably in his body and a stronger shudder went through
him but he managed to maintain a relatively unaffected disposition until Vivienne put the
remote at maximum power. Sin slid down the wall and fell onto the floor, trembling
violently with his teeth gritted and eyes squeezed shut, yet through it all he didn't make

a noise.

Once it was clear Sin was incapacitated by pain, Vivienne immediately turned the
collar off and looked at Carhart with narrowed eyes. "The collar should be recalibrated

before he is released. He should be incapacitated long before the highest setting.”

"Like | said," Carhart replied stiffly, looking away from her and focusing instead
on Sin. Even after maximum voltage had been used on him, the man was still struggling
to get upright and was still lucid. The other subjects had suffered severe convulsions
before falling unconscious after the same amount of voltage had swept through them.
"He has amazing pain tolerance. I'm sure the techs weren't aware of how strong it is but

they will be informed.”

Vivienne nodded curtly in acknowledgment and held the remote in her hand. She
strode to the door, looking expectantly at the guards. After a brief hesitation, Travis
input a series of codes into the keypad beside the door. There was a low beep and a
green light indicated that it had unlocked. Travis stepped inside immediately, a few

other guards ringing her as she entered.



She walked directly into the room and did not comment on the guards, instead

watching Sin with detachment.
"Can you understand me?" she asked him clearly.

Sin's head rolled to the side and he stared up at her through his hair, his face set
in a grimace even though he didn't give any indication that he was still in pain. He
opened his mouth, closed it, wet his lips, and opened it again. "I've been fluent in
English for some time," he slurred, his voice low and deep. "Although this beautiful

necklace you've gifted me with seems to have put me out of sorts momentarily."

"A useful excuse, no doubt,"” Vivienne said shortly. She surveyed Sin's restraints
with a clinical air and strode closer; stopping just far enough away that he would not be
able to reach her even if he surged to the ends of the chains. She kept the remote in her
hand but made no move to use it again. "l should hope that you are intelligent enough to

understand that you are a tool to the Agency, nothing more."

"And all this time | thought | was Carhart's lovetoy," Sin smirked mockingly,
appearing relatively unaffected by her cool disdain. He stared at Vivienne through
narrowed green eyes that glinted dangerously and with a calculating quality that caused
the guards to glance at each other uneasily. "I'm fully aware of my situation, woman.

Though I'm not aware of why you're in here reiterating it."

"You will address me with no term or Inspector, nothing else,” she informed him.
She stared at Sin with an expression that brooked no argument. Even though she was a
woman of average height and strength, she seemed entirely unaffected by the fact that
she was standing in the presence of a man who utterly terrified so many of the staff; a
man who could kill a person in seconds. A man who was making even the guards

nervous.

"I maintain the secrecy of the Agency and as such | find it necessary to invest a
minimal amount of interest in you." She watched Sin closely. "I do not appreciate
misunderstandings so | will make myself clear. | do not take kindly to dealing with fallout

from preventable mistakes, particularly in high profile situations. Do not make the



assumption that you are ever out of my view, whether on compound or elsewhere. | will
be watching you and | deal with all infractions swiftly and without sympathy.” She
paused just long enough to let the point sink in. "If you find yourself capable of
remembering that simple rule, | anticipate few issues between us." Sin struggled to right
himself, managing to crouch in front of her. He raised his eyebrows, his humorless smile

firmly intact. "Keep me out of that box and I'll do whatever you want, woman."

"Clearly not," Vivienne said with obvious disdain at the usage of the word
‘woman.' She looked down at him with cold blue eyes. "Do not disappoint me. You
would not appreciate the situation you found yourself in if you did." He stared up at her
silently for a very long moment, although it was unclear what was happening behind his

pale green stare. "Why specifically are you here?"

Her face was like a mask, her eyes completely unreadable as she watched him.
There was a beat of silence in which it seemed she would not answer but then she said
with mild contempt, "Your intelligence is grossly exaggerated if you honestly expected

me to answer that question.”

Sin's eyes remained trained on her in the same narrow-eyed, hawk-like manner.
The average person would probably turn away from such an expression, would shudder
at what appeared to be a genuine ability to promise violence simply by the slightest
narrowing of his eyes. Yet Vivienne watched him evenly, expressionlessly, and after a
moment Sin just shrugged. He allowed himself to fall back against the wall gracelessly

as he gave up on whatever enjoyment he gained from attempting to intimidate her.

"It's been a pleasure," he said blandly after a moment. Vivienne scrutinized him
for a breath longer before she turned and strode back into the hallway without further
comment. Once the guards followed her out and the door was locked once more, she
said to them firmly, "Give him another dose of the drugs you are using to control him. If

he has the energy to be disrespectful, he has the energy to escape. Remember that."

Turning to General Carhart, she said simply, "He will do."



The General looked at Sin and frowned at Vivienne's instructions although he

didn't disagree out loud. "What did you conclude?"

She strode further away from the guards and out of their hearing range before
she stopped where she had a better view of Sin. Her ice blue eyes were narrowed and

the faint reflection of her expression in the window was as unreadable as ever.

She didn't speak until Carhart was standing next to her again, staring into the cell

as well.

"Despite his attitude, he gives the impression of reasonable intelligence,” she
said calmly. "I would not hesitate to have him terminated should he once again become
a liability; however, he may prove useful. | have decided to go through with my

recommendation for his newest trial partner."

Carhart's eyebrows shot up in surprise. He'd previously thought that this visit had
been solely for the purpose of Vivienne determining whether or not Sin would be a

public risk if he were reinstated as an agent. "Oh?"

Vivienne's nod was curt and her gaze never left Sin. "I will notify the party

tomorrow."
"Who do you have in mind?"
"My son."

Carhart tried to hide his shock and stared at Sin intently. "What makes you think
he would be a good candidate?" he asked with forced professionalism.

"He would be unaffected by such mannerisms," she responded calmly. "And he
is intelligent enough to avoid playing games." There was another beat of silence and
this one was wrought with tension. Carhart turned away from the window, away from

Sin. "We'll see how it turns out, then," he answered finally.



Yet as they began their walk back to the entrance to the Fourth, Carhart could

only marvel at the fact that Vivienne had basically just given her son a death sentence.



Chapter 1

The compound for Johnson's Pharmaceuticals loomed before Boyd.

The skyline was broken by a cluster of high-rise buildings that served as a stark
contrast to the crumbling skyscrapers that had been devastated by the war. The city
had never quite recovered from the bombs that had destroyed the entire eastern and
southeastern section of the city's suburbs and wiped out entire neighborhoods within the
city boundaries. Although the economy had been decimated by the third world war and
the companies and stores that hadn't been lost still struggled to survive, drug
manufacturers continued to make a profit. With the diseases that followed the war like a
plague, people became desperate for everything from prescription drugs that could
make them forget, to miracle drugs that could cure the illnesses wasting away their
loved ones. While most people could hardly afford a roof over their head, drug
companies had enough money to spend on sprawling compounds and private security

guards to protect their assets.

Boyd stopped at the gates to the compound, waiting while a woman in front of
him flashed an ID and the guards let her in. Although Boyd didn't bother to get any
closer even in the few seconds before the gate slammed shut again, the shorter guard
eyed him. Boyd noticed that the taller guard's grey and black uniform had a small silver

tag that read 'Veliz' while the shorter guard's read 'Garrett.'
"What do you want?" Garrett watched Boyd suspiciously.
"I have an appointment with my mother," Boyd said impassively.

"What's her name?" Garrett asked while Veliz continued to alertly watch the

street behind Boyd.
"Vivienne Beaulieu."

For some reason, the name caused both guards to look at him more closely.

Garrett especially scrutinized him, taking in Boyd's empty expression, the uncombed fall



of long blond hair that went well past his shoulders, and the honey brown eyes that

watched the guards blankly.

Boyd wore all black, from his long-sleeved shirt and simple pants to his military-
grade boots and the long trench coat over it all. The dark color made his pale skin look

even more washed out.
Garrett's eyes narrowed. "Show me your identification.”

Boyd held out hisd r i vlieensé.<arrett snapped it roughly from Boyd and
studied it seriously before turning watchful brown eyes onto Boyd again. Finally, Garrett
handed the card back and glanced at Veliz briefly. Garrett disappeared into a small one-

room building to the side of the gates.

Boyd stared ahead, not listening to the short conversation between Garrett and
someone on the phone, and not looking at Veliz, who had resumed his scrutiny of the

surroundings. Silence fell between them, lasting for a few minutes.

Garrett finally returned with a handheld metal detector. He ran it up and down
Boyd's body; the detector made a quiet whining noise once it passed Boyd's belt and
pockets, but once Boyd was directed to empty his pockets and remove his belt, it was
silent. Garrett waited while Boyd silently put the belt back on and slid the keys in his

pocket.

Garrett had a bright green visitor's pass with the day's date scrawled on it and he
held it out as he said, "You're cleared. An escort will be here shortly."

Garrett stepped back to join his partner in watching the surroundings while Boyd

placed the visitor's pass on his trench coat where it was clearly visible.

Boyd blankly watched the solid gates until they opened enough to reveal a guard
from inside the compound. The new man was dark-haired with a dark complexion and
taller than Boyd by several inches. As he stepped in front of Boyd, the small silver tag

reading 'Amos' was almost directly in front of Boyd's eyes.



Amos grabbed Boyd's arm and started to direct him through the gates. Boyd
didn't care for the fingers curling around his arm and wanted to pull away. In the end he

didn't bother. It would simply draw more attention to himself.

As they passed the other two guards, Boyd heard Garrett mutter sarcastically to

Amos, "Better watch out with that one. He'll excite the shit out of you."

Veliz snickered quietly and Amos snorted but Boyd was barely listening as his
gaze slid disinterestedly across the compound. It was almost like a miniature city inside,
with named streets that spread out before him, parking lots near the larger buildings,
and more people striding around than he would have expected could fit in there. A large
building sat to their left, the entrance dominated by a sign that read 'Johnson's

Pharmaceuticals' with the company's maroon logo next to it.
"You taking him to Entry?" Garrett asked Amos idly.
"She wants him in her office,” Amos said with a shrug.

"Really," Garrett drawled in an intrigued tone and although Boyd didn't look over,
he could feel that dark brown stare burning into the back of his head. "Interesting. There
must not be a long shelf-life on this one, huh?"

"Who knows," Amos said dismissively. "I don't make the rules; | just follow them."
"Don't we all," Garrett muttered, then turned away. "Later."

Amos nodded and tugged on Boyd's arm to get him moving. Boyd had barely
paid attention to the conversation and expected to be brought to the Johnson's
Pharmaceuticals building, but was led around another building and down the main
street instead. Together, they headed toward the tallest building that towered off-center

of the compound.

The building was a skyscraper that looked as though it held well over a dozen
floors, and although there were high-rises in the city that were taller, this one was

massive in its girth as well. The windows were reflective and black, making the place



look like a modern monolith placed in the middle of the compound. There were no signs
designating the name of it or even an address that Boyd noticed, yet it seemed like the

majority of the people walking around the compound were heading in or out of the front
doors.

Hardly anyone gave them a second glance and when Amos and Boyd went
through the large double doors of the building, Boyd glanced past the lobby that opened
before them.

A huge staircase dominated the room straight ahead of them while hallways
opened up to the left and right. A main desk with a short, circular wall surrounding it sat
in middle of the room, where three guards were sitting behind a small set of monitors.
Two of them looked up and nodded amiably at Amos, who nodded in return and led
Boyd around the set of stairs to an elevator bank just through a hallway behind it.

Four double-wide elevators in a row lined the wall with a large, open space in
front of them, with another elevator at the far end that was smaller and looked to be the
only place without a group surrounding it. About ten people waited there in varying
moods. Lit signs above each elevator flashed ever-changing numbers, with an arrow
next to them pointing up or down. Boyd got more than one odd look when his green
visitor's pass was noted but no one said anything once they glanced at the guard

holding his arm.

Boyd found his gaze tracking the people around him. A wide variety was
represented, from ethnicities and ages to personalities. Now that he and Amos were

stopped, he distantly noticed that something was starting to bother him.

The press of people gave him a strange sense of anxiety. He hadn't been around
this many people for years. He'd spent every moment he could inside his house, barely
thinking or moving, and had only left when he'd needed items he couldn't find a way to
have delivered. He'd never been claustrophobic but the crowd of people milling around
him came as close to that as he'd ever felt, and it took him a moment to understand

why.



He felt exposed in this position. So many eyes all around him, seeming as
though they were watching him. Hands that could touch him and potentially hurt him. It
seemed more apparent to him in here, where the space was smaller and the people

were closer.

Although he didn't care what anyone thought, it still felt incredibly strange to be
noticed at all. He'd felt for so long like part of the woodwork in his home; like a painting
that blended into the wall. These people reminded him that wasn't the case and it was
an uncomfortable feeling. He shifted closer to Amos, unconsciously seeking some sort

of protection.

Bits of conversation flashed around him; some of it making no sense to him and
some of it seeming so mundane. Abbreviations and unfamiliar terminology mixed with
people chatting about what sounded like routine business. What they planned to do
tonight; where they planned to go. Projects they were working on at home.

Lamentations of being tired and wishing the day was already over.

After years of being in stasis, it was like being thrown into a world on fast
forward. He felt alienated by this everyday life even as a part of him wondered what

those terms meant.

He'd been on autopilot for so long. He'd learned to shut everything down and feel
nothing in a blank setting and it had worked well for him. It was almost alarming to feel
that comforting nothingness bow with the pressure of such an alien environment.
Feeling anything at all was a disturbing prospect and yet even when he looked straight
at the wall and tried to ignore everyone around him, he still distantly noted their gazes
and their words. The third elevator over finally dinged with the sign flashing 'G.' The
doors opened and a crowd of people exited. Amos led Boyd into the elevator along with
many of the other people waiting, although some of them hung back and seemed as
though they planned to wait for an emptier elevator. Small, nearly-hidden cameras

discreetly watched their every move from the upper corners of the elevator.



Boyd stared expressionlessly at the metal doors as different people pressed the
button for their correct floor. He was acutely aware of everyone around him and how
close they were. He couldn't help noting the way their bodies jostled each other,

growing closer and closer.

At one point, a larger man shifted back to let someone in on a new floor and
Boyd was pressed up against the wall behind him. The heavy weight of the body
against his front and the cold, unyielding surface at his back made his heartbeat spike
and his skin pale. He shifted, the movement not particularly abrupt but still just sudden
enough that Amos looked over at him oddly. Boyd ignored him and moved until he was
no longer being held in place. Even then the tension didn't leave him, and he found
himself darting his eyes toward the door each time; calculating how many people were
entering and how many exiting, and whether he had to move to not be caught again.

Amos didn't press any buttons. As the elevator ascended people entered and
exited at different floors, stopping at seemingly every floor except the sixth and eleventh
as they moved up. One odd thing he noted was that the floor options skipped the
number four. The elevator ride felt like it took twenty minutes when it was probably only

three.

Boyd assumed Amos hadn't hit a button because their floor number was already
pressed. It wasn't until they reached the fifteenth floor and the last few people were
getting off yet Amos didn't move that Boyd realized it was because Amos was waiting

for something.

He looked over just in time to see Amos press the button numbered '17' and pull
out his ID card, swiping it along a small device next to the buttons. A little red light
flashed green once his card passed through and the last person getting off the elevator
looked over in interest once he saw the number. He looked between Amos and Boyd
with an intrigued expression but when Amos gave him a narrow-eyed, hard look, the
man simply gave a rolling shrug and stepped onto the fifteenth floor. He turned around
and briefly watched as the metal doors slid shut and then Amos and Boyd were

alone. Seventeen was the highest number listed and Boyd didn't know why it was



apparently intriguing that they were headed there. Once the elevator stopped and the
doors slid open, he saw that this floor seemed to have higher security than the others.
While every other floor had opened up to hallways and the occasional large, open room
behind the elevator bank, this one had a wall with a single heavy door and another code
box next to it. Amos swiped his keycard and the light flashed green, allowing them
entrance. Although there was a foyer and a large room opened up to the right, Amos
brought Boyd down a hallway ahead of them and then took a left turn. Full glass walls
separated what appeared to be a waiting room from the hallway, while another wall of

floor-to-ceiling windows to the right looked out on the compound below.
Amos calmly walked into the room and Boyd followed.

A reception desk sat off to the left with a heavy-looking mahogany door behind it.
A woman who seemed to be about thirty years old sat at the desk, light brown hair
pulled back. Her hazel eyes watched Boyd with mild interest, although it was only

distinguishable by the discreet arching of an eyebrow.

A small name plate resting on the desk read '‘Annabelle Connors' and she
continued to scrutinize Boyd before she slid her gaze over to Amos. "Is that the ten-
thirty?"

Amos shrugged and dropped Boyd's arm. "I don't know, Ann. | was just told to
bring him up here." Ann nodded and she pushed something towards the edge of the
desk, looking at Boyd expectantly. It was as thin as a regular clipboard but was actually
a thin flat panel computer. It appeared to be used specifically for logging data that would

typically be found on a sign-in sheet.

Without bothering to speak or look up at her, Boyd used the stylus to sign his
name on the panel and stepped back beside Amos.

Ann looked at the panel, taking in his name-- most likely his last name and the
fact that it was the same as her boss'. Her eyes flicked up to him again, wandering over
his form in an almost clinical way before she finally went back to typing on the sleek

keyboard on her desk.



The moments ticked by slowly and after a while, when the minute hand struck
thirty minutes after the hour exactly, Ann picked up the phone and dialed a short
number. Her tone was professional and respectful when she spoke. "Inspector, Boyd

Beaulieu is here for an appointment.”

There was a brief moment of silence before Ann nodded. "Of course, Inspector.”
She hung up the phone and then looked at Boyd evenly before pressing a button. A
small device similar to the one in the elevator made a quiet beeping noise and flashed a
green light next to the mahogany door.

"You can go in," Ann said unnecessarily and Boyd didn't look at either of them as
he approached the door. He had not seen his mother in years and the last time they'd
been in the same room had been under exceedingly stressful circumstances. He walked
into the room and shut the door behind him, feeling doubt shift within him.

She was just the way he remembered her. Pale blond hair pulled back, making it
look smooth and straight from the front. Ice blue eyes that didn't miss a flicker in his
expression. Lips that seemed perpetually pressed together and drawn down at the
edges just so; as if she disapproved of anything he would say or do before he even did
it.

Looking at her made it harder to avoid some memories. It made flashes of pain
and utter desperation feel like they were closer to today than they really were. It was a
feeling that clenched his stomach and caused a hint of hesitation to enter his

movements.

Still, he did his best to ignore it all because he knew his mother would not
approve of any unnecessary emotions. He built a wall against those memories and told
himself they didn't exist. To distract himself from that intense stare, he glanced around

the room.

The office was spacious and minimally decorated; a large, heavy desk sat across
the room with an office chair situated in front for visitors to use. Two tall bookcases

flanked the desk along the wall behind it, although they were half empty. A small, worn



leather bound book was nearly hidden between several normal sized books that had
half-fallen over as they leaned against each other. A flat panel also sat on the right
bookshelf; Boyd suspected it was one used primarily for reading materials based on its

size.

A comfortable-looking chair next to a small table sat to the left along the wall but
it didn't look as though it had ever been used. The entire right wall was covered floor to
ceiling with windows, affording a phenomenal view of the compound and city below, the
buildings looking like scattered toys from this height.

There were no personal effects: no pictures of family; no items of sentimentality.
The table and desk spaces in the room were immaculately clean and anything that sat
on them clearly had a practical purpose. There were office supplies, files currently in
use, and a sleek, thin computer that was currently turned off.

Boyd's mother sat in the tall-backed, rolling chair behind her desk, hands
interlocked and resting on the desk. Her gaze flicked along the length of him before her
eyes narrowed in distaste. "You walked through the entire compound with that

appearance?"

Boyd moved closer to the desk but did not sit down. His arms were loosely
crossed and low, almost absently covering his stomach. His shoulders were slouched a
bit, as if to somehow hide from her gaze. Still, his expression remained steady even
though that this was nearly the first thing his mother had said to him after years of

silence.
"YeS."

The disapproval in Vivienne's eyes only strengthened as she met Boyd's gaze.
"What could possibly have deterred you from looking presentable when visiting my
place of employment? | am well aware of how useless your life is now yet you show up

like this? You appear as though you have not combed that abominable hair in days."

"l apologize, Mother. | have no excuse."



Her lips tightened slightly. "I already invest a disproportionate amount of money
in your existence for the usefulness you provide. When | contact you, | expect you to put

effort into the meeting. Do not disappoint me again."
"l won't."

Even with cotton muffling his emotions, he felt a distant twinge at the knowledge
that once again he had done something wrong in her eyes. She was all he had left and

he still couldn't seem to avoid disappointing her.

She watched him for a long moment, lips pulled down slightly at the edges,

before she tilted her head toward the chair. "Sit down."

Boyd followed her order, sitting with his back straight in the chair and hands
resting in his lap as he watched her. She didn't speak immediately and silence fell
between them as she scrutinized him with an even more unreadable expression than

usual.
"What was your impression of the compound?" she asked at length.

Boyd didn't answer at first. He didn't understand why she had invited him to her
workplace for the first time. And he didn't understand why she would ask that when she
typically seemed to believe that his opinion was worthless. He was hesitant to give her
the wrong answer. He did not want to provide more reason for her to be disappointed
with him or give her reason not to call him next time. Yet he was more hesitant to

remain silent, so he considered the question seriously.

"The compound is large and well-guarded," he replied after a moment. "I
received strange looks in relation to your name and this floor. There are more
employees, buildings and vehicles than | would expect for the sole purpose of

manufacturing and transporting pharmaceuticals.”

Her gaze drilled into him, as if she could see right through him, while he couldn't

read what she was thinking at all.



One of her eyebrows quirked slightly. "And it did not occur to you to question any

irregularities?"

"l lack the necessary information to compare this pharmaceutical company with

others, so | haven't formed an opinion."

She watched him with narrowed eyes. This time, he could tell that something was
happening behind them. She was thinking deeply. Silence fell between them once more

and at first it seemed as though she wouldn't speak. Then, she leaned back in her chair.

"If you were to visit the other locations of Johnson's Pharmaceuticals, you would
find that the compounds contain multiple laboratories as well as a central administrative

building, and little else.” Her ice blue gaze was intense on Boyd as she spoke.

Although she didn't speak further, it was clear from the way she scrutinized him

that she expected a response.

"That doesn't seem to fit with the security and size of this compound," Boyd
replied. "There are a large number of buildings, many of which don't seem consistent
with a typical laboratory design. Several of the people who | observed on the way to
your office didn't appear to be administrative staff or lab technicians and their
terminology didn't reflect either job description. | would also question the heavy security
across the entirety of the compound rather than grouped around key points." He paused
and then concluded, "The implication is that the valuable assets here are something

other than pharmaceuticals.”

Vivienne stayed still for a long moment, watching Boyd in contemplation, before
she finally sat back in her chair. "That would be an accurate assessment. Johnson's
Pharmaceuticals is a legitimate company with complexes located across the nation;
however, in this case the assets have nothing to do with pharmaceuticals. This
particular compound is a cover for a government-sanctioned organization that is so
highly classified that even the majority of the elite government entities are unaware of its
existence. The CIA itself does not even have a file, although the Director is aware that it

exists."



Boyd watched her for a moment. He felt a mild moment of interest at the
information but it slid away fairly quickly. Ultimately, the existence of such an
organization did not affect him enough for him to care. It simply made him consider the
information with what he had seen on compound and conclude that something of that
caliber certainly fit the profile more adequately than a pharmaceuticals headquarters.
The fact that his mother worked for such a place was not uncharacteristic for her. She
had worked in the CIA for many years, although he had never been clear on what her
job description had been other than that she had dealt with public relations on some

level.

"l see," Boyd said at length. "What would be the purpose of such an

organization?"

She studied him, her eyes narrowing. "If you cannot even venture a guess with
such information then you have allowed yourself to lose your only useful quality." Her
blond eyebrows rose slightly. "Have you become entirely incompetent since your little
drama? | was under the impression you had taken the opportunity to rid yourself of that

unnecessary behavior."

He felt something shift inside him, something deep and buried that stirred to life
at those words. Her icy gaze was fixed on him, the same way it had been years ago as
she had distantly watched him struggle and scream. The memories he'd felt earlier
returned more strongly; a vivid memory that had stained the world around him those

years ago.

Lou's clear blue eyes flashed through his mind. The tousled blond curls that had
dangled down his forehead and that easy smile that had always seemed so close to the
surface. The indignation on Boyd's behalf any time Lou had felt that Vivienne had been

too harsh or unattainable, and the warmth of someone close to lean against.

He remembered nights balanced atop concrete pieces that felt just on the verge
of falling beneath them and clouds back-lit by moonlight reflected in dull green water.

He remembered the warmth of a hand wrapping around his and tugging, and looking up



to eyes focused solely on him in a way he'd never otherwise experienced. His mother
had always seemed to look past and through him, and his father had often seemed half

caught up in thoughts even when he'd turned his attention on his son.

Yet those blue eyes of Lou's had seen Boyd as a person. They'd accepted him
and they'd never strayed. They'd looked at him, truly looked at him, and they'd believed

in him.

But flashes of a smile and laughing eyes were immediately overrun by concrete
up close and creeping red. By memories of terror and pain and screaming desperation

that had dragged the deepest part of him to the surface to be sliced open.

Boyd's face paled and his heartbeat pounded in his chest. The vivid jolt of
images were more than he'd experienced in months, maybe years. It was impossible to

ignore and it hit him hard with a physical feeling of nausea close behind.
Yet throughout it all, his expression remained blank.

He kept the remembered fear of the violence from his eyes and stayed still as
stone. He was a statue. He was the background. He wasn't where he once had been.
He didn't have to remember the past. He didn't have to remember that pain.

He told himself that until he could make his heartbeat recede and that brief
moment of panicked memory subside. He told himself that until he was able to latch on

to the present and the room surrounding him.

The information she had provided created a suitable distraction from the memory

of soft blond curls splayed against the ground.

He considered what she had to say, taking into account what he had seen on the
walk over, as well as other information he'd gathered from the individuals on compound.
"The precautions of secrecy coupled with the excessive security would lead me to
believe that this compound contains information of vital importance. If it were purely a

matter of national security, one would expect the CIA and other entities to be involved."



His honey brown gaze was steady on her. "So | would assume that the need for
the secrecy stems from the fact that what occurs on compound or due to this
organization can't technically exist according to the government-- perhaps due to
constitutional violations or actions that the public or policymakers would find
unacceptable. | would assume that the secrecy and lack of documentation is necessary

for the government's plausible deniability."

She watched him at length. Whatever was on her mind, she apparently reached
a positive conclusion because she nodded once, curtly.

"This organization does not have a nhame you will ever hear aside from the
Agency. The employees on compound are a combination of support staff, research
agents, and field agents. The purpose of the Agency is to protect national security and
support the government by ensuring the safety of the community at large.”

Boyd considered that. The safety of the community was in danger every moment
due to the scavengers and gangs who preyed on the weak in the city as a whole. The
protection of national security should not be necessary from a separate entity when
such groups already existed in the government. So who would they need protection

from?

As if sensing his question, she continued coolly, "There have always been
terrorist and insurgency groups who have sought to undermine the foundations of
Western democracy. However, since the war the number of groups have increased,

threatening the stability of the government and the safety of the citizens."

One blond eyebrow lifted. "This is a war that must be fought in complete secrecy
on an international and domestic level, and the Agency is the entity designated to
handle such a role. The covert quality is a necessity due to the fact that we do not
always follow internationally-accepted sanctions such as the Geneva Convention. Our
methods are vastly different from any other government organization in that regard,

however, they are more efficient and as such accomplish far more for the greater good



than any other entity has the luxury to do. It is precisely for these reasons that no one

can know that the Agency exists, let alone be aware of what we do."

There was a beat of silence before Boyd asked, "If the existence of the Agency is
so highly classified, why was | invited here?"

Her gaze was steady on him. "You will audition for an open position."

She didn't ask him if he wanted to do this, she didn't suggest it-- she simply
ordered him. This was unsurprising to him, as she had been that way for the majority of
his life, but he did find what she said to be unexpected.

"A position?"

"An agent has recently been released from imprisonment and he requires

supervision."

Boyd's eyebrows twitched slightly, the first expression he'd shown.
"Imprisonment?" he echoed, gaze subtly sharpening on her as he tried to understand

the situation.

"The agent in question is an adept assassin,” she said calmly, as if it were
normal to be speaking of such things. "However, he has shown extreme levels of
aggression in the past. He was deemed unfit for service and has been sedated for

several years, until he was recently cleared to be reinstated."
Boyd was silent a moment. "What does the position entail?"

"There are a number of undesirable qualities that the agent in question has
shown in the past. He has been known to go on rampages, to compromise the mission's
success by reacting poorly to certain stimuli, and to completely ignore mission

parameters. He must be watched and controlled at all times."

Vivienne summarized the situation with very little inflection. "The open position is

for his partner, who will act in a mediatory role, ensuring that he does not cause further



issues for the Agency by engaging in unwanted activity. His partner will have additional

roles aside from this, which will be disclosed at a later date."

"Based on the description, | have no qualifications for such a position." Boyd's
eyebrows drew down slightly. "I don't understand why | would be chosen."

"You have been nominated, not chosen," she said coolly, her eyes narrowing and
mouth tightening. He couldn't tell if she thought he was imbecilic for the comment or if
there was another reason she seemed displeased. "You and a number of other
candidates will go through a rigorous process of testing to determine if you have the
assets necessary for the position. Should you be hired, you will receive further

information at that time."

Boyd had assumed, based on the position of authority she seemed to have, that
she was the person in charge. "This decision isn't yours to make?"

"No."

She was looking at him in distaste and he sat back slightly in his chair, not
knowing what he had done to receive such an expression. It was possible it was a sore
topic for her. He knew she was devoted to her job above all else and her aspirations
had always been to move up within her profession. Having to admit that she was not the
highest authority likely did not sit well with her. It was equally possible she thought he
was an idiot who should have understood this all from context from the beginning.

"I am here to ensure the Agency remains a secret,” she continued after a
moment. "l ensure that Agency activities do not find their way into the public realm by
way of the media. My jurisdiction primarily falls along those lines as well as anything to
do with the public or external interactions. My position as the Inspector leaves me

second-in-command to the Marshal and it is he who will make the ultimate decision."

Boyd watched her for a moment before he inclined his head in acknowledgment.

"Would | return to this compound for the tests?"



"The process begins tomorrow morning at seven-thirty,” she said evenly. "You

will remain on the compound in temporary quarters overnight.”

His distant, golden brown eyes focused on her a little more clearly at the
unexpected development. The same anxiety as before resurfaced. He hadn't slept
anywhere but in his house for years, nor had he been around other people on a

consistent basis. The idea was disturbing. "I'm not allowed to leave?"

"That is not a problem," she replied curtly, speaking with the strong confidence
that a person typically reserved only for their own lives, not presuming to speak for
others. "You have no reason to leave the compound. | am well aware that your life is

meaningless."
Boyd was silent. He couldn't argue with that assessment.

"Do you have any questions?" Vivienne asked after a moment but once again
Boyd didn't respond. She quirked an eyebrow. "You do not wish to even know the name

of the agent?"

Boyd shook his head faintly; just enough that his hair shifted against his
shoulders. "That information is useless unless I'm hired."

There was the briefest flash of what may have been satisfaction in her eyes.
However, the emotion was there and gone in the blink of an eye and Boyd wasn't
certain he'd seen it at all. There were so few times in his life that he could recall his
mother showing anything resembling positive responses to him that he was inclined to

believe it had been a trick of his imagination.

"Very well," Vivienne said briskly, already flicking her gaze away as her mind
moved on to other matters. "Guards will be in the waiting room shortly to bring you to
your next destination. You will stay there until you are contacted in the morning. | trust

you will have no qualms with doing nothing for the remainder of the day."



The way she said it made it clear she felt he did nothing with his day regardless
so it would not be new to Boyd. He could tell it was a rhetorical comment so he didn't

respond. A short breath of silence passed before she said coolly, "Dismissed."

Boyd quietly stood and left her office, automatically taking care to silently close
the heavy mahogany door behind him. He didn't glance at Ann or look around before he
headed to one of the sleek-lined and not entirely comfortable chairs along the glass

windows. He sat there and waited, not looking at anything in particular.

It didn't even occur to him to take the time to consider whether he would do this
or not. He had no reason to refuse. Being on this compound or at his house was the
same thing to him. Whether he joined a covert government agency or whether he had

continued his life having never known of its existence were equally unimportant.

He had nothing and no one to exist for; he'd given up his desire to live years ago
and with it had gone all sense of hope or belief in a future that was anything but numb
and pointless. Whether he lived or died, whether he was here or there, whether he was

healthy or hurt-- it meant nothing to him.

Memories had become like vivid ghosts around every corner of his house.
Perhaps the worst were in his bedroom, which was silent now but once had held the
guiet breathing of two who cared more about each other than anything else, and their
hesitant, questioning movements for more. For a long time when he'd lain in his bed, if
he hadn't experienced terrible flashbacks then he'd been caught by haunting memories.
The feel of warm, bare skin against his and of blond curls sifting through his fingers.
Blue eyes hovering over his and a smile playing on lips that moved down to press
against his own. Touches that had made him feel alive in a way he hadn't felt since. If
there was a hell beyond what he knew, he would welcome it. He had no reason not to.

After all, a life without living was simply a death without dying. What more was

there to fear or hate but life, endless life, with no respite?



Chapter 2

The general population within the Agency tended to expect Sin to act psychotic.
That fact was evident enough by the looks he received when Officer Gerant came to

escort him from the Fourth floor to the upper levels of the Tower.

Gerant unwisely chose to take the elevator. To say the Agency staff that had
occupied it reacted strongly would have been an understatement. Some gawked at Sin,
some fearfully avoided his steady green gaze and others looked on with outright
hostility. He ignored them impassively, not reacting visibly to the stares. He felt nothing
more than irritation about the spectacle that his appearance created everywhere he

went.

Sin supposed that it was inevitable. With the vast majority of the Agency staff
believing that he was a psychotic murderer, it wasn't particularly shocking that many of

them were displeased with his reinstatement as a field agent.

The elevator emptied quickly but whether or not people were actually getting off
at their designated floors or were simply trying to get away from him was unknown. He
assumed the latter.

Within two stops the elevator was empty except Sin, Gerant and two men that
Sin recognized as lower level field agents. He'd never spoken to them outright but long
ago Sin had made it a point to memorize the names, ranks and addresses of as many
Agency staff as he could. It was best to find out as much information as one could about
potential enemies. And in the hostile climate of the compound, Sin considered everyone

to be a potential threat.

Agents Angelo Morales and Adam Blake stood side by side, both dark-haired
and wearing dark clothing; the unofficial uniform of new field agents who used to watch
too much television. They seemed to think covert agents wore black suits and leather

jackets. All that was missing were twin pairs of black sunglasses.



They stared at Sin and Sin stared back blankly, unimpressed by them. Although,

he typically wasn't very impressed by much.

Adam looked at him with an intrigued expression on his pale face while Angelo
glared with outright contempt.

"They should have kept you locked on the Fourth, you fucking freak,"” Angelo
spat with disgust, casting a black glare at Gerant as though it was his fault specifically

for Sin's presence.

Gerant just shrugged, looking awkward, Sin raised his eyebrows at Morales,

saying flatly, "It was a pleasure to meet you as well, Agent Morales."

Angelo blanched at the usage of his name and took a step back, which wasn't

much considering the elevator was only about two yards wide.

Sin's lips turned up at the side but the expression didn't make it to his coldly
glittering, pale green eyes. "Tell me, how is it living in Residential Complex B?
Unfortunately I've been locked in a box on the Fourth floor for the past six months so
I've become quite unfamiliar with typical accommodations. Not that I've ever had any,

mind you."

All remaining color drained from Angelo's face but Adam just shook his head, not

appearing at all surprised.
"How did you know--"

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. Adam dragged his partner out of
the elevator before he could complete the sentence and Sin leered at them as they
retreated. The elevator once again lapsed into silence until their destination of the next

floor.

Gerant waited for Sin to exit and followed closely behind as Sin walked past
offices and hallways, ultimately arriving in the lobby area of General Carhart's space.

Sin was vaguely aware of the small remote in Gerant's hand and he debated causing a



scene just to test how quickly the collar could be activated before he broke the guard's
hand and crushed the remote. The test on the Fourth floor weeks ago by Inspector
Beaulieu would have given him a full minute to confiscate the remote but they'd altered
the collar since then and likely made the voltage higher.

Sin reached up and idly ran his long, slim fingers along the collar. The metallic
coldness resting against his skin felt unnatural but after two weeks he was nearly used
to it. He was also becoming accustomed to the idea that the collar was a tracking device

as well as a control mechanism.

The lobby wasn't deserted by any means. Two field agents, a Research and
Development agent and Carhart's receptionist were in the immediate area. Once again,

every one of them stopped what they were doing to stare at Sin.

This time he didn't bother to antagonize anybody and waited impatiently for

Gerant to knock on the door and for the General to admit them access.

When the door opened, Sin stepped inside gratefully, glad to be out of the
watchful gaze of every single person he came across even if it meant dealing with
Carhart.

"You can go, Officer Gerant," Carhart said to the guard although his cerulean
blue eyes focused on Sin and didn't move. His handsome face was as youthful as ever,
his form as impressive and fit as it'd been in the half year since Sin had seen him last. It
wasn't too surprising. In the thirteen years Sin had known the General, the man had

aged very little physically.
"But, Sir--"

Carhart looked away finally and focused his eyes on the guard. "l said, you can
go," he said flatly in a tone that allowed no argument.

Gerant nodded uncertainly and held out one hand, studiously avoiding Sin's

gaze. "The remote, sir?"



Carhart's expression was quickly turning to one of impatience. "I don't need it.

Take it and go."
Sin smirked at the General. "Pretty confident, aren't you?"

Carhart didn't respond, obviously not willing to rise to the bait. "Goodbye, Officer

Gerant," he said pointedly.

The guard shot him another worried look, obviously concerned about leaving the
third-in-command of the Agency alone with a psychopath, but obediently left the office
and shut the door behind him.

Sin sat in the armchair opposite Carhart's desk and shifted, making himself
comfortable on the soft plush cushion. He leaned his head back against the soft

microfiber and let his eyes drift closed.

Carhart sat back in his own chair and shook his head, the corners of his mouth

rising slightly as he watched Sin. "Have | bored you already?"

"Mm." Sin opened one green eye lazily, looking at the General with a cold smile.
"No. But after sleeping on linoleum for the past six months, | may just doze off from the
sheer opulence of your chair. Or maybe it's the fucking horse tranquilizers you pumped

me full of for those six months that are still slowing me down?"

The amusement faded from Carhart's expression and he looked down at his

computer, expression hardening. "Holding a grudge, Sin?"

"Fuck you," Sin said tonelessly, closing his eyes again. He heard a low sigh and

the squeak of the general shifting in his chair.
"Are you hungry?"

"No. After six months on a liquid diet, I'm watching my figure.”



This time the sigh was one of exasperation. "How many more "after six months'
retorts do you have left in you? You weren't nearly this witty after spending four years

on the Fourth on your previous incarceration."

Sin considered the question and arched one black eyebrow. "Well that was
before the box and before | was left in a stupor for the entire period,” he replied flatly.
"And speaking of the box, I still have to mention the abusive guards, my emaciated
condition and this gorgeous piece of jewelry you gifted me with. | heard the medics
talking. Apparently that little gem was all your idea."

"Because it was the only goddamn way | could convince Marshal Connors and
the Inspector to let you out of that cell,” Carhart snapped. "An opportunity arose, a way
to get you off the Fourth but they didn't want to. They wanted to keep you in that box.
The only way | could get around it was by suggesting a way to control you, for

insurance."

"To control me," Sin repeated dully, opening both eyes to gaze across the desk

at Carhart. "Interesting choice of words."

Carhart shook his head, frustration evident by the tension in his broad shoulders.
"After what you pulled with your last four partners, what the hell do you expect? They
paint you in the role of the murdering psychopath and you play the part while | try to be
devil's fucking advocate every time you get into trouble."

"It's not my fault you designated complete morons for my babysitters," Sin
replied, his eyes narrowing as he sat up in the chair and leaned forward. His black and
red hair curtained his face, temporarily shading his eyes and shadowing his exotic

features.

Carhart stared at him silently as a dangerous smile slid across Sin's full lips.

"Maybe you shouldn't have chosen 'partners,™ he said the word with obvious
distaste, spitting it out as if it tasted terrible, "who thought the word partner meant

handler and that | was their fucking pet.”



"The choices made were unfortunate,” Carhart agreed at length, blue eyes
flicking away briefly from Sin's steady gaze. "After much debate, the Marshal and the
Inspector both agreed on that note. They went over the files, the reports and debriefings
and agreed that perhaps we hadn't made the most suitable choices..."

"And | see you didn't feel it necessary to share this news flash with the staff.” Not
that it would have mattered, Sin answered his own comment silently. His reputation and

existence on the compound had been tarnished and despised for years.

Carhart ignored the comment and asked again, "Would you like coffee?

Something to eat?"

Sin made a face, annoyed by Carhart's incessant habit of trying to feed him

whenever they came face to face. "Will you shut up with the eating?"

"You're skin and bones," Carhart said pointedly, indicating Sin's lanky body that
looked lost in the loose threadbare clothing that he wore. "If you're going to be
reinstated you have to get your weight up and start rebuilding muscle. We have a

specific timetable that we're working with."
"Fine. Get me a chocolate milk and a donut."
Carhart stared at him.
Sin shrugged.

Shaking his head but not appearing overly surprised by the request, Carhart
pressed the intercom on his desk. "Amy, can you bring in a coffee, some donuts and... a

chocolate milk?"

There was a pause and a very uncertain sounding, "Right away, sir," in

response.

Satisfied, Sin crossed his arms over his chest and threw his legs out in front of

him.



The amusement appeared on Carhart's face once again and he shook his head.
"You're going to need to develop better eating habits, Sin. You're about thirty to forty
pounds underweight. That sweet tooth isn't going to help you in any way. | don't even

know where you get that from. Certainly not your father."
Sin went very still in the chair and his eyes narrowed. "Don't."
Carhart frowned slightly. "I was just sayi--"
"Don't," Sin repeated in a warning tone. "Leave it, General."

The sudden tension in the room was palpable and only broken by the
appearance of Amy with a tray full of donuts, a mug of coffee and a large Styrofoam cup
presumably filled with chocolate milk. The receptionist seemed mildly alarmed by Sin's
icy glare and Carhart's stiff posture but she didn't comment, instead offering Sin a flexy

straw before she hurried away.

Sin looked down at the neon pink straw in bemusement and the moment was

broken.

"So," Carhart said with obvious relief, grabbing his coffee from the tray. "The

opportunity | spoke of. Any clue as to what it is?"

"Mm." Sin took a bite of half a chocolate donut and nearly closed his eyes at the
delicious taste of sugary icing. "Either you're in desperate need of my wonderful
assassination abilities or your super elite unit is still short a high-ranking fieldie due to

your relative lack of high ranking fieldies?"
"Precisely. My options are limited to you and Senior Agent Trovosky."

"So go with Trovosky. I'm sure he'd come in his pants at the opportunity to be on

your extra special team."

"Ha ha. Funny."” The General looked at the donuts and selected a plain one

without icing. "As | was saying, my options are limited to you and Trovosky since you're



my only two level 10s and he's been sent away on an extended undercover op so my

choices are down to, well, you."
"It's so nice to be needed." Sin's voice practically oozed with sarcasm.

"Janus activity has been rearing up again and they're getting stronger with each
passing day," Carhart said seriously, once again trying to impress the importance of the
unit to Sin. It wasn't the first time he'd made the effort-- that had occurred six months
ago when Connors had arranged the unit whose sole purpose existed to get information

on and stop the ever-expanding rebel organization.

"We need to act now before they induct every single ragtag rebel group into their
fold. They've swallowed insurgent groups here and overseas and their influence is

spreading.”

"Sounds dire," Sin replied blandly, grabbing a Bismarck donut that looked to be

filled with some kind of custard.
Carhart glared at him. "Can you take this seriously?"
"No."
"This is your job, Sin. Your job--"

"Fuck my job." Sin smiled around a mouthful of custard, the sticky white filling
smearing on his wide lips. "If you think I'm still here because of loyalty to the cause,
you're more delusional than | thought. I'm here because it's too much trouble to bother

trying to escape Connors' tentacles."”

A long suffering sigh answered him. "In any case, the conditions of your release
are to retrain, to become a full-fledged member of the Janus unit as well as taking on
your previous duties. And once again we will be inducting a second field agent to the

unit, a level 9 who will be--"

"Fuck that."



"--trained specifically to be your partner.”

"No way in hell." Sin was already standing up, his back stiff with anger at the

mere suggestion of going through that again. "I'd rather go back to the Fourth."

Carhart's patience seemed to have reached the end of its rope. "But you won't
just go back to the fucking Fourth, Sin. You'll go back to the box and this time, you won't
be getting out. They're not just using it as a temporary punishment anymore, Agent
Vega. That's your fate if this doesn't work out. Now you tell me-- which do you want to
choose?"

Sin grit his teeth and looked away, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the
city's broken skyline, at the destroyed suburbs that lay beyond the city limits. Evidence
of the war. "l won't play somebody's power games. | won't let some idiotic thick-necked
field agent treat me like an animal. | don't care what you do to me."

"And I'm telling you it won't be that way this time!" Carhart slammed his hands on
the desk in frustration, causing coffee to slop out of the side of his mug and splash on
the files that rested beside it. "We're going through a very extensive process to find a
suitable match for you, Sin. Psych profiles, background, personality assessments-- and

this time your input will be included. It won't be like it was before."

Sin frowned slightly and looked down at his cup of chocolate milk. He stared at it
moodily, weighing the pros and cons. "Why bother?" he asked finally. He looked up at
Carhart with a grim smile. "You know I'm damaged goods. You know what happens with

me, what always happens with me. I'll always end up back up on the Fourth."

"Well I'm not prepared to give up on you just yet," Carhart snapped impatiently,
wiping at his files in obvious aggravation. "You're the best we have and even if they
hate you, everyone knows that. Now shut the hell up, drink your chocolate milk and stop

being a pain in my ass, Sin. For God's sake."

Sin allowed his gaze to slide out the window once again, watching the smoke-

colored clouds drift across the oppressively bleak sky. "I'll agree to it. For now."



Carhart opened his mouth to express his relief but the dark look Sin speared him

with after a moment stopped him cold.
"But if you pick the wrong person," Sin said quietly. "It's his fucking funeral.”

The General dropped his eyes and focused on his desk once again although his

expression had stilled considerably. "Believe me, Sin. | know."

Sin's battered combat boots left dark smudges against the plain white wall of the
small, darkened conference room but he didn't shift his position. He remained reclined

in the black office chair with his feet propped against the drywall.

Strands of jet black hair fell across his forehead, mixing with the dyed red that
was slowly growing out. His face was the picture of boredom, almond shaped green
eyes half closed and long black lashes practically resting against his cheeks as he

stared through the two way mirror blankly.

"This is boring," he drawled, looking over at Carhart with a frown. "Unless you're
completely moronic, it should be clear that the last two candidates are a complete and
utter disaster. Who exactly narrowed down your short list?"

Carhart sat on the edge of the table and touched the computer panel, bringing up
a holographic image of the information. "Connors did," he replied gruffly. "He insisted on
throwing in as many level 9 candidates as possible to save the time and money spent
putting a lower level field op through the intensive level 9 training."

Sin smirked. "Since he likely doubts they'll last the initial trial missions, | can't say

that | blame him."

Carhart typed something into the touch screen keyboard and Agents Eddy Baxter
and Jenny White were marked as unacceptable. The former was a flame-haired level 9
agent from the Counter-Terrorism division who seemed to perpetuate the characteristics

that had gotten Sin's previous partners killed. Agent White was a level 9 valentine



operative in Intelligence who seemed to think she could use her feminine wiles to tame
Sin.

"And Agent Alvarez backed out at the last minute," Carhart scoffed, not hiding
the irritation in his face as he marked off Michael Alvarez's name. "General Stephen

said he's too frightened of you to be a realistic choice."

Sin shrugged uncaringly although he felt that it would have been fun to torment

the man for a few missions before it was deemed a failure.

"So we're left with two level 8 agents and a civilian prospect with no training
whatsoever who would be starting off as a level 1 trainee." Carhart grimaced. "Connors

won't be pleased.”

"How unfortunate.” Sin looked at the list finally and noticed Agent Adam Blake's
name on it. He instantly recalled the incident in the elevator and wondered at the odd

coincidence. "Have them do Blake next."

James Waldon, a well muscled and towering interviewer from Human Resources
who looked more like an insurgent than a civilian staff member, disappeared from the
small windowless room on the other side of the mirror and reappeared after a moment
with Adam.

Now that Sin was looking at Adam's face directly, he realized that the man was
actually attractive in an incredibly pale, vampiric kind of way. Adam's thick black hair
hung down to the nape of his neck and contrasted starkly with his wax like complexion.
His dark, bottomless eyes did the same. There was a hooked scar on his right cheek
that was likely the result of a mission and another scar that marred the otherwise

flawless skin under his mouth.

He was a striking individual and Sin wasn't surprised to look at the file again and
see that Adam was also marked as an undesignated valentine operative. The most
attractive field agents usually were; seduction was one of the oldest and most lucrative

ways of getting information and turning a suspect into an informant.



"He's arrogant,” Sin observed idly, studying Adam's expressions and body

language as James began the interview.

Carhart nodded his agreement but gave Sin a wry look. "Let me guess-- you're
thinking how fun it would be to knock him down a peg or two?"

Sin looked at him from under his eyebrows. "I said no such thing."
"Right."

Most of the interview process was boring since it was the same questions asked
again for the third time in the past two hours. James explained the position, Tactician in
an elite and very confidential unit in the Insurgency division, and then proceeded to grill

the candidates on everything they knew about Sin and his past.

Sin examined Adam's eyes and analyzed every flicker of emotion, every nearly
concealed flash of doubt. Yet in the end he couldn't find a reason to entirely loathe the
man except for the fact that he was arrogant and predisposed to negativity regarding
Sin just like everyone else on the compound. In Adam's case, he was especially likely to

because of the company he kept, Morales being one of them.

However, when James began to talk about infamous city center massacre of
2012, Sin's opinion of Adam lifted a bit.

"After the incident with the scavengers and police," James began, blue eyes
trained on Adam although his face was entirely expressionless, "news stories circulated
about Agent Vega being behind many of the rapes and murders that had plagued the
city during that time. The Agency stamped out the publicity effectively enough, as we
know Inspector Beaulieu is quite efficient at quieting such things. However, the stories

leaked anyway and people remember, specifically Agency staff."

James stopped speaking and stared at Adam with a small empty smile, not

asking a question but clearly waiting for a reaction of some kind.



Adam's eyes flicked to the mirror, likely knowing he was being watched, and for a

moment his eyes met with Sin's even though the lower ranked agent couldn't see him.

"Well," Adam began, his low voice thoughtful and considering. "As far as |
remember, there were also reports during that time of widespread corruption in the
police department as well as an embarrassing amount of ineptitude to solve certain

crimes due to staff shortage after the economic collapse.”

James raised a thick eyebrow and waited so Adam continued, folding his hands
in front of him and looking more confident as he continued. "So despite the fact that the
incident in the city center was unfortunate, | think it's more likely that the chief of police
used Agent Vega as a scapegoat for every unsolved crime in his jurisdiction. Especially
considering the shocking nature of the incident and the public's horror and desire to

accept an answer as long as there was one."
Sin looked over at Carhart. "He's possible."
The General looked surprised. "l agree but I'm surprised to hear you say it."

Sin shrugged and sat up straight, scooting the chair forward and looking through
the mirror seriously. "At least he's not a total fucking idiot."

The next interviewee wasn't as successful. Agent Allen Carson didn't appear
overly hostile but he also was quite obviously feeding James rehearsed lines and trying
to say what he thought the interviewer wanted to hear. It was obvious that he wanted
the job likely for the accolades that came with it. Yet Sin could read naked fear in Allen's
eyes when the subject of Sin's past crimes came up. In the end, Carhart marked the

man off the short list.

Carhart frowned as Carson disappeared from the room and Carhart ran a hand
through his short blond hair, grimacing at the only remaining name on the list.

Boyd Beaulieu.



"l suppose you're going to have no choice but to do the trial with Blake," Carhart
said as he flicked through Boyd's file on the touch screen. His mouth turned down into a

scowl.

"No faith in the Inspector's opinion?" Sin asked with an arched brow. "Shocking.

I'm sure she'd be quite unhappy to hear how scathing you are about her candidate.”

"Well I'm not in the business of wasting time vetting civilians with nothing in their
backgrounds but a few college credits in psychology," Carhart replied acidly. "And he's
just a kid, at that.”

"l was fourteen when | was inducted as an agent,” Sin replied, flashing his teeth
in something more frightening than a smile as his green eyes bore into Carhart. "He's

four years older."

Carhart's eyes focused on the mirror as James brought Boyd into the interview
room. "You were fourteen going on thirty-seven and trained by one of the best

assassins the Agency ever had. It's hardly comparable.”

Sin jerked his gaze away from the General, unwilling to get on the topic of his
father. Sin could tolerate Carhart for the most part as long as the subject was left alone.

He looked through the mirror again and for a moment he stared blankly at the
individual on the other side of the glass. His eyes traced the features, moving over the
black clothing, before once again going back to the face as Sin took in the boy who

represented androgyny in every possible way.

He was average height and thin, although unlike Sin the slender build didn't
appear to be deceptive. He sat straight in the chair, hands folded in front of him loosely
as fine golden blond hair fell past his shoulders and around the lines of his face, half
shielding it from view. But Sin supposed, as he eyed the boy, that was probably the

point.



Boyd's face lacked the masculine angles so typically found in a man and his
features were softer but not overly feminine. He was expressionless, his full lips

naturally down-turned in what could almost be described as an unintentional pout.

When his uninterested gaze briefly slid around the room, glancing past the two
way mirror, Sin was able to see him more fully. His heavy-lidded eyes were a startling
golden brown that momentarily captured Sin's attention to the point that he missed the

first few exchanges between the two individuals on the other side of the mirror.
Interesting and not at all like the typical field agents who littered the compound.

Sin's lips pursed and he turned the name over in his head. Boyd Beaulieu. He
could see the resemblance in the boy's features if not in his personality-- because as
the interview wore on, it became abundantly clear that he didn't actually have a
personality.

Boyd's expression remained blank throughout the interview, his eyes empty, his

mouth moving only long enough to give answers in a toneless voice.

At a point it became irritating and Sin began to wonder if this was an act. An
attempt like so many young people who liked the idea of personifying the bleakness that
had encompassed the world after the war. But when the murders were mentioned,
Boyd's lack of reaction persisted. Irritation turned into intrigue as Sin abandoned his
previous running commentary with the other candidates and focused entirely on the
boy.

There was no fear in Boyd's eyes when James began to show images, no flash
of disgust or horror when James whipped out stills from the autopsies. And most
interesting of all, Boyd seemed to be completely unaware of the incident in the city
center. He had no recollection of a suspected serial killer being mentioned on the news,
however brief that time may have been. It hadn't been long before the images of an
olive-complected teenager with pale green eyes were confiscated by Agency staff as

Boyd's mother had demanded a retraction from every form of media who had covered



the story. None of it seemed to mean anything to Boyd. Sin's face, his name, his crimes-

- none of it sparked recollection, fear, or even interest. The boy just didn't seem to care.

Sin looked up at Carhart, his expression completely serious for the first time in
the past few hours. "Him."

Carhart's blond eyebrows rose as he studied Boyd through the mirror. "I had a

feeling that would be your opinion. It seems Vivienne had a point after all."

Sin looked at Boyd again and willed the boy to react to James' words but there
was nothing there. Interest blossomed in Sin as he sat back in the chair. "Getting him to

break will be fun, at least."

The General looked at Sin in consideration before he turned off the computer and

the hologram disappeared from view. "We'll see.”



Chapter 3

Boyd walked through the mostly empty hallways of the training complex. His
steps were measured and echoed faintly around him as he headed toward his latest
session with David Nakamura, the man who had been assigned to train him in physical

combat.

Given the summarized job description he'd been given by his mother, he hadn't
known specifically what to expect when training started. The situation was strange to
him at times. He was in essence in classes or training for most of the day, which gave

something of a collegial feel.

That impression was enhanced by the fact that he was confined strictly to the
training complex; a large building with multiple levels that contained everything from a
cafeteria to high tech training rooms to what amounted to dorm hallways. The rooms
were small and minimally furnished and all lacked even a single window. With only the
artificial light day in and day out, at times it felt like time had ceased to move. Rather
than learning about art history and psychology, however, here the subjects were much

more dire and, at times, macabre.

He'd come to realize that there were other people in the training complex who
were training to be rank 9 but he was separated from them entirely. His training had to
be much more intensive in order to be completed within the allotted time frame,
especially since basic initial training was lumped in as well. Compared to his training, he

gathered, the level 9 trainees had a leisurely walk through the subjects.

The classes he took were all one-on-one. He was taught about the Agency's
goals and directives. They repeatedly stressed the importance of secrecy and success,
and the consequences for the greater good if the Agency failed. Or, more accurately, if

the agents in question failed.

He had deportment training as well. Those sessions focused on his behavior but
also the way he looked. Over time, he concluded that the Agency took great stock with

the idea of the physical perfection of the agents and staff. He wondered if that was why



his mother seemed to continually note if he ever did not adequately meet her standards,

or whether it was unrelated.

His main concern with deportment was that he hadn't interacted with anyone on
any sort of consistent basis for years, and he'd always been a quiet person who
preferred to be left alone if given the choice. Still, there had been a time when he'd
wanted to fit in and he was used to observing people and their interactions. He learned
quickly and didn't find it difficult to mimic others when necessary; he simply found it

onerous.

There were other subjects and other sessions but what was the most time-
consuming and labor-intensive was being taught how to fight. Prior to stepping on the
Agency compound, he had never been a particularly physical person. His primary
exposure to any type of combat had been through the button-mashing combos in video

games.

He had never felt the need to learn any sort of martial art or even really exercise
for that matter. As a result, physical training was the most difficult for him. He was
unaccustomed to such intensive sparring that lasted hours at a time; at times the
majority of the day. He typically went to bed exhausted but almost too sore to sleep, and
when he was woken early in the morning there were times he wished he could tell them

to leave him alone.

The training had so far proven to be extremely trying at times. It was especially
difficult to keep himself disconnected from everything and everyone else when he was
constantly being thrown into situations where it was impossible to do anything but
interact. The combat training put him constantly in close physical proximity, with hands
touching him and bodies sometimes pinning him to the floor. He varied between finding

it alarming, disturbing, and simply uncomfortable.

David had noticed the way he had unconsciously shied away in the beginning
and, apparently with the intent of driving that out of him, he'd then taken to touching

Boyd more often than was necessary. It was all very professional or casual, with David's



hands wrapping around his arm or casual thumps against his shoulder from behind;
unexpected touches that had made Boyd jump at first. David had used it as a teaching
tool to show him not to react, which gave his opponent an advantage by showing what
could get to him, and also to hone his perceptive skills.

When David would hit him on the back, or shoulder, or arm, he would say things

like, "This could be a knife. This could be a gun. You would be dead now."

It had taken Boyd a few weeks before he'd grown accustomed to it enough that it
no longer made him want to pull away. It had taken longer before he'd been able to start

noticing David before he approached.

He turned the corner and slowed as he approached the training room. There was
a man and a woman standing outside, leaning against the wall. The man was slightly
taller than Boyd with shaggy brown hair and dark stubble that was slowly developing
into a beard and goatee. He had on training gear and was leaning closer to the woman

than was necessary.

She didn't seem to mind. She was grinning at him as if in on a joke and batted
him away when he grabbed her long blond braid and tugged it.

When Boyd came close to the door, they both looked at him.

"I wouldn't bother going in there yet," the woman said with a shake of her head.
"Nakamura is on the phone with Doug and that always takes forever. You know how

Doug is."

Boyd stopped, looking in the training room although he couldn't see much from
his angle. He nodded. He assumed the Doug they were talking about was Instructor
Douglas Ferguson, the man who was typically involved in all high rank training
sessions. When Boyd had first begun training he'd been informed that the infamous

Instructor was out of the country which was why David was filling in.

"Alright." He moved so he could lean back against the wall while he waited.

"Thank you."



The girl continued looking at him with a puzzled look on her face. "What training

are you here for, anyway? | haven't seen you around."

"It seems to be specialized training so I've largely been separated from everyone
else," Boyd answered, looking over at her.

The two gave each other baffled looks.

"Huh. That's odd. I've never even seen you on compound, and you look so

young," the girl went on curiously.

The guy rolled his eyes. "He doesn't look that young, babe. I'd say at least

seventeen or eighteen. Right?"

"I'll be nineteen in a week," Boyd replied with a nod. He paused, looking at the

two of them thoughtfully. "Why? How old are people typically recruited?"

"It depends," the guy responded with a shrug. "If you're a military or government
recruit it's usually older but no later than mid-twenties. They like to get them young. But
if you're a jail recruit or something else civilian-oriented, it can be basically any age. If

you have the qualities they want, they'll take you whenever."

"A lot of R&Ds and analysts get recruited pretty early, | hear," the girl added with
a nod. She was still observing Boyd closely as she absently fluffed her bangs. She had
a strangely innocent quality to her face. "Mostly because a lot of them are like Mensa-
smart. Once they go through testing, all kinds of Agency flags probably go off telling

them to go run and recruit the smarties.”

Boyd nodded. That seemed to fall in line with how he understood the Agency
worked. He supposed it made sense to go younger for certain areas. Most
mathematical leaps of understanding had been discovered by young men. It followed
that analysis and computer-related fields would have similar trends. Still, he didn't know

how early 'pretty early' was.

"I'm Cecilia, by the way. And this is Dover. What's your name and rank, anyway?"



"Boyd," he said and then paused, his eyebrows twitching down faintly in thought.

"I'm not positive what my rank is."
Dover stared at him strangely. "That is beyond strange, dude. Are you a probie?"

Probie was the term for probationary agent and one that Boyd had learned fairly

quickly. Higher ranked agents seemed to enjoy using it.

"I've been here about two months but | believe they're planning to see how | do
through training. | think at the end I'll be assigned a rank if | pass but prior to that |
haven't been told what | am."

This did not seem to be how things were typically done because Dover pressed,
"Well where'd you come from? Why did they recruit you? Sometimes rank changes

based on your background.”

"l didn't come from anywhere in particular," Boyd said with a shrug. "I'm one of
several people being tested to potentially be Agent Hsin Liu Vega's partner. | suspect
they're waiting to assign an official rank until they see whether | would work as his

partner in the first place.”

Dover's eyebrows drew together, eyes narrowing slightly. "Why the fuck would a
new kid with no background in anything in particular be training to be Vega's partner?
That position is way fucking up there. That's beyond most people's rank and

classification."

"Yeah," Cecilia chimed in, not looking too happy with this development herself.
"Did someone recommend you for some reason? | mean, are you sure it's the Monster

you're getting trained to be with?"

"I'm positive," Boyd said, his eyebrows drawing together as he looked at them.
"My mother summoned me and explained the position. During the interview, they

specifically stated his name."

"Your mother?" Dover asked, confused. "Well, who in the hell is your mother?"



"Vivienne Beaulieu."

They stared at him at first in uncomprehending wonder and then slowly, in twin
looks of irritation and hostility. Cecilia actually backed away a step, her mouth turning
down into an ugly frown as she looked him up and down in sudden distaste.

"Ah," Dover said flatly. "Now it makes sense."

The obvious shift in their demeanor made Boyd wary, causing his expression to
automatically turn more neutral. Given that they'd changed after hearing his mother's
name, the position of Vega's partner was apparently one of note, and he knew that his
mother was in a position of power, it was not difficult to draw some conclusions as to

their thought process.
Even so, the looks of hostility made him wonder if he was missing something.
"How so?"

"You're off the street with no background in anything and they're giving you that
position?" Cecilia asked rhetorically. "Do you know how hard we had to work to even

become eligible for rank 9 training and you're just being handed it?"

Dover scoffed and shook his head, looking away. There was disgust in his
expression as well as bitterness. "Forget it, Cecilia. It's not even worth it. She'll do

whatever she wants."

"But it's not fair,” Cecilia insisted, glaring at Boyd with obvious dislike. Gone was
the friendly girl who had been trying to teach him the ropes. "It's so not fucking fair.”

Boyd was silent, watching them. Their argument made sense. If they'd worked
hard to get where they were at, it followed if they would be upset by him appearing
without any credentials and being given an opportunity due to his mother's word. He
didn't know what to say to that. They had good reason to feel spurned but at the same

time, it wasn't his decision.



"l don't know what to tell you," he said after a moment. "I've just been following

orders. Perhaps you should talk to one of your superiors about it."

"Yeah," Cecilia said scornfully. "I'll get right on that but oh wait-- your mom is
second in command of the Agency and obviously she doesn't give a fuck about protocol
or hard work or people who deserve promotions. Obviously she doesn't give a fuck that
I've been here for six years and am just now in rank 9 training and even then, I'm not
guaranteed promotion. But | wouldn't expect some PR bimbo who's never trained or

worked in the field to understand hard work anyway. All she is, is a talking head."

Dover shifted and looked uncomfortable, his brown eyes flitting around as if he

was afraid of her being overheard. "Alright, alright-- let's just forget it for now."

But Cecilia didn't seem to want to forget it. She was flushed angrily now, her eyes
narrowed into slits as she ranted. "Six years-- always having to work twice as hard as
the men, always having to prove myself three times over while trying to escape
valentines and you get to skip all that and get the second highest agent rank in the

Agency. It's just like, mind fucking boggling that this is even allowed."

Dover grabbed Cecilia's arm and tugged her away from Boyd. "Don't be stupid.
Just forget it-- he can just go running to his mother if you keep running your damn

mouth."

Boyd's eyes narrowed slightly. He didn't know what to say in response to her
anger but the implication that he would tell on them irritated him. Being brought in by his

mother didn't mean that he'd asked her to or that he planned to rely on that.

"I won't tell her anything," he said evenly. "We may be related but that is where

the connection ends."

"Right. That's why she made sure her boy outranks 90% of the field ops in the
Agency," Cecilia spat, flipping her braid over one shoulder. "Must be nice to get top pay
and clearance right off the bat. Do you have any siblings that she's going to stick in

here? Maybe she'll make the next one a captain.”



This time Dover rolled his eyes and jerked her away, walking away from Boyd.
"He probably won't live out the next few months anyway. He'll be gone before you know
it. | can't believe you're getting all riled up over some faggy little twerp. | didn't even
know the bitch could conceive, though; that's the most shocking part of that whole..."

His voice trailed off as they disappeared around the corner.

Even after they were gone, Boyd stared at the corner with a cold, closed off
expression. The interaction had soured the day for him and made him wish not for the
first time that he could go back to being removed from others.

He couldn't help feeling frustrated and insulted. He thought they had the right to
be upset but why was it his fault? Why did it have to become a personal affront to him

when he hadn't said anything insulting to them?

He was only doing what he was told. His connection with his mother was not an
enviable one and barely even existed, even with their shared blood. She had never
been a particularly good mother. For most of his life, she had been gone more than
she'd been around. When she'd been there, she'd often ignored or occasionally hurt

him.

Although he felt compelled to make her approve of him, it was because she
never really had. It was because he had no one else in the world and the thought of
being left completely alone was alarming when he thought about spending the rest of
his life with ghosts. It hadn't mattered before she had contacted him because he'd
nullified his emotions but now if he had to go back he would have to build up to that all

over again.

Apparently she was disliked at the Agency which seemed as though it was going
to be reflected upon him but that only served to frustrate him further. Cecilia and Dover
had seemed friendly before they'd found out who he was. Was everyone going to take
out their frustration with his mother's decisions on him or were Cecilia and Dover special

cases?



When he looked in the room, he saw that David was in there stretching and
getting ready. Boyd walked in, frustration making it into the set of his eyes and the slight

tightening of his jaw.

David quirked an eyebrow, looking him up and down as Boyd dropped his bag to
the side. He walked straight over to the weapons rack and picked up a pair of
expandable tonfa. When he strode back over to David, he still hadn't said a word and

David's dark-eyed stare had sharpened on him.

"Well. | was going to point out you're late but now I'm wondering why." He shook
his arms at his sides to loosen them. "I didn't even know it was possible for you to look

pissed.”

Boyd didn't answer, staring him straight in the face with cool brown eyes. He
flipped the tonfa up to protect his arms and then got into a fighting stance.

David straightened, looking unimpressed. "I've got news for you, kid. You don't
get to ignore your trainer just because you don't feel like talking." His eyes flicked to the

tonfa. "And put those down. We're doing hand-to-hand today."

Boyd's lips tightened into a frown. He would have preferred to work with
something more complicated so he could get his mind off the twin shifting of
expressions from confused and helpful to disgusted and angry. Even so, he complied.
He flipped the tonfa up, caught them by the ends and transferred them to one hand. He
was just leaning over to set them on the mat when David suddenly came at him from
the side.

Off-balanced with the tonfa taking up his hand, Boyd tried to drop to the mat and
brace himself against the floor but David was too fast. Boyd was thrown down to the
mat on his back, his breath whooshing out of him. David moved to pin him but Boyd

recovered quickly, twisting out of the way and throwing himself back up to a stand.

Boyd danced away, his gaze flicking down to the tonfa as he considered

reaching for them, but David hooked them on his foot and kicked them clear across the



room. They rolled and clattered but Boyd didn't have the chance to see where they

ended up because David came at him again.

They continued to spar, with David striking hard and fast and painfully throwing
Boyd down to the mat more than once. For his part, Boyd was growing faster and he
was good at slipping away. His thin form was harder to hold onto and he knew how to

manipulate his attacker's joints so they were forced to let go.
As they fought, David continued to talk.
"What made you angry?" David struck at Boyd's side.

"I'm not angry." Boyd blocked and whirled out of the way before David got a grip

on him.

David snorted. "Could've fooled me." Silence except the sound of their feet
across the mats and their harsh breaths, and then: "Did it have something to do with

those trainees out there?"

Boyd punched David harder than usual, although David blocked it and redirected

the momentum.

"No," Boyd said firmly, twisting and jerking his arm back as David tried to capture

him.

David smirked and didn't respond for a minute as they traded blows and dodges.
The fact that David had seen Cecilia and Dover and was pressing the topic was serving
to irritate Boyd. Especially since he wanted to use the sparring as a way to forget his

frustration in the first place.
"Let me give you a piece of advice."

David was suddenly in Boyd's personal space and dropped down, swiping Boyd's
legs out from beneath him before he had the chance to react. Boyd slammed back onto



the mat and David dropped onto him immediately, pinning him down with his face near

Boyd's.

David's eyes were alight with adrenaline and a reflection of what often seemed
like his obsession with training. The man could often be found in the training room,
working out religiously and honing his skills. He was almost fanatical about it yet most of
the time that intensity didn't make it to his expression. Inches from Boyd's eyes, it did

then.

"Probie mistake number one: letting emotions control you in a fight. It makes you
easier to compromise." David shoved Boyd harder against the mat, his heavy body not
letting up even when Boyd tried to get away. His eyes felt like they were burning twin

holes through Boyd.

"You think your enemy doesn't notice when you're distracted?" David demanded.
"You think just because you pretend to be an expressionless doll it makes you one?
When you're at the job as long as I've been you get to know people. And you would've
gotten yourself killed just now, worrying about whatever petty issue you're having.
Because when it comes to life and death, that's all those issues ever are: petty and not

worth dying over."

Boyd's eyes narrowed and he tried to shove David off him but David accounted

for the movement, easily holding Boyd down.

"What's the matter?" David asked keenly. "You don't like this? You want me to let

you up?"

Boyd's heart was starting to thunder the longer he was held down; the longer he

couldn't get away. "Get off me," he said lowly, struggling harder.

David raised an eyebrow and didn't relent on his hold. If anything, his hands only
tightened. His body seemed to grow heavier and more oppressive. Boyd's breath

quickened, his chest heaving from more than the spar, and he grit his teeth. He tried to



use the strength of the floor beneath him to escape but David held him as easily as a

cat would a mouse.

Boyd started to feel the distant claw of panic, growing closer and stronger and
making his heart beat so hard he could feel it resounding in his chest.

"You've become adept at dodging and escaping,” David was saying in the

background. "But | think it's for a reason. | think it scares you to be like this."

Boyd jerked against David's hold and had to clench his jaw to keep himself from
making a sound. His entire body was taut with tension and suppressed fear. His eyes
squeezed shut and he tilted his head back, trying to will himself to calm down. To settle

down and think about this rationally; to simply relax and breathe.

But the words meant nothing against his shaking limbs. It wasn't working. It was
never going to work. David was too heavy on him. He couldn't move-- he wouldn't be

able to get away--
"Why is that?" David's voice asked distantly.

Behind Boyd's eyelids there was a flash of cement and a puddle of water.
Confusing clips of voices; laughter both cruel and happy, and the twisted sound of a
scream sounding far away and at the same time too close. Buildings reaching to the sky

and a street growing too small.

Red curling into the puddle, inch by inch changing it forever from clear water.
And through it all being pressed down, harder and harder, lungs stilling with the feeling

of suffocation--
Warm breath and a voice curling in his ear: | want you to remember this forever.

Boyd didn't hear the strained noise he made or realize when he abruptly switched
to mindless, panicked struggling. He threw himself into getting away, into ripping the
heaviness off him and getting free. He didn't know exactly what happened; the next

thing he knew he was standing back from David, his body arched defensively. His



mouth was open as he panted harshly and he stared wildly at David as he expected

some sort of attack.

David stood there calmly, watching Boyd without surprise. "Probie mistake

number two; letting those same emotions show. Creating a weakness."

Boyd didn't answer, still trying to calm himself down from the heart-fluttering
panic. His heartbeat pounded in his chest, making him feel shaky from adrenaline and
the aftermath. David studied him with narrowed, serious eyes and lips that turned down
into a frown. He crossed his arms and then jerked his head to the side.

"Take five. After that we're going to weapons. You have an appointment at 1400.

Since we'll have to stop early today, | expect you to work harder than usual.”

If Boyd had been capable of thinking clearly he would have questioned the
appointment since he knew nothing of it. But he didn't want to talk at the moment and
the short break sounded better than quenching any curiosity. David disappeared into a

back room.

Boyd walked over to the wall, the shakiness refusing to leave his limbs, and he
dropped down. He pulled his legs in close and rested his elbows on his knees. His
fingers dug into his hair as he leaned his head forward. He closed his eyes but that only

caused a flash of blue eyes widening and turning red.
"Damn it," he hissed quietly to himself, his voice harsh and a little strained.

He squeezed his eyes shut and focused on the rise and fall of his breath, and on
calming his heart. He felt unbalanced and distracted and he knew neither feeling was
going to aid him in sparring. He pointedly ignored every unwanted image that flashed

behind his eyelids, and harshly shut down every emotion that rose in response.

He wondered if the interaction with Cecilia and Dover had tainted him; if the
anger from that had compromised him. He thought it had. Which meant he'd failed by
feeling anything after their conversation. He shouldn't have listened to them. He

shouldn't have cared.



What did it matter what they called him? What did it matter whether anyone
hated him for something that wasn't his own doing? What did it matter if anyone on
compound wanted him to die because his circumstances were abhorrent to them? He
should have ignored them all. He should have let it wash over him. He should have

known better than to react. It had been weak of him. It had been unacceptable.

He didn't like how often he'd had sudden hints of memories and flashbacks ever
since he'd come to the Agency. He thought it was because he was around too many
people at once for long of periods of time. He'd been able to silence and deaden

everything in his home.

Here, he was already taxing a lot of energy dealing with all the eyes on him, the
unfamiliar environment, and the new stimuli. It was tiring at times and he thought it

could have been contributing to the disconcerting slips in his control.

It took him a little while but he was finally able to return to the comforting

darkness that allowed everything to pass him by unheeded.

When he opened his eyes again and looked up he saw David across the room,
seemingly ignoring him as he picked out some weapons. Even so, his head tilted just so
in Boyd's direction. He strode across the room and swiped the tonfa off the floor along

the way.

David stopped at Boyd's side and held the tonfa to the side, holding out his other
hand. Boyd stared at him a moment and then reached out, gripping David's outstretched
hand. David's strong, blunt fingers wrapped around Boyd's hand and yanked him up to
a stand. When they were facing each other, David silently held out the tonfa. He didn't

break eye contact even when Boyd accepted them.

There was a long moment in which they stared at each other. David's gaze broke
away first, taking in Boyd's neutral expression and stance before he nodded in

satisfaction.



"Alright," he said as he strode toward the center of the room. He stopped and
turned to face Boyd, picking up a staff called a bo and holding it in front of him. "I'm

going to attack. Disarm me."

They spent the next few hours sparring. David made it increasingly difficult,
attacking Boyd more quickly and less predictably. Boyd ended up getting hit more than

once, but he also disarmed David multiple times.

In one move, Boyd stopped David's attack by alternating blocking with each tonfa
and got close enough to kick David hard in the solar plexus. David flew back, the staff
falling out of his hands to clatter in front of Boyd, who kicked it back out of the way and
dropped into a defensive pose. David was grinning when he stood from the floor and
told Boyd it was well-played. It was one of the times he seemed truly pleased with

Boyd's progress.

They were in the middle of a particularly heated spar when Boyd noticed
movement at the door. It distracted him and David took advantage of it, twisting the
tonfa out of Boyd's hand and flipping him over to throw him down onto the floor. He
dropped onto Boyd, using his own tonfa against his neck. Boyd panted heavily, staring
up at David who didn't linger. After he'd proven his point about Boyd's fear of being held

down he hadn't bothered to push it again.

David stood, absently flipping the tonfa back toward his forearm as he looked
over at the doorway. A young man with ginger colored hair, wearing a guard uniform

was standing on the outer side of the mat. His name tag said Officer Luke Gerant.

"Oh, you're here," David said calmly. He jerked his chin toward Boyd, who was
just pushing himself to a stand. "He's ready unless you want to give him a chance to

change."
Luke glanced at his watch and shrugged. "If he's fast, | don't care.”

Boyd took the opportunity to change out of his sweaty workout clothes. He didn't

take long and on his way out he told David he'd be back to pick up his bag with his dirty



clothes in it. He didn't see the need to drag it around with him when he didn't even know
where he was going. He fell in step behind Luke, trying to get a gauge on their

destination based on the direction. He was not very successful.
"Where are we going?"

"To the Fourth," Luke said as they started walking. "I'm not sure what they have

planned for you but | figure it has something to do with Agent Vega."

"What's the Fourth?" Boyd asked. He had vague understandings of a place that a
person didn't want to go but he didn't know much about it.

Luke glanced at him and up close, he appeared not as young as Boyd had
initially thought. He looked to be at least in his mid-twenties and had a more open face

than most of the other people Boyd had come in contact with so far.

"It's officially called the Fourth Floor Detainment Center. Very high security, can't
really get there on your own..." He shrugged as they left the training facility and went
into the outer courtyard of the compound. "There's different wings for different classes
of people. Everyone from detainees to staff who are being punished temporarily or
indefinitely.”

Boyd considered that a moment. "Is that where Sin Vega is kept?"

Luke's mouth turned down slightly as he nodded. "Yeah. He used to be kept on
maximum but now he's just kept in a holding cell until they decide what's going to
happen with him."

The situation seemed a little excessive to Boyd. Then again, based on the
impression he'd gotten from others, Sin was apparently a very dangerous and volatile

individual so maybe it was necessary.

"If he is as dangerous as | have been led to believe, why are they releasing

him?"



The question was met with a shrug as they began making their way across the
compound. There weren't very many people around although the people he saw all
seemed to be headed to or away from the Tower, the same as he'd noticed the first time
he'd set foot on the compound. It seemed that the place was the hub of activity on the
property with the exception of the group of residential buildings. Everything else seemed
still and damp as the cold wind whipped through the barren trees that surrounded the

gates.

"I don't know, really," Luke said. He sounded so genuinely thoughtful that Boyd
glanced at him again. The guard looked as puzzled by the question as Boyd was and
his ginger eyebrows had drawn together over his warm brown eyes. "He's a scary guy.
The first time | met him he-- well, | guess | shouldn't talk about that... But | guess he
must be a really good field agent and I'm not sure if everything they all say is true

exactly how they say it."

Boyd studied Luke as they walked. Luke was the first person who hadn't seemed
to immediately dismiss Sin, although David also hadn't seemed that interested in
perpetuating any rumors. Any time information had come up about Sin that had seemed
alarming, David had watched Boyd with an unreadable frown, given a honcommittal
answer, and had typically changed the subject. The only exception had been his
emphasis of how important it was that he knew how to fight because being Sin's partner
was liable to be very dangerous.

It left questions in Boyd's mind, some of which he didn't care enough to ask.
Others surfaced again and again, in variations of the same theme, and by the repetition
made him wonder the answer. This was the first time the idea that not everything was
as it seemed had been raised in so many words, and it made him wonder what caused
it.

"You have seen something that leads you to believe the rumors aren't all true?"

"No," was the honest reply. "I've seen him kill before and | think he's too

dangerous and unstable to be put back on active duty. But then again, | don't know



everything the big dogs know so that's just my personal opinion. A lot of the actual
rumors though don't entirely make sense. | basically only believe what | see for myself.
He can be dangerous but he can also be pretty calm and semi-normal acting from the
way he's been on the Fourth lately. | guess it's all about circumstance which is still
pretty dangerous with the type of work you guys do."

There was a pause and Luke glanced at him, frowning slightly. "I shouldn't be
talking about this with you, by the way. Well, | don't think so. But being a probie and all,
it doesn't seem fair that you don't get told anything. "

"Is there an unspoken rule against giving that sort of information?" Boyd asked,
mildly perplexed. "I have noticed that it's difficult to get straight answers. | don't know
how much of it is due to the inherent secrecy of this place and how much is because of

the position I'm nominated for."

A gust of cold wind shot past them, pulling at Boyd's hair and cutting straight
through his clothing. He briefly regretted not having stopped by his room to pick up his
coat, but he hadn't expected to be leaving the training complex. It was the first time he'd
been out of the building since he'd first arrived, and he found himself glancing around at

the changes.

The leaves were gone and the grass was tinged brown. Although he was only
wearing a long-sleeved shirt, most people were wearing coats. He wondered if the
guards got cold, having to wear their uniforms even in this chill. Even as he thought that,
he noticed that a few of them had coats that matched their uniforms. He guessed that
probably the ones who weren't wearing coats were the ones who were usually stationed

inside a building and were simply on an errand at the moment, like Luke.

"l think it's due to the position. Most people are pretty biased against Vega

because of all the rumors. Maybe they like you being a blank slate."

Boyd nodded thoughtfully but didn't have a response. In some ways they seemed
determined to keep him a blank slate by giving him little factual evidence. Yet at the

same time that left him with only the rumors and the interview for the position, which



had included questions which could, to an extent, taint him on their own. Given the
choice, he would have much preferred unbiased facts which allowed him to draw his

own conclusions.

Luke didn't say anything and the two of them ended up finishing the walk to the
Tower in silence. They stopped in the elevator area but they went to a smaller elevator
around the back corner of the main elevator bank. It had a red sign above it that said in
large block letters 'Restricted.' There was a small device to the side for swiping cards

that was similar to what Boyd had seen Amos use the first day he'd been on compound.

Luke swiped his ID through the device and a green light flashed to the side,
allowing him to press the up arrow button. The doors slid open. The inside of the
elevator was stark but there was a design built into the back wall of the elevator. It took
Boyd a long moment to realize it was hiding a tiny camera at about eye level, which he
suspected was an extra precaution for this restricted elevator. It made sense to have a
camera at eye level so a full face shot could be caught of anyone entering the elevator if

the cameras in the corners of the ceiling could not get a clear shot.

The only button said '4' and as soon as Luke pressed it and swiped his card

again on a similar device inside, the doors shut and the elevator started to rise.

"The floor is heavily restricted," Boyd observed, wondering if that was what Luke
had referred to when he'd said Boyd couldn't really get there on his own. "Is this
separate elevator the only way to access it?"

"From an elevator, yeah. The main ones don't even have an option for the
Fourth. Even the main stairwells don't have access-- the entrances have been
completely blocked off and the only one with access is separate and requires
specifically coded access on your key card.”

The light flashed across '2' above the doorway, showing what floor they were

passing.



Boyd considered that. "If the clientele is so dangerous why is it in the main

building instead of a separate one?"
Luke shrugged. "No clue. But it's not like they can escape so it doesn't matter."

The light flashed past 3 and ended on 4. The doors slid open with a quiet

whoosh.

"Who all has access to the floor?" Boyd asked. He followed Luke as he walked
out onto a stark white, tiled floor. Two other guards entered just as they left and Luke
grimaced, not bothering to greet either of the two muscular men. He didn't answer until
the door had slid shut and the other guards had gone.

"Officers, doctors, special ops staff who work up here..." Luke tapped his own
keycard. "And the guards assigned to this floor. There aren't a lot of us. Those two
guys, Harry Truman and Dennis McNichols, have been here the longest. They don't let

a lot of people up here, usually. They just rotate the same people.”

Boyd nodded. That made sense given the security. He wondered briefly about
the location of the floor; why it wasn't in another building or why, being in the Tower, it
wasn't on a higher floor.

As he thought about it further he determined that perhaps the reason was
because of the location of the Tower. It was near the center of the compound. If a
prisoner got away from this floor and headed downstairs, they still had a long trek in any
direction to escape. Whereas if the facility was placed higher in the Tower, it would take
them longer to get out but it would also place them that much closer to the seventeenth
floor, which housed the administration. This floor had probably been chosen to
maximize the buffer in both regards, in keeping prisoners from escaping from the
compound or taking control of the organization by taking the administrators hostage.

Not to mention, he mused, the amount of security was quite high in order to enter
the first hallway; even more so than what he'd seen when visiting his mother. Chances

of escape were probably fairly low.



The fluorescent lights glaring down across the white floors and walls made the
place feel sterile, like a hospital. The thought made Boyd unconsciously cross his arms

across his stomach, feeling uncomfortable.

"Keep up," Luke said, glancing over at Boyd. "It's easy to get turned around up

here. Everything looks the same from the outside in every wing."

The way they wound through the place would probably be confusing for most but
Boyd had a talent for remembering directions. He often imagined the blueprint of a
place around him based on the directions they took.

They stopped outside a room that looked just like every other room they'd
passed. Luke slid his keycard through the door and opened it. When Boyd entered, he
saw that it was a relatively small room. Several chairs faced a wall with a large window
looking into a brilliantly white room beyond. A blond man Boyd had never seen before

was sitting in one of the chairs.

Boyd glanced at Luke, who was nodding respectfully to the man. Something
unspoken must have passed between them because Luke glanced at Boyd with a

reassuring smile as if to wish him luck and immediately exited the room.

When the door was firmly shut, Boyd hesitated and turned his attention to the

man.

He looked to be in his mid-thirties although there was a quality about his face that
made it difficult to discern his actual age. His wheat colored hair and blue eyes added to
his boyish features. Boyd didn't know who the man was and wondered briefly whether

he was another possible partner for Sin.
"Hello Boyd," the man said calmly.

Boyd remained standing, watching the man and not knowing what to do. He
wondered why the man knew his name and, because he was sitting in the back of the

room, whether he was an officiator of some sort rather than a participant.



"Hello." The older man stood and walked closer to Boyd. "I'm General Carhatrt.
You could say that | am the one closely overseeing this endeavor. | would have
introduced myself to you sooner but your training is more vigorous than most and so |

didn't think it wise to interrupt your regime."

"Oh," Boyd said blankly, then thought to add a polite, "It's a pleasure to meet

you.

Carhart observed him for a moment, his intelligent gaze raking over Boyd
thoughtfully. "Agent Blake will be here shortly. It's down between the two of you now."

That bit of information was of mild interest to Boyd because he hadn't thought he

would be a serious candidate with such little background. "Did many people apply?"

"It wasn't a matter of applying so much as a matter of being invited to the trial,"
Carhart replied. "Since it has come down to you and Agent Blake, whoever successfully
completes the trial will serve as Sin's partner and the other will serve as back-up in case

the original choice dies," he replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

The thought didn't bother Boyd; he was more focused on details of the trial he
was in the midst of but knew little about. "What are the requirements of successful

completion? Will there be a test?"

"No." Carhart looked towards the two way mirror that spanned the wall of the
room. There was nobody in the room on the other side; just a Spartan looking space

that resembled an interrogation room.

The General didn't show any signs of answering Boyd's first question but just
when it appeared that he wouldn't, his eyes turned on Boyd again. "The purpose of this
endeavor is to find someone whose personality can adapt to Sin's. He is valuable
material to the Agency but his behavior can be extreme. We need someone who he
cannot mentally eviscerate, to say the least. Someone strong enough in mind to handle

him and the tasks that he refuses to perform.”



Boyd was silent a moment as he considered that in conjunction with what his
mother had told him the first day he'd arrived on the compound. "Are those tasks related

to mediation?"

"At times but you will find that in our line of work, there is very little mediating with
insurgents and terrorists. More often it will be conducting oneself with contacts, double
agents and tasks that require going undercover. These are things Sin does not excel at.

He excels at being a living weapon. For my unit, | need both."
"l see."

The information was not particularly surprising to Boyd; it fell in line with what he
had heard of Sin so far. He supposed working with double agents and such must be the

additional duties his mother had mentioned.

He could only assume the further training they would give him would include
some sort of instructions regarding how to mediate or work undercover. The
conversation felt, in some regards, one step removed. He may as well have been
reading a spy novel about someone getting inducted to a secret agency for all that he
felt personally invested in the situation.

"So you would be my supervisor," Boyd observed.

"Your commanding officer," Carhart corrected tonelessly. His brow quirked as he
looked down at Boyd and for a moment a shadow of dismay crossed his face before it
was gone. "Your role in the Agency exists within the confines of my unit. The purpose of
that unit will be disclosed to you when you are chosen as Sin's partner or upon Blake's

death if he is instead."

"Then whose unit would | be assigned if Blake is chosen?" Boyd asked. "As |
would be functioning as back-up | assume the Agency would retain me in some function

until the point | may be needed.”



Carhart leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest as he went
back to calmly observing the teenager. He didn't seem irritated by the questions and in

fact, appeared to have expected them.

It was possible that he had arrived before Blake specifically for this purpose; to
finally give Boyd the details about the job he would possibly be performing. Considering
the General would serve as his commander, it made sense that he was taking charge of

this aspect personally.

"Despite the fact that your training would be considered grueling by a civilian, it is
not at all proportional to the training a real field operative would receive to achieve the
rank you will be given if you are chosen. In that way, you would be stunted and could
not perform as a regular agent. It works within my unit because you have a specific task
and are not expected or needed to be much of a fighter so much as being able to

defend yourself if need be. Outside of my unit, that would not be the case."

Carhart's cerulean eyes flicked away to the two-way mirror again. "If Blake is
chosen, you would function in a menial civilian role on the compound until you are
needed. Unless of course, you were to eventually consign yourself to the months and

years of proper training to make it as an agent of rank who can perform independently.”

"Ah," Boyd said in understanding. He looked at the empty room through the two-
way mirror, and although his expression didn't change he was inwardly frowning at the
thought.

He didn't relish the idea of being a menial civilian employee. He didn't care for
the idea of being stuck in a job he had to do simply to do it; he had the sort of
personality that strove to better himself. If he was stuck doing something meaningless
like mail delivery, he suspected it wouldn't take terribly long before he grew tired of the

position and wanted to leave.

As far as that went, he would rather simply leave the Agency and return to his

former life than take on a menial position. Not to mention, he doubted his mother would



appreciate him failing the trial and being given such a pointless role. Would she think
he'd failed her?

Still, he wasn't surprised by Carhart's answer. He hadn't expected that the
Agency would let him leave after all the work they'd already put into him.

For those reasons, he felt somewhat invested in this whole process. But he didn't
particularly care to be an agent either, he had to admit. Nor did he really care whether
or not he ever ended up as Sin's partner aside from the fact that it would potentially
make his mother pleased.

The thought brought to mind what he'd thought his whole reason for being in the

room was in the first place. He wondered idly what the man labeled a monster was like.
"l was told | would be receiving a glimpse of Sin."

"Perhaps a bit more than a glimpse," the General said vaguely before looking at

the door which had opened just as the sentence left his mouth.

Level 9 Field Agent Adam Blake entered the room. His eyes, onyx-colored and
dull, moved between Boyd and Carhart briefly. There was surprise evident in what Boyd
had come to recognize as his typically somber face.

"Am | late, sir?" He asked, addressing Carhatrt.

"No." The General didn't bother to explain any further and nodded his head at the
seats. "Both of you can sit down. You will be observing a psychiatric session between
Sin and an Agency doctor. It's an evaluation. You're not the only ones being tested

during these few months."

Boyd glanced at the other two briefly. He hadn't expected to be privy to Sin's
psychiatric sessions, yet it made sense. Since a significant portion of the assignment as
Sin's partner would rely on working with his personality, it seemed as though it would be

of use. Psychology had also been an interest of his during school.



Even so, it did briefly make him wonder what would happen if Sin failed the tests.
Adam would probably return to his current assignment and Boyd would probably receive
that menial civilian position Carhart had mentioned. As for Sin, Boyd didn't know or

particularly care what would become of him.

He sat down in one of the chairs toward the right side of the large one-way

mirror. In his peripheral vision, he saw Adam take a seat as well.

They spent several minutes waiting, some of which were interrupted by Carhart
speaking to someone briefly on his comm unit. During this time Boyd didn't speak and
Adam, as usual, acted as though Boyd were not in the room. Adam stared at the mirror
in the same morose fashion that he seemed to stare at everything. The man never
seemed very thrilled to be doing whatever task was assigned to him although from what
Boyd had seen, he completed them with neat efficiency.

After ten minutes Carhart flicked the lights off and within moments, the door on

the other side of the mirror opened.

The figure that appeared was not what Boyd expected. After hearing ominous
warnings and rumors for a month regarding the monstrous qualities of the man in
guestion, the image Boyd had unconsciously formed was of someone who looked
more... alarming. He'd thought the man would have a wild look to his eyes, perhaps be

heavily scarred and look more like a prison convict than anything.

Instead, Sin was tall, well over six foot, and almost perilously thin for his height.
There was a slim metallic collar clamped taut around his neck but Boyd was unsure of
what its intention was. The worn cargo pants Sin had on were practically hanging off his
narrow hips but the sleeveless t-shirt he wore displayed sculpted arms. Apparently the

weight he did have on him was crafted entirely into muscle.

He moved in a manner that showed the extraordinary control he had over his
own body. Every movement seemed naturally precise and simultaneously predatory.

Every movement had a purpose but he didn't seem to consciously be giving that



impression. It wasn't surprising; after all, Carhart had said the man was a walking

weapon.

Sin unceremoniously sat down on one of the chairs beside the plain table in the
center of the room. Almost immediately, he looked up at the mirror and stared. It was
obvious that he knew he was being watched. Perhaps he even knew who was watching

him.

Now that his eyes were unwittingly locked with theirs, Boyd had the opportunity
to see the man's features clearly for the first time. They were strange and contradictory.
He had a straight aristocratic nose that sat above well sculpted and full lips. His
cheekbones were high and his complexion looked like a caramel tinted tan. It was his
eyes, however, that truly made his appearance out of the ordinary. They were almond
shaped, heavy lidded and a startlingly vivid green. Thick, long lashes framed the pale

green hue that contrasted starkly with his olive skin.

It was not immediately clear what his ethnic background was despite the fact that
the name Vega would imply he was Hispanic in some form. He could have passed for
South Asian as well.

Boyd had planned to expend only the cursory amount of attention on the session
but the man's unexpected appearance intrigued him for a reason he could not initially
identify. It was probably because Sin had such unique features that Boyd's automatic
reaction was to consider him more carefully. He ran his gaze briefly along Sin's face,
studying him. There had been a time when Boyd had been interested in art, when he
had drawn for fun. Sin's was the sort of face even a former artist couldn't help observing

more closely.

The contradictions created questions in the back of his mind that he didn't fully
pay attention to; questions that were fueled on a purely intellectual basis. What was
Sin's background; how could he supposedly be so strong with a body like that; why was

he known as such a monster when he appeared relatively calm? Then again, some of



the best serial killers had seemed not only perfectly reasonable, but charming and

attractive as well.

Sin's eyes narrowed slightly, almost as if he heard Boyd's thoughts. Sin's gaze
was intense; hawk-like. It was the glower of someone who could very easily reduce
someone to a mass of shaking limbs if he chose. It made it abundantly clear that he was

not pleased.

For a moment, Boyd wondered why Sin seemed displeased before it occurred to
him that it was possible Sin had not been aware this session would be observed. He
couldn't blame Sin if that were the case; Boyd wouldn't want a psychiatric session of his
to be watched either. But then, he didn't have a reputation as a psychotic killer, to the

point that someone had to watch over him.

One dark eyebrow arched and Sin scoffed quietly. "Well let's get on with it, then,"

he said out loud, still glaring at the mirror.
In the darkness, General Carhart chuckled quietly.

Boyd shifted his head just enough to glance over his shoulder at Carhart.
Strangely, the General had an almost... fondly exasperated expression. He seemed
more amused than anything and the implication was that he was used to Sin acting like
that. If anything, Carhart looked more approachable in that moment than he had since

Boyd had met him.

When Boyd glanced past Adam, he saw that the agent was looking back at
Carhart as well. Adam looked thoughtful as he considered the General, but he didn't
seem surprised. That made Boyd uncertain of whether this was an example of typical

interaction between General Carhart and Sin or if Adam even knew.

It all only added to the oddity of the entire situation. Rather than try to analyze it

since he didn't have enough information, Boyd returned his attention to the other room.

Sin continued to look through the mirror unflinchingly. Even when the psychiatrist

entered the room, he didn't tear his eyes away.



The psychiatrist introduced himself as Dr. Osland and sat down across from Sin.
He appeared to be in his mid-forties and had a distinguished look about him. There
were silver streaks through his hair. His form appeared as impeccably fit as most people
seemed to be in the Agency and his clothing was well made for the cold climate while

still managing to be stylish.

For the most part the Agency staff appeared sophisticated, a step emotionally
removed in one way or the other from typical civilians and notably b | aab@t what they
did at the Agency. At first glance Dr. Osland seemed to fit that mold perfectly but a

closer look at his expression when he sat across from Sin showed otherwise.

Despite the fact that he should have appeared objective towards the man who he
was supposed to be evaluating, a perceptible look of dislike crossed Osland's
countenance. His lip curled down as Sin's eyes finally focused on him but the doctor
smoothed out the expression quickly. There was still, however, animosity in his brown

eyes.

Boyd wondered idly if there was bad blood between the two men on the other
side of the mirror but he found it unlikely. If Osland felt the need to introduce himself, it
was obviously the first time they had formally met. Perhaps even the Agency doctors
shared the contempt and disgust that the general population of the Agency appeared to

have for Sin.

The evaluation began with formalities. Sin had a history of incarceration on the
Fourth that dated back nearly fourteen years when he had apparently been inducted
into the Agency as a teenager. He had an equally long history of psychological
examinations. Despite this, Osland made it clear that Sin's difficult behavior made it
unlikely that there would ever be a clear diagnosis made for whatever his mental

problems allegedly were.

Sin calmly agreed. It was clear throughout the first fifteen minutes that he found

the entire thing to be a charade and a crock. He appeared quite aware of the doctor's



dislike of him and didn't seem to be making any pains to change the other man's

opinion.

"Why don't we just get to the point,"” Sin said flatly after some time had passed.
He was leaning back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest and shoulders thrown
back. He was the picture of defiance and his eyes examined the doctor like he was

something unpleasant that had fallen out of the trash.
Osland's lips pursed. "Suits me fine," he returned in a clipped tone.
Sin arched a brow. "So get to it."

There was a pause as Osland flicked his thumb over the hand held panel
computer that sat in front of him. It was likely Sin's file. "You have spent a significant
portion of your career here locked on the Fourth. One incident spanning four years that
began in 2012 and the latest that kept you there nearly a year."

The brow remained arched. "Your skills of detection are quite unparalleled,

doctor."

Osland's lip curled again but he continued briskly. "The incident in 2012 which

led to your first major incarceration in the Fourth Floor Detainment Center--"

For the first time there was something in Sin's expression other than disdainful
animosity for the man before him. Something dark washed over his face and sharpened

his stare.

"--also led to you being kept in isolation for two years. Upon completion of that
term you were put into intensive psychiatric care with Dr. Lydia Connors in the hopes
that you would be proven to be stable enough to return to active duty so that your...
talents could once again be employed."” The last part of the sentence sounded droll,

nearly sarcastic.

Dr. Osland tilted his head slightly. "You then proceeded to once again act out

violently--"



"Perhaps you aren't intelligent enough to have reviewed that entire case file,” Sin

replied stonily, his gaze black and hateful.

The doctor went on as if Sin had never spoken. "--and found yourself
incarcerated for another two years. Once again, your talents were needed and you were
evaluated, deemed able for active duty. But not even two years later you found yourself
on the Fourth and in isolation once again for the deaths of four agents who had been

assigned to be your partner.”

This time Sin's full mouth turned up into a mocking smile although his eyes still

promised murder for the doctor.

Osland stopped speaking briefly and shifted in his seat. There was a moment
when his eyes flicked around before his fingers drifted from the panel computer and
curled around a small innocuous remote that was at his side. Only then did he go on.

"Why should now be any different? You have made it clear that you won't
cooperate with doctors-- you will not alter your behavior. You will continue to behave

antisocially and compulsively."

Sin shrugged his broad shoulders, taut under the too-small shirt he wore. "l never
said it would be different. This wasn't my brilliant plan, in case you missed that. The
Marshal decided that their would-be replacement for me sucked enough for me to be

drug out of my cave or some such thing."

"But you don't want to return to that cave. Am | incorrect? So you do have
something invested. And | assume, to avoid the aforementioned conditions of your

failure, you will now make an attempt to not fail abominably."

This time Sin didn't even bother to reply and several moments of the assessment
followed in silence. They looked at each other, the doctor with an almost condescending
kind of patience and Sin with ill-concealed dislike. He seemed resentful of the entire

thing and his eyes flitted to the mirror on more than one occasion.



The doctor began circling the issue again, but Sin never budged. He never

agreed or disagreed that he would play nice with his new "babysitter,"” as he called it.

Nearly ten minutes later, the doctor began tackling Sin's past incidences more
directly.

"Your previous partners. I'd like to discuss what happened with them,” Osland

said as he ran one hand through his black and grey hair.

Sin's lip curled, giving him the scathing expression that seemed almost
permanently etched into his features. "Don't you have a file somewhere with this
information, doctor? Complete with snapshots of their corpses? Well-- the ones that
were recovered anyway." Sin's tone was darkly amused but the smile on his face looked

like more of a grimace.

"Yes," Osland replied without blinking. "But I'd like you to tell me what happened.

Something other than, in all of their cases, it was 'self-defense.

"Not all were killed in self-defense," Sin retorted, the smile relaxing into a more

natural-looking half smirk. "Some died out of sheer stupidity alone."
"This amuses you?"

Sin scoffed, pale green eyes rolling. "Would it matter if it did? Stop pretending

like any of this even matters."
The doctor frowned. "Meaning?"

Sin's hawk-like gaze focused on Osland yet again but it slowly slid to the two-
sided mirror this time. "Meaning this whole thing is a charade. Even if | said I'd hacked
them all to pieces with a dull knife before pissing on their bodies, it wouldn't change a

thing. If Connors wants to use me for something, he will."

Osland's expression lighted with irritation and he appeared to be fighting a scowl.



It was unsurprising that the comment would displease him. It made the
assumption that his position and job at the Agency wasn't anything more than a mere
formality required by the powers that be. It implied that whether or not the doctor
thought Sin should return to the field, it may not matter.

"On the contrary, Agent Vega," Osland said stiffly. "If | deem you unfit, you will
return to your quarters on the Fourth Floor Detainment Center and will likely be
terminated if you do not become fit for duty any time in the near future. In your current
state, you are a waste of resources. A being that must be fed and looked after while not
providing a use to the Agency. If | believe you will cause the failure of missions,

Connors will listen to what | say."

The words got an almost immediate response from Sin. Once again there was a
moment of almost violence. The man projected such an aura of danger that even
Carhart shifted slightly from his place in the corner as if he were ready to rush into the

next room.

Osland's fingers caressed the remote and Boyd watched Sin's eyes focus on the

movement.

The tension stretched on for nearly a full minute before Sin relaxed against the

back of his chair and looked bored once again.
"So. Your partners?"

"Evan and Michelin thought being my partner meant | was their pet,” Sin replied
coldly, not looking up from his examination of his fingers. "Not surprising considering the
fact that the Marshal treats me like some kind of wild dog. A behavior that has bled

down to the rank and file individuals of this organization.”
Osland nodded minutely. "And they, | assume, were killed in self-defense?"

Sin shrugged again, tilting his head to the side briefly. "Laurel was too stupid to
be saved. She tried to negotiate by pointing her gun. | wouldn't have attempted to

involve myself in that colossal failure even if I'd been planning to initially. She was killed



on a mission, not by me. | simply didn't save her. Coral wasn't any better. For all of his
level nine training, he was a complete failure in a storm. He put together a ridiculous

plan and, unsurprisingly, it failed."
"You didn't attempt to rectify his mistakes," the doctor observed.
The green-eyed agent smirked coldly once again. "No. Why should 1?"
"Because you are meant to work as a team."

"If the team is doomed to fail, why bother? I'll die eventually but it won't be by
someone else's stupidity. If they aren't capable of respecting me or my experience as a
senior agent, then obviously the partnership would fail. | don't give enough of a shit to

try to salvage it."

The comment was the end of Sin's cooperation but the brief exchange was the
most important one of the entire interview. Cold and callous, maybe. Antisocial,
definitely. But it seemed that Sin nearly always had some kind of reason for the things

he did. And he appeared to wait for someone else to give the reason to actually act.

His temper had been showcased more than once in his exchanges with Osland
but it was also obvious that he was more than capable of reining it in. It made Boyd
wonder what had happened to cause Sin's previous two incarcerations and what had

caused him to exhibit, in Osland's words, "psychotic" behavior.
The evaluation ended and Carhart flicked on the lights. "Comments?"

Boyd shifted so he could look over his shoulder at the general. Since he didn't

have anything in particular to say, he simply shrugged and shifted his gaze to Adam.

"Is he actually mentally disturbed?" Adam asked with a hint of doubt in his low
voice as his dark eyes remained on the vacated room on the other side of the mirror.
"He appears normal to me. Extreme and quick tempered, but not as out of control as

everyone says."



Carhart nodded. "For the most part he is. However there are times when he
snaps and does behave psychotically and violently,” the General said vaguely,

obviously not planning to go into detail about either event with the two candidates.

"Are there commonalities in what causes his psychotic breaks?" Boyd asked,

watching General Carhart. "Something in particular that we should look for?"

"Not that | am aware. In one case it was a threat that wasn't even directed at him
and in another, it was in response to commentary that | would have thought would have
normally rolled off his back."

Adam's eyebrows rose. "Interesting that missions would be entrusted with such

an unstable individual. If his triggers aren't even known, how can he be trusted at all?"

Carhart shrugged although it did not appear that he disagreed. "He can't. That's
why the two of you are here. To ensure that he does not act rashly and in the case that
he does, that the situation is controlled and rectified. His skills as a fighter are too

valuable to be lost completely. You two are expected to make up for where he fails."

The idea of being adept at aspects of the position that Sin was not adept at did
not particularly bother Boyd. By the time he was done with all the training, he assumed
he would be versed in the basics of any skills needed. However, what he didn't

understand was the other part.

"How are we to control or rectify his behavior when we clearly would be
outmatched in strength and skills?"

Adam gave him a dull look. The man likely did not appreciate being associated
with the extent of Boyd's lack of strength and skills. Boyd wasn't bothered by this. As far
as he understood, Sin was superior to everyone. He suspected that no matter the
amount of additional training, Adam would lose in any altercation against his possible

partner.

Carhart's eyes moved away from them briefly. There was a pause before he

spoke again but when his gaze returned, his expression gave nothing away of what he



was thinking. "Implements have been put into place to ensure that the two of you have a

mote of self-defense against so skilled a killer. There is the collar, for one."

Another brief pause. "It serves as a highly modified Taser and tracking device.
One that can only be removed from his neck surgically. If activated by the remote
control, it has the ability to completely incapacitate Agent Vega. However whether or not
you are able to use it before he takes it from you, is entirely in your own hands. No

method is completely fail proof," he said without compassion.
There was a brief silence.

"Am | correct in assuming that for some reason he is more invested... in making

this round of trial partnerships work?" Adam asked finally.

"You are correct. He claims that he will make the effort this time to avoid a return
to the Fourth if his partner is acceptable. The circumstances upon his incarceration

have been made considerably harsher the last time he was put in."
"How so?" Boyd wondered exactly how motivated the man would be.

Carhart looked at them with carefully constructed detachment. It wouldn't have
seemed out of place if it weren't for the fact that he hadn't appeared so impassive and

emotionless up until the point where torture devices had entered the conversation.

"I will not go into specifics except to say that Sin has a weakness and they have
now decided to exploit that weakness when he is incarcerated. He now has reason to
fear the Fourth. It is in his best interest to not return there.”

Boyd inclined his head in a slight nod and looked away, his gaze drawn toward
the empty room. The question briefly crossed his mind of what Sin's weakness could be.
Since he had nothing to say in response to the information General Carhart provided,

he remained silent.



"If | may ask a question, General?" Adam asked. His voice was low pitched and
nearly always sounded glum although his expression didn't necessarily seem overtly

unhappy about anything.
"That's why I'm here."

"You know him fairly well. What do you anticipate being the most challenging

aspect of this aside from possibly being killed during one of his... fits?"

"Not reacting to him the way he wants you to," Carhart replied bluntly and without
hesitation. "Sin will bait you and he won't do it in the same way every time. He will try
sarcasm, cruelty, intimidation-- whatever he thinks will get a rise out of you. He expects
the worst from people and he trusts no one. If you don't show overt hostility towards
him, he will only expect that it's something that will come later. He is used to both
physical and verbal abuse from the people here. He is used to being condescended to
and treated as though he has lesser intelligence. He is used to not having an ounce of
respect from anyone. He will be waiting for you to prove yourselves to be like everyone
else and if he sees that, he will react to you exactly as he reacted to the others. Itis
your job to not let that happen.”

When Adam didn't seem suitably impressed, Carhart shrugged his wide
shoulders. "Whether or not you heed the warning is entirely up to you. But just let it be
known, even if you think you're fully capable of not letting him get under your skin you
may be in for a surprise. What happens after that depends on how you react to him."

Neither of them responded.

The meeting ended fairly quickly, with Adam leaving without a word and Boyd

being escorted back to the bunker.

The next few weeks passed uneventfully. Training continued to consume Boyd's
days; from physical sparring with David to mental exercises in classes. He listened and
took notes where needed but otherwise didn't spend much energy on the endeavor. If

he'd had anything else to think of he would have found his mind wandering. He had a



tendency to learn quickly, especially anything academic, and that didn't change even

with the drastically different subjects.

He had settled into a routine after a point. For that reason, he wasn't expecting to
be pulled aside by a guard after deportment training one afternoon. He was told he was

to see General Carhart right away. He didn't question the order.

When they arrived at Carhart's office, they stopped at the waiting area. A desk
sat to the side, a woman typing at the computer until she noticed them enter. She
looked up at them. Boyd didn't pay much attention as the guard explained who they
were and the woman eventually used the intercom to announce their presence. The

door opened soon after and the guard left Boyd to walk in alone.

The office was larger than he would have expected it to be but not as large as his
mother's wing on the upper administration level. The General had it sparsely decorated-
- there was a single picture frame on the desk facing away from Boyd. Black and white
stills of the former city skyline were in small frames on the wall. They contrasted with the
wide floor-to-ceiling windows that spanned the back wall. It showed the fractured
cityscape that lay below the Tower and the wasteland beyond that had once been

suburbs.
"Boyd," Carhart greeted him calmly.

"General Carhart,” he said, shifting his gaze from the window to Carhart. He
paused near the desk and heard the guard shut the door behind him.

"It seems that you're going to be our man."

Boyd stared at Carhart. He hadn't been expecting that, especially since as far as

he knew the trial wasn't over. "Did something happen to Adam Blake?"

Carhart gave him a wry smirk. The slight narrowing of his cerulean blue eyes
contrasted the quirk of his mouth. "Agent Blake lost interest in finishing the trial. He

decided that dealing with Sin would be too much effort for very little gain.”



"Ah." Boyd stared at Carhart for another moment. "When do | start?"

"When your training is complete. Afterward, you and Sin will be introduced and a

meeting will be held for the unit so that you can meet the other members."
Boyd watched him. "Okay."

There was silence and for a moment disappointment was easily read in Carhart's
expression. His face was an open book to Boyd, who was used to being able to read
even the least expressive of people. The General didn't want some skinny unskilled
child to be in his elite unit. He'd wanted the man who'd already put in years as an agent;
the man who knew what he was doing and didn't have years' worth of training crammed

into months.

But Carhart seemed kinder than most people at the Agency and he didn't say any
of this out loud. Possibly to spare Boyd or possibly because it didn't matter.

"Well. Good luck to you."
Carhart looked at his computer again and the brief discussion was already over.

Boyd left the office and returned to training. He couldn't help wondering what his
mother thought about his progress and whether she was following it at all. He couldn't
feel particularly accomplished about becoming the new partner for Sin since he was
chosen by default. But that knowledge wasn't going to stop him from attempting to excel
at training. He knew no one expected much from him but it was even more for that

reason that he at least wanted to avoid those disappointed stares.



Chapter 4

The clock on the wall silently flipped numbers. The digital read flickered slightly
now and then, an almost imperceptible detail. The lights buzzed quietly and the chairs
they sat in made the occasional squeaking noise when one of them moved.

Carhart and Boyd sat in the small conference room, neither speaking nor looking
at the other. It wasn't a purposeful avoidance yet it was welcome, since Boyd wasn't

interested in small talk and he knew Carhart wasn't either.

They had been sitting there for eight minutes. Time dragged slowly. Boyd was
used to silence so it didn't bother him. For the most part he relaxed his thoughts, sitting

perfectly still as he awaited his soon-to-be partner's arrival.

Thirteen minutes passed before the doorknob finally rattled and several guards
escorted Sin into the room.

There were six guards surrounding him, wearing full body armor. They looked
prepared to go on a full storm and siege rather than simply escorting a single man to
another area of the building. In addition to their own safety measures, they had both
Sin's hands and ankles shackled. It seemed like overkill but according to the files Boyd
had been given access to, Sin had managed to create mayhem under similar conditions
on more than one occasion. It didn't seem that much would stop him once he decided to
fight.

"This is fucking stupid,” was the first thing out of Sin's mouth as he glared from

Carhart to Lieutenant Taylor, the head of the guards who was standing next to him.
Carhart's brow furrowed and he stared at Taylor. "Necessity?"

Taylor shrugged and didn't look apologetic. "Marshal Connors stated that all
precautions will remain until the Beaulieu boy's training has completed and the final
psych evaluation is put through on Vega. It's a lot of red tape but he hasn't been able to

roam free for years and Connors isn't taking any chances until everything is in the



computer. If Vega causes another mess in the middle of the compound, the Inspector

will flip her shit. She still has to conjure cover stories for dead staff with civilian ties."

"Ah." Carhart flicked his eyes over at Sin who looked beyond irritated. In fact, he
looked downright deadly.

Despite the fact that the guards seemed more overtly muscular, Sin towered over
them. He looked easily 6'4" and despite the fact that his build appeared relatively thin
for his height, there was an aura of violence emanating off of him at the moment. The
guards appeared to be agitating him and his green-eyed glare focused more than once
on two of the larger men in the escort. Boyd recognized them as the two guards he'd
briefly seen leaving the fourth floor when he'd arrived with Gerant-- Dennis McNichols

and Harry Truman.

"Well | have authorization to use the collar at will, so your presence and the
presence of the shackles won't be necessary any longer," Carhart said after another

brief pause.

"Considering the fact that his evaluation should be processed within the hour, |
don't think they were necessary in the first place unless it was a mere desire to create a

spectacle of him in the last possible moment," he added dryly.

Taylor shrugged again, looking unconcerned with Carhart's opinion. His orders
had come straight from the top. Carhart was third in command but in this case, his
words didn't make a difference.

Harry began unshackling Sin's wrists and Boyd couldn't help noticing that when
the guard locked eyes with Sin, his expression looked cruelly amused and he jostled the
Senior Agent around more than was absolutely necessary. Sin didn't respond other than
a narrowing of his eyes but he looked like a coiled spring that was ready to snap at any

moment.

When the restraints were removed, the guards stepped back almost immediately.

They looked more on their guard now that the man known as the Monster was released.



Harry was the only exception; he continued to smirk. Boyd wondered briefly what the
reason was for Harry's attitude but he decided it wasn't important enough to take the

time to consider.
"Good day, gentlemen," Carhart said pointedly when the guards lingered.

Taylor nodded but a look of hesitance crossed his face. Only after his eyes
moved across Carhart's desk and rested on the activation device for Sin's collar did he

turn and exit the office, signaling the other guards to do the same.

"You can sit, you know," Carhart said patiently as Sin glowered at nothing in

particular.

"l prefer to stand," was the flat reply. Sin leaned against the wall and crossed his
arms over his chest, gaze focused on the window. There was something ill-fitting about
his clothes-- the shirt seemed too tight and the pants too loose. They hung on his hips
precariously due to the absence of a belt but Boyd supposed that he wouldn't have

been allowed one on the Fourth.

"If you play nice, you will be able to avoid scenes like that in the future. Your
cooperation in this project will ensure that your situation will change for the better.

Indefinitely."

Sin scoffed at that. He appeared to be in a very dark mood although it wasn't
immediately clear why. It seemed unlikely that a man who was typically kept locked up
would react so strongly to being restrained. From what Boyd had heard, Sin was more
often than not kept restrained when escorted around the compound. It made Boyd
wonder if it had something to do with Harry and his attitude, or the way Taylor had

escorted him over.

Carhart leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. He
appeared completely at ease when dealing with Sin. He was the first person Boyd had

encountered who seemed unfazed by the ominous-looking man.



It was another oddity about the entire situation. From what Boyd had been able
to gather from overhearing others, Carhart had a strange affinity for Sin. It was unknown
exactly why but some speculated it had something to do with Sin's father, who had been
Carhart's partner and who had died years ago.

Even so, one would assume that over time Carhart would have seen Sin for who
he was. Did Carhart know something about Sin that others didn't? If Sin was the
unrepentant, psychopathic killer everyone made him out to be, why would Carhart put
so much effort into him regardless of how strong the past friendship may have been?

"The arrangements have already been made for you to have your own quarters

contingent on the success of this trial," Carhart was saying.

That comment seemed to draw Sin's interest and his oddly pale green eyes
finally focused on Boyd. One dark brow rose doubtfully as he took in the teenager.

"He looks more frail and pathetic up close. When he dies, they'll blame me

anyway."
"Likely," was the flat response from Carhart. "So you should see that he doesn't."

Having already accepted that his lifespan would likely be very short, Boyd simply
watched Sin in an unmoved manner. His expression remained neutral; a blank-faced

stare that took in details of Sin to store and potentially analyze later.

Although he was looking specifically for clues, he couldn't read much in Sin's
expression or body language. He didn't usually find it so difficult to get an idea about a
person and their personality when he watched them specifically for that reason and

didn't particularly care for the fact that he couldn't now.

"The purpose of this is for the two of you to meet before being suddenly thrown
into a mission together. Introductions aren't necessary-- you know all about one another
by now. Boyd, you will meet the rest of the team in a more formal unit meeting tomorrow

morning."



Carhart had mentioned a unit before but never said much about it. He looked
over at Carhart, focusing on the man for the first time. "Will | receive more information

about the unit?"

Sin's gaze switched back to Boyd and remained there. It was intensely
penetrating and hawk-like. The average person would have been unnerved by such an
unblinking stare even without the violent history that trailed behind the man. For the

most part, Boyd ignored it.

"Yes." Carhart shifted in his seat to access the touch pad that was embedded
into the table beside him. "Information about the unit has been withheld until now
because although every aspect of the Agency is highly confidential, what we do in my
unit is even more so. The sensitive nature of our operations can be sabotaged if the
wrong word gets out and there is always a chance of betrayal. Even within our own

ranks."

It seemed as though there were many layers to the Agency, which did not come
as a surprise to Boyd. A place that fashioned itself after a real pharmaceuticals
company in order to be out in public while carrying out highly secretive government

missions was likely to have multiple levels of confidentiality.
"What is the nature of the unit?" Boyd asked.
"Are you familiar with the terrorist organization called Janus?"
"No."

"Considering your psych profile states that you have been isolated from the world
for quite some time, | cannot say that I'm surprised,” the General replied although there

was an acrid quality to his tone.

One of Sin's dark brows rose at this statement but otherwise, his intense but
inscrutable stare remained unchanged. Carhart flicked something on the touch pad and
a holographic image appeared above the table between them. It was detailed and very

sharp just like the life-like holograms that Boyd had practiced shooting in training.



The images that appeared were set up similar to a slideshow. They were
photographs from the carnage that had occurred during World War Ill. They showed
explosions and bombings in the United States, Europe, Russia, Asia... evidence of
once-powerful countries and former allies slaughtering one another for what had turned

out to be a ten-year war.

"After the Three Treaties were signed and peace," the word rolled off Carhart's
tongue somewhat blandly, "was established between the three different sides, not
everyone was satisfied. Millions of people all over the world actually protested the
treaties. Rallies were held everywhere with the general consensus that after ten years
of carnage and millions of people dead, the three powers were essentially brushing their
squabble under the table because nobody was winning. The people were expected to
go back to business as usual as if none of it had ever occurred despite the somewhat
damning evidence of mass graves, a destroyed environment and internationally poor

economy."
A ghost of a smirk appeared on Sin's full mouth.

Carhart flicked something on the pad again and the images changed to show the
rallies that he was talking about before finally settling on one. It appeared to be the
memorial park in Washington DC but it was a scene of chaos. There were dead or
unconscious people strewn around a rectangular area with the remains of a monument

in the middle of it all.

"The concerns of these individuals were ignored worldwide. The end result were
thousands of groups internationally forming in protest with the goal of either removing
the leading government of their countries politically or in most cases, by force. These
insurgent groups have grown over time and have actually become a danger to the
governments they oppose as they draw in more and more followers. Janus is one of
those groups. They started as a small organization of protesters and eventually grew
into one of the largest insurgent organizations we have seen so far in history. Their

power has spread beyond focusing on the United States and they now work side by



side with groups in Europe and Asia to form an army that is dedicated to uprooting the

administrations that they deem are unfit."

"Tell him the part about how they're all nothing but terrorists,” Sin interjected
blandly, his eyes still on Boyd. "Let's not forget all of that Agency propaganda.

Otherwise he may just start sympathizing with the bad guys."
Carhart gave Sin a level look before swiveling his cerulean stare back to Boyd.

"Despite their self-proclaimed nobility of wanting to change things for the good of
the people, both their method and their intent has changed over time. Perhaps their
words were true at the start but now Janus has become very similar to an overgrown
and supremely dangerous political party. They want power and they will go about
corrupting, infiltrating and murdering until they get what they want. At this point, they
have such powerful allies that it is possible their aims will come to pass.”

The General indicated the image floating between them. "What you see here was
their very first message of opposition. In 2009, on the one year anniversary of The
Three Treaties, they bombed the WWIIIl monument in the National Mall. It turned into a

massacre of government officials, military personnel and civilians alike.”

Boyd studied the image, looking at the dead bodies strewn around. A woman's
arms were stretched in death toward her child lying two feet away and she was missing
her lower half. Couples and families and individuals, different ages and races all alike in
death.

He considered Janus and the other groups' premise. The war had certainly
destroyed a lot, including families. At one time, maybe he would have sympathized with
them. After all, the war had stolen his father and Lou's parents. In a way, maybe it stole
Lou and his mother from him as well. Maybe without that war his life would not have
gone in the direction it had and he wouldn't have spent years closing down bit by bit

until there was nothing but a shell left.



Boyd thought about what his mother had said, regarding protecting the world
from terrorism and supporting the US government. He took into account the fact that
Carhart had said his unit was especially high clearance. His mother had said that the
Agency carried out the missions and goals that the world at large could not know about

or else it would be taken the wrong way.

It would follow that a group that could garner civilian sympathy against the
government would be considered a higher threat, and that any unit aimed at working on
that would need higher clearance due to the more sensitive topic.

He looked over at Carhart again, meeting the older man's eyes. "l see," he said

without inflection. "And your unit exists to deal with this threat specifically."

"Precisely. We are Janus-oriented, along with any other organizations that orbits
around them. This unit requires the agents within to perform in every role. Field agents
are typically categorized based on their skills and distributed as needed once they are
assigned a division. The Janus Unit encompasses every division and requires you to
perfect every skill. You will not just be doing storms or gathering Intel or going
undercover. This unit requires you to do everything."

"How many other field agents are in the unit?" Boyd asked.

"None. You and Sin are the only field agents. There are two Research and

Development agents and an analyst."

Boyd's eyes narrowed faintly, briefly; the most reaction he'd shown so far. He
shifted his gaze to settle on Sin, who was staring in boredom into empty space. He
understood that Sin was supposed to be a one-man killing machine but if it was such a
high level unit it seemed as though it should have a larger group. What could two

people conceivably accomplish against an international organization?
He returned his stare to Carhart. "Why?"

"Because the Agency lacks people with high enough classification to perform in

this unit. We only have two level 10 field agents, one who is currently abroad and the



other who is currently in this room and cannot work with others. But Sin is necessary

because he can do what in normal cases would require an entire team."
"Good to be needed,"” Sin said flatly.

"And as | said before," Carhart continued, unperturbed. "It is necessary to keep
the confidentially limited to as small a number of people as possible. People talk. Things

leak."

"l see." If Boyd had not seen videos of Sin on missions he likely would not have
believed that all the rumors about his abilities were true. As it was, he could see how it

was possible having Sin as one of two people would be like having a much larger unit.

Carhart seemed satisfied that Boyd had grasped the necessity for discretion but
Sin was just starting to look increasingly uninterested by the proceedings of the
meeting. Despite this, Sin gave Boyd another one of his penetrating stares and said in

the same bland tone he seemed to use for most things:

"You speak as though you actually believe he will survive the first assignment.

I've never seen a more helpless looking being."

"I should think you of all people understand that looks can be deceiving,” Boyd

replied, meeting Sin's stare head on without flinching.

Sin smirked at him, pale green eyes glinting beneath the bright lights. "Am | to

believe that there's a fierce fighter lurking beneath that effeminate exterior?"

Boyd shrugged. "Whether | am or not is irrelevant. Considering how little you

know about me it's foolish of you to make assumptions based on my looks alone."

"Assuming | know little of you is foolish all on its own. They have a whole file on
you. On every minuscule detail of your unimpressive existence. If | really thought you
were going to last more than a day, | could very easily go look at it and then | would

know things that you don't want anybody to know."



"The existence of the information is meaningless unless you looked at it prior to

commenting,” Boyd said unconcernedly. "Which you've as well as admitted you didn't."

Sin just shrugged, not appearing very impressed or interested in the debate.
"Why don't we just see him fight without the training wheels and it can be seen whether

or not my assumption was correct?"

Carhart opened his mouth as if to deny such a thing but he seemed to think
better of it because he paused. After a brief moment he looked at Boyd with raised
blond eyebrows. "Do you oppose the suggestion? It does have some merit. You've seen
what he's capable of but not vice versa. At this point all Sin knows is that you received
what should have been two years minimum of training within a span of a handful of
months. Assuming you're completely incapable, in that context, isn't too surprising
although it's due to no fault of your own. Showing your partner that you are capable of
defending yourself may be helpful in terms of him taking the partnership seriously. You
were selected largely based on your personality and psych profile. However if he truly

believes we are sending a lamb out to be slaughtered, he won't even--"

"Have you forgotten that I'm sitting in the room?" Sin asked drolly, eyeballing the

General with obvious irritation.
"--attempt to make the effort to aid you."
"Assuming | would regardless."

Carhart gave Sin another of his level stares before looking at Boyd once again.
"Thoughts?"

"It's fine," Boyd said impassively. "The logic is sound. | can fight."

He had little doubt in his mind that Sin would win any spar, assuming they went
against each other, but he knew he had at least the basic capabilities of defending
himself. If it would benefit the partnership to display this fact via a fight of any sort, it

was fine with him.



"Good. Let's go down to the training room."

The trek downstairs was largely uneventful, although they must have been a
spectacle of some sort because they drew attention from several people along the way.
It wasn't too surprising given that their trio was made up of the third in command of the

Agency, the widely disliked second in command's son and the most infamous agent.

Whatever the case, Boyd didn't pay much heed to the extra eyes on them. He
followed behind Carhart and Sin trailed behind him at times, walking alongside him at
others. His soon-to-be partner didn't speak but his eyes were often on Boyd, observing

silently without giving away anything of what he thought.

When they arrived at the training room there were a few people sparring in the
main area. Most, if not all, stopped to look at the three of them. Carhart gave the
gawkers his level eyed glare and they immediately appeared to go back to what they'd

been doing prior to the entrance.

Boyd didn't see David around which was atypical for the man that Boyd had
come to believe may even have a cot hidden in a room somewhere nearby. David
nearly seemed obsessed with training and sparring. Or maybe he had a very strong

passion for it and truly enjoyed it. Both concepts felt foreign to Boyd in recent times.

Carhart led the two of them into one of the single session sparring rooms off to
the side and shut the door behind them. It was a quarter of the size of the main room
and equipped with its own weapon rack and a padded floor.

"Are we disrobing for this affair?" Sin wondered out loud, eyeballing Boyd's long

black trench coat dubiously.

Carhart moved back against the wall. "Not necessarily. This isn't an official
training session. Although | would hope there will be no maiming. Sin."

Sin raised his dark brows and crossed his arms over his chest, not bothering to

respond as he stared at Boyd once again with his penetrating gaze.



Boyd ignored Sin at first as his even-eyed gaze swept the room, taking in the
weapons that would potentially be available for him to use. He moved to the wall and
took his trench coat off since it would give him better movement; a small difference
when paired against a man who would no doubt win within seconds, but a difference he

took advantage of nonetheless.

He absently folded the trench coat and set it on the floor before he turned back to
Carhart and Sin. He was left in his typical all black outfit; a long-sleeved lightweight
black shirt, black pants, and black combat boots that were scuffed with age, the same
as his coat. He met Sin's eyes evenly for a moment before shifting over to Carhart.
"What are the parameters for this?" He didn't look away from Carhart, although he did

tilt his head minutely toward the weapons rack. "Are weapons involved?"
"If you want to use one, by all means."

Sin didn't even give the weapons wall a glance. He was fiddling absently with a

loose string at the edge of his frayed shirt, eyes still on Boyd.

Boyd nodded slightly at Carhart and turned his gaze onto Sin. For the first time
since they'd met, he put all his focus on the other man. He studied the way Sin held
himself, looking with his still amateur eye for any signs of weakness. There were none

that he could see.

Given the fact that Sin seemed uninterested in weapons, he was clearly going to
use hand-to-hand combat, which fell in line with what Boyd knew of him. It would be
foolish and for pride alone that Boyd would go into the fight without a weapon. Since he

was feeling neither prideful nor foolish, he turned and walked to the racks of weapons.

He had his choice of just about anything. He naturally shied away from all the
knives without having to think about it. Other weapons would require skill he hadn't
perfected yet, like nunchucks that he would be more likely to hit himself with than the
enemy. He gravitated toward the blunt weapons and the ones he'd so far shown most

affinity for: a pair of expandable tonfa. He liked them because they worked well in



defense, for protecting his arms and body, and could easily switch to effective offense

even without expanding the full 29 inches.

He held the tonfa by the knobs on the sides, the comfort of the length of the tonfa
along his forearms, and he walked back over, stopping once he was in front of Sin.

There was no official start to the spar; one moment they were three people
standing in a room and the next it was two sparring with a spectator to the side. Sin
dropped into a fighting stance, watching Boyd with those luminous green eyes that
didn't seem to miss even the barest of movements. For his part, Boyd scrutinized Sin's

stance before he moved in for an attack.

It started with quick, darting movements on Boyd's part. Although he'd been
training for a few months and had significantly improved upon where he'd started, he'd
started without any experience at all. His build was not one that lent itself easily to
heavy muscles and so what he had at most was a toned body. However, he made up
for that in speed. He was quick and light on his feet and had found a certain skill in
dodging and escaping. There was no brute strength in any of his attacks; rather, he
tended to use what resources he had intelligently.

He started by striking at the main spaces that made a person falter; key joints
and Sin's throat and face. From there he attempted the vulnerable spots on the torso
where organs lay beneath that could be bruised or ruptured. He even tried to get Sin in
the groin because David had taught Boyd to be brutal if need be, as the enemy would

do the same in return.

In this case, Sin didn't have to. He danced around Boyd maddeningly, a leaf just
out of reach that tumbled on the wind. He let Boyd strike but he deflected easily, with no
more effort than it took to swat a fly. When Boyd started putting more strength into his
strikes and Sin stopped them, he could feel the powerful strength of the other man as it
rebounded up the tonfa and into his arms. Sin had the steadiness and strength of a
mountain combined with the speed of a predator and although Boyd had known before

this he knew for certain now:



This was a man who could kill him. Easily.

Despite that, and despite Sin's reputation as a bloodthirsty psychopath, he didn't
actually appear to be trying to harm Boyd during most of the fight. It was a strange
contradiction and something that caught Boyd's attention early in the sparring.

It would have been easy for Sin to hurt him and make it seem like an accident or
Boyd's incompetence, and Sin clearly hadn't hesitated to eliminate his previous
partners. So why wasn't he being more ruthless? Was it only because he was trying to

follow the rules this time? Or was there another reason?

Boyd didn't know the answer to the questions and for the moment he largely
ignored them. Still, even when he tried to dismiss the contradiction as a pointless

distinction, it tickled the back of his mind.

They moved around each other in the subtle dance of a fight. Boyd kept his tonfa
flipped back against his forearms for protection when he would hop back, his honey
brown eyes completely serious and constantly searching for any sign of weakness or

any falter.

The tonfa made whirring noises as they sliced through the air, a blur that
flickered between the two agents. When it became apparent that was going to get
nowhere, Boyd's eyes narrowed faintly. Without looking he used the momentum of his
arm to casually flick the tonfa out, extending them the full amount before they clicked in
place.

He went at Sin again, striking while trying not to project ahead of time his
intentions. Still, Sin's eyes were faster than Boyd's muscles; he always seemed to know
just in time what Boyd intended and how to stop it. Boyd tried to strike at Sin's knee and
Sin moved to the side. Boyd tried to move behind him to slam him in the back, aiming
for the kidneys, and Sin spun away. Sometimes he didn't even appear to be focusing
entirely on the fight. Even so, his reactions were immediate and he deflected with

effortless grace.



Soon, Boyd was trying double strikes; both tonfa extended, swiping at Sin one
after another, trying to catch him off guard. He could feel the impacts of hitting Sin's
defenses all the way up to his shoulders and although Boyd had good stamina, he could
feel the fight wearing at his body. A river of exhaustion and futility ate away at the

granite of his mind.

As a sheen of sweat started to show on his skin, pale blond strands began to
catch at the sides of his face and on his lips. With both his hands occupied he couldn't
do anything about it and it soon became a nuisance, making him wish he'd tied it back.
The long-sleeved black shirt was stifling despite the light weight of it and it too clung in
places to his thin frame. His boots seemed heavy and he thought about how he should

have removed the extra weight prior to going into this.

Then again, he hadn't expected it to last this long. He tried his best to find some
hole in Sin's defenses but they were flawless and more than anything the older man
seemed to be studying him. A hunter watching prey or a child playing with a toy, it was
hard to tell.

Every harsh release of breath as Boyd struck, every knee-wrenching stop, every
twist to the side and maneuver away, they watched each other closely. Two stares

scrutinizing the other; Boyd's cool and collected, and Sin's penetrating and unreadable.

Boyd didn't know how much time passed with the routine of Sin avoiding and
deflecting everything he did, but analytically it seemed like at most a few minutes and,
for his confidence, it felt like hours. He was just thinking it was a good thing he didn't go
into this seriously thinking he'd win or he may have lost all hope, when Sin broke the

routine.

Fast as a snake unfurling itself and striking, one moment Sin was watching Boyd
with the same nearly bored expression as before, and the next Boyd felt a violent twist

at his right arm.

He couldn't hold onto the tonfa before Sin wrenched it away to clatter and nearly

hit Carhart's feet. Boyd tried to pull the other tonfa up as defense but Sin was too fast;



Boyd's arm had barely started to move before Sin reached over to snap his weapon

away.

Boyd tried to hold on but the angle at which Sin attacked him made it impossible
and he abruptly released the tonfa, hoping to distract Sin while he moved to strike at his
face. He was aiming for his throat, wanting to cut off his breathing, but Sin moved nearly
faster than the eye. It was an impossible speed for a man who had impossible strength

packed into his lanky frame.

Boyd's arms were jarred to the side and before he could do anything, a large
hand snapped around his throat and lifted. Boyd felt his body leave the floor, his feet
hanging and entire body dragging down on the one point. It made his head pound and
throat close even more from the pressure of gravity. When Sin squeezed, his windpipe

was almost entirely cut off.

Breath left him in a painful, clawing rush that his body automatically fought
against. His chest strained for air, his lungs dragging out against a near vacuum. His
mouth could have fallen open; he could have kicked viciously at Sin and struggled like a
worm trying to dislodge a fish hook. He could have clawed at the hands around his

throat and he could have stared in desperation and fear down into Sin's eyes.
But he didn't.

His mouth was open no further than it had been before and though he still tried to
draw breath in, the minute trickle of air Sin was allowing him was not nearly enough.
Still, he didn't panic. His eyes were even as he stared down at Sin, his legs and arms
loose. He couldn't stop the automatic reactions of his body, the straining chest and
pounding heart, the little nibble of uncertainty that ran in the back of his mind that asked:
Is this it? Will | die here?

But the eyes that met Sin's showed no fear.

As if to test what he saw, Sin's hand squeezed, completely cutting off all of

Boyd's breath, not even allowing the minute amount of air as before. Although Boyd's



hands automatically twitched and his lungs automatically screamed for air, he otherwise

remained motionless.

He understood that the idea of dying should be frightening but the feeling wasn't
there the way it should be. He stared at Sin, his vision slowly going black on the
edges. He couldn't ignore a thought that flashed through his mind: Would it all be better
anyway if he wasn't forced to continue existing? Was this simply the way it would end,

with his mother nowhere around to stop it?

Sin looked up at Boyd from where he dangled limply and tilted his head slightly to
the side. His pale green eyes narrowed and his full mouth twisted up slightly in a way
that wasn't quite a smile. There was a challenge in his eyes and the dark smirk on his

mouth twisted further when his fingers dug in harder.

Their eyes remained locked, positions unchanged and Boyd suffocating in grim

silence until Carhart's voice cracked out like a whip.
"Sin. Enough."”

Sin's hand abruptly opened and he allowed Boyd to fall to the floor like a
discarded rag doll. Boyd caught himself with painful jars against his arms and pushed
himself up to a stand. He coughed, dragging in deep breaths. His head pounded
painfully. Sin's eyes remained fixed on the blond teenager for a long stretch before he

shrugged and looked over at the General.

"l suppose he isn't entirely without skill. He's possibly better than the average

new field agent," Sin commented tonelessly.

Boyd concentrated on steadying his breath. In the back of his mind he wondered
whether Sin would have really killed him had Carhart not been there. He doubted it,
since it would have sent the man straight back to a place he didn't want to be. But he
couldn't be certain, as there had been nothing in those green eyes to tell him what Sin

had truly been thinking.



When Boyd could draw in a breath without feeling like it was more effort than it

should be, he fully straightened and looked at the other two.

"Good work," Carhart said, appearing genuine. His lips were set in a pleased
smile and he nodded at Boyd. "There was no expectation that you would actually defeat
him. On the contrary, you exceeded my expectations as far as your skill with the
weapon. David was correct in saying that you learned quickly. I think you would have

been a good match for the average agent.”
Boyd nodded his acknowledgment, feeling somewhat pleased by that.

"How well do you understand your role in the unit?" Carhart queried after a
moment. He was watching Boyd in an analytical way, as if he was adding this new bit of

information into what was already filed into his head.

Boyd studied Carhart, trying to determine how to answer. When he spoke, his

voice was rough from the abuse of his throat.

"l understand I'll primarily be a counterpoint to Agent Vega to ensure the smooth
execution of missions and that the Agency remains secret. Judging by training, it seems
I'll also be expected to adequately defend myself, be capable of basic to intermediate
offenses, negotiate on behalf of an entity which | assume is the Agency or your unit,
have a basic understanding of how to infiltrate an area undetected, and deceive others

in a convincing manner."

"Good." Carhart looked at Boyd before turning his gaze sidelong at Sin. "Right
now you are considered largely a glorified babysitter. However if you play your role well,
| guarantee that you could become more than that. | see potential in you. But keep in
mind, your success or failure depends entirely on your partnership with Sin. That is your
starting point. That is why you are here. Don't forget that-- his previous partners did and
they paid for it."

Sin shrugged at the comment but neither man said more than that on the topic of

Sin's former, and now deceased, partners.



"The only way a partnership can be successful,” the General added after a brief

pause, "is by trusting one another, which is--"

"A big fucking stretch at this junction in my career," Sin said dully, raising an
eyebrow at his commanding officer skeptically.

"--not going to be something that comes quickly,” Carhart spoke over him. "But
the relationship that develops between the two of you will determine how this plays out.
If you don't get along, you will both fail. And | am sure neither of you desires failure for

your own very different reasons.”

Neither of them answered but Carhart didn't seem surprised. In the end, what he
said was the truth. And regardless of how well they would or would not get along, Boyd

suspected that neither of them wanted to see the consequences of failure.



Chapter 5

Boyd glanced at the room identifications as he walked down the hall in Artillery,
looking for the room that housed the blunt weaponry. He was a little lost, not knowing
where to go specifically since no one had told him. Although there were a few other
people walking around he didn't bother to stop any of them. The rooms were labeled

well enough so it was a simple matter of walking past the right one.

It was the first time he was on a mission so everything was new to him yet he
was resistant to bothering with asking unnecessary questions. His fingers curled
absently around the comm unit he'd been given at check-in and his footfalls were quiet

as he strode down the hall.

It was early morning but a person would never know it down here, underground
with no windows. Boyd had learned that the typical procedure for a mission included a
briefing with the unit, followed by a visit to Artillery to arm himself. The building had
been innocuous enough from the outside and when he'd walked in to discover a
modern-looking lobby with clean lines and a pleasant feel, he hadn't been surprised.
Nothing was what it seemed at the Agency; a lesson he'd learned quickly.

He'd already been given the remote to control Sin's collar, although he didn't see
the need for him to have it and had no intentions of using it. After that, when he'd
checked in with the staff at the desk, they'd given him a miniature microphone and ear
bud set that they called a comm unit. He'd been told that the comm unit was standard
equipment for all agents but that if he needed something more sophisticated he could

find it downstairs.

The entire set was very discreet. The ear bud was nothing more than a thin flat
disc that would be nearly invisible in the ear and would be hidden beneath the fall of his
blond hair. The wireless microphone came in a variety of types but the default was a
small pin that would be easy to clip on clothing and hide. He could turn the transmitter

on and off at his convenience but he'd been told that typically on missions with a partner



the transmitters were left on unless it would be a distraction. Whatever the case, he

didn't see any need for anything more sophisticated so he didn't bother looking.

With the amount of information he'd been absorbing in the past few days,
additional learning about unnecessary equipment was not something he was interested
in pursuing. The information he had been expected to memorize regarding the unit was

more than enough to keep him fully occupied.

The insurgent groups that orbited Janus, as Carhart had put it, had turned out to
number in the hundreds. Not all were relevant anymore but they were all related in
some way and he was expected to learn the key players of all groups, even ones that
had been defunct for some time. He'd been given a palm sized touch screen panel at
his first meeting with hundreds of pages of data that he'd managed to get himself
acquainted with in the few days that had passed since he'd met the other members of

the unit.

There were a large number of hostile factions in North America, many with
names the Agency wasn't fully aware of or names that were incredibly similar. Whether
or not this was due to lack of originality or a general sharing of ideas between insurgent
individuals was unknown. But to simplify matters, the Agency had assigned a number

known as a 'faction’ to the hostile group.

The current mission's target were members of faction 53, also known as True
Democracy Movement or TDM. It was currently headed by a man named Warren
Andrews who had built the group from the ground up with another man, Jason Aarons,
who had since left the faction. It seemed fairly frequent that leaders were usurped or
loyalties changed in these small factions. It was another reason the Agency assigned
numbers; sometimes the new leaders changed the name entirely even though the same

people were in it.

Sin hadn't shown at the briefing which hadn't seemed to be a big surprise to
anyone but certainly hadn't put General Carhart in a good mood. As a result, Boyd had

been the only one to be told the mission overview.



The objective was for them to infiltrate an abandoned building that a fraction of
53's members were using as a safe house. Newly gained Intel alleged that information
regarding the location of 53's main base would be found inside and they were expected

to retrieve it.

As such, he figured he probably would want a weapon of some sort and planned
to get one of his preferred type. When he found the blunt weapons he was satisfied to
find expandable tonfa like he preferred, in a lighter weight version than he was used to
but that still had the strength.

He looked around at a few other rooms to see if he needed anything else and in
the process walked past what appeared to be the main area where guns were stored.
The walls were lined with sophisticated displays for more pistols, rifles and shotguns
than he'd even known existed but that wasn't what made him slow down and head into
the room. Instead, it was Sin's unmistakable figure clad in a black long sleeved t-shirt
and his usual frayed black cargo pants. He was half turned away from the door as he

surveyed his options.

Boyd walked over and stopped near Sin's side, idly turning his attention to see
what Sin was looking at. He didn't know the precise name of the model but it appeared
to be a .45 ACP of some kind.

Sin examined the gun and cocked it, appearing to not even acknowledge Boyd's

existence. It was a fact that was undermined when Sin said without looking over, "That's
it?"

"What else is needed?"

"If there's a gunfight, | suppose you could always throw it like a spear and hope it
takes out multiple shooters,” Sin replied with complete disinterest in his tone. He walked
away from Boyd without waiting for an answer and began surveying the rest of the

weapons although he continued to hold the .45.

Boyd idly looked at the selection in front of him. It was a fair point.



He picked up a 9mm, expression neutral as he studied it. When it came down to
it, though, he wasn't particularly comfortable with guns and he was still perfecting his
aim. The gun would simply be a hindrance that could also be stolen and used against
him. And if it came to needing one in a theoretical gunfight he could obtain one there.
No doubt he could steal one on location or from one of the hostiles. Ultimately, he set
the gun down, deciding the potential inconveniences outweighed the potential

convenience. He turned to look where Sin was to see if was ready.

Sin just raised his dark eyebrows and made no comment although his full mouth
crooked up very slightly at the side. His gave Boyd a brief once over and turned back to

what he'd been doing, collecting ammunition for what Boyd now saw was a .45 Ruger.

Boyd watched Sin, trying to determine what he was thinking. Perhaps he thought
Boyd wouldn't last long without a gun or without taking his advice. It was hard to tell and
that was what made Boyd watch him just a little longer than he normally would. He
didn't particularly like that he couldn't discern Sin's thoughts. He preferred to have a
good idea of what the people around him were thinking, especially in a situation like
this.

Although he wondered, he didn't ask. He simply stood to the side waiting for him

to finish.

He couldn't tell if Sin always chose his weapons this carefully or if he was just
taking his time for no particular reason. Perhaps he felt no urgency about the mission
parameters which was likely since he didn't know them. Or perhaps he was hoping to

irritate Boyd.

Another agent entered the room, a tall Asian man with bleached blond hair. His
eyes swept the area and as soon as they fell on Sin, the man did an about face and left.

Sin's reputation certainly preceded him in every case on the compound. He'd
been turned away from the other man so it couldn't even be a case of his glare and
intimidating aura warding the agent away. In fact, Sin was remarkably thin-looking

compared to the muscular field agents that Boyd frequently saw. His hair was



disheveled, his jaw stubbled and his clothes were obviously fraying and poorly sized.
There was nothing overtly frightening about Sin that would be obvious from such a quick

glance, but still the agent had fled. It was an interesting phenomenon.

Sin finally finished gathering his equipment and when he turned to Boyd, there

was a darkly amused expression on his striking face.
"I'm fully at your disposal.”

Boyd nodded and left the room without speaking. Sin wasn't far behind him and
the two of them stopped briefly at the checkout point on the main exit. After that, it didn't
take terribly long to get to the garage where they got a vehicle. Boyd automatically took
the driver's seat and soon they were on their way. It wasn't until they were in the car that
Boyd finally bothered to fill Sin in on what the mission was even about, since the older
man hadn't asked yet.

"We are to infiltrate a building with people from faction 53 and retrieve
information about the main headquarters for purposes of a follow-up mission," Boyd
said calmly after they passed the check out point at the gate and drove away from the
Agency.

"Exhilarating."

Boyd fell silent briefly. He slowed to a stop at a red light and looked over. Sin was
looking out the window and Boyd couldn't see much of his face. He could tell from Sin's
clothes and the way he was sitting that he wasn't wearing any sort of armor, not even a

bulletproof vest or bodysuit.

It seemed odd to Boyd. Was Sin that confident or was he simply arrogant? Did
he know something Boyd didn't? Why wouldn't he use anything at all when he'd been
the one to bring up the idea of a gunfight? It would seem that one would want to have
protection just in case. Boyd was wearing a bulletproof bodysuit himself, beneath his

clothes and the fall of his trench coat.



Without the driving to distract him, he found himself noting that it was the first
time they were alone together. The windows were rolled up and without the radio on, it
was silent except for the muffled sounds of the car itself and any quiet shifting of their
clothing.

He watched Sin out of the corner of his eye, trying to get a feel for the man. He
couldn't decide if Sin simply didn't have any particularly deep or moving thoughts when
he was silent, or whether he was hiding everything from everyone around him. Boyd
suspected that Sin was simply guarding any of his thoughts from outsiders but if that
was the case, what was he thinking? Did he expect that Boyd would be dead by the end
of the day? No one seemed to have much hope of any of Sin's partners lasting

indefinitely and Boyd had to wonder how transitory this seemed to Sin.

With such close quarters, other details stood out to him. Sin seemed freshly
bathed; Boyd could faintly smell some sort of body wash or shampoo that lingered on
him. It smelled like coconut. It was one more detail that seemed just so slightly in

discord with the man's reputation.

Boyd had to wonder how much of it was orchestrated to throw people off, or
whether Sin simply didn't realize or care what varied impressions he gave others. And if
that was the case, were these bits of some other aspect of Sin's personality that were
showing through or did Sin grab whatever was available and didn't put any thought into
any of it?

The questions ran through Boyd's mind for a few moments before his eyes
narrowed faintly and he looked away completely, out the driver's side window while he
waited for the light to turn green. It irked him that he was wondering any of this in the
first place. He didn't care whether Sin liked coconuts or not, yet the fact that he couldn't
get a grasp on the man's motivations even when he put effort toward that goal served to

provoke him into analyzing everything.

The light turned green and Boyd turned his attention to driving again. He hadn't

determined an answer to any of the oddities Sin represented and it was mildly vexing.



Without warning, Sin leaned well into his personal space. The motion was abrupt
and nearly alarming but it turned out that Sin was merely reaching over to turn the heat

down low enough to be completely useless.

"What are you doing?" Boyd asked, distracted by Sin and the already cooling air.

"It's cold." He reached out to turn the heat back to its original setting.

"l thought you weren't as delicate as you look," Sin replied blandly and smacked

Boyd's hand.

Boyd's eyes narrowed faintly and shifted over to Sin. He couldn't believe the man
had just smacked his hand. "Turn the vents away from you, then. Not all of us are
apparently frost-bitten across our entire bodies." He flicked his gaze along Sin's attire,

which was entirely too thin for the cold, and reached to turn up the heat again.

"What would you do if we became stranded and had to camp out?" Sin
wondered, resting his head against the window and regarding Boyd. "I will certainly not

share my body heat."

Boyd raised an eyebrow. "Who said | would want you to?" He looked back at the
road but his attention was on Sin. "And for the record, having normal reactions to the
cold does not make me inferior or weak as you seem to be implying. Perhaps it is you

who would need help were we stranded. You could be at risk for hypothermia.”
"I've survived a winter in Siberia when | was ten."

"What were you doing in a Siberian winter at ten years old?" Boyd asked
dubiously.

"Searching for Santa Claus."
Boyd shook his head but was unsurprised by the answer.

Sin flicked the slats to his vents down with a decisive click and went back to

looking out the window.



Feeling a tiny sense of victory at that, Boyd didn't stop the briefest hint of
satisfaction in his eyes. It was silly, yet this showed him that Sin wouldn't necessarily
win everything. Even if it was a disagreement over something so minor that it didn't

matter anyway.

They fell into mutual silence and Boyd continued to half pay attention to Sin even
as he absently navigated through the city. His mind turned toward the mission ahead of
them and he realized they hadn't finished discussing it. Since Sin had been interacting
on some level, Boyd thought it may not be a bad idea to attempt to bring it up again.

"Regarding the mission, we don't have blueprints of the building so the layout will
have to be determined upon arrival," Boyd continued as if the incident with the heater

hadn't broken up the conversation.

"Number of hostiles expected?" Sin didn't sound particularly interested in the
information. His face remained turned, eyes likely focused on the shattered city that

Boyd was navigating through.

Although ground zero of the main attack had missed the city center, portable
explosive devices had erupted inside not too long after. Even now, decades later, only
certain districts had been fully restored. Other areas had turned into havens of crime,

poverty and were policed vehemently by the authorities.
"Twenty," Boyd replied.

He started to slow at another red light when he noticed Sin leaning in toward the
passenger window, opening his mouth and breathing on it so fog curled against the
glass. Despite the fact that it was April, the ever present cloud coverage prevented any

rays of sun from warming the Earth. It may as well have been January.

It was such a child-like thing for Sin to do that it distracted Boyd and he looked
over. He never would have expected to see the man known as an psychopathic
assassin do something a ten year old would do. The impression only grew when Sin

reached up with one long finger and started drawing on the window.



Boyd automatically looked at the lines to see what Sin would even draw. He

couldn't make anything out immediately so he started to respond. "It's expec--"

He cut himself off when through the lines Sin was drawing he saw the sign on the

building near them.
First Bank.

Boyd hit the brakes harder than he'd intended, rocking the car faintly as they
came to an abrupt halt at the light. His eyes widened and his face turned ashen, making

his pale skin look even more washed out next to his blond hair.

His gaze automatically darted around. The street sign on the corner, proclaiming
Dauphin Street. The half broken buildings. The alleyway and the relative obscurity of the

place--

The sickening spray of blood, hot against his face. Screams that choked off with
a gurgle and pavement grinding against his skin. Heaviness on his back and that
desperate, clawing terror--

His breath hissed out of him and he looked away from the bank, from that terrible
moment caught in time. It was so much more vivid than it had been for a while. It hit him

hard; so intense that he could almost feel the stickiness of dripping blood--

He was taken completely off guard. For a moment he was overtaken by the
strength of it all. Briefly, so very briefly, he forgot where he was; who he was with. He

felt breathless. How had he gotten here? How could he have driven this way--

"And suddenly you look quite taken aback," Sin's voice noted when the moment
stretched. He had looked at Boyd after the abrupt stop and his oddly colored eyes

continued to watch his trial partner as he spoke.

"What?" Boyd's voice sounded distant even to him.



Boyd didn't look over, wouldn't look anywhere near that building again, but he
didn't know where else to look. Nowhere was safe on this street. His mind hadn't quite
caught up to the moment. His face was still pale and his fingers were tighter on the
steering wheel than necessary.

"Oh look, the light is green again."

Boyd looked up, grasping at some sense of normalcy. He was relieved to see the
green light shining down at him. He eased off the brake and started driving again,
making sure not to look anywhere other than straight ahead. As the car moved
inexorably further from that street, he realized his heart had been pounding and only

now was starting to slow.

He felt confused and off-balanced. As soon as that sign was gone, as soon as
the building was no longer there as a monolithic reminder, he could feel the weight of it
leaving him and the fuzziness starting to slide back in to take its place. The shakiness of
his scattered thoughts were given the chance to start to realign. Any bits of curiosity

he'd felt before had blown away in the face of that innocuous sign.

"What would your mother say?" Sin wondered out loud, his voice full of fake
scandal. "Bringing attention to our fancy Agency issue car in the middle of one of the
most rundown parts of the city. Of course if a police officer did stop us they'd turn back
around as soon as they saw the plates which take us so far out of their jurisdiction that
they wouldn't know who to contact. But even so, screeching to a halt wasn't exactly full

of discretion."”

Boyd barely heard most of what Sin said. His mind was sidelined by the
offhanded, what would your mother say? His fingers tightened on the steering wheel
and his eyes narrowed, his expression doggedly turning neutral again although the color

had not fully returned to his face.

He pointedly did everything he could to not think about what she might do. He

forced every errant thought down where it wouldn't bother him anymore.



"Maybe you're having a panic attack,” Sin wondered aloud. "We can always turn

back, you know. They'll understand."

"No," Boyd said sharply before he could stop himself. His eyes narrowed and his
expression closed off completely. Any vestigial emotions that had been there

disappeared as if they'd never existed.

He hadn't intended it to sound so forceful, yet the very idea of turning back, of
standing in front of his mother and telling her he'd never actually made it to their
destination because he'd ended up on Dauphin Street along the way... His back was
tight with tension at the thought.

"It may be for the best. | just can't be certain of your mental or physical state with

such sudden attacks occurring at random."

The bland commentary was starting to vex Boyd, who was still trying to return to
the safe equilibrium of an unfeeling mind. He let out a low breath to calm his nerves and
looked at Sin with a firm, even stare. A look that was meant to assure Sin that he was

fully in control again. "It won't happen again."

"Maybe." Once again, Sin's expression was difficult to read. On one hand he
looked amused by the situation but on the other hand, it could be that the amusement
was a front for something far more devious and manipulative. "How could | be sure

unless you tell me what the problem is?"

Boyd's expression didn't shift, although his eyes narrowed faintly. "The reason is
unimportant and does not concern you. They did a full evaluation of me during training.
They would not have sent me off as your trial partner if | could conceivably pose any

type of threat to you."

"Believe me, sweetheart, | feel anything but threatened.” Sin stared at him, hawk-
like gaze taking in every minute detail of Boyd. "But how could such a seemingly

innocuous area produce such a strong reaction in a boy who appears to pride himself



on showing nothing? There wasn't a soul in the street except for the usual beggars.

Would you like me to describe the extent of your reaction?"

Boyd's eyebrows ticked down and he looked away, staring out the windshield
with a studiously blank expression. He wished Sin would leave the topic alone. "That

won't be necessary."

"Are you sure? It was quite visceral. If any other agent were here they would
likely be concerned about taking a trial recruit into a red zone who was obviously having

some kind of emotional issue."

"Leave it alone," Boyd said with a stronger edge, looking over at Sin with a
warning in his eyes. He was getting frustrated by the conversation and the fact that Sin
wouldn't let it go. Frustrated that he couldn't cope the way it had always worked best for
him: by pushing it to the side and ignoring it.

"There is no 'emotional issue,™ he continued firmly. "If you would stop focusing
on unimportant minutiae, we could prepare ourselves better for the mission. At this rate,

you're more distracted by any of this than | am."

Sin scoffed at that. "Actually, having a half-trained newbie freak out before a
mission and refuse to explain why warrants me calling in an early abort. They prefer that

to a mission failed."

Boyd shook his head, his jaw set while he leveled a sharp-eyed stare that
bordered on a glare at the road. "Do what you must but if the mission is aborted, it
should not be on my account. | am perfectly capable of doing my part. Whether or not
you feel entitled to information that is none of your business is not my concern. | assure

you that none of this will affect the mission. That should be all that matters.”

"Oh, but it would be held on your account and even if you won't deign to fill your
partner in on your sudden stricken attacks of fear, you would have to fill in mother
dearest." Sin raised his eyebrows and leaned back against his seat. "She can figure out

why her little boy feels that he doesn't have to answer to his senior agent. If | were



someone who actually gave a shit about this mission, well, or any mission, you'd have

trouble."

Boyd's heart thumped at the thought of his mother finding out; of answering to
her. He looked out the driver's side window so Sin wouldn't have a chance to see any
vestiges of alarm that may make it to his eyes, but he couldn't stop the tension in his
shoulders and back. He was afraid of her finding out. If he let himself really think about
it, he was terrified. He didn't want to lose whatever tenuous chance he had at being
worthy in her eyes, but more than that he didn't want to see what she would do if she

became displeased.
He didn't know what to say to Sin.

He didn't want to have to keep talking about First Bank, forcing him to continually
dance around why the place had upset him in the first place. He wanted it all to
disappear back into the fog he'd fought so hard to gain over the years. The deadened
emptiness that had made it possible for him to be in that house, that bedroom, without

terrible or longing memories suffocating him.

In the silence that dragged, it became obvious that he didn't plan to answer. He
instead focused solely on where he was headed. There weren't really any other places
in the city that would be as devastating to inadvertently pass as Dauphin Street,
although at the moment he had to admit to himself he didn't want to go anywhere near
Crater Lake, either.

He worked on reorienting himself to their position. He saw the old Miller building
up ahead and realized with frustration that he'd let Sin engage him in a conversation he
didn't even want to have, to the point that he hadn't realized how close they were to the
destination. They had less than five minutes before they would arrive and they hadn't

even discussed the plan yet.

"It would behoove us to have a plan prior to entering," he said without looking

away from the road. "And we're nearly at our destination."



Sin didn't bother to respond, seeming to have already lost interest in Boyd.

"We don't know exactly where the information and the hostiles are within the
building. However, if the building is like many of the others in the area it is likely to have
two main exits, one in front and one off the alley. Given that many of the buildings in this
area used to be for commercial use, it is also likely to have a number of rooms in back
which once functioned as offices while there would be a larger showroom or lobby in

front."

Boyd's expression was as impassive as his voice as he slowed the car at the last
intersection before he had to turn onto the street that would take them by their target.
He stopped at a stop sign and since the street was abandoned and they were still a few

blocks away from the target building, he turned to face Sin fully.

"Obviously this information will not be known until we enter. However, to speed
the completion of the mission | suggest we split up, one entering in each entrance. If
you have a preference for alley or street side entrance, you're welcome to it. We'll keep
our comm units active and whoever is able to obtain the information first will alert the

other. We can then both retreat and meet at the car."

Sin flicked his gaze over to Boyd, nodding. His full mouth stretched into a

mockery of a smile and he inclined his head to Boyd as if in deference to his plan.

Satisfied that there didn't have to be a prolonged discussion about this, at least,
Boyd nodded. He drove them until they were a block away from the building and around

the corner out of sight. He parked the car and then looked at Sin. "Is your comm on?"
"Sure."

Boyd shook his head at the noncommittal answer and quietly opened the door.
"I'll see you back here," he said calmly. Sin didn't respond, which was unsurprising.

Boyd shut the door and moved toward the alley without looking back.

He approached the building slowly from the side, making sure to keep an eye out

for cameras or lookouts. It wasn't the type of building that would have had cameras



installed back when this area had been successful, prior to the war, and it appeared that
the hostiles hadn't installed their own system. He did see someone in the second floor
with a shotgun, leaning against the window and peering down. It looked to be a light-
skinned man in his mid-30's but that was all Boyd could tell.

He paused at the entrance to the alley and waited, watching the man. It seemed
as though with so few people in the building, there weren't enough people to fully man
all the positions. Or so he assumed when he saw the hostile yawn tiredly and, after
another scrutinizing look into the alley, walk away. Boyd could see his figure faintly
appearing and disappearing in the windows along the second floor as he headed toward

the front.

Boyd waited again, searching for any less telltale signs that someone was
watching, and he only moved forward when he was satisfied no one was. He moved
quickly and silently to the back door and ducked down behind a garbage dumpster,

waiting again to ensure he hadn't been seen.

After a few moments he slipped out from the hiding spot and moved to the door,
peeking in the windows. No one was inside within view. He tried the door and was
unsurprised to find it locked. He pulled out a lock-picking set and he set to work on the
lock. It didn't take long before he heard the faint click of the tumblers shifting. He paused
again, patiently waiting for any signs of discovery, and moved forward when he didn't
hear anything.

The door opened with only the faintest squeal which, after another long pause,
he determined hadn't attracted anyone's attention. He shut the door quietly behind him
and looked around. He was in a small area that in a house would have likely been
termed a mudroom. There was nothing in it but at one point it had probably held storage
of some sort. Off the room was a back hallway that hadn't been maintained in years.
The floor was uneven and the walls had water damage trailing down what had probably

once been white paint.



There were a few doors within view; two on each side and one at the end that he
presumed opened up to a larger space in the front of the building. There also looked to
be another hallway that intersected this one at the end. He moved along the wall,
keeping an eye in front and behind him for anyone. A few of the doors were partially
open and he headed to the first one on the right. He didn't hear anyone inside and
peeked in. The room was empty; literally. There was nothing inside at all, not even a
single chair. Obviously the information wasn't there so he went to the next room across
the hall. That one housed a partially broken old desk. He searched through the room

quickly and didn't see anything of use.

He moved on to the next room with little result and was just about to head toward
the fourth when he heard movement on the other side of the main door that he
presumed went to some sort of lobby. He'd been half paying attention to his comm unit
for any updates or warnings from Sin. He hadn't heard anything at all, which he'd
assumed meant Sin had not run into any problems yet. If Sin had gone in the front like
planned, he should have run into people which would have made noise, and may have
alerted Boyd to the situation up there.

Since he hadn't heard anything, he wasn't prepared when the door abruptly
opened and four faction 53 hostiles walked in. Boyd ducked back into the room
immediately but he wasn't quite fast enough to avoid being seen. He heard them call out
in surprise and within seconds the staccato burst of gunfire ripped into the open
doorway. Boyd kicked over the dilapidated desk and crouched behind it but he knew it

was going to be little help in the long run.

He heard the door to the main room bang open and more people flow in, and
when he tried to peek over the desk he had to duck down right away when bullets shot
by his head. He was only able to get the briefest glance which told him he was
surrounded. There were hostiles to the left and right of the door and at least one who
looked like he was setting up in the room across the hall. It was only going to be a
manner of minutes if not seconds until they realized no one was shooting back and they

moved in to execute him.



His heart was thumping despite himself and he could feel adrenaline start to sing
through his system. With the showering of gunfire, he wondered how long he could stay
here before even the meager cover he'd managed to find would no longer be enough.
His eyes narrowed as he realized that he should have brought the gun after all.

"South hallway,"” Boyd said into the comm unit. "I need backup.”

He didn't hear a response but he wasn't expecting one. He had to crouch down
as more bullets zipped past him. He could feel the impacts of the bullets against the
desk and knew it was only a matter of time before they weakened the structure enough
to start shooting through it.

There weren't a lot of hostiles but there were more than enough for Boyd to be

unable to handle them on his own, especially without a gun.

When there weren't any immediate signs of Sin showing up and when Boyd
heard the hostiles moving closer, his eyes narrowed and he tried to get as far away
from their aim as possible. He heard the door open and a new voice enter the fray,
barking orders above the gunfire for an update. It sounded like a man in charge had
arrived. When Boyd heard one of the hostiles say that so far they'd only seen one
intruder and there hadn't appeared to be return gunfire yet, and that the intruder was
caught in the room, Boyd felt fairly certain that Sin wasn't coming. Still, he hissed into

his comm unit just to be sure, "Where are you? They have me cornered."

There was no answer and he knew there wouldn't be one. Sin wasn't in the
building. He had probably never left the car. Boyd couldn't even be sure the man had

bothered to turn on his comm unit, given his lackadaisical 'sure' earlier.

On some level, it made him angry. What gave Sin the right to lecture him about
protocol and being reliable for the mission when he didn't bother doing anything

himself?

The man in charge said loudly, "Cease fire! Stop wasting ammo!"



The gunfire stopped and Boyd knew he was too outhnumbered to successfully
complete the mission. He could take on one or two people but not a whole group, even
if they weren't shooting at him. Without any backup, he was forced to retreat. He had a
flash-bang grenade with him that he'd brought in case he needed a diversion. He pulled
the pin and threw the grenade around the desk. He immediately squeezed his eyes
shut, turning away and plugging his ears. A cacophony of light and sound crashed
through the small room and startled sounds of pain chorused around him. He didn't wait
for them to recover. While their senses were still reeling, he ran to the old window and
broke the glass with his elbow. The small, jagged pieces left on the windowsill dug into
his hands as he hauled himself up and threw himself out the window. He hit the ground
hard, falling into a roll to distribute some of the impact. He'd barely stood when gunfire
erupted from the second floor. The lookout saw him.

His eyes narrowed as he dodged and weaved between obstacles that he used as
cover, and managed to run back the way he'd come. He knew it would only be so long

until the men inside recovered and came after him so he ran as fast as he could.

The Agency car was still there. Sin was turned away, and didn't bother to even
look over his shoulder at the sound of Boyd's running footsteps. It caused a renewal of
Boyd's frustrated anger. He could have been killed in there, and the mission had failed,

and Sin couldn't even be bothered to act as though he'd noticed.

When Boyd came up beside him he grabbed Sin's shoulder roughly, already

demanding, "What the hell were--"

Before he could process what was happening, his arm was wrenched violently
and he was spun around and pinned against the side of the car. For the second time
since they'd met, he found himself face to face with Sin as the other man locked his long

fingers around Boyd's throat.

Green eyes narrowed as Sin looked at him darkly. His fingers flexed slightly,

briefly cutting off air as the senior agent leaned in closer. For a breath they were nearly



nose to nose as those intense eyes bore into Boyd. But then the grip relaxed and Sin

released him, allowing him to crumple against the side of the car.
"Do not put your hands on me."

Boyd caught himself before he could fall. He glared at Sin, feeling more spurned
by the reaction than afraid. He could hear the sounds of pursuit closing in on them,
echoing faintly in the alley but growing louder. With a tightened jaw, he turned his back
on Sin and stalked around the car, opening the door with more force than necessary.
He barely waited for Sin to get in the car too before he sped off down the street, the

tires squealing in protest.

The high-pitched whip of bullets ricocheted off the pavement around them and he
heard the dull thud of one of the shots catching the back of the car. They turned the
corner and Boyd twisted the steering wheel to immediately catch the next turn. In the

rear view mirror he saw the hostiles swarming around the corner as they ran.

Cold frustration continued to stain Boyd's thoughts even after they'd made it
another two blocks and it seemed evident that no one was planning to pursue them in a
vehicle. He turned a sidelong, hard stare onto Sin.

"Don't put your hands on me like that, either,” he said flatly.

Sin didn't bother to reply, once again looking completely disinterested in his

existence.

Boyd wasn't ready to let this go, however. "What the hell were you doing back

there? Didn't you have your comm unit on?"
"What do you think?"

Boyd turned his narrowed eyes back to the road. He could feel tension settling
into his shoulders as they grew closer to the Agency. "Why didn't you even try? The

mission failed and we'll both be held accountable. Doesn't that bother you?"



Sin raised his dark eyebrows slightly. "The mission didn't need two people.

Perhaps you should have brought a gun.”

"What difference would that have made against so many armed hostiles?" Boyd
retorted. He didn't feel like acknowledging that Sin was right in any way when he was so

irritated with him. "It may have helped but it wouldn't have fixed everything."

At that, Sin turned and actually looked at him directly. "My, my," he drawled
slowly, shaking his head. "Who exactly was it that trained you, out of curiosity? They
should put termination down on their day calendar if you are their final rank 9 product.”

Boyd's glare turned icy and shifted back to the road. "Not all of us were born
superhuman,” he said coldly. "It's my first mission and | expected my partner to be

where he said he would be. Apparently that was a mistake."

"Relying on anyone is a mistake. If you weren't taught that, you are more
misinformed and ridiculous than | thought. This mission was a joke. If you aren't even
capable of performing adequately on it, you won't last much longer whether it's me who

snaps your neck or not."
"Is that what you want? Another failed attempt at a partner to stain your record?"

Sin scoffed at that, green eyes moving over him scornfully before sliding away.
"Don't speak as though you know anything about me. And this partnership will fail
regardless, judging from what I've seen today. You have the amazing ability to be both
arrogant and completely stupid simultaneously."”

"How am | stupid?" Boyd asked with an edge.

"When have you shown intelligence?" was the flat retort. "No gun. The bizarre
notion that you have superior knowledge on how to approach a mission. The
assumption that withholding information from your partner and senior agent is
acceptable. The even more ridiculous assumption that if anyone else was here, they

would have allowed any of this to go on. If someone were here who actually gave a fuck



about these missions, | assure you, they would have handed you your ass before calling

in an abort and writing up a detailed report of your ineptitude.”

Boyd's fingers dug into the steering wheel. He couldn't fully discount Sin's points
and that annoyed him even more, along with the reminder of what had happened on

Dauphin Street.

"And you plan not to?" he challenged. "So far you've spent your time mocking
me, ignoring me, or threatening to kill me. If you have such a problem with me I'd think

you'd love the chance to tell your superiors.”
"You'll die regardless. What's the point."

Boyd looked at him sidelong. Without anything to respond, he let the moment fall

into silence.

The rest of the ride felt at once too long and too short. When they returned, Sin
walked away without a word and Boyd went in and wrote the mission report alone.
There wasn't a good way to word that he'd failed on his first mission so he was
unsurprised when he was called up to his mother's office within the hour after the report

was submitted.

Ann announced his presence and let him into Vivienne's room, shutting the door
behind him. He stood back by the door, his back straight and face expressionless,
although he felt a worm of doubt inside him at the ice cold stare she leveled at him. It
felt like she could see through him, right down to the depth of his soul, and she didn't

see anything worthwhile in the process.
"Sit down." Her words were clipped.

Boyd obeyed immediately. He walked further into the room and silently sat in the
chair across the desk from her.



Her lips were thin and eyes narrowed. She sat forward, her fingers interwoven
and clenched as they rested on the desk. "I had low expectations of you yet even | did

not anticipate such a resounding failure."

There was the briefest lull that told Boyd he was supposed to respond. He felt the

doubt expand into uncertainty. "Mother, I--"
"Inspector,” she corrected him shortly, her stare narrowing into a glare.

"Inspector,” he amended. "The situation was such that it required two people. |
did request backup but | didn't receive it."

"A convenient explanation,” Vivienne said dismissively with a faint hint of disgust.
She leaned back and turned ice blue eyes on her laptop, typing a few short, quick keys
with one hand and briefly glancing at whatever came up on screen. "You did not bring a

gun on the mission."
Boyd hesitated the briefest moment before he agreed. "No."
"Were you not advised to bring one prior to the mission?"
"l was," Boyd had to acknowledge.
"Was the reason for the recommendation not in case of a gunfight?"
"It was," Boyd replied tonelessly.

He watched her with no particular expression even though he had to wonder how
she knew all this. Then again, she'd probably found out through checking the artillery
records and, if they had it, surveillance.

"And was a gunfight not what caused this catastrophic failure?"

"It was," Boyd replied, and forged ahead before she could say anything else.
"However, it should be noted that even if I'd been armed with a gun | still would have

been forced to retreat without backup. | was vastly outnumbered.”



"Ineptitude is not an acceptable excuse," she said shortly. She turned to him, her
hand moving away from the keyboard to rest on the desk. "What was the nature of your

incident prior to the mission?"

Boyd's heart jolted and his stomach clenched with dread. There it was; the
guestion he'd been fearing. His expression remained closed off, although tension

moved into his back. "l don't--"

"What could possibly have upset you to the point of causing a distraction?" she
continued sharply.

He watched her evenly, not knowing what to say. If she knew about the incident
she probably knew what it had been about. Still, he wondered how she knew. Sin

obviously hadn't written a report and he hadn't said anything about it in his own.

She gave him an unimpressed look. "All Agency vehicles are equipped with
surveillance. There is always a thorough investigation following a failed mission, in part
because agents have been known to lie to obscure their own mistakes." The last part

was said pointedly.

Boyd's jaw twitched but he couldn't say anything in response to that. Sin never
had to write it in a report; Boyd damned himself by just being in the car. No doubt if they
had surveillance they also had GPS. There was no point in trying to pretend that the

incident had happened anywhere other than by First Bank.

She waited a heartbeat for him to respond with excuses that never came.
Disappointment and distaste were clear in her eyes and she leaned back in her chair. "I
was under the impression that you were past that. Are you so pathetic that you are
incapable of ignoring something so irrelevant to the present? Must you continuously be

so weak as to cause embarrassments?"

"l apologize, Inspector," he said tonelessly, his stomach clenching at her words.

"It will not happen again."



"Are you so certain?" she asked coldly, arching her eyebrows. She leaned
forward, her attention zeroing in on him intimidatingly. "I have my doubts that you are
trustworthy in that regard. You have already proven yourself weak and susceptible in
the past. | nominated you based upon the impression that you were suitably
emotionless, yet you have proven already that you are incapable of success. It lends

the question of what | should do with you."

The words caused a spike of distress from deep down inside him; a guttural
reaction that he couldn't quite stop from making to his face. His skin paled and his
eyebrows twitched down. He suspected a flash of fear made it to his eyes and the way

her eyes narrowed told him it had.

"There are options available. We have facilities that would be ideal to give you an
opportunity to recover from your lapse. Time need not be a factor. Is that what you

wish?"

His breath caught briefly as he automatically thought back despite himself.
Expanding darkness and eyes glinting in the corner. Wounded ghosts hovering over him
and chafing pain. Screaming until the metallic taste of blood was familiar in this throat.

"No," he said quietly.

"Then | suggest you put more effort into this or | will enact a solution that you will
find to be very undesirable,” she said coolly. She arched an eyebrow. "Is that

understood?"
"Yes, Inspector."

"I am watching you," she said, her tone only turning colder. "l will be quite
disappointed if you continue to embarrass me. My reputation in part will be affected by
your performance. If you are incompetent, it reflects poorly on me. | have worked too
hard in this organization to have a child bring me disgrace simply because he is

unwilling to function as expected. Do not make me regret the nomination."”



"l won't, Inspector,” he said more quietly. He wanted to look away from her but he
didn't; her ice blue eyes seemed to suck him in. Or maybe it was simply that she had
looked at him so infrequently in his life that he felt unwilling to look away first on the few
times when she did.

She stared hard at him, scrutinizing every bit of him. His eyes, his expression, his
body language, his posture... As if she were assessing him for some sort of test in

which he didn't know the criteria for passing. It was disconcerting.

At length, she leaned back and looked away from him, focusing on her laptop

again.
"Dismissed," she said curtly.

He left, a non-expression on his face even as he felt dread gnawing at him
nauseatingly. He didn't want her to have to follow through with the threat. He only hoped
that it wasn't tied in solely to failing missions but rather making certain he didn't let his

own weakness be the reason for the failure.

Even though he had to acknowledge that much of the failure of this mission was
his own fault, he still felt somewhat angry with Sin. Although it was true he should have
brought a gun, in truth it wouldn't have mattered. There was no way he could have
finished the mission on his own without any sort of distraction or backup. He'd been

training for a few months to be an agent but a few months couldn't create miracles.

It wasn't surprising to have failed the first mission. In fact, David had told him the
vast majority of people did. It was not uncommon at all and yet Boyd was the sole

person being blamed.
How was it all his fault?

The brief moment of fear on Dauphin Street hadn't carried over into the mission.
He'd put it behind him so it shouldn't have been used against him. It was frustrating. He
had to acknowledge that some of his anger was tied into the fact that because of this,

he could be sent to a fate he wanted to avoid at all costs.



His eyes narrowed faintly and as he strode out of the Tower, he made a vow to

himself not to make a similar mistake again.



Chapter 6

Boyd fell, the cement hard and cold against his knees. He let his hair cover his
face, keeping his expression carefully blank despite the way the handcuffs were making
his arm muscles seize up after staying in the same position for too long. A door
slammed shut behind him and there was the very decisive echo of a lock falling in

place.

He sat back on his feet, shifting so he could sit against the wall and lean his head
back. His fingers dug into his back but he ignored it as he stared blankly at the ceiling,

considering his options.

Although Sin had accompanied him on the mission, he knew not to expect any

reinforcement.
Even after a month, he didn't trust Sin.

He was still completely unable to figure anything out about the man. He'd
concluded that a great amount of the attitude Sin displayed was an act, but exactly to

what extent was still murky.

He didn't like that he couldn't understand what Sin was thinking because it took
away some of his own power from the situation. Without Sin's motivations being clear,
he would always have the potential to be unpredictable which meant he couldn't be
trusted. If or when Sin may determine that his interest in this entire partnership had
waned he could abruptly decide to end it on his own terms.

There was nothing at the moment to imply that was necessarily going to happen.
Sin was as uncooperative as ever but over the last month there had been minor shifts.
Lately it seemed to intrigue or at least amuse Sin to follow Boyd's progress. Boyd
shifted and stretched his legs in front of him. At least the missions had been going a
little more smoothly, in that he had been succeeding more than he'd been failing. A lot
of that had to do with the nature of the missions in General Carhart's unit. Much of it so

far centered around stealth, undercover work or Intel gathering; all things Boyd excelled



at. The first time they were assigned to storm a base, his luck would run out. Until then,
he had vowed to do his best and since his mother had not brought him in for another
lecture, it seemed to be working. As long as he could continue down this path until the
inevitable day he died, that was all he could hope for.

Still, this mission especially was one he didn't want to fail. It was a follow-up,
making up for his abysmal failure of a first mission. The small offshoot of faction 53 had
relocated to a larger base in an abandoned recreation center in the middle of a park in
Carson, the next city over. The goal of the mission remained the same: retrieve
information with the intent of locating the main base. The difference was there were at
least twice as many people here and they were more actively recruiting. And it was
harder to infiltrate; a fact he'd known from the start but had been thoroughly
underscored once he'd gotten captured. The concrete was cold even through his
clothing and he wondered how long it would be until they came to interrogate him. No
doubt they expected him to be terrified by now. He was wary and uncertain more than
anything, although there was a tinge of fear involved in the unknown. His weapons were
all taken from him and although he would be able to get free of the handcuffs, he wasn't
versed in fighting multiple hostiles at once. He could probably handle two to three
people at most if they came at him and were not extremely adept. But most of his
training had been one-on-one combat and most of the missions so far had ended with

him having to only sporadically engage in combat, primarily on his way out.

He hadn't been captured before and he didn't know what to expect. Would they
attempt to torture him? Would they simply kill him outright? What were their plans? How
much did they know? Did any of them recognize him from the first botched mission? He
hadn't seen anyone he recognized but then he'd barely seen anyone on that first
mission since he'd spent most of the time ducking and dodging. They, on the other

hand, would have had a better chance to see him as he ran away.

Even if he got his hands free, what could he do if several of them came at him at
once? What if they discovered he was free and just bound him again; better this time?



This situation created doubt in the back of his mind. It made him wonder if he
was potentially in over his head, and whether this would end up failing. And what,
exactly, the Agency would do if he failed two missions with the same goal. Would his
mother follow through with her threat?

His eyes narrowed and he looked away, tension strong in his shoulders.
He needed a plan.

If they were going to appear in the doorway with machine guns they leveled at
him, for instance, it would be nice if he were no longer in the cell. Although he wore a
bullet-resistant bodysuit beneath his clothing, it didn't make him impervious to rapid and

repeated fire. Especially not at unprotected areas like his feet and head.

Disguising it as rolling the kinks out of his neck, Boyd carefully looked around the
room for any surveillance equipment. The room had probably once been a storage room
of some sort since it wasn't insulated. Faction 53 appeared to have retrofitted it so it

would work better as a jail.

Unless faction 53 discovered how to hide cameras in a smooth concrete floor,
metal door, or a single old pipe run across the ceiling near the door and brick walls, then

he was currently not enough of a threat level to warrant supervision.

That was good. They distrusted him but, like most people who judged him based
on his looks, they underestimated him. Since that worked to his advantage, it never
bothered him when people did that.

Even knowing that he was unwatched, Boyd shifted his weight against the wall
and still held some pretense in case he was simply unaware of it. The hostiles had
removed his weapons, but what they didn't realize was that Boyd held such blatant
weapons as a gun and tonfa in a normal place like a belt holster for a reason. It deluded
people into thinking that it was all he had. If he hid things, they would be more likely to

do a thorough search, expecting him to be devious.



For instance, they left the safety pin inserted beneath the belt on the back of his
coat, as well as the one behind a button at the top. And, secure in his seeming lack of
strength and the fact they were throwing him into a cell, they'd used single-locked
peerless handcuffs. It took a little maneuvering to remove the safety pin from the belt,
but he managed it after a few seconds of fumbling. He popped it open unseeingly, all

the while watching the door for any sign of movement.

Finding the little hole near the lock on the handcuffs took some maneuvering,
since he couldn't see what he was doing. Eventually, he felt the pin give way and slide
into the mechanism, between the cuff and the teeth. He shoved it in with his other
thumb and, with more fumbling and shifting of the pin, the handcuff clicked open. He let
that cuff hang open on his wrist and, being sure to keep his back against the wall to hide
the movement, he popped open the other cuff the same way.

Sliding the safety pin back onto the inner part of his coat's belt, he heard
movement echoing down the hallway outside the room. He made sure the handcuffs
were unlocked but still loose around his wrists so it wouldn't be obvious he'd freed
himself.

The door opened, a man standing in the doorway with two hostiles backing him
up. They were fanned behind the man for cover and they had their guns drawn. As soon
as they saw Boyd sitting calmly against the far wall, arms behind his back and
seemingly still under their control, they lowered their guns.

The man in front looked to be in his mid-forties, with dark brown hair and eyes
that matched. He didn't look away from Boyd from the moment the door opened. His

eyebrows rose a hint, his lips lifting on the edges.

He strode into the room and stopped in front of Boyd, staring down at him while
Boyd simply stared up in return. The two guards left the door open but they didn't move,
watching with sharp eyes. Boyd determined he would do best to bide his time for the

moment.

"Stand up,” the man ordered.



Boyd didn't move and the man didn't seem surprised. Without warning, he kicked
Boyd violently in the stomach, causing Boyd to release a pained hiss and slouch

forward. Fingers grabbed a chunk of his hair and he was dragged to a stand.

He'd barely straightened before the hand switched to holding his throat and
shoving him against the wall. A fist slammed into his stomach where he'd been kicked.
Boyd grit his teeth and let out a pained moan; partially because it hurt but mostly
because he knew the man expected it. He would do best to appear weak and

nonthreatening.

"l told you to stand up," the man growled near Boyd's ear when Boyd slouched

forward.

The man hit Boyd again a few times in quick succession, apparently intent on
exerting his domination of the situation right away. Boyd took the punches with pained
gasps and made sure to slump in the man's hold. At length, the man unceremoniously
dropped him to the floor. Boyd hit the cement with a groan and made sure to keep his

hands tilted toward the wall.

He heard movement and slit his eyes in the direction of the door, watching
through a messy fall of long blond hair. One of the hostiles was looking at his watch with
a frown and then peered down the hallway. A quiet and quick conversation passed

between the guards and one of them started to pivot as if to leave.

"You gonna be okay, John?" the guard asked and the man in the cell nodded,

looking down at Boyd.
"No problem. Shouldn't take me too long with this one."

The guard nodded and left. The one who stayed behind started to shut the door.
"I'll be out here, then. Let me know when you're done."

John chuckled darkly and glanced over his shoulder. "What's wrong? | thought

you were over being squeamish."”



The guard just grimaced.

John smirked and turned back to Boyd while the door swung shut behind him. He
didn't seem concerned with the idea of being stuck in a cell with Boyd. It didn't take a lot
of courage to be unafraid of a man half his weight, seemingly shackled and weaponless,
Boyd thought darkly.

"So0," John said with quirked eyebrows, looming over Boyd curled on his side.

"Who are you?"

Boyd didn't answer and John kicked him so hard in the stomach that his body hit
the wall. Pain exploded across his torso and arms and Boyd coughed when he fell to

the floor again.
"l said, who are you?" he repeated dangerously.

"James," Boyd wheezed, grimacing and using that to cover that he was watching
John through his eyelashes, determining when he should strike. He thought it would be
best to wait since the guard outside was mostly likely going to listen for trouble at first

and, hearing none, would eventually relax.

"See, that wasn't so bad, was it?" John stepped closer, pushing Boyd onto his
back and pressing one heavy, booted foot on his stomach. The pressure was in the

area he'd been punched and kicked; his bruised muscles ached sharply with the weight.

"But it wasn't what | meant. What are you doing here?" he continued, staring

down at Boyd darkly.
Boyd shook his head and didn't answer.

John lifted his foot and slammed his heel down into Boyd's stomach. Boyd

gasped in pain.

"Are you going to make me repeat myself every time?"



Boyd grit his teeth and shook his head again, although he made it unclear as to

whether he was responding to John's question or just trying to deny the situation.
John smirked, seemingly pleased by Boyd's lack of cooperation.

"What's your affiliation?" John demanded, punctuating his questions with quick
kicks that didn't let Boyd catch his breath in between. "Who sent you? What are you

doing here?"

When John paused, Boyd coughed violently. Pain was sharp and distracting but
he ignored it. He let himself fall on his side in a position that gave him some leverage.
He calculated that enough time had probably passed. When he looked at John through
his hair he judged by the man's body language and expression that he felt fully in

control and didn't expect Boyd to fight back.

Boyd struck before John even knew what hit him. Bracing partially against the
wall, Boyd suddenly snapped his foot out, knocking John's legs out from beneath him.
The larger man let out a startled noise and started to topple, and Boyd was on him
immediately. He flicked the handcuffs off his wrists and dropped on top of John,

smothering John's mouth with one hand so he couldn't cry out.

John's eyes widened for a fraction of a second but he immediately started to fight
back, trying to throw Boyd off him. Boyd braced himself against the floor, flipping John
over onto his stomach and cinching the handcuffs tightly around his wrists. He didn't
bother asking John any questions because he knew the other man wouldn't answer. It

would only give John clues as to his whereabouts once he left the room.

Instead, he grabbed John by the back of the head and slammed his face straight
into the floor. There was a cracking sound and blood spurted out, combined with John's
growled, "Fuck!" Boyd guessed he'd broken John's nose.

Without giving the man a chance to regain control of the situation by using his
heavier weight, Boyd jerked John up and braced himself against the floor again, this

time holding John up just enough for a choke hold. John jerked and struggled, trying to



roll or buck Boyd off, but Boyd compensated for the movements and only dug his arm
harder into John's windpipe. It wasn't long until John's struggling became more sluggish

and, ultimately, he slumped in Boyd's hands.

Boyd let him drop to the floor unconscious and then rolled him onto his side so
he wouldn't drown in his own blood. He searched the man's body for anything of use.
He grabbed some keys, a radio, and the red band on his upper arm that identified him
as a faction 53 member. He took a moment to tie the band around his own arm and
then walked to the door and knocked.

"Done already?" the guard called out, his voice muffled through the heavy metal
door. Boyd heard the clanking of the key turning and the door opening. He stood at an
angle that would give him the best advantage and waited until the right moment: when
the man had opened the door enough for Boyd to get out and just as he was looking

inside. Just before he would see his fallen comrade.

Boyd moved in close and struck with quick, precise movements, slamming his
palm up into the guard's jaw and following up with a strike to the side of his neck. The
older man started to stumble back and Boyd moved with him, stealing the rifle slung

across his back and slamming the butt of it against his head.

The guard slumped and Boyd caught him before he made too much of a noise in
the hallway. He dragged the guard's body into the cell and stole anything that looked of
use from him as well. Then, he walked out of the cell and firmly shut the door behind

him, making sure it locked.

With a glance up and down the hallway to reorient himself and ensure no one
was around, Boyd took off in a half jog, half stride. Fortunately he'd memorized the
blueprints of the area, since the building had been renovated from a rec center for the
abandoned park. He was displeased that they'd stolen his tonfa and was disappointed
that the guard hadn't had anything suitable to replace it. Too many people relied solely

on guns.



It wasn't hard moving relatively unseen through the building even though it wasn't
terribly large. Something he'd learned quickly as an agent was that people tended not to
guestion someone who walked with purpose and seemed like they knew exactly where

they were going.

With the red band around his arm and a gun at his back like everyone else, and
with his black clothing that hid any blood or bruises, it was a simple case of casually
turning his head or letting his hair hide his face as he moved through the hideout. There
were more people here which worked to his advantage; the likelihood of them knowing
everyone was diminished compared to the small safe house he'd tried to infiltrate on his

first mission.

It didn't take him long to find the computer room. They had partial information
from an informant regarding the layout of the place. There was only one person inside,
since the building was supposed to be on lock down and news of a prisoner likely hadn't
traveled that fast. Even if it had, he hadn't received any indication yet from the radio or
the behavior of the hostiles around him that implied it had been discovered that he'd

escaped.

Boyd walked into the room and when the woman glanced over her shoulder at
him he smiled and made an inane comment to disarm her, acting as though he was in
there on business. She started to look away and he hit her hard on the head at an angle

to incapacitate her quickly.

She didn't even let out a startled noise; she simply slumped to the side. He
caught her before she could land on the equipment, and he sat her back up in the chair

so if anyone walked in it would seem at first glance that she was just sitting there.

He moved quickly, rolling her out of the way so he could crouch over the
computer and access the information he needed. He copied it all onto a memory card
and kept an equal eye on the door, making sure no one else was coming. The network
the hostiles had wasn't as fast as it could have been but even so it wasn't a long wait

until a window on the screen informed him that the copy was complete. He erased all



indication that he'd been there and rolled the woman back in front of the computer. Then
he secured the memory card back in the hiding spot in the back of his belt buckle and
left.

He was calm as he walked through the building, acting perfectly casual, as if he
had every right to be there. He only received one or two odd looks but the confidence
he displayed caused the people's gazes to inevitably slide away with only the faintest
quizzical furrow of their eyebrows. Intel suggested that faction 53 had been recruiting a

decent amount of people lately so a new face certainly wasn't unusual.

Boyd was just passing through the front door when someone suddenly yelled that
a prisoner had escaped. It would be obvious that something was wrong if he walked
right out after such a declaration, but he wasn't about to push his luck by running around
all night pretending to be a hostile until someone realized he really wasn't who he said

he was.

He slipped outside and at first thought he may have gotten away. But as he
moved quickly across the expanse of open space before he reached the trees that
surrounded one edge of the property, he heard commotion inside. He moved faster but
didn't start to run in case he was under surveillance and they didn't know yet who he
was. Just as he was disappearing into the shadows of the trees, he heard the main door
open and someone yell out that a person who matched the description of the escapee
had just left the building.

Boyd immediately slipped into the forest, using the trees as cover. He broke into
a run, no longer having need to be casual. He could hear people shouting orders to look

for him and knew that the forest would be a place they would look pretty quickly.

Soon, he heard pursuit behind him. It only sounded like two or three people but
when one of them shouted that they thought they saw him ahead, Boyd's eyes

narrowed. Sometimes his pale skin and blond hair did not work to his advantage.

Boyd ran as fast as he could but the woods were unfamiliar to him and, being

unaccustomed to forests, he also found it more difficult to navigate at night. There were



too many dips and bumps hidden by foliage and on a half moon night the amount of

light that filtered through the canopy was minimal.

He realized at one point that he wouldn't be able to outrun them when they had
probably traversed these woods many times. When he concluded that he couldn't take
entirely evasive actions, he decided to go about this a different way. He slowed to a
stop and hid in the shadows to see if they would pass him by. It was worth a try but they
stopped right around where he had, likely having noted the lack of footsteps ahead of
them. Boyd knew it would only be a matter of time before they saw him lurking there
and they'd notice movement if he tried to slip away, so instead he made noise as he

broke into the small clearing they were in.
Two men were there. Guns were leveled at his head and chest immediately.

Panting for breath, Boyd raised his hands to show he held no weapons. The rifle
remained hanging over his shoulder. "What the hell's your problem?" he demanded
breathlessly. "l saw the intruder running this way so | came after him. Don't aim your

guns at me; go after him instead."
"Nice try," one of the men said with a sneer.

"You're the intruder," the second man said firmly. "And you're just lucky we've

been told to bring you back alive or you would've been dead twelve times over by now."

Boyd stared at him for a moment, as if he thought him stupid. "Are you an idiot? |
joined a month ago. Look." He tilted just enough so they could see the band on his arm.

"We know what you look like," was the unmoved reply. "I saw you being dragged

down to the prison in handcuffs half an hour ago."

Considering this, Boyd figured there was no point standing there arguing. The
rest of the hostiles could be on their way and he knew he wouldn't be able to get away

once they appeared.



Without warning, Boyd dropped to the ground, where the darkness of the night
helped cover him. The two men clearly hadn't been expecting it because one of them

made a noise of surprise and the other started to look down.

Not waiting for them to get their act together, Boyd rolled to the side and swiped
one man's legs from beneath him. As the man crashed to the ground, Boyd slammed
him on the head with his rifle butt. The man groaned but didn't fall unconscious. Boyd

had to scramble away just as the second man shot in his direction.

Twirling, Boyd jumped up behind him and kicked him squarely in the back,
knocking him forward enough that he stumbled and lost his balance. Boyd was in his
personal space in a blink, his rifle swinging around and slamming into the gunman's

face so hard that his head snapped to the side with a crack.

The man fell to the ground and Boyd twirled around just as the first man was
staggering to his feet. Boyd kicked him back against the tree and hit him across the
head with the rifle again. When the man started to fall, Boyd dropped the rifle and
followed it up with a hard chop against the back of the man's neck. The man collapsed,

unmoving.

It was all over relatively quickly and silently, aside from the single crack of gunfire
which could draw attention from other hostiles. The sound had been muffled by the
forest but he didn't know if it would have muffled it enough. He grabbed one of the rifles

just in case and took off running.

Even running, it took him a few minutes to navigate successfully through the
woods, a task made more difficult by the dark of night. He'd been born and raised in this
city and as a child he'd wandered around many areas with his best friend. He had no
problems with buildings and streets and remembering directions in those settings. He
could be in a building one time and remember directions. He could see blueprints before
he went into a building and know how to properly navigate, building a 3D image in his

mind that he could spin around and turn and always know where he was.



But when every direction seemed to be filled with the same view of tree trunks

and leaves that blocked out any reference points beyond, he got confused.

It was stupid and he wouldn't admit it to anyone, but he actually felt a spike of
uncertainty as he felt like he'd been running and running with no end in sight. He started
wondering if he'd gotten turned around. Was he running straight back toward enemy
territory? Would he burst right back out into a clearing and find hostiles surrounding him

with guns he couldn't evade this time? He couldn't be that confused, could he?

He was starting to grow worried when he finally ran through an area with thinner
canopies, affording him a much-needed glimpse of the half-broken buildings rising
beyond the park. He reoriented himself in his mind based on the angle of the buildings
and kept going. It wasn't long before he burst out of the park area and back into the

more familiar urban streets.

He hadn't actually been that far off, which was a relief since he didn't want to
have to run another few blocks because he got stupid when a bunch of trees

surrounded him.

This area of the city was largely abandoned, although there were still lights
flickering in windows here and there. Faction 53 had likely chosen this location because
of that; because it was removed from the general populace and gatherings would be

less noticeable. The kind of area where gunfire went unreported.

Once he was back in urban territory, he had no troubles easily navigating to the
meeting point. As he reached the vicinity, he slowed down. He approached the corner

and checked around first to ensure he wasn't being watched or followed.

He was breathing so hard that he couldn't even hear his thundering heartbeat,
and his limbs tingled. His torso ached furiously, something he noticed more when he'd
stopped running and he was less focused. His ribs burned and his fingers felt less
strong than usual. He tried to be as quiet as possible until he determined that no
hostiles were around. Satisfied, he slid through the shadows and approached the

vehicle.



As per their new routine, Sin was sitting in the driver's seat waiting. On a larger
mission with a bigger team, it would be customary for the team leader to wait in the
vehicle to run the mission and make sure everyone was on point. It didn't apply for their
partnership since there was only two of them; Sin was needed in the field not the van.

Vivid green eyes flicked over Boyd's disheveled form as he climbed into the van.

"Surprisingly impressive," he commented idly, starting the engine.

Boyd shut the door and paused as he was about to toss the rifle in back. He
looked over at Sin with faintly narrowed eyes, trying to determine if that had been some
sort of veiled slight. Judging by Sin's expression and tone, it had been a simple

statement with no negative undertones.

That caught Boyd off-guard, since it was the first time Sin had said anything
positive to him related to a mission. It had never been something Boyd had been clear
about as to whether Sin simply sat in the vehicle the whole time waiting or whether he

got out to explore.
"Were you watching?" Boyd asked after a moment.

Sin didn't answer immediately and glanced in the rear view mirror briefly. His
gaze narrowed before sweeping back to the windshield as if he sensed something or
was looking for something. Despite the fact that he didn't accompany Boyd on the
assignments, he was always diligent about ensuring that they were not followed upon
leaving whatever area they had been in. As cynical he was about the trial partnership

and his own future as an agent, Sin still protected the integrity of their covert nature.

He shifted the car into drive and guided them off the street. His gaze remained
intent on the darkness that pressed in on them from the outside. Streetlights in this
forgotten neighborhood had long since died out.

They returned to the highway with no signs of a tail. For several moments it

seemed as though the question had been ignored and forgotten.



Boyd went about ensuring the safety was on the rifle before he twisted to stow it
out of the way behind his seat. His torso screamed at the movement and he winced
briefly, thinking that he should have been more careful about that. He was belatedly
fastening his seatbelt after having returned to a normal sitting position when Sin spoke.

"l was observing."

Boyd looked over, absently tightening the belt across his lap. His eyebrows

twitched down faintly. "Why?"
"To observe you."

"Obviously," Boyd said mildly. "You didn't initially observe me, though. What

changed?"
"l figured you'd be dead by now. It's surprising and I'm very rarely surprised.”

Boyd watched Sin for a moment, trying to get a read on the man and, as always,
coming up with so many conflicting signals that he may as well have drawn a blank. He

didn't think he would ever get used to the enigma that Sin represented.

Since it was one of the few times Sin seemed to be talking to him in some form
without it being laced with barbed insults or sarcastic pet names that irritated Boyd to no

end, it made him consider the comment a little more seriously.

"What do you think, then?" Boyd realized that he actually was curious about what

Sin thought of his performance.

Conversation was a relatively new development, especially since little had
changed between them since the first mission. Still, Boyd had realized quickly that if this
partnership was going to function on any level, he had to put in more effort to at least

appear to be reasonable.

In truth, Sin couldn't be blamed for having thought poorly of Boyd based on that
first mission. After his anger had cooled, he'd realized he hadn't performed impressively.

So Boyd acted more social and agreeable, even during times when he felt like being



contrary instead. It seemed to be the best course of action to encourage Sin's

cooperation.

"l think that you're less likely to die as easily as | first thought,” Sin replied
cryptically and unhelpfully. That seemed to be the end of his analysis until a smirk
crossed his full mouth and his green eyes flicked over to Boyd. "Until we're assigned a
mission that requires a lot of combat, anyway. The likelihood of you surviving a storm on

your own is slim to none."

"It's possible | would surprise you on storms as well,” Boyd replied, mostly as a
reason to keep Sin talking. "Although, the difficulty of such missions is why we're

supposed to be partners..."
Sin returned his stare to the road and didn't reply.

Boyd waited a few moments to see if Sin would respond and it quickly became
obvious he didn't intend to say anything. Still, Boyd didn't look away. In the past he may
have let it drop but the fact that Sin had been talking to him at all made him reticent to

give up this chance to understand at least something about the other man.

"Why are you still so resistant?" Boyd asked, eyebrows drawing down slightly
while he searched Sin's expression for any hint of what he was thinking. "The issues
that arose on the first mission haven't been repeated. | understand that we didn't have a
good first impression and you haven't had the best track record with previous partners
but I'm not them. | don't understand what I've personally done to warrant you being so

unwilling to cooperate.”

This time when Sin's vivid green eyes flicked over to him, there was a definite
surprised element to his typically bland expression. His lips parted slightly, dark
eyebrows drawing together slightly. After a moment he shrugged his broad shoulders.
"Oh, I don't have a reason. I'm just making this up as | go because I'm insane and all of
that."



Boyd gave Sin an unmoved look. "We both know that isn't true. If you don't want

to answer the question, say so. There's no need to lie."

The other man's mouth quirked up slightly. He seemed to debate not answering
because he was silent for a long moment, his long fingers loosely wrapped around the
steering wheel as he drove. In the end, he seemed to find no reason not to reply

although his expression had quickly returned to its typical unreadable state.

"For someone who allegedly was content to stare blankly at people and not talk
for the better part of their training, you are certainly chatty at the moment."

Boyd shrugged. He shifted his feet in front of him, stretching them out and trying

to readjust his position so it put less pressure on his pained ribs.

"l don't see the point in talking for the sake of talking, and prior to today | had little
to say to you." He tilted his head enough to look over at Sin sidelong, his expression
impassive and tone simple. "You seemed content to ignore or belittle me and | had

nothing to contribute to that."
"Well, | still don't particularly like you, if that helps you in shutting up.”
"That's fine. | don't particularly like you, either,” Boyd said, unperturbed.

His back was continuing to bother him and he finally reached down to let the seat
fall back into a more reclined position. It helped a little bit but he was going to have to
visit the med wing just to make sure he hadn't acquired anything more than unpleasant

bruises.

"However," Boyd added idly as an observation, "for someone with a reputation of

being unafraid of confrontation, it's interesting that you keep evading simple questions."

Sin scoffed and accelerated as they moved into a higher speed limit zone. "I
don't need to answer to you or explain my reasoning to you. | don't have any desire to

even have a conversation with you. It's not my problem how curious you are."



Boyd looked at Sin sidelong, studying his features. Sin looked wholly
unimpressed and when it became evident that he wasn't going to say anything further,
Boyd looked away. He tilted his head back against the seat and closed his eyes, letting

silence fall between them.

He thought about how Sin had actually talked to him for a change and then how
obvious it was that he was no longer interested. He still didn't understand the man. But
this was the first time he'd had a glimpse of something that he thought, given enough
information, he could eventually figure out. And while on one level it only created more
guestions, it also showed that maybe there would eventually be some answers involved

as well.

The rest of the nearly hour long trip was spent in silence which neither of them
bothered to break. Boyd had no interest in forcing conversation on someone and he had
nothing to talk about anyway. The few times Boyd glanced at Sin out of the corner of his
eye, the senior agent's expression wasn't any more readable than it typically was and it

didn't take long for Boyd to stop looking at all.

When they returned to the Agency, the usual routine played out; Sin left without
appearing to have any intentions of writing a report, and Boyd wrote and submitted his
report immediately. Boyd visited the med wing and was told that there was nothing

permanent; just some bruises and stretched muscles.

When he left the med wing and started across the courtyard, he got the usual
curious and sidelong stares. As he left, he received notice that the debriefing would be

in a few hours.

The room was surprisingly comfortable, with high-backed chairs that didn't
squeak no matter the abuse they took. An opaque dark glass table commanded the
center of the room, shining in the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. There was a
touchscreen computer embedded at the head of the table which was used for typical

functions as well as control of the projected holographs that at times erupted from the



center of the table. It was a useful tool and one that was utilized in the discussion of

specific people, locations and maps.

Five people sat around the table, the same who had attended each debriefing
before. The unit Boyd and Sin were involved with was highly confidential, to the point
that other than Marshal Connors, Boyd's mother and Sin, there was probably no one
else other than those in the room who even knew what truly happened on the missions.
While the entire organization was clandestine to the highest degree, the Janus unit was
cloaked even from other operatives for fear of a double agent giving information to
Janus' elusive leaders. While the other divisions in the Agency dealt with terrorism, Intel
gathering and other special operations, the priority of the Marshal and the powers that

be was clearly putting a stop to Janus.

Boyd sat up straight in his chair as he stared blankly at the screen. As usual,
General Carhart sat at the front of the table, speaking to Jeffrey the analyst, whose
black hair was always perfectly pressed like his suits. He always seemed to have a
briefcase with him, which held his touch panel and sometimes stacks of paper when an

analysis required it.

There were two people in charge of tracking the rebel movements, a formidable
job on its own without counting the fact that with Janus being worldwide they had to

have international as well as domestic contacts.

Ryan was as talkative as ever. He was easily the nerdiest person that Boyd had
met at the Agency so far. During a briefing, he was not above making chit chat about
the newest MMO he was playing online, hacker forums he frequented or anime series
he liked. General Carhart often showed impatience with Ryan's apparent ADHD but
despite that, there seemed to be a closeness between the two.

It wasn't surprising that people found it hard to find fault with Ryan. He was
shorter than average at 5'5" and extremely skinny. With his unruly black hair that stuck

out wildly in a mess of cowlicks and curls, thick rimmed square glasses and wide indigo



eyes, he looked more like a geeky teenager than a twenty-five year old genius who'd

been born and bred on the compound.

At the moment, Ryan was typing away on a large, outdated-looking laptop while
simultaneously sliding his thumb across a touch panel and diverting his attention

between the two.

The other R&D agent, Owen, looked nearly a decade older than his counterpart.
He always looked as though he had just woken up and forgot to put his clothes on
properly. His messy, curly red hair was usually in danger of covering half his eyes and
his shirts were perpetually wrinkled and untucked. He was leaning against the table
looking extremely tired, yawning widely every few seconds. He rubbed at his dark

brown, nearly black eyes and slumped down, as unprofessional as ever.

Carhart nodded at Jeffery and briefly glanced down at the touch computer.
They'd just gone over the details of the mission and the debriefing was drawing to a
close. They were never the most interesting of affairs, especially when there was

nothing immediate for follow up.

"I'l have the analysis ready in a few days," Jeffrey was saying as he set his touch
panel down and looked over at Carhart. "It will take some time to sift through all the data

to find usable Intel."
"Is it possible there isn't anything of use at all?"

Jeffrey nodded. "That's always possible, especially when the enemy gets
forewarning that they're being looked into by an unknown group." He didn't look at Boyd
but his stiff tone made it clear that it was a slight against Boyd for the first mission. "But |

won't know until | look through everything. They may have felt safe outside the city."

The General inclined his head and pushed his chair back. "Report to me
immediately when you're done. We'll reconvene when we have more information unless
something else comes up.” That being said, he logged out of the computer and left the

room as he typically did.



"Geez, he's always in a rush these days,” Ryan commented, making a face.

"He could be outrunning a curse,” Owen offered, furrowing his eyebrows and

looking at Ryan with a frown. "Do you think that's what's going on?"

Jeffrey paused as he logged out on his touch panel, and shot Owen an annoyed

stare. "That's easily the stupidest thing you've said this week."

"Just this week?" Owen asked, looking over at Jeffrey with mild surprise. "What'd

| say last week? Was it something awesome and enlightening?"

"Stop being such an imbecile." Jeffrey glared at Owen and opened his briefcase
with sharp movements. "I'll never know how someone like you made it into a unit like
this. Some of us had to actually work for it." He looked at Boyd pointedly to include him

in the comment before he looked down to shove the touch panel into his briefcase.

Boyd didn't respond. It hadn't taken long to determine that Jeffrey seemed to
have a problem with a lot of things and that he didn't think Boyd had good reason to be
in the unit. Other people seemed to share the sentiment as well, though luckily not

Owen or Ryan.

"No really,” Owen said, peering at Jeffrey with interest. He seemed to have
woken up a bit with this topic. "Maybe | was sleepwalking at the time? | don't remember
any cool conversations." He considered it seriously before adding, "Oh! Unless | was
telling you the story about my dream, but if you actually believed | sprouted wings made

of spatulas and could fly..."

Jeffrey only seemed to get further irritated by the answer and Boyd looked away
as he went to gather his things. Those two seemed to bicker during most of the
meetings, with Owen's seeming obliviousness only fueling Jeffrey's tense irritation. Still,
despite the fact that Jeffrey seemed to think Owen was a complete idiot half the time,

Boyd didn't believe it was the case.

Although Owen seemed slovenly and perpetually half-asleep, and although he

often went on tangents that seemed disconnected with reality, he was good at his job



and seemed to truly know the information he presented. Boyd suspected that it wasn't
really that Owen was an idiot or believed most of what he was saying; he may have just
had an offbeat sense of humor. Sometimes Boyd thought he detected that Owen simply
seemed to enjoy being odd or teasing Jeffrey, perhaps even more because Jeffrey

always responded.

Either way, Boyd didn't have much interest in staying around for no reason so he

moved to stand.

"l don't know, guys," Ryan piped up seemingly randomly. He was chewing on the
end of a stylus and peering down into the panel with a frown. It almost seemed like he
was continuing a conversation although he hadn't been talking out loud to anyone else
in the past few seconds. But that seemed to be how Ryan's mind worked. Always going,
even when he was talking about something entirely different.

"I mean, do you really think Warren Andrews is in league with Janus? | know
they've been swallowing up all of these teeny groups and whatnot but his profile doesn't

seem... to be what they usually scoop up. Know what | mean?"

Boyd paused and, since work-related topics were coming up, he settled back in
his chair. Jeffrey and Owen stopped talking. "Janus does seem to go for the assholes,"
Owen agreed, tilting his chair back and frowning. "And Warren's not really their style

unless he held up an old folks' blood bank for the poor when | wasn't looking."

"Faction 53 isn't as aggressive as they used to be but they still have power,"
Jeffrey said pointedly. "Janus could simply be expanding their selection pool. It wouldn't

be the first time they shifted their targets."

"Yeah, but something dreadful this way comes,"” Owen said, waving a hand
vaguely and looking over at Ryan. "Right? They've got the right hand slapping the left is
what your source said. And once they break up they're gonna lose any power they held
which makes them prime meat for the vultures." He paused and frowned. "Or | guess

rotting meat?"



"I dunno. It's just a personality thing, is all I'm saying."” Ryan shrugged and put
down the panel, looking around at the other three men. "He doesn't seem the type to
want to be controlled by some giant puppet master, or at least that's what my sources
have been saying. | hope we end up negotiating rather than just wiping them out."

"The only indication so far is that he's thinking about it, correct?" Boyd asked.

Ryan nodded, messy black hair bouncing around with the motion. He shifted in
the chair and arched his back in a stretch. "Yeah, from what I've found, he seems
hesitant about it. But then again he's super paranoid about everything ever since the

split with Aarons."

Boyd had read about the split on his panel. Shortly before he joined Carhart's unit
as active duty, faction 53's two main leaders, Jason Aarons and Warren Andrews, had
had a falling out. The group had initially formed because Warren and others had an
issue with the way the city was policed in Carson, the next city over that shared some of
the wastelands. Faction 53 felt that the lack of reconstruction in the poor
neighborhoods, combined with what they felt was over-policing of the destitute, created
an unfair environment. Eventually, 53 had taken to terroristic acts to prove their point,
but Jason Aarons was more aggressive and took it further than Warren Andrews. That
had ultimately caused friction between the two until Jason left abruptly and formed his
own group, which was labeled 62 in Agency records. Aarons had taken about one-third
of the followers with him but rumors among the other groups was that some were
already debating returning. However some of the people who stayed behind in 53

seemed to be having second thoughts as well.

It left both groups in a vulnerable position, but especially 53 which was being
recruited by Janus. Allegedly, some of the people in 53 wanted Warren to accept Janus'
proposition. The fact that he was hesitant about it was raising questions about his

leadership skills among some of them.



"He should be paranoid,” Jeffrey said flatly, his stark features completely
unsympathetic. "He can't keep his group together and he's letting enemy agents with

little training infiltrate the compound. He's lucky there hasn't been a mutiny."

Owen raised his eyebrows. "Being kind of harsh on the dude, aren't you? He
doesn't seem like too much of a douche. Also, I'm pretty sure half a year of hardcore

boot camp isn't little training.

Jeffrey shot Owen a look of distaste and grabbed his briefcase as he stood. "I
forgot; it's love the enemy day," he said sarcastically.

"Well, mark a calendar then," Owen said with a yawn, looking as though he'd
used up whatever energy he had and was ready to fall asleep again. "l won't always be

here to remind you."

Jeffrey scowled and left. Owen watched Jeffrey go and then looked at Ryan and
Boyd, his gaze turning bleary. "It's way past my bedtime," he mumbled, even though it
was barely 10 am. "'Night and bedbugs and all that." He ambled out of the room with a

huge yawn that Boyd could hear even as the man wandered down the hallway.
Boyd stood to leave as well.
"Boyd, do you have a sec?"
Ryan had half stood up and was looking at him hopefully.

Boyd paused, looking at Ryan blankly. It was the first time the other man had
asked him to stay behind. He sat back down in the chair, wondering if it had something

to do with the mission and what had been bothering Ryan about it. "Yes."

There was a moment when Ryan just looked at him slightly oddly before the R&D
agent just shrugged and sat back down. "Do you mind if | pick your brain a bit about

your partner?"



Boyd stared at him, wondering at first if this was some sort of joke. But Ryan

seemed serious and it left Boyd at a loss. "Why? Surely you know him better than | do."

"Ha! Not even close." Ryan reclined in his chair and raised his arms, threading
thin fingers behind his head. The black jacket he wore over a faded anime t-shirt shifted

with the motion. "l haven't had a conversation with Hsin since | was, like, | dunno... ten.

Boyd watched him for a moment. It was the first time he'd heard someone refer
to Sin as 'Hsin' when they weren't using it in context of his full name. It was an oddity,
considering Ryan apparently hadn't spoken to him for a long time. "Were you close prior
to that?"

The other man gave him another confused, odd stare and sat up straight in the
chair. "No... That was like when he first got here. He stayed with the Connors for a little
bit because he was so young but it didn't work out and | never had direct contact with

him again."
"Then why do you refer to him as Hsin? No one else appears to do the same."

"I dunno. Because that's his name? People just call him Sin because it was
originally mispronounced so everyone started doing it." Ryan gave one of his huge
shrugs, his shoulders nearly going up to his ears, and smiled. "Plus, | like his real name

better."

Boyd considered that; even if it was Sin's real name, Ryan was the only one who
seemed to care. It seemed like a somewhat familiar way to address a man who was not
exactly approachable and he briefly wondered if Sin had a preference either way. He

leaned back in the chair with a nod to acknowledge the answer.
"What did you want to discuss?"

"I'd just wondered what he was like one-on-one. He never shows up for briefings,
even back when he had the other trial partners.” Ryan's words were coming out

casually but he was avoiding Boyd's eyes after he started talking.



Boyd's eyebrows drew down in confusion. "Why does it matter?"

"Because | want to know what he's like and you're the only person he's in contact
with." Ryan frowned and started packing his stuff up. "If you don't want to talk about it,

it's fine."

"I don't mind,"” Boyd said with a shrug, frowning faintly to himself as he
considered the question. He shifted in the seat and crossed his arms. "l don't have
much of an answer. This latest mission was the first time we spoke on terms that were
equal in any way. Typically we don't converse much or, when we do, it's regarding the

mission parameters or he's being sarcastic."

For some reason, the last part caused Ryan's lips to shift up into another grin.
"The few times | have seen him in the past few years, he's always such a smart ass. It's
pretty funny, I think. He just doesn't give a crap about anything here the way everyone

else does."

"l find it to be irritating at times, to be honest," Boyd said mildly. "Especially since

he seems to enjoy calling me sarcastic pet names such as sweetheart.”
At that, Ryan's eyebrows shot up. "Why does he call you that?"
"To be obnoxious or patronizing, it seems," Boyd said, leaning back in the chair.

"Or..." The mischievous grin returned, making the other man look far more
youthful than he already did. He seemed to be on the verge of saying something but
stopped himself and hid his grin behind the case of his laptop as he put it away. "Well,

anyway. He could just be trying to get a reaction out of you."

Boyd quirked an eyebrow, watching Ryan for a moment before he looked away.
"l suppose it's possible. Did you speak to his previous partners? | assumed it was

something he did with anyone he spent any amount of time near."

"The pet name thing? Nah, not as far as | can tell. None of them lasted very long.

| mean Laurel made it probably a month before she got killed and she was the longest.



We actually had hope for her." Ryan made a face and said the last comment somewhat
dryly. "But they never made it sound as though he really... joked around or anything. At

any extent."

That was interesting. It brought to mind questions he'd had before, wondering

how exactly his predecessors had failed.

"What happened with them?" Ryan stopped putting his equipment in the huge
backpack he carried and tilted his head to the side. He studied Boyd for a moment,
gave a little nod to himself, and began digging around in his backpack. There was an
assortment of discs, flash drives, and memory cards in a large plastic bag but he

seemed to have no trouble finding the one he wanted.
"Give me a sec and I'll set up a whole demo," he explained to Boyd.

He moved to Carhart's position at the table and popped a drive in before fiddling
with the computer. He made various 'hrm' and 'ah-ha!' sounds before finally organizing
whatever he was trying to do. After that it took only a brief moment before the hum of

the holograph machine echoed in the room and an image popped up between them.

The man in question looked to be in his early to mid-thirties and had fiery red hair

and explosively blue eyes. His expression was hard and unkind.

"That's Evan McCoy. He was bachelor number one and the mistake they should
have learned from. At first they were hiring these big guys from Counter-Terror. Macho

men with hero complexes."

Another image popped up, this one of a younger man with deep chestnut colored
skin and surprisingly light hair. "Michelin was the same way. He was bachelor number

two.

This time Ryan's fingers flew over the keyboard and two images popped up side
by side. One was a thin looking man with long black hair who also looked to be in his

early thirties. It seemed that most field agents were around the same age which caused



one to wonder what happened to an agent who passed his or her prime. The other

image was of a youthful and attractive woman.

"Laurel and Coral. | wonder if anyone else noticed that they rhyme." Ryan
grinned at his own joke.

Boyd studied the pictures and then looked over at Ryan. "How did they die? All

Sin said was that they thought he was their pet and they were killed in self-defense."

Ryan shrugged hugely again, his indigo eyes flicking from picture to picture. "No
one really knows. | mean, Hsin doesn't exactly put his information out there even if it's in
his own defense. So there's like, no way to tell if it was legit self-defense or if he just
murdered them himself, or let them die on a mission deliberately. | can see a couple of
them instigating shit with him just because he's an easy target and they kinda thought
they had him in his place but... | dunno.”

"How long ago did all that happen?"

"The winter before you started, | think. That's when Laurel died and they locked
Hsin back up again." Ryan frowned, his boyish face clearly troubled by whatever had
crossed his mind. "I thought they were gonna terminate him. It really depressed me for a

long time. I'm kind of a Hsin fan.”

"Why?" Boyd asked, turning his gaze onto Ryan. "If you've hardly spoken to him
and rarely see him, why do you care what happens to him?" Ryan rolled his indigo eyes
and raised his hands up. "Why is everyone so dumbfounded just ‘cause | like the guy? |
just like the fact that he doesn't let them break him. | respect him. He's literally the best
and most amazing op we have. And also, he's amazingly gorgeous if you didn't notice

so | have a teensy crush on him."

"Hmm." Boyd studied Ryan. He had to agree that Sin's unique features were

attractive. "Do you tell everyone all of this?"

"Which part?"



"Any of it, but particularly your crush."

"Oh." Ryan waved a dismissive hand and started stuffing things in his backpack
again. "It's not like it's any big secret that I'm gay. | never date girls and I've been here
since | was a fetus. Also, if anyone starts ragging on Hsin in my earshot I'll talk about

stuff. People figure it out pretty easily."

Boyd nodded again. "l see." He fell silent for a moment and reached down for his
messenger bag. He could have stayed silent but in some ways, Ryan reminded him of
Lou, who had always been quick to defend the bullied. It wasn't something Boyd could
think about in any way other than a passing glance, because remembering Lou was
often too painful of an endeavor. But because the connection was there in his mind, he

couldn'tignore it and he couldn't let the moment pass by without commenting.

"It's a commendable attitude to stand up for what you believe in regardless of

whether it's widely accepted.”

The comment seemed to please Ryan and his expression lightened some. He'd
seemed somewhat on guard since the conversation had started, as if he'd expected
ridicule or scorn for his outlook. "I'm glad you're not another asshole. A lot of that tends

to go around here. It's like, in the air."

"I've noticed," Boyd said mildly. Ryan popped out the flash drive and stood up.
He hiked his huge backpack over one shoulder. "Well I have to jam but let me know if
you want to talk or if like, you want any advice about Hsin. I'm not best buddies with him
but I'm kind of a Vega lexicon. I've studied him like a creeper for awhile. It's a little

gross. This obsession should really stop sometime before they think I'm a stalker.”

It wasn't entirely clear how serious he was about the last couple of lines and it
seemed to amuse him to say them out loud. "Take care, Boyd. | hope we can talk more.

You're not a bad kid."



Boyd quirked his eyebrows slightly. He had to wonder exactly how much Ryan
knew about Sin, and how much Sin knew Ryan knew. "I'll keep it in mind," was all he

said.

Ryan headed to the door and gave a little wave. "See ya around. And PS, you

should try to get him to come to briefings!"

That being said, the skinny R&D agent disappeared out the door. Boyd watched

him go. After a few thoughtful moments, he left as well.



Chapter 7

The two trainees in the corner seemed to be watching Boyd's every move. It
hadn't taken long to determine that. Between sparring, when they paused to wipe their
faces with towels, they angled themselves so they could both watch him askance. Their
lips moved subtly but he knew without doubt that they were talking about him. He didn't
let his own gaze linger on them but once he'd noticed it, he felt their stares burning into
him even when he was turned away. He didn't have to hear the trainees to know what
they were saying. He'd continued to overhear whispers as he passed and feel stares on

his back the longer he spent time on compound.

It was all the same as it had been since he'd joined. Indignant anger over his
placement and the general consensus that it was due to nepotism and nothing more.
Comments about his androgynous looks and derogatory debate about what that meant
about him. Rumblings of whether he would make it as an agent. Mocking whispers
about his prowess in the training room and his oddities, like how he always wore a long-
sleeved shirt and never removed it no matter how hot it may make him. Rumors that
exaggerated any of his failures. Scattered, joking bets about how soon he would die and
how it would happen. As far as he'd heard, the bets were so far in favor of a gruesome
death at Sin's hands but a few people held out that he'd be killed on a mission long

before Sin snapped.

He let it all wash over him in the background but he couldn't deny that the words
took to him on some level. Small seeds of doubt and resignation sprouted roots that
wormed their way deep into him. But then, it had always been this way. Even before the
Agency, long before anything had happened that had made him want to run away from
the world and shut himself off completely, there had been whispers behind his back and

slanted, taunting stares.

He sighed quietly to himself and pushed away wet strands of hair that had fallen
into his eyes. Soon he wouldn't be able to use the facilities in the training complex

anymore and he'd have to find a new place. David was letting him only because he was



still on probation and he'd been having troubles with gaining and maintaining the proper

amount of muscle and weight.

That was part of the trouble; there was some truth in their whispers. Boyd had
been trying to train hard but he came from a sedentary lifestyle. He'd spent years as a
ghost in his own home, barely bothering to move between rooms. And before then, he'd
never been particularly athletic. Trying to throw himself wholeheartedly into a workout

regimen that had become a nearly daily event was tiring, even after several months.

His build was naturally lean and although he didn't have too much trouble
maintaining that, the Agency seemed to want him to meet standards he wasn't certain
made sense for him. But he couldn't say that to anyone so all he could do was come to
the training rooms and workout tirelessly while whispers and mocking stares came and

went.

Noon felt like it came quickly. He gathered his things and disappeared into the
locker room, using one of the bathroom stalls to change in private rather than staying
out in the larger area like most people did. It was yet another quirk of his that caused
others to question him.

Over time he'd realized that Cecilia, the agent he'd met during training, had
apparently not gotten over her dislike of him. She and a few of her associates seemed
to go out of their way to badmouth him on a regular basis. An agent named Moua
seemed to take particular delight in it, since he was especially at odds over Boyd's

androgynous appearance.

Although Cecilia had instigated it, Moua had been the one to start the joke that
Boyd probably stayed covered up because he was really a girl, or even a transsexual.
He'd suggested to Cecilia and another agent, Miles, that one day they should follow him
into the locker room, hold him still, and find out for themselves. Dover had been present
that day, and despite the fact that he didn't appear to like Boyd much more than the

others, the comment had seemed to disgust him.



For Boyd, the idea of anyone forcing him down and yanking up his clothes was

highly disturbing.

It wasn't the first time anyone had commented on his appearance. When he was
younger, a few of the kids used to tease him about it at school. He'd cut his hair short at
one point, hoping to mimic the other boys who looked more normal. It hadn't made
much of a difference. There was something indefinable about his features that would

always lend an androgynous air to him.

It used to bother him. His mother was a striking woman when she wasn't glaring
coldly, but his father had been solid and masculine. Boyd used to resent that he'd taken
so much after his mother's build and features, like her full mouth and hair, and had
gotten so little of his father. Adding to that the fact that he was gay, it had seemed a bit
like the universe was playing a joke on him. For someone as private as he, his looks
alone gave many people reason to make assumptions about his sexual orientation that,

unfortunately, were true.

After a point, though, he'd become resigned and stopped caring about any of it.
He couldn't change the way he looked and since having short hair didn't make a
significant difference, he'd taken to keeping it long. At least then he could hide his

expression if he ever wanted to.

Lou used to say he liked the way Boyd looked and had gone after anyone who'd
said otherwise. He wondered what Lou would say about any of this and whether he
would have stormed up to short but muscular Moua with the intentions of picking a fight.
He cut the thought off immediately and buried it deep within himself the way he always

did when Lou crossed his mind.

Today he was thankfully alone in the locker room and was able to change quickly
into fresh clothes. When he left, the two trainees stared after him until their view was cut
off by the hallway. He headed straight toward the medical wing, not wanting to be late
for his assessment. They were checking him monthly so far to keep track of his weight

and muscle gain, but he'd been told that once he reached the appropriate levels he



would be dropped down to a yearly check up like everyone else. He had to meet with a
physician and a nutritionist and all the information was sent to David, who was still his

supervisor for physical training.

Boyd didn't like d o c t daffices i the first place but he especially didn't enjoy his
trips to the med wing. Doctors seemed to think they had rights to their patients' bodies;
they could push up or pull down a shirt wherever they liked, and demand anything else

in the name of their profession.

For the most part, Boyd was able to stay fully dressed. Still, he always felt highly
disturbed when they made him push up his sleeve so they could draw blood, or when
they would slide a hand beneath his shirt to touch his skin or listen to his heartbeat. He
spent most of the time staring blankly at the wall, trying to ignore the nausea that caught
at the back of his throat and made his stomach clench. At least he had one doctor who
was assigned to him, so he didn't have to deal with a lot of different strangers, although

he never knew what nurse he would get.

"Agent Beaulieu," Doctor Hagerty greeted him with his typical wide, false smile
as he stepped into the room. "Let's see how you're doing today, shall we?"

He always spoke boisterously and with great cheer but Boyd never believed the
truth of any of it. He could see the calculation in the man's eyes and there were times

that cheerful smile seemed aimed only to bare his teeth.

Boyd was tense and straight-backed as they poked and prodded him. His jaw
was set and he focused on breathing evenly as Hagerty ran his large hand up Boyd's
arm and pushed up his sleeve. The brush of calloused fingers against his skin was as

unwanted as it always had been and he kept his face turned resolutely away.

He could feel Hagerty's gaze burn into his temple, as if the man was trying to see
through his skull into his mind, or maybe he was studying the closed off quality of
Boyd's eyes. Whatever the case, Hagerty prattled on about useless things and Boyd

breathed in and out, focusing on some sense of calm despite how much he hated being



in that room. How much he hated those hands, clinical though they may be, taking

liberties with touching him at will.

It seemed like it took forever but finally Hagerty was done with all his tests. Boyd
barely paid attention as Hagerty explained at length his progress. What it basically
came down to was he still needed to work hard because he hadn't yet reached the

levels he was supposed to achieve.

A nutritionist came in afterward, giving him a detailed diet planned down to the
last grape. She was kind enough but Boyd thought hers was a forced cheer as well.
Although with her, it seemed more like she was distracted and making an effort at
proper bedside manner rather than faking everything like Hagerty. She sent his dietary
plan to his Agency account and assured him that in another month or so, he should be

where he needed to be.

"l bet you've never been so healthy in your life," she joked with a small smile

before she left.

The relief he felt once he could leave was as strong as it always was in the med
wing. He straightened his clothing and stepped out into the hallway. As he headed
toward the main waiting room he mused that the nutritionist was probably right but that

he would take unhealthiness and privacy over all of this any day.

The main room was teeming with people; some seated and some standing in
small groups talking amongst themselves. The receptionist was at the desk looking
annoyed with two people speaking intently and quietly with her. The guard standing
outside the door to the med wing seemed more interested in watching a very attractive
woman in a very short skirt bend over while filling out a form than he was in watching

the hallway beyond.
"Go fuck yourself, you amazon bitch!"

The shout interrupted the otherwise quiet atmosphere as a short, plump girl with

curly black hair was escorted in by two guards. A woman who was her polar opposite in



every way physically came charging behind. She was tall, willowy but athletic, and had
the fluid movements of a field agent. At the moment though, her nose looked crooked

and was bleeding freely.
"l don't have to fuck myself, fat ass. One of the perks of being attractive.”

The short girl reddened and actually tried to barrel past the guards to lunge at the

field agent but she was hauled back.

"Relax, Wanda, you're in enough trouble as it is. Again," Officer Randazzo said
blandly, shaking his head in obvious exasperation.

"Let her go," the field agent snapped, wiping blood on the back side of her black
sweater. If her nose was broken, she didn't seem to mind the pain too much. "l won't get

sucker punched this time."
"You shut up too," Randazzo snhapped, casting a look of dislike at the agent.

Wanda yanked her arm away and ran a hand through her hair in obvious
agitation. Her dark brown eyes were flitting around the room and when she turned her

face slightly, Boyd saw that she had taken a few good knocks herself.

"You're both going to see medical, and your superiors are going to handle this.
I'm sick of this shit and | have better things to do," the other guard was saying, looking

quite disgusted with them both.
"Where's Bree?" Wanda demanded.

"And what the hell do you think she's going to do?" the field agent asked snidely.
She looked quite dramatic with her blood streaked face and cascades of blond hair

hanging over her shoulders.

"See, now that's the kind of talk that gets you in trouble with my peeps, Agent
Podkalicki," a breezy voice broke in as the doors opened.



Boyd watched silently as a short woman with even shorter blond hair came in
and forced her way into the middle of the crowd. She stood there right in the center,
further blocking the exit and making it impossible for him to leave without barreling
through the entire group. "Bree, this is total fucking cunt--"

"Bree, they're all yours--"
"She is not my super--"

Bree whistled shrilly and interrupted them all. She glared at each in turn through
wide rimmed black glasses and crossed her arms over the multi-colored fringe vest she

wore. "Lieutenant Kaplan, what the hell is going on?"

The older of the two guards, apparently Kaplan, raised his eyebrows. "According
to the others in R&D, Agent Podkalicki stormed in blaming Wanda for faulty Intel and a
mission gone awry, they exchanged words and Wanda socked her in the nose before
Podkalicki jumped her. Are we through?"

"Yes. Go make the rounds of the deadly corridors."”

Kaplan made a face and Randazzo smirked but the two men headed out the
doors without a backward glance. The three women were left to themselves as Bree,

whoever she was, regarded them both icily.
"Podkalicki--"

"You're not my superior,” the haughty blond agent repeated, raising her
eyebrows and managing to look down her broken nose at Bree.

Bree pursed her lips together. "Don't interrupt me again, little girl. You may be a
fieldie, but I'm the head of R&D which makes me so far above you in classification and
experience, that | could probably break both your arms and a leg and still only get a
stern talking to."



Podkalicki leaned forward to say something with her finger pointed in Bree's face
but before she could get the words out, Bree grabbed the field agent's wrist and twisted

it back. It elicited a sharp cry and Podkalicki scrambled backwards.

"Don't get it twisted, sister. | may be R&D but I've been here going on two
decades. That gives a lot of time to get myself trained to fight. Especially up against a
third rate valentine who can't even hit level eight. Got it? And the next time you have

beef with one of my peeps, you take it up with your superior who will take it up with me."
"Screw you," was the sullen reply.

Bree smirked and turned to Wanda. "And you-- next time you want to slug this bi-

atch, just don't damage the face."

Wanda's face lit up with a laugh but before she could release it, the doors
opened again and another person came in. He was tall, in his early sixties, and very

slender. His nose was long and pointed and he had eyes that were a very pale blue.
"General McAvoy," Bree said coolly. "Handle your riff-raff. And I'll handle mine."

At that, the group dispersed into two separate ones and cleared the way to the

exit finally.

Boyd watched them disappear and then followed the crowd that started heading
out the door. He heard a few muttered opinions supporting either side of the fight and
from that he understood that this sort of thing wasn't unheard of for Wanda or Bree. He
wondered how they were able to get away with causing stirs like that without
repercussions but even that thought was absent and easily forgotten. He didn't really
care what anyone else was doing and he was just glad to see them all get out of the

way so he could leave.

He spent the next few hours on errands around town picking up supplements for
his diet. The Agency provided a certain amount of items but some of it he was
responsible for finding on his own. Although there were a few places he knew for certain

would have all of what he needed, they were establishments he didn't want to visit. Too



many memories hung cloyingly in areas of the city, nestled among buildings and alleys

that brought bright blue eyes unbidden to his mind.

When he got home he fell into his usual routine of automatically making tea.
When he had a mug ready, he walked to the living room and sat on the edge of the
couch. The tea heated the mug until he could feel a light burn through his clothing as he
rested the mug on his knee. He stared at nothing in particular, letting the quiet of the
room reinforce the quiet of his mind. It was like his own brand of meditation to find his
inner peace, except in his case it was finding the place inside him that let him shut down

and ignore everything.

He sat like a statue in his home, occasionally sipping tea and doing nothing in
particular. There were times he wondered whether anyone else felt as alone and
isolated as he did. During moments like this, however, no thoughts entered his mind at

all.

Boyd's detachment could be most clearly felt in his home after years of working
toward that goal. A routine had begun of working hard at the Agency where he was
largely ignored and sometimes mocked and returning to his home to sit silently, at times
restlessly, and wish for an end in sight. He could have been caught in that cycle for
weeks if not for the missions. Then came the day that he was brought in for a briefing in
which he was told that he and Sin would be going to Spain for a reconnaissance
mission. Having to spend a week in close quarters with Sin was a little daunting,
primarily because Boyd had come to covet his time alone again. He'd had to give it up
during training and now he had it again, giving him a chance to find his balance again
and try to let everything fall away. Being stuck around other people for too long,
especially crowds or in unfamiliar situations, was still a little tiring to him. The only

saving grace was that Sin, at least, didn't seem to mind periods of silence.

And a smaller part of him that he didn't fully want to acknowledge was somewhat

intrigued by this mission. He still couldn't figure Sin out. Sin was like puzzle pieces



floating on a river; once a few were placed together, the current pulled the outer edges
apart and scattered the pieces away once again. It left Boyd feeling like he could never

get the full picture, let alone decipher between truth and lies.

The part of him that was curious and wanted the full truth of a situation before he
made a decision couldn't let go of the fact that there was too much about Sin to dismiss
him. That part made it impossible to ignore Sin or his own desire to know more. Even if
it were to ultimately turn out that Sin was nothing more than how the people at the
Agency generally presented him, at least for Boyd he would have been able to reach

that conclusion on his own with all the facts.

Neither of them had spoken much on the plane ride over or as they'd navigated
the streets of Barcelona. Boyd didn't know Spanish but parts of it were similar enough to
French that he would have been able to get by. He was interested to see Catalan on the
signs, with its strange confluence of Spanish and French. He had learned soon enough
that Sin was fluent in Spanish, although his accent seemed to differ from the native

Spaniards.

The hotel they were staying in turned out to be in the middle of a long row of
buildings all built right up against each other. The lower level had a restaurant but once
they took the elevator up and checked in they ended up in a hallway that was lined with
a smooth wooden finish that ran the length of the hallway. The planks were wide and
horizontal and probably faux, and the effect crossed the doors as well. If it weren't for
the silver horizontal handles and the inconspicuous silver room numbers posted nearby,

the doors would have blended in with the hallway.

Once inside they found the room to be medium sized, with two twin beds and a
table pushed in the far right corner near a television. The bathroom was immediately to
their left while a small closet with space for luggage was to their right. Like the rest of

the hotel, there was a distinctive modern flair to the decor.

When the door shut behind them, they each moved into the room and dropped

their bags. Boyd ended up by the far bed and took in the room thoughtfully. There was



enough space on the table for the multiple computers he would have to set up but it
wouldn't leave much room for anything else. Still, it was their only option. He dragged
the computer bag over to the table and unzipped it, getting to work unpacking and
setting up the equipment.

Their mission wasn't to act; it was simply to surveil a location to ensure that Intel
from a source was legit. That called for several days in a hotel in Barcelona while they

kept an eye on the considerably more luxurious hotels that were not too far away.

They were trying to verify that members of

actually in the area and they were supposed to identify who specifically was present.

Sin didn't show much interest in the surveillance equipment or his bag. He
walked over to the window and looked out, his eyes narrowed slightly in contemplation
of something.

Boyd glanced at him but then turned his attention fully to the equipment. When
he was finished he shifted a chair so one of them could sit there observing all the
screens at once and still keep an eye on the room and the door in case they had any
unexpected visitors. The other chair was dragged next to one of the beds in the corner,
to get it out of the way. After Boyd verified that the surveillance equipment was working
and that it was recording successfully to the remote server, he looked over at Sin. The
senior agent hadn't shown any more interest in the room, Boyd or the mission than he

had since they'd first been informed of their destination.
They had stayed in silence for so long that when Sin spoke, it was abrupt.
"I'm going for supplies.”
Boyd looked at him in consideration and then nodded. "I'll go with you."

Sin turned to look at him, green eyes flicking up and down before he turned away

again. "Your call."



Boyd grabbed his messenger bag and a hotel key on the way out, then paused
only long enough to slip a Do Not Disturb tab on the door. He followed Sin on the way
out of the building and into the streets below. There was a fair amount of people in the
area even at mid-morning and he took a moment to get his bearings straight. He
thought about the maps he'd studied of Barcelona on the plane ride over and wondered

what street would be best to check.

He turned around to ask Sin if he knew of any grocery stores nearby but Sin
wasn't there. Boyd looked through the crowd quickly but the other man was nowhere to

be seen. He had disappeared without a word.

Lips thinning, Boyd's fingers tightened on the strap of his bag. He couldn't help a
moment of irritation with Sin for leaving so suddenly. If he hadn't wanted Boyd around,
why couldn't he have said so in the room? Boyd could probably muddle his way through
any interactions well enough but it was going to be difficult for him to do anything too
complicated when he didn't know the language. And he was supposed to be keeping an

eye on Sin to make sure nothing happened. That was his charge as Sin's partner.

Since he couldn't do anything about it now that Sin was gone, he decided to go
about his own business. He headed toward Carrer de Mallorca to see if he could find

anything there.

Tall buildings lined the streets, many six stories or more, with balconies off
almost every window. The style was reminiscent of row houses back in the United
States, with buildings built right up against one another and only occasional gaps in

between.

Unlike the concrete sidewalks Boyd was accustomed to back home, most of the
sidewalks were stone or at least had a design imprinted into them. It was the middle of
the day and people were everywhere. The intersections were large and wide, and short
cars seemed to be the vehicles of choice. People parked them haphazardly, sometimes
double parking. Scooters and mopeds were driven up onto the sidewalks and parked

diagonally like impromptu parking lots.



Small stores were scattered on the first floors of the buildings, while the upper
levels largely seemed to be places for people to stay or live. The buildings were all
different colors; tans and yellows and teal-greens. The architecture was intricate in
some areas, with designs built into the building and trim work that was reminiscent of
filigree. A few of the stores were closed with metal doors pulled down that were

splattered with graffiti.

As he walked, Boyd found his gaze straying up the buildings, studying details
here and there. It had been years since he'd thought about it, but he'd always had an
interest in architecture and history. He liked to see the imprint of time on buildings, and

the influence of the age on the construction itself.

He could see spires rising in the distance and at their sight, all annoyance with
Sin was forgotten, as were his intentions to get supplies and head back as soon as

possible.

The huge, intricate design of the Sagrada Familia rose like a sentinel in the
middle of the city. Boyd's steps slowed as he approached and his eyes drifted up higher
and higher, taking in the sheer size and presence of the Roman Catholic church. In

some ways it was reminiscent of a castle, with several spires and a sprawling footprint.

People were crowded around it, craning their necks to try to stare up as far as
they could. The building dwarfed everything around it. Every facade was completely
covered with intricate details. Statues, reliefs and scenes were built into it and
construction scaffolding could barely be seen on another side. The stained glass
windows were made with shades of bright colors like teals, pale blues and near-yellows

that stood out against the light brown building.

Boyd started walking a slow circuit around the Sagrada Familia, feeling a sense
of wonder rekindle that he'd thought long gone. In school he'd once written a paper on
Ant oni Gaud?2. As a chil d, repeated sickness h
alone with nature. Some people felt that such a connection had inspired his later

architectural style.



To Boyd, there was no doubt that there was a lot more flow, interest and detail in
Gaud2's designs than many others Boyd had see
buildings seem like they came alive; perhaps because, to Boyd, whether something was
living or not didn't change its presence. He'd felt the ghosts of his past haunting his
home too often not to feel drawn to old buildings and places that felt like they were built

for more than structure.

Walking around Sagrada Familia, Boyd was struck even more in person than he
had been through thepictur es wi t h how complicated Gaud?'s
Boyd was not religious and didn't care either way about that aspect of the work, he
couldn't deny the magnitude of the design when he was standing there. It felt like there
were hardly any blank places on the entirety of the building; everything was lines and
movement and stories spelled out in figurines and symbols. Even the base of a column
he passed had a turtle carved into it, as if it were supporting the column stretching high

above it.

Boyd felt the weight of history. The church had been started back in 1882 and
had originally been planned to be finished in 2026; in just a few years' time. It still
amazed Boyd that the Sagrada Familia hadn't been affected by the war but despite that
good luck, the war had still set the final construction back another few years. It had
been Boyd's hope since first learning of the Sagrada Familia that he would live to see its
completion someday. Since he'd joined the Agency, he didn't know if that hope was

fruitless after all.

Still, standing there at the base of a monument of history, Boyd felt grounded
somehow. How many people had stood there over the decades, watching those spires
grow taller and taller? Watching those scenes get cut into stone? How many
generations had been there, and how many more would there be to come even after it

was finished?

He spent some time around the Sagrada Familia but after a point all it did was
make an artist's itch in the far back of his mind wish that he had a sketchbook and

charcoal with him. And for all that he was interested in this, it wasn't what he was here



for. After what felt like far too short of a time, he made himself regrettably pull away and

go in search of supplies.

By the time he returned to the room, he had a bag of food that was as close to
his special diet as he could manage. He also had picked up a bit of a headache from
trying to converse with people in English and bits of Spanish he'd picked up while the

other person rattled off Spanish as if they were competing for auctioneer of the month.

As the door swung shut behind him he glanced over and saw Sin sitting on the
bed as calmly as if it had been their plan to split up all along. The senior agent had a
bottle of chocolate milk on the end table next to him and a bag of pastries open on his
lap. There was a canvas bag sitting on the floor by his bed that Boyd could only assume

held the rest of the items he'd purchased.

"Took you long enough," Sin commented idly, as he chewed what appeared to

be a cream filled fried pastry.

Boyd chose to ignore that and flicked his gaze along Sin's choices of sustenance

instead. "Those are your supplies?"

Sin shrugged and licked some of the thick cream from where it had gotten on the
side of his hand. "What should | get? Rations and bottled water? We're not exactly

preparing for a battle in the trenches."

Boyd made a noncommittal noise and passed by Sin's canvas bag on his way to
his bed. Inside the bag he saw some bottles of water and milk, chips, and a box of what
looked like little sausages wrapped in pastry buns. They had a microwave and small
fridge so Sin would be able to cool or reheat as he pleased, but Boyd still fought the

urge to shake his head to himself.

He set down his own bag, containing milk for the protein shake powder he'd
brought from the States, a rotisserie chicken, and a large side of rice. He'd looked over
the menus at various restaurants and although he'd determined that he would likely end

up buying paella and sarsuela at some point, the fridge wasn't large enough to keep



enough food for their entire time in Spain. Since he'd needed to get back to surveil
today, he'd decided to go the easy route and hope to get something more interesting in

the following days.

He put some chicken and rice on a plate he'd bought and put the rest away in the
fridge. He then settled down in the chair by the computers so he could keep an eye on
the hotel while he ate. Still, he couldn't help being distracted thinking about how

completely unhealthily Sin was eating, and how thin he appeared to be.

"You weren't assigned a diet?" he asked when the question wouldn't leave his

mind.
Sin took out another pastry and looked up. "Yes." A pause. "Why, were you?"

"Yes." Boyd glanced at the pastry pointedly. "Mine didn't include sweets, not that
I'd have much interest in them in the first place."

"Obviously I'm not following their guidelines."
"Why not?"

Sin stared at him as he chewed, cream smeared across his mouth and smudged
on the side of it. It shouldn't have been possible to glare and eat like a child at the same
time, but somehow Sin pulled it off. It almost seemed like he wouldn't answer at all, but

then after swallowing he did.
"I don't normally get to pick out any of my own food."
"Why not?" Boyd asked again.

Sin arched an eyebrow as if the answer should be obvious. "I'm not allowed off

the compound.”

Boyd's expression didn't change although he hadn't been aware of that aspect of

Sin's life. It made him wonder what else he may learn during this mission. "You've been



off compound with me. Are you saying they don't allow you off compound alone or for

reasons other than a mission?"

"That's what I'm saying," Sin said blandly. He sucked cream off his fingertips

again.
"Why?"

This earned him a completely flat and unimpressed stare. "Are you fucking

oblivious, or what?"

"No," Boyd said calmly. He took a moment to chew a piece of chicken as he
considered Sin. "But | haven't been given much information despite the fact you're my

partner."

"Huh." Sin shoved the bag of pastries to the side and sat up to retrieve his
chocolate milk from the nightstand. "I thought it would be obvious that I'm considered

too deranged to be free to roam the streets on my own."
"What is that assessment based on?"
"Surely you must have some clue.”

"I know there are rumors and I've heard some of them,” Boyd allowed. "As for
how much is truth and how much exaggeration, | don't know. People often seem
terrified of you for no reason, which leads me to distrust the validity of the rumors. So
far, most of what | was informed of during training and what I've heard on compound is

of little use to me."

Having finished his milk, Sin set the container down on the end table. He didn't
answer for a stretch. He laid down on the bed and rubbed his hand over his stomach
idly. His eyes drifted closed and once again it seemed that he wouldn't reply at all. But
after a breath he spoke flatly.

"They're not all rumors."



And it was clear that the discussion was closed.

Boyd wondered what that meant. The comment did nothing to help him
understand how many of the stories were false, or if any of them were false at all. If
anything, it only generated more questions that he knew better than to ask. It seemed
no one, not even Sin himself, was willing to give Boyd a straight answer when it came to

the mysteries and misinformation that surrounded the man like smoke.

Rather than ponder something that would ultimately only frustrate him, he
returned to his job. He finished his cooling meal while he watched the computer screens

for signs of R®volution's movement s.

The days bled into each other fairly quickly. Boyd's eyes began to burn from
staring at the screens for too long but he knew he had to do it. If he didn't, Sin certainly
wouldn't and the last thing Boyd needed was to fail this simple of a mission.

Because of that, he was hesitant to leave the room even to get food. When he
ran low on chicken and rice, he asked Sin to pick him up some food and was surprised
when the other man actually did it. While Boyd adhered to his strict diet, Sin continued
to get whatever he felt like at the time. That seemed to be primarily snack foods, chips
and desserts. Boyd didn't think he'd seen Sin eat an actual meal once since they'd

stepped foot in Spain.

While Boyd fell into a routine of flicking his eyes between screens and trying to
fend off growing headaches, Sin left the room at will. When he was around, he tended
to be silent. One quirk Boyd learned fairly quickly was that Sin apparently liked to work
out. He would spend hours every day working out tirelessly, doing push-ups, pull-ups
using a bar in the closet and sit-ups. During the more boring times of nothing happening
on the surveillance, Boyd found himself silently counting Sin's repetitions while he still

kept his eyes on the screen.

After a few days Boyd finally had to look away from the screens. He'd noticed
some activity so far that seemed to imply there was some truth to the Agency's

suspicions but he didn't have enough yet to make a call either way. There had been no



interesting movement for hours and his eyeballs throbbed as if he hadn't gotten any

sleep in days. Which he hadn't; not much, at least.

He leaned back in the chair and stretched, his fingers interlocking as he twisted
his arms toward the ceiling. He rolled his neck and felt a few satisfying pops and then
dropped back against the chair with a quiet sigh he couldn't quite stifle. The wooden
chair hadn't been made for comfort for hours on end and it was starting to dig into his

back uncomfortably.

He looked over at Sin, watching as he rose and fell during his pushups. His
muscles stood out in stark relief along his otherwise wiry body, and sweat glistened on
him like a second skin. His black and red hair fell in slightly wavy tangles that framed his
face. Boyd found himself unconsciously looking along the length of Sin's body before he

focused on his face.

Sin didn't seem to notice Boyd was in the room, which was nothing new. It didn't
bother Boyd much since he preferred silence to slurs any day, and Sin at least didn't
seem to go out of his way to mock Boyd unnecessarily. Or at least not when Boyd was

leaving him alone.

Still, after days of staring at the same hotel in the same few angles, he found
himself wanting to talk. As unusual an urge that was for him, he had to acknowledge
that he was still curious about Sin. They'd barely spoken since the abrupt end of the
conversation on the first day and studying Sin was a welcome respite to the monotony

of surveillance.
"Is that a daily regimen back home as well?"

"What?" was the distracted reply. Sin's eyes rose to focus on him without pause

in his movements.

"Your workout," Boyd said, gesturing to Sin as if the senior agent needed to look

at himself for a visual aid. "You're very dedicated. Is it a habit from home?"

One dark eyebrow arched at the word home. "Why do you want to know?"



Boyd shrugged and turned the chair so he could look at Sin more easily without

craning his already tired neck. "I just wondered."

Sin held his gaze without halting. His arms moved up and down without pause,
his muscles flexing and extending like well-oiled machines. "l do it multiple times a day."

"You never grow tired?" Boyd asked, watching Sin thoughtfully.

Sin stopped his repetitions and pushed himself into a standing position. He
wasn't wearing a shirt and the cotton pants he had on hung low on his hips before he
tugged them up.

"Not particularly."

Boyd made a thoughtful noise. He got tired of working out after a couple of hours
a day with breaks in between. Once Sin started he didn't seem to stop, and he was at it
much more intensely and much longer than Boyd ever was. He didn't know where Sin

got the energy.
"Your stamina is impressive," he commented.

There was a beat of silence and Sin said with a scoff, "I could say something, but

I'll refrain.”

Boyd's gaze lingered briefly on him, wondering whether that was a veiled insult.
Regardless, if that was Sin's response to a compliment then Boyd assumed they were
done talking for the moment. He looked dismissively away, turning his attention to the
laptops once more. He noticed Sin moving around and heard the bathroom door shut,

followed by the muffled rush of water, but didn't pay it any heed.

Many people came and went from the hotel but as had been too often the case,
he didn't see anyone of note in the crowd. There was a brief moment in which he
thought there was something of import happening. There was a stir in the crowd near an

outdoor cafe in front of the hotel. Several people moved back and there seemed to be



some sort of fight occurring in the middle of it all. But when Boyd switched to another

view, he saw that it appeared to be nothing more than a jilted lover's brawil.

A woman was sitting at a table looking shocked while two men grappled with
each other. One of them wore clothes with a matching jacket on the chair still pulled out
across the table from the woman. None of the people involved were on the Agency's list
and he didn't see anyone using the fight as a distraction to slip by unnoticed. The police

showed up fairly quickly but Boyd had already returned to studying the other views.

Nothing else of interest occurred so when the bathroom door opened to a cloud
of steam, Boyd automatically glanced up. He'd intended to look away immediately but
was unexpectedly caught by the sight of Sin, naked and still dripping with water from the

shower.

He was holding a towel at his side but when he raised his arm, he used it to rub
some of the water out of his hair instead of covering himself. His entire body was
exposed, showing a variety of scars that marred his olive skin. There was a smattering
of scars that were obviously gunshots, many thick welts, a nasty scar that Boyd could
see across Sin's throat partially covered by the collar, and a startling scar that started at

his pelvis and arced down to his groin.

Sin turned away towards the pack that lay on his bed and began going through it.
When he did, Boyd saw that he also had a scrawled tattoo on the back of his shoulder.
After going over it twice, he recognized the quote as one from John Milton's epic
Paradise Lost. '"So many and so various | aws

sins,' Boyd read silently.

He couldn't help taking in Sin's scars and tattoos along with his body itself.
Although Sin often walked around shirtless and wore low-riding pants, it was the first
time Boyd had seen the other man fully nude. He was thin in the waist but he was
muscular, with broad shoulders that tapered into lean arms. When they'd been facing

each other, Boyd also hadn't been able to help noticing that Sin was well-endowed. It all



fell together to blend well with Sin's deep voice and those striking green eyes, setin a

well-balanced face.

None of what Boyd saw surprised him. Every part of Sin's body seemed to match
what Boyd was starting to associate with Sin as a person: attractive, unique, and with a

hint of mystery.

More than anything, he wasn't particularly thrilled with himself for noticing how
attractive Sin was. It didn't serve any purpose to note that. It wasn't going to help him do
his job. And considering the fact that they could hardly hold a conversation for longer
than several minutes, whether or not Sin's smooth voice fit the rest of him was

completely irrelevant.

So he dismissed his reaction to Sin's body, although he couldn't help looking at
the tattoo on Sin's shoulder again before he made himself look away. That tattoo was
curious. Did it mean that Sin enjoyed classics or had he found the quote somewhere
and liked it? From what Boyd understood of Sin's situation at the Agency, the quote
certainly seemed appropriate. He was also curious about the scars, the nasty one
arcing toward his groin in particular, but he doubted he would get a straight answer if he
asked. Sin didn't seem interested in sharing too much personal information most of the

time.

Even so, Sin was more talkative now than he used to be, which led Boyd to
believe that the best way to make their partnership function on any level was to try to
keep talking to the other man. Keep showing Sin that he didn't care about anything
except doing his job and treating Sin according to how Sin presented himself to him. If
Sin ended up being an unrepentant sociopath then it may affect Boyd's view of the other
man but for the moment he saw nothing to be afraid of. And certainly nothing to make

him treat Sin differently than anyone else.
"Are you going out?"

Sin tugged on a pair of jeans without putting on any underwear. "Yes."



"Where are you going?"

Sin looked at him over his shoulder. He was wearing the same contemplative,
narrow-eyed stare he always had when Boyd questioned him about anything. It almost
seemed like he was debating whether it was a genuine question of curiosity or if Boyd

was trying to get at something more.
"I don't have a definite plan. | like to wander."
Boyd nodded. "Have you visited any of the tourist attractions?"

"Not intentionally,” was the slightly muffled answer as Sin pulled on a dark green

t-shirt that appeared washed out and threadbare.
"Do you dislike tourist attractions or is there another reason you say that?"

Sin ran a hand through his hair after adjusting his shirt, and gave Boyd another
one of his long considering stares. It was difficult to tell what he was thinking or why

such inane questions gave him pause sometimes.
"What's with all of this small talk lately?" he asked finally.

"l get bored in the room," Boyd replied with a faint shrug. It wasn't even untrue,
although he did have the ulterior motive of feeling out Sin. "There hasn't been much of
interest on the surveillance and since | can't leave, it makes me curious about the city
and what you've been doing. So far | only briefly had the opportunity to visit the Sagrada

Familia."
"No one's stopping you from going out. The equipment records."”

"If I don't watch it now I'll just have to watch it later. At least in real-time, if

something happens | know if we need to do additional surveillance or tailing."

"Suffer then," Sin replied blandly. "Although | don't know why you're taking it this
seriously. This mission is a joke. I'm not entirely sure why they keep babying you like
this."



"l couldn't say," Boyd said unconcernedly. It wasn't the first time Sin had said that
about their missions. His gaze tracked along some movement on the right monitor and a
faint frown pulled at the edges of his lips. "But if such a non-intensive mission were to
fail | can't imagine it would go over well. So regardless of the severity of the mission, I'm

going to take it seriously."

There was a light scoff as Sin put on his battered boots. "Doesn't it bother you

that this is all getting you nowhere?"
The comment caused Boyd to look up at Sin. "In what way?"

Sin's eyes flicked up from tying his boots, his lips pursed slightly as he looked at
his would-be partner. After a moment he finished and stood, never taking his eyes off

Boyd. "How do you think this is going to end?"
"My partnership with you? Or my time at the Agency?"

That earned him a humorless smirk. "Isn't it the same thing? You're here

because of me."

Boyd had to acknowledge that with a nod. He leaned back and watched Sin
impassively. "Then, to answer your question it will likely end when | die on a mission.

Chances are that will happen sooner rather than later."

The smirk had already disappeared and the corners of Sin's mouth turned down
slightly as his vivid green eyes narrowed. A flash of something crossed his face but it

was difficult to discern if it was irritation, disgust, or something entirely different.

Whatever the case was, Sin turned away from him. He started for the door and
paused with his hand on the doorknob. His fingers grazed it but before it turned, he

looked back at Boyd again.

"Don't you have anything better to fucking do other than babysit and eventually

get killed by some psycho?"



"No," Boyd said honestly. "I don't."

Sin gave him a long considering look before shaking his head and walking out

the door.



Chapter 8

The Agency gained a new light to Boyd as he walked across compound with
Ryan, heading toward the R&D agent's apartment. As they started talking about his
apartment Ryan complained that he wished he could paint the walls yellow instead of
leaving them white. From there, the conversation shifted until Boyd learned about the

sheer amount of Agency employees who lived on compound.

It wasn't mandatory to live there but for all intents and purposes, Ryan seemed to
imply that the Agency preferred it, especially for field agents. Likely to avoid the

inevitable questions that came when an agent lived around civilians.

They walked at a leisurely pace. What began as an explanation of where Ryan
lived turned into an impromptu tour and history lesson of the compound. It was just like
Ryan to go off on a complete tangent but he also had a wealth of useful information that

no one else had bothered to share with Boyd.

There were four main residential buildings grouped on the opposite side of the
compound from the Tower. They were fifteen floors each and contained lounge areas
and mostly single bedroom apartments due to the unlikelihood of an agent ever having
a family and continuing in their position. According to Ryan, about 90% of the roughly
250 field agents, analysts and R&D agents lived there except for officers and special
cases who had separate living assignments in smaller buildings. Ryan also explained
that Sin was one of those special cases. He lived in a small building that was usually
used for people who needed extra surveillance such as new agents who hadn't yet been
able to adapt to the lifestyle, agents with pending behavior or psychiatric issues, and
sometimes even informants who needed asylum from the outside world after helping the

Agency.

"A lot of the higher ranking peeps live off compound, though," Ryan continued as
he shut the door behind them. "l don't think | know one rank 9 fieldie who lives in the
dorms but I could be wrong. Most of them kind of grow out of the whole thing and the

fact that they make a megaton more money than anyone else helps."



He tossed his backpack down on what appeared to be a royal blue and silver
lounge sofa. It stood out vibrantly in a room that was full of mismatched furniture and
eclectic knickknacks. There were three other chairs in different shades of blue, a grey
and black shag rug and enough anime posters to fill a convention stand. His bookcase
was filled to the brim and appeared organized completely alphabetically by comic book
artist or mangaka. There were also a variety of graphic and science fiction novels mixed

with huge tomes about mathematics, programming and computer languages.

"Sorry about the mess," Ryan added as he shrugged off his jacket and tossed it
over one of the blue chairs. He absently wandered over to his desk and leaned over to
turn on his PC. Like the bookcase, the desk was piled high with stacks of books, folders

and CD cases. There was a small organizer full of flash drives and microchips.
"It's fine," Boyd said, glancing around.

The skinny R&D agent sat at his desk and typed in something, likely a log in
code. "So, what made you want to find out more about him, anyway? | got the feeling

you weren't really gonna take me up on that offer."

Boyd shrugged and found an empty chair near the desk. He sat down, his eyes
straying across a poster along the wall nearby with some sort of mechanical robot that
appeared to have wings. He briefly considered the logic of putting wings on a robot;

wouldn't they just get in the way?

He dismissed the thought as he turned his attention back to Ryan while he
considered the question. Truthfully, his interest in Sin had taken him a little by surprise
as well. He'd planned to continue to work with Sin slowly, determining what worked with
the older man and what didn't, while staying emotionally uninvolved throughout. But Sin
kept doing or saying things that caught Boyd's attention.

One moment in particular had plagued Boyd as the week had dragged on. He'd
expected Sin to be smug about Boyd's acknowledgment of his own impending death
when that had come up but instead Sin had looked annoyed. Why was that? It was such

a strange response, especially from a man who otherwise seemed to delight in pointing



out the flaws in others' plans and how futile everything was. He didn't seem to
particularly care for Boyd as a partner either, so shouldn't he be pleased about that topic

of conversation?

It was yet another oddity of Sin's. And somewhere along the line, during days of
studying the other man both discreetly and openly between hours of dull, monotonous
surveillance, Boyd's interest had been piqued. What was Sin thinking? What was the
reason for those strange reactions? Why was he so distrustful of even completely

innocuous questions?
What was the truth and what was misleading?
"l find myself growing curious about him," was all Boyd said aloud.

"Shittles," Ryan suddenly exclaimed, staring at his computer screen with a frown.
"l forgot to send in my supply card! Anyway, why? What changed?" The last part was

asked somewhat cautiously.

"Nothing dramatic." Boyd settled back in the chair and looked at Ryan
thoughtfully. "He continues to be contradictory. I've been increasingly wondering which
parts are true and which aren't." He paused and then added, "One comment in
particular that he made caught my attention. When | asked about the rumors he said not

all were untrue. It made me wonder what he meant."
llAh.ll

Ryan reclined back in his chair and stared at Boyd through his thick black
glasses. His mouth twisted to the side as he rocked himself back and forth thoughtfully.

"If | tell you stuff, you're not gonna somehow use it against him, are you?"

Boyd frowned and lowered his eyebrows, one of the few true expressions he'd
shown the R&D agent. "No. Why would 1? It would serve me no purpose. | have no ill

will against him; I'm just trying to understand him."



"Good." Ryan brightened and grinned at Boyd. "No offense, but | haven't met one
person besides Zachary that actually wouldn't use something against him. | didn't mean
like, you're an ass or something. | was just checking, especially 'cause he still hasn't
been the best partner.”

"Whether or not he's a good partner doesn't matter as long as it doesn't
negatively affect me," Boyd said unconcernedly. He shifted, feeling something dig into
his back. He sat forward, looking behind himself as he continued absently, "I don't really
care enough about anything to be malicious about it."

"Right-0."

Ryan stopped rocking back and forth and steadied himself, leaning forward to
peer at Boyd intently as Boyd pulled a small figurine out from behind the small of his
back. He paused, his fingers curled around the figure and gaze catching on Ryan's face.
At first he thought Ryan was eyeing him so seriously because he'd leaned against a

well-loved toy. He realized after a moment that it wasn't that at all.

Ryan's indigo eyes narrowed and his youthful face looked almost comical as he
scrunched it together to look serious. "So-- do you want to know a lot or a little? | may
make lunch while we talk if it's a lot. | need to take my meds like, yesterday, and I'll puke
if | don't eat first." Once Boyd realized he wasn't in trouble for the little winged robot in
his hand, he relaxed minutely. It was probably silly to have been worried about
offending Ryan over that but Ryan was one of the few people who took the time to give
him any information and who talked to him like normal. He didn't relish the idea of losing
that.

"I'd prefer more information rather than less," he said, setting the figurine on a
pile of books nearby. Belatedly, the rest of what Ryan said filtered through his mind.
Medication? He wondered why Ryan needed it. "So if you want to start making food

that's fine."

"Coolio."



Ryan got up from his chair and moved across the room to the attached kitchen
that was separated from the main room only by a counter area. "Do you want anything?

| forgot to send in my supply card so all | have is like, sandwich fixings and junk."

Boyd tilted his body more toward the kitchen and considered asking if he had tea,
but that wasn't a staple in everyone's kitchen. And since he wasn't particularly hungry or

thirsty he didn't want to take more supplies from Ryan. "I'm fine, thank you."

The room filled with crinkling sounds as Ryan removed a large bag of pretzels
from a cabinet. He put it on the counter and opened his refrigerator, digging around until
he leaned back with his arms full of pre-sliced cold cuts. "Mike's has the best cold cuts,

FYI. Anyway, what did you wanna know first?"
"Which stories are true?"

Ryan hesitated for only a moment before putting two slices of bread on a plate.

"Well, what all have you heard or been told?"

"I know about his partners and that he's injured people on compound in the past.
They told me during training that he was accused of some crimes in the city but the
Agency demanded redaction. | don't know whether he actually committed any crimes or
what specifically he was alleged to have done." Boyd paused, going over the different
rumors he'd heard, and ultimately shook his head. "I suppose in general a clarification of
what he's actually done would be of use. So many stories sound like exaggerations, but
he's strong and fast enough that they could potentially be true. So it's difficult to know

what sort of person I'm working with."

"Well when you put it like that, it makes total sense. They probably should have
cleared that all up for you anyway but | guess they didn't wanna bias you one way or the
other by going into detail about shit that they consider ancient history. But | dunno, that's

kind of tardo if you ask me. '‘Cause now you don't even know what to believe at all."

Ryan slathered his bread with mustard and slapped a few pieces of lunch meat

on it. He glanced at the clock and opened an overhead cabinet which from what Boyd



could see was filled with different prescription bottles. Ryan took out two and set them

on the counter next to his plate.

"So... let's see. Well, | guess-- | mean people were freaked out by him from the
start just because when he came here he was only thirteen or fourteen and already like,
better than everyone else at his job. He was always a little quick to react, always a little
out of control when he lost his temper bad, so people always kind of treated him like he
was a mutant. The first big thing that set everyone off though was the thing that
happened down in Vickland like ten years ago or something."

"Vickland?" Boyd echoed. That neighborhood housed some of his worst and best

memories. "What happened?"

There was a pause as Ryan chewed a relatively large bite of sandwich. Mustard
smeared the corners of his mouth and he hastily wiped at it, glancing at Boyd with a

self-deprecating roll of his eyes. "Uh--"

He swallowed and pulled himself up onto one of the bar stools. "He was coming
back from a mission-- this was before the whole partner thing. Actually... it was the
catalyst of the whole partner thing, | think. And he was walking through Vickland back
when it was still a complete shit hole, you know? Back when the scavengers would be

out in droves and stuff?"
Boyd nodded, remembering well the way Vickland had been.

Ryan jumped off the stool and went to the refrigerator again, removing a
container of milk. He couldn't seem to sit still at all. "He came across this girl being
raped in an alleyway and he killed her attackers. But the girl got so frightened of him
that she started screaming and drew the attention of the scavengers nearby who then
thought it was Hsin who started it all. They attacked him and he went nutso and took a
lot of them out. Then the cops came but he was still in like, automatic defense kill mode

and didn't stop. It was pretty bad."



Boyd's eyebrows rose slightly. They'd told him that Sin could get distracted by
civilians and it was partially for that reason that a partner was necessary. But Boyd
hadn't taken from that, or even Sin's attitude with the way he dealt with his partners, that

he would care about a stranger.
"Why would he care what happened to her? Did he know her?"
"No, not at all."
Boyd gave Ryan a slightly strange look. "Then why did he interfere?"

Ryan raised his eyebrows, talking around a mouthful of food. "It was a young girl

getting gang raped... any decent person would have interfered."”

Boyd considered that, studying Ryan for a moment. He still didn't feel like he
understood what the distinctions were for Sin; what made him stop one incident but let
others pass him by without care.

He wondered why a man who'd seemed irritated and defensive over Boyd
inquiring about his health and who kept reminding Boyd that he was likely to die soon,
which probably would be in part because Sin didn't help like he was supposed to, would
then turn around and stop someone from being hurt when it had nothing to do with him.

It wasn't that Boyd thought the girl should have been hurt or that the men had
been right, but objectively speaking, she would have lived. What was the distinction for
Sin between actively stopping something a person would live through but may hurt
them, and passively letting others die or, in some cases, killing them himself? Death
was more permanent than pain, which Boyd knew well enough a person could live
through whether or not they wanted to. So what was the catalyst for Sin's actions? Why

bother protecting a stranger?

"I'm trying to understand why someone who seems content with letting people
die around him, and who doesn't seem to like anyone, would bother to stop someone
from being hurt," Boyd explained, shaking his head slightly. "You say that any decent

person would interfere but | don't know him well enough to understand his motivations



or what sort of person he is. So far it seems that his judgment of whether a person
deserves death is based on whether they committed any wrongs against him or he feels
it's karmic retribution. That implies he could be arrogant and feels that he can judge a
person's worth for life or death based on his criteria."

Boyd paused, his eyebrows drawing down in thought. "But that seems
incongruous with a person who would care about strangers being hurt. | haven't heard
of him helping anyone at the Agency and | can't imagine there are never any wrongs
committed here. So what causes him to help one person and not another? Is it based
on the type of crime committed or the age of the victim? Has he ever helped other

people aside from that girl or did something about her specifically speak to him?"

Ryan shrugged and held up a finger. His mouth was completely full and an
attempt to talk around the food failed. He picked up his glass of milk and swallowed with

a lip smacking sound.

"Well, I dunno. No one knows what makes him tick-- all | did was compile data
and do a bunch of guesswork after he was assigned to the unit. But | do know that he
considers just about everyone at the Agency his enemy so that doesn't help any would-

be victims 'round these parts, know what | mean?"

He wiped his mouth and opened the pill bottles. "Like, except me and Zachary |
don't really know anyone who doesn't consider him to be not... some kind of freak. And
it's always been that way, even from the start. It's been years of people hating him and
him hating epically in return. So yeah, | dunno. There's been conjecture by his doctors
over that incident-- that he helped that girl because she was just a kid and was helpless
and it brought up stuff from his own childhood. In the end, though, they think he went

berserk because he was so outnumbered and felt super threatened.”
"His own childhood?"

"Yep. All sorts of issues there."



Ryan hopped off his chair and began cleaning up the crumbs that had
accumulated on the counter. He then stopped in mid-swipe, shook his head and instead

began opening the pill bottles.

"What happened?" Boyd pressed when it became clear Ryan wasn't going to

elaborate.

Having an extended discussion with Ryan apparently involved many interruptions
and long pauses. He looked constantly distracted, as if he was supposed to be doing
several different things at once and was having a hard time keeping them in order and

getting them all done at the same time as talking.

Ryan paused yet again and began doling out pills for himself, taking them with

large gulps of milk. When he was done with his routine, only then did he respond.

"There's a lot of conjecture 'bout it," he said around a half-gagged swallow of a
large pill. "His earlier doctors thought he'd been badly abused as a young child
whenever he lived with his mother. Then his father, Emilio, took him on and trained him
to be a killer from like age eight, so I'm sure whatever method he used wasn't exactly...
child protective services friendly."

Boyd was silent a moment. In that context, Sin's actions made sense to an
extent. If he'd been abused since childhood he would likely have great distrust for
anyone else, especially in the Agency where he'd been repeatedly treated poorly. He
thought it could also make sense if Sin had identified with the defenseless young girl.

Still, although it had been referenced during training that Sin occasionally had

psychotic episodes, Boyd didn't understand much about them.

"You said he went berserk and that he was in automatic defense mode. What
does that mean exactly?" "Didn't they tell you anything?"

"No," Boyd said, shaking his head. "They told us that he occasionally has
psychotic breakdowns and the triggers are unknown. We were given the remote for his



collar and were informed that it was because of his unpredictability that the Agency

required that he have a partner.”

Ryan made a thoughtful sound and studied Boyd for a moment, scratching his
fingers through his unruly mass of black hair. "I guess it makes sense a tiny bit... they

didn't want to make it all about what bad stuff has happened.”

"Most likely," Boyd agreed. "But | want to understand what I'm dealing with. |

don't want to only be given the convenient information."

The R&D agent made a noncommittal sound and moved around the counter to
stand on the opposite side. He leaned against it, crossing his skinny arms over his thin
chest as he watched Boyd thoughtfully. It was obvious that he still wasn't entirely trustful
of Boyd which wasn't too surprising considering the previous additions to the unit. But at

least Ryan seemed willing cooperate.
"SO——"

He stopped, seemed to rethink whatever he was going to say and shifted slightly.
"I'm going through everything in my head... And, as far as | know there are five
documented occurrences of him having those episodes. Like, not him having them in
general but it being documented because something bad happened as a result. I'm sure
it's happened other times but nothing dramatic came of it. Anyways, two were before the
Vickland thing and two were after. | mean there's a difference between him getting sick

of someone and beating their ass and going into automatic kill mode, like | was saying."
"What's the difference?"

Ryan shrugged and walked over to finally sit next to Boyd. He crossed one knee
over the other and swung his foot idly against the sofa. "One is the normal reaction of
someone who has been trained to be a lethal weapon since like, before puberty but the
other... the other is like, Hsin becoming someone else. It looks a lot like he completely
shuts down mentally and only sees everyone around him as a threat and he starts just--

well, killing. Or torturing. Just going mental with violence until everything around him



stops moving. Usually it takes someone sedating him to get him to stop and when he

comes to, he's fine."

Boyd's eyebrows twitched up faintly. The Agency truly must not care about Sin's
partners to not specify that such unbridled violence was a possibility. Especially if the
triggers were unknown. "You mentioned he targets those he sees as a threat. Does that

mean he only attacks aggressors or does he attack everyone in the vicinity?"

This time Ryan stopped and rolled his eyes upward as though he were reading
an imaginary panel screen as he searched for an accurate answer. After a moment he
nodded decisively. "I'm not sure really. I'd think you'd be okay if you just stayed away,

but there's no way to be sure.”

"Interesting," Boyd said mostly to himself, and relaxed back into the chair. "And
the other times? What happened?"

This time the hesitation was longer and Ryan fiddled with his pants, looking
around the room as if for guidance. While he clearly didn't seem to think the Agency's
tactic for leaving Boyd in the dark was the wisest, he didn't seem overly sure of himself
about overriding their decision.

He stood up again and began pacing the living room, picking up his little robot
figure and playing with the wings. "Well the first two happened, like, when he first got
here. The first one was because some of the older-- well, you have to understand,
Boyd. Even here, some people have a real stupid ass bully mentality. Some of the
guards and lower ranked field agents are especially bad. They didn't like that this kid
was an automatic rank 9, right? So they decided to mess with him one day after he'd
been in the training room; push him around, surround him, see what he's made of--
meanwhile it's all on camera. He had a bad episode and put three in the infirmary and
cracked two of their necks. He was fourteen and like almost a hundred pounds skinnier

than any of those dudes easily."



That was the first concrete example Boyd had been given for why someone
within the Agency may fear Sin. No one had likely expected Sin to be capable of such a

feat. "Was anyone punished for the incident?"

"The guards were. That was the first time something bad happened and since
they provoked him outright, it wasn't really his fault. But then everyone knew something

wasn't right with him so that's when a lot of rumors started."

Ryan frowned and sat down again, this time on a little ottoman near the couch.
He placed his robot on it and stared. "I remember when | heard about that, | got really
scared of him. Connors at first didn't know what to do with Hsin. He thought since he
was so young, maybe he should be his ward and live with us but after that he moved
him out and put him in this room on the Fourth. Not a real cell but... a crappy room that

was monitored all the time."

Boyd noted that between the information he'd been given by his mother and

Ryan, that meant that Sin had spent the majority of his life at the Agency locked up.

Something else caught Boyd's attention from Ryan's explanation; an oddity that
stood out. "You lived with Connors?" he asked curiously.

"Oh. Right." Ryan rattled off the story without blinking, as if it didn't bother him to
speak of it. "My parents were a part of the Agency. My dad was a lab tech and my
mother was an analyst. They both died from the lung sickness when | was young and
Connors took me in. I'd grown up on the compound so he basically knew I'd always be a
part of it in some way. It helped that by that time, when | was six, I'd already tested
beyond high school level. So | was useful to him and stuff." Boyd's eyebrow raised.

"Impressive."

Ryan made a face. "Not really. It's not like | worked for it. | was basically born this

way. | could read before most babies learned how to speak."



"The fact that it's a natural talent doesn't make it less impressive," Boyd replied
with a shrug. "It just means that you'll be ahead of others and have the ability to go

farther than anyone else."

There was no response to that. Ryan didn't seem to want to talk too much about
the fact that he was a genius or anything to do with his IQ. In fact the topic seemed
unpleasant to him as a whole. So he just shrugged his thin shoulders and picked up the

robot again, tossing it up and down.

He looked much younger than his twenty-four years at that moment, far younger
than Boyd who was still a teenager. There was something about Ryan's animated face

and small stature that made him look like an adolescent instead of a grown man.

"The next incident," he said, switching back to the previous topic, "was during his
rank 10 training. It isn't as well documented because the training is top secret. | couldn't
find video or specifics anywhere. Just that one of the people involved with the training

got mangled."
"You never found out what started it?"

"Nope. Not one trace. It's referenced as a date in one of his doctor's files and |

traced it to the time he was in his rank 10 training towards the end, but that's it."

"Hmm." Boyd wondered about the secrecy of that but ultimately decided it wasn't
terribly surprising. Still, it was unfortunate, because he'd been paying attention to what
had preceded Sin's episodes.

"And the other two times you mentioned?"

This time Ryan visibly squirmed. "I dunno if | should talk about it... It's pretty bad.

| dunno."

That was an interesting reaction. "What are you worried about?"



Ryan sighed explosively and jumped up again, going over to the kitchen area
and grabbing the bag of pretzels. "Nothing, really. | dunno-- it's just a sore topic. Most

people super hate him hardcore for it."

"Without knowing what it is | can't say for certain, but | doubt it will drastically
change my opinion." Boyd paused, watching Ryan thoughtfully. He wondered what was
so much worse than Sin mangling people or killing a number of civilians. "If you have
the information in some form you can simply give to me rather than having to tell me,

that would work too."

There was a pause and Ryan shook his head. "No, it's better if | tell you. There's
backstory involved and stuff. A real drama fit for TV. But, now that you mention it, | did
compile all my data on a flash drive. Whenever he was put in the Janus unit, | started
studying him a lot."

He munched on a pretzel and studied Boyd with round indigo eyes. "Well, it
starts with Lydia Connors, really. She and her twin sister Ann are the Marshal's
daughters.” Boyd silently noted that Connors' daughter apparently was his mother's
secretary, which was interesting. "They grew up here like me and both studied to be
shrinks. Ann abandoned it but Lydia didn't. After the Vickland thing, Hsin was put in
isolation on the Fourth for two years. When talk started about evaluating him to be let
out, she pushed to be his doctor. Problem was, she had been infatuated with his dad
back in the day and she kind of got infatuated with Hsin because he looked just like

him.

That last tidbit of information stood out to Boyd; he hadn't realized that Sin looked
like his deceased father. Maybe that fit into why Carhart seemed interested in
supporting Sin.

He nodded, silently encouraging Ryan to continue.

Ryan finished chewing and extracted another pretzel, studying it. "So, actually

Lydia wasn't all there herself. She used her position to put the moves on Hsin after



giving him drugs that made him loopy and he went berserk and, well, now she lives up

in the Willowbrook home and is catatonic."

Boyd watched Ryan in contemplation as he took in that information. "Was she
threatening or controlling just prior to his episode?"

"Nope. Just taking advantage of the situation. She was asking him questions
about his childhood at the same time. There's a video and everything; I'm not sure what

triggered it really."

Boyd considered that a moment and then asked the other question he'd been

wanting to verify. "You said earlier that he was abused as a child. Was it sexual abuse?"

Ryan made a sour face. "Not sure, he never went into details but it was hinted at.
His mom was a prostitute so anything is possible. Apparently when he first got here he
implied enough to make it sound like most of the abuse had happened while he'd been

with her."

He started to open his mouth to say more but before he could, his cell phone
trilled. One slim hand disappeared into one of the many pockets on his green cargo
pants and Ryan glanced at the screen of the phone.

"Ahh, | have to get back to the Tower."

Boyd nodded and stood. "Thank you for the information." He paused, wondering
about the last incident as well as details on the others. "If you wouldn't mind, I'd be

interested in borrowing your flash drive."

Ryan nodded, not looking surprised and went over to his desk. The drawers
appeared to be full of assorted discs and implements just like the mixed Ziploc bag that
he carried in his backpack. And just like with that bag, despite the disorderliness of the
drawer, he somehow found what he needed without a problem.

"If you ever want to talk or hang out without Hsin being the topic, that'd be cool

too."



Boyd looked at Ryan with surprise, his eyebrows lifting as he accepted the flash
drive. He wasn't used to people being interested in spending time with him unless
necessary. Most people ended up ignoring or disliking him. Since that had continued on
a larger scale at the Agency, he'd expected it to stay that way. He'd expected that Ryan

would forget about him after this aside from work or Sin-related interaction.

Having not anticipated that response, he answered without thinking to hide that

he was caught off guard. "Oh. Alright."

The response brought a loud laugh from Ryan. The shorter man beamed, looking
pleased with Boyd's reaction. "I'll get you to loosen up. We can watch Gundam together

and eat nachos. But | have to jam at the moment so I'll talk about that more later."

It was probably just as well that they ended up parting after that because Boyd
didn't know what to say to that. He didn't know what Gundam was, although he'd seen
the name written on one of the posters. Whatever it was, he couldn't imagine sitting
around eating nachos watching it. Things like that seemed so far removed from him that

he didn't even consider them.

He didn't know what to make of Ryan, or even Sin for that matter despite the
additional information he'd been given. As far as he could tell, Sin seemed to overreact,
often psychotically, if he felt threatened. But were the threats real or were they

imagined? It was so difficult to know.

He could be at the thought all day long and still not come to a conclusion so he
decided to leave it be for now. Maybe he would understand more once he'd seen the
information Ryan had gathered. Or, more likely considering the enigma that was Sin, he

would only have more questions.

With the flash drive securely in his messenger bag, Boyd headed toward the
library on the fourteenth floor of the Tower. He'd discovered it on accident when he'd

first started exploring the Tower to determine what was where.



There was a library and report room that most people seemed to frequent in the
lower levels, but fourteenth had the original reference library. It had everything from
research material to a breadth of genres for casual reading, no doubt kept up for agents

on their downtime.

He had discovered that the library on the fourteenth floor was usually empty and
when it wasn't there tended to be at most a handful of people there. It was a quiet place
to get away from the constant press of people that sometimes wore away at Boyd. And
although most people opted toward digital books and information, Boyd liked having a

book in his hands when he was reading or studying.

When he walked into the library, he thought it was empty aside from a man who
appeared to be around Ryan's age. His light brown skin was offset by dark, uncombed
hair. He had a stack of books in his hands and was gathering others that had been left
on the tables. He kept pausing, setting the stack down and lifting parts of it to insert the

new books in the correct order.

Boyd assumed the man worked in the library and was putting them in
alphabetical or numerical order so he could shelve them. When Boyd entered, the man
glanced up and then stared. Hazel-brown eyes shifted across Boyd and along his face
before their eyes met. The man jerked guiltily and looked away abruptly when it became
clear Boyd had noticed the stare. He almost knocked over part of the stack of books in
his haste to return to his task.

Boyd didn't pay much attention to him and walked further into the library,
perusing the aisles. He'd borrowed the first part of a series so he first returned that and
picked out the next one. Bookstores and libraries had always appealed to him and they
were one of the few places that could still suck him in even when he'd shut down his
interest in almost everything else. He liked the peace and quiet of libraries, and the
history contained in the books surrounding him. He liked the smell and feel of old books

the most.



He lingered especially in the architectural and art areas, grabbing one of the
larger photo books that he wanted to flip through but didn't want to haul all the way
home. He decided to look through it while he was here, since it was quiet enough that
he didn't have to feel like people were staring at him as so often seemed to be the case
on compound. He wanted to be in the area where he would be least likely to be
disturbed so he headed toward his favorite table, which was in the far back, as far away

from the door as possible.

When he rounded the corner of an aisle he was surprised to see Sin sitting there
at the table, reading a book. Boyd stopped and stared at him for a moment. It was
strange and a bit startling seeing Sin so abruptly after he'd just been prying into the

man's life.

Sin looked up at him, his expression instantly wary and kind of annoyed. "What?"

he demanded.

"You're sitting at the table where | intended to sit," Boyd answered, then looked
down at the mostly empty table. There weren't any other good choices of tables that
were as tucked away as this one so Boyd was reluctant to leave.

Pale green eyes regarded him skeptically. "You're randomly here of your own

accord?"

"Yes," Boyd said, setting the books down so Sin could see. "I came to continue a
series and look through art books. | prefer this library. It's quiet, which is also the reason
| prefer this corner. Fewer people come back here so | can spend time without being
bothered."

"No shit,” Sin said flatly, gaze continuing to bore into Boyd distrustfully. He
slammed his book shut and Boyd saw that it was a collection of post-war poems. "I find

it odd that you're here. | don't believe in coincidences."



"Well, that's unfortunate because that's what this is,"” Boyd said impassively. "If I'd
wanted to track you down, why would | do something so obvious? Accidentally running

across you would be a ridiculous excuse when this is such a quiet and removed area."

The other man gave him a flat look and began stacking two more books on top of
the one he'd been reading. "l was thinking more along the lines of someone sending

you here for some purpose but thanks for the speech.”

"No one sent me." Boyd looked down at Sin's stacked books and then up to meet
Sin's eyes. "Are you planning to leave?"

"Didn't you say you wanted the table?"

"You don't have to leave for that,” Boyd replied, pulling his books closer toward
him. "I was only hoping to take one side of the table but if you don't want me to, I'll leave
instead. You were here first."

Sin gave him another one of his long blank stares, shook his head and opened

the book again. "Whatever."

Boyd pulled out the chair on the opposite side of the table from Sin and sat down.
He set the reading books to the side and opened the large photo book. It was a
compendium of some of the most well-known buildings, cities, and styles across the
world, with a portion of it devoted to the history of different movements and architects.
Boyd liked it because the size of the book afforded larger, higher resolution photographs
that he could look at more closely, while the history provided context.

He flipped through the pages but he couldn't help paying partial attention to Sin.
He felt a gaze on him and looked up, meeting Sin's eyes. Sin dropped his gaze back

down to the book in front of him but Boyd forgot about the photo book for a moment.

Boyd couldn't help feeling perplexed by Sin. Was the distrust and sarcasm that
bordered on rudeness his true feelings or were they a defensive reaction to others?

Where did truth end and deception begin when it came to Sin, or was it all an act



regardless? Sin seemed reasonable enough now but he didn't know whether Sin was

acting this way for a particular reason.

But what was of particular interest to Boyd and what he hoped he may end up
finding more information on within the flash drive was the quieter side of Sin. The
person he was at moments like this, when he didn't seem like he wanted to push Boyd

away immediately. When there was the indication that there could still be more to him.

The books he'd chosen were interesting enough on their own. Poetry, albeit post-
war, and classic literature hinted at a deeper intellect or at least a person who may be
thoughtful. And the fact that Sin had dropped his gaze rather than staring defiantly into

Boyd's eyes was just another moment to consider.

Sin seemed to have so many aspects that were deeply or partially hidden and if
Boyd had felt the strength of emotions he once had, he would have characterized his
interest in Sin as fascination. As it was, he found himself growing almost grudgingly

intrigued by the older man.

He leaned against the table with his arms partially crossed, and studied Sin more
closely for a moment before he flicked his gaze down to the poetry book.

"How is that?" he asked, his voice a low tone for the library but cast with a faint

hint of curiosity.
Pale green eyes flicked up instantly. "What?"

"The book," Boyd said, gesturing at it. He didn't look away from Sin's face. "I

haven't read anything by that poet. | was curious if it's good."

There was a pause where Sin stared at him mutely but then his eyebrows drew
down and his full mouth twisted slightly, giving his face more animation than it had had
since Boyd arrived at the library. The expression was at once incredulous and confused
but then a silhouette from the nearby aisle shifted and Sin's face smoothed back into his

usual bland look.



He looked over as the library attendant shelved a couple of tomes before

hurrying back the way he'd come. It was only then that Sin answered.
"Rather dull, actually."
"Hmm." Boyd leaned back in his chair. "Do you read a lot of poetry?"

Again, green eyes leveled him with a suspicious stare. It seemed as though Sin
couldn't figure out why any of this information would be of value to his partner. "l don't
really read a lot of anything. Until recently, | haven't had access to books since very
early in my childhood."

The response was spoken curtly but then after a breath Sin added, "However |
enjoyed classics and epic poems at that time. After enjoying Milton as a child, the word

play here seems relatively amateurish."

Boyd studied Sin with increasing interest as it became apparent that the intellect
he'd thought was there did exist. After all, there weren't many children who would enjoy
Milton. "You had advanced taste for a child," he observed. "l used to read well above

my grade level as well."

"And look where we both ended up in the world," was the dry response. "How far

our good taste has gotten us."

Boyd's lips faintly twitched at the edges. "Intelligence doesn't always equate to

common sense. Or, for that matter, the ability to fully choose one's path in life."

Sin watched him for a moment and leaned back in his chair, pushing unruly
strands of fine black hair out of his face. The constant fall of it seemed to irritate him and
it was obvious he wasn't used to having so much. He seemed to be considering
something, perhaps whether or not he should say something, but in the end he just
looked back down at his book.

Boyd debated going back to reading but he was loathe to give up one of the few

times Sin seemed relatively approachable. "Is your love for Milton why you got that



tattoo?" he asked curiously. "Initially | thought you simply enjoyed the irony of the

quote."

The other man made a face at the word 'love.' "It was both. Milton's use of
language was extraordinary. Especially considering it's a nearly four hundred year old
text but the subject matter manages to still be applicable now." There was a slight

pause and Sin raised his eyebrow. "I'm surprised that you recognized the quote.”
"His wording is memorable,"” Boyd replied simply with a shrug.
"Indeed.”

Before any more could be said on the topic, the silence of the library was broken
by a loud voice towards the front. A slightly disjointed conversation floated to the back
where they were sitting. Although the context meant nothing to Boyd, he noticed that
Sin's eyes had narrowed slightly and his posture had stiffened.

There was no immediate indication as to what exactly had made him so tense
until heavy footsteps came closer to them and Harry Truman appeared next to the table.
The muscular dark-haired man leered down at them, his mouth twisted in a mocking

grin.

"Study date?" His thick eyebrows lifted, brown eyes going from Boyd to Sin.

"Mind if | join?"
"l do, actually. | only give reading lessons on Sundays."

Harry's eyes narrowed slightly but the smirk didn't leave his face. "You're a real

smart ass when they let you out of your cage, aren't you?"
Sin just stared at him flatly.

"Is there a reason for your interruption?" Boyd asked, watching Harry

impassively.



Heavy lidded eyes swung over to Boyd. His eyes flit over Boyd's thin build and
his smirk widened. "We're meant to check on Vega here from time to time. | volunteer

for the job. He's like a pet of mine."

Harry's smirk spread into an outright grin as his brown gaze moved back to Sin.

"Aren't you?"

The tension seemed to be steadily building and Sin's fingers had curled loosely
around his book. His eyes never left Truman's even as he slowly began putting his stack
of books together. "I hear word that there's a sixteen-year-old in the training complex,
Harry. Perhaps you should go see if he's your type. A bit old but you seem open to

variety lately."

The guard's face flooded with color and he jerked forward instantly as if to swing.
Sin didn't move an inch; he didn't even flinch as Harry's clenched fist stopped only
centimeters from his high cheekbone. Harry's mouth had pulled back into a snarl at that
point but he retracted his fist as Sin stared at him with the same chill in his vivid green

eyes.
"Are we finished?" Sin asked, voice quiet and deadly.

Harry didn't answer as he seemed to struggle to control his flaring temper. Sin
stood, picked up his books and walked away as if the incident hadn't even occurred.
Despite the fact that the guard had come with the intention to provoke, he was the one

who looked the most upset by the incident.

His eyes dropped to Boyd and turned into slits as if he hated Boyd as well for

witnessing the interaction.

Boyd returned Harry's glare with a largely impassive stare, although his eyebrow
ticked up faintly. What little emotion was visible on his face showed that he wasn't

particularly impressed.



There was definitely an especial amount of tension between those two. The
implications of the conversation shed some amount of light on it, including the slightly

disturbing way Harry had addressed Sin.

Harry finally seemed to relax, rocking back on the balls of his heels and rolling
his shoulders. He ran a hand through his thick brown hair, gave Boyd another assessing

glare and then turned without a word.

Boyd watched the man go, his eyes narrowing faintly in thought. After he was
alone again, he turned his attention back to his book. However, at that point the silence
was almost distracting. He found that he felt it was unfortunate that Harry had arrived

since he'd finally been making some amount of conversational progress with Sin.

He kept thinking about what Ryan had said, and the implications of Sin's past,
and the familiar way Harry treated Sin. In the end he found that the questions clamoring
in his mind did not allow him much respite for looking at photographs of architecture. No

matter how detailed they were.

He sighed and shut the book. He wasn't sure whether he was more discontent
with the fact that the interaction had distracted him from being able to concentrate when
alone and had effectively ruined any chances of a quiet few hours... Or whether,
instead, he didn't mind that Sin had been there and he was more displeased that Harry

had interrupted them.

It was odd to consider the idea that he could have been, on any level at all,
enjoying Sin's company. Still, now that Sin was entrenched firmly in his mind again he

decided he may as well look into the information Ryan had provided him.

He ended up putting back most of the books and only brought with him the
continuation of the series. When he got home, he opened his father's old office which he
hadn't touched in years. He could almost feel the presence of ghosts, shifting just out of

his perception.



When he turned the light on it flickered dully. Many of the light bulbs had burned
out long ago and he hadn't bothered replacing them. The bombs had affected the

electricity and some rooms had stronger currents than others.

He didn't pay heed to the ambiance and booted up the computer. It was old and
unused and took a long time to load, with labored whirring in the process. He ended up
leaving it to load to go make himself some jasmine tea, and when he returned it was

finally ready.

For so many years, this room had been off-limits; partially due to an unspoken
rule of his mother's to not disturb anything that had been his father's, and partially

because he hadn't wanted to be reminded of old ghosts anyway.

He remembered from childhood sitting quietly in the living room, reading a book
or drawing on paper and looking up every time he thought he heard movement that
indicated his dad was done. He used to long for those moments when his father would
abruptly open the door and appear, tired lines etched into his face from hours of working

on the computer.

Even so, his brown gaze used to dart around immediately and the second he

saw Boyd, he always broke into a grin.

Boyd remembered the way his dad had swooped down on him and picked him
up, hugging him against that chest that had felt so broad and inviting and safe, and the
affectionate way those large fingers had ruffled his hair or held him closer. The obvious
happiness and excitement in his voice as he'd proclaimed he was done with work and

asked Boyd what he wanted to do.

That moment when his father had appeared in the hallway had always been
Boyd's favorite. Although there were sometimes hours if not entire days prior to that
when his father would rarely appear, the moment he had entered the room he'd always
lit it up. Walls had seemed too paper thin to contain that grin. Dismal days had seemed

brighter.



His presence had always seemed larger than life and the sparkle in his eye had
so often seemed genuinely happy or mischievous. The smell of ink had seemed to
linger on his father's clothing as well, although Boyd had never known specifically why.
It had just been his scent. That, mixed with old books and newspapers and generic

soap.

Perhaps that was why Boyd felt an affinity for old bookstores and libraries. Aside
from the ability to disappear into a corner, it was a comforting place the way his father's

arms had once been.

After his father's death, the room had been used occasionally; oftentimes by Lou
to play a game, although Boyd had also utilized it for schoolwork. Some of their use had
been important and some frivolous. When he thought of pulling up an internet browser

he imagined the search engine still displaying a search for Latin phrases.

The thought made his stomach clench and expression shut down, and he looked
away from the familiar background to stare at the wall. He ignored every thought that

went through his mind until he was certain he could stay on task.

The times of his father or Lou using the room were long ago and those memories
were best left untouched. None of it held any relevance or meaning for his life anymore.
If it weren't for the fact that the office held the only computer in the house, he would not

have even opened that creaking door.

He sat down at the desk, brushing off the thick layers of dust that were in the
way, and set his mug on an old jewel case to the side. Although his mother never came
home anymore and his father was long dead, he still automatically followed etiquette to

keep from staining the furniture.

Once the flash drive was inserted and a window popped up on screen, he saw
that Ryan had collected quite a bit of information. There were many folders and files,

and judging by the extensions Ryan had compiled videos, images, and documents.



Boyd clicked through a few of the images first. They appeared to be pictures of
Sin over the years. Most were still frames from security or surveillance cameras. One
picture was what appeared to be a mug shot from jail and another appeared to be a
picture taken for identification purposes for the Agency.

Sin's appearance hadn't changed much over the course of the years; every
image portrayed the same penetrating green gaze and unruly black hair although that
had taken on streaks of red at some point. The progression in age was interesting, not
because of his physical appearance, but because of the slight change in demeanor as

he'd grown older.

The image of Sin at the age of fourteen showed a thin, sinewy boy with almost
delicate features. Long black eyelashes framed his pale green eyes. As intelligent and
calculating as those eyes seemed to be, teenage Sin's face was completely void of any
expression or emotion. Several pictures of him over the subsequent years seemed to
follow that trend. It was hard to imagine that scrawny, striking child going on

assignments and taking lives, but Boyd knew Sin had.

At some point his mannerisms appeared to have gradually begun to change. His
face became extremely expressive and often the look in his eyes was challenging,
hostile and accompanied by the mocking smirk that Boyd was familiar with now. The
change could imply that Sin had found the ability to express himself over the years by
rediscovering emotions he hadn't been able to have as a child assassin.

Boyd's experience with Sin, however, told a different story. He suspected the
opposite was true. Sin's provoking manner seemed like an act or defense mechanism to
keep others at bay until he could discern their motives. What he was truly feeling was

something only Sin knew.

He returned to the main folder and watched the videos. The first video he saw

seemed to be the one Ryan had referred to with the girl that had been attacked.

Grainy footage from what appeared to be a surveillance camera filled the screen.

From the angle, Boyd guessed that it was fixed on a streetlight as it hovered above a



street he recognized in Vickland. The date at the bottom of the video was seven years
old, which explained why the area had not been cleaned up yet. This hadn't been long

after the second major wave of bombs that had devastated the country.

After joining the Agency, Boyd learned that prior to the peak of the war all those
years ago, paranoia had been high. Cameras had been installed nationwide in
concealed vantage points to watch high traffic areas and the sections of the cities that

were known to house criminal behavior.

It had been an attempt to catch terrorists in the act. In order to avoid losing
anything, the footage had been routed through heavily protected wires and casings to
automated facilities that could record for years even without a single person present to
monitor. Several of the cameras were destroyed during the war, despite all precautions

taken, but many had survived.

Boyd doubted that many of the people on screen knew they were being
recorded, if any at all. He had grown up in Lexington and had visited Vickland with Lou
many times, and he didn't remember ever noticing any cameras. It was possible, of
course, that any that had remained in Vickland had been removed in the years between
the second wave of bombs and when Boyd had been old enough to be wandering that

neighborhood with Lou.

At one time, Vickland had nearly been an extension of the Financial District.
Since the bombs, it had fallen into disrepair. And, for people like the girl running across

the screen, it had become dangerous.

Boyd watched as the scene played out. A young girl of thirteen or fourteen ran
across the screen in terror, three men who dwarfed her petite form running after her.
They caught her quickly and began tearing at her clothing before they forced her down
within view of several scavengers who didn't pay much attention to the affair. Her mouth
was wide open and her face was twisted, showing that she was screaming loudly in

panic.



Sin appeared, walking calmly down the street. He didn't seem to be startled by
the scene before him but he did stop and observe. The men halted their activity and

words were exchanged, but the camera didn't pick up any sound.

Sin appeared to be staring at the young girl with a blank look on his face as she
sobbed and struggled, but there was something in his eyes that made it obvious that the
disinterest was only on the surface. The slight curl of his mouth, the way his hand slowly
balled into a fist; they were all telling signs that Sin felt something else as he looked at
the scene. It was not an expression that Boyd was familiar with and it inspired curiosity

in him as he watched.

Without transition, Sin abruptly looked at the men with an expression of wild fury.
The look was deadly, frightening and Boyd wondered if this was what Ryan had meant
when he'd said that Sin could 'lose it' sometimes. The expression on Sin's face had the
ability to send a shiver down a person's spine and it was painfully obvious that in that

moment he was not entirely sane.

What happened next was a blur. One second Sin was standing there facing off
against three considerably stronger looking men and in the next, he was slaughtering
them. His movements were almost graceful, decisive-- he killed effortlessly and with a

skill that was startling.
They truly hadn't stood chance.

The carnage was over seemingly within seconds. Afterward, Sin stood there
covered in blood. He stared, wide-eyed and snarling. The girl unsurprisingly began
screaming in terror. This time it caught the attention of the scavengers and for some

reason, the entire scene erupted in chaos.

Boyd could only assume that the scavengers had thought Sin had murdered
three men and was now attacking a girl. It was the only reason he could think of to

explain what happened next.



They swooped in on Sin with pipes, bats, bricks-- whatever was in the debris that
lay in piles in the area, and he responded with lethal force. Everyone who came near
him fell to the ground. No matter what they threw at him and how many jumped on him,
his lanky form managed to overpower them. It wasn't long before police arrived in

droves and he was finally taken down.

Boyd frowned slightly at the screen in thought and moved to the next file in

chronological order.

The video was the same night but apparently several hours later. The picture
was sharper and showed Sin sitting at a table in a small room. He was still covered with
dried blood but the wild look was gone from his face. Instead he looked withdrawn and
dismayed. He kept looking at his hands and scrubbing them against his pants, his full
mouth turned down deeply at the sides. After awhile he got up to pace the room,
scratching at the dried blood that clung to him and raking his hands through his hair at

random.
Boyd could hear the brush of fabric and realized this video had sound.

It went on that way for awhile until two men appeared in the room. One stayed by
the door and one approached Sin, telling him to sit down and be still. He introduced
himself as Detective Lyons and his partner as Detective Valdez. The next several
minutes passed with them attempting to question Sin about the incident. Sin answered
vaguely and then ceased to respond at all when Lyons became increasingly aggressive.

The man seemed intent on ignoring the way the incident had actually begun and
instead labeled Sin as a rapist and mass murderer. The interview went on a downward
spiral from there as other crimes were brought up; crimes that had happened in other
parts of the city but which Lyons appeared to be trying to implicate Sin as the

perpetrator.

"You're a fucking moron."



It was the first time Sin had spoken in several minutes on the tape-- nearly fifteen
Boyd saw when he looked at the timer. The response was immediate. Lyons snatched
Sin up by the arm and slammed his head down onto the table with a resounding thump.
Boyd knew without even having to think twice that Sin had allowed himself to be
manhandled. But the detective was not so intuitive-- he twisted one of Sin's arms behind

his back and leaned down to hiss something in his ear that was inaudible.

Valdez remained generally expressionless as he maintained his position by the
door.

The abuse went on for some time. It seemed that Lyons was prepared to beat a
confession out of Sin and for some reason, Sin was letting him. Perhaps he didn't want
to cause any more trouble by lashing out. Perhaps he was just waiting for the Agency to
arrive and get him out like Boyd knew they eventually did.

Maybe it was something else entirely. Judging by the darkly haunted look that
had been in his eyes prior to the interrogation, it seemed that Sin had been affected by
the incident that had led to him being there. Maybe he felt some sense of guilt or
responsibility? Maybe he even thought he deserved to be roughed up?

Boyd wound up skipping through a lot of the interrogation. The physical abuse

and Sin's lack of response was uncomfortable to view.

The detectives kept him there for over three hours while repeating the same
redundant questions in the hopes that Sin would crack and agree to confess to the
assortment of crimes. By the time Boyd resumed viewing, Lyons was panting and
covered in splatters of blood. He was visibly frustrated and it made him more violent as

Valdez kept guard by the door.

Through it all Sin had remained aggravatingly passive and it wasn't until Lyons
straddled him on the floor that he had a visible reaction. Before then, he had stared
blandly into space as though the abuse was boring to him. Now, his pale green eyes
locked with Lyons'. Boyd didn't know what passed between the two men but Lyons

stiffened and his hackles rose.



"You're mine, you piece of shit,” he said quietly, his voice intense as he
whispered into Sin's face. "You killed civilians, cops-- who knows what else you've

done. You're going to own up to it, boy."
"I'm not going to own up to anything," Sin said flatly. "Now get the fuck off of me."

Lyons sneered and removed his gun from the holster. "Do you really think you
can give me orders? You do what | say when | fucking--" He slammed Sin's head
against the floor for emphasis. "--say it. If | say open those cocksucking lips and blow

my gun, you'll do it. Won't you?"
Sin's lips curled back into a sneer.
"Won't you?" Lyons repeated, pushing the barrel of his gun against Sin's lips.

In the space of a second, Lyons went from straddling Sin to flying across the
room with savage violence. He slammed against the wall but almost before he'd made
it, Sin was on him again. The gun flashed in Sin's hand just as Valdez shouted and drew

his own gun.
A shot was fired and Valdez crumpled to the floor, blood pooling beneath him.

Sin growled, dark eyebrows drawing together. He looked pissed off and
frustrated and murderous but not insane like he had earlier. His breath was coming
faster although Boyd doubted it was from exertion. At that point, Lyons climbed to his

feet and threw himself at Sin in a stumbling blind rage.

"Fuck it," the younger version of Sin said flatly and raised the gun. He unloaded it
into Lyons head until nothing remained but pulp. He stared at the body for a moment,

tossed the gun down and walked out of the room.
The video ended shortly after, leaving Boyd to stare at the screen blankly.

He wondered about the violence in the two connected videos. It seemed from the

first one that Sin hadn't been in his right mind when he'd killed the civilians and cops,



and yet he hadn't attacked until he'd been attacked first. Or, in the case of the three
men, the girl had been attacked. Yet he'd allowed the detective to abuse him for hours

and didn't react until he was on the floor.
Was that because Lyons had pinned him down?

He didn't have an immediate answer to that so he continued to sift through the
information that Ryan had meticulously cataloged. After that incident, the Agency
covered up what had happened and locked Sin away for two years. He was kept in a
cell on the Fourth Floor Detainment Center and away from the general population.

The next documented information was that Lydia Connors was acting as Sin's
newest psychiatrist. Apparently they intended to release him to active duty if he could

pass psych evaluations. As Ryan had referenced, that also ended in failure for him.

There were scant amounts of scanned documents from Lydia's files as well as
some files that had been taken from her computer. None of it was very helpful or
conclusive due to the randomness at which they were included and it seemed likely that

Ryan hadn't been able to recover the majority of her files.

The main thing of note in the file of Lydia Connors was how she came to land in

Willowbrook Home in a catatonic state. Boyd found a video of the infamous session.

The clarity of the video instantly allowed Boyd to recognize it as Agency quality.
Sin was there, as was Lydia-- he recognized her immediately as the identical twin of
Ann Connors. The video was not long compared to the interrogation video with the
detectives. It lasted only forty-five minutes but those minutes were disturbing in more

ways than one.

From the nature of the conversation it seemed that during his incarceration,
guards reported that Sin had been having nightmares. To pursue this, Lydia claimed
she wanted to give him something to relax in order to discuss them further. This
immediately seemed wrong in Boyd's mind but the woman carried it out anyway,

instructing Sin to take an unknown quantity of unknown pills. He seemed hesitant but



ultimately looked resigned to the process despite the fact that it seemed he did not

expect it to work.

Within the next few minutes, the effects of the drugs were clear. Sin's pale green
eyes drooped, his voice slurred-- she encouraged this, telling him to shut his eyes and
relax. To remember what his nightmares had been. He answered sluggishly, clearly
drugged, and she coaxed things out of him. No matter how disturbed he seemed or how
resistant-- no matter how his breath became labored and sweat began to trickle down
his brow-- she continued. That alone disturbed Boyd.

She moved closer to him, stroking his face, cooing that he should relax.
Murmuring how much he looked like his father. All the while, Sin seemed caught in one

of the nightmares she'd begun questioning him about.
"No," he uttered in a low strained voice. "No--"

He twisted his head, full lips parted and overgrown messy black hair hanging
around his face as he half slumped over the table. Muttered words in a different

language escaped his mouth but they were too low and whispered for Boyd to hear.

"It's okay, baby," she whispered, light brown hair tumbling loose from its clip as

she knelt beside him. Lydia began rubbing his neck, running fingers through his hair.

Boyd's eyes narrowed on her before he focused on Sin's fingers, the way they
were gripping the edges of the table with a white knuckled grip. The table began to
slowly cave beneath it and Sin's breath became audibly more ragged, his voice more

distressed. Lydia didn't seem to notice.
"Shh," Lydia said, pushing his hair back and crouching beside him.

Boyd thought she had to have noticed how much it was making Sin's condition
worsen. It seemed so evident to Boyd the way Sin seemed to cringe away from her
touch. The way she was stroking him was obviously worsening whatever was

happening but Boyd could only assume she didn't care. It was surprisingly irritating for



him to watch. He wanted to be able to tell her to stop; to think about Sin and his mental

health. He wanted to demand what she thought she was doing.

It was around that time that Lydia began kissing Sin. She seemed utterly
incapable of stopping herself as she stared at him with ill-concealed desire. It was a
feverish look; at once worshipful and obsessive. She either ignored or didn't realize how
badly he was reacting to her probing tongue and groping hands. She slid one hand

down, rubbing against his crotch as she continued to rape his mouth.
That was when he reacted.

His eyes snapped open. They seemed completely devoid of awareness or
recognition. It was the wild-eyed look from the incident in Vickland and he reacted with

the same violence.

He was obviously out of control and completely unaware that she was Lydia
Connors rather than whatever he'd been seeing behind his closed eyelids when she'd

begun touching him.

This time the attack wasn't as decisive as the last; it was tinged with a frantic
angry madness as if he wanted her to feel pain. Whatever he'd been remembering or
dreaming about in the drugged stupor had driven him further over the edge than usual.
She paid for it with broken glass used to slash her face and body before the guards

charged in and stopped it all.

The video was brutal and violent, with blood spraying and Lydia screaming in
terror. Sobbing and begging Sin to stop. There was a small part of Boyd that felt
uncomfortable watching it on her behalf, but the larger part of him couldn't believe she
had pushed it so far. It disgusted him that she had so obviously taken advantage of
someone in such a vulnerable position, all for her own gain. Especially since Sin had
been known to react violently before then, so mentally compromising and then sexually

assaulting him was an even stupider thing to do.



The disturbing way she'd seemed incapable of stopping, apparently getting off on
his resemblance to Emilio, was only matched by Sin's seeming inability to stop himself
once he'd started attacking her. It was a situation which was unfortunate on both their
parts but Boyd couldn't feel any sympathy for Lydia. She was supposed to be Sin's
psychiatrist, a position that needed to inspire trust since people were at their most
vulnerable when discussing their issues. Yet the first chance she got, she was all over
him. If that hadn't happened, what would she have done in the future? How often would
she have drugged and raped Sin, adding to the abuse he already received, all so she

could get off on her own delusions?

Boyd's face shifted, turning cold and displeased with the thinning of his lips and
narrowing of his eyes. He replayed the video and paused on Sin's expression, studying
his face. He wondered about the difference between episodes and what could cause it.

That prompted him to skip to the last recorded episode of Sin's. This one was
only a year old and had been captured on surveillance of the Fourth as he was escorted

upstairs after the death of his last partner.

For the most part Sin seemed silent but his eyes were brimming with impotent
rage as Harry Truman was seen on the video hauling him down the corridor. They were
accompanied by Dennis McNichols and Luke Gerant. There was another guard there
whom Boyd had never seen and a man whose badge marked him as a lieutenant in the
guards. There wasn't audio in the surveillance cameras in the halls but the interactions

were clear.

Harry and Dennis were taunting Sin, getting in his face and touching him in an
overly familiar way that made it obvious that this treatment of him was the norm. Luke
was the only one there who looked uncomfortable with what was happening but he
didn't say anything to intervene. The lieutenant, if anything, seemed amused and
pleased by the entire exchange as he offered his own unheard comments. He kept
grinning at Sin smugly, even when Harry pinned Sin to the wall outside of his cell and
got very close to his face before saying something in his ear.



At this point, Boyd could now pinpoint the signs of Sin's episode approaching. He
was shaking visibly, his face pale with rage and eyes widening slightly. Anger seemed
to build in him before his face snapped into the blank mask of indifference and he
erupted in a blind rage.

Harry threw himself back just in time but the lieutenant wasn't lucky enough to
escape. Sin grabbed him and yanked him back into the cell right before Dennis
frantically slammed the door shut. He locked the door with the keypad, his fingers
shaking visibly.

There was a brief argument between the guards after that before they began
calling for reinforcements. From what Boyd read afterward, it had been too late for the
guard captain and he died of his wounds. Apparently Sin had ripped open the man's
jugular with his teeth.

There was an interesting mix of punishment and forgiveness when it came to
Sin's episodes which made it seem as though the Marshal dealt with them with some
mote of logic. He punished Sin for the civilian incident which had compromised Sin's
identity in the city and resulted in many deaths, which had drawn more attention than
wanted. But Boyd was unsure if the time spent on the Fourth for that was an actual
punishment or a way of keeping him isolated for a couple of years until the public forgot

that they'd ever seen his face.

The two years of incarceration following the Lydia incident, however, was clearly
a punishment. This wasn't too surprising considering she was the Marshal's daughter.
Even then, Connors must have viewed the tape if Sin had been briefly jailed rather than
terminated for the attack. There was no denying that Lydia had brought it on herself as
she took advantage of Sin and used her position to get what she wanted. If the Marshal
was anything like Boyd's mother, he would have had very little tolerance for her

behavior or sympathy for what had followed.



The final incident had also seemed to be forgiven, or so it appeared. Sin was
initially put on the Fourth due to his failure to comply with his partners but no extra time

was tacked on for the death of the guard captain.

In fact, Sin had been released sooner than ever. Was it possible that these
deaths meant nothing to the Agency in the face of Sin's skills? Or was it possible that
the Marshal viewed these same videos and came to the conclusion that the attack had
been provoked? If so, why didn't they share this with the majority of the populace
instead of allowing Sin to be labeled as a monster and alienated as a whole as if he

were someone who killed at will for enjoyment?
The entire situation was baffling.

Even when Boyd thought of his own interactions with Sin, his thoughts were
inconclusive. Sin seemed to react based on threat level but that wasn't always
necessarily the case, even during times when Sin was in his right mind. After all, how
much of a threat was Boyd truly to Sin? And yet when Boyd had touched him on that
first mission Sin had slammed him against the car and cut off his breath. Yet if Sin had
truly wanted to kill him, he could and would have. So how much of Sin's behavior was
threatening bravado, how much was insanity, and how much was a defensive reaction

he may not be able to control?

The only thing Boyd could conclude with any certainty was that Sin was
mistreated on the compound. He suspected that such treatment added to the issues but
he didn't know to what extent. Maybe Sin was simply this way on his own regardless of
how others acted. Maybe others acted that way as a result of how Sin had treated them
all previously. Or maybe it was the systematic dehumanization of someone who made

no effort to do anything but live up to their poor expectations of his behavior.

Whatever the case, Sin was as much a mystery now as he ever had been.
Especially when Boyd thought about the moments when it seemed like there could be

more to Sin than initially met the eye. Which was the lie? The quietly sarcastic man who



read poetry and Milton in the corner, or the crazed person who could literally rip people

apart and who killed in cold blood?

Or was either a lie at all?



Chapter 9

The hallways were long and dark, and every noise echoed tellingly around Boyd.
He had to be especially careful when he moved, because even the slide of fabric could
give away his location. Jeffrey had decoded the information on the location of the

headquarters of 53, and it had come time for Boyd and Sin to follow up.

The place was located twenty miles outside of Carson. It was ideal for escape
into the thick forest near the Wastelands following 53's repeated attacks on the city. The
large, abandoned underground bunker 53 had chosen for their headquarters had steel
so thick that signals could not penetrate it. Not cell phones and not GPS. Leaving Boyd

completely cut off once inside.

It took him awhile to discover where Warren Andrews was hidden in the maze of
hallways and floors. He managed to narrow it down to a corridor but the electricity was
faulty this far underground and the lights were flickering into darkness more often than

they were on.

It was the second assignment he'd had since Ryan had given him the flash drive
and the second time that Sin was actually participating to an extent. While he limited his
cooperation to playing lookout or offering opinions on tactical aspects, it was more than
it had ever been in the past. It was a big difference to actually work together for once,
and so far everything was going well. Sin was watching the outside of the bunker to see
the movement of the hostiles as well as generally checking out the area.

Boyd had slipped into the base itself to observe the set up from the inside. He
wanted to get an idea of what may have changed from the blueprints and to see if there
were any specific security vulnerabilities he could take advantage of the next day when
they would actually carry out the mission.

Boyd spent nearly an hour inside the base, slipping from one shadow to the next
in silence. He was very careful to tread so his boots made no noise. Unit 16 had
provided him with clothing that allowed him to blend in with the hostiles and had

replicated their signature red armband. He wore the armband over a dark green long-



sleeved shirt and black fatigues, and his hair was pulled back in a low ponytail at the

base of his neck.

The temperature was rising as summer rolled in, but it wasn't unbearable. Still,
he could feel the heat trapped by his hair against his skin. The shirt he wore would have
felt stifling if it had been just 5 degrees hotter. The heat was made worse in the bunker
where there was little air flow, although the ground helped mediate some of the

intensity.

He heard footsteps treading heavily toward him, the scuffing of soles against
concrete. It echoed so much that Boyd could hardly tell which direction it came from. He
reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small hand held radio that he'd found in
one of the supply rooms. From what he saw, the men guarding the perimeter were not
the only ones to carry them.

Two men turned a corner and walked toward Boyd down the hallway. Boyd
fumbled with the radio, turning it around and trying to click it on and off as if he had no
idea how to work it. The men were talking quietly about something and the words
bounced around them. It was nothing of consequence, but he kept it all in his mind

anyway.

As they came up beside him Boyd looked up, visibly startled, and stood to
attention. The radio was gripped in one hand and hit his thigh, causing him to seemingly
accidentally press a button. It blared static and he dropped it on the floor with a

resounding clatter.

"Sorry," he said, frazzled. He knelt down and fumbled with the radio. In his
peripheral vision, Boyd saw one man roll his eyes. They walked past without incident.
Boyd made sure to make noise fumbling and cursing softly with the radio until their
footsteps were long gone. When he no longer heard them he flipped the radio off and

left the facility without anyone else seeing him.



Boyd made it out to their agreed upon meeting place and leaned against a tree
waiting for Sin to arrive. He examined the radio so he had an excuse in case someone

walked by and wondered what he was doing.
It didn't take long before Sin appeared, as silent and undetectable as always.

"Two exits other than the one you used," he said flatly. "One to the North and
another to the East. They are guarded by two hostiles at all times. Beginning at
approximately 0900 hours they switch shifts every eight hours. It is done efficiently with
no opening, however at half past the hour, five hours into each shift there is a thirty
minute meal break for each man. When one leaves, the entrance is guarded by one
guard for this time and there are brief, three minute openings at intervals as he paces
back and forth to observe either side of the forest." He looked at Boyd. "When you

sneak in tomorrow, that would be the best opportunity.”

Boyd nodded. He noted the term 'you' and was unsurprised to realize Sin had no
intention of accompanying him on the mission the next day. Pushing himself away from

the tree, he put the radio in his back pocket and walked away from the base.

"l believe I've located the leader. There's a corridor on the main floor in the
Southwest corner that seems likely to hold his rooms. It's in the best position to be
defended. The lighting is faulty in places and every sound echoes considerably, but
there are few checkpoints once one is inside the building. They put too much faith in the
lack of entrances and the heavy guarding.”

Sin nodded sharply and looked away. He looked more tense as the time for the
assault on the bunker came closer. "If you are able to speak with Andrews, they will

most likely immediately disarm you."

"l have some hidden weapons and if nothing else | can attempt to steal some
from them. Still," he continued, looking at Sin with faintly narrowed eyes and a serious

cast to his features. "Do you really not plan to come?"



This was a mission that would be too difficult for him to undertake entirely on his
own. He would be going into a base filled with hostiles. Then, without backup, he would
be expected to negotiate with the leader or, barring that, kill him. His comm unit didn't
even seem to work properly in the bunker. There were so many variables involved that it

was practically a suicide mission to go in alone.

Pale green eyes met his for a long moment but Sin kept his face perfectly
unreadable. In the time they'd known each other Boyd had come to realize that Sin was
a master of masking his thoughts and that had not changed over time. His body
language, however, was a different story. He fidgeted when he was agitated about
something and when he ran a hand through his black and red hair, it was an indication

of how much the question aggravated him.

His full lips parted as if to reply but then his eyes narrowed into slits and he
abruptly turned away. There was a beat of silence and then all he said was, "Let's get
back."

Boyd watched Sin's back and didn't immediately move. It had been obvious since
the beginning of their partnership that one day a mission would occur that they both had
to be on or it would end in disaster. Having been inside the bunker for reconnaissance,
Boyd knew that if anything went wrong, even a small part of the mission, he would have

no chance of egress.

Even if he did manage to negotiate successfully with Andrews, there was no
guarantee that the dissenters would not determine it to be the last sign of weakness on
Andrews' part and simply kill Boyd. He would be outnumbered, likely have his weapons

taken from him, and almost positively have no way of contacting Sin to ask for backup.

If Sin didn't come, the likelihood of Boyd dying tomorrow was very high; nearly to
the point of certainty. He couldn't tell from Sin's response whether he would help in the
end or not but he wasn't particularly hopeful. It seemed the discrepancies and tension in
their partnership had finally come to a head. Despite everything Boyd had done to make

it clear that he had no biases against the other man, nothing had really changed.



As the gravity of the situation grew clearer to him, he wondered what his mother
would say when she found out the inevitable had happened: that her son had finally
died. Would it bother her? Or would she simply dismiss the messenger and return to her

work?
Would anyone remember that he'd ever lived?

Boyd followed Sin silently as they headed back to the cabin they were using as a

temporary base, and wondered if this would be his last night to live.

Boyd didn't know how long he'd been asleep before he heard it, or even whether
it was a dream. He only knew that an unfamiliar sound caught his attention and that he

felt mildly disoriented.

Opening his eyes, he listened closely with his eyebrows furrowed down slightly.
When he realized what direction it was coming from, he rolled his head discreetly and

peered through the darkness. It took him a few moments to discern what it was.
When he realized it came from Sin's bed, the surprise jerked him awake.

Sin was curled in a tight ball on his bed as though he were trying to protect
himself. Despite that, the muscles in his face and body were twitching oddly. A soft,

incoherent exclamation fell from his lips and he unwound himself from the ball abruptly.

He extended one of his arms away from his body and one hand dangled off the
bed, the fingers twitching and tensing. He muttered in Chinese softly in his sleep, his

voice low and strained.

Boyd shifted and pushed himself up on one elbow, his eyebrows drawn down as
he stared. Sin so often seemed silent and still, like a statue, that it was disturbing to see

him so obviously distressed.

"Sin?" he asked loudly, hoping to wake him.



The word did nothing. In fact, whatever nightmare Sin was having only seemed
to progress in intensity. His head turned back and forth, black hair splaying across the
white sheets of the bed. His face turned towards Boyd and moonlight shone across it,
showing a vulnerable, naked expression that bordered on fear.

Boyd sat up, looking at him with actual concern. He didn't know what to do; it was
almost alarming to see Sin in this state. The man was usually so controlled that Boyd

never knew how many layers there were before his true opinion would show.

But in this case, with Sin asleep, Boyd knew everything he was seeing was the
truth. The fact that Sin sounded terrified made Boyd get out of bed. Even if Sin hadn't
been making noise, Boyd wouldn't have been able to go back to sleep in good

conscience.

Boyd threw his legs over the side of the bed and padded across the room toward
Sin's bed. He'd seen the way Sin hadn't seemed to react much to Lydia when reliving a

nightmare but he'd been drugged at the time.

"Sin, wake up," Boyd said loudly, lightly touching the hand dangling in front of

him.
The reaction was immediate.

Sin's eyes snapped open; wild and filled with madness. Seemingly without
transition, Boyd was suddenly thrown across the room. He smashed into a table so hard
that it flew a few inches off the floor, crashed against the wall and fell over. He crashed
into the floor; his vision clouded and he couldn't properly breathe. Everything that was
on the table clattered around him in a spray that peppered his body. His bag fell down

next to him, spilling its contents.

Before he could even understand what had happened, violently strong hands
were on him. He was yanked back and flipped ruthlessly, slammed onto his back. His

head cracked against the hardwood floor and pain shot down his neck.



Boyd's eyes fell shut of their own accord. When they snapped open a breath
later, Sin's face was less than an inch from his own, and there was no recognition in it at
all. Fear and surprise overcame Boyd. His heart stumbled. Green eyes blazed at him
with the same uncontrollable fury he had seen in the surveillance videos. As the words
‘automatic kill mode' moved through his mind, he realized that Sin's hands were now

wrapped around his neck.
"Sin," Boyd yelled as Sin's fingers started to tighten. "Hsin! Stop!"

The response was unexpected. The heart-pounding moment, feeling like it had
been on fast-forward, suddenly stilled. Tension made the shadows in the room zero in
on them while Sin faltered. Long, powerful fingers loosened slightly on Boyd's neck.

That shadowed face stared down uncomprehendingly.

Boyd didn't know if it was the use of Sin's real name or the plea that had got his

attention but either way he took advantage of the moment.

"Stop," he said urgently. His body was so tense it felt locked in place. He kept
himself perfectly still, as nonthreatening as if he were dealing with a wild animal. "l won't
do anything-- Just stop, Hsin. Don't hurt me."

Pale green eyes met honey brown and Sin's brow furrowed as he absorbed the
words. His hands remained poised on Boyd, ready to snap his neck in an instant. A
long, tense moment passed in which the only movement was their chests rising and
falling with their breath. Then sluggish awareness seemed to creep back into Sin's eyes.
The manic wildness slowly drifted out of his face and was replaced by an expression of

confusion.

At first it seemed that Sin wasn't even aware of what had happened but then his
eyes widened and he scrambled backwards, lowering into a crouch. Panting and tense,
his body was coiled tighter than a spring about to snap. He still didn't look entirely back
to himself and his green eyes flitted around quickly. He didn't speak but appeared to be

bracing himself, waiting for something to happen.



Tense and unwilling to move, Boyd came to two conclusions in quick succession.
One, he still had no idea whether or not Sin would attack him. Two, he was almost
positive that Sin had only stopped when he had made it known that he was not a threat.
There was only one thing he had that could possibly be considered a threat, and it was

what Sin seemed to be waiting for.

Moving as fast as he could so his motions were not misunderstood, Boyd pulled
the small remote out of his nearby bag. Sin tensed, eyes narrowing but his face turned
into a study of complete shock when Boyd threw the remote at him. Sin caught it in

midair, the action almost an unconscious reflex as their eyes stayed locked.
"Take it," Boyd panted roughly. "I don't want it-- I'm not here to hurt you."

For a long moment the only sound in the room was both of their labored
breathing as they stared at each other. For the first time since they'd met, Sin's

expression was completely open and his thoughts were clear.

Emotions Boyd hadn't even been positive Sin ever felt were aimed at him. Shock,
guilt, and fear dominated his slightly widened green eyes and his parted lips. The
moment stretched as they stared at each other, the chaos of the last few minutes
adding to the panting of their breath and eyes locked on each other. But it didn't last

long and everything snapped back to normal speed.

Sin abruptly ran out of the cabin. He was there and gone so fast that it seemed

like he'd disappeared within the blink of an eye.

Boyd stared blankly at the door, his mind still struggling to fully understand what
had just happened. At length he pushed himself up, grimacing at the bruises that pulled
at his body. Sin had taken the remote with him and Boyd was glad to be rid of the thing.

A faint sense of shock remained in his system for several minutes even as he
went into autopilot. When he shut the door, he realized his arm ached. When he looked
down at it he could see red marks. Sin must have grabbed him by the arm when he

threw him across the room.



When he walked back to the other side of the room and righted the table, he felt
his back pulling painfully. And when he put his belongings back in his bag and put it on
the table, he could feel all the aches and pains in his torso. A shock of pain sped down
his neck if his head was tilted just so.

He didn't know why he straightened up part of the room, other than because the
adrenaline was still moving through him and he felt jittery and wired. He kept half
expecting Sin to burst back into the cabin and finish what he'd started, and half

expecting to never see Sin again.

In the end, he moved around doing meaningless, mundane tasks until he finally
laid down. His body was as creaky and achy as his bed, and when he closed his eyes

he was hyper-aware of everything in the room.

Sleep was a long time coming.

Boyd didn't change the schedule for the following morning even though Sin never
reappeared. The one thing that was clear was that Boyd was alone for this mission. And

with that, he felt a grim sense of acceptance.

Every action he took seemed like it would be the last time it occurred. The last
time he pulled his hair back in a ponytail. The last time he straightened the clothing he'd

been given by Unit 16. The last time he walked out of the cabin.
The last time he headed to a mission.

Boyd infiltrated the base easily; Sin's observations of the guards the day before
were invaluable. He was able to slip into the base in the three minute period and avoid

nearly everyone.

He walked with a purpose but was casual about it so that the few people he saw

in passing barely even glanced at him. He was especially careful to do everything



perfectly. It was imperative they catch Andrews before he defected to Janus; he was

their strongest chance for an ally right now, and they needed it.

It barely took ten minutes to make it to the Southwest corner, and another five to
wind through the hallways to the specific area he believed Andrews would be. The radio
remained tucked in his back pocket, flipped on with the volume set very low so from afar
it would not sound as though he were masking his presence. Many of the hostiles, Boyd
had noticed, did the same thing, and it was one more way to blend in. He noted as he
strode down the hall that many of the doors were closed. A few remained open,

however, and he glanced in each as he passed. He found that most were empty.

Unfortunately, the one room he needed to be empty wasn't. Halfway down the
corridor he planned to use for egress, an open door revealed four men crowded around
a table playing cards. One of them yelled loudly when his hand was beat and the other

three burst into raucous laughter.

They would be difficult to get past if he made any noise at all when dealing with

Andrews.

As he moved further into the base he listened intently to his radio. There was no

alarm about an intruder; nothing amiss at all.

As he passed down another hallway, he came upon the area he'd earlier
determined was most likely to house Warren Andrews. He paused at an intersection. He
didn't want to give away his position so he finally shut the radio off completely. He
looked around, ensuring that no one was in view. When he was positive he was alone,

he continued forward as silently as possible.

A door was closed toward the end of the hall but he could hear voices emanating
from it. He slowed and listened closely, standing to the side of the door. He couldn't

understand what they were saying and the voices fell silent seemingly naturally.

He couldn't hear anyone coming and didn't feel anyone's presence. Even so,

simply walking in with complete confidence would be foolhardy. So far, the mission was



going more smoothly than any of the previous ones, and yet this should be the most
difficult.

That was dangerous, in Boyd's mind, but he couldn't deny the fact that nothing
was exactly amiss. It was bothering him, actually; he remained on high alert, but there

was nothing to be alert about.

Suddenly there was a loud noise and something was flying around him. Boyd
didn't know what it was at first, but he threw himself to the side and tried to scramble
away. His legs must not have been under him properly because he slipped and hit the
floor with his shoulder. His bruised torso ached at the movement but he scrambled up

and got out of the hallway.

He crouched just inside a nearby open door while making relatively little noise.
He felt awkward and unbalanced but was too focused on the hallway to determine why.
He peered out as best he could from the shadows and was able to just make out
wooden shrapnel scattered across the floor and a huge hole in the door. He realized
belatedly that they had shot through the door with a shotgun, and what he'd seen had
been the shrapnel from the door.

"Did you get him?" a voice asked quietly.

Boyd saw a man with dark skin appear in the hole, looking around. "Well," he

said, looking down at the floor, "there's some blood."

Boyd looked down in surprise, and noticed one black-clad thigh was shining
wetly in the dim light. His eyes narrowed and he pressed down on it immediately,

checking for the extent of the injury.

Judging by the fact that he could still place his weight on it, most of it was
probably superficial. Still, it had cut deep enough for him to bleed which meant it could
compromise him in some fashion. And he could have left a trail of blood straight to his

location.



He looked around but there was no other exit in the room. He'd been lucky to find
cover at all so quickly. And he couldn't shut the door without bringing attention to
himself. The door opened down the way and the dark-complexioned man stepped
calmly into the hallway. His hair was in cornrows and held back by a white band in back.

Boyd recognized him as Daniel Jones, the second in command of 53.

Andrews appeared beside him. He looked exactly as he had in the stat file:
smooth, dark caramel skin and black hair in loose waves. He was holding what
appeared to be a hunting knife. "Don't let him get away."

Boyd knew it was only a matter of time before they found him. He was barely a
few feet away and this was the first place they would look. His face set grimly and he let
out a low, silent breath. He thought quickly, then reached into his pocket and pulled out
what he needed. Jones had a gun but Andrews only had a knife.

He waited just long enough for the footsteps he heard to draw up alongside the
room he hid in. Before Jones could look around the corner, Boyd threw a small round

pellet out into the hallway and looked away with his eyes squeezed shut.

He heard Jones say, "What--?" before the pellet hit the ground and released a
bright flash of light that would briefly blind anyone watching. Jones let out a startled yell
and Boyd used the distraction to scramble into the hallway. Momentarily blinded, Jones
didn't even notice Boyd in front of him before Boyd slammed into the other man. A shot
went off, embedding into the ceiling and the gun clattered to the floor. Boyd ran, swiping
the gun from the floor as he passed so no one would use it against him. In the same
movement he pulled his tonfa out and slammed it against Andrews' machete. The knife
slipped from Andrews' fingers and hit the floor. Boyd was there within a second,
stopping just behind and to the side of Andrews as he held the cocked gun against his

head. He had to put the tonfa away so he would have a free hand to deal with Andrews.

"Believe it or not," Boyd said calmly, trying to control his breath as he caught it.
"I'm here to negotiate. Call off any reinforcements you have coming and this doesn't

have to get any messier."



Andrews held his hands up, staying very still. He said nothing at first, and Boyd
pushed the gun against his head. He grabbed Andrews' arm and started to drag him

back toward the room with the broken door.
"Call them off," he repeated as an order.
There was another hesitation as Andrews and Jones locked eyes.
"You won't get out of here alive,"” Jones said, dark eyes narrowed into slits.

"Let me worry about that,” Boyd said unconcernedly. "You call everyone off." He
shoved the gun harder against Andrews' temple, his expression deadly serious. "I'd

rather not kill him but | will."

There was another beat of silence and it was clear that Andrews didn't want to

give the order.
"Stop stalling," Boyd warned dangerously but it was too late.

He could hear footsteps echoing in the distance so he yanked Andrews back with
him. He didn't have a good plan but he did know of a possible escape route through the
back hallway. If nothing else, he could run with Andrews and hide in a room

somewhere.

He could try to run from the bunker with Andrews but that would be nearly
impossible, especially with the place on high alert. The only choice he really had was to

flee with the man and try to convince him to call off the search.

Jones watched Boyd sharply as he pulled Andrews back with him. Boyd knew he
had to do something about the man. If he didn't, Jones could just follow them and tell
the reinforcements exactly where to look. Boyd turned the gun on Jones, planning to

shoot him quickly. That quick shift was all Andrews needed.

Andrews twisted and grabbed Boyd's arm, slamming it away from him. Boyd

started to jerk away, reaching for his tonfa, but Andrews was fast and efficient. Within



the space of a second, Andrews had forced Boyd's hand at an angle where it was

impossible to hold anything. The gun slipped from Boyd's suddenly nerveless fingers.

So fast that it practically happened at the same time, Jones was on Boyd, using
Andrews as a distraction while he snatched the tonfa from Boyd's waist. Boyd jerked his
hand from Andrews' hold and turned his attention on Jones. But the two of them were
not at the head of a rebel faction for no reason; they'd obviously fought together in the

past.

They moved in tandem so quickly that Boyd didn't have a chance. He was
slammed back and hit the floor hard, trying to scramble back to a stand. Jones violently

yanked Boyd back to his feet and pulled his arms behind him.

Within seconds, Boyd went from being in control to being the one with the gun
aimed at him. Jones held him securely from behind, nearly cutting off Boyd's blood
circulation. Before Boyd could take any other course of action, the hallway filled with

hostiles and he found himself surrounded.

"Search him," Andrews ordered one of the hostiles who'd arrived as

reinforcement.

Although Boyd jerked and twisted and attempted to kick the man away, his
weapons were ultimately taken from him. The man stepped back with them in hand,
getting well out of Boyd's reach and back into the protection of the circle of men with

guns.

Seeing that Boyd was disarmed and surrounded, Jones let go of Boyd and
stepped back over to Andrews' side. Boyd saw Jones sliding the gun back into his

holster.

Boyd straightened, his eyes narrowing as he took them in. He didn't see an
opening and there were enough of them that there was no chance of escape. The

hostiles were armed and Andrews' aim didn't waver from his head. They'd been



thorough enough to find all his weapons and there was no way he could fight all of the

men at once.

After looking around and seeing no immediate solution, Boyd's even gaze slid
back to meet Andrews' eyes. He kept his arms loose at his sides and paid attention to
his surroundings in case an opportunity to escape or flip the situation would present

itself.

"l take it you're the one who's been causing so much trouble lately," Andrews
said conversationally, casting his eyes around at his men before finally resting them on
Boyd.

"Trouble?" Boyd echoed, as if he had no idea what he was talking about. "Have

you been having problems?"

Jones turned slightly away and said something into his radio but it was too low to
be heard over the din of noise that had been created by their reinforcements. Andrews
didn't look over, keeping his eyes locked with Boyd. He didn't seem particularly

impressed by Boyd's denial.

"A skinny blond boy attempted to infiltrate two of our locations recently. It seems

you finally found what you were looking for but still fail at not getting yourself captured.”
Boyd shrugged unconcernedly and didn't bother to reply.
Andrews looked at his second in command expectantly.
"Nothing,"” was all Jones said.

This was apparently acceptable because the 53 leader nodded. "So, who are
you? One of Jason's new recruits? | wouldn't be surprised-- he doesn't give a shit about
his people enough to stop them from going on a suicidal quest for nothing significant. |
don't know what you aimed to accomplish here but you'll save yourself a lot of trouble

by telling me now."



Boyd took in his surroundings again, his impassive golden brown gaze moving

along the hostiles. He looked for any change, any break in the circle surrounding him.

There was nothing. They had him thoroughly surrounded and the bunker's few

and highly guarded entrances gave him no delusions of escape.
He was going to die here.

He only wondered whether they would do it right here or whether they would
bring him somewhere else first. He wondered how painful it would be and how long Sin
would wait around before he left. Assuming he hadn't headed back to Lexington

already.

Boyd met Andrews' eyes evenly. "I have nothing to say so you'll save yourself

trouble by not bothering to ask."
"Foolish move but as you wish."

As soon as the words left Andrews' mouth, one of the men approached Boyd and

slammed the butt of a gun violently into his temple.
Boyd was unconscious before he hit the floor.

Time passed, or at least he thought it might have. Nothing made sense.
Pounding that accompanied his heartbeat only belatedly translated as a headache. It

took him several seconds to realize his eyes were open again.
He saw feet around him; moving and running and jerking back and forth.

There was a flurry of motion that Boyd could not follow through his hazy hold on
reality. The thumping of a man's knees against the floor caused him to slide half-lidded

eyes over.

A young man with bright blond hair was staring ahead with a surprised look. He
stayed there and, in a moment that seemed to stretch, he tilted to the side and fell to the

floor. Boyd stared at him with darkening vision, realizing in a distant sort of surprise that



the man was dead. Sounds echoed around him, people yelling and guns going off.
Stray bullets flew past him and Boyd struggled to keep his eyes open. He didn't even
know his eyes had shut until he realized it was black all around him when he heard
frantic shouts.

"Shoot him!"
"Jesus Christ, kill him!"
"What the fuck--"

He struggled to open his eyes again and he saw a flash of red; Sin stood there in
a moment suspended in time, his back to Boyd while he stood calmly amidst the chaos.

Boyd could barely see someone aiming a gun at Sin.

Boyd's eyes fell shut again. Even the sounds were getting muffled, as if wrapped
in cotton and covered in a blanket, but he tried to claw his way back to consciousness.
He opened his eyes, barely enough to see just through his lashes, and Sin was
nowhere to be found. The place was empty and someone was standing over him with a
gun aimed at him. He closed his eyes again, then opened them and the person was
gone.

Confusing flashes surrounded him and he didn't even know if he was awake or

asleep.

Vaguely, he realized that he had just dreamed Sin was there. He didn't know why
he had. Sin was long gone and wouldn't return. Boyd was alone and they had killed him
or were about to kill him. Apathy mixed with his throbbing head. Eyelids that felt too

heavy fell shut and didn't open again.



Chapter 10

Boyd became aware of reality in parts. Darkness surrounded him. He drifted with
that for awhile, the darkness and he coexisting together; symbiotic, calm. After awhile,
he realized that he heard nothing and that seemed strange. When he remembered that

he could hear he realized he could feel.

Something light and soft covered him; he could feel it on his skin. He focused on
that and tried to understand what it was. There was something beneath his head and
beneath his back. It took awhile, but the words filtered into his brain. Pillow, bed and
sheets, and the image of a cabin came to mind. He tried to understand what that meant,
and then he realized he was breathing. That shouldn't have been something he noticed
but he did. His chest rose and fell, and the soft sheet was rearranging itself each time.
His fingers twitched and then he felt the pain.

His head throbbed violently. It felt like it was in sync with the blood pounding
through his brain. After he noticed the headache, he realized his side hurt; mostly his
shoulder. Then the aching of his back joined the clamor, followed by his thigh. Little
pains and big pains joined together to make him wholly uncomfortable and unable to

return to the serenity that had sheltered him just seconds before.

His sense of time was warped, so it could have been seconds or centuries before
he remembered why it seemed strange that he was having any thoughts at all. Flashes
moved behind his eyelids; disjointed scenes as if someone took film and cut it apart and
put it back together haphazardly.

The crystal clear image of Sin's back to him while people fell was strong in his
mind, and with it came the memory of being surrounded. The strike against his head
and him falling to the floor. The pain of a limp body striking concrete.

His mind started to drift again but then the image of Sin persistently returned and

with it came sudden understanding. Followed by delayed disbelief.

He was alive.



At the understanding, Boyd's abruptly eyes opened and he stared at the ceiling.

It wasn't the same ceiling as in the bunker and come to think of it hadn't he
thought he was on a bed? Confusion muddled his mind and he sat up before he thought
about the fact that he could be captured and it could be in his best interest to feign

sleep.

Boyd blinked in dumbfounded confusion when he finally took in his surroundings.
He was in the cabin outside 53's rebel base, just as he had been the night before. Had it
been the night before? He glanced at the windows but the curtains were drawn. What

time was it? How many hours had passed? Was it more than a day?

Strangely, Warren Andrews sat in the corner. He was tied up, glowering around
him, and cloth was tied in his mouth so he couldn't make a noise. Boyd stared at him for
a long moment, unable to comprehend what he was doing there or why. He looked

away rather than overwork his mind trying to interpret the oddity in the environment.

Leaning against the wall was Sin, his arms crossed and expression blank. But he
was staring at Boyd, and he didn't even blink when Boyd looked over and met his eyes.
They stared at each other for a long moment; Sin intensely, and Boyd too confused to

even know exactly what was happening.

Had that memory of Sin's back to him been real? Had Sin been watching the
whole time the way he had on previous missions? Had he actually saved Boyd? And if
so, why? Sin didn't save his partners; that much had been made clear. Had the guilt
from the previous night been so strong that he'd deviated from his routine this one time?

And why in the world was Andrews tied up in the corner of their cabin?
"Sin," Boyd said finally, blankly. Unable to form any other words.

"Boyd," Sin replied flatly. He looked at his prisoner. "I took the liberty of bringing
him here for further... negotiation." Boyd looked at Sin a little strangely, his mind still

scattered as the pounding of his head vied with the oddity of waking up like this. His



eyebrows dragged down and he brought one hand to his head as if it would quell his

headache or make his thoughts make more sense.

He looked down at the sheet that was pooled in his lap and blinked. He wore a
loose pair of drawstring pants that he didn't remember putting on. When he touched his

left thigh he could feel bandages beneath the fabric.

He stared at his leg and then looked up to study Sin with eyes narrowed faintly in

confusion and thought.

The only explanation was that Sin had somehow saved Boyd, brought him to the
cabin, secured Andrews, and taken the time to bandage Boyd's wounds and give him a
fresh pair of pants. It was such a thorough and thoughtful thing to do that it struck Boyd
on several accounts. The least of which was that Sin had bothered to help Boyd and
also ensure that the mission could be completed. That had to be why he'd bothered to

bring Andrews in for negotiation.

It was bizarre. Sin had never cared about failed missions before. Why did he care
now? Why had he bothered to save Boyd in the first place? Beyond that, why had he
taken the extra step of giving him even minor medical care? Even if somehow the guilt
from the night before had forced his hand into saving Boyd, there had been no reason

to do anything more.

Boyd didn't understand at all and although he had any number of questions he
wanted to ask, he didn't think it would be a good idea to ask them in front of Andrews. It
was best if he did his job as negotiator first and then, when they were alone, asked Sin

what in the world was going on.

He drew in a low breath that he let out lowly and then swung his legs over the
edge of the bed. He was a little dizzy when he stood and his body ached in annoyance
with his insistence on moving from a prone position. Still, none of it was enough to

impede his ability to function.



He walked over to Andrews and stopped in front of him, looking down at the man
expressionlessly. Andrews glared up at Boyd but he seemed distracted, his attention

repeatedly returning to Sin with something akin to fear or wariness.

After a moment, Boyd crouched in front of the rebel leader. His body felt like it
creaked in the movement, his head and thigh particularly unhappy and shaky, but he

ignored them.

"I'm going to take the gag out but if you start screaming or still refuse to
cooperate, we may run into a problem,” Boyd informed Andrews. "So | suggest you

work with us and make it easier on everyone."

Andrews coughed and shook hair out of his eyes once the gag was removed. His
face was red with anger and his eyes focused on Sin with obvious loathing. Sin just
gazed back, looking completely unconcerned.

Boyd noted the exchange but didn't react to it. He kept his calm stare centered
on Andrews. "We've been following your progress and we've noticed that recently

you've been in a bit of a bind. We're offering a solution.”

At first his only response was a low scoff as Andrews' eyes continued to burn into

Sin. But then he set his jaw and dragged his gaze away. "If you want to talk, he goes."
"Why should he leave?"
"He slaughtered half my men."

Boyd considered that. He wasn't surprised by the information; if his memory had
served him correctly, it followed that many of the hostiles had been killed. Intel had
shown that Andrews truly cared about his men so arguing the request would only be

counter-productive.

Boyd looked over at Sin, his blond hair falling over his shoulder in the movement.
His honey brown gaze moved along Sin's face briefly before meeting his eyes. "Do you

mind stepping out for a minute?"



Sin raised an eyebrow briefly and said nothing. He looked from Boyd to Andrews
and let his gaze flick over the tied up man, resting briefly on the flexicuffs he was
secured with. Only then did the senior agent give a short nod and leave the cabin,
letting the door shut behind him.

Once Sin was gone, Boyd looked over at Andrews again. With Andrews
flexicuffed to a chair, Boyd was not at eye level by crouching and yet if he stood and

towered over the man, it wouldn't be conducive to negotiation.

One thing he had learned was that in interviews or interrogations, people tended
to mimic the interrogator without realizing it. The signals an interrogator gave could
subconsciously affect the responses he or she received. The principles were just as

important in negotiation, if not more.

Crossing his arms would be a defensive position, for instance, and were
Andrews' arms loose he may have found himself unconsciously crossing his arms in
return. Andrews may have also subconsciously viewed Boyd as being distant and may

have been, in turn, less open to negotiation.

The subtleties of human interaction were even more important in negotiation.
Boyd wasn't about to cut the man loose. So Boyd pulled another chair over. The chair
legs dragged against the wooden floor, making faint vibrations and bumping sounds

when they occasionally caught on the space between planks.

When he was seated in front of Andrews, choosing the distance carefully to be
close enough to create subconscious intimacy but far enough away that it wasn't

inappropriate or distracting, Boyd met Andrews' eyes.

"Rather than waste your time, I'll get straight to the point. We've noted the
pressure you've been under between Janus' recruitment and the expectations of your
men. As of now, it's put you in a precarious position. Unfortunately, Janus will swallow

up your group and give you little in return. We have a solution to your dilemma."



"We'?" Andrews repeated scornfully. He grimaced, showing teeth that looked
bloodstained. "I don't know who sent you or who you're with but obviously it's someone

just like Janus or worse."

"Better or worse are subjective terms that | can't help you with," Boyd replied
neutrally. "But although our strength rivals Janus, we don't indiscriminately attack
innocents and targets alike. The innocent casualties to their attacks have been high in
the past and are likely to only grow as they attempt to further strengthen their army. As
a man who started down this path by trying to protect innocent bystanders who had to
pay the price of being caught in the middle of a war, I'm sure you can see how this is a

worrisome trend. And why we would want to stop it."

Andrews shook his head and cut his eyes away, staring out one of the windows.
His features were set grimly, eyes narrowed into distrustful slits.

"You people are all the same. You think you can use us to get at your goals. We
didn't form the True Democracy Movement to be pulled into your political wars. We don't
give a fuck about what you want. Our concern is the people of Carson and the bullshit
politicians there who do what they want, when they want, and treat the people who

elected them like scum."

"Unfortunately for you, you've already attracted Janus' attention and they aren't
simply going to go away because you want them to." Boyd shifted forward in the chair,
his forearms resting on his knees. "What we're prepared to offer you is this: You join
Janus as our spy. For your protection, you will not tell anyone in True Democracy

Movement about it."

He raised his eyebrows slightly to ensure Andrews understood the importance of
that point, and continued speaking. "You give us information on Janus from the inside
and in return, when we no longer need your services, we will provide protection for you
and your men. We have no interest in interfering with your fight with Carson's
government so you would be free to continue with your mission statement. In addition,

the fact that you formally join Janus will look good to your men so you will no longer



need to fear defection to Aarons' side. Working with us will ensure you security for your
men and goals while simultaneously solving the dilemma of your current perception

among the ranks."

This time Andrews released an ugly bark of a laugh. "Who do you think you're
fooling, boy? You think you're doing us a favor? You forgot to add on that it will also
ensure that we're under another big organization's thumb. We aren't mercenaries. We

don't work for other people, no matter how powerful they are."

Boyd watched Andrews evenly for a moment and then sighed and leaned back in
the chair. "Very well. I'd hoped to avoid this but you're pushing the matter." He watched
Andrews seriously. "Today, a vehicle will be waiting outside Kaysen's school. It will be
driven by a very friendly woman who will tell him she's a friend of his mother's and she's
there to bring him home. It's possible he never makes it home."

His gaze was neutral and didn't waver. There was an unspoken threat in the
intensity as he calmly listed what could happen to Andrews' two kids and ex-wife. "It's
equally possible that Lily drowns when she goes canoeing at Camp Erickson next
Wednesday at 1 pm. The counselor who will be with her group will be frantic when he
realizes they lost her along the way. When they later find her body, it will be deemed an
accident. And as for Jaime, everyone knows your ex-wife smokes, especially when
stressed. Sometimes she smokes in bed. Following the family tragedies, no one would
blame her for it. Unfortunately, that habit would be hazardous to her health if she fell

asleep with a cigarette still burning and lit her house on fire."

Boyd continued, "It's equally possible that instead of any of this, they could be
brought in for rigorous questioning until you agree to work with us.” There was little
doubt that what he meant, in fact, was torture. "Personally, | think the accidents would

be more humane."

The threats were met with silence and a look that could have murdered Boyd on
the spot if it were possible. Andrews had gone ashen and his teeth were grinding

together as he strained against the flexicuffs that dug into his wrists.



The 53 leader looked as terrified as he was furious. This was a man who loved
his family, even his ex-wife no matter how messy the divorce had been. This was also a

man who would do anything for them; his psych file had made that clear.

"I'm not surprised," he said finally, voice raw and choked. "Anything that would

employ a man like that--" he jerked his head to the door. "--would do anything."

Boyd didn't bother commenting on Sin since, from Andrews' perspective, Sin
probably had seemed terrifying. After all, Sin could easily kill dozens of men and hardly
seem worse for the wear the next day. Boyd didn't think he'd seen a single wound of

note on Sin.

Instead, he said reasonably, "It doesn't have to be that way. If | can assure my
employers that you'll work with us, none of that will happen. Of course, we'll have to
keep your family under surveillance in case you decide to warn them about anything,
which would be a very poor decision that would end terribly for all of you. Or if you
decide to betray us, we would have to reconsider the decision to leave them be. | don't
think you would care for those consequences so my suggestion is you cooperate and

avoid these tragedies altogether.”
"So it's all up to me," Andrews said, smiling humorlessly.

"It is," Boyd agreed calmly. "I do have some other questions. That can give you

some time to consider the offer."
"Questions like what? What else can I tell you that you don't already know?"

"To your knowledge, is Jason Aarons and his group also being pursued by

Janus?"

Andrews shook his head, looking slightly relieved at the question. "No. My Janus

contact works only with me. Jason wouldn't know how to get in touch with them."

"Who is your Janus contact?"



This time Andrews wasn't as quick to reply. He shifted in the wooden chair,

twisting his arms in the flexicuffs. "What does it matter?"

"The manner Janus contacted you or came to know about True Democracy
Movement is of interest to us,"” Boyd replied simply. "Especially since you said the

contact only works with you. It would seem there's a reason for that."

There was another stretch of charged silence as their captive seemed to roll this
around in his head. Andrews was being careful and they were putting him in a difficult
spot. Exposing his sources without having it fall on his own shoulders would likely be

difficult. But in the end he just shook his head and looked resigned.

"Thierry Beauvais is my contact. | have a cousin, Sarabeth, who lives in England
and rubs elbows with a lot of rich people who have dirty hands.” Andrews smirked.
"She's a much in demand... call girl, if you want to use the term. So in demand that
she's pretty much courted by the kind of people that Thierry deals with. She met him at
a party and they became friends. When she found out that | was looking for someone to
buy arms from, she pointed me in his direction because he has contacts internationally
who can set something like that up long term."”

Boyd nodded in understanding. He didn't know who Thierry Beauvais was but he
filed the information away for later when he would put it in the report. "How long ago

was your first contact with Thierry?"
"About a year. Maybe more."
"And Janus learned of you through him?"

Andrews shrugged. "I'd never had contact with them beforehand. He said they
were looking into expanding and liked our style. They liked the fact that we were going
toe to toe with the politicians of Carson and fighting back. When they found out that he

had dealings with us, they came knocking."

"What has your response been to them so far?"



"They know | have reservations."

Boyd inclined his head in acknowledgment. He let the silence stretch between

them for a long moment as he studied Andrews closely. At length, he spoke.
"Have you made your decision?"

Andrews scoffed and continued to stare out the window. "What do you think,

boy? You're not giving me any choice."
Boyd nodded once more and stood. "l will make the arrangements."

It didn't take long to get everything squared away. He retrieved Sin, who hadn't
been that far away from the cabin, and after they figured out all the details they drove
Andrews into the woods. The rebel leader glared hatefully at Sin nearly the entire time
and seemed uncomfortable with being in the same car as him. For his part, Sin didn't

seem to notice or care.

They cut Andrews loose and dropped him off where he would be able to return to
his men without it ever being known where he'd been or with whom. After leaving
Andrews behind, Boyd navigated them toward the major highway that would bring them
back to Lexington.

Sin was silent in the passenger seat and at first Boyd was distracted with making
sure he found the right twists and turns in the countryside. Once they were safely on the
highway and the drive started what would become a rather boring stretch of time, Boyd
looked over and studied Sin with the same intense and thoughtful stare he seemed to
find himself turning on that man more than most. But then, most people didn't perplex

Boyd as much as Sin did.

He remembered the way Sin had looked at him and had studied the flexicuffs
before leaving Boyd alone with the Andrews. Boyd noted that along with all the other
oddities of the day and now that it was silent he finally felt that he could ask all the

qguestions he'd had to stifle earlier.



"Why did you save me?" he asked, his voice breaking into the quiet.

Up until this point, Sin had been leaning against the door with his head tilted
against the window. Now he looked over, eyebrows drawing down. "Does it matter?

You're alive."
"It matters to me."

Sin sat up straighter, causing the setting sun to cast muted rays against his face.
He looked tired and paler than usual which was possibly due a night sleeping in the
forest. The woods were considerably cooler once the sun set. His black hair was

hanging around his face messily and he pushed it aside with impatience.

His full lips parted, pressed together and finally he just scowled. "It's pointless for

you to die. That is basically what | decided."

"Why?" Boyd pressed, his curiosity heightened by the reply. "I'm easily
replaceable. Agent Blake could take over for me immediately, no doubt, and it's unlikely

anyone would have been surprised to find | hadn't made it back from this mission."
"Well, maybe | don't want Blake to be my partner,” was the testy reply.

Boyd considered Sin, watching him for nuances of his expression. He couldn't
deny that he was somewhat surprised by this entire situation. He hadn't expected an
answer that in any way implied he could be a preferable partner above someone else. It
was a curious thought since Boyd had felt for most of their partnership that Sin would
have been glad to be rid of him.

"His temperament seemed relatively similar to my own," Boyd mused aloud. "I

imagine after a day or two you'd hardly notice the difference."”

To that, Sin didn't bother to respond.



Boyd fell silent, turning his attention to the road as one of the signs flashed by
that estimated the amount of miles to various cities. They were still a good sixty-five

miles from home.

"Thank you." He looked over at Sin with an expression that was a little less

neutral and a little more approachable than usual. "For helping me."

At first his only answer was a stiff shrug as Sin turned back to the window. He
was fidgeting again-- absently yanking at a loose string that was hanging out of a rip on
his cargo pants. His long fingers pulled at it insistently until the rip began to get slightly

wider.

"Did | answer your questions the way you wanted me to?" he asked finally, still

keeping his head against the window.
Boyd looked over with eyebrows that drew down. "What do you mean?"

"Exactly what | said." Sin's eyes had closed at some point and his dusky
eyelashes rested against his face. He went on without opening them. "Because if |

answered adequately, I'll expect adequate responses to my question in return.”

The reply caused Boyd to watch him more closely before he had to turn back to

the road. "l do have additional questions," he admitted.
A low sigh. "Which are?"

Boyd took a moment to consider how to formulate the two questions that were
foremost in his mind. He started with the one he hadn't already asked in some fashion.
"In the past, you seemed unconcerned about whether the mission was a success. So

why did you make the effort to bring in Andrews so we could negotiate with him?"

Sin frowned as though he hadn't expected that question. "There would have
been no point in saving you if I'd let the mission fail. They would just terminate you and
lock me back up when we returned to the compound. I'm not unaware that this mission

is important.”



Boyd nodded, taking that into account. He was silent for a long moment as he

considered that before he spoke again, his tone thoughtful.

"| still don't understand why you saved me. I've been trying to determine the
reason. | thought about how you bandaged my wounds even though you didn't have to
and how before you left me alone with Andrews it seemed that you verified he was

adequately secured.”

His eyebrows furrowed and his fingers shifted against the steering wheel. "That
implies either a concern for the success of the mission or, potentially, some level of
concern for my safety. You've verified that the success of the mission mattered to you
on some level so it could have simply been that. But the fact that you don't seem to
prefer the idea of a new partner and that you had to fight so many people to extract us
implies that in some way, at least for a portion of today, it mattered to you that | was

okay."

Boyd paused, frowning faintly in thought before he looked over at Sin who still
had his eyes firmly shut. "I wondered what the reason was for the change, if that was
so. Why would it have been fine a few weeks ago if I'd died but now it's pointless?
What's different?"

Sin made a face and finally opened his eyes, turning his head so that he could
face Boyd. He studied him for awhile, mouth turned down in a slight frown before giving
his broad shoulders a shrug. "I hadn't expected that you would actually... make a good

partner. | didn't think this would work."

Boyd watched Sin thoughtfully. After a moment, he returned his attention to the
road. There was hardly any traffic but what little sunlight could be seen was angled

almost directly into his eyes.
"And at some point something made you believe it would?"

"Obviously," Sin said blandly, starting to look impatient.



Boyd nodded, feeling no need to push it any further. It was interesting to hear
that Sin thought he could be a good partner. He had to admit that he was pleased since

for weeks it had felt like no matter what he did it didn't get him anywhere.
"What did you want to ask me?"

Sin crossed his arms over his chest and reclined in the seat further. He hadn't
bothered with a seat belt this time. "Why didn't you just use the remote and activate my

collar?"
"Because | didn't feel it was necessary," Boyd said with a shrug.
llAh.ll

Boyd looked over but couldn't read what Sin was thinking; his expression hadn't
shifted. It occurred to him that Sin may not feel that was answer enough. "And | truly

have no interest in harming you."

Pale green eyes flicked over to him at that but Sin's face still gave nothing away.

He looked as intense as ever but just as eerily impossible to figure out.

"l didn't--" A pause. "You should never touch me when I'm sleeping. | react in a

manner which | would not if | were fully... aware."

Boyd was quiet, watching Sin before shifting his gaze back to the road. He
wondered what Sin had been about to say and whether he was, in his own way, trying
to apologize. Or whether he was simply laying the ground rules. It was so difficult to tell

with him.

"I'll keep that in mind," Boyd said with a faint nod. He hesitated, his eyebrows
drawing down. "You seemed upset. | thought you were having a nightmare and you

didn't seem to hear my voice. In the future, how do you prefer | wake you?"

This seemed to startle Sin. He looked over abruptly, eyebrows shooting up.
"What?"



"You were clearly upset,” Boyd replied, frowning with slightly narrowed eyes as
he remembered the way Sin had twitched and sounded distressed. "I touched your
hand to wake you. If it happens again, I'd like to know of any alternatives for waking

you.

This earned him another long stare from Sin before the man sighed disgustedly.
"Well that's just beautiful." He shook his head, eyebrows drawn together as if he had a

headache. "And | don't know. Just leave me be, | suppose. It's safer."

Boyd wondered about Sin's response and what had seemed to disgust him. The
fact that he'd had the nightmare, the fact that Boyd had witnessed it and tried to wake
him from it, or the fact that in doing so one or both of them could have gotten hurt? Was

it a combination?

He didn't know the answer to that but he did know that it was highly unlikely that
he would leave Sin asleep if it happened again. He simply nodded and didn't verbally

respond.

Sin didn't say anything and for a period of time the car fell back into silence.
Traffic picked up a little once they came toward a stretch of the highway that led to a
number of larger cities via intersecting interstates. The number of vehicles diminished

but did not disappear once they were on the stretch that headed primarily to Lexington.

They were still thirty miles out when Boyd realized he hadn't told Sin what

Andrews had said.

"It will be in the report but in the event you don't read it, Andrews named his
contact with Janus. His name is Thierry Beauvais and the connection was gained

through Andrews' cousin, who's an escort in England.”

The reaction to this was unexpected. A long suffering sigh escaped Sin's full lips

and he visibly grimaced. "I hate that little French fuck."

Boyd raised his eyebrows. "You know him?"



"I've had to meet with him twice before. He tantalizes the Agency with information
and makes us jump through hoops to get it. | fail utterly at dealing with him. It would be

best if | didn't see him ever again."

"l see," Boyd said after a beat of silence. That was certainly interesting. "Did

something happen when you saw him before?"

There was a brief, almost uncomfortable silence before Sin said shortly, "You

could say that."

Boyd looked at him sidelong but didn't have a response to that. It made him
wonder what had happened but he didn't get the impression that Sin would answer. He

supposed he'd pushed it enough already, getting the answers he had.

They ended up falling into silence again and this time neither of them made any
effort to interrupt it. The rest of the trip passed without incident, although Boyd noticed
that the sheen of sweat on Sin's face seemed to grow more pronounced over time.

When they reached the Agency, Sin left for his apartment without another word.

It didn't take Boyd long to submit his report and he headed home immediately
afterward. He ended up making some tea and then realized he didn't know exactly what
he wanted to do. He debated it for a few moments and then decided to finish looking

into the information Ryan had provided him.

At first, a lot of what he found was similar to what he'd seen before. There were
excerpts from reports, some more images, some video clips from missions, and more

background. One thing Boyd noted was that there still wasn't a lot about Sin's early life.

There was nothing on his mother and all it really said about his father was that
he'd been a well-known, well-regarded agent. Boyd suspected there had to have been
more on a man who'd apparently spent years at the Agency. He wondered whether the
lack of it was due to information being on lock down. It was also possible Ryan simply
hadn't been interested in gathering any of that since he'd grown up on compound and

likely already knew anything he wanted to about Emilio Vega.



Whatever the case, Boyd still had a few folders to go through when he ended up
clicking on one of several files with extensions he didn't recognize. They were named

variations of 'cam01' and it quickly became apparent why.

An image of an empty apartment came on screen, the walls were white and the
furniture was plain but looked as though it would be comfortable enough. He heard
sound over the speakers and realized that this was a video. He didn't see anything

happening but there seemed to be shadows passing just on the edge of the screen.

He closed down the file and clicked on the others, flipping through a bedroom
and a kitchen until Sin's face was abruptly on screen. It was startling and a little
alarming, since Sin was staring seemingly straight out the screen at Boyd. It took Boyd
a moment to realize based on clues in the background that this appeared to be a

camera of some sort in a bathroom mirror.

At first, Boyd thought these were videos but he realized as he watched that they

weren't. This appeared to be a live feed to cameras that Ryan had hacked into.

He didn't have much time to think about those implications as his attention was
instead caught by what Sin was doing.

Sin was very pale, his naturally olive complexion ashen. His lips were parted as
his breath came out labored and choppy, eyebrows drawn together as he tended to
himself with trembling hands. His eyes were glazed slightly, his full lips pressed into a
tight line.

It was startling to see such a stoic man show pain and it made Boyd's attention
zero in completely on the screen. He forgot about the tea, he forgot about the other
files. He couldn't look away from Sin and the glimpse of an open expression such as he
hadn't seen since Sin had run out of the cabin.

On the screen, Sin shifted and looked down until black and red hair hid part of his
face. He appeared to be taping up his arm with a bandage that was already stained

crimson. Now that Boyd could see his chest and arms, he also saw that there was a



variety of lacerations and bruises on Sin aside from whatever wound he was tending to-
- including a bruise that was an intense shade of purple and covered his entire left side.
Judging from what Boyd could see of the sink, the arm wound was more serious than

the rest. Blood was everywhere; running down his arm and leaving small puddles in the
sink. Boyd then saw the pliers, peroxide, and the unmistakable sheen of a bullet coated

in blood.
Boyd's thoughts stilled and he stared in muted surprise and a hint of discomfort.

After a moment of gripping the sides of the sink with his long slender fingers, Sin
stepped back. All he wore were loose jeans that hung precariously on his thin hips. He
grabbed a small pill bottle from the counter with a grimace, opened it and swallowed a
handful dry. He tossed the bottle back into the sink and stood there for a moment,
looking at the mirror.

He truly looked terrible and for a moment, Boyd wondered if the other man had
gotten some kind of infection. He'd suffered with blood loss and an exposed wound for

hours. It would explain the sweat and his pallor.

After a moment Sin took a long deep breath and seemed to be trying to get
himself together. He stood up straight, ran a hand through his unruly black hair and
wiped sweat from his face. But the movement caused him to grimace again, his teeth
flashing as he clenched them. It wasn't obvious if it was the arm wound causing him
such tremendous pain or the entire collection that he'd accumulated during the mission.

He stayed that way for a moment longer before a resigned look crossed his

striking features and Sin climbed into the tub. He curled up in there, facing away.

Boyd couldn't drag his eyes from the screen, even when Sin lay there for a long
time. He had obviously been hurt saving Boyd. With the amount of gunfire that had
been flying around, at least as far as he remembered, it was a testament to Sin's skill
and speed that he didn't have more wounds. But then, the fact that he'd been hit at all

showed how difficult it must have been.



It caused a flash of guilt in Boyd. At the same time, it made him wonder why Sin
had hidden it. Was it simply ingrained to show no weakness to anyone since it seemed
like so many people at the Agency preyed on him? Or had it been something specific to
Boyd? It had seemed like Sin thought of him a little more as a partner but perhaps he
still didn't trust Boyd despite the fact that he'd saved his life. Whatever the case,
something about seeing vulnerability in a man who otherwise exuded such strength
caught Boyd's attention in a way he hadn't expected. That glimpse of Sin seemed so

elusive compared to the way he conducted himself on a daily basis.

Something in Boyd reacted to it; something that felt a connection and made him
want to see more of that side of Sin. It made him not want to look away from the screen
so he wouldn't miss another fluctuation; another moment of openness in an otherwise

guarded face.

At length, Sin stilled and it seemed as though he could be trying to sleep. When it
was apparent nothing was changing in the bathroom, Boyd flipped back to the other
files, paying more attention this time. It appeared to be an Agency apartment, which
was unsurprising since this was probably where Sin lived.

If that was the case, Sin apparently didn't have privacy anywhere.

There was a camera view for seemingly every angle of his apartment. The fact
that Boyd would be able to see Sin in his bedroom, in the bathroom, in what seemed to
be every inch of an apartment... His eyes narrowed and lips thinned, and he leaned

back in his chair.

He didn't like it. As a person who valued his privacy, the idea of everything being
on display was disturbing. Especially in the shower, since he didn't even look at himself
in the mirror when he was in the bathroom. He always looked away and didn't feel
comfortable with the air hitting the bare skin of his torso even when he was alone. It was
mildly nauseating to put himself in Sin's place and think of everything being bared

without his permission.

Did Sin know about the cameras?



Was any of this with his consent? Doubtful. Did he know he was being watched?
Maybe he did but again, Boyd doubted he'd known about the one in the bathroom. A
man who had ridden in silence with a gunshot wound wouldn't have let pain show so

easily if he'd known anyone would see it.

It made Boyd wonder who all had access to these feeds. Who may be watching

now as well, analyzing Sin and noting any vulnerabilities.

The next morning seemed to come too soon. Boyd had ended up going through
the rest of the information and then watching Sin sleep for an extended period of time.
He didn't know how long he was up and he didn't know why he'd watched Sin for so

long.

He couldn't forget Sin's pained expression or the glimpse of emotion before Sin
had run from the cabin. Those moments contrasted with so many of the other times he'd
been around Sin and it made him wonder what had been happening behind those

sarcastic looks all along.
He found it to be distracting and tried to push it out of his mind.

He may have been successful if it hadn't been for the fact that when he walked
into the conference room for the debriefing, Sin was there. It was the first time Sin had
shown for a debriefing and it was surprising enough to Boyd that his steps slowed when
he walked in.

Sin looked up at him steadily, eyebrows rising. "Late."

Boyd couldn't help staring at Sin. If he hadn't watched the live feed, he would not
have believed that Sin was injured, nor that the vulnerable look he'd seen would ever be
on that face. At the moment, Sin had more of a silent 'l told you so' look than anything.

It took a moment but Boyd got himself to move again, continuing toward the chair

he typically used. Which turned out to be next to the one Sin had chosen. No one else



had arrived yet and Boyd considered replying that he was early but he was more

curious about Sin's presence.
"What are you doing here?" he asked as he sat down.

"If I'm going to start being your partner, | supposed it meant | had to show up
here." Sin slouched in his chair and eyeballed Boyd from under his overly long bangs.

"Why? Do you want me to go?"

"Of course not," Boyd said, pushing the chair at an angle so he could see Sin

without craning his neck. "l was simply surprised to see you."

"l see." Sin looked at him and began absently tearing at a frayed pocket in his

cargo pants.

Boyd continued to watch Sin. Nothing changed; the room remained silent and no
one walked in. After a moment, he decided to try to see if Sin would voluntarily

acknowledge his wound or whether he would keep it a secret.

"Incidentally, how are you?" Boyd asked. "I didn't think to ask you yesterday if

you had any troubles executing the mission."

"It went as expected,” was the vague response. Sin's green eyes slid away as he

answered, focusing briefly on the door.

Boyd watched Sin thoughtfully. He supposed that could be a true enough
answer; it would have been expected that with such heavy gunfire Sin would get hit at
some point. But if he hadn't known Sin had been injured he would have assumed that

meant there were no issues.

He wondered if Sin had purposefully chosen that wording so as not to lie or
whether it was incidental. Was he simply trying to be vague enough to stop Boyd from

questioning him further?



He couldn't push the subject without making it known that he'd seen the live feed,
which he was hesitant to do. He didn't think Sin would appreciate the invasion of
privacy. Yet he didn't want to give up the chance to see those glimpses of the more

open, vulnerable man behind that strong demeanor.

Boyd's gaze lingered on Sin's features, which he couldn't help distantly noting
added to his allure, before he looked away with a nod. "I wanted you to know that |

appreciate your willingness to help and interact."

Sin made a face, eyes swinging back to Boyd. "Don't start thanking me. | alImost

killed you five hours before the mission."

"It doesn't matter,"” Boyd said impassively with a shrug. "It would have been an

accident.”

This earned him another incredulous glare. "Well it matters to me. If I'd have
killed your dumb ass, the odds of me finding as good a partner are slim to none. So just

ensure that you don't pass on too quickly. I'm starting to get used to you."

The comment caused Boyd to look over at Sin with a more alert expression than
he'd had since they'd met. He stared at Sin a moment, his lips parting and eyebrows
shifting up slightly as he searched Sin's expression, but words wouldn't immediately

come to him.

The distant emptiness he typically surrounded himself with cleared for a moment
at the surprising idea that someone cared about his life. That Sin actually did want him

as a partner and that it wasn't meaningless to him if he died.

Even his mother didn't seem to care if he lived or died and most of the people on
compound had thought Boyd wouldn't last more than a few weeks. Many of them
seemed to hope that would be the case. Boyd himself was already resigned to the idea
of his death so having Sin, of all people, comment against it made a strange sense of

warmth flood through him.



A smile spread across his lips at the thought. It was small but genuine and it
lingered briefly. A flash of surprise crossed Sin's face and his eyes briefly dropped to

Boyd's mouth.

Boyd studied Sin's expression, wondering about that look. He opened his mouth
to speak but before he could, a sound at the door caught his attention. His expression
automatically closed off, returning to a blank stare before he'd fully turned his head. Out

of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a flash of annoyance on Sin's face.
"Hola!" Ryan's voice sang out even before the door had fully opened. "How--"

The words abruptly cut off as Ryan focused on Sin and he froze in mid-step,

gawking. "Hsin!"
Sin stared at him flatly, mouth turned down.

"Uh..." Ryan trailed off and began walking again awkwardly, jerking at the straps
to his backpack and tripping his way to his side of the table. "Wow, | didn't expect to uh,

see you... ever."
The senior agent didn't reply and switched his gaze to the wall.

Ryan gave an awkward laugh and was clearly trying to make up for his lapse. He
was unhooking his backpack and opening it up but his gaze kept straying back to Sin

who studiously ignored him.

"Hello, Ryan," Boyd greeted, partially as a way to break the awkward silence.
"Are the others on their way?"

"Owen's probably stopping to get coffee," the R&D agent replied quickly. He was
still flushed red from embarrassment and fiddling with his laptop. He seemed to be one

of the few people who still preferred a laptop over thinner hand held devices.

"So, how are you guys?" he asked, awkwardness still as prominent as it had

been a few seconds ago. He snuck a glance at Sin out of the corner of his eye.



"Grand," Sin said blandly.
"Fine," Boyd said. "And you?"

"Oh, you know. Busy, not being able to sleep because of all of my projects--
although... oh! That reminds me," Ryan burst out, looking over at Boyd but not before
his gaze stumbled over Sin once again. "l was going to ask you if you wanted to come
watch anime with me. | just downloaded a series I've been searching for forever. It's

super old."

Sin's gaze switched to Boyd but he said nothing. The information seemed to

catch his attention although Boyd had no idea why.

"Is it the one you have on the walls with the robots?" Boyd asked, not knowing

much about anime or what kinds of series existed.

"No but if you're interested in mecha, | have a ton of Gundam stuff. The series |
found was called Rurouni Kenshin. It's so cool; it takes place in the 19th century and is

about this awesome samurai guy in Japan.”

"Where else would a samurai be?" Sin commented, eyes still on Boyd. He only
shifted them after Boyd returned the stare once again.

Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "I dunno. | was just explaining..."

"I don't know what I'm interested in,” Boyd admitted, turning his attention back to
Ryan. He didn't know what mecha meant but apparently it had something to do with
young men and robots with wings. "The series you mentioned is fine. Is it historically

accurate?" he added curiously.

"I'm not sure so far, it just finished today. | didn't want to start until | had it all.

There's a movie t00." Ryan flicked a look over at Sin. "Hey, you know, you could--"
"NO_"

"Okay..." Ryan frowned but didn't seem terribly surprised.



The door opened before any of them could speak. Owen shuffled in, his eyes
bleary and half-lidded. He looked across the room and stopped just inside the door
when his eyes fell on Sin. He stared at Sin, looked down at his coffee, and then turned
around and headed back for the door.

"Where are you going?" Ryan demanded, sitting up straight. "Owen!"

"Something's wrong with my coffee, Ry-Meist," Owen mumbled sleepily as he
continued toward the door. "I think they gave me a shot of L-espresso-D. I'm seeing
things now. I'm going to go away and come back and see if anything changes."

Sin's gaze flicked over Owen before moving to Ryan. He didn't appear very

moved by any of this but then again, he always looked that way around other people.
"Come sit down before Jeffrey gets here and starts badgering you."

Owen made a face and stopped. He turned around, peering at Sin again and
then looking over at Boyd and finally Ryan. After a pause he shuffled back over to the

table and sat down next to Ryan, carefully setting the coffee cup on the table.

His sleepy gaze didn't waver on Sin even as he leaned over to Ryan. "Okay but
just so we're clear... Sin Vega is sitting on the other side of the table right now and I'm
not imagining it? I've been having some weird dreams lately so | don't know what's

going on right now. | might look down and realize I'm naked."

A low scoff emanated from Sin's full lips and he slouched down in his chair,
tapping his knuckles impatiently against the desk. Now that other people were in the

room with them it seemed like he couldn't walit to leave.

"It's good that he's here," Ryan said with an encouraging grin, apparently
deciding to pay no attention to Sin's unfriendly behavior. "I'm glad. We can all be one
big happy unit now and everything."



"Oh yeah, it's all good,” Owen said, relaxing and finally looking away from Sin.
He took a long drink of coffee and immediately grimaced, his entire face scrunching up.

He looked over at Ryan with his eyebrows dragging down.

"l just didn't wanna be hallucinating in the middle of meetings again. | got a lot of
dirty looks the time it happened with Stephen. | don't know why it's such a big deal
anyway. It would've been way more exciting if there really were tap-dancing penguins in

there, even if it made it kind of hard to concentrate."”

Boyd didn't pay much attention to Owen as he found his gaze straying to Sin. He
wondered if Sin didn't want to be around others at all or whether it was specifically the
way Owen and Ryan were acting that caused his impatience. Given how uninterested
Sin had seemed for a long time in even interacting with Boyd when they were alone,
Boyd assumed it must simply be the idea of being around a lot of other people.

It made him wonder why exactly Sin had come. Was it really that he was trying to
make more of an effort to be a good partner? Was he finally putting some amount of
stock in this whole process? Or, perhaps, had General Carhart or someone else
recently told him he needed to start attending the meetings?

He thought that maybe it really was just that Sin was trying to be nice but he
wasn't certain if he only thought that because that was what he wanted to believe. He
knew that there was more to Sin than his gruff exterior but some of his motivations were

still a mystery to Boyd.

The door opened and General Carhart and Jeffrey arrived at the same time.
Carhart's gaze immediately fell on Sin and he arched an eyebrow as he took his spot at

the head of the table. "Nice of you to finally join us."
"No problem,” Sin replied with a smirk. "Nice group of misfits you have here."

Owen rested his chin against his palm, still looking half asleep. He raised one

hand briefly, just a flick of his wrist, with a look that clearly said 'guilty as charged."



Jeffrey's eyes narrowed and he stared at Sin in clear distaste as he took his seat
across the table. His lips were thinned and for a moment it seemed he planned to say

something but in the end he remained silent.

Carhart ignored the comment and looked between his two field agents. There
was a slightly pleased tilt to his mouth but he evened it out after a moment and turned to

business.

They went over the mission with Boyd doing most of the talking. Sin didn't speak
even when it came up how Boyd and Warren Andrews had been saved. From time to
time, Boyd noticed Sin observing him but for the most part Boyd ignored it as they

discussed the mission and information he'd been given by Andrews.

It wasn't until Boyd mentioned Thierry's name that the routine of the debriefing

seemed broken.

"Oh no," Ryan groaned with an almost comical grimace. "Not that guy again.
Ugh. And also, my sources all dried up with him. They lost touch or don't have any
access to him anymore. We'd have to go through the civilian route to get in touch with

him."

Owen took a long drink of coffee, made a face, and set the cup down heavily. He
nodded tiredly, seemingly barely listening before something apparently clicked. His
head shot up and he straightened abruptly, looking between Ryan and Carhart. "Wait,
what? We're talking Mr. Suave in the tux? | know someone with the direct connect.”

"Good," Carhart said. "We'll get a feel on how agreeable he's feeling lately and
decide how to approach him from there. If he is having recent contact with Janus shot-
callers, that goes directly against his previous claims that he'd fallen out of contact with

them."

"Who is he exactly?" Boyd asked, looking at the others with slightly drawn
eyebrows. Looks were exchanged around the table and Sin rolled his eyes. "A pointless

asshole with a lot of connections."



"Basically,” Ryan agreed with a snort of amusement.

"Yeah, | don't think anyone wants to claim him as their BFF," Owen said and then
finished off the rest of the coffee in one gulp. When he made a face and started to set it
down, Jeffrey snatched the cup from his hands and moved it well out of Owen's reach.

"Whoa," Owen said in surprise, looking over at Jeffrey. "What's with the ninja

move?"

"You'll play with it and irritate us otherwise," Jeffrey said shortly, turning his
attention to Carhart.

Carhart once again ignored the side comments and looked directly at Boyd.
"Thierry Beauvais is a wealthy entrepreneur who uses his vast wealth to either help or
hinder different political groups in Western Europe. His father had been one of the first
benefactors of Janus when they were nothing more than a fledgling group but when he
died, Thierry didn't show that same exclusivity and instead began playing various

groups against each other seemingly for his own amusement."

He paused and glanced at Sin. "We've had previous dealings with Thierry. In the
past he's shown interest with helping America gain access to certain people but he's
very temperamental. The most recent negotiation with him ended in disaster when Sin

took the liberty of insulting him to the extent of the mission failing."
"He's a condescending fuck," Sin replied with a shrug.

Boyd leaned back in his chair, studying Sin briefly before returning his attention
to Carhart. "Are there worries that despite his interest in helping America in the past he

may be uninterested in negotiating with us again?"

"It's possible. But we won't know for certain until we contact him. At that time,
we'll have a follow-up.” Carhart looked at Owen. "Get your source on this as soon as

possible. | want a contact number immediately."



"Il be all over that after the meeting," Owen said with a nod. "Like a mongoose

on a snake." He frowned. "The trained ones, anyway."
Jeffrey glared at him from the side.

Carhart shook his head. "If no one has anything further to add, we'll wrap up for

now. Owen, | expect you to be in touch within the hour."

Owen nodded again, although this time he eyed Carhart briefly as if wondering if

he was in trouble.

No one spoke and Carhart soon left. Jeffrey wasn't far behind him, pointedly
taking the cup with him and throwing it out in the garbage on the way out. Owen rolled

his eyes but he left unusually quickly as well, no doubt to work on his assignment.

"Don't mind Jeffrey, by the way. He has a permanent case of stick-in-ass," Ryan
confided, glancing at Sin with a brief hopeful grin. When he got a non-response in
return, the R&D agent sighed and looked over at Boyd again. "Well, if you're interested

in the anime let me know."

That being said, he gathered his stuff quickly and headed out of the room. When
the door shut, Sin looked over at Boyd with raised eyebrows. "Interesting."

"That does seem to be the best word to describe the unit," Boyd replied, inclining

his head in agreement.

Sin just shook his head and shoved his chair back, dropping his hands on the
arms of the chair as if to push himself up. He didn't do it automatically though and his
vivid green eyes rested on Boyd for a long moment. There was something almost
curious about his gaze and it was the most deliberately open Boyd had seen his

expression so far.

But then the senior agent shook his head and stood. "Well, I'm off to the training

room to likely be hassled by complete morons."



"Is that the one on the first floor?"

"Yes. It's an unfortunate place to go because it's widely used by every single idiot
on the compound but it offers a wide variety of equipment to work out and spar if you
want to do that sort of thing." There was another pause and then he added, "My new

found freedom to roam the compound leads me there more often than not.”

Boyd's gaze hovered on Sin. He was unaccustomed to Sin offering up so much
information. It was nice and almost seemed as though Sin was still interested in
interacting even when they weren't on a mission. He nodded, pulling some hair behind

his ear.

"That's good to know. I'm primarily used to the training complex but | don't have
access to it anymore. Are there places where a person can be left alone or does it get
too crowded?"

"There are private rooms." Another pause. "You should consider utilizing the

area. To further your training."

"l will." Boyd's lips tilted up a hint on the edges in a quiet smile that was gone
almost before it was there. "Thank you. I've needed a place to go."

Sin looked at him sidelong and then after a stretch, nodded curtly as he turned

away. "I'll see you around."

Boyd nodded and watched Sin leave. The latest mission seemed to have
changed a lot in even the peripheral parts of their interaction. It was somewhat
unexpected. He'd as much as expected to die the day before and now not only was he

alive, but a goal he'd been struggling with for weeks was realized as well.

He couldn't help feeling intrigued by this new possibility. He wanted to know more
about Sin when he wasn't on guard. He'd thought he would only be able to do that by
watching the live feed but now he was starting to wonder if maybe he'd have the

opportunity to see it firsthand.



As he stood, he thought about the training room. Maybe if he started stopping by
there he could train but also get the chance to observe Sin. Maybe Sin would continue

to talk to him as an equal if they ran into each other there.

He was still considering the idea when he left the room.



Chapter 11

When Sin woke up, it was with a flash of panic. Sweat was running down the
sides of his face as his heart galloped in his chest. The last vestiges of the nightmare
haunted his peripheral vision but when he jerked his gaze to the darkened corner, he

found nothing unusual there.

Slumping back against the bed, he took a deep breath. There was a distinct
tremor in his limbs and his breath was still coming fast. Phantom aches echoed through

his body as though he'd really experienced whatever had happened in his dream.

He pressed the heel of his hand to his eyes and grit his teeth. Trying to
remember the entirety of it was always pointless. He'd had the same nightmare
countless times. Recently, it had started coming more often. But no matter how worn
out he felt after waking up, no matter how dismayed he was-- only flashes of it

remained.

Green grass stained with blood, rocks and the moon hovering in the blackened
sky. Flashes of a body being dragged through tall grass or weeds, a slack mouth, and
fingers trailing limply through dirt.

"Fuck."

Sin opened his eyes again and pulled himself into a sitting position. His head was
pounding but the ghostly pain in his torso that had accompanied it gradually faded. It
was always the same when he woke up-- strange aches as though he'd just been in a
fight and a clawing horror that made his heart catch in his throat. But he never

remembered.

Throwing his long legs over the side of the bed, Sin combed his fingers through
his hair. Disgruntled and irritated over being plagued by the nightmare so frequently, he
rolled his stiff shoulders in an attempt to relieve the tension from them. He didn't

understand the dream or why it had such an effect on him. The fact that he woke up in a



cold sweat was bad enough but the idea that he thrashed and yelled in his sleep was

even worse. It still annoyed the hell out of him that Boyd had witnessed it firsthand.

Sin stood up and headed to the bathroom, shoving off the loose grey pants he'd
worn to sleep. The daylight streaming into the apartment windows seemed too bright
compared to the darkness of his bedroom, even if the sun was still muted behind
clouds. It made him wince as his head pounded but he felt simultaneous relief as the

dream drifted further away.

However, his brain didn't stop feeling muddled and confused until he stepped
under the powerful streams of water from the shower. It plastered the sweaty hair back
against his head and face, cooling his uncomfortably heated flesh. He smoothed his

soaked bangs away and kept his face tilted up against the cold water. It felt good.

It was stupid to continuously revel in the feel of a normal shower but he couldn't
help it. The fact that he had his own apartment was something that consistently

surprised and pleased him in general.

It was something he'd never had before; his own space. It was a standard
Agency apartment and was Spartan by default but it was still his own. He likely would
never be able to add his own furniture to it like most people could but he didn't really
have the desire to do so either. It didn't matter to him what it looked like; all that
mattered to him was that he had it. So much of his life had been spent under the
watchful eye of other people, in one trapped circumstance or another. This was the first

time he was on his own.

Of course he was still confined to the compound unless he had supervision and
guards stood in front of his apartment door at all times but it was better than what he'd
had before. He often wondered how Carhart had managed to convince Connors to
finally let him have his own quarters. The Marshal had never shown any interest in
treating Sin like a normal human in the past. Perhaps they thought if they chose this
tactic, he'd be more likely to cooperate. If that was the case, he couldn't deny that it had

been a motivating factor.



Well that and the fact that Boyd had turned out to not be so bad.

Sin opened his eyes, lips drawing down in a frown as he finally reached for a
washcloth and soap. The thought of Boyd unsettled him in a way that he didn't entirely
understand. He'd had mixed thoughts about the younger man from the moment he'd
seen him during the interview and he still didn't know entirely what to make of him. For
someone who had seemed so taciturn at the start, Boyd had slowly morphed into not

only a decent partner but a companion of sorts.

It had struck Sin as odd almost instantly and for awhile he hadn't been able to
figure out why their conversations had thrown him off so badly. Then he'd realized that
during his entire time at the Agency, Boyd was the first person to really talk to him.
Carhart consistently tried and failed but Sin could never look at the man without thinking
he had some kind of motive. Boyd, however, didn't seem to have any. It was possible
that it was all just a ploy to get under Sin's skin and keep their partnership working but if
it was, Sin still couldn't deny that having someone around who didn't shudder at the
sight of him was nice. Especially since Boyd had more of a reason to fear him than

anyone after their nearly disastrous mission outside of Carson two weeks ago.
The thought of it once again pulled his full lips down into a scowl.

The worst part of it was that he didn't remember anything until the point where
he'd already been crushing Boyd against the floor. It was just like the other times-- the
other episodes, as the Agency liked to call them. The difference was for some reason
this time he'd been able to snap out of it before damage had been done. He didn't know

why he'd been able to and he had doubts that either of them would be as lucky again.

Scrubbing himself quickly and allowing the powerful jets of water to rinse him off,
Sin had reached over to shut the faucet off when he heard it. The low click of his door

opening and footsteps treading inside.

Resentful irritation flooded him and all thoughts of his nightmares vanished. It
galled him to know that people had access to his apartment. In fact it really fucking

pissed him off. It half made him want to storm into the living room naked and crack



someone's skull open. But that would only lead to him being dragged off to the Fourth
for a couple of weeks in the box before yet another bastard came waltzing back into his

apartment a few days later uninvited and unwanted. Assuming they let him out this time.

Stepping out of the shower with a grimace, he wrapped a towel around his waist
and looked in the mirror. The bruises were slowly fading from his torso but the wound
from the gunshot was still painful and raw looking. After the first couple of days of caring
for it he'd been forced to go to the medical wing to make sure it hadn't gotten infected.
As little as he liked having them attend to him, an infection wasn't something he could

fix on his own.

There were sounds emanating from his living room and faint conversation.
Whoever it was sounded impatient but he didn't give a shit. He turned on the faucet and
brushed his teeth slowly before taking the time to actually comb his hair. It would have
been amusing to walk out completely naked but at the last minute he dragged on the

cotton pants. He didn't feel like having anyone gawk at his scars.

Still damp from the shower, Sin stalked out into the main room and stared flatly at

the man waiting for him there.

Rueben Steig was an upper tiered support staff agent who'd been exclusively
tasked with Sin. He'd made his presence known not long after Sin had relocated to the
apartment and had explained how the supply cards worked, when deliveries were made
and how money was removed from his accounts. It felt like the worst kind of babysitting
to have someone literally purchase and deliver all of his food and supplies but
apparently every agent who lived on compound utilized this function. He would have
preferred to do these things himself but since he wasn't even allowed off the compound
alone, that wasn't going to happen. It also didn't help that unlike other agents, he didn't

even have direct access to his own money.

"You didn't submit your supply card,” Rueben said almost immediately upon
seeing Sin. He was flanked by Officers Kemp and Daniels, two of the guards that

manned Sin's door. Rueben crossed his arms over his grey dress shirt and frowned



disapprovingly. It was one of the two expressions he typically wore when looking at Sin;

the other was a condescending sneer.

Sin shrugged and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest
loosely. "Yeah, and?"

As usual, this response seemed to irritate Rueben and his scowl deepened. He
was one of those support guys who took their jobs way too seriously. A lot of people in
support roles had once been candidates for something more high ranking such as field,
R&D, IT or techs of some kind and had failed the required training to move on. It landed
them in varying roles around the compound and there were always those individuals
who made themselves believe that they were still really important just to get over the
disappointment of being demoted. Sin had a feeling that Rueben was one of those
people. He seemed to think that the world would come to an end if anyone submitted a

late supply card.
"Yes and you aren't the only person | have to deal with, Vega."
"So quit. Tell them to send someone with a shorter stick up their ass.”

Daniels snickered and just raised his eyebrows when Rueben cast him an icy

glare.
"Where is the card?"

Sin gestured vaguely to the kitchen counter and didn't bother to move. Rueben
was hardly the rudest person he had to deal with on the compound but he still got under

Sin's skin.

Rueben jammed the card into a panel computer and waited impatiently as the
information loaded. It didn't take long for the man's blue eyes to flick back up
incredulously. "You didn't select anything!"



"l don't like anything on it," Sin replied with a shrug, not moving from his position
by the wall. "You people gave me bullshit options. | don't like fish and that's most of

what's on there. Don't most people get to choose their own food?"

"You aren't most people so you'll just have to get over it. It's not my problem what

you like and don't like."

Green eyes narrowed and Sin had a vivid mental image of caving Rueben's face
in. Seeming to realize his misstep, Rueben shifted uncomfortably and glanced at the
guards behind him as if to ensure that they were still there. "You are on a protein-

specific diet until you reach your weight and muscle goal."

"It's not my goal,” Sin retorted, feeling the irritation rising even further. "If you
people want to tell me what the fuck to eat, why don't you just send me whatever you
want? Giving me the illusion of choice isn't going to change the fact that | have none."

"l don't have time to sit around making your selections--"

"Well | suggest you make time and stop charging into my apartment in full bitch
mode." Sin looked the other man up and down, taking in the sandy hair and lean body.
He was more attractive than average and Sin briefly wondered what he'd initially tried
out for. If it was for a field agent position, he had valentine operative written all over him.
"l don't care about your sense of superiority or your high horse, stock boy. But if you

keep speaking to me that way I'd have no problem knocking you right off it."
"Was that a threat?" Rueben demanded, eyes narrowing. "l dare you to--"

"Okay," Daniels interrupted, looking exasperated. "Just take the supply card and

shut the hell up already. Jesus, you're like a fucking woman on her rag."

Both Sin and Kemp looked at Daniels in surprise. Rueben just flushed and sent

the guard a withering look. "Stay out of it, guard.”

"Well then hurry up, stock boy," Daniels returned, using Sin's description. "We

don't have all day."



Rueben appeared completely thrown off by this turn of events and he grumbled
something incoherent before shoving the card in his pocket. Mortified and resentful, he
shot Sin another annoyed look and stormed out of the apartment. The guards followed

without sparing Sin another glance.

Sin turned away from the door and stared at the window. He wanted to feel
grateful that they had gone but whatever enjoyment he would have gotten from being in
his apartment and not on a mission today was effectively spoiled. He'd known from the
start that privacy was nonexistent in his world but it still irked him that people actually

had access to his locks.

It was possible that maintenance and support staff had access to all Agency
apartments but he highly doubted they typically talked down to agents the way Rueben
did to him. There was usually a certain level of respect as a person's rank increased but

that obviously didn't apply to him.

And Rueben was far from the only one who acted that way. Being ultimately
despised and disliked by the Agency staff as a whole made that a given. Given the
things he'd done along with the rumors that added to it, at times Sin couldn't even blame

them.

Aggravated by the encounter, Sin stalked around the apartment trying to find
something to do. His books no longer seemed entertaining and doing sit ups quickly
became boring. The entire place seemed tainted now and nothing was enjoyable. The
concept of personal space was shattered every time some asshole with a sense of

authority came bursting in.

Disgusted, he went into his room and stared at the meager articles of clothing
that he owned. It didn't take long to grab a pair of worn sweatpants and a threadbare t-
shirt. None of it fit him exactly right but it was clothing he'd owned since he was a

teenager and it served its purpose for the training room.

Sin didn't look at Daniels or Kemp as he left the apartment and stalked down the

hallway. He could feel their eyes on his back as he went but he didn't bother to



acknowledge them. He could tell already that it was going to be a terrible day but his
desire to work off the aggression that had steadily built in him was stronger than the

desire to be left alone.

As usual the compound was relatively quiet around his residential building. It was
set apart from the others and was considerably smaller due to the fact that it was meant
for special cases. There were the usual guards posted by the main doors who stared at
him as he went by but other than that, he was left alone on the walk across the
courtyard. It wasn't until he got closer to the Tower that crowds of people began to

appear.

The tension that had built in his shoulders only worsened as he walked up the
steps. He didn't have social anxiety but he did have idiot agent anxiety. Most people
avoided him or went in a different direction if he came near them but there was always
someone who would inevitably piss him off. He was dully hoping that Rueben had
fulfilled the universe's asshole quota for the day just so he could work out in peace. It

didn't take long to figure out that that wouldn't be the case.

It started out well enough; he'd managed to get the only remaining private room
off the side of the main training space so that he wouldn't have to deal with gawkers. He
spent over an hour doing various exercises and stretching in relative peace and quiet.
His mind cleared and the anger slowly melted away as he lost himself in the repetition
of what he was doing.

Unfortunately, when he briefly left the room to get some free weights he noticed
that Harry Truman and Dennis McNichols were in the main room. It was even more
unfortunate that Harry immediately noticed him. The tension returned almost

instantaneously and Sin set the weights down before standing up to wait.

A blanket of quiet rage slowly swept over him but he kept it in check, narrowing
his eyes. Harry was the only person on the compound who wasn't afraid to touch him.
He knew better than anyone what the senior agent was capable of but that didn't deter

him at all. In fact, he seemed to want Sin to react to him. Harry did everything in his



power to get him to lash out. No one seemed to understand it, even dimwitted Dennis
didn't seem to entirely grasp the reasoning most times, but Sin had figured it out

instantly.

Harry wanted him on the Fourth and he was upset that he'd been released. Their
interactions went back a long way but it had only been after the introduction of the box
that Harry had taken it to the next level. While Sin was kept drugged, Harry was able to
do whatever he wanted. He'd never actually gone as far as he could have but Sin had
enough muddled memories of large hands groping at him as a hot wet mouth slobbered

on his mouth and neck to figure out that Harry had a sexual fixation with him.

The cause was baffling but after a background check into the man's file, Sin
hadn't been surprised to see that in Harry's civilian years he'd been a registered sex
offender with a long history of stalking, even though he was only in his late twenties.
The Agency had taken him for his military background and sociopathic tendencies but
even they had shied away from a field agent path once they realized that the man

couldn't reign in his sexual impulses.

"We just keep running into each other, Vega," Harry drawled as he entered the

room with Dennis close behind.

"Imagine that, considering we both live on the compound,” Sin said flatly,

maintaining his position even as Harry kept walking closer.

"Oh is that all it is?" Harry stopped only when he was less than a hand span
away from Sin, well into his personal space. Light brown eyes flicked over Sin's sweaty
form, focusing on the crotch of his sweatpants before sweeping back up to his damp

neck and pursed lips. "I thought maybe you were doing it on purpose.”
Sin smirked, revulsion twisting with the hatred he felt for the man. "You wish."

Harry just raised his eyebrows slightly and didn't bother denying it. He looked

over his shoulder at Dennis. "Why don't you give us a minute?"

Dennis blinked in surprise. "I don't think that's a good idea, Har--"



"l said get the fuck out,” was the snarled response. Harry's lips curled back in a
sneer and the look he shot his friend was full of venom. Judging by the way Dennis
quickly departed, it would seem that Harry's abusive personality came into play in his
friendships too.

Sin uncrossed his arms and curled his fingers into loose fists. He cast a quick
look around the room and noted that there was indeed a small camera mounted in the

ceiling although it was nearly disguised by the light fixture.

"You just keep playing hard to get now that you're free, don't you?" Harry asked,
moving closer and forcing Sin to back up unless he wanted the other man pressed

against him.

"Groping someone who is in a drugged stupor doesn't count as compliance,"” Sin
replied blandly, not flinching when the other man pushed him against the wall. "I know
that must be hard for a pedophile--"

"I'm not a fucking pedophile,” Harry snapped, cuffing Sin upside the head.

It took all of his willpower not to respond. Sin took a deep breath and exhaled
slowly but his fingers were now balled into white-knuckled fists as his eyes burned into
Harry. "Is fourteen the age of consent in your fantasy world? That was the age of the

boy you attacked before the Agency recruited you wasn't it?"

A flash of anger glittered in Harry's eyes and he grabbed the front of Sin's shirt,
bunching the fabric. "That's a lot of talk from someone who Kills civilians and rapes his

shrink."

Sin grit his teeth but didn't deign to respond. He didn't know how the rumor about
him having raped Lydia had come about but he wasn't going to respond to it. That was
what Harry wanted-- to get a reaction out of him.

Harry smirked when Sin didn't answer and leaned forward again, raising a hand

to slide down the side of Sin's face as he leered. "Now when are you going to start



playing nice?" He rubbed his thumb against Sin's lower lip, trying to force the finger

inside.

Sin responded instantly. Without thinking, he wrapped his hand around Harry's
wrist and twisted it backward until the other man grunted in pain, stumbling back.

"Touch me and I'll kill you," Sin said flatly as he wiped a hand across his mouth.

"We aren't on the Fourth floor anymore."

The other man flexed his wrist, looking at Sin darkly. "Attack me again and you
will be, boy. I'll activate that collar and zap you so hard your eyes will be rolling for a
week. When you wake up you'll be back on the Fourth--" Harry stepped closer again

and Sin tensed. "--drugged, helpless and fully at my disposal.”

The words caused a rush of memories to crowd Sin's mind. The feel of a heavy
body crushing him, an erection digging into his thigh-- unable to move, unable to defend
himself. The power Harry held over him at the moment was just as bad as what had
happened then. The inability to react without even worse consequences made him
freeze in place. He was just as helpless as he'd been in the box. Everything Harry said

was true and Sin was damned either way.

Black rage rolled off of him and his lip curled, nostrils flaring as his breath began

to come faster.
"Don't like that do you?" Harry taunted, thick lips lifting in a filthy smile.

Harry leaned forward again, hand outstretched as the anger began to consume
Sin completely. The image of Harry in front of him began to shift and flicker as
everything around them started to dim. His peripheral vision was nonexistent-- his eyes

only focused on the threat before him.

"Touch me and you will be sorry."



The threat seemed to excite Harry, who chuckled deep in his throat. But just as
his hand wrapped around Sin's arm, the door behind them opened. Boyd walked in,

taking in the room with the same disaffected look as ever.

Sin didn't take his eyes away from Harry's as he panted harshly. His heart was
pounding and his hands were starting to tremble as he forced them to stay down. But he
could feel himself starting to lose the tenuous control he had over the violence that

wanted to wreak havoc.

Boyd's eyes shifted over Harry, moving down to his hand on Sin's arm and then
flicking back up to Sin's face. He walked toward the two, turning an even stare onto

Harry. "Am | interrupting anything?"
"Mind your fucking business," Harry snapped, not even looking at Boyd.

"This is my business." Boyd stopped next to Harry, pointedly looking down at
Harry's hand on Sin's arm. The young agent was the picture of nonchalance, with his
hands loose at his sides and expression impassive, but there was definite strength

underlying his tone when he continued. "I suggest you take your hands off my partner.”

Dennis came hurrying through the door, his expression a mixture of irritation and

fear as he shot Harry a look. "Sorry dude | walked away for one minute--"
"Shut the fuck up," Harry snarled, casting his friend a dark glare.

Sin wrenched his arm away but Harry responded by grabbing the front of his t-
shirt. He yanked Sin against him, ripping the collar in the process. Their faces were only
inches apart although Sin's bangs were shading his eyes. All that could be seen of his

face was the vicious sneer that twisted his features.

Boyd's hand suddenly snapped out, wrenching Harry's wrist away from Sin's
shirt. Harry jerked his hand back with a swear and Dennis slammed Boyd back against
the wall. Dennis reared back his fist just as Sin snapped out of his hate-filled daze.
Before Dennis could strike Boyd, Sin's hand shot out and wrapped his hand around the

guard's neck.



Another guard entered the room before anything more could happen. Sin's eyes

flicked over to him quickly and he realized that it was Luke Gerant.
"What the hell is going on?" Luke demanded, staring at the scene incredulously.
Harry snorted in disgust and flexed his hand. "Nothing. Piss off."

Sin released Dennis although he noted that his fingers had already made red

marks on the man's throat.

"Officer Truman was harassing Sin," Boyd spoke up, moving around Dennis. "He
was using Officer McNichols to watch the door so no one would enter and obviously

planned to escalate the situation. | attempted to intervene and you see the result.”

Sin looked at Boyd with surprise and adjusted his shirt. Adrenaline was still
pumping through his veins but the desire to eviscerate both men was slowly fading.
"Boyd--"

"Shut your mouth and mind your business," Harry interrupted, narrowing his eyes

at Boyd hatefully. "It's between me and Vega."

The look on the guard's face gave Sin pause. There was genuine animosity there
for Boyd and that did not bode well for the future. Shaking off the last vestiges of the
episode that hadn't actually come, Sin kept his eyes focused on Harry. He wouldn't put
it past the man to try to attack Boyd now-- his temper was that bad when he didn't get

his way. But at the same time he usually didn't strike out with an entire audience.

"It isn't between you two," Boyd replied flatly. For the first time since he'd entered
the room, his expression shifted from bland and emotionless; his eyes narrowed and he
turned a cold, hard stare on Harry. If he noticed Harry's obvious ire, it didn't seem to
bother him. "You're clearly a deranged man taking advantage of the situation. Sin may
feel unable to properly respond but | don't. I'll file a formal report on you if that's what it

takes."



A vague feeling of unease shot through Sin and he shifted where he stood. "Let's

go.

Luke ignored him and looked between Dennis and Harry with a scowl. There was
obvious dislike imprinted on his expression as he nodded. "It may be a good idea for

you to report this."
Dennis shot him an incredulous look. "You're taking their side over us?"
Harry just sneered, not looking surprised in the least.

"It's an incident that clearly needs to be put on the record. You were on camera
the whole time anyway. It may be best if everyone has their side of the story
documented,” Luke replied diplomatically despite the way his eyes betrayed his clear
disgust. "Besides, others in the training facility were aware that something was going
on. A maintenance worker grabbed me while | was passing to inform me that something

was happening.”

Sin just shook his head, impatient to leave. He had no interest in filing reports or

documenting anything. "I'm out of here."

Boyd remained focused on Luke. "How do we file official reports through the
guards' database? Do | report what I've witnessed to you or should | write a report and

send it in?"

Harry scoffed with disgust and turned around to walk out but not before giving
Boyd another dark glare. He brushed by Luke rudely with Dennis following behind him.

Ignoring them, Luke nodded. "Go to the third floor-- that's where the guard
command center is. All incidents that occur on the compound are reported there before
being distributed to the proper chain of command for the individuals involved. Since it
involved Truman and McNichols, I'll make sure my captain gets it."

Boyd nodded. "I'll do that. Thank you."



Luke looked at Sin and opened his mouth to speak but before any words could
come out, Sin walked out of the room. He almost kept going until he was clear of the
training area but he made himself stop. As much as he wished that Boyd would have
left it alone instead of pressing the issue, he couldn't deny that he felt oddly... pleased

that the younger man had been so vehement about defending him.

Frowning, Sin looked over his shoulder and saw that Luke was exiting the room

with Boyd right behind him. The guard stopped and stared at him for a moment.

"Not terrified of me anymore?" Sin asked with a raised eyebrow, flicking his gaze

over the man.
Luke frowned at him. "So you were awake that day..."
"What does it matter?"

"l guess it doesn't.” Still frowning, Luke shook his head and looked at Boyd. "Let
me know if you have any issues filing the report. You can find my number in the

directory. Take care."

Sin ignored the thoughtful stare the guard pinned him with and waited until Luke
walked away to speak. "Why did you do that?"

Boyd's gaze idly ran across the room before he met Sin's eyes. "You seemed like
you were about to hurt him and | wanted to intervene before you could get in trouble for
something that isn't your fault. | also wanted him to know that not everyone will ignore
such blatant harassment. By reporting it, maybe he'll see some consequences for his

behavior."

The comment was met with silence as Sin stared down at his partner for a long
moment. Several things about Boyd's answer stood out to him as unexpected and it
threw him off guard momentarily. However there were too many eyes on him and he still

felt the burning desire to bash someone's face in. "Let's get out of here."



Boyd's gaze was thoughtful on Sin before he nodded and followed him out of the
training room. Most people avoided looking directly at Sin when he came close to them
but as soon as his back was to the rest of the room, there was the instant heat of stares
on his back. A few mutters echoed around the room and Sin thought they undoubtedly
believed he'd once again caused some issue. He couldn't help wondering what people
would think if they knew the truth.

They continued walking until they were through the lobby and outside of the
Tower, well out of earshot of anyone who would be brave enough to eavesdrop. They
ended up stopping to the side of the courtyard, with trees nearby and most of the others

on compound far away. Only then did he glance down at Boyd's serious face.

"You unnecessarily brought yourself to the attention of someone you would have

been smarter to avoid."

Boyd shrugged, looking entirely unconcerned. "It doesn't matter. | wouldn't have

stayed quiet walking into that regardless."

Sin scowled at him and moved to cross his arms but thought better of it as the
wound in his arm twinged with the halted motion. "You're either being cocky or stupid.
Truman is the pack leader of a lot of guards who run this place. The ones that hate me
and field agents in general, not guards like doe-eyed Gerant back there. It would be

wise to not get on their bad side just because of me."

Boyd looked over and his eyes narrowed. There was a flash of something in his
eyes that Sin was unaccustomed to seeing in Boyd; a firm, hard edge that was as close
to anger or a warning as Sin had so far seen. "So | should allow a terrible person to hurt
others in front of me simply because it could be inconvenient for me to say anything?
Do you think they wouldn't hate me anyway? I'm already disliked because of my mother
and my position. You're my partner and I'm going to help you. Even if it wasn't part of

my job, | would not let that go."

Sin opened his mouth to reply but halted abruptly. Frustratingly enough, he found

that he didn't know what to say in response. There was something intriguing about the



way Boyd's eyes were flashing at the moment; about the way his quiet voice had an
undercurrent of vehemence on Sin's behalf. It was so unexpected and bizarre that he

could only shake his head as he tried to form proper words.

"You defended me, that was enough. And I..." he trailed off for a moment, looking
away casually with a slight shrug. "l appreciate it. No one ever has before. But taking it
further isn't necessary. | would not like... to see you once again get hurt because you

were trying to help me."

Boyd's lips were parted as if he planned to continue arguing, but Sin's words
made him pause and search what he could see of Sin's face. After a moment he shook
his head and his eyebrows drew together. When he met Sin's eyes, he looked quietly

determined.

"It'll be alright; that doesn't concern me. What concerns me is you have such low
expectations that even someone speaking up on your behalf is enough for you, and
Truman seems too arrogant to stop until he's challenged. I'm not going to stop halfway
on this. If something happens to me on a mission, I'd prefer to have your treatment on
official record first. Your next partner may be unwilling to help."

At that, Sin glared. "Will you shut up about next partners? | decide to go along

with this shit and you're still all ready to drop dead at any moment."

"I'm being realistic,” Boyd replied simply. "I'm more likely to die before you do. It
has nothing to do with you being a good partner. I'm simply thinking ahead.”

"You're an idiot."

Boyd's eyebrow quirked up at that but he didn't seem angry. He simply
scrutinized Sin before responding. "What are you worried about anyway? Is there

something | should know about Truman?"

Sin rocked back on his heels for a moment before answering, debating how far
into it he wanted to go. It would have been smarter to end the conversation before he

gave Boyd further ammunition for filing a report.



For some reason, however, he didn't.

"He's a predator and he views me as an ideal victim. The fact that I'm generally
hated suits him because no one is likely to believe me if | tell anyone, but he doesn't
actually care about what I've allegedly done. When he's denied what he wants, he gets
worse and he will lash out. It doesn't help that his buddies tend to man the surveillance

station."

Boyd's eyes narrowed. "l see. As a predator, does that mean he's attacked or
harassed others in the past? Or has it mostly been you due to your circumstances?"

"I know he had a record of it before he was recruited here."
Boyd seemed to consider that. "How long has he been here?"

Sin shrugged again, looking away from Boyd finally. "At least five years, perhaps
more. He first appeared on the Fourth two years into my first incarceration.”

Boyd's lips twitched down on the edges. "Does everyone know what he's like?

Officer Gerant didn't seem surprised by the situation."”

A low scoff escaped Sin's mouth and he shook his head. "All of the guards on the
Fourth who are in the maximum security wing know what he's like. | don't know what it

is to Gerant. Maybe he's a bit more squeamish than the others."

Boyd shook his head. "Why would you not want me to file a report? He obviously
has no intentions of stopping and is unlikely to with that history. Everyone knows and
looks the other way. The ignorance and discrimination in that alone is astounding.

Doesn't it bother you at all?"

Another shrug and this time Sin couldn't help wanting to turn away from the topic.
He wasn't interested in being seen as the victim in some unfortunate circumstance.
Harry Truman was a nuisance and a danger to him only because he couldn't defend
himself without making the situation worse. It would be something he'd have to deal with

or learn how to in order to avoid the box.



“I'm used to it. It doesn't make a difference to me anymore. People will do what

they want because of what they believe about me."

There was a beat of silence and then Boyd frowned. He crossed his arms,
somehow seeming stubborn in the act. His tone was matter-of-fact when he spoke.
"Well, | don't accept your status quo. He already dislikes me so not filing the report
wouldn't help. And regardless of that, | disagree with your treatment. | won't stand by
and do nothing when it's within my power to at least put down in words what everyone

else would like to conveniently ignore."

There was obviously no point in arguing the topic so Sin just shook his head.
Boyd seemed determined to go through with his plan and he wasn't going to keep
fighting him on it. Besides he couldn't deny that there was something interesting about
this stubbornness. It was a change from the way Boyd usually acted.

Switching topics entirely Sin asked, "Why were you there, anyway? I'd never

seen you there before."

A gust of wind burst past them, whipping Boyd's hair into his face. His eyes
narrowed and he tilted his face against the wind. The leaves rustled on the trees around

them, while most of the other people in the courtyard gave the two of them a wide berth.
"You told me it was a good place to train."

Sin looked at him with surprise and recalled the brief discussion a couple of
weeks ago. He hadn't expected Boyd to actually listen. At the time, he'd only said it to
distract himself from the odd thoughts that had started shifting in his mind. Thoughts
such as a random desire to cause Boyd's fleeting smile to reappear and curiosity about

why Boyd went to Ryan's house when he had seemed so reclusive before.

Boyd's eyebrows twitched down at Sin's expression. "Is it so strange that | went

there?"



"No. | just--" Sin stopped, scowling because he couldn't figure out what to say.
After a moment of hesitation he finished, "That is, | didn't think you would actually go. |

took you for a loner."

"Oh." Boyd studied Sin, his eyebrows drawing down further. After a brief pause
he spoke again. "There are times | don't mind being around others. Since you

recommended it, | went."

Not knowing what to say to that, Sin looked down at his torn shirt for inspiration
and realized that it was worse than he'd thought. The entire collar was destroyed and

the shirt was ripped haphazardly to the left. There was a beat of silence between them.
Boyd's gaze ran down Sin's front. "If you need to leave to change..."
"It's not like | have much to change into, anyway."
"Why not?"

"Because the clothes | have are the clothes I've had for over a decade. | don't get

out much to do more shopping," was the bland reply.
Boyd watched Sin thoughtfully. "Are you still not allowed to leave on your own?"

Sin shook his head, casting his eyes in the general direction of the gates. "Not

without an escort. | am not to be trusted in the city on my own."
"Hmm." There was a brief pause. "Would you like to go now?"

His eyes snapped back to Boyd and this time he didn't bother trying to hide the
surprise on his face. "With you?"

"Yes."

There was another extended pause and Sin said finally, "You're really not afraid

of me, are you?"

"No, I'm not." Boyd's gaze was unwavering as he met Sin's eyes.



There was something ironic about that, considering Boyd had almost been killed
by him not even a few weeks ago. They looked at each other for a moment longer

before turning to walk towards the gates of the compound.
"Do you drive?"

Boyd nodded and gestured to the large parking lot by the residential buildings,

not too far from the entrance to the compound. "Usually. My car's in the main lot. "

With a somewhat skeptical hesitation, Sin followed Boyd. He stole discreet looks
at the younger man as they walked, trying to determine why this invitation had suddenly

come about.

Yes, they'd had more frequent conversations lately, including topics other than
missions or the Agency, but this was still unexpected. If Ryan's words were anything to
go by, Boyd had apparently spent time with him outside of briefings. But Ryan appeared
to be a sociable and outgoing person in general. Him trying to get to know Boyd made
sense. Seeing Boyd outside of the Agency was not something Sin had ever thought

about.

Frowning, Sin slid his hands into his pockets. Not knowing where he stood with
another person wasn't something he was used to. Most of his interaction with people on
the Agency was either one way or the other; they ignored him or went out of their way to

ostracize him. Not even Carhart had offered to escort him off the compound before.

Another thing that bothered Sin was that he couldn't decide whether this behavior
was genuine or just a way to keep their partnership going smoothly. He had reached a
point where it was now pointless to deny that Boyd intrigued him. Everything from his
unexpected behavior to the surprising pleasantness of his face being brightened by a
smile. Sin couldn't remember the last time anyone had graced him with that expression
and it had struck him at the time. But that still didn't give him any more insight into

whether this was all an act or not.



Suspicious and quiet, he followed Boyd to his car. It was black and sophisticated
looking but Sin didn't pay any attention other than that. They got in and briefly stopped
at the gates while Boyd showed his identification and cleared their trip with the guards.
It was easier than Sin had thought and he could only assume that Boyd was already on

the list of the few people he was allowed to leave with.

As they left the Agency behind, it was quiet in the car at first. There was no music
playing and the engine was smooth. They didn't get far away before Sin saw Boyd's
face tilt in his direction, and his eyes flick along Sin's length. "Do you have any

preferences for price range?"

Sin made a face, having forgotten about that necessity. "Somewhere cheap. I'm

kept on a cash allowance. | don't have access to my account."
"That seems strange,” Boyd said, looking at him sidelong. "Why not?"

"Because they control every aspect of my life," was the matter of fact reply. Sin
shrugged, letting his eyes slide out the window as they drove through All Saints, the
neighborhood that the Agency was in. The majority of it was trees with Silver Lake Park
not too far away but as they went further south, neighborhoods began cropping into

view.

For a moment it seemed Boyd was going to say something else. His lips had
parted and he studied Sin's profile a moment, but then he looked away. "I know of some
affordable places. If you have no objections, I'd planned to bring you to a thrift store

anyway."
Sin shrugged. "I don't care how I look. Wherever is fine."

Boyd nodded and continued driving, leading them southwest toward Vickland
neighborhood. Sin didn't pay much attention to where they were headed, although he
did note as the scenery passed by that Boyd was taking a few of the lesser used

residential back roads. They backtracked to the North to get to a through street and



then came back down. They hooked up with Dauphin Street in far western Vickland, just

before the area started to transition to the upper class Financial District.

It wasn't until Boyd parked the car that Sin realized the quickest route by far from
the Agency would have been to drive all the way down Dauphin Street. Boyd had gone
out of the way to avoid it and had probably taken twice as long to get to the destination.
The information clicked with Boyd's behavior on their first mission together. Sin glanced
over at his partner, wondering just what had happened with the younger man in that

area.

"Why are you going out of your way for me, anyway?" he asked, not voicing the

guestions going through his mind.

"Because | want to,"” Boyd said simply and honestly. He pulled the keys out of the
ignition and looked over at Sin. "l don't have a very good answer aside from that.
Except..."

He paused, his eyebrows drawing down. He searched Sin's face thoughtfully, as
if he could find the answers he was looking for there. "It bothers me to think that you
have no one to rely on, and that most of your alienation appears to be due to others’
issues more than your own. I'm not in the habit of acting before | think, and I've taken
the time to consider you. I've yet to find a reason why | shouldn't help you. So when

something occurs that makes me want to help, 1 do."

Eyebrows rising, Sin tilted his head to the side. "You really don't seem like the
charitable type. You seem like the mind your own business and try not to give a fuck or

get involved type."

Boyd's lips tilted up humorlessly on the edges. "Normally | am. It seems to be
different with you."

Not entirely knowing how to respond to that, Sin looked away and opened the
door. It would have been easy to press further and demand why, to try to figure out if

the words were true or just carefully crafted lines. But for some reason he didn't want to.



Boyd got out of the car and turned his attention to Sin over the top of the car. He
tilted his head in the other direction to indicate where they were going and slid his hands

in his pockets. He waited to speak until they were walking side by side.

"There are a lot of second hand stores in the city but | think Aspen's Closet is

best as far as the price and quality. How much money do you have?"

"l don't know," Sin replied with a shrug. "A couple hundred. They don't give me

very much."

"That should be more than enough here." Boyd looked over with a frown. "Unless
that's what they provide you for a long time. What if you were to use it all here? Do you

get more this week?"

"No. It doesn't matter, | don't buy anything anyway except shit from the vending

machine."
Boyd shook his head. "It seems insulting to have your own money withheld."

Sin scoffed and started walking towards the store. There were a couple of people
in front that gave his torn shirt dubious looks before averting their gaze. "It's pretty tame

compared to locking me in a box."

"Yes, but the fact that it occurs to them to limit your freedom on small details as
well as large is what adds to the insult. Why should it matter to them if you were to have

access to all the money you've earned? It isn't as though you could buy your freedom."

Boyd reached out and caught the door before it could fall shut behind a woman
who was leaving. He went into the store and Sin followed, sliding his hands into his

pockets.

The truth was, Sin hadn't even thought much about his allowance when it'd been
implemented. In the past, he hadn't been given any of his money at all. He'd been told

that it was sent to his bank account where it would remain for safe keeping until he was



deemed capable of handling it on his own. Now he had the fleeting wonder if it had

been a lie. If they'd never actually paid him all of these years.

With a frown, Sin shook his head absently. Whatever the case was, he'd find out

eventually.

Boyd turned to the right and glanced at Sin as they walked. "The majority of the

men's clothing is toward the back but there's an area you should check first."

He led Sin to what looked like a small alcove that was all but hidden on the side.
It seemed like an area that was off limit to the public but Boyd walked in as if it were
normal to do so. A short hallway opened up that they walked down. At the end around
the corner was another room. Several racks of clothing and shelves of shoes filled the
room. Boyd stood to the side, gesturing to the racks in back that seemed to have men's
clothing.

"These are the new arrivals. It's best to check here before the good items
disappear too quickly on the main floor. The shoes are especially good to peruse here

first."

Sin arched an eyebrow at Boyd. "Come here a lot? You don't seem very hard up

for cash."

Boyd's eyes tracked across the room, a distant look crossing his face briefly
before he shrugged. "My mother's wealthy but until this position | wasn't necessarily.
I've never had to worry about having a home but as for money for food or supplies, it
varied. | became accustomed to minimal spending when possible." He seemed lost in

thought. "And my..."

He trailed off, eyes narrowing. He shook his head to himself and crossed his
arms. "l knew others who didn't have much money so we came here sometimes. |

bought my trench coat and boots here, so they do have some quality items."

Giving another shrug, Sin swept his gaze over the racks but found that he kept
getting distracted by the other people. He couldn't help absently wondering if any of



these civilians would recognize him from the incident all of those years ago-- were his

unique features ingrained in anyone's mind as the Vickland Psycho?

It made him more antsy than he thought it would. He hadn't been in the city for so
long that the familiar anxiety that swept through him at the idea was surprising. It was
also stupid-- he knew the Agency would smooth over any scrapes or recognition should
anyone try to make a big thing of it. He also knew that technically his name had been
cleared, even of the slaying of the civilians and police. It was something else that
bothered him, though; the possibility of running into someone who'd actually been

there...
"l just need a new t-shirt, really,” he said flatly.
Boyd's eyebrows rose skeptically. "How much clothing do you have?"

Sin mentally cataloged the things he had. It didn't take very long. A handful of t-
shirts, a couple of pants and one pair of boots. He didn't own a proper coat of any kind
that would be suitable for cold weather. Not to mention that all of the articles he had

were incredibly worse for the wear and old.
"Enough,” he answered vaguely.

"What constitutes ‘enough’ for you?" Boyd asked dubiously. "I've hardly seen you

in anything aside from that."

Sin opened his mouth to retort but frowned, finding that he didn't have one. "I

have... a few items."

"A few," Boyd repeated, looking at Sin askance. "What? A pair of pants and

possibly two shirts?"

"l have two pair of pants, for your information.”



"My mistake," Boyd said mildly, his lips pulling to the side faintly. He ran his gaze
along Sin, taking in his threadbare clothes. "And exactly how long have you had this

clothing?"

Feeling decidedly unimpressive as a result of the conversation, Sin turned away
and shoved some clothes around unceremoniously on the rack. "Some years. What
difference does it make? They're clean and covering the essential body parts, aren't
they?"

Boyd walked over next to Sin, absently pushing a shirt aside to glance at it.
When he looked over at Sin, the subtle tilt of his lips and the cast of his eyes betrayed
mild amusement. "Yes but you've nearly worn the clothing through. It gives the
impression that you've worn the same thing almost every day for decades." He paused,
the humor largely fading to be replaced by the earnest study of Sin's features that Sin
was becoming accustomed to with Boyd. "Anyway, | think we should remedy that today.
If your summer clothing is this threadbare | don't have high hopes for your winter

choices."

Making a face, something occurred to Sin. "l probably could have sent my

service slave out to do all this."
"Who?"

With a dismissive shrug, Sin made a more conscious effort to look at the stuff on
the rack. "Some damn fool service staff man who was assigned to deal with me. He

hates me almost as much as | loathe the sight of him."

There was a black bomber coat that would suit his purposes during the winter
time. The inner lining was worn but not nearly as worn as the things he had now. Mildly
surprised that he'd actually found something that caught his eye, he picked up the

hanger.

"With how infrequently you buy new clothing, would you really want someone like

that making those decisions?" Boyd asked idly as he turned to a nearby rack. He



pushed some clothes apart, the hangers making quiet scratching noise with the slide of
metal on metal. "Considering how people cringe at the sight of me, it doesn't really

matter what | wear or look like but | suppose you have a point."

Sin looked down at the coat and then at the other racks. He didn't even know
what else he should have. Surviving for years on the bare minimum made it difficult to

figure out what was supposed to be a necessity.

"Hmm." Boyd pushed a plain black long-sleeved thermal shirt back so he could
see it fully. He held the bottom out, his eyelashes sheltering his eyes briefly as he
studied it. His gaze shifted over to Sin in assessment. Without saying anything, he

pulled the shirt off the rack and held it out to Sin who stared at it.
"Are you going to dress me like you?"

Boyd looked over, seeming startled. "What? No. | doubt you have warm clothing
for winter and this is in good condition. You don't have to get it if you don't want; | just

thought you may want to try it on."

Sin smirked and tossed the shirt over his shoulder. "I'm just messing with you,

sweetheart. No need to get all explanatory.”
Boyd's near-perplexed gaze lingered on Sin. "Why do you call me that?"

The smirk widened and Sin reached out, cupping Boyd's face and moving his
chin from side to side without really thinking about it. But then the feel of Boyd's soft skin
against his callused fingers startled him and the sarcastic comment he'd been about to

make got lost somewhere.

Sin's eyebrows drew together and he dropped his hand, staring at Boyd blankly.
He'd been about to say "because you're so innocent and cute” but somehow that
seemed like a bad idea at the moment when he randomly realized that Boyd actually

was quite attractive.

"Because you're... young."



Boyd's eyebrows drew down and he gave Sin an odd look. His hand moved up to
his chin, seemingly absently brushing where Sin had touched him, and then he turned
away. He pushed some clothes aside on the rack. "Some of the trainees said the same
thing."

"That you're young?" Sin stripped off his t-shirt and tossed it aside.

Boyd nodded, looking sidelong at Sin and then turning his face away again.
"They seemed surprised. | suppose it's because | went straight to a high rank without a
pertinent background. Even so, you were recruited much younger than | was, so am |

really such a precedent?"

Sin pulled the thermal shirt over his head and shrugged his shoulders to loosen it
up. "It's because you're off the street and don't have any experience in anything. It
makes it seem like it's nepotism. In reality, it's just because mother dearest knew two

rejects of society might get along, | think."

A strange look seemed to pass Boyd's face at that but his head was tilted at an
angle where his expression was mostly sheltered by his hair. He pushed aside a worn t-
shirt with a logo of an old soda company. "You may be giving her too much credit.”

"Probably." Sin looked down at the shirt again before yanking it off. There were
two other customers in the area and they gave him long looks as he switched back into

his ragged t-shirt. "l really hate civilians."
"Most people use a dressing room,"” Boyd said mildly.

"I'm not shy." Sin threw the thermal over his shoulder and walked back out
toward the main store. He thought he heard Boyd mumble, "I noticed," but he couldn't

be sure as he left the room.

The main space was larger and more spread out. It looked large and
overwhelming and it belatedly occurred to Sin that he didn't really want to be there.
Somewhere along the line he'd just agreed because he wanted to be around Boyd. It

was a startling realization; almost as startling as the realization that he found the



teenager attractive. He'd never given much thought to who looked good and who didn't
before but for some reason his mind was working differently around Boyd. Sin had no
idea if this was a normal part of being around someone consistently. He didn't really

have any other human interaction to use as comparison.

Scowling at the thought, Sin walked over to a rack full of denim just because he'd
always wanted a pair of jeans. He tried to focus on the task at hand but all of them
looked the same to him so he carelessly pulled one off that was his size and didn't
bother to search too hard between styles.

It wasn't long until Boyd reappeared at his side with several articles of clothing
slung over his arm. He held up a pair of black and red sneakers with his free hand. "Do

you like these?"
"l have shoes."
"One pair, right?" Boyd asked, unperturbed.
Sin glanced down at his worn boots. "Do | need more?"
"Yes. If those get worn out, what will you use to replace them?"

Making a face, Sin took the shoes and looked at them dubiously. He supposed

they'd be an improvement for working out. "Fine."

Boyd smiled slightly, seeming pleased. "I found some pants and a t-shirt. And I'm

not positive you'll like this sweater but it seems warm."
Sin briefly glanced at the items Boyd was holding. "Looks good. Can we leave?"
"Does it bother you to be here?"

A brief hesitation and then Sin shrugged, eyes flitting around. No one was really
paying them any mind now that he wasn't stripping but he still felt uneasy. Like
someone would remember his face or would just pick up on the fact that he didn't
belong there.



"l don't feel comfortable around... civilians in Lexington."

Boyd watched Sin, a faint frown in his eyes and lips that only increased when he
looked around the room. He was silent a moment, absently holding the clothes closer to
his chest, most likely to relieve the heaviness of them at the other angle. "Well," he
began but then closed his mouth and paused. "I don't think anyone is paying any

attention to you at the moment. Maybe we could stay a little longer? If it isn't a problem.

Looking around again, Sin considered it. It was true that no one was giving him
strange looks; the discomfort was likely his own paranoia. The only people looking at
them at the moment were a group of teenage girls. Now that he was paying attention,
Sin faintly heard them commenting on both of their looks. According to the girls, he had

amazing eyes and Boyd had beautiful hair.

Smirking, Sin relaxed somewhat. "l suppose staying won't be too bad. This area

isn't as cramped. And those girls would like to know what conditioner you use, | think."

Boyd shook his head to himself, although there was a hint of a smile on his lips.

"I'l never tell."
"Maybe you should. You may even get a date out of it."

With a quiet scoff, Boyd turned to the nearest rack. He used his free hand to
absently push aside a pair of jeans that looked twenty years old. "I hardly think that will

happen.”
Sin raised an eyebrow. "So little faith in yourself?"

Boyd gave Sin a sidelong look, his eyes narrowing faintly and lips pursing subtly.

After a moment he returned his attention to the clothing. "No. I'm uninterested in them."

The comment caused Sin to give the girls another assessing look. By now they
seemed aware of the attention they were getting and to his irritation, one of them smiled
at him encouragingly. His eyes narrowed into a glare and the girl, a petite red haired

little thing, instantly dropped her bold gaze.



"Well. | can't say they exactly strike my fancy either. But then again, I'm not

looking to add pedophilia to my list of crimes."

Boyd shook his head to himself but didn't comment further on the girls. He
continued flipping through the clothing, at times moving aside three or more pants at
once. The rest of their little shopping expedition went uneventfully. Boyd took the liberty
of grabbing a couple of other items that he deemed to be essentials and Sin went to

stand in the abysmally long line.

To Sin's dismay, the group of girls managed to stand right behind him. They
stared openly and murmured to each other. One of them wondered if the two of them
were gay. The question surprised Sin so much that he turned around completely and
leveled them with a steady glare. They instantly shut up, obviously thinking they'd gone
too far, and didn't talk again.

Irritated, Sin shook his head and turned away. He glanced at Boyd but his

partner had wandered off at some point and was out of ear shot.

The comment hadn't particularly offended him. When he thought about it, he
supposed long-haired, blond Boyd with his androgynous face and thin build was likely
assumed to be gay based on appearance alone. Pair that with the two of them shopping

together while Boyd nagged him about things he needed and it could be a possibility.

What surprised him most was that his automatic response hadn't been to think
that he wasn't gay at all. He hadn't thought anything other than that they needed to shut
the fuck up already and quit talking about them. That being said, Sin was pretty sure he
wasn't gay himself. Harry's fondling hadn't exactly gotten him excited but neither had

Lydia's.

But then again, the idea of intimacy in any way was so far removed from the
reality of his life that he couldn't picture himself having sex with anyone at all. It wasn't
even something he'd ever bothered to think about. He'd had no reason to. The only
people he'd regularly been in contact with since childhood were the people of the

compound and they all thought he was subhuman.



The only person who had ever overtly expressed attraction to him had been
Thierry, and that had likely been more of an attempt at expressing control over a
situation than anything else. And while Sin found himself capable of noting whether or

not a person was attractive, it never went very far beyond that.

Irritation turning to idle curiosity, Sin moved up in line and looked over to where
Boyd was standing. He took the time to study the teenager's face closely. He had good
features-- a wide mouth with full lips, golden brown eyes, and what would likely be a
nice, lean build if he ever put weight on. Sin tried to figure out if he really was attracted

to Boyd or just capable of noting that he was good-looking.

It was impossible to tell, so he gave up on the endeavor and instead focused on
what Boyd was doing. He was picking through a stack of charcoal-colored thermal
shirts. He was on a real keep-Sin-warm kick. He apparently thought that Sin was

destined to die of frostbite because of the way he dressed.

The line moved up again and Boyd came back to stand beside him. The
proximity made the idle curiosity return and Sin tried in vain to figure it out. The three
girls behind him were too ridiculous to even count as possibilities for women and they
were closer in age to him than any other female in the room. A quick inventory of the
other male customers told him that Boyd was by far the most attractive, although that

was more of a fact than anything else.

It was bordering on the pathetic side of sad that his abnormality extended this far.
He wondered what Boyd would think of the girls' comments. There were certain people
on the compound who joked about Boyd being gay much for the same reason that the
girls had likely assumed it, but Sin had no idea if it was true. He couldn't really imagine
Boyd being sexual with anyone. He barely had an expression half the time.

The thought sparked interesting mental images in his head and Sin smirked,

shaking his head and pushing it aside.

Boyd looked over, drawn out of reverie by Sin's amusement. His eyebrows

furrowed as he gave Sin an odd look. "What?"



"Nothing," Sin said, declining to explain.



Chapter 12

A few weeks passed without incident before their next call for a mission
appeared. It was a relatively low-key, simple mission. Although many of their missions

seemed to involve Janus on some level, this one did not.

They were to collect data on Di Zhi, a China-based faction that allegedly rivaled
Janus in strength. The Agency's goal for this mission was primarily reconnaissance.
Boyd and Sin were to infiltrate a cell that had moved to the United States a few months
earlier. They were to steal information from their computers to determine what to expect
from Di Zhi on American soil in the future. The two agents were sent to infiltrate the
base, fifty miles out of Carson. The town was deserted and had been since the last
wave of bombs had moved through, decimating part of the town and leaving the rest of
the people with no livelihood. Eventually, everyone had moved away and, years later, Di

Zhi had moved in.

Boyd and Sin had set up their base of operations in a small building that was in
the vicinity of Di Zhi's base. It gave them a good viewpoint to overlook the innocuous
building without being seen. Sin hadn't shown much interest in the planning of the
mission but Boyd had thrown himself into it as soon as they'd shut the door. He'd pulled
up maps and blueprints on a laptop and had spent the first two hours in silence, staring
intently at the screen as his fingers moved across the keyboard. When he was ready,
he set the laptop on a coffee table and moved it so Sin could see it as well.

"The exits are here," Boyd said, pointing to four places on the main blueprint.
"But the main database room is here." His finger moved to one of many rooms in the
basement. "Although it would be best to enter the building via the nearest exit and go
downstairs, that won't be possible. The building is set up so the only way to access the
basement is by special doors near these two exits." He pointed to two exits that were
furthest from the database room as well as being on the other side of the base from the
building they currently sat in. "They've concentrated their highest security in those

points.”



His eyes flicked up to Sin. "Realistically, there's no way to disguise ourselves in
order to infiltrate so we'll have to enter undetected. Owen's sources have given us a
good idea of the timing for changing of the guards and rotations. We should easily be
able to avoid confrontation or discovery by taking that into account.”

He flipped screens on the laptop and showed Sin a simple simulation he'd
generated of the mission using the blueprints for the layout. The simulation ran as he
spoke, illustrating his plan in quick detail and showing the locations of the different

areas he mentioned on the blueprints themselves.

"At 0800 hours they switch guards on the eastern entrance, and the same at
0810 on the northeastern. Since we don't know which way will be quicker and we don't
want to garner attention, we should enter separately. You can take the eastern and I'll
take northeastern. There are utility closets about fifty feet in on each of those corridors.
That should provide an initial hiding place if necessary. The rotation will continue with a
full sweep of the building until 0825 hours. These corridors seem to be the least
convenient so they'll most likely receive less attention. If we hide there until the sweep is
past, we will be able to proceed back through the areas that have already been

checked."

The simulation continued to run while Boyd pointed at the screen to two different

areas.

"Access to the basement is through here and here. I'll bring the decoder with me
which should allow us to breach the security on the database room. We'll have a ten
minute time window before the next group of guards moves through so we'll have to be
quick. Egress will be back the way we came, behind the sweep. We'll split up at this
intersection and leave through the doors we originally entered. Once outside, we'll have
to avoid the scouts so | suggest leaving through this alley to the north and doubling
back here. Provided there are no unforeseen difficulties, we should be done and leaving
here by 0900 at the latest.”



Sin stared at the maps without much interest from where he lay stretched out on
the floor. His head was propped up on his hand and his face was the picture of

boredom. "Sounds thrilling."

Boyd watched Sin for a moment and then flipped the laptop closed. "We have to

leave in a few hours so I'm going to get ready soon. | suggest you do the same."”

Sin scoffed and shook his head, laying down entirely on the floor. "I'll be sure to
do that." Boyd's eyebrow raised and he looked down at Sin. The senior agent's
nonchalance caused a moment of displeasure within Boyd but ultimately he ignored it.
Sin's reaction didn't really matter as long as he was ready when it was time for the

mission.

Boyd brought the laptop with him and spent some of the preparation time before
the mission on going over the blueprints once again. He studied them until he had them
memorized, looking at all the levels so he would know what routes to take if certain

ones were cut off.

When it was time for them to head out, he was ready. He dressed in a dark long-
sleeved shirt and sweater, dark pants and his usual combat boots. His long blond hair

was pulled into a ponytail and shoved under a black cap so it didn't stand out as much.

When it came time for the mission, everything started out as planned. The
intelligence they'd gathered proved to be accurate. Boyd was able to slip in the building
when the guards were distracted with shift change. He found the utility closet to be
unlocked when he needed to duck in there to escape view from one of the Di Zhi rebels

walking past.

The rotations and guard sweeps came as planned and Boyd found the corridors
he'd pointed out to Sin to be largely unoccupied. He had to duck out of the way when a
hostile unexpectedly turned the corner, but there was an empty room nearby that gave
Boyd cover. He couldn't help wondering whether Sin was finding it as easy as he was,
or whether he'd run into any snags. He hadn't heard any commotion so he could only

assume Sin hadn't been caught yet.



As Boyd moved further into the building, he kept his attention on his
surroundings. He couldn't help noting that if they hadn't had the information they'd been
given ahead of time, this would be much more difficult. Although he wasn't running into
any major problems, it was because he moved quickly, to pre-designated spots, on a
precise time schedule. It was giving him the opportunity to avoid the majority of the
occupants of the building. If they hadn't known any of this, there were already over a

dozen instances where he could have easily been caught.

When he reached the destination, he turned the corner and found Sin standing
outside the door to the main database room. He gave the impression of having been
there for a long time. Since Sin was scheduled to have entered the building ten minutes
after Boyd, and Boyd had been moving quickly and hadn't had any issues, he'd
expected to get there first and have to hide while he awaited his partner's arrival.

Boyd made sure no one was in the vicinity before he approached Sin. "That was
fast," he observed, keeping his voice quiet so it wouldn't carry. "How did you get here

before me?"
"Took a different route."

Boyd paused as he pulled out the decoder. He looked over at Sin with slightly
narrowed eyes. "What? Why would you do that? With the timing, that should have been
the best route.”

"Yeah, according to you." Sin pushed himself away from the wall. "My route was

easier and faster."

Boyd's eyes narrowed further. He felt a flash of irritation, although whether it was
at Sin's attitude or the fact that he couldn't deny that Sin had gotten there first, he didn't
know. He'd spent all that time concocting the plan and studying the Intel; that should
have been the most efficient route. So how had Sin managed to beat him? Why did he

constantly have to one up Boyd on everything they did? It was so frustrating.



Pulling the decoder out, he set it to work on the lock. "Yeah?" he asked, unable
to keep the challenge from his tone. "And exactly what route was it? Or did you just

charge in without thinking as usual?"

Sin's eyebrows rose at that and there was a beat of silence before he said flatly,
"l can't figure out if it's funny or embarrassing that you actually think you have superior

knowledge of how a mission is carried out.”

"There's a reason we're part of a unit, Sin." Boyd said stiffly. "No one person
knows best which is why we all work together, including using the Intel we receive from
the others. My plan was based on that Intel. If you had a problem with it or saw a flaw,

why the hell didn't you say so before we started?"

"Apparently you got it into your head that you're team leader and didn't bother to
ask what | thought. | guess since | apparently charge in without thinking and don't know
how to do a job I've been doing for over a decade, it wouldn't have occurred to you."

Giving him a scathing look, Sin then turned his attention to the stairwell and corridor.

"What, so now the great Sin Vega is too afraid to speak up to someone half his
size?" Boyd scoffed. "Don't blame me for not saying anything when you had the chance.
You could have told me the plan was terrible after | pitched it to you. Nothing stopped

you but your own apathy."

"You sound like an idiot. If this is how you're going to act when | don't follow your
orders, I'll go back to waiting in the van. Too bad you waited to put your bitch hat back

on or | never would have bothered to cooperate at all."

The decoder flashed to signify it was finished. Boyd pulled it off the lock and then
opened the door with sharp movements. "This has nothing to do with whose plan it is;
it's about sticking to the plan itself. What's the point of being your partner when | never
know what to expect from you? Or when you won't even tell me your opinion? | may as

well go it alone like | used to."



Sin gave him a disgusted look. "Nice job trying to back track. Next time you have
something to say, maybe you should keep your fucking mouth shut and think before you
start insulting me. | should have known your whole friendly routine for the past few
weeks was bullshit."

Boyd opened his mouth to angrily retort because his main aggravation really was
that Sin hadn't followed the plan, no matter w h o ibveas. But it was true he'd started out
being annoyed that Sin had somehow come up with something more efficient despite all
the time he'd spent on the plan. Still, if Sin had said something in the first place none of

this would have happened.

The fact that now Sin was attacking the rest of their time together as a lie only

served to anger him further.

Frustrated, he turned his back on Sin and stalked across the room. He started
the download of the information with curt movements, his back thrumming with tension.

"Don't start making assumptions about the past few weeks."
"As far as I'm concerned, this conversation is over."

Boyd scoffed, shaking his head to himself. He wanted to argue the point; to say it
wasn't over just because Sin said it was. He couldn't help feeling furious and insulted
and a mess of other reactions, which made him realize even at that point that he didn't
know what else he'd say to Sin anyway. He wanted to yell at him at the same time as he

wanted to walk away and ignore his existence entirely.

With the tension nearly palpable in the room, the downloading of the information
seemed to take forever. Even as Boyd kept his back turned toward Sin, he couldn't help
running through the mission in the back of his mind. He kept track of the time while he
paid just enough attention to Sin to note that he kept an eye on the corridor and door.

When the download was complete, Boyd erased any indication that they'd been

there and pocketed the flash drive with the information on it.



The two of them barely looked at each other as they fled the base. Since they
weren't in pursuit and hadn't been discovered, they ended up leaving together. Boyd
had initially planned for them to flee separately, thinking it would draw less attention. He
didn't know if it was because he'd been right about that, at which point he felt vindicated
on some level, or if it was coincidence-- but as they fled together, despite their quick

and quiet movements they were discovered passing up to the main floor.

Three men were there, looking startled to see them although it quickly became
anger. They yelled something in Chinese and two of them reached for their guns. They
didn't stand a match for Sin's speed, though. The first one had barely moved his arm
before Sin knocked him out. The second one had only curled his fingers around the

stock when Sin was at his side.

They got into an altercation that Boyd ran right past, his narrowed eyes zeroed in
on the third man who was reaching for a communication device. The man's eyes turned
to slits when he saw Boyd approach and he had to jerk his hand away from the radio to
block a strike. They got into a brief fight, Boyd's hits and blocks a little harsher than
normal with the aggression pent up inside him. He was able to overcome the man and

knock him out with a strike to his head.

He caught the man before his limp form could make a resounding noise when he
fell. Once the man was unconscious on the floor, Boyd looked over to see Sin already
finished and keeping an eye out for anyone else. When he noticed Boyd was ready,

they set out again. Luckily, they didn't run into anyone else.

The deserted streets flashed by them as they ran, navigating the ghost town to
reach their designated point. The plain black Agency van was parked where they'd left
it, shining dully in the muted light. Boyd headed toward it immediately when he saw it.

Sin, on the other hand, stopped walking a short distance away. As Boyd got into

the driver's seat, he noticed that Sin wasn't making any move to get into the van.



Boyd paused, his hand on the door as he'd been getting ready to shut it. He
glanced back the way they'd come, making sure there wasn't any pursuit they hadn't

noticed. "What the hell are you doing? Get in."

"No, I think I'll pass on that." Sin looked at him for a brief moment before turning

and walking away with a toneless, "Later."

"What?" Boyd burst out incredulously. He half stepped out of the van. "We're

over a hundred miles from home!"

Sin didn't respond and he easily swung himself over the railing at the side of the
road. His boots crunched over an old and long forgotten memorial cross that had been

pegged into the earth there.

"Sin!" Boyd called after his partner. "Come back! How are you going to get back?
What if something happens?”

Sin kept walking without even so much as looking over his shoulder. He
disappeared into a grove of trees nearby. Boyd hesitated by the van, anger and
uncertainty warring within him. It occurred to him to run after Sin but what was he going
to do? Sin was twice as strong as he was; there was no way he'd be able to drag him
back. If Sin was determined to do his own thing there was nothing Boyd could do about
it.

"God damnit,” he hissed to himself and dropped back into the van, slamming the
door shut. He put the van in drive and took off, taking a route that brought him along the

woods as long as possible so he could keep an eye out for Sin.
He didn't see him again and soon he had to veer away to get to the interstate.

The more space he put between Sin and him, the more frustrated he grew. He
couldn't help feeling resentful of Sin, as if this was some punishment for the argument
on base. Yet he also couldn't help wondering how the hell Sin was going to get back to
Lexington, and whether he would be okay. What if Di Zhi found him? What if he got

hurt?



At the same time, Sin was one of the best agents at the Agency. If he didn't want
to be found then it was unlikely Di Zhi would catch him unaware. But Boyd was his
partner and was supposed to be there with him in the unlikely event something like that
happened. What was Boyd supposed to do in this situation? How was he supposed to
convince someone as stubborn as Sin to listen to him when the man always seemed to

do whatever the hell he wanted whenever the hell he wanted?

Twenty miles out of the town he almost turned and went back. He got off on the
ramp but at the intersection where he could turn to go back the way he'd come, he

stopped.

He couldn't just abandon Sin. For all that he was angry with the man, it bothered
him immensely to not know if he was okay. He didn't like the image of Sin walking

silently away.

But what was he going to do? He had no idea where Sin was and if he ran into
the woods alone he would probably just get lost. Or, worse, get himself caught by Di Zhi
while Sin meanwhile would probably be just fine and somehow end up back in
Lexington safe and sound.

He had to get the information back to the Agency. If he failed to complete this,
the Agency would research the mission and hear from the van's audio that he'd been
yelling for Sin to return. If he was caught a second time having an argument with Sin
that resulted in issues between them...

It wasn't worth the consequences. If he failed the mission and lost Sin, there was
no doubt his mother would follow through on her threats, if she didn't do something
worse. If he at least got the information back on time then he could give Sin time to
return on his own and the Agency may never know about any of this. Still, he wished
this situation hadn't occurred because if the Agency found out about any of this he was
probably the one who would receive the punishment, not Sin. They would say he'd

failed in his duties to keep an eye on Sin.



This was exactly what he'd been talking about to Sin; he never knew what to
expect from the other man. And since Boyd was the probationary agent, any issues

would fall on his shoulders to be explained or to take the punishment.

It was so frustrating, especially since they'd been getting along better lately. He
felt uneasy with this entire change and was even more frustrated with himself for his
indecision. His fingers gripped the steering wheel and he hesitated until a car that had

been stopped behind him finally honked impatiently.
"Damn it," he growled to himself.

His face set seriously and he ended up continuing on his way to the Agency. It
was the best option available to him, even if it left an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of

his stomach.

The rest of the drive to the Agency was uneventful. He was able to enter the
compound and submit his report without Sin's absence being noticed by anyone. Or, if it
was, no one commented on it. Although it did occur to him that it was possible Sin
would use the opportunity to run, he highly doubted the man would. After all, there was
a tracking device in him.

As far as that went, if Sin did want to flee the Agency, even angry with him Boyd

wouldn't be able to blame him.

By the time he finished all his duties and got home, he still felt restless. He
couldn't get the image of Sin walking silently away out of his mind. He couldn't help
going in circles in his mind, worrying about how Sin was doing and cursing him for it
coming to this. After a short period of time it occurred to him to check the live feed to
Sin's apartment. When he pulled it up and found the place to be empty, the questions

only grew.

He waited a few minutes and then shut it down, frustrated with himself.



Why should he care if Sin was alright anyway? Sin had caused as much of this
problem as Boyd himself had, and he'd been the one to walk away. Boyd had tried to

get him back in the van, hadn't he? It wasn't his problem what Sin decided to do.

But it was his problem. And it was his responsibility to look after Sin when he did

unexpected things like this. That was why he was even at the Agency.

Boyd ended up in the living room, feeling stressed out. He dropped onto the
couch and leaned forward, squeezing his eyes shut and resting his elbows on his
knees. His fingers dug into his hair and he let out a harsh breath.

As his resentment and frustration faded, and as he went over the argument in the

base, he had to acknowledge a few things that at the time he'd been too angry to notice.

First, Sin had never actually insulted his plan. He'd only stated that he'd followed
his own route. Boyd had been so frustrated by Sin's ability to always one up him in
everything that he'd automatically taken it as an insult to his skills when it was possible
Sin hadn't been thinking anything of the sort. Second, Boyd had been the first person to
insult Sin. Sin hadn't started being caustic until Boyd had implied he didn't think ahead.
When he thought harder about it, in a way he had contradicted himself. He wanted Sin
to treat him as a partner, yet he hadn't asked Sin what he thought when initially crafting

the plan.
It was so frustrating to him.

It wasn't like he hadn't asked because he didn't value Sin's opinion. It was simply
that Sin had so rarely shown any interest in the planning of the mission that Boyd had
automatically taken over. Planning missions was what he felt most comfortable doing
and what he thought he was best at, whereas Sin was best at fighting and executing the

mission itself.

Guilt became a weight alongside worry and frustration and it was all muddied by
surprise that he even cared in the first place. What did it matter to him what Sin

thought? Why should he care if he'd been unintentionally rude?



Yet it did matter. And he did care. And he didn't understand why.

Still, he couldn't deny the worry that continued to eat at him, nor could he ignore
the increasingly unlikely scenarios that popped into his mind about what may have
happened to Sin after they'd parted. That only increased the frustration.

Time seem to stretch endlessly. At length, he gave in and decided to check the
live feed again. It was a few hours after he'd returned; surely Sin would have had

enough time by now?

At first he didn't see anything in Sin's apartment. He watched for several minutes
and was just starting to consider attempting to focus his attention elsewhere when Sin's
door opened. Sin entered the apartment and Boyd felt such relief at seeing him that at

first he didn't notice how angry the other man looked.

Sin strode toward the bathroom the moment the door shut behind him. Boyd
could see that his jeans were muddy and he looked slightly damp, probably from the
rain that had started to fall. Sin stripped off his clothing, leaving it as a trail on his way to

the bathroom.

As soon as Sin was naked and went to turn on the shower, Boyd switched to the
view in the living room. Sin had enough issues of violations of privacy without Boyd

adding to it on his own.

Even though Sin had walked around naked in front of him before, it still made

Boyd feel uncomfortable to see someone when they weren't aware it was happening.

Instead, he idly looked around Sin's living room. He'd seen the place often
enough when he'd watched the live feed. Although he gave Sin his privacy in the
bathroom, he couldn't stop himself from watching Sin in his apartment where he
seemed to be aware of the scrutiny of others. He'd tried to avoid the live feed after he'd
first discovered it but he'd found himself returning there more than once; looking for

those elusive flashes of who Sin may really be.



Sin wasn't in the shower long and soon reappeared with a clean pair of jeans.
When he strode to the kitchen, his expression dark and nearly pensive, Boyd found his

gaze running down Sin's body almost absently.

A few beads of water still clung to his sculpted body, trailing along muscles that
narrowed to hips that seemed in danger of being exposed by the low pants. A possibility
that seemed even more evident when Sin jerked the refrigerator door open and pulled

out a carton of juice.

His green eyes were narrowed and eyebrows lowered thunderously even when
he tilted his head back and drank straight from the carton. When he was finished, Sin
shoved the carton back into the fridge and pulled out a candy bar that he unwrapped
and started eating. Even with the chocolate bar in his hand, he was glowering at thin air.
The scene was incongruous and yet so much like what Boyd had become accustomed
to with Sin.

Boyd watched him, wondering what his dual feeling of unease and comfort

meant.

Since he didn't have an answer for himself, and couldn't even be certain he was
assigning the correct labels to his own reactions, he ignored the feeling and focused
instead on Sin's obvious aggravation. Sin balled up the wrapper and threw it into the

garbage. Soon, he started pacing.

The guilt Boyd felt before returned as he wondered whether Sin was so

aggravated because of him. It very possibly was the case.

Sin's comment that the past few weeks had been a lie ran through his mind
again. Did Sin truly think that? Did he actually believe Boyd had been playing him all
along? And if so, did this mean Sin was going to return to the way he'd been before?
Judging by the way Sin had been acting back in town, Boyd worried that may be the

case. And that was the last thing he wanted.



It surprised him that he cared that much about it but he couldn't deny that he did.
He'd come to appreciate having someone to talk to on some level; someone who didn't
automatically hate him for his name or the position he'd gained. Someone who didn't
take it as a personal affront if he wanted to be quiet for a few minutes or, at times,
hours. Someone whose fleeting expressions of interest or intrigue or even near-

camaraderie felt like a victory over the suspicious glares from the past.

He didn't want to lose all the progress they'd made simply because of one ill-
timed argument and misunderstanding. A wave of uneasiness moved through him again
and he reached for his phone without thinking. He dialed Sin's number, staring at the
numbers flashing on his phone before turning his gaze up to the computer screen when

he heard Sin's phone ringing.

On the screen Sin had paused to lean against the counter with his arms crossed
over his chest. His face was turned to the side and half cast in shadow as he appeared

to stare into space. However he looked over at the phone.

Sin's mouth twisted slightly and a distinct look of annoyance washed over him
before he pushed himself away from the counter. He crossed the kitchen in two strides

and grabbed his phone without even looking at the screen.
"What?" he demanded curtly.

"Hi," Boyd said into the phone as he closed down the screen. He didn't want to
be staring at Sin's expressions when Sin didn't have the chance to look at him in return.
It didn't feel right.

There was a brief silence and then a flat, "What do you want?"

Boyd paused, realizing he didn't know exactly what to say. He'd called with the
thought that he didn't want it to return to the way it had been before and yet he wasn't
entirely sure how to go about that. "l wanted to make sure you'd made it back alright,"

he said after a moment.

"I'm not entirely incompetent at traveling.”



"l wasn't implying you were."

There was another pause before Sin said, "Well, as you can see | survived. Are

we done?"

"No. Look--" Boyd sighed, bringing a hand to his forehead and closing his eyes.
He'd never been particularly good at admitting his own faults. He'd been raised to be so
proud that sometimes he felt at a loss as to how to properly word apologies. "It wasn't

my intention to insult you on the mission. | was frustrated."

This time the silence was longer. For a moment it almost seemed like Sin had

hung up but then there was a toneless, "l see."

Boyd thought about turning on the live feed again so he could see Sin's
expression and get an idea of whether he was making matters worse. But that was an
unfair advantage that he didn't want to take. He paused and then pressed on, deciding

that since he'd started this he may as well finish it.

"It isn't that | don't value your opinion; | just didn't think you were interested in the
planning. | thought it would be most efficient if | planned it based on research you likely
didn't want to do, and | assumed if you had a better idea than what | presented then you

would tell me."

Sin made a low sound on the other end. Judging from his tone, he didn't seem
entirely trusting of this explanation. It was entirely likely that he now believed that all of
their interaction that had been civilized and even sometimes pleasant had been an act.
If that was the case, then he'd likely think this was now an effort to regain his trust. It

was a frustrating situation.

"Why don't you come to the compound and we can discuss this in person,” the
senior agent said at length. His voice still held heavy notes of skepticism.

Boyd raised his eyebrows, mildly surprised by the suggestion. He'd half expected

the man to hang up on him. "Alright. Where would you like to meet?"



"Come to my apartment,” was the short reply. The line went dead immediately

after.

Boyd slid his phone in his pocket and grabbed his keys on his way out. As he
drove to the compound, he wondered about the situation. This was the first time he
would be in Sin's apartment-- the first time either of them had invited the other to his

house.

It was interesting that Sin hadn't chosen the typical neutral territory of a courtyard
or somewhere else. However, there they wouldn't have even the modicum of privacy
that Sin's apartment offered. Boyd assumed that Sin wanted to talk in person so he
could see Boyd's body language and expression, to gauge whether he was telling the
truth.

When he got to Sin's building he already had his ID card out from showing it to
the guards. He saw the swipe pad next to Sin's locked door and remembered being told
in passing something about his access rights. He swiped the card out of curiosity, half
expecting it to not work. The lock pad flashed green and he opened the door, walking

into Sin's apartment.

Boyd barely had the chance to see that Sin had put on a shirt before he
registered Sin's reaction. The expression on Sin's face was one of genuine surprise. As

the door shut, it turned to anger.
"Are you fucking kidding me?"
Boyd stopped, not expecting that greeting. "What?"
"Why do you have access to my quarters?" was the sharp demand.

"How should | know?" Boyd felt like Sin was accusing him of personally seeing to
it that he had reason to anger Sin. "It's not as if | set the access myself. Ask HR."

"And so you take it upon yourself to just fucking barge in here?" Sin practically

snarled in response, his eyes narrowing.



"You invited me over!" Boyd protested, defensive anger flaring in the face of Sin's

aggression. "You were expecting me any time now. | didn't think it was such a problem."

Sin scoffed disgustedly. "You didn't think walking into someone's home without
alerting them to your presence is a problem? You people think you have so much power

over me that you can do whatever the hell you want."

"Stop assuming all this shit of me," Boyd snhapped. "You keep accusing me of all

these thoughts | never have."

"Well whatever fucking thoughts you have are obviously not making themselves
seen in the way of your actions," Sin retorted. "You act like a self-righteous,
condescending little bitch on the mission and now you walk into my apartment as if you
have the right to have access to it. It never crossed your mind that you're crossing a
line? It never occurred to you that you're invading my privacy just like everyone else

does every fucking day?"

"l was just testing the card," Boyd shot back in frustration. "I didn't think it would
work. | never would have even tried it if you hadn't invited me here and hadn't been

expecting me any minute. | won't ever use the card like that again.”

Sin just shook his head, looking off to the side as his jaw clenched and
unclenched. His entire body was wrought with tension as he stood ramrod straight with

his arms crossed.

Boyd sighed, feeling exasperated by the situation. He looked away broodingly,
pushing his hair back from his face. This distance and misunderstanding kept seeming
to happen between them. But he'd come over here to apologize and even if he had to

stumble through it, he was determined to do so.

"l don't have ill intent when it comes to anyone, Sin, least of all you," he said with
tired honesty. "l have times when | get frustrated or do something without thinking, just
like anyone. I'm sorry for my mistakes but none of the issues today have been

purposeful on my part.”



Sin didn't respond or react even enough to show whether he was listening.

"l didn't want to argue,” Boyd pressed on after a pause. "l only came to
apologize. Earlier, | was frustrated after having spent hours on something that was
completely ignored. Maybe it seemed like | think | know more about missions than you
but | don't. When | get frustrated | say things | don't mean, and sometimes you seem to

assume the worst of me no matter what | do. And..."

Boyd hesitated. He knew this was all on camera but at the same time it was
important to him that Sin hear what had been on his mind all day. "And | don't want that.
| don't want you second guessing me based on one or two events and ignoring
everything else in between. | thought we were getting along better lately. | wanted it to

stay that way."

Sin still didn't respond and after a moment, Boyd sighed and dropped his hands
at his sides. His expression closed off as he turned away. He wasn't going to put himself

out there like this if Sin wasn't going to do anything other than act like a statue.
"Forget it."

Before he could turn the door handle Sin grabbed his arm and yanked it back.
Boyd was briefly tugged off balance. He jerked at his arm but Sin didn't shift; his fingers

were as strong as steel and just as unyielding.

Frustrated and annoyed, Boyd twisted and shoved Sin in the chest to get him to
back off. It had zero effect aside from making Sin's eyes narrow.

"Just fucking wait," he said, jerking Boyd back.
"Let go of me," Boyd snapped.

Sin was as strong and unmovable as a mountain. The thought that Boyd couldn't
get away grew stronger as Sin didn't give in at all. Boyd started to struggle more in
earnest, becoming unnerved. It was beginning to feel too much like being held down

and a thrill of alarm made his heartbeat skyrocket.



He tried to twist out of Sin's grip but Sin snapped his other hand out and grabbed
Boyd by both his arms. Long fingers dug into him before Sin abruptly slammed him back

against the wall, pinning him with hands digging into his upper arms.

Suddenly Sin's face was so close to his that their noses were nearly touching.

Vivid green eyes were blazing down into his and Sin was growling again, "I said wait."

The words caused Boyd to still, his chest shifting as he caught his breath. The
panic that had started to set in at being immobilized faded as Sin's uttered words
caused his breath to mingle with Boyd's harsh pants. Boyd made a conscious effort to
try to calm himself, to stop his chest from heaving against Sin's from the exertion to get
away. The panic was gone but the remnants of it only made him hyper aware of their

proximity.

The smell of Sin, freshly showered, his still damp hair against Boyd's face, his
mouth shockingly close when his lips parted to speak. Those intense green eyes
burning into Boyd with smoldering intensity that seemed at the moment just as caught
as Boyd's. Sin's lips parted as if he was going to speak again, but he didn't. His eyes
just remained locked with Boyd's, his fingers loosening although they didn't slide away.

"Why?" Boyd's voice came out a little rough.

The response wasn't immediate. Sin's eyebrows drew together and he opened
his mouth to speak but closed it soon after. There was frustration in his face at that
moment-- frustration that was marked by confusion. Whatever was causing it didn't
make Sin back off, though. He remained nearly pressed against Boyd as his narrowed-
eyed gaze skimmed over Boyd's face before focusing intently on his eyes. His hands

shifted, bracing against the wall on either side of Boyd's shoulders.

The feeling of Sin's body so close against Boyd was causing his thoughts to
scatter. He couldn't help noting Sin's muscular shoulders. He knew what Sin's chest
looked like beneath his shirt, covered in beads of water that slowly traveled down his
body.



With Sin so close, it was impossible not to think about that, and impossible not to
notice how attractive his features were. Boyd's gaze started to drop to Sin's full lips but
he made himself look back up to Sin's eyes before he could. Not that staring at those
green eyes was much better. Uncertainty dominated the confusing emotions that were

beginning to swirl inside of him.
"What do you want?" he pressed.

"You--" Sin broke off and scowled. He backed off as suddenly as he'd made
contact and retreated a step. The last vestiges of confusion disappeared as he said

gruffly, "You piss me off."

The attraction Boyd had been feeling faded with Sin's words and the loss of his
proximity. Boyd raised his eyebrows, giving Sin a mildly incredulous look as he pushed
himself away from the wall. Now he was just annoyed again.

"That's what you wanted me to stay and hear?"

Sin turned away and stood with obvious tension. There was hesitation before he
spoke but when he did it was awkwardly. "I don't know what to believe when it comes to

you. | don't trust you. | don't trust anyone. And | don't want to."
Boyd crossed his arms and looked away. "I don't know what to say to that.”

"Don't say anything," Sin snapped, turning again. He ran his hands through his

damp hair, exhaling slowly. "Just shut up for a change."”

The senior agent went silent again, watching Boyd out of the corner of his eye.
He seemed unsettled by something and it was making him fidget as he haltingly spoke
the next few words. "l like getting along with you. But | don't trust you. And | don't know

what to fucking do about that."

Boyd was quiet, watching Sin for a period of silence. "Well," he said, his
eyebrows drawing together. "I don't entirely either, but since we both like getting along

with each other why don't we keep aiming for that?"



"l don't know how to get along with people.” Sin sighed disgustedly and looked at
Boyd fully again. "I'm twenty-eight and you're the first person | ever had a normal
conversation with. You can't expect much from me. And if you do, you will be sadly

disappointed.”

"I'm not particularly extroverted myself so | can't promise I'll do much better,"

Boyd said, shaking his head. "But I'm willing to at least try for this partnership.”
At that, Sin stared at him in seemingly genuine confusion. "Why?"

"Because it's a significant portion of my existence at this point,"” Boyd said
honestly. "And since | prefer to get along with you rather than not, | see no reason to not

put in effort.”

Not looking entirely convinced, the senior agent shook his head. "We'll see."



Chapter 13

Boyd's shoulder twinged as he hit the floor hard. He half skidded, half rolled
across the cement floor for a brief moment but was able to turn the momentum to his
favor. He caught himself on his hands and looked back over his shoulder but he couldn't
see anything around the crates. Bullets shot tiny crevices out of the wall above his head
and the sound of men shouting and screaming echoed alarmingly in the warehouse. He
couldn't make sense of anything except that within a matter of seconds, absolute chaos
had exploded around him.

A man went careening past the crates; he hit the wall so hard Boyd heard a
disturbing crack and blood splattered out in rivulets. He collapsed against the floor in a
heap as Boyd stared with widened eyes. He stayed crouched down as he moved
toward the crates that were sheltering him from the fight. When he peered around, what

he saw was almost like being in a dream.

The warehouse he and Sin had been sent to destroy, taking the node of a rebel
group along with it, was supposed to hold fifteen men. They'd arrived to find closer to
forty. And at that moment, a good ten looked to be dead or dying and the rest were

trying to kill Sin.
And none of them were succeeding.

Sin was like the eye of a storm and the men darting in and flying out around him
were his tornado. He had his guns out, shooting with both hands at the same time even
in different directions. His bare arms gleamed with sweat and what looked like blood,
and the same could be said of his face. His expression was set in that distant, serious

look Boyd had seen on some of the videos. The face of death.

As Boyd watched, Sin killed five men in succession, blasting out the backs of
their heads with perfect shots to the foreheads, or felling them where they stood by hits
to the throat and chest. The ones who came close enough received violent kicks that

had them flying backward, or hits with his elbows and the sides of his guns.



But even as they fell, others came at him like cockroaches.

Sin sheathed the guns so fast Boyd hardly noticed it happening, and soon the
fight turned to bare hands. Throats were ripped out, shoulders dislocated and people
thrown through the air as if they weighed no more than a paper doll. One man
screamed as he was thrown back, slamming against someone behind him. The two fell
in a heap of curses and growls and were nearly trampled by three others trying to rush

Sin at once.

Sin jerked one man around to take the knife of another man's attack. The knife
went straight in the gut while the injured man stared in shock. Sin casually snapped his
neck so hard his head nearly spun backwards. Sin was already breaking the back of the

man behind him as the first man fell.

Even without weapons, blood sprayed around Sin in arcs as he ripped bodies
apart with little to no effort. When the hostiles shot at Sin he evaded or dragged other
people up to serve as human shields. Bones snapped, breaking through skin and
showing gruesomely as white shards while blood spurted out. Bodies tumbled, some in
disarray and some looking mostly intact, but almost all of the faces were set in looks of

surprise. As if the person never expected to die here.

People ran past Boyd's hiding place, not noticing him, and he stayed where he
was. He would be of no use in a fight like this; he was still trained primarily for small

groups or one on one.

As he watched in a mild form of disbelief at the carnage that was happening
around him, he tried to make sense of how it had all started. He and Sin had been
setting explosives around the warehouse. It was going to be a simple bomb job and
they'd been careful to be quiet. Still, they hadn't counted on the numbers and that had

been their downfall.

Boyd had been leaning over to set one of the final explosives when he heard a
sound. He'd looked up just in time to see a gun aimed at him. Sin had thrown him out of

the way as the gun went off.



And then... this.

The first man Boyd had seen die had been the gunman and so far he seemed to
have been the only one who knew Boyd was there. Sin had immediately become the
center of focus for the entire warehouse and he was halfway across the cavernous
room. Far away from where anyone would think to peek behind some stacked crates to

see if there was anyone else to fight.

It made it seem like Sin had been protecting him. Like Sin had purposefully
drawn them away to keep Boyd safe from a fight he would no doubt lose. But that

couldn't be. He was probably reading into it too much... Wasn't he?

There was a scream that was cut short abruptly, the thump of another body
hitting the floor, and then silence. It stretched for a moment before the sound of a single
pair of booted feet walking across the concrete floor echoed across the room.

Boyd looked out from his point of cover.

As expected, Sin was the only one left standing. He was completely covered in
evidence of the carnage. Blood streaked his face, splattered his clothes and dampened
his hair. It was difficult to tell if any of it was his but aside from a slightly halting gait

when he strode quickly to Boyd's side, he seemed fine.

"Set the charges anyway," Sin said flatly, green eyes devoid of emotion as they

surveyed the room.

There was a brief beat of silence while Boyd stared at him before he looked away
abruptly with a nod. As he moved out from behind the crates, he could see the

massacre that was left.

It was like seeing a real life version of some of the video games he'd once
played, a long time ago. How could so many people have been killed by one man? How
could that man have used his bare hands for some of it? And how could it all be over so

quickly? It seemed impossible.



There was no way to avoid pools of blood as he returned to where he'd been
crouched before everything went to hell. He finished arranging that explosive. His
fingers came away sticky with blood and something else, possibly some brain matter.
He ignored it and simply wiped his hands on a clean patch of floor. He was going to

have to wash his hands later.

He stood again, glancing sidelong through a fall of blond hair to check Sin but the
senior agent had his back turned to Boyd as he presumably checked on something over
there. There had been one explosive that Boyd remembered thinking may not have
been set properly across the warehouse. He skirted the perimeter of the room to walk

over there.

His boots made sticky, sucking noises as he passed through puddles of blood.
He crouched by the other explosive and couldn't help looking over at the pile of bodies

near him. It was an intense caricature of life cut short. It didn't even seem real.

He surveyed the room again before he turned and silently walked back toward
Sin.

He stopped at Sin's side, his fingers curling around the remote as he pulled it out
of his coat pocket. He held it up to show that they could remotely detonate whenever

they wanted.
"I'm ready."

Sin didn't answer and the two of them left. It was dark outside, aiding in
concealing the blood that spattered Sin. They got into the van and drove a block away
before Boyd hit the detonation switch. The explosion rocked the van and broke out
windows on some of the neighboring buildings. Fire erupted, casting strange, flickering
shadows across the street as they calmly drove away.

They were gone before anyone could respond and notice they'd been there.



The safe house they had for this mission was an empty apartment in an area of
the city where no one paid much attention to anyone else. On the drive over, Sin didn't

speak much so Boyd didn't either.

When they got in the apartment, Sin immediately went to the bathroom. The
sound of the pipes shuddering as the shower turned on could be heard through the wall.
Boyd packed up their gear and did a sweep of the apartment to ensure they weren't
leaving anything behind. He had their bags packed and ready to go by the time Sin
stepped out of the bathroom, wearing fresh clothing and with the heat of the shower still
flushing his complexion. They shouldered the bags and left the apartment, with Sin

taking only a short detour down the alley to throw his bloody clothing into the dumpster.

They were back at the van and on the road again not long after having blown up
the warehouse. Boyd ended up in the passenger seat, which he was glad of. He'd
driven out here and although he hadn't had a physically intensive part of the mission he
was still tired. Since it was going to take six or more hours to drive back to the Agency
and it was already the dead of night, Boyd was glad to be able to stretch out. Still,
having to not pay attention to the road just meant he had more time to think about
everything. Which meant he found himself discreetly watching Sin as the city lights

flashed by them.

Sin's face was cast in stark shadows as they passed between dark and light
areas of the city. It made the unreadable quality of his expression seem tenfold, and lent
weight to the silence between them. Although Sin had showered, Boyd still couldn't look
at him without remembering the blood coating him. The flecks of something else
spattered across his form like he was some nouveau art installation decorated by pieces

of a corpse.

Boyd looked away, his eyes narrowing pensively as he stared out the window.
He almost felt uncomfortable even turning his head away from Sin; like he had to keep

him in his peripheral vision to make sure he wouldn't suddenly snap and attack him too.



The scene kept replaying in his mind. The sheer power and speed that Sin
possessed; the silence with which he could move. The fact that he could get behind

someone and kill them before they even realized they weren't alone.
And the bodies lying in blood.

For a moment, the memory overlaid with another; eyes wide and set in death.
Glassy and too grey for how bright they'd been in life. Blood hot and metallic against his

face and that hateful red creeping closer and closer.
Looking down and seeing his hands coated in blood and gore. Gloves of death.

Boyd shifted in the seat, his jaw setting and expression turning stony. He shut
that thought off abruptly, even though it left the taste of nausea in the back of his throat.
That fearful dread gripped his heart and made it feel like it was beating in the deep
pressure of the sea.

Don't think about it, he told himself harshly the same as he had so many other

times. It doesn't matter. It's not real. Forget about it. Forget about all of it. It's over.

But the massacre in the warehouse was too fresh. He could do his best to ignore
the other things it made him think of but he couldn't forget the blood and death. He

couldn't forget how incredibly easy it had looked for Sin.

Forty men against one. How were those odds possible in reality? How was it
possible that Sin was barely injured? How could they be sitting here so civilly inside the
car as if nothing had happened? As if Sin hadn't just washed the blood of so many men

off his body like it was nothing?

And yet... Strong hands gripping his arm and yanking him back. The spark of a
bullet ricocheting off the floor where he'd just been crouched. The crates protecting him
as all hell broke loose.

He could have died tonight. He probably would have, had Sin not thrown him to

the side where no one knew he was there.



Boyd looked sidelong at Sin again.

Sin flicked his gaze to Boyd and then away. He didn't say anything but Boyd
could see the tension in his shoulders.

What was he supposed to do with this information?

On the one hand, he'd known Sin could kill this easily. He'd seen it on some of
the videos. But things felt different when he was watching it on the screen versus being
there in the room. It felt more real hearing the bones breaking and seeing the bodies
falling and stepping through the blood to complete his mission.

On the other hand, Sin had saved him. But wasn't that just his job? As far as that
went, hadn't it been his job to kill them as well? Wasn't Sin just following orders either

way?

Except Sin had gotten hurt protecting Boyd before. He'd saved even saved
Boyd's life on that Andrews mission. He'd told Boyd later that he didn't want another
partner and that he didn't have much interest in Boyd dying. So was he helping Boyd
because he was Boyd, or was he doing what he needed to do for a partner who was
bearable?

Was he doing this all in self-interest or was there another reason?

The more he thought about it, Sin didn't act the same around the others. He
seemed to hate being around many other people-- even Ryan, who everyone liked and
who had been on Sin's side for a long time, and Carhart, who seemed to be trying to
help Sin when he could. Yet Sin seemed to show interest in Boyd sometimes. He was
civil toward him and there had even been the occasional time when something

approximating friendliness had passed between them.

Sometimes Sin looked at him in a way Boyd couldn't identify. Sometimes it
seemed like Sin actually cared about Boyd's existence. Yet other times it felt like

nothing had changed between them from the first moment they'd met. There were times



he had no idea at all what Sin was thinking and those times bothered him more than he

cared to admit.

But then there was his blank expression as he killed people. The strength in him
as blood spread like arced wings. The void in his eyes and the violence in his hands.

Sin could go either way. He was quiet and intelligent, sitting in the corner of a
library talking about Milton and poetry he read when he had the chance. He was silent
and alienated, sitting alone in his apartment as the darkness swallowed him the way it
so often felt it swallowed Boyd in his own home. He was violent and uncontrollable,
tearing at people like so much meat and shooting them with a sure hand that never
wavered. He was pensive and unreadable, flicking his eyes between Boyd and the
enemies as if to ensure his safety, and watching him from the corner of his eye as if
wondering what his younger partner was thinking.

Which one was the real Sin? What part could Boyd believe in on any level?

It left him feeling uncertain and confused; an uncomfortable feeling for someone
like Boyd, who was used to gathering information, forming an opinion, and being done
with it.

Part of him knew it would be best if he kept his distance from Sin. After all, these
violent spurts were unpredictable. So far they had largely been limited to missions but
hadn't Sin seemed ready to kill Harry awhile back? Although Harry would have
deserved anything he got, Sin hadn't seemed to realize how close he was to the brink.
What if Boyd angered him like that one day? Sin had nearly killed Boyd just for trying to

wake him from a nightmare.

But he'd protected and saved Boyd too. He treated Boyd differently than the
others, for whatever reason. Boyd still didn't understand why but he couldn't deny that it
was the truth. And he couldn't deny that there was something about Sin that made it
difficult for him to turn away. Something about Sin that made it so he didn't even want

to.



He couldn't help thinking that some of Sin's situation wasn't his fault, yet he was
paying for it as if it was. He couldn't help thinking that he and Sin were alike in some
ways neither of them fully acknowledged, yet it was that similarity that made him
incapable of turning his back. Even if Sin hadn't been his partner, he felt a certain,
strange sense of defensiveness for him, or perhaps protectiveness. As if he was now
getting the chance to protect someone from bullying the way he'd been protected in the

past.

He went back and forth in his mind, acknowledging the danger and the value that
Sin represented. He still didn't know exactly what he thought but he noticed Sin glancing
at him a few times. And as the silence stretched between them, he realized why it
seemed strange. Although they didn't tend to have extensive conversations all the time,
by now they would have spoken at least a little. Even if it was just about the mission.

When it became apparent that they would spend the whole ride in silence if Boyd
didn't say anything, he turned his head toward Sin and studied him openly. That look
Sin got when he was practically another person, killing indiscriminately, was nowhere to

be found on his unreadable features. It tipped the scale for Boyd.
"Are you alright?"
"My injuries aren't severe."

Boyd nodded but didn't look away. "You're very quiet,” he observed after a

moment.

There was a pause and Sin looked over at him again. His mouth turned down

slightly and he shrugged. "I don't have much to say."
"Usually you have something to say by now."

Sin grunted and focused on the road again. His fingers flexed against the wheel
and he shifted slightly, eyebrows dipping down. It was clear that even if his injuries
weren't severe, they were still causing him some degree of discomfort. He'd stopped

hiding his wounds so completely only recently, but it was still surprising to see.



More moments stretched in silence until Sin shrugged his broad shoulders. "You

weren't exactly looking very chatty yourself."

Boyd was silent a moment as he considered that. He supposed it was true
enough. "I was thinking."

"About what a freak | am?"

Boyd looked over, his eyebrows drawing down. "No." He paused and then
frowned. "l won't deny that the mission underscored how dangerous you can be but
you've also saved me twice. | don't entirely know what to make of you but | can say for
certain that | don't see you as the psychopathic monster others seem to, or that you

may believe | do."

Sin turned his head and looked at Boyd fully. His eyebrows were drawn together
and lips parted, genuine confusion written across the planes of his striking face. It

looked like he wanted to say something but he just looked back at the road.
"What?" Boyd asked.

Black hair rustled against Sin's jacket as he shook his head slightly, dark
eyebrows still knitted together. "I didn't expect you to say that.”

"Did you think |1 would hate you now?"

There was another pause and then Sin said slowly, "No. But | thought perhaps

now would be the time when the fear you've been lacking all along would set in."
"Would it have bothered you if it had?"
At that, Sin made a face. "Why do you always need so many details?"
"Why are you always so reluctant to answer when | ask?" Boyd countered.

Sin rolled his eyes and scoffed. "Because you ask questions that are

uninteresting to me."



"The answers would be interesting to me," Boyd replied with a shrug. He looked
out the window, noting that they were moving out of the city and onto the highway.

"Should everything be solely according to what you want?"
"Yes."

Boyd snorted quietly and he shook his head, but there was a faint curve of his

lips. "If you say so0."

Sin smirked and he seemed to visibly relax. It would seem that even though he
didn't want to admit it, the idea of Boyd being afraid of him had bothered him. Before
anything more could be said, the loud shrill sound of fire trucks sounded somewhere in

the distance. Sin looked in the rear view mirror before focusing on the road again.

He turned on the local news station and within the next twenty minutes, there
was a special report of a large explosion on the outskirts of town. There wasn't any
other information and no indications that anything more was known, so Sin switched the
channel. Obnoxious pop music abruptly filled the car and he made a face and turned

the radio off.

Boyd watched Sin for a moment, idly wondering what sort of music he generally

listened to, but ended up looking away again without bothering to ask.

He watched what he could see of the scenery flashing by, although he didn't see
much. Trees were dark sentinels in the night, broken up by roadway signs saying how
long it was to the next several cities and billboards that hadn't seen maintenance in
years. The lights turned toward the billboards to illuminate them had broken in many
places, leaving strange messages behind where only half the advertisement could be
read. Boyd wondered how many of the places advertised were still in existence and how

many had become just one more ghost haunting peoples' memories.

With the darkness seeping in from outside and silence in the van, Boyd started to
get lulled into a doze. His body rocked faintly with the movement of the vehicle and he

ended up leaning his head against the side of the door. The seat belt pressed against



his lap and stretched lightly across the shoulder, holding him in place as he started to

fall asleep.

It felt like his eyes had barely closed when he was suddenly awoken by a change
in his surroundings. He sat up a little abruptly, absently pushing hair away that had been
pressed against his cheek. He squinted at the lights around him and couldn't stop a brief
yawn. They'd pulled in at a 24-hour rest stop. He looked over at Sin as he started to

unbuckle his seat belt.

"l want to eat before we get back," Sin said, glancing up at the diner across the

parking lot.

Boyd nodded, unsurprised. Since Sin got the chance to buy anything he wanted
when they were off compound, he usually wanted to stop for food when they were

returning from missions.

Boyd got out of the van and shut the door behind him. He took a moment to
stretch. His limbs felt creaky from being in the same position for awhile. They filled the
car with gas and headed over to the diner, crossing the distance as Sin adjusted his
jacket and pulled his hood up over his head.

Once inside, Boyd saw that it wasn't much different than the other diners they'd
been to recently. There was a bar at the front with the rest of the space dominated by
booths. No one really paid any attention to them when they arrived, which was one of
the good things about roadside diners. They offered anonymity since most people were

just passing through.

The hostess, a girl with black curls, green eyes and a slightly bored look on her
face, perked up when they approached her. Her eyes rose to take in Sin who stared
back grimly from beneath his hood, before falling on Boyd.

"Hi, I'm Danielle. Welcome to Sam's Shake Shack," she said with a grin, green

eyes flitting up and down Boyd quickly.



Boyd nodded politely in return and glanced away to take in the diner. He hoped
they ended up in a booth a little away from others so they didn't have to overhear any

pointless conversations.

Danielle started to walk them over to a booth at the front near the window but Sin

said flatly, "The one at the back."
She glanced at him again and shrugged. "Sure."

The booth he'd indicated was set apart from the rest of the crowd and she placed
menus in front of each of them. "The special shake tonight is strawberry shortcake if

you're interested. It's pretty awesome if you like that kind of thing."

When neither of them replied aside from Boyd nodding she sighed. She gave
Boyd another once-over. "Your waiter will be right over."

Sin opened his menu and didn't bother to say anything in return.
"Thank you, Danielle," Boyd said, glancing up at her as he opened the menu.

She gave him a bright smile and turned away, glancing back before returning to

her station at the door.
"How cute," Sin commented from behind his menu.

"Hmm?" Boyd asked absently as he flicked his gaze along the menu. He didn't
know what he felt like eating. For some reason he was in the mood for breakfast and

turned his attention to the omelets. It would probably fit in his diet.
"| forget that you're blond."

Boyd flicked his gaze up at Sin with a clearly unimpressed look. "Is it possible for

you to make it through a conversation without insulting someone in some manner?"

"Most likely not.” Sin snapped his menu shut and put it on the table, leaning back

against the booth. His eyes were barely visible from beneath his hood.



"Well, if you want to say something, just say it,"” Boyd said as he looked down at

the menu. "I don't like it when people play games."

"l guess | won't take out my set of checkers then," was the disinterested reply.
Sin looked around the diner, seemingly checking out the other patrons.

Boyd shook his head to himself and skimmed the menu. He didn't feel like getting
into a roundabout conversation if Sin didn't want to say what he was thinking in the first
place. He didn't respond and focused instead on determining what he was going to
order.

The waiter came over and put glasses of water in front of each of them. He was

tall, gangly and had shoulder length light brown hair.

"Hi guys, I'm Steve and I'll be your waiter tonight," he said in a dull sounding
voice. His eyes were slightly bloodshot and he looked tired. "The specials today are the
golden crusted chicken pot pie with buttermilk biscuits, the tri-color pasta tossed with

lemon chicken and the strawberry shortcake shake."

"I'l have the grilled chicken three-egg omelet,” Boyd said. He closed the menu
and slid it over to the side of the table so Steve could take it with him.

"Potatoes or hash browns with that?"

"Potatoes, please."

Steve nodded, not writing anything down. "White or wheat toast?"
"Wheat."

"K." Steve looked at Sin expectantly.

There was a pause where Sin stared at Steve and then asked, "What's a pot

pie?"



There was another pause as Steve tucked some hair behind his ear and looked
at Sin skeptically. Then he shrugged. "Uh. It's like, chicken, potatoes, peas and carrots
and gravy baked into this crust stuff like a pie. It's pretty good. The biscuits are
awesome too. Buttery and stuff.”

Sin considered this. "l want that. And a black and white shake."
"Cool. Drinks?"

"Just water for me," Boyd put in.

"Same."

Steve nodded. "K. Let me know if you change your mind."

When the waiter left, Boyd idly looked around the diner. Some men who were
clearly truckers were at the counter and a number of customers were dotted throughout

the room.

One woman was leaning against the table looking thoroughly despondent as she
let her half-finished shake slowly melt in front of her. She kept dipping in the long spoon,
pulling up bits of the half melted ice cream, and letting it fall back into the glass. One of

the truckers was watching her in between bites of his meal.

"I wonder what these people would say if they knew what I'd just done," Sin said

seemingly randomly.

"l don't know," Boyd said, his gaze shifting to take in the mannerisms and
expressions he could see. Everyone looked, for the most part, very ordinary. "l imagine

most of them wouldn't be able to conceive of it let alone know how to react.”

Sin grunted, his eyes going from one customer to another. "l think they'd be

disgusted that we're capable of sitting down to have a nice meal afterward."

"Probably,” Boyd agreed.



He wondered briefly why it was that he could do that; why the idea of food didn't
disturb him. But he couldn't change what had happened any more than he could change
the functions of his body. There had been a time in his life when maybe all of this would
have been too much for him, but he'd seen and experienced a lot over the last few

years. And the months at the Agency had helped to deaden his responses even more.

His gaze lingered on the woman with the shake and he shook his head. "Some of
them probably wouldn't care, though. She seems too depressed to notice much of
anything around her. | wonder if she lives in the area and came here for comfort food in
the middle of the night or if she's on a long ride where she's dreading the final

destination."

Sin looked over at the woman as he finally pushed the hood away from his face.
He studied her before letting his eyes skim over the people around her. He lifted an
eyebrow slightly, nodding at the bar. "Whatever her problem is, big boy in the red jacket

seems to want to solve it for her."

"He certainly does," Boyd mused. He studied the two for a moment. "l don't think
he has a chance, though."

Steve came back with Sin's shake and placed it in front of him. It was

impressively large.
"Anything else yet, guys?" When they both declined, Steve disappeared again.

Sin stirred his straw in the shake and eyeballed it. He leaned forward and took a

long sip, nodding as if in approval.

"I'm surprised you didn't get one of the other shakes," Boyd said, looking at the
relatively simple order. "Some of them sounded as though they may be sweeter than
that."

"They also sounded like they'd make me vomit." Sin sat back and picked up the
thin spoon that was in the tall cup. He stirred it around, mixing in the whipped cream.

"However, | may still get dessert.”



Boyd shook his head again and folded his arms to lean against the edge of the
table. "You have the strongest sweet tooth of anyone I've ever met. Only you would

even consider dessert after a large shake like that."

Sin drank some more, eyes moving around the diner again. "Sugar deprivation

as a child."
"You're going to make yourself diabetic.”
That was met with a scoff. "Like I'll live long enough to suffer the effects.”

Boyd shrugged. "If anyone would in this line of business, it'll be you. Your skills
are uncanny. | doubt you have to worry about much on missions for the foreseeable

future."

"Aw shucks sweetheart, you're going to make me blush," Sin said around his
straw, looking up at Boyd from beneath his black hair.

"Oh, is that all it takes?" Boyd drawled, his eyebrows ticking up. "l was under the

impression you were shameless."

The comment seemed to surprise Sin and he actually stared with confusion for a
moment. "Why?"

Boyd couldn't help a small smile. He was amused by the idea of catching Sin off
guard on something like that. "l was teasing you. Nothing ever seems to get to you so if

all it took to make you blush is a veiled compliment, | would be surprised.”

"Oh." There was a pause. "It's somewhat sad that saying I'm less likely to die is a

compliment.”
"It is," Boyd had to agree.

The waiter came by again, this time with a tray filled with plates of steaming food.
He set Boyd's food in front of him: a large plate was filled with the omelet and potatoes,

and a second, smaller, plate next to it had toast and a small package of butter. Steve



then set the pot pie in front of Sin. The table already had condiments set to the side,
including a number of packages of jam. He asked them again if they needed anything

else and when Boyd shook his head, he left.

Boyd tried a bite of the steaming hot potatoes. They were good but a little bland.
He dusted the potatoes with pepper and a hint of salt and found them to taste better the
second time around. He started eating, turning his attention first to the omelet. Since it

was the protein, it was the most important thing to eat.

The food wasn't bad. He'd had better omelets but not many, and at the moment

he was hungry enough that anything warm and filling was welcome.

Sin was devouring his pot pie at a rapid pace and using his large fluffy biscuits to
sop up gravy from the inside of it. For several minutes they did nothing but eat in silence
but after awhile, something caught the older agent's attention.

"The hostess is noticing you again," he pointed out idly.

Boyd sighed under his breath and didn't look over to follow Sin's gaze. He
concentrated on eating as if he had no idea Sin had just said that. It was for the benefit
of the girl, though, because he soon muttered, "l wish she wouldn't."

"Why? She's pretty enough."

"Because I'm not interested,"” Boyd said mildly. "And even if | were it's not as

though it would matter. We'll be leaving soon and | won't be by here again.”

Sin looked over at the girl again, observing her. "If she's leering at some man in a

truck stop, | highly doubt she has a long term involvement in mind."

Boyd shrugged without looking up from his food. "It doesn't change anything for

me."

"Why?" Sin asked again, actually looking curious as he paused in his eating.



Boyd opened his mouth to say something dismissive but he stopped when he
took in Sin's expression. It was rare for Sin to show genuine curiosity in him and even
more rare for him to ask personal questions, so it gave Boyd pause. He frowned slightly,

more in thought than anything.

Ironically, he'd assumed that Sin had made the same assumption so many others
already had. He didn't know what to think about the fact that it was possible Sin hadn't.
It made him a little reluctant to come out to him only because they'd finally started to get

along more consistently.

He wasn't ashamed of his sexual orientation. But he didn't want to have to deal
with judgment from Sin on something he'd already received judgment on from plenty of
other people, his mother included. Especially when it was something he had no control
over. But if he didn't say anything now, Sin would find out eventually anyway and
whatever his reaction would be, it probably wouldn't change. Better to just get it over

with so he didn't let himself start enjoying Sin's company if it could all fall apart anyway.
"Because I'm gay."

A flash of surprise crossed Sin's face and he looked confused. It wasn't an
exaggerated expression; his eyebrows drew together slightly and he tilted his head to
the side. He studied Boyd, looked around, and then said, "So if it was an attractive man

would you go off with him?"

Boyd raised an eyebrow. That hadn't exactly been the response he'd expected
and it left him a bit bemused. "No. | said | was gay, not that | have sex with everyone |
see who's passably attractive. I'm not particularly interested in flings with anyone,

whether or not they're male.”
llAh.ll

Sin forked up another mound of his pot pie and chewed it slowly, staring at Boyd

without much of an expression on his face.



After a moment of watching Sin, Boyd picked up his fork and cut off one of the
last pieces of omelet. He speared the piece and hesitated with it in front of his mouth

before he took the bite. "Is this going to cause a problem for us as partners?"

This earned him one of Sin's half skeptical, half annoyed faces-- the ones that
implied he thought Boyd was ridiculous for whatever reason. "It doesn't matter to me

one way or the other. | was just wondering if you'd ever actually been with a man."

"Ah." Boyd chewed, watching Sin thoughtfully. He supposed it didn't matter if he
answered that, especially since he often asked questions of Sin. He swallowed and

speared the last fold of the omelet without looking away from Sin. "Yes, | have."
"Oh." One of Sin's dark eyebrows rose higher than the other. "Weird."
"Why is that weird?" Boyd asked, giving Sin a slightly odd look.

"Because most of the time you have zero personality. | can't imagine you being

intimate with another human being."

Boyd raised an eyebrow. "I hate to disappoint you, then," he said mildly as he

started to eat the potatoes.

Sin just shrugged, turning his attention back to his food and occasionally

observing the people around him.

A few minutes passed with neither of them saying anything. As Boyd ate, he
found his gaze more than once returning to his partner. Although they'd eaten at diners
before, for some reason it struck him today about how strangely normal this all was.
And how he was actually kind of liking it. He was enjoying the chance to have a
conversation with Sin, even if it was on topics he hadn't ever planned to come up

between them.

And that's what led him down another line of questions he couldn't get out of his
mind. Now that they were talking about sexual interest and relationships, he couldn't

help thinking about Sin. The man was unquestionably attractive. His body alone was



enough for Boyd to find his eyes straying toward it when he wasn't thinking about it, but
Sin's face made it all that much better. His eyes were striking and expressive; intense.

And his full lips were just as intriguing.

It made it worse, in ways, to remember going to Sin's that night they were
arguing. He could still recall Sin's hands, strong and holding him still, but not hurting
him. Despite all that strength, despite the fact that Sin could probably break bones if he
wanted, and despite the fact that Boyd had been struggling against him-- Sin had held

him still without harming him.
And then shoved him against the wall.

Boyd looked away from Sin and focused on his plate of potatoes so nothing
could accidentally be seen in his eyes. He wondered what that had all been about. He'd
wondered about it after he'd left, too, although neither of them had ever brought it up
again. He couldn't deny the confusion that had come from that hard body pressing
against him. That breath curling against his lips and those eyes, those damn

unforgettable eyes, so close to his own.
Boyd skewered a potato and chewed on it in contemplation.

Despite the fact that Sin was often glowering at others or seemed sarcastic, the
more Boyd saw of his other expressions the more he felt like he was getting reeled in.
And he didn't know what made Sin more attractive: that glare that fended others off and
lent mystery to him, or the intriguingly normal and, at times, uncertain way Sin could be

in quiet moments like this.

It was a little frustrating. Part of him wished he hadn't been assigned a partner
who looked like he could easily pass as a model on a worldwide circuit. The man's

combination of features was criminal, as far as Boyd was concerned.

It was the fact that he was so damn attractive that made Boyd wonder what Sin's
past was like with other people. Although so many people seemed to be afraid of him,

had that always been the case? Did the fact that he'd pressed Boyd against the wall,



their lips nearly touching, mean he was attracted to men or had it all been a
misunderstanding? Something that had happened when they'd both gotten carried
away? How many people, if any, had braved that glower to get close enough for

intimacy?

Sin had said before that Boyd was the first person he really had these sort of
conversations with, yet he seemed completely confident when it came to almost
anything he was doing. And he hadn't hesitated to ask Boyd about being with the
hostess, as if it would be perfectly normal to go to the bathroom for a quick spot of sex
between the meal and dessert. So is that what he was used to? Having one night
stands or quickies with whoever was interested? Or did he have a different sort of past

and had just assumed that was what Boyd would be into?
"What about you?" Boyd asked curiously.
"What about me, what?"

"Your interests or relationships," Boyd clarified as he put a little more salt on the

potatoes.

Sin stirred his straw around in the milkshake for a moment, regarding Boyd
quietly. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking in that moment, but at least he

didn't brush off the question the way he would have in the past.

After a moment he took a sip and shrugged, saying blandly, "There's not much to

talk about in that regard.”

Boyd watched him a moment and wondered what that meant. He must not have
been with many people which wasn't surprising given his circumstances. "Who are you

interested in, then? Men? Women?"
"I've grown to despise both."”

The comment made Boyd's gaze linger on Sin briefly before he nodded and

continued eating. Sin must have had some unfortunate ends to relationships in the past



to have gotten to that opinion. It lent more questions, including whether that meant Sin
was bisexual, but he didn't voice them. He didn't think Sin would answer and even if he

would, he didn't know what he would do with the information anyway.

It wasn't like it really mattered how many or few people Sin had been with in the

past. None of that had anything to do with Boyd.

He finished his potatoes and realized belatedly that he'd forgotten about the
toast. It had cooled by then so when he tried to put some butter on one of the triangular
half pieces, the crispy part of the bread was mangled more than anything.

They didn't say much through the rest of the meal. Boyd was still a little
distracted but Sin seemed pretty normal. Boyd could feel the weight of those green eyes
on him more than once, which wasn't unusual. Sin had a tendency to watch him on and

off since they'd met.

In the beginning, it had seemed like he was watching for Boyd to slip up on some
act. Then it seemed he was watching him to figure out what his motivations were. And
later it seemed he was studying him, as if perplexed to find someone like Boyd existed
or perhaps trying to determine what made Boyd tick. Whatever the case, it was
distracting but Boyd did his best to ignore it. It was stupid of him to be this distracted by

the simple questions that had come up between them, anyway.

They hadn't spent too long at the diner by the time they were both finished. They
threw their money down and started across the room. Boyd noticed Danielle eyeing him
again. She was sitting on one of the bar stools in a quiet conversation with one of the

waitresses. Even so, after he and Sin passed he overheard one of them musing, "He's

probably gay anyway."

Boyd's eyes narrowed faintly and he resisted the urge to look over his shoulder in
exasperation. It irritated him that people so easily assumed that of him. If he had a more
overtly masculine build and, more importantly, face, then no one would probably make
that assumption based on his mannerisms. He didn't hear anyone ever speculating that

Sin was gay despite the fact that he was certifiably gorgeous to behold.



So why was it that everyone seemed so ready to believe it of Boyd?
"What's your problem?" Sin asked as they walked back out into the night.

"Danielle,” Boyd replied with a suppressed sigh. He looked sidelong at Sin and
tried not to let it all irritate him more than it already had. "I'm tired of people making such

automatic assumptions that I'm gay when | don't even stereotypically act like | am."

"Hmm." Sin considered him for a moment and reached out suddenly, grabbing
Boyd's chin and leaning forward to stare down at him contemplatively. His green eyes
seemed so close and intense. His fingertips slid against Boyd's skin, brushing against
his neck briefly before they fell away entirely. The feel of those fingers touching his bare

skin was so unexpected that Boyd almost stumbled. "Maybe it's the hair."

Boyd's eyebrows raised and his eyes slightly widened. His lips parted but he
didn't know what to say at first. Sin was watching him and he wondered what the older

man was thinking.

Boyd looked away abruptly, absently pulling some hair behind his ear as he tilted
his head down in a nod. In his mind, his skin tingled quietly but maddeningly where Sin
had touched him. He resisted the urge to scrub at it or linger his own hand briefly

against his cheek.

"Could be," he said, although his voice wasn't quite as calm and collected as

usual.

Sin didn't answer and the two of them got back into the van. They pulled back
onto the road and continued on their way toward Lexington. This time, there was no way
Boyd was going to be able to sleep. He was entirely too aware of the fact that they were
alone in the cabin of the van. They weren't even that particularly close to each other, but
the proximity was enough that if Sin had to reach over for something his arm would
sometimes come close to brushing Boyd's. And Boyd didn't know if he did or did not

want that touch to happen.

He felt confused.



He couldn't help going back to his debate from earlier. The sheer strength that
Sin had was contrasted so starkly by the way he was around Boyd. He not only treated
Boyd differently by actually talking to him and now showing genuine curiosity in certain
aspects of his life-- but he also treated him differently physically. He could kill people
with little to no effort but when he touched Boyd, it was different. He protected Boyd, or
held him without harming him, or, most bewildering of all, gently ran fingers along his

skin.

The thought made a shiver tingle up Boyd's spine. Part of him wanted Sin to
touch him again. He wanted those long fingers to slide back and tangle in his hair. That
same part couldn't help wondering what it would have been like had their lips touched
that night in Sin's apartment. What would Sin taste like? How firmly did he hold the
person he was kissing? How would it have felt to be wrapped in those powerful arms,

held tight against that strong body?

Boyd's lips thinned and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. What the hell was
wrong with him that he kept thinking these things? Why couldn't he make himself forget
it or ignore it all like he'd been able to with so many other things for so long?

He resisted the urge to sigh and focused instead on watching the road signs
flash by. That didn't take long to bore him, however, since the road signs were few and
far between on this stretch of the highway. With nothing but darkness outside, inevitably
he found himself paying attention to Sin instead.

He noticed that as they grew steadily closer to the Agency, Sin started to grow
tenser. His fingers started to flex against the steering wheel and his eyes became
progressively hooded. Boyd observed the shift in his partner's demeanor for a few
minutes before he asked something that he'd been wondering for awhile.

"Why don't you ever just run away?"

The question seemed to surprise Sin because he gave Boyd another of his
slightly perplexed looks. Then he shrugged, mouth turning up slightly. "Where would |

go?"



"l don't know." Boyd gestured vaguely. "Anywhere but the Agency. You could flee

to another country where they don't have a strong reach."”

There was a stretch of silence as Sin looked out the windshield, guiding the car
through the blackness that surrounded them. After a moment he gave a careless one
shouldered shrug. "I wouldn't be any use on the outside. Someone who can slaughter a
warehouse full of hostiles and still maintain an appetite isn't exactly inclined to the

domestic life."

"Maybe, but have you tried?" Boyd asked with a faint frown. "There are many
types of jobs out there even in civilian life. Is the idea of a domestic life all that's

stopping you?"
"No. It just wouldn't work."

"Why not, though?" Boyd pressed. "Are you worried about them noticing too soon

if you left on a mission? Because if so | could cover for you."

The comment caused Sin to look over and give him a long assessing stare. His
lips pursed together and his green eyes skimmed Boyd's face before he looked back at
the road. "Why would you ever do that?"

"Why wouldn't I?" Boyd replied with a shrug. "I'm your partner and as such your
well-being is important to me. I've seen the way you're treated at the Agency so if you
wanted to leave, | wouldn't blame you. | could easily tell them I lost you on a mission. Or
if we wanted it to be more believable you could injure me; make it look like you attacked
me and fled. It could even be fairly severe if that was needed. Since there's already a
running bet on how soon you'll kill me if a mission doesn't, I'm sure no one would

guestion that too closely."

"Did it occur to you, in this fantastic plan, that they would terminate you for losing

me?" Sin asked scathingly, seeming irritated by the suggestion.



Boyd shrugged unconcernedly. "It wouldn't matter. In this line of work, it's
inevitable I'll die anyway. Since it'll happen regardless, | don't mind it having more

meaning by at least helping you."

There was another stretch of silence as Sin scowled without looking over. He

didn't bother to explain what he was thinking this time and he shook his head slowly.
"What?" Boyd asked, watching him a little more closely.

"I just think you're brain dead sometimes. You're almost like what happens when
a completely thoughtless person meets a borderline one." A pause. "Besides, it would
never work. This collar cannot be removed without surgery and it has a tracking chip

inside."

Boyd considered Sin for a moment. He was bemused to hear Sin mention a
psychological disorder like borderline personality since it wasn't one of the more well-
known ones. Since psychology had been an interest of his own during school, it made
him wonder if it was something Sin was interested in as well. Still, now that Sin

mentioned that he did recall Carhart saying something about surgery.

"l see,” was all he said aloud. He paused. "What if you found a black market

surgeon who could remove the collar?"

Sin sighed, seeming to tire of the subject entirely. He never seemed to have very
much interest in the conversation if it was focused on him, especially if it was

sympathetic in any way.

"They'd have tracked me down by the time | was ready for the procedure to be
performed. The Agency has connections internationally. We also have a European
division. And in addition to that, the procedure is complicated. The collar is connected to
my spine, and also situated in a way which makes it possible to sever my jugular easily

during removal."

"Hmm." Boyd turned to look out the windshield, leaning one arm against the door

of the van. "That does make it problematic. | see your dilemma."



Once again Sin just shook his head silently.

The rest of the drive was spent in relative silence, broken only by a few inane
comments back and forth. Boyd was surprised by how comfortable it felt. He wondered
how long this would last or whether the two of them would end up sliding back to earlier

interactions at some point. He hoped that didn't happen.

When they got to the Agency and parked in the garage, Boyd hesitated when he
got out of the van. He found himself unwilling to leave Sin immediately like he always
had, although there wasn't much that he could do about it. He shut the door behind him

and looked at Sin over the hood of the van.
"Well..." He gestured over his shoulder. "I suppose I'd better write the report..."

He didn't look away from Sin, though. It was almost a bit awkward, as if he were
acting like they were two people on a date trying to decide whether or not they should
kiss at the front door. He almost made a face at the fact that his mind picked that

analogy.
"I'll go too."
"You will?" Boyd asked in surprise.

Sin shrugged nonchalantly, looking around the parking lot. "If it's some private

thing you like to do, then | won't."

The comment drew an unexpected laugh from Boyd. Trust Sin to make writing a
report sound like he was going off to masturbate. "I do prefer the old library but | assure
you, I'm not doing anything that can't handle a witness or two," Boyd said dryly with

amusement clear in his eyes.

Vivid green eyes slid across Boyd's face, studying him more thoroughly than was

necessary. It was almost a full moment before he turned and said only, "Let's go then."



Boyd ended up leading the way up to the old library. He could feel Sin's eyes
returning to him on and off as they waited for the elevator, although it was no more than

normal.

There weren't many other people around, given that it was in that time period that
was either very late at night or very early in the morning, depending on a person's
perspective. Only one other person ended up in the elevator with them. The young
woman was apparently trying to discreetly creep to the corner furthest from Sin without
anyone noticing. She seemed tense and unnerved and kept glancing at Sin through her

hair.

Boyd couldn't help wondering what all these people would think if they saw the
other sides of Sin that he did. It was hard to be terrified of a man who could be so

normal.

No one was in the library and Boyd headed toward the back where the old
computers were pushed against the wall. Most people used them for little other than a
catalog check of the books but since they were the first generation of computers that
had been used for reporting, they still had the software and databases installed. Boyd
preferred the quiet of the library to the crowded bustle of the main reporting room,

where he sometimes had to wait for a computer at peak times.

He sat down at the computer and got to work. Sin leaned against a table nearby,
his arms loosely crossed.

And he watched.

At first Boyd tried to ignore it but it became very distracting, feeling that gaze
burning into the side of him. He thought maybe Sin was making sure he wasn't being
disingenuous and writing horrible things about what Sin had done at the warehouse. He

thought maybe Sin was checking his wording to be sure.
But when he looked over, he was startled to realize Sin was staring at him.

Only him. Not the computer at all.



The first time their eyes met, Boyd's fingers stilled on the keyboard. He was
caught by that intense stare and he wondered what Sin was thinking. What he wanted.
How it could possibly be worth his time to have followed him up here only to stare at him
while he worked.

He ended up smiling slightly at Sin, almost as if he were trying to encourage or

reassure him for something he didn't even know, and turned back to the computer.

From then on, he was acutely aware of the way that stare was centered solely on
him. And, despite (or perhaps because of) the fact that he'd spent so much of his time
being unnoticed by others, he found he kind of liked that Sin was so interested in

watching him. Especially when he wasn't doing anything particularly exciting.

Sin didn't say anything and Boyd didn't want to break the spell so he didn't say
anything either.

When he sent the report and closed out of all the programs, he stared for just a
second at the blank screen. Then he turned to Sin, searching his expression-- for what,
he didn't know.

"Did you make it good?" Sin asked calmly, not breaking his steady stare.

Boyd's lips tilted up on one side as he stood. "Oh, did | ever," he drawled.

"Stories will be told for years to come about this one."

"It's always good to have something to add to my resume,” Sin said with a smirk,

pushing himself away from the table.

Boyd couldn't help a faint sound of amusement. "Don't forget; you can put me

down as a reference as well."

They looked at each other for a moment before Sin shook his head slightly and

finally looked away. "I suppose | should return to my quarters.”






