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Prologue

The air in Annadale Beach smelled like a mixture of salt, ash and
rotting wood. It wasn't exactly pleasant. In fact, it reminded Danny at times of
the decayed strip of land that had once been New York City.

He and Kayla had made the long road trip up there when they'd first
started hanging out. The sprawl of a decimated urban jungle had made one
hell of a first date. What had started out as an intriguing and exciting
adventure into the ruins of one of the greatest cities of the not-so-distant past
had quickly turned haunting and disturbing as soon as they'd arrived.

It was a reminder of how fucked up their world was and how far from it
all Annadale Beach could really seem. Sure, the air had something
reminiscent of New York's rot but it couldn't be avoided. The number of vacant
businesses, shuttered and foreclosed houses, and boarded up gone-for-the-
season homes on the beach were busy collecting mildew in the moist air. But
the salt from the sea could overpower all of that sometimes. It reminded
Danny that he was lucky to be in the tiny apartment and to be making a small

living in the small town.

He was lucky to be somewhere that still had that fresh air smell. Lucky
that there was still one place that hadn't been condensed into a concrete
wasteland that was vast and overpopulated like the major cities that had
survived the wars. The people in those cities were nothing more than
nameless identification numbers with residency placards. They were cogs in a
machine that churned ruthlessly as it tried to get back to what it once was

while cracking down on the civilian population in the process.

"Babe?"
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Danny looked over his shoulder at the thin feminine form on his narrow
bed. She always slept in the fetal position and was fitful even then. She would
thrash often; red hair sticking to sweaty cheeks as nightmares got the best of

her.

"I'm going to work," he called quietly across the room. "Go back to

sleep.”

She murmured something sleepily and rolled over. He admired the fall
of silky red hair over one pale, freckled shoulder. It seemed more innocent
than sensual, though, and not for the first time he wished that his perception

of her would change.

Danny turned back to the glass balcony door and looked out at the
grey rolling waves of the ocean. It was a gloomy day, which was fine with him.
He wasn't in the mood for sunshine. Sunshine always made him feel guilty
when he wasn't in a good mood. As though he was wasting one of those rare

but increasingly frequent clear days.

He was glad for the coming storm. The guilt and unsatisfied knot in his

gut wouldn't let him enjoy anything else.

In the nearly six months that he'd been in Annadale Beach, he'd had
three lovers. Kayla was the third. She still wasn't what he was looking for. He
was starting to wonder if his desperation to unwind that knot in his stomach
was leading him in the wrong direction. Finding lovers hadn't worked; not male

or female.

Maybe a lover wasn't what he needed. Maybe it was a real friend.
Family. Something other than the superficial ties he'd forged at the Beach so
quickly. But he'd never considered that and so lovers had been what he'd

sought.
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What had started out as a flirtation had taken a sharp turn towards

seriousness after that trip to New York.

Danny closed his eyes, thick eyelashes blocking the already muted

daylight, and allowed himself to flash back to that trip.

He remembered picking their way along the border between the safe
area and the radioactive land. He remembered the shattered and staggered
skyscrapers looming in the sky like destroyed machines with a thousand
unseeing eyes. He remembered the prickling-skin-sensation of someone
watching them in the dead zone and not seeing that person. There appeared

to be no one around for miles and miles.

He remembered Kayla's hushed admission that she was scared of the
stories. The tales of mutated survivors who were said to still live in the
radiated hulls of these dead cities. The people who lived in the tunnels and
sewers; the places they'd sought refuge in when the bombs had exploded

their lives.
The scavengers. The Ferals, people called them.
Danny had never believed in them himself but that day, he'd started to.

He'd started seeing vivid images of feral faces with leather-like skin
stretched taut over bone. Hands that had turned into claws from all of the
digging in the wreckage as they looked for something to survive. The yellow
eyes like the sickliest jaundice and the greyish skin. And he'd started
wondering about the intense paranoia that they were said to have. The
paranoia of outsiders combined with a mentality that made anything that

wasn't a Feral look like food.

Danny remembered Kayla's panicked face as the feeling of being
followed persisted until they scrambled over the remnants of a bridge. He

remembered wondering if they'd fall into the filthy river as they climbed across
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the only remaining extension that crossed the entire body of water. He
remembered the bursts of relieved laughter as their fear of Ferals dissipated

only to have it replaced quickly with something a lot more real.
Another urban legend but this one true. The kids from the Bowery.

The memories were vivid and Danny felt the burn of anger just
remembering that day. Flashing images crossed his mind and he
unconsciously looked over his shoulder at Kayla. He didn't want to remember
the helpless rage as they'd been robbed and attacked. He didn't want to
remember the desperate fight. He didn't want to think about what would have

happened if the patrols hadn't arrived when they had.

Kayla murmured something again in her sleep, jerking Danny out of his

reverie. He blinked rapidly.
What the hell was wrong with him today?

He let out a sigh and returned to getting dressed. Loose jeans, a
button-up flannel, backwards cap over long hair pulled back into a low ponytail
and his apron over one shoulder. Customary work outfit. It didn't take much

thought and so his mind once again began to wander.
Back to Kayla. Back to his failure to find what he was looking for.

They'd bonded that day. Bonded over the intensity of nearly dying, of
her gratitude and his protectiveness and guilt that he hadn't been able to do
more. She said she felt love. He knew that wasn't what his own feelings were.
It made him feel bad and the guilt burned every time he enjoyed her body but
he was too weak to stop taking what she offered.

Kayla didn't stir as he left the apartment. She was working third shift
today and would likely sleep until then. Being the only full time short order

cook meant that he'd probably be pulling a double and would be leaving as
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she arrived. He didn't want to acknowledge the relief he felt about that, but

couldn't deny that it was there.

His boots made noise as he jogged down the winding, narrow staircase
of the tiny apartment complex right off the beach. The world was silent except
for some seagulls and the rolling waves. It stayed that way until his ancient
little motorcycle roared to life and took off down the road, looking like nothing
more than a few pieces of metal strapped together with an exposed motor.

As usual, he didn't wear a helmet but there was so little traffic at the
Beach at this time in early October that it hardly seemed necessary. Business
had already died down from the short summer. Only the locals remained,
along with the students who flocked to the shitty little college that offered
nothing more than a prime location. The tourists would be back again next
summer to make Annadale Beach a breathing sauna of human sweat and

crowds.
There was plenty of time before that happened again, though.
Plenty of time to think.

Plenty of time to try to unwind things. The blur of his past and his
memories. The war that had left him completely alone and the bleakness that

had surrounded him during that time.

It'd been a dark time for him. A whirlwind that he'd mostly managed to
push so far into the depths of his mind that a lot of it was shadowed and
vague. He liked it that way. The blur was better left a blur.

If not, it was possible that the solitude, the rebellions against the world,
the time when he was put awayd it may just poison the way he'd allowed
himself to settle after arriving at the Beach. If he remembered the ghostly
memories of being locked up, of so much anger and loneliness and despair, it

could possibly taint the fact that he was determined now to just live.
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He'd managed well at first. The mind-numbing job didn't even bother
him. He knew the customers regarded them all as peons but it didn't get on
his nerves as much as it should have. He didn't have money or an amazing
apartment but he had a good life for what it was. A steady job, a great town
and for the first time, peace of mind. A complete shedding of his demons.

If only he could embrace that and stop feeling like there was a void that
needed filling, Danny thought bitterly as he pulled over a block down from The
Blue Moon Diner. He turned the bike off and rolled it along for no real reason

other than to enjoy the silence of the walk by the waterfront.

He had just walked up to the diner and was about to stoop down to
unlock the gates when the low sound of synthetic jungle techno music

emanated from somewhere down the road.

Danny's eyebrows rose slightly and his hands paused on the gate just
as the vehicle careened around the curb and screeched to a halt not even a
few yards from where he was crouched in the shadow of the awning. He had
no idea who would be there at this time of morning. The Blue Moon was the
only business for blocks around and it didn't open until nine. It was possible
that whoever was there was simply using the place as a meeting point; it was

the most popular spot on the Beach and it happened frequently.

The music abruptly shut off and was replaced by loud voices. Loud,

angry voices.

"You better shut that fucking bitch up before | do it myself,” a man's
irate voice snarled. "I've had it with her shit. If she backs out of this now, she

screws us all."

Danny stilled completely and pushed himself further into the shadows.
For the first time he was grateful for his long, lean frame. Whatever was going
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on with these people, he wasn't going to make himself visible until he was

sure they weren't going to make the parking lot some kind of crime scene.
"Just be quiet, Leens," another man urged. "You said you were in."

"Yeah, you fucking said you were sure. You said after all of the shit that
happened with your parents and your brother, you were fucking in for sure!"
the first guy shouted furiously, his voice echoing around the parking lot. "If

anyone has reason to be here it's you, you dumb bitch! Od "
"Just relax with that shit, Rucker."

"Screw you, dude. She's a waste of my time. | never wanted her ind |
knew she'd flake. She doesn't give a shit that the government fucked over her
entire family. She's too scared to do anything about it."

Danny's frown deepened and he peeked around the side of the
entrance. Through the fence that separated the beach patio from the building,
he could see a black and neon green jeep sitting in the middle of the parking

lot. There were three men and a girl; Leens, Danny assumed.

Leens was standing there with her hands balled into fists. She had long
auburn curls and was nearly a foot shorter than the three men that stood
around her but that didn't seem to deter the stubborn glare on her face.

He assumed that the man who looked outraged and had a green

mohawk was Rucker.

"Dude, | was all for joining her club at the school but I'm just saying,
now you could be going to get involved with some kind of crazy extremist

group for all we know!"

"We have to be extreme if we're going to ever try to make changes in

this country.”
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Danny allowed a smirk to cross his face. These college kids never
ceased to amaze him. They always thought they were going to be the ones to
step up and change the world. Never mind the fact that people with more
experience had likely been struggling to do the same for years. But according
to Rucker and a lot of the other kids Danny overheard talking in the diner, they
would be the ones to make everything different. They were the ones with the

good ideas.
The arrogance was unbelievable.

"Four weeks in some weird seminar camp? It sounds like some fucked
up jihad type thing," Leens countered. "It sounds like extremist brainwashing
shit. And we don't even have to pay or anything? It's all just free? Why would
it be free? Rachelle said they're putting up scores of college students."

That did sound odd to Danny and he wasn't even involved. The fact
that some kind of seminar geared towards college students was being held at
the start of the semester made it sound even fishier. Why would they
essentially convince students to leave school for the semester if whatever

club had been started in the college?
"Listend "

"Shit, | think this is them. Shut the fuck up,” one of the dark-haired men
hissed.

Danny ducked back into the shadows just as a sleek black SUV slid
into the parking lot.

The conversation that followed was mostly too low for him to overhear
now that people weren't shouting. Another peek through the gate allowed him
to view an SUV with very illegally tinted windows, a woman with dark hair, and

a guy in a long black coat that was unwarranted for even the brisk air.
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Danny made a face. Those two certainly weren't freshmen but they
didn't look like any students he'd ever seen around. He knew most of the kids
who were second year and up from just working part of the previous

semester.
Leens was talking again, in a high, slightly anxious voice.
"I changed my mind, that's all.”

More talking, and unfortunately for several minutes Danny couldn't hear
anything. Rucker was behaving himself now, it seemed, and the new people
were trying to keep whatever they were doing to the empty sanctuary of the

parking lot.

After nearly fifteen minutes of crouching uncomfortably in the shadow
of the front door and remaining hidden behind the gate, Danny heard the

woman say:
"Michael will take your jeep back and meet up later.”

There was an almost simultaneous sound of doors slamming shut and
footsteps hurrying away from the parking lot. One of the vehicles, Danny
assumed the SUV, left the parking lot and it was then that he looked through

the gate once again.
What he saw spooked him.

Leens was walking away from the diner. The guy with the coat,
"Michael," was following her, not taking care of the neon green and black

jeep.

The image stayed with Danny as he followed through with his morning
routine. It distracted him the whole day. He told himself that a likely scenario
was that Michael was simply going to try to convince her to come along with

them when he regrouped. It made sense.
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Even so, Danny called the police department and filed a report about

what he'd overheard. Just in case.
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Chapter One

The sun seemed too bright. Boyd paused at the steps of the Tower,
staring out at the courtyard.

The Agency compound felt alien to him; more than it ever had before.
The air was cool against his skin and he felt... strange. Nearly a year stolen
from him and in a way, it was like coming full circle. Or would have been, if it
were possible to imagine being in the same state of mind as he had been

when he'd left.

His gaze slid across the buildings. It felt odd not seeing the deep
green-blue of the lonian Sea, or the peaks of mountains in the distance. The
white buildings with their tan roofs. The sprawling property with the
magnificent views. The place Aleixo called home. The place Boyd had spent

the last several months.

His fingers twitched and he was jogging down the steps before he
realized what he intended. His feet led him unerringly in the direction of Sin's
building even as he found himself strangely apprehensive.

He was worried about what Sin would say. He couldn't help wondering
whether Sin would be angry with him. What was supposed to have been a
one to two month endeavor had ended up lasting nine. Not counting the two

months the Agency had held him for rehabilitation upon return.

His eyes narrowed and he sped up his steps, pointedly derailing his
thoughts before they went down that path. None of that mattered now.

Still, uncertainty ate at him. What if Sin had moved on? It had been
nearly total radio silence in the long months of the mission. He'd only checked

in twice during all that time and he doubted the information had made it to Sin.
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For all he knew, Sin believed he was dead. For all he knew, Sin didn't know

he'd returned.

The last nights they'd spent together seemed a lifetime away and part
of Boyd was afraid that he would be too late. Afraid it would turn out he'd been

gone too long and they could never go back to the way it had been.

The thought was more than alarming. Especially after all the long
nights he'd curled around his latest tattoo, struggling to keep in mind all the
details of his lover. Holding onto Sin's memory with a near desperate quality.
The times when he'd feared he'd lose himself in the mission and never
escape he'd thought of Sin so intently he'd almost made himself believe Sin

was there with him.

He'd obsessed about the memory of Sin's deep voice. The brush of
stubble on his jawline on the mornings before he'd shaved. The planes of his
body and the strength of his hands. The comfort that could be found in the
knowledge that there was someone out there who was stronger than anyone,

who could do the impossible, and who loved him without hesitation.

He'd thought about what he would say to Sin when he was finally

home.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at the people around
him with narrowed eyes. It was off-putting coming back hered to everything
so normal, like nothing had changed. Everyone acting the same as they had
before he'd left. Mostly.

There was a slight difference, the way he'd noticed something similar
when he'd returned from Mexico with Connors full in power. People were

being more careful. More on edge. There was more tension in the air.

The wind blew his hair into his face and he automatically pulled it back.

Several strands caught in the earrings dotting his ears and he wondered once
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again whether he should remove them. They were a reminder of the mission

as were the clothes he wore.

The fitted dark jeans and the shoes were designer brands. The burnt
orange zip up sweater with white accents that he wore was something he
could remember Vika buying for him. Holding it up as she'd murmured that he

would look so good in it she couldn't wait to take it off him again.

As Boyd approached Sin's building, he saw glimpses of the light
shining off the windows.

He tried to figure out what he would say when he knocked on the door.
What he could even say about the whole mission when it was still so fresh in
his mind. He'd tried to imagine the best words of homecoming and all he'd
come up with was, "I missed you so much." He wasn't positive he'd even get
that much out before he would bury his face in Sin's chest, a sensation he felt
like he'd come too close to losing the memory of, and hold tight.

Sin's residential building rose before him in no time. The guard at the
front, Amos, was one who had been there the first day Boyd had ever been on
compound. Amos gave Boyd a strange look when he approached but
otherwise appeared to be impassive. Boyd ignored the man for the most part,
already ten steps ahead in his mind.

His sneakers made little noise as he jogged up the steps, two at a time.
The closer he came to Sin's, the more nervous he felt. He wondered what
Sin's expression would be. He wondered how many questions Sin would

have, and how long he could put off answering some of them.

He wasn't going to lie to Sin about what exactly had happened on that
mission, or why it had taken him so damn long to complete, but he wanted to
put it behind him for now. He wanted to focus on the things that were more
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important, like reacquainting himself with his lover. Like picking up where
they'd left off.

Like seeing if they could get a place together still. And whether Sin was

still interested in doing so.

There was no need to rehash anything now. No doubt the expectations
of him would come up soon enough, the next time the Agency gave him a
valentine mission. He just hoped he never had to play another Cameron
Whittaker again.

When he reached Sin's landing and headed toward the door, he was
surprised to see that there weren't any guards there. He slowed down and
looked around, as if the answer would be written on the walls or the guards
were just out of view. The landing looked perfectly normal and perfectly

empty.

His eyebrows drew down and he turned his attention back to Sin's door
as he approached. He wondered what the lack of guards meant. He'd
assumed that the new administration would have included a much stricter
regime. That, if anything, Sin's guards would be increased. He didn't know
how differently Marshal Seong ran the compound, though. There had to be
some sort of logical explanation.

He walked up to the door and, after a moment of hesitation, knocked.
There was no answer.

He frowned and wondered if Sin was out. It was possible he was on a
mission or even at the gym. He paused there a moment, debating whether he
should check around, before it occurred to him to try calling. He pulled out his
phone and speed-dialed Sin's number but the automated voice said the

number had been disconnected.
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His eyes narrowed and he pulled the phone away from his ear, staring
down at it. Sin's name flashed on the screen. He hadn't misdialed. He tried
again just in case and got the same response. Was it possible they'd changed

his phone number? But why would they do that?

Without giving himself the chance to hesitate, he swiped his card in the
lock box next to the door. The light flashed green and he opened the door,
already calling out, "Hsin?"

He peeked around the corner and was unsurprised to find the
apartment empty. The place was spotless, without a single thing out of order.
That wasn't unusual since Sin didn't have many belongings in the first place
and the few he had, he kept in their place. He was the sort of person to make
his bed every morning after he woke up, so neatly and cleanly it could appear

as though he'd never been there.

Boyd absently pushed the door mostly shut behind him as he looked
around. So many things seemed off yet he kept walking. Sin's bedroom was
perfectly made, which he expected. He hovered there for a moment and then
opened the closet door on a whim, not sure what he intended to do. Rifle
through Sin's clothing and reacquaint himself with his lover's scent? Check to
see if Sin had packed clothing for a vacation? Whatever the case, what he

found was not what he'd wanted to see.
There was nothing inside.

He stared and shoved the closet door open further, looking around
inside and seeing nothing. He went to the dresser. Nothing. He strode quickly
back into the main room and looked around for the books Sin usually kept out

of the way.

They were gone.
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A pit was growing in his stomach but he ignored it. He went to the
kitchen and the bathroom because somehow he had to verify; had to make
sure it wasn't something stupid like Sin had just thrown out his clothes. There
was nothing in the bathroom, not even an old razor blade. The kitchen was
equally empty, the cabinets and refrigerator looking desolate without a single

item inside.
Gone, gone, gone. Everything was gone.

He stopped in the middle of the kitchen and looked around, feeling like
the building was looming over him ominously. Wariness and alarm dredged
up from the depths of him but he forcibly ignored it. He concentrated solely on

what he saw in front of him.

He went back out to the landing. Maybe he'd chosen the wrong
apartment. That year in Europe could have made him forget simple directions
around the compound. But it was the right place. He remembered all too well
the nicks in the door. The familiar view out the windows at the end of the

apartment. The apartment number.

He stared at the apartment blankly. There could be a reason for it, his
mind supplied him helpfully. Maybe they were cleared to get a new place.
Maybe Sin had decided not to wait and had gotten his own place off
compound or somewhere else. Maybe Sin had been staying at Boyd's all this
time in an effort to remember his lover while he was gone. Sin had never been

that attached to this apartment anyway.

Boyd turned on his heel, striding back out the apartment and not even
bothering to shut the door behind him. He headed toward the Tower
automatically and, perhaps in denial or perhaps needing to reassure himself,

he flipped his phone open and called Sin's number again.

He got the same message as before.
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The pit in his stomach grew.

Without needing to think about it, his feet unerringly led him to
Carhart's office.

Every second that passed felt like it was too long. As much as he tried
to ignore the alarm it was still there; a weight in his stomach that lent speed to
his steps and tension to his shoulders. All he wanted was to see Carhart

immediately and stop the questions rushing through his mind.

No matter how long he'd been gone from the compound, some treks
were ingrained in him. It didn't take him long to reach the open lobby in front
of Carhart's office. A young looking black man was sitting at the desk and

looked up as Boyd entered.

Boyd stopped in front of the reception desk, not bothering to try to force

his way past and cause a scene immediately. "I need to see General Carhart."

Carhart's new admin looked at him blandly. The nameplate on the desk

read 'Brian LeBlanc.'

"Do you have an appointment?" Brian asked drolly, his wide brown
eyes analyzing Boyd's appearance. There wasn't even a spark of recognition
in his gaze so he likely didn't know that Boyd was, or had been, one of the key

members of Carhart's elite unit and wasn't just some random fieldie.

"No." Boyd could see the door he'd walked through so many times to
enter Carhart's office; overlaid with Sin's door burning a hole through his
mind. The questions of why and what and how were making it difficult to
summon any sense of patience for red tape right now. With that came a
slightly clipped quality to his words. "I just returned from an extended

undercover. | work in his unit. It's important.”
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“I'm sure what he's doing now is important,” Brian replied,
unimpressed. "You'll have to sign in and wait until he has a free spot. There

are appointments lined up.”

"That's ridiculous,” Boyd said with an edge. Somehow it felt like the
longer he dallied here, the further away Sin was getting. He couldn't say why
he felt that, yet the thought wouldn't leave the back of his mind that Sin should
have been there. He should have answered his phone.

Every second Boyd spent before he could get back with Sin was a
second wasted. After so many harrowing months longing to return to his lover,

to be stopped at the last second was frustrating.

He leaned forward and pulled out his identification badge, showing his
name and his picture from years ago when he'd stared blankly at the camera.
"I'm in one of the most classified units in the Agency. | need to talk to him
immediately. He won't want you to turn me away." Although technically it had
nothing to do with Janus and the unit, the implication that he had imperative

information couldn't hurt. "Just tell him I'm here."

Once again, Brian didn't look very impressed with his claims. It was
possible that higher tiered field agents tried to talk their way into Carhart's
office all the time. "You'll just have to wait. Sorry."

"God damnit, just fucking call him!" Boyd shouted, losing his temper.
He slammed his hands on the desk, leaning forward. The desperate voice in
the back of his mind was growing fearfuld saying over and over, | need Hsin, |
need him, let me see him, | need to see him now, God please let me see
himad

"Wow, you have some serious entitlement issues," Brian noted calmly.

Before Boyd could respond, the door opened and Carhart appeared.

He looked different than the last time Boyd had seen him. The General looked
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older. Wearied. His hair looked more ash blond than golden and his eyes

were hard, even as he looked at Boyd.

Carhart's lips thinned and he looked at the younger man for a long
moment before allowing his gaze to slide over to Brian. "It's fine. Thank you,

Brian."

Brian shrugged and went back to looking at whatever was on his desk
as the General retreated into his office once again, leaving the door open
behind him for Boyd.

Boyd followed the General into the office and shut the door behind him.
He turned toward Carhart immediately and without preamble said, "Why the

hell is Hsin's apartment empty? | went to visit him and everything's gone."

Carhart walked to the other side of his office, stopping briefly to peer
out the window. He stayed that way for a fragment of a moment before turning
back to Boyd with the most detached look that Boyd had ever seen on his

commanding officer's face.

"l realize you have been gone for some time but you are not the first
agent to leave on an extended mission. Don't presume that gives you license
to disrespect me or my office by harassing my assistant. He doesn't answer to

you and he won't be intimidated by you or anyone else."”

Boyd leaned back, taken aback by the response. He had to take a
moment to rein in the emotions that had been building since he'd seen Sin's
empty apartment. He made more of an effort to quiet the part of him that
desperately longed to see Sin and see him now. He wouldn't get anywhere if

he started burning bridges the moment he returned.

"I'm sorry. When | came back and his apartment was empty | was
concerned. | knew you were the best person to talk to so | wanted to see you

for one minute to ask about him.” His eyebrows drew together and he
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gestured at the door. "If you could tell me where to find him I'll get out of your

way immediately."

Carhart looked at him for a long moment. The weariness was shrouded
around him like a cloak and he turned away to the window once again.

"Maybe you should sit down."

The sinking feeling from before grew stronger but Boyd avoided
acknowledging it. He tensed, a defensive reaction, and eyed Carhart's back

warily. "Why?"
"Because you should prepare yourself,” was the flat response.

Boyd's stomach dropped and his throat went dry. He couldn't look
away from Carhart's back. He stayed still for a long moment, not liking
Carhart's words or his tone. Not liking where this conversation seemed to be
going. Not liking that the tenuous explanations of, "he's just on a mission," or,

"he decided to move," seemed to be getting even thinner.

He shifted and for a moment the pressure made him think of fleeing the
room. He could tell Carhart he'd just look for Sin himself and he was sorry to
bother him. He could prolong the time he could keep telling himself everything
was fine and all these signs meant nothing. But he knew that would just be a

fantasy.

He hesitated and then walked over to one of the chairs, taking a seat.
The chair felt too heavy in his hand. The seat was too hard. Nothing was right.

By now, he was supposed to be telling his lover how much he'd missed
him. He was supposed to be feeling like everything could be alright again after

all.

Instead, he was sitting here feeling like he was waiting for the

executioner's axe to fall.
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"What happened?" His voice came out thinner, a little more afraid than
he'd intended.

"She had him terminated in March." Carhart's voice was still blank;

emotionless. "He's dead."

Although Boyd had as much dreaded as expected that reply, it still hit
him hard. Like a weight slammed into his chest and knocked all the air out of
him. His heartbeat was fast but it hurt, like the muscle didn't want to work
properly, and for a moment he wondered if he was imagining this all. If this

was some bizarre dream and he'd wake up to Aleixo beside him in bed.

He didn't realize he was gripping the arms of the chair until it slowly
filtered through his brain that his fingers hurt. Carhart's emotionless face
burned into him. The man who had been more protective of Sin than anyone,
the man who had time and time again been there for Sin, the man who acted
like Sin's father more than Emiliod and he was standing there telling Boyd

with a straight face that Sin was dead?

He was saying it so calmly, like it didn't matterd like the person Boyd
loved more than life itself hadn't been ripped away from him while he'd fucking
beend Whiled

He shook his head; a distant and disbelieving motion. Everything felt
one step removed. Nothing made sense. This couldn't be real.

"10 " Boyd's words stumbled over his tongue that didn't seem to want to
move properly. His eyes had started to drift away and he dragged his gaze
back but that was almost worse, staring at that dead expression when he felt

like his world was crashing down around him.

He couldn't make sense of this. "l don't under..."
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He brought one hand up to his head, to push back his hair with shaky
fingers and he didn't even know what it was within him that was holding him
together. What it was that took over immediately after hearing that sort of
news. What could keep him calm and collected when all he wanted to do was
scream and deny.

He shook his head again. He was doing that a lot. "Why?"

"He was on probation from the beginning. When she arrivedd " Carhart
said "she" with a near tangible tone of dislike but other than that, his voice
was continuously devoid of all emotion. His blue eyes were like chips of ice.

At the moment his expression was reminiscent of Vivienne.

"She wanted to give him the opportunity to prove that his past incidents
were just that. Past. She didn't want to waste a valuable asset. But towards
the end, his performance began to suffer. His personality began to change
back into what it had been before. Reckless, uncaring about the mission,
hostile to authority. His missions were successful but they began to resemble

the messiness that they'd had in the past. He wasd "

Carhart broke off abruptly and stared at Boyd. His jaw worked and his
eyes narrowed before he finished the sentence. "He was gone before I'd even
been aware that the order had come down."

Boyd couldn't look at Carhart anymore. He couldn't even sit still.

He stood abruptly and turned away, walking a few steps but having no
destination. His fingers tangled in his hair and he tilted his head up, staring at
the space where the wall met the ceiling. There were cracks in the plaster that
spiderwebbed out. He wondered where they came from. The thought was
distant and unrelated to the rest of the world; unimportant and passing
through his stunned mind with as much context as caring about what the

weather was like the day it happened. The day Sind
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The cracks seemed to blur and it took him a moment to realize that it
was his eyes that were blurry. He blinked and tried to hold in the howling
mess he could feel rising to the surface. His chest felt constricted. He couldn't
breathe fully; his body felt too hot. His heartbeat hurt his ribs, or maybe it was

his heart itself that ached.
This didn't make sense. This couldn't actually be happening.
He couldn't think.

His throat closed and he distantly noted that his scalp hurt from the
way his fingers were gripping the strands. His eyes burned and for a moment
he thought he wouldn't be able to hold it together. That he was going to break
down right here and never get out of the office. Quaking, tenuous control was
all he had. Pieces of string wrapped around his stubborn will and it wasn't

going to hold for long, fraying strand by strand with shuddering leaps.
He would never see Sin again.
The truth and weight of that simple sentence was almost too much.
How could it be true? How couldd

He would never touch Sin's hair or breathe in his scent or lean against

his warm body ord
Gone.
Forever.
This wasn't really happening. Thisd
No, no, this wasn't right but it was reald

He couldn't speak. The words wouldn't form in his mind and even if

they had, he couldn't have said them. Even air was stretched thin through the
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constriction of his throat. Words were too large, too meaningful to make it

past.

"Boyd." Carhart was speaking again and although his voice was just as

steady, it wasn't quite as wooden as it'd been before. "You should rest.”

Boyd shook his head, wordlessly at first until he could draw in a breath
that seemed too sharp. He blinked rapidly, trying to focus; trying to hold it all
in. Trying so hard to maintain the control.

"I can't.” His voice was quiet; strained. Hoarse. His muscles were
tautd trembling ever so slightly. "I won't be able to. I'lld " I'll lay down and I'll
think of him. I'll close my eyes and dream of him. I'll convince myself he's still
here. I'll wake up and every time, every time I'm alone and the bed is cold and

| remember I'm all on my own now it'll rip me apartd

The tears welled and the next time he blinked they ran down his
cheeks; silent and undeniable and liable to strengthen, to become a flood
rather than a stream.

There was a hint of a sound behind him and then he felt a small bottle

being pressed into his hand.
"Sedatives," Carhart's voice said quietly.

Boyd's breath was too shallow, his eyes aching. His fingers curled
around the bottle tightly, like a shadow of the lifeline Sin was supposed to be
for him right now. His knuckles were white and it was all he could do to drop

his head forward, to squeeze his eyes shut and simply nod.

Silence fell in the room; a kind he didn't have the presence of mind to
even begin to identify. He could hardly focus on anything external when
everything internal was so perilous. So ready to shudder and shatter and

break.
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He stood there, alone and slumped forward, focusing all his stubborn
will into smoothing his breathing as much as possible. Into gathering the
frayed ends of his control and yanking it all tighter, tighter, into a ball he could

hold together just long enough to get away from this place.

He didn't know how long it took him but finally, his voice sounding
distant even to him, he said, "l have to go." At least, he meant to say that. He
didn't know what words actually made it out of his mouth.

Carhart's voice sounded further away when the man spoke next, as if
he had already retreated to the other side of the room. "You should have a
couple of weeks left of downtime. Use the time wisely. They will be watching

you for signs of weakness upon your return to active status."

Boyd couldn't even begin to think about that, let alone how to respond.
He wiped the tears off his cheeks and shoved the bottle in his jacket pocket.
He tilted his head down so his hair would fall forward, sheltering his face, and
he left without a word. He didn't look over to see whether Brian glanced up at
his exit. He didn't look up at all; not when he went to the staircase and not as

he jogged the several flights down.

He kept his back straight for the most part, a charade of stability and
confidence he absolutely could not feel. Maybe it was the part of him that
came in for damage control that allowed him to hold off on any reaction until

he felt it was acceptable.

Maybe it was his deep-seated stubborn will that wouldn't allow himself
to show obvious weakness within the Agency compound, where Agency eyes
and Agency whispers could follow him. He wasn't going to give any of them
the satisfaction of seeing how fractured the world had become around him.
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His hands were shoved in his jacket pockets and later, he wouldn't
remember how he got home. Time jumped around him; fragments of reality

broken apart and stitched back together by an amateur.
He found himself in his living room.

Dust coated everything; the sentinel of an empty house. His fingers
hurt and he realized he was holding the bottle so hard the plastic had started
to hairline fracture. He pulled it out and set it on the table. Carefully, so gently.

A slide of plastic against scratched wood.

Tension was a taut rubber band within his muscles. Constricting him.

Making him shake.

His mind was so crowded and strained that at first he didn't understand
what was happening. He couldn't formulate a thought and certainly couldn't
string together a sentence. The house that should have been so familiar to
him felt alien. Removed. On the other side of an inter-dimensional rift and he
was standing here, on this side, looking across the chasm to a reality he could

no longer have.

A dusty museum of memories surrounded him; color fading from the
world like a watercolor painting left out in the rain. His movements were
stilted.

He ended up in his bedroom. The curtains were drawn, drowning out
the cheerful sunlight that was so incongruous anyway. Everything was just as
he'd left it. In a hurry all those months ago, he'd tossed his clothes around

looking for his keys. He'd left his closet door wide open.

The sheets and covers were still crumpled from where Sin and he had

slept.
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His feet led him unerringly to the far side of the bed. To Sin's side. He
stood beside the bed and stared down, lifting one hand with his fingers spread
as if to touch his lover's face; to stroke back that silky black hair and brush
against that smooth skin. He could almost see Sin lying there, his strong body
relaxed and motionless, his chest rising and falling. He could almost see
those vivid green eyes half-closed in relaxation. The elegant lines of his arms

at his sides.

The way he used to look when he'd lain there, relaxed and at peace.

The way...

The black of Boyd's bedspread bled into the sheets as tears coursed
down his cheeks. The little ball inside him cracked and jolted. He was
shaking; tremors that started small and soon overcame his entire body. He
didn't hear or feel his quickened breath. Didn't feel his fingers clench or his

teeth grit. Didn't feel his face contorting.

In his mind he still saw Sin. He saw the man he'd been, the man he'd
become after years of struggling and fighting and setbacks. He saw the man
he'd loved, still loved, more than anything and anyone forever and Sin was
supposed to be here. He was supposed to be just a phone call away. Just a
simple knock on a door and when it opened he would be there, angry or
relieved or upsetd it didn't matter, it didn't matter at all anymore, as long as he

was there.
Sin was his salvation and nowd
And nowd

Fissures in his control and the moment Sin wavered and disappeared

from his mind's eye was the moment he broke.

A guttural sound wrenched out from the depths of him and he suddenly

couldn't stay still. The groan became a shout became a scream and he
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turned, ripped the lamp off the nightstand and threw it across the room. The
crash against the wall didn't make anything better; didn't do anything to calm
the storm raging within him and the vast emptiness that waited for its end. He
screamed as he turned to his bookshelves, tearing books off, ripping down
boxes. Destroying the order in a room that didn't deserve it anymore.

He threw and broke things haphazardlyd not caring what he grabbed,
what he threw, as long as it ended up as broken as he felt inside. The only
thing he didn't touch was the bed. The place Sin had been. The home for his

memory.

Paper and splinters and glass and he was blind to what he was doing,
deaf to his own howls. Tears filled his sightless eyes. He lost connection with
everything except the agony that burrowed a seed down into his heart and

wouldn't leave.

He didn't know what he was doing until he distantly realized his wrists
were jarring with impact and he came back to himself enough to know that he
was violently pounding on the wall. A futile effort, as if tearing down his house

could tear down the walls that separated them.

All those years of struggling and craving for each other and there had
always been obstacles, sometimes intangible, but they'd always overcome
them. How could it be that it turned out this way? Even if he'd known for a
long time that there was the possibility that Sin would die, he'd always
imagined himself there for it. He'd imagined he'd at least have a chance to
react.

He'd never imagined that it would happen and for months and months
he'd be clinging desperately to the image of a lover he didn't know was dead.

Gasps shuddered through him and he was crying so hard he couldn't

draw a full breath. He hit the wall one more time and stilled, his forehead
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pressed against it and body slumping until he slid down to his knees. He

curled forward, his fingers digging painfully into his sides.

The top of his head pressed against the wall and he was sobbing; a
wretched mess in the middle of chaos and it hurt, it hurt so much. If he could
have just one thing he would have given anything to have Sin back. To hear

his voice just one more time. To feel his breath against his cheek.

That only made his gasp catch; made him cry so hard he couldn't
breathe and couldn't think. His body was mindless, snapping around the

wailing and even his voice was starting to leave him.
Every thought hopelessly rotated around Sin.

He didn't know how long he stayed there, mostly crying and sometimes
pleading with empty air. Twisted words that drowned in his sorrow, ebbing
and flowing with his breath. Yearning, desperate murmurs of, "Hsind Hsind "

mixed with moans of, "no," and, "please,"” and, "oh God, don't leave me."

The house loomed around him. He felt alienated. Alone. Light years
away from everyone else on the planet; halfway between this world and the

next.

How was he supposed to go on like this? He couldn't get out of his
mind the memory of Sin's body, warm against his bare skin. The weight of
Sin's arm on his back. The comforting murmur of his heartbeat and the rise
and fall of his chest. The memory of the cabin; of the night they'd fallen asleep
talking about what if's.

He remembered clearly the darkness around them that had felt special

back then, rather than terrifying like now.
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He couldn't forget the memory of his whispered confession, | don't
know what I'd do if | lost you, and Sin's firm response of, You'd keep doing

what you have to do. Right?

He remembered the pain he had imagined that he would feel in that
possible future and it was nothing like reality. There was no comparison. He
remembered leaning up to stare at his lover's face; to commit to memory

every detail of those beautiful features. And he remembered his reply:
| promise, if you die I'll keep going.

Those words had been an oath; a balm for Sin's worries. Yet now he
cursed himself for them. What had been reassurance for Sin now became
shackles for Boyd. He couldn't go back on his word; he could only trudge

forward into a future that was meaningless and hopeless and without end.

Why did he always have to be the one left behind? Why did he always
have to be the one to gather the broken pieces and glue them back together,
a mockery of what he'd once been? Why did he always have to suffer through
the lossd that gaping, wrenching loss that sucked him up, ripped him apart,

and carelessly threw him aside?

Why did it have to be this way? Why did he have to be alone again?

Why could he never seem to hold onto happiness?

He cried until there was nothing left. Until every ounce of moisture was
sucked out of him and drenched his knees in tears. His nose was so stuffed
he could only breathe through his mouth and his head pounded. He was
exhausted and even when the sobs slowed and eventually stilled except for

the occasional shudder, he couldn't bring himself to move for a long time.

When he finally shifted, his body ached and his legs tingled from being
in the same uncomfortable position for too long. He felt empty and lifeless and

yet as he stood and looked over the damage he'd done to his room, and when
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his gaze fell on his bed, he knew it wasn't over. He knew the pain and anger
and sorrow would only return, again and again and again. He knew it would

be a very long time until those feelings left him, if ever at all.

He shambled through the house, forcefully trying to keep his thoughts
on the sedatives alone. He did not look around; did not give himself the
chance to rekindle other memories that would rip him open once more. He
picked up the bottle and went to the kitchen, filling a glass with water and
taking two sedatives immediately even though it said to only take one. He

filled the glass again and brought that and the bottle back to his room.

He had to drag one of the nightstands back in place. Although it was
scratched and looked worse for the wear, it was steady enough and that was
all that mattered. He put the glass of water and the bottle of sedatives on the
nightstand, so when he woke and wanted to fall right back asleep like he

knew he would, he wouldn't have to leave to drug himself again.

The thought of lying there indefinitely taking pill after pill until he wasted
away was appealing. He didn't entertain the notion for long because he knew
he wouldn't do it. His promise kept him from giving up. He couldn't go back on
his word.

When he laid down in bed he automatically turned on his side, facing
the side of the bed where Sin usually rested. He imagined he could still see
the imprints of his lover's body. His fingers met nothing but cold sheets and
empty space when he reached his hand out and even though he thought he'd
cried all he possibly could, he could already feel the tears pricking at the back
of his eyes. Could feel his throat and heart constrict and the dread and fear

move within him.

He closed his eyes and rolled over, pulling the other pillow closer. He
thought he could still faintly smell Sin's scent; cigarette smoke and musk and

something alluring and so painfully familiar. The tears rose as he clutched the

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 21



Fade

pillow, burying his face in it and curling in the fetal position. He clung to the

pillow like it was Sin himself. Like it could bring Sin back to him.

After the mission he'd just finished, he hadn't thought he would ever
feel relieved by the seductive pull of drugs on his mind again, insidiously
stealing his thoughts and his control until darkness rolled in. But curled on his
bed, missing his lover so intensely it was like someone had reached inside
him and ripped out every major organ while he was still alived he did feel

relief.

He couldn't think anymore. He didn't want to exist. He wanted to fall
into empty darkness and forget for awhile that this was what his life had

become. Forget that Sin was never coming back.

Sleep shuddered along the edge of his vision and moved in swiftly, a
deadening weight that stole his senses and pulled him into the yawning black.

Part of him hoped he would never wake again.
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Chapter Two

Time stretched meaninglessly for Boyd. He woke and took sedatives
and slept again, although he couldn't say how often it happened because
everything blended together. In the back of his mind he knew this could not be
indefinite but he couldn't bring himself to care. He knew it couldn't be this
easy; that he wouldn't be able to keep this tired lack of energy for long but he
saw no reason to push it along. The sedatives had successfully deadened him

for hours on end but it only worked when asleep.

He moved through his house slowly, barely touching anything, barely
feeling like he was there. The surreal disbelief hadn't quite left him. Even
though he understood what had happened, even though every time he
thought about it too hard he found himself crying again and just as pained and
at a loss as befored there was still a part of him that couldn't believe that after
everything, this was what he had left He wanted to believe he'd
misunderstood Carhart, or it had been a trick, or a bad dream. But he knew

from Carhart's dead expression that it had been true.
He felt like the mission had stolen his life. He had nothing anymore.

Sometimes when he walked through his house, feeling no interest in
doing anything yet knowing that if he gave himself enough time he'd lose the
grogginess of the sedatives and start to feel despair againd Sometimes in the
back of his mind, a voice whispered that it would be so much easier if he just
had Slide.

The drug that had stolen his mind, that had stolen months from him,
that he still couldn't think about too clearly because it created confusion. Dual
memories of the mission and everything that had happened on itd the hands
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and the filth and the desperate groans from a voice that couldn't possibly be

his were overlaid with the all-too-clear memory of the ecstasy he'd felt.

How attractive it was to imagine himself getting lost in it again. The
seductive pull of the drug burned in his mind. Sometimes he didn't realize until
later that his hand was at the crook of his elbow; brushing fingertips almost

comfortingly against the faint scars.

The addiction may never fully leave, they'd said. Fight it, they'd said.
He remembered those words at times and at other times he didn't.

It would be so simple and this could all go away... He wouldn't have to
hurt anymore. He wouldn't have to feel anything but mindless pleasure that
wouldn't give him even the opportunity for fear or pain or hatred. He could let

himself drown in it. Suffocate.

It was more than tempting. Memories of his dead lover saturated the
house the way it had with Lou, with his dad, and he'd really come to hate

these halls. These rooms.

He didn't know how many days or weeks or hours passed before one
day the empty routine was interrupted. He was standing blankly in the middle
of the kitchen staring at the stove, vaguely thinking of making tea and vaguely
thinking he shouldn't. It was too tempting to think of lighting something on fire.
Of letting the whole place burn down around him, purifying his memories.

He hadn't come to a decision when an unexpected sound cut through
the silence. At first he couldn't think well enough to know what it was, although
he turned his head in the direction. It took him until the second set to realize

someone was knocking on his door.

He had the absurd mental image of the agents from the time he'd been

suspended showing up at his door. Black sunglasses and straight faces and
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an Agency van in back. Maybe they were here to terminate him. Would it go

against his promise if he simply didn't fight the inevitable?

He didn't even bother looking through the peep hole before he opened
the door. The first thing he noted was that apparently it must be morning
judging by the light. The second was the somewhat unexpected sight of Ryan

and Kassian standing there on his doorstep.

He stared at them, at first not having the presence of mind to react any

other way.

"Hey," Ryan said in a very small voice, his wide indigo eyes growing
wider and taking Boyd in from every angle. His gaze skimmed the blue ends
of Boyd's long hair, the piercings glinting from his ears and the unnatural

thinness. All leftovers from the mission.

"We um. | heard you were back. So..." Ryan trailed off again and
reached up to tuck unruly spirals and cowlicks behind his ear. He was as
skinny as ever but he lacked the fragility he'd had a year ago. His body looked
more solid but his face had aged. There were liberal amounts of grey in his

hair that hadn't been there before.

Kassian just looked at Boyd and appeared at a loss as to what he

should be doing or saying. In the end, he said nothing.

Boyd watched them for a moment and then stepped back, opening the

door with him in a silent invitation.

Ryan walked in almost immediately but Kassian hung back for a few
seconds, eyeballing Boyd warily before he finally entered the house.

"Are youd " Ryan winced, and shook his head as if mentally crossing
out the question of what he'd been about to ask. He seemed to struggle with
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what to say because after a few seconds of making faces he shot Kassian a

helpless look.

The taller man looked unimpressed. The two made an unlikely pair to
show up on Boyd's doorstep but their interactions didn't necessarily seem

awkward with each other, just with Boyd. With the situation.

"Ryan found out you were back," Kassian said finally, his deep voice
seeming especially loud in the silent and untouched living room. "He was
afraid to come over alone in case you'd killed yourself since you weren't
picking up the phone for days so he called me. | would have come anyway,

obviously, but that's why we're here harassing you together."

Ryan glared at Kassian briefly before turning to Boyd. "We could leave,

though. If you want."

Boyd could feel the cobwebs slowly fading from his mind. He still didn't
feel fully connected to reality or these two people standing in front of him who
had at one time seemed so close. Now, despite the proximity of their bodies,

his mind felt planets away.

He shook his head faintly and belatedly realized he hadn't shut the
door. It sounded louder than Kassian's voice when it shut. "It's fine. | was
sedated." His voice was scratchy and hoarse. He hadn't used it other than to
scream and cry for days. "l didn't hear."

Kassian and Ryan looked at each other for an extended moment. Then
Kassian defaulted into Senior Agent Trovosky mode.

"Why don't you go up the street and get some breakfast and coffee?
There's a small diner not too far up," he suggested to Ryan, giving him a look

that dared him to disagree.
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Ryan looked relieved to have a task at hand and nodded. "Okay, sure.
I'll be right back then."

Boyd didn't react, although distantly he wondered when it was he'd last
eaten. And what he'd had. He couldn't remember what was in his kitchen or

whether he'd even checked since he'd returned.

The dark haired R&D agent disappeared out the front door without
another word. Kassian looked Boyd up and down again, the wary expression

returning.
"And you go shower. You smell awful."

Boyd didn't bother to argue or question the command. In a way, it
helped that Kassian was taking charge. It gave Boyd time to struggle up from
the depths. He went to his room and grabbed the first clothing he could find in
the mess. He hadn't bothered to clean anything up. There didn't seem to be a

point.

When he got into the bathroom, he pointedly didn't look in the mirror.
He knew what he would see; dark circles around the eyes, pale skin, a thin

body, and all the markings of his time as Cameron.

He hadn't thought he cared either way about being clean but once he
was in the shower, once the steam started to surround him and the hot water
soaked deep into him, he started to feel more awake. It seemed like forever
since he'd had such a simple shower. It felt almost as good as his first shower

had felt after the two weeks he'd spent in the Bowery.

He focused intently on shaking off the apathy, partially self-imposed
and partially pushed along by the deadening of the sedatives. The soap felt
like it was cleansing him of more than grime. For as much as it was possible

given the circumstances, the shower made him feel better.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Page| 27



Fade

By the time he stepped out to a billow of steam, the vestiges of the
sedatives were gone and he was feeling much more inclined and capable of
talking to the two agents. He got dressedd an old pair of dark wash jeans and

a faded grey t-shirt that probably should have been thrown out ages ago.

He dried his hair as best he could but he knew it would be damp for
awhile so he dug around in the vanity drawers until he found an old hair band.
He pulled his hair back into a ponytail and tossed his dirty clothes in the

hamper.

His bare feet padded across the floor as he left the bathroom. He could
hear movement in the kitchen and when he came into the room he saw
Kassian cleaning up, getting rid of the dust and all the other assorted
surprises left behind when a person thought they would be gone a month and
ended up gone for a year. Boyd ignored the pang at the thought and paused
by the doorway, his arms crossed loosely. He leaned against the doorjamb

and watched Kassian with a more alert look.

"Sorry it's a mess," he said, his voice less scratchy than before. "I've
been... preoccupied and didn't expect visitors."

Kassian shrugged and dumped a carton of juice in the trash, swinging
the fridge door shut at the same time. "Don't apologize. | figured you'd need

some help sorting the place out after all of this time."
"Thanks," Boyd said quietly.

He pushed himself away from the wall and walked over by Kassian,
figuring he should probably help although for such a simple task he felt at a
loss as to what to do. He wondered how long it would be until he would be
capable of functioning normally again. A sharp pain shot through him at the
thought. It took him a moment to realize that it was because, at least the way
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it had been with Lou, learning to function normally again meant learning to let

go. It meant fully accepting his new reality and moving on.

His throat closed at the thought and he had to turn away from Kassian
abruptly. He took a stilling breath and tried to mask his movement by
straightening up some random mail shoved in the corner. He didn't even know

what they were. He didn't care.

He cleared his throat and forced himself to stay in the moment. To stop
letting his mind wander into dangerous territory. "I didn't think I'd be gone so
long," he added as explanation. He managed to say it relatively calmly, as if it

wasn't indicative of so many things better left unsaid.

Kassian made a sound at the back of his throat and there was the
sound of something else being tossed in the trash. "Yeah. Everyone kind of
started to wonder. They don't exactly give friends and family updates on

longterms.”

"It wasn't what they told me." It came out more bitter than Boyd had
intended. He tried to temper it by following up with, "I only had the chance to

check in twice, including the pick up call."
"How long did they tell you it'd be?"
"One to two months,"” Boyd said darkly.

The familiar anger started to burn in him. It made it easier to remember
the mission; to think about what had happened. It was a protective coating

against any sharp edges of memory.

The person he was most furious with was his mother. He remembered
her sitting there, staring him straight in the face and lying to him. He knew she
had to have realized it would likely have lasted longer and what would happen
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in the interim. He couldn't forget her even, unchanging expression as she'd

told him that where he would be kept in the interim was unimportant.

When he'd first understood what had happened and when he'd thought
back to the briefingd he hadn't been able to believe she'd done that to him.
He hadn't been able to believe she'd lied about something that couldn't be

less unimportant.
She'd known, and she'd acted like it didn't matter.

"I'm not surprised," Kassian replied from behind him, his voice tinged
with bitterness of his own. "I didn't know my mission would be over two years
with the added bonus of being sent back for long periods of time even after
that."

There was a moment that Boyd could have let slide. He could have
kept the anger inside. But the memory of his mother's calm face was like a

slap in the face that wouldn't go away.

It was something he could only fathom saying to Kassian, at least for
now. Something he didn't want to talk about in front of anyone else.

He shook his head and turned to look at Kassian. His eyes were
narrowed and his face was more serious than usual even for him. He didn't
hide the hard look in his eyes; a glare that wasn't directed at Kassian but

rather the world at large.

"The length alone would've upset me but it wouldn't have made me feel
the way | do. Like I could tear the Agency down to the last piece of mortar and
still want to destroy more." He didn't raise his voice but the intensity, the
edged and quiet anger that was behind it, made it more powerful. "She
blatantly lied to me about everything. Not just the timeline but what the

mission was really about. What was going to happen there."
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Kassian finished dumping the last of the likely spoiled food and looked

at Boyd with raised eyebrows. "So, what really happened?"

"They forced me down and drugged me,” Boyd said flatly. "My
memory's confused for a bit. The first thing | clearly remember is suddenly

realizing a man was fucking me."

"Was anyone supposed to be fucking you?" Kassian asked, clearly
nonplussed but not appearing entirely shocked about the concept. Boyd's
valentine status wasn't a secret to him or really anyone on the compound.

"What did she tell you the mission was about?"

"She told me | was infiltrating a human trafficking ring that sold soldiers
to Janus and sometimes slaves to individuals,” Boyd replied, his arms crossed
and back stiff. His eyebrows were lowered above cool brown eyes. "All | had
to do was seduce one man, the leader, and call back with his location. The
catch was waiting for him to come by. She said the place I'd be held in the
interim was 'unimportant.’ | was under the impression it would maybe be a

holding cell and that the wait shouldn't be terribly long."

Kassian's mouth thinned slightly and he nodded to indicate that Boyd

should continue.

Boyd felt on edge and had to take a moment to decide what to even

say. How to explain how furious he felt. How betrayed.

His jaw set and he couldn't stand still anymore. He walked across the
kitchen toward the cupboards, a thought growing in the back of his mind that
he should make tea. But he'd run out of tea before he left and he realized he

didn't want it anyway. He just felt like he needed to do something. To move.

Yet he had nowhere to move to. Nowhere to go. The house felt stifling.

His entire life did.
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He ended up leaning against the counter and crossing his arms again.
Ended up just the way he'd started out, except in a slightly different location. It

felt like an allegory of his life.

"l didn't understand what was happening for awhile. | couldn't think. |
was confused. | didn't know who | was, where | was. It took a few weeks
before | remembered what | was supposed to be doing there. At first | thought

| was justd "

His jaw tightened. Frustration and betrayal prowled in his chest before
he met Kassian's eyes again. "They kept us in these tiny, crowded rooms
downstairs. They were shit holes. | slept on a filthy mattress on the floor, with
springs poking through the fabric. It was covered in dirt and come and who
knows what else. There were guards who brought me upstairs when | was

supposed to service one of their clients.” The last word twisted bitterly.

Kassian nodded slowly but his expression remained unchanged at the
knowledge that Boyd had been turned into a sex slave. It was possible he'd
already anticipated this but it was also possible that he was schooling his

expression so as to not further feed Boyd's anger.

After a brief moment, the older agent turned to the sink and began
washing his hands. The table and counters had been covered in a layer of

dust before he'd thought to clean them and the dust was now on his hands.

"How long were you kept in that position before accomplishing your
goal and coming back?" he asked in the same tone. Once again it was hard to
tell if any of this was coming as a shock to him. It was likely he'd undergone
equally horrible things on his long mission in Russia so it was possible he now

expected horrors to come with longterms.

Even so, there was tension in his broad shoulders that gave away the

fact that he was disturbed by the information. Kassian, who had always called
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Boyd "kid," sometimes seemed to see Boyd as just that. A young kid who'd
been thrown into this line of work without fully understanding all that would

come with it.

Kassian had sisters Boyd's aged he was one of the few people in the
Agency who regularly interacted with civilians. He'd told Boyd on more than
one occasion how he wished the younger man could have had a normal lifed
be a normal twenty-three year old kid.

"They didn't have clocks or calendars there. But when Aleixo finally
brought me to his house | found out it was mid-June,” Boyd said. "So, six

months."

Another nod and this time Kassian leaned against the refrigerator door
and crossed his own muscular arms across his long sleeved t-shirt. He
studied Boyd for a moment and seemed to debate something before he said
finally, "Perhaps it isn't necessarily the worst thing in the world that you hadn't

known beforehand."

Boyd shook his head with a glower and dropped into one of the chairs
by the table. The legs made a scratching noise against the floor before he sat

down.

"The only thing ignorance got me was a lot of confusion, panic and
anger. If I'd known, | could've prepared myself better. | could've said a better
goodbye. We thought | wouldn't be gone long." He paused briefly, those
words lingering as he imagined how difficult it must have been for Sin. How he
must have wondered if Boyd was even alive. "I don't know which way

would've been better for him," he added somberly.

"He didn't start acting out because he was worried about you," Kassian
said bluntly. "He did it because he was angry and he hated the Agency for
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separating the two of you at all. If he'd known what was going to go on during

that mission, he would have just been in a lot more pain before he died.”

Boyd looked up at Kassian, searching his face. He didn't know what he

felt other than a strange mixture of relief and distress.
He wanted to believe Kassian.

He wanted to believe that somehow, in some way, Sin had been

spared unnecessary pain before it was all over.

There was nothing he could do about what he'd gone through himselfd
the panic when they'd forced him down and he hadn't known what they were
about to do; when he'd wondered whether he was going to die before he even
officially started the mission. The confusion and betrayal when he'd found
himself in a position where he was used all day while the drugs ate away at
his mind. The fear that he would never get away; that the Agency would forget

about him and for the rest of his life he'd be just another rentboy to fuck.

Even though he felt very alone with what he'd gone through, at least
this way Sin had been protected.

"Did you talk to him?" He hadn't intended to ask the question but once
it was out there he perversely wanted to know. Even though it hurt to think in

terms of 'the last months of Sin's life.’

"Yes." Kassian looked away quickly as if to hide the brief flash of
distress that crossed his own face. Boyd wondered if the other man had
grieved for Sin. It wasn't a stretch even if the two had been something close to

enemies for so long.

"I went to him when it started. | told him he was being reckless. We
argued but he knew | was right. He admitted that he couldn't help not caring

about the Agency anymore. He hated it very... very much by then. More than
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ever before. He hated what they were making you do and he hadn't even

known the half of it."

Boyd's eyes burned and his fingers clenched in his hair. He forced
himself to drop his hands to the table before he could do any damage. He
thought about what Sin must have been going through, thought about what it
would have been like if Sin had knownd and he thought about his own
disjointed memories of that time.

Carhart had said that the order was carried out in March. Boyd's sense
of time had been skewed but he knew he'd still been at the Palace then. It
was entirely possible he'd been in the middle of a drug-induced orgy,
mindlessly and desperately begging for it when the man he loved more than
life itself had been back here, suffering and ultimately silenced.

The thought made him sick.

"I hate this, Kassian," he said, his voice thin and pained. He didn't
intend to say it but once it was out in the open he couldn't stop. "I hate them

for doing this. For taking him away from me when | need him more thand "

His voice caught and he had to draw in a shaky breath, forcing down
the pain and longing. It created a lump in his throat that was difficult to speak
around. "I hate that | have all these memories now. And | can't even..." He
couldn't seem to finish a sentence. "I can't think about him without feeling like

I'm going to fall apart but | can't stop. | miss him so much."

Kassian came over and wordlessly pulled Boyd into a hug. It was the
first human contact Boyd had had since he'd found out his life may as well be
over and it almost hurt. Not a physical pain, because Kassian's arms were

comforting as he held Boyd close.

It was an emotional pain, because even as he desperately clutched

Kassian closer he couldn't help thinking how this was the way it was
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supposed to be with Sin. This was what he'd been anticipating for months.

This comfort; this warmth and weight.

It was all wrong. The scent that was supposed to be surrounding him;
the deep voice he was supposed to hear. The warm breath that was

supposed to stir his hair.

Even as he clung to Kassian, unable to hold back a short sob that he
muffled against Kassian's stomach, he remembered all the moments he had
held Sin this close, and thought of all the missed moments he would have in
the future. All the times he would need Sin's support and end up stumbling. All
the times he would need Sin's warmth and feel only cold. All the times he

would need Sin's love and end up feeling lonelier than ever before.

He tried to hold it all in. Tried frantically to keep himself from falling
apart. Kassian's presence both hindered and helped that endeavor and he
struggled furiously until he was able to gain some sense of control. Some

semblance of normalcy.
It was sad how difficult that was for him.

He was just forcing himself to pull away from Kassian when he heard
the door open. He pulled back and scrubbed at his face, trying to dispel as
much evidence of his instability as possible. He gathered every thread of self-
control and held tight, winding it all together into a paper-thin shroud of
normalcy that he was determined to hold until the two left. It was bad enough
that he couldn't hold himself together around Kassiand he wasn't going to

make Ryan worry more than he needed to as well.

Boyd twisted in the chair and greeted Ryan with a small, wan smile that
he didn't entirely feel but made himself do anyway. "Hey," he greeted, voice
subdued and a hint thick. He did his best to steady his tone; to sound as

casual and in control as possible. "Find everything okay?"
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Ryan's eyes flicked between Boyd and Kassian quickly before he
nodded. He was carrying a large bag in one hand and a large cardboard jug in
the other. He seemed to sense that something had been happening but he

tactfully didn't comment on it.

"l bought a jug of coffee for me and Kass. Some breakfast sandwiches,
muffins and a box of tea for you just in case, um, | didn't know if you'd

restocked stuff..."

The R&D agent put the packages on the table and began taking out

foil-wrapped sandwiches and other things quietly.

"Thanks, Ry," Kassian said with some warmth in his tone. He put a
large hand on one of Ryan's scrawny shoulders and squeezed as if trying to

reassure him of something.

Boyd smiled and this time it was a little more genuine. "Thank you. |

was out of tea."

He pulled the box of tea closer, pleased to see that it was his favorite
kind, and stood. He left Ryan to unload while he went to the stove. It occurred
to him that the kettle should probably be washed but he couldn't bring himself
to care. He turned on the hot water at the sink and rinsed it out instead.

Having something to do with his hands helped him focus on the moment.

"S0," Ryan said, a nervous edge to his voice. "l guess you haven't seen

much of anyone yet."

Boyd shook his head wordlessly as he dumped out the kettle and filled
it halfway with fresh water. "Just the people who were there when | returned.”
He didn't think it would be a good idea to bring up detox or the psychiatrist. He
shut off the faucet and brought the kettle over to the stove. "And Carhart," he

added, glancing over.
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"Oh." The word was loaded, and Ryan focused very carefully on

pouring coffee into one of the paper cups he'd brought.

Boyd paused with his fingers on the dial to turn on the stove. A pit of
dread grew in his stomach but he didn't let it get to his face. What other

terrible news could there be that he had yet to hear?
"What?" he asked, unable to quite keep the wariness out of his tone.

"Nothing,” Ryan replied quickly, adding creamer to his cup and
perching on a chair next to Kassian. He seemed drawn to the other man for
assurance. It was a big change from the last time Boyd had seen them
together. "He's just really different now. Zach is, | mean."

"l noticed." Boyd turned on the stove and got the kettle ready so it
would whistle when finished. He leaned against the counter near the stove

and crossed his arms. "He seemed... cold."

"He is. Now, | mean. Liked " Ryan paused and unwrapped what
appeared to be a sausage and egg sandwich. "He's just shut down. A lot's
happened.”

Kassian scoffed and ignored the dainty paper cups the diner had
supplied Ryan with. More familiar with the kitchen, he grabbed a larger mug

for his coffee. "Understatement of the year, Ry."

Although Boyd doubted he would like the direction this would go, he
wanted to hear from his friends what he'd missed. He'd had enough of
suddenly finding himself in trying situations without any warning. "What
happened?”

The two agents across the table exchanged looks before Kassian
nodded at Ryan. Ryan seemed to always be more in the know than most

other people at the compound and that hadn't seemed to have changed.
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"The new admin came in January. She'd had it all prepared based on
our evaluations and reviews of histories. In her first week, the terminations

started."
The dread grew stronger in Boyd. "Anyone | know?"

There was a long pause as Ryan fiddled with the wrapping of his
sandwich. His face had drawn into a nearly haggard looking frown. "Yeah. A

lot of people... Andrew Torres was one."
"What?" Boyd said. It came out a little strained.

Maybe he shouldn't have been surprised; after all, the man had always
been a little soft for Agency standards. Boyd still remembered the time they'd
been together on the raid and Andrew had hesitated to kill men who wouldn't
have blinked before killing him in return. He'd insisted on flipping people
instead of killing them, and had believed that he could save a lot of people
even while trying not to harm the ones who wanted to harm him. It was noble
and a good idea in theory that, in Boyd's experience, rarely worked well in

practice.
It was just the sort of thing someone like Andrew would think.
Boyd ran a hand over his face. "Ryan, I'm sorry..."

Even though Ryan and Andrew had broken up long ago, even though it
hadn't sounded like there was any chance they'd ever get back togetherd
Boyd had spent enough time around the man during training to know that
Andrew had been a good guy. He remembered late night breaks in the
cafeteria, Andrew's hushed voice as he talked about his goals and ideals.

He'd been the kind of person who tried too hard to fix things. He'd tried
to be the hero.
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Too bad in the Agency's eyes a person was only truly the hero when
they were the villain. And now there was one more man, one more good

person, who was a victim of the Agency's silent slaughter.
Ryan just shrugged, trying hard to look unmoved.

Kassian cleared his throat, appearing as though he wanted to spare
Ryan from having to talk about it one way or the other. "Alvarado got it too.

Those are the only two people | know you knew off hand.”

Boyd shook his head. He'd never worked much with Michael aside from
the mission in Mexico but he didn't wish the guy any harm. Once again, he
could see what the reason had likely been; the man had seemed a little

unreliable. But enough to be killed?

Boyd himself had caused far more problems than Andrew or Michael
likely ever had. He could only assume he was still alive because of his recent
successes in missions and the fact that he'd given the Agency even more
than they'd expected on the last mission. Still, he didn't expect that to last
indefinitely. With the standards it seemed the new regime was holding
everyone up to, it was probably only a matter of time until he was deemed

unfit as well.

He could hear the water churning and he turned around, shutting off
the burner before the water got too hot. He pulled out the strainer and started

to shake some loose jasmine leaves into it. "Has anything else changed?"

"Yeah, some things,"” Kassian replied, finally unwrapping his own
breakfast. He'd already downed two cups of coffee. "There's no possibility of
refusing a mission at all now but | always knew that would be coming.
Termination is pretty much guaranteed after two infractions as far as | can tell
based on people who were close to terminated agents. Agent Keeps told me

that her boyfriend had made a mistake on some storm in Brusselsd the
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mistake being that he went back for an injured teammate and delayed the
egress dramaticallyd and was given a warning. But then on a following
mission, another mistake occurred and he was never seen again after getting

an escort from check-in."

"And I'm not sure if there's such thing as status separation anymore,"
Ryan mumbled. "I think everyone just has to do whatever they're told, if you
have a certain status or not. '‘Cause | know an R&D agent who fit a certain
profile and got sent on a field mission to attract the attention of some

important terrorist.”
Kassian nodded, as if he'd also heard about that.

"Oh," Ryan said, looking at Boyd from behind his large glasses as he
chewed slowly on his food. "And there's new people in the unit now...

Replacements for you and Hsin."

Boyd paused as he sat down, mug of tea in hand. He couldn't say he
was surprised about any of the information and yet it was still disconcerting to

consider.

Being back at the Agency was already enough of a change for him
after a year of being a drug-addicted sex slave half out of his mind. Being
back without Sin as support was something he still couldn't quite comprehend.
Being back at the Agency with even the Agency itself being different, including

the unit he worked for... It felt alien to him.

It made him realize his own situation could have changed well beyond
even the amount he'd come to anticipate. After all, the main reason he'd been

in the Janus unit had been because of Sin...

He took a moment to grab one of the muffins and started to unwrap it.
His fingers shook slightly in the process and his stomach almost felt concave.

It was an odd feeling and made him wonder how long it had been since he'd
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last eaten. He wondered if he was so hungry he didn't feel hungry at all. He

wondered if he would ever feel normal reactions again.

The smell of breakfast and the texture of the muffin only reminded him
of the first time he and Sin had ordered from a diner and had decided to eat
breakfast in bed. He remembered lying back against Sin's chest, rising and
falling evenly with his breath, their legs intertwined. A tray sitting next to them
on top of flattened-down covers and the feeling of relaxation that could only
come from being with Sin. They'd talked about what they wanted in their new

place. They'd hoped a diner like that would deliver there as well.

At that time, there had been any number of breakfasts in bed in their

seemingly open future.

Now, that hope was gone. He took a bite of the muffin but it was
tasteless to him. He may as well have been eating cardboard. It all seemed so
meaningless and pointless to him; these routines he had to go through when
everything |l ed back to Sin. The M°hb

He continued to chew, not letting his thoughts make it to his face, and

looked at Ryan. "Do you think I'll be reassigned?"

Ryan swallowed a particularly large bite of his sandwich and shook his
head. "I don't think so. At least, whenever Zach did the whole intro to the new
members of the team thing, he said Jordan, one of the girls, would only be in

the unit until you came back."

Kassian was nodding in agreement as he wiped his greasy fingers on a
napkin. "She's more for undercover ops and valentines. | heard she was

pretty much going to cross division for that type of thing."

Boyd wondered if the Agency would assign him something like that in

the future as well. After all, they'd been so impressed with his latest mission
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that no doubt they'd like to test out his new-found skills whenever possible.

The bitterness was evident even in his own mind.

"What are they like?" he asked even though he was only mildly

interested. He continued to pick apart the muffin.

Ryan made a face and shook his head, unruly hair moving around like
a black halo. "Weird English-Japanese twin girls. | don't like them at all. Bex is

a real bitch. She hates Owen especially."

Boyd set the half-eaten muffin down and drank his tea instead. He was
unsurprised to find that even jasmine tea, his favorite, didn't taste the way he
remembered. Would anything ever feel the same again? How long would it
take to find pleasure or familiarity even in the simplest of things, and did he

really want to gain that back?

He didn't want to forget Sin. He couldn't forget him. Yet the constant
reminders everywhere, in even the most innocuous of places, were

exhausting.

He struggled with twin desires that made it harder to care about
anything else; harder to think and feel. He wished he could shut off his
thoughts while at the same time he was afraid of the moment he would wake
up and not have Sin be the first thing on his mind. Not be the face he saw in
every memory. He felt so conflicted and tired.

He found himself wishing Kassian and Ryan would leave so he could
take another sedative.

He sipped the tea, trying to pretend he was savoring what tasted like
nothing more than bitter hot water, and made an effort to stay in the flow of

conversation. "Why?"
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"I don't know. She thinks he's stupid and annoying, | guess. She'sd
well, she's supposed to be..." Ryan trailed off awkwardly and looked pained. "I

guess she's supposed to be the new super assassin..."
"Ryan," Kassian said in a warning tone.

Ryan just frowned. "Sorry. But, | mean, someone is going to say it to
him sooner or later. And... And when he goes in to meet Bex she will probably

say it herself."

Boyd stared down at his tea. He was getting so tired already that he
almost couldn't bring himself to feel anything at that information. And yet...

And yet he thought of the new Marshal, callously casting Sin aside. Of
the person he loved more than life itself getting killed and someone already
there to take his place. An assembly line of soldiers. Ryan had really meant it

when he'd said 'replacement.’
It sickened Boyd. It infuriated him. It made him so sad it hurt.

She wasn't Sin's replacement. No one was. No one could ever take his
place. He tried to imagine going into the Agency and working with anyone but
Sin. The idea was repellent. And working with someone who was supposed to

be the new super assassin?
He hated the new girl already and he hadn't even met her.

The anger was there again, muffled and nearly silenced by the
churning hopelessness. He didn't know if he could do this. He didn't know how
he was supposed to move on without Sin in his personal life, let alone his

professional.

He resisted the urge to push away the half-finished muffin. He was
under no delusions that he would finish it. Any hunger he could convince

himself he felt was gone.
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"l see,” was all Boyd could think to say.

There was a beat of silence and Kassian crumbled the foil from his
sandwich into a ball. "I have to get going in a minute. Are you going to be all
right, Boyd?"

The older man sounded uneasy. It was clear he was worried about
Boyd sitting alone in the empty house. Ryan looked nervous, probably for the

same reason.

Boyd stared at the muffin for a moment, the question moving through
his mind. Would he be all right emotionally? Not now. Maybe eventually, far in
the future. So far in the future he couldn't even comprehend it right now. And

would he be all right physically?

He dragged his gaze up, meeting Ryan's eyes first before moving to
Kassian's. He wondered if he looked as dead as he felt inside. He wondered if

it mattered even if he did.

There was only one answer he could think of for the question. Only one
reassurance he was capable of giving them.

"I promised him | would keep going."

"Didd " Ryan broke off and his indigo eyes, for a moment, looked lost
and hurt. "Did you talk about it before? About... if it happened?”

Boyd nodded wordlessly and listlessly pushed some hair back that had
started to fall out of the loose ponytail. He was silent at first, thinking back to
that time. Remembering the what if's that had become reality. He wondered
what it had been like for Sin. He'd had his own what if's to deal with during the

mission; his own uncertainties.

"What was he like?" Boyd asked before he could stop himself.

"Duringd while | was gone."
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Kassian and Ryan exchanged another one of those wordless looks that
now seemed common between the two of them. They had been barely
acquaintances before the mission and now they appeared undoubtedly closer.
Much closer. Kassian almost appeared to be some kind of support system for
Ryan but in the past several months, the younger man had likely needed one

desperately.

"He was okay at first," Ryan said finally. They had apparently silently
decided that Ryan would do the talking. It made sense. He would have been
around the most. "Well, as okay as he usually is. But then the weeks started
going by and it started becoming really obvious that he was just really angry
with everything, especially when the twins were transplanted into the unit. |
don't really know what all he thought about the new admind he didn't really
talk about it."

There was a thoughtful silence as Ryan's brow furrowed. "Bex
surprisingly seemed to like him. It seemed like she wanted to understand him
or know him better but he didn't share the interest. The only person he really
talked to or | saw him with during that time was Ivan so he may know better
what Sin was really thinking or feeling. | mean, besides what he told Kass that

one time."

Boyd nodded again and fell silent. His gaze dropped to his tea, to the
golden liquid that was slowly cooling. He didn't feel like finishing even that one
cup. It was pathetic; even his comfort drink no longer looked good to him.

It made him think of his mission again, made him resent it even more.
He could remember the months dragging out for him. The routines that had
developed. The ebb and flow of his high. The constant back and forth
between the filthy lower levels and the ludicrously opulent upper levels. The
faceless men and women who'd waited in the suites, looking over with

pleased smiles when he'd been brought in.
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He remembered that time and now it wasn't just the things they'd done
to him and the things he'd begged them to do. Now, every moment had a
counter-moment that made it worse. Where he imagined what it had been like
for Sin, and he imagined how he could have made those last months better
for his lover. If only he'd been here. If only he hadn't been gone. If only they
hadn't drugged him and spread his body open and fucked him over and

overd

His eyes narrowed and he realized he didn't know how long he'd been
silent. His expression tightened and he ran a hand over his eyes. He was so
tired. It was so hard to keep going with everything hurtful and hateful
clamoring for his attention. It was no wonder Ryan and Kassian kept sharing

looks; he probably seemed half out of his mind. In truth, he probably was.

He looked up at the others with a mumbled, "Sorry." He tried to stay in
the moment and rested his hands around the lukewarm mug of tea. "Was he
okay physically? Nothing terrible happened on any missions? They didn'td "
His fingers twitched against the mug, his eyes narrowing faintly. "They didn't

put him in the box?"

"Nothing happened... that | know of beforehand. Everyone in the unit
found out really belatedly and then it kind of spread around the compound.
He'd been gone for a week when | found out." Ryan swallowed audibly and
took his glasses off, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his hand. "Emilio and
Zach found out right away. Zach shut downd even when he told us, he was

S0... SO... just not there anymore."

Boyd stared at Ryan. What would he have done if he had been here
and it had still happened like that? Without warning or word; Sin just
suddenly... gone. He shook his head slightly to rid himself of the thought. "And

Emilio?"
"Heh." Ryan flashed a weak grin.
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"Threatened to blow the new Marshal's brains out. He's been kept in a
holding cell on the Fourth for months. I'm not sure how long he's punished for

though,” Kassian informed Boyd with a shake of his head.

Boyd's eyebrows twitched up slightly, the first reaction he'd shown in

awhile. "Was it to her face?"

"Oh, yes. He fucked up a few guards to get close enough to her.
Allegedly, some people thought he was going to try to kill her right then. He's
lucky not to be terminated if that was the case but | think she may have
expected that reaction and terminating him would be another level 10

resource gone."

Boyd shook his head. He almost said aloud that it was too bad Emilio
didn't succeed but decided against it. He didn't need them worrying about him

going vigilante too.
"Have you met her?"
They both nodded.

"Carhart said they'd watch me for signs of weakness when | return to
active duty." Boyd's fingers brushed against the mug and his eyebrows

twitched down.

Active duty still felt forever away even though it was only a couple of
weeks; probably less by now. At the same time, it felt too soon. He didn't want
to go active duty again as equally as he wanted to go active simply to have

something to focus on other than grief.
"Is there anything | should know before | have to meet her?"

Kassian shrugged. "I'm not sure what to say, really. Even though she

came in with a reign of terror, when | met her for a mission she was relatively
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unremarkable. Straightforward, curt, but nothing that different from anyone

else here."

Boyd considered that. At least that told him something. What, exactly,
he likely wouldn't know until he met her himself. That was yet another thing he
wasn't looking forward to. He sighed and finally pushed the tea and muffin
away from him. "l suppose I'll end up meeting her soon enough anyway." He
paused as something occurred to him. "Has it been said whether Emilio will

return to the unit once he's released?"
"Zach said he will be," Ryan said with a nod.
"Good."

At least there would be one person he knew how far he could trust on
missions. It would be good to have one familiar face after all the changes,
even if that face was going to make letting go of Sin be that much more
difficult. He knew he was going to end up cursing how similar they looked at

some point.

Kassian looked at his watch and stood. His forehead was creased with
a worried frown. "l really have to get going, Boyd. Call me if you need

anything. Don't fucking hesitate, kid."

Boyd nodded although he already knew he wouldn't call. He was going
to have to figure out how to deal with this on his own eventually. Relying on
anyone else too heavily was just going to make it worse. In the end, support
was only fleeting. Under this new regime, how long did any of them have?
How long until Kassian was terminated, or Ryan, or anyone else? How long

until he was left alone again, assuming he wasn't terminated first?

At the same time, he knew it was easy to think that in the daylight with
people around him. In the middle of the night when the bed felt too large and

empty and all he had were memories masquerading as dreams...
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"You're still on speed dial," was all he said.

Kassian leaned forward and pulled him into a half hug, squeezing one
of Boyd's shoulders. "Take care," he said briefly against Boyd's ear before

pulling away and heading to the door.

Ryan stood as well, looking mildly disappointed. "He's my ride so... |
guess I'm going too. | brought extra stuff because | figured maybe you didn't

have a lot here after so long."

The R&D agent ran a hand through his hair and offered a barely there
smile. "I'm sorry I'm not much of a comfort anymore. | just... don't know what
to say about stuff anymore, | guess. There's nothing really to say to make any
of this better."

Boyd shook his head and stood. "You don't need to say anything. It's

enough that you came."

Another withered smile was sent Boyd's way before Ryan left as well.
He had changed so much over the past couple of years that there was barely
anything left of the energetic and enthusiastic young man that Boyd had first

met upon entering the Agency.

That seemed to be the way it worked at the Agency; a person was

worn down until they became a shell of who they once were.

Boyd didn't leave the kitchen until after he heard Kassian's truck start
and drive away. He trailed out to the living room, locking the door and
absently setting the alarm, and then stood there not knowing what to do with
himself. He felt curiously blank and he wanted to stay that way; to have even

that brief respite from the intense and fluctuating emotions.
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In the end, he curled up on his couch, wanting to avoid his bedroom as
long as possible. He lay there waiting to doze off, hoping he wouldn't have to

take sedatives in the end.
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Chapter Three

"Hold him still."

Panting heavily as he lay on the bed, his back encased in silken
covers, his chest heaving. Sweat made his skin slick. His lips were bruised
and mouth still tasted of condom from the man who'd just crawled off him.

He was high on lust, on energy, and he tried to touch himself but hands
snapped around his wrists and forced his arms down above his head. His
knees fell open and his feet slid against the sheets, trying to find purchase.

Another set of hands on his chest, holding him down.

He moaned, a desperate and plaintive sound, and was about to beg
when firm fingers gripped his straining erection. His moan became a helpless
groan. His eyes opened; a muffled view of the ceiling, detailed and high, with
the walls a blur around him. His gaze slipped and slid, down the length of his

body to the man crouched between his legs.
James.

The name was interlaced with other memories, other moments like this;
a confusing jumble that turned into one. The tilt of those brown eyebrows; the
flick of that light stare, proprietary on his bare skin.

He was holding something and Boyd couldn't comprehend what it was
or whether it should be strange. A thin metal rod that was slightly curved at

the ends. James looked down at Boyd's erection, held firmly in his hand.
"I've always wanted to try this,” came the mutter.

The rod was at the tip of Boyd's erection. Boyd's breath quickened but

before he had the chance to understand what was happening, an intense
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pressure mixed with pain made him throw his head back with a strangled
shout, his body arching as best he could. His feet slipped against the bedding

and he tried to pull away but there was nowhere to go.
"Look at it move," James said, intrigued.
"That's hot," muttered Kent.

Boyd squeezed his eyes shut and breathed harshly. The pressure
increased. He could feel James pushing the rod into the hole in his dick
deeper, deeper, until he swallowed it whole. The rough feel of a calloused
thumb was at the tip of his erection, holding the rod in.

Whimpers escaped Boyd, mostly from the confused jumble within his
mind that was already translating the alien feeling into something highly

arousing.
"What happens if he comes?" Tom asked.
"Dunno," James said unconcernedly. "Let's find out.”

Shifting of the bed and body arching up. Hands switched at his cock,
holding the rod down. Boyd felt James arranging himself, hands moving along

Boyd's hips and angling his body up.

Boyd could feel something hard pulsing at his entrance. His muscles
were automatically tightened from the feeling of the rod. Half-heard sounds
escaped him in helpless waves and James had to drop one hand from Boyd's

hips to guide his cock into him.

A shove and James forced his way inside. Boyd's harsh breath became
a strangled groan. The rod was a pressure that was driving him insane and
once James started to move, it only became worse. Hard thrusts that made

him moan and pant, pleading, "Ohh, fuck,” and "ahd ahh..."
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Something shifted at his cock and he could feel the rod start to push
out before it was shoved back in. Another shout from Boyd, an intrigued,
"Let's fuck him with both at once," from Kent, and soon a counter-beat fucking

that made him scream.
Flash of blackd disjointed sounds and a crescendo of needd

A voice hissing plaintively; twisting like the body he felt too strongly but
couldn't controld "Fuck me. Ohh fuck, fuck..."

Pleading words that made no sense to the rushing of the blood in his
head. An erection, hard and hot, slamming into himd hips rising up to meet
each other and only then did he realize he was fucking himself with the rod in
his own dick. Heard a voice in the background urging him to continue; telling

him he couldn't stop.

That was rightd He couldn't stop, he couldn't stop. It felt too painfully
goodd

He was pressed awkwardly against the bedd his face to the side, body
partially balanced against one shoulder. An uncomfortable position he couldn't
bring himself to change. He started fucking himself faster with the rod,

moaning for more, please, please, more.

Hands at his hips held them up at an angle; dug crescent moon bruises
into his skin as the fucking got harder, shaking his entire bodyd silk covers
sliding beneath his knees and groaning in the background from more than one
voiced

The world twisting and fading. Growls moving in and out of his

understandingd

Someone was screaming; ten steps removed and it was good, that

scream, it showed how much he wanted thisd
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A voice he didn't recognize but did. Eternity to realize it was his own.
Everything was blood slamming through his veins like the energy like the
erection, pushing deeper and deeper inside and making his entire body come

alive.

He wanted itd he needed it. Begged for it. Arched his back so his ass
was straight up in the air and he didn't even know which of the four men was
fucking him. It didn't matter. All that mattered was sating the hunger that
scoured through him relentlessly with the endless need to be fucked more,
faster, harder... An out of control urge that didn't let him question anything;

that only let him plead.

He was building to the height of another orgasm, fucking himself with
the rod harshly, nearly making himself scream from pain that he could only
translate as pleasure, pleasure, pleasured a reckless abandonment so strong
that even blood streaming down his ass would be seen as helpful lubricant. A
feeling that forced him into only wanting more, more, to the point that he
would do anything. He would fuck himself to death and still beg for it with his
dying breath. Still plead for one more time, one more go, just one more man

thrusting into him...

They growled dirty talk, calling him whore and slut and bitch and it only

made him moan wildly. His breath was building, he was about to comed

They clamped their hands around his cock; pulled his balls down until
they strained at his skin and he was shouting helplessly, needing that release
and oh fuck when they took turns ramming his ass it felt so fucking goodd He
needed to come so badly he could taste blood in his throat from crying out

and yet they kept goingd

The pleasure-pain built until he couldn't breathe around the feeling, his
body hot and tingling from toe tips up to his head; he could almost feel it in his

hair, his nose was even tingling, his lips; his mouth was wide open and his
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voice had risen so long and so loud he was nearly hoarse, his body not his
own to control anymored it was all the need, the desire, the lust, making him
slam that rod into himself desperately, thinking maybe he could force himself

to come around their handsd

Erections that moved in and out of him, sometimes filling his mouth and
choking him while fingers gripped his hair and someone else continued to fuck
himd voices changing and a hand-held video camera shifting in and out of
viewd hands shoving him this way and that as they took turns fucking him in
different positions, as the grunts of the men increased. He was nearly crying
he was begging so desperately for release until finally, his legs splayed, the
bed soft against his back and an erection seated deep within him, someone

said to let him go.

He felt his balls snap up so quickly, so far, it felt like they were going to
crawl up into his body. He didn't even need the cock inside him for the ecstasy

to crescendo.

The orgasm hit him harder than ever before. His entire body snapped
up, arching against the pleasure roaring out of his stomach and scouring out
of his body. The whole world became white, his eyes wide open and sightless,
and he didn't even realize he'd been gripping the sheets and screaming with

abandonment until, what felt like hours later, he slowly came back to himself.

Video camera aimed at his heaving body, an erection still pounding into
him passionately, and the rod against his side. Semen covered his chest, had
even made it up to his face. His body rocked with the man fucking him; that
deep voice groaning while hips slammed almost violently against him in an

uncontrolled rush.

Excited voices were going back and forth. "Did you get that?" and "God
damn, that was fucking hot," and "That's right; tag that bitch, Pat. Ride it till it

bleeds."
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Time distilling; stretched and snapping back with parts missing in
between. Black and fuzzy around the edgesd his body never stilling for longer
than a handful of seconds. His cock only twitching but never softening, not
with the need burning him alive from inside out. A marionette to the desire, his
limbs were already jerking and shifting; head thrown back and his throat a
bare curve as someone raked their hands across him, pulling him into the

optimal positionsd

A new angle, half twisted on his side with bruised lips wide open and
breath warming the covers. He barely heard another voice telling Tom to wait
but he acutely felt it when the erection stilled inside him. Blood was a
pounding rush in his head that whispered only one thing: more, more, he
needed more. He whimpered and shifted, needing that cock to start moving

again. Needing to be pounded for the rest of his life.

Hands on him and body shifting again and he was pulled up,
rearranged until he was seated with a body beneath him. They slid him back
onto the erection. His body burned for it as he felt that pulsing heat inside him.
He moaned, threw his head back and started riding it. Rolling his hips and

panting harshly and hearing Tom groan beneath him...

He was shoved back, his legs pulled up, his back against Tom's chest.
Shifting of bodies that seemed too distant for him to understand, other than
the words, "Think he can take it?" and the weight of another body crawling up
the bed.

Words in the background that barely made sense. He could hear them
rearranging the camera, talking about the right lighting and the right angle,
and then another body was hovering over his. James, looking down at where
Boyd and Tom were joined, and Boyd felt pressure at his entrance. Another
erection trying to stretch him wide around them both and he was half

screaming, half gasping; body twisting before James shoved insided
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Fuzzy darkness that wasn't coalescing properly into shapes and his
chest was heaving. Somehow he'd sat up and the hands weren't there. The

feeling of forceful arousal was missingd the voices were goned

It took Boyd a few highly confused, panicked seconds before he
realized he'd been dreaming. He was sitting up in a bed, body soaked in
sweat and mind buzzing. He looked around frantically, trying to remember

where he was.
He had to be at Aleixo's, waking from a nightmared

He jerked his head to the side, certain he would see Aleixo reaching
over with an annoyed expression for waking him, or Vika sprawled with dark
eyes regarding him sensually. He expected to see one elegant hand raised to
pull him back down, a smile on her lips as she would murmur, "No, lie back,

Cameron darling. Today you are mine to play withd "

But no one was next to him and in the scattered panic of the moment
he didn't understand that. He looked upd dark walls and broken furniture;

shadows deeper than the nightd

This didn't make sensed he knew this place. It was his room, his

childhood room, but it was a mess. Everything was broken and whyd

0 screaming and crying for a different reason and Sin, Sin, he was

goned

Reality hit him like a wall slamming into his whole body, compacting his

lungs. It was a moment of being stunned before it all came crashing down.

Anguish overwhelmed him and he slouched forward, knees drawing
closer as he squeezed his eyes shut and gripped his legs. His breath was
harsh and catching in the silent house.
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Emotions built within him powerfully until he could feel his eyes
burning. Until he couldn't breathe around the pain and intense sense of loss

that formed a lump in his throat.

The dream played behind his closed eyelids but it wasn't a dream; it

was a memaory.

A shameful reminder of what he'd been like; of the wanton way he'd
laid himself open to be used over and over. The way he'd begged for it from
lines of strangers he'd never even seen before; his moaning sucking of their
cocks; the women's bodies laid before him as he'd gone down on them; the

groups that had fucked him and the way he'd only pleaded for mored

The lump grew in his throat and he felt sickened. He was barely able to
throw himself out of bed and stumble to the bathroom in time before he fell
over the toilet, retching the little food he had left into the water. Even when
that was gone his body still heaved, a violent pull from the base of him

upward, and he felt hot, angry tears burning in his eyes.

When he was finally able to calm himself, his fingers remained gripping
the edges and he coughed miserably. His face, his entire body, felt pained

and heated, and he rested his forehead against the cool porcelain lid.

Everything within him felt ten times worse than before. He pressed his
head hard against the toilet, squeezed his eyes shut to the point of pain, and

tried to keep the disgust from shifting the hatred on himself.

In the light of day, he always felt rage more than anything else. A
furious need to lash out at everyone around him; to protect himself through
anger. But at night, half-muddled by sleep and with the memories more vivid
than the shadows surrounding him, it was disgust and shame that dominated

him. It was hopelessness and resentment and misery.
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It was memories of the lust that had burned him alive from the inside
out, and distress at the undeniable knowledge of how much he'd craved any
touch. How he'd so willingly become a thing for them to toy with, and terror at
how easy it had been for them to strip from him everything he'd ever thought
he'd known about himself and turn him, instead, into an animal for mere

entertainment.

The flashes of memory were too strong. Even crouched there he could
still remember it all. The laughter in the background. The excited grunts of
mens' voices in his ear and the moist, warm puff of their breath. Erections
shoving in and out of him; out of sync beats that stretched him too wide but
still had his toes curling in agonizing, desperate need--

Boyd released a strangled groan and threw himself up to the sink.
Tried to focus on something a normal human did by rinsing out his mouth and
brushing his teeth to rid his tongue of the taste of vomit but even then he felt
their ghostly touch. The bruising force of fingers clutching his thighs, his sides,

his arms--

"No--" The word was strangled out of his lungs, followed by it again in a
rising twist.The no's he hadn't been able to say back then crescendoed now in

his mind, overtaking all.

He rushed back into his room, not knowing what he planned. Standing
taut and still. He wavered in place, feeling revulsion clench his stomach and
lungs. He felt utterly alone in the house; dead black without a sound from

inside or outside.

Boyd stood in the middle of his destroyed room, shoulders tense and
body shifting without direction. He felt uncertain and on the cusp of something

much larger than himself. Something frightening and unknown.

He wanted to flee.
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He wanted to run away and never look back and what was he
supposed to do? How was he supposed to handle any of this? How was he

supposed to have energy after it was all sucked away to kick Slide?
He couldn't do it. He couldn't. He neededd

Vulnerability, and the world loomed terrifyingly. His feet moved of their
own accord. He grabbed his jacket and keys without thinking. Threw the
jacket on and barely remembered to step into his shoes. He was out the door
and striding down the street within seconds.

It was the dead of the night. His block was silent. Nothing stirred, not
even the branches on the trees. It was eerily still. Very few of his neighbors
kept their porch lights on and the streetlights were inadequate. The whole

world felt compressed and dark. Claustrophobic.
He was afraid.

Afraid the memories would never dull enough for him to deal with them
properly. Afraid he would become too used to them. Afraid he'd revert to the
emotionless shell it had taken years to leave behind. Afraid he'd find out he
just wasn't strong enough to move on. Afraid the anger would leave him for
good and he'd end up trudging through life pointlessly, with grief a sharp knife
slowly bleeding him dry.

He'd only joined the Agency because of Sin. With Sin gone and with
that promise keeping him moving forward, the only future he had to look
forward to was being used by the same people who had sent him off to be a
drugged up sex addict. Missions of killing and deceiving people for a goal he
didn't believe in would be intermixed with missions where he was whored out.
Licking and sucking and fucking like a commonplace hustler for nothing, for

fucking nothing, because all he truly wanted was Sin.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Page| 61



Fade

He could have gone through anything and it would have been okay if

only Sin were there.
But he wasn't.

He was gone and Boyd was left alone to grief and hatred and fear, and

memories that wouldn't leave him be.
He may never find meaning in anything again.

He didn't know where he was going. He'd had no special place in the
city with Sin. Why hadn't he thought to create one? A place to retreat to when

he had nowhere else. Nothing else...

He didn't realize he was heading toward the Agency until he turned the
corner and it loomed before him. Lights glowed faintly from windows. The
Tower was a monolith in the dark; well-lit even in the dead of the night

because the Agency was always moving. Always awake.

He almost turned back. He put his hands in his jacket pockets and
started to slow. Something hard met his fingers and he realized his wallet was
in his pocket. Which meant he had his ID.

He didn't stop to think. He walked up to the gates, flashing his ID
without meeting the scrutinizing gaze of the guards. Downtime didn't mean he

wasn't allowed on compound.
They let him in.

A familiar trek that soon, with time, would be lost to his memory like
everything else he wanted to keep. The clutter, the paind that would remain.
But the good times would be lost to the inexorable march of time soon

enough.
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The guard at the base of the building gave him an odd look but once

again had no reason to deny him.

The world was white noise around him. He didn't specifically remember
walking up the stairs or swiping the card. He found himself in Sin's former

living room and looked around. Dead silent and empty. Just like him.

If he gave himself the chance, in his mind he would overlay the
apartment the way it was supposed to be. A book tossed to the side here. A
shirt he'd left behind there. Rumpled sheets from lovemaking and steam from
the shower billowing out from beneath the bathroom door. A deep voice he

longed to hear again to the point that it stifled his breath.

The apartment was blurry. Tears tracked down his cheeks again and it

would be forever until this pain wasn't so easily uprooted.

He walked into the bedroom, the white walls mixed with white sheets
and white nothingness and he could feel it looming. The terrible, gaping
emptiness that threatened to swallow him whole at any given moment. His

breath quickened and he was finding it harder to stay still.

He crawled onto the bed without even removing his shoes. He lay
down in a fetal position, curling himself into as small a ball as he could. As if
he made a smaller target that way. As if he could make it all go away by

disappearing himself.

He was acutely aware that Sin should be there in the bed with him.
That Sin's even breath should be the backdrop to his dreams and that the
mattress should be tipped down just so, just enough for his body to naturally

roll toward his lover's.

His breath caught and somewhere within it all he was crying again; the
silence broken the same as his emotions. He clung to himself, to the

memories of Sin that still stained these walls and saturated the air.
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Shuddering sobs wrenched out of him, filling the silence with wretchedness

that only made it more undeniable how very, very alone he was.

"Come back." A plaintive, reedy whisper in the night. Voice thick
around the tears that were making it hard to breathe. "Don't leave me.

Please..."

Empty silence answered his plea. The feeling of being utterly alone and
alienated only increased and soon Boyd was lost to everything. All he felt was
agony that tore him apart piece by piece, and dark silence where he should

have at least found the comfort of Sin's ghost.

There was nothing for him anywhere. His home was alien to him. This

bed that had once been a sanctuary was now cold and isolating.

He had nothing in life and it hurt so much it made him want to scream
around the weeping but he didn't have the breath for it. It made him want to
tear everything apart and make the world as broken as he felt, but he couldn't
make his body move.

He was railing against the world, against his life, but it came out in
choking gasps and grief-stricken sobs. No more words came to his lips
because they were all meaningless. All he could do was struggle weakly to
avoid getting thoroughly overwhelmed. To keep from letting everything

unravel completely.

It wasn't the first time he cried himself to sleep and certainly wouldn't
be the last.

"Agent Beaulieu."
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The voice moved down through the darkness and dragged him back up
to the surface. A few repetitions and he shifted, his head moving just so, and

squinted his eyes open against the light.

Staring at a blank white wall, he didn't know where he was at first. He

blinked a few times and looked toward the voice.

A man in a uniform was staring down at him evenly. His face sparked
some recognition and with it came a name, Amos, and with that came a place,

Sin's apartment, and with that came the reason.
Sin's death.

Boyd dropped down against the bed, his eyes closing. He felt
exhaustion roll over him along with depression. Hopelessness. He wished he

never had to move again.
"You have to come with me," Amos said calmly.
"Why?" Boyd's voice was dull.
"You'll miss your appointment.”
"What appointment.” He didn't care enough to make it a question.
"With Dr. Shapiro."

Amos sounded patient but Boyd could hear him moving closer to the
bed. He wondered whether the guard would literally drag him out of bed and
up to his appointment. He wondered whether that would constitute one of the

two infractions he was allowed.
Boyd sighed but there was nothing he could do except obey.
It took great effort but he made himself roll off the bed and stand. He

didn't bother to straighten his clothing or his hair. He didn't care. He kept his
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gaze on Amos' back, not letting it wander even a bit so as not to unearth more

memories that would leave him struggling against sorrow.

The walk out of the building was spent in silence but by the time they
were crossing the courtyard, Amos was glancing at Boyd discreetly from the
corner of his eye. Boyd didn't react or acknowledge the movement. For a bit it
almost seemed as though Amos was going to say something but in the end

he remained silent.

It didn't seem to take that long to arrive at Dr. Shapiro's door. Amos
dutifully stood to the side while the psychiatrist's administrative assistant
Allison told them it would be a few minutes. Boyd stood there, blank-faced

and staring at the wall. Waiting until he could leave this place.

Within minutes, the door opened and someone left. Boyd didn't look
over to see who had been the previous patient. He didn't care.

Soon, Dr. Shapiro was at the door. He was a man who appeared to be
in his late forties or early fifties, with mostly dark brown hair that was
peppered with silver on the sides. The wrinkles at the edges of his eyes made
it seem like once upon a time he had smiled a lot, and his expression seemed

to default to neutral.

It was a different type of neutral than Boyd had always defaulted to
himself. Boyd shut off his emotions whereas Shapiro simply seemed to be
perpetually reserving judgment. Even when he'd seen Boyd at his worst as

he'd gone through detox and rehab, he'd watched Boyd without opinion.

Shapiro's brown eyes unerringly found Boyd. "Come in," he said as he

stepped back. Amos left and the secretary turned back to her computer.

Boyd followed Shapiro into his office.
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Shapiro waited until the door was shut and they were both settled

before he spoke calmly. "You missed the last session."
Boyd was silent, staring into thin air.
"Boyd, | need you to talk to me."

A long moment passed in which Boyd considered ignoring the
prodding. But he knew it wouldn't do him any favors at the moment. And he
was tiredd so tired from fighting the dual weight of the loss of Sin and the

repercussions of his mission.
"What day is it?" His voice sounded empty.

Shapiro watched him, his palm panel nearby for notes. "Friday.

October twentieth."

Boyd stared blankly at him. Seven days. Had it already been that long?
Had it only been that long? He vaguely remembered Shapiro telling him at the
last session that they were to meet again on the eighteenth. Obviously that

hadn't happened.

"You did not answer the phone," Shapiro explained as if he could read
Boyd's thoughts. "I planned to send a retrieval squad to your house on
Wednesday but | was alerted by the guards that you appeared on compound
in the middle of the night. | rearranged my schedule so we could meet today."

"Why?"

Shapiro studied him at length. He had the same thoughtful look as
always, half as if Boyd were the most interesting thing in the room and half as
if his mind was lightyears away in analysis. He shifted, sitting up straighter in
the chair. "Tell me this. You were found in Agent Vega's former apartment.

Obviously you know it's empty. Do you know why that is?"
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Boyd nodded dully.
"l would like you to say it aloud."
"He's dead.”

It was the first time he'd spoken the words out loud. His voice sounded
distant and hoarse even to him. The words were too final; too loud in the

silence.
He wished he could take them back.

Shapiro watched him and nodded once. He made a few notes on his

palm panel. "What was your reaction to that knowledge?"
Boyd stared at the doctor.

"Boyd, | know this is difficult but | need to ensure you have come to

terms with this. The only way to do that is to acknowledge how you feel andd

"Move on?" Boyd interrupted, his eyes turning dangerous. A flare of
defensiveness shot through himd the cogs of the machine were here, already
trying to flatten him back into shape.

"Cope,” Shapiro replied calmly. "You've experienced tremendous
stress and if you do not acknowledge it, you will only harm yourself in the long

run.

"That would be terrible for the Agency, wouldn't it?" Boyd asked
offhandedly, his tense shoulders contrasting the barbed words. "Losing an

agent they've only just managed to regain.”

"It would be terrible for you," Shapiro corrected him.
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His dark eyes took in everything of Boyd; the stony, shuttered
expression and the way his body language closed everything off around him.
Boyd watched Shapiro with increasing anger and distrust. What did the man
expect from him? What did he want him to say? He wanted Sin to be forgotten
so easily? He wanted Boyd to get on the bandwagon of saying, 'yeah what a

waste but oh well, guess it's all over now'?

His teeth grit and he wanted to tell Shapiro to get out of his face. To
stop pretending he knew what any of this felt like or that he wasn't just trying
to efficiently push Boyd along so he could return to being useful. Shapiro
didn't give a shit about him or his coping. How could he, after sitting there for
all those weeksd staring Boyd straight in the face and not even bothering to

give him any warningd

"Why didn't you tell me?" Boyd ground out. The words came out

accusatory. Hard.

Shapiro shook his head; a subtle motion. "The timing was

inappropriate. You were already in a very vulnerable position."

"And when | left?" Boyd demanded, eyes narrowing to slits. "It didn't
occur to you that maybe someone should tell me before | ran to his apartment
and had every goddamned hope for the past year ripped away?"

There was a beat of silence and then Shapiro said in his same neutral

tone, "Boyd, we need to talk about this."

Boyd only shook his head sharply, his jaw setting, and he looked out
the window. Tension made his back so stiff it was nearly painful. Resentment
and anger moved within him and he wanted to get up and storm away. He
wanted to shout at Shapiro that they didn't need to talk about anythingd that
anything that should have been said or done was long past. That any bullshit
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salvation Shapiro wanted to offer Boyd was just a blatant lie that he could see

right through.

"It's alright to feel anger, Boyd," Shapiro was saying in the background.

"It's alright to feel betrayed. Holding it in won't make it go away."

Boyd's lips twisted coldly on the edges, the rest of his expression
remaining as hard as stone. "Why don't you tell me more of what | feel,
Doctor? It seems we don't need to talk about any of this at all since you
already have me all figured out.”

Shapiro watched Boyd with that same neutral stare as always. "We've
talked about this. Remember when you first returned and you were in denial
about what had happened. We talked about your tendency to avoid directly
confronting psychologically challenging situations and how that hurts you in

the long run.”

Boyd's eyes narrowed dangerously. Fury was a dark river moving
through him, sweeping away everything in its path. He didn't want to hear
some Agency-paid shrink telling him some contrived analysis. He didn't want
all these bullshit lies about caring about his health or the long run or any of
that. They didn't care at all what the long run was for him; all they cared about

was using him up in the short run first.

They wanted their notes and their charts and their bullet pointed lists.
They wanted to know how best to exploit him. They wanted to fuck him just as
much as Aleixo and his clients did, only the Agency would do it more

metaphorically. And that made it almost worse.

Disgust and hatred made Boyd incapable of sitting still any longer. He
stood, his body tense as a rubber band and expression shuttered and cold.
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Shapiro watched him with frustrated disappointment flashing in his
eyes before it was hidden. The psychiatrist shook his head. "Don't do this,
Boyd. I'd like tod "

"This isn't an official appointment so | trust cutting it short is

acceptable?" Boyd interrupted flatly.

Shapiro hesitated and frowned. He looked down at his palm panel,
flipping through a few screens or making notes; it was hard to tell. Whatever
the case, his frown increased and he shook his head. "It isn't a full session,"
he allowed, "but I think it's best ifd "

"Then | think we're finished," Boyd said tightly and strode toward the

door.

"Boyd, you don't have to go through this alone,” Shapiro said, standing
up as well. His eyebrows were drawn down and the palm panel lay askew on
the desk. His fingers were light on the desk but his right hand twitched; almost
as if he wanted to raise it to stop Boyd from leaving. Or he wanted to pick up

the phone and tell the Marshal how uncooperative his patient was being.

Yes | do, Boyd thought, the words barbed and hateful in his mind. He
didn't speak them aloud; he simply looked at the doctor with a dark glare that

said more than enough on its own.

He turned before Shapiro could speak again and paused at the door
just long enough to say over his shoulder, "Il be here on Wednesday,
Doctor." Without waiting for a reply, he left.

He didnt know where his feet were taking him. He didn't have
anywhere to go. He didn't want to go to his house or Sin's old apartment.
Even if Ryan or Kassian were available, he couldn't bring himself to see them.
The city felt too large and hectic; he didn't want to be around a lot of people.

At the same time, he didn't want to be alone.
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He felt cast out from every recourse and didn't know what he wanted or
what he could do. He was restless and knew the closed-down control on his
emotions would only last so long before the levy broke and he was

overwhelmed once again.

Seeing Shapiro and having the man bring up when he'd first been
assigned as Boyd's psychiatrist only served to heighten Boyd's restless anger.
Shapiro had appeared when Boyd had been going through detox and

rehabilitation; two of the worst months in his life.

He remembered flashes of conversations between the doctors during

detox.

Impressed voices observing how Slide was a true synthetic aphrodisiac
that had been perfected. How smart to target the brain rather than relying on
the vascular system. How nice that it worked as well on women as men. How
intelligently designed, to literally turn a person on whether they wanted it or
not and force their thoughts into nothing but sex. Make them crave it with a
desperation that could make them destroy themselves for it. How smart to add
the amphetamine so the user could go for days and days. How smart to make
it so highly addictive.

It had destroyed Boyd's body and part of detox had been trying to
regain some strength. Although Aleixo had built up his nutrition enough that
he met Aleixo's needs, Boyd had still spent months prior to that going on
binges of sex that had literally lasted days or weeks at a time; day and night
without rest, fucking this person or that. His body had repeatedly reached its
breaking point and had shut down, causing him to pass out wherever he'd

been and not move or reawaken for sometimes days on end.

His heart had taken a lot of strain from the mission. Even with their
help, coming down from the high had been horrendous. He'd still longed for

Slide; needed it with every fiber of his being.
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He'd never struggled so hard against anything in his life, and it had
been especially terrifying because he'd been struggling against his own mind

and body.

Worse still was realizing later exactly to what depths he'd been pushed
and how he'd wanted it at the time. Even with the doctors assuring him that it
was physically impossible for anyone to fight Slide's effects, that it was a
measure of his mental control that he'd been able to overcome the handicap
enough in the end that he'd even exceeded the mission parameters, it was

still difficult not to blame himself for it all.

It was difficult not to wonder how, in essence, he could have ever
reveled in being raped. Wanted it. Begged for it. How even at the Agency,
even knowing everything that had happened to him and knowing what the

drug would do, the addiction had still made him crave another hit.

Shapiro knew that. He knew how hard it had been for Boyd. He knew
the pain and fear that had dominated him. He knew that returning to Sin was
the primary goal Boyd had clung to as strength to come clean. Strength to
force himself through all the moments when it seemed so difficult; like an

endless battle with himself as the enemy.

He knew, and he deemed it too inconvenient to warn Boyd that the
support he'd so desperately been anticipating wasn't going to be there. That
the person he'd forced himself to live through all that for wasn't even alive

himself.

Expression setting, Boyd strode quickly down the hallway. Thoughts of
drugs, sex, anger and Sin made his body tense and lips thin.

When he reached the elevator bank and waited, he ignored the people
milling around him and the numbers flashing above the doors. Aggravation

warred with restless uncertainty. His thoughts were a complete mess;
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interwoven and stumbling over each other and incoherent but still so intense.
He knew he couldn't, shouldn't, be alone but he didn't know what to do about

it.

He couldn't say what passing thought triggered it but suddenly he knew

who to visit.

The only person he could see at the moment, even though the thought
of it was painful. Once the thought crossed his mind he couldn't ignore it. He
needed to shove away his anger about the mission and focus on the more

important question: what had happened to Sin.

He got onto the far elevator, the one with restricted access, and when
he reached the fourth floor he flashed his ID and told the guard he was there
to visit a prisoner. Some sections of the fourth floor were highly restricted and
access was only allowed to certain people. But in this case, the area Boyd

wanted to go allowed visitors.

The guard patted him down to search for any weapons. Once it was
clear that he was clean, he was escorted through pristine, surgical hallways
that he didn't let himself focus on too closely to keep memories from
resurfacing. Memories of coming on this floor to save Sin. Of being brought to
Shane's. Of torture at the hands of his own allies, all in the name of becoming

stronger so he could be used more often.
A vicious cycle that only benefited the Agency.

He was led to a long hallway filled with heavy doors and small windows
at the top with covers that when necessary could conceal even the hall from
the inhabitants. He remembered the area from when he'd been sent to

isolation.

His wallet, keys, ID, phoned anything that could potentially be a

weapon or give the prisoner a chance to escape was confiscated at the door.
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He focused on keeping his breath even and barely heard when the guard
warned, "Just so you know, you're on your own in there. If any stupid shit
happens like you get yourself taken hostage, we aren't saving you. Vega's

staying in there and in that case, so would you."

Boyd nodded distantly, feeling his heart hammering in his chest as he
stared at the innocuous door in trepidation. When the door swung open and
he was escorted inside, he didn't even hear the door slam firmly shut behind
him. His gaze had already shifted past the overwhelmingly white walls and

focused unerringly on Emilio.
It hurt as much as he feared it would.

Those features were too familiar: vivid green eyes and olive
complexion; full lips and an aristocratic nose. The differences didn't matter
because looking at Emilio made Boyd see Sin, in more luring detail than he'd
been able to recall for a year.

With how strongly longing hit him, it was like being reunited with the
man he loved. It made his chest ache and breath catch and body go oh so
still.

Overlaid on Emilio's face he could see Sin's; that smirk that used to
twist his lips; the knowing look in those pale green eyes as they'd focused
solely on Boyd. The strength of those smooth arms and the way he'd
smelledd musk and cigarettes and soap and oh God, he needed Sin so
muchd he loved him so much it hurt, it was a physical ache and he wanted to

rush to the corner and embrace himd

But then the face shifted; made an expression Sin never would. And
the details that weren't quite right settled more firmly on the face. The scars.
The more muscular build. The less delicate features.
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Pain moved through Boyd so violently that he couldn't keep it from his
face. He had to look away, half turning his body from Emilio so he was staring
at the blank white wall. He physically hurt inside; a wrenching of his heart and
stomach. He set his jaw and crossed his arms. He asked himself why the hell
he was doing this to himself. Why he was visiting the one person who was

going to make it impossible to forget how much he longed for Sin.

Yet he couldn't stay away. He felt compelled to understand what had
happened. Compelled to see the only person left who may be hit as hard and
hurt as much as he did. The man who had attempted what he himself would

have done as well, if only he had he been here.
If only...

"Hi," Emilio’s voice floated across the silent room, low and rough; likely
from having been unused for however long he'd been remanded to the cell.

"Hi," Boyd returned, voice just as quiet.

Boyd took a moment to steel himself, drawing in a breath before he
turned to look at Emilio again. He tried his best to look at him objectively,
constantly reminding himself in the back of his mind that this was Emilio, not
Sin, and he needed to forget that they looked so alike because it wasn't going

to make this any easier.

Emilio looked exhausted. The same deadening had happened for him
as had happened for Carhart but it didn't seem as severe. The usual joker
mask was conspicuously missing. If anything, Emilio appeared to try to smile
and failed. It was a marked difference from when Boyd had last seen the

capricious man and he found it to be disconcerting.

He hesitated and then walked closer to Emilio, looking down at him
blankly before he had to turn his face away again. Too close. Sin and Emilio

still looked too similar. He couldn't look the man in the eye. His imagination
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told him that the tired look may have been on Sin's face as well during his

absence, when the anger faded and Sin found himself alone in bed at night.

Boyd's eyes narrowed and he sat down on the floor next to Emiliod not
guite as close as would be normal but not far enough away that it was obvious
he was trying to give himself some space. He pulled his legs up to his chest

and rested his chin on his knees, staring straight ahead at the far wall.

"l just got back,"” he said, not knowing what else to say in the heavy,

dismal silence.

He could hear the rustle of Emilio's hair brushing against the plain
white tank top he wore as he turned his head to look at Boyd. "For real?"

Boyd nodded wordlessly, not letting his gaze waver from the wall. His

fingers tightened briefly against his legs.

"Wow. Pretty long." Emilio shifted beside him and Boyd could hear

things popping as the other man stretched. "Nice hair."

Boyd was silent, not knowing what to say to that. There was the

briefest twitch at the edges of his lips; a faint, bemused expression.
There were a lot of differences in his appearance.

Unit 16 had given him a few ear piercings and had dyed the ends of his
hair blue before the mission had started. As a runaway teenager who'd ended
up destitute in the Bowery, it had fit the image better than his previous, more
clean-cut look. On the mission itself he'd gained a few more piercings, mostly
on his ears but most notably in his tongue. His trendier style of dress had
been courtesy of Vika's preferences and Aleixo's wallet, and since his return

he'd done little to bother changing the look.

So of all the things to focus on, the fact that it was his hair Emilio

commented on brought Boyd back to a time that seemed like forever ago.
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Jumping out of the van with a pounding heart. Standing there with his arms
splayed and hands open as he'd stared into the blinding headlights and had
waited for| o m8 s toHet thegh-gm The swaggering footsteps and that

purred, q u ® | as hettl stommented on Boyd's changed hairstyle.

He looked at Emilio sidelong, trying to keep it partially in peripheral
vision so he couldn't get sucked into those green eyes.

"What is it with you and hair?"

"You're just so cute that | can't help but notice when shit changes,”
Emilio replied, a wry grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Boyd smiled briefly and for a moment he meant it. But then he looked
at Emilio more fully and seeing that face that close made the pain move

through his eyes again. Made the smile fade.

His eyebrows drew down and he looked away. He pushed hair back
from his face, propping one arm against his knees as his fingers curled into
his hair and rested at the back of his head. Pensiveness clouded his
expression and he had to take a moment before he could speak evenly.

"I'm stilld dealing with everything."

"No doubt,” Emilio agreed faintly, his deep voice still sounding loud in
the cell. "I'm still dealing with shit and | been here the whole fucking time." A
low scoff escaped his throat and Emilio sat up straighter, scrubbing his hands

across his face.

Boyd's eyebrows furrowed and his fingers tightened against his hair.
He stared at the wall, his breath quickening slightly like his heartbeat. He felt
dismal and dull at the same time as a distant thought he'd been studiously

ignoring since he'd heard the news grew stronger.
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He stayed still a moment, knowing he shouldn't even ask, knowing it
was a stupid question considering the circumstancesd but still wanting an out.
Wanting to believe that maybe Emilio's threats against the Marshal were all an

act...

"Emilio, you didn'td " His voice sounded too abrupt; too breathy and
hopeful. He looked over at the older man before he could stop himself, the
hope a sad, fervent glint in his eyes as he studied Emilio's face. "The
contingency plan you had before. You didn'td " You didn't get to Hsin before
they could, did you? You didn't send him away and he's really okay, he's

really alive, and this is all an act to fool the Agency?

The reaction was immediate. The unasked question seemed to hit
Emilio like a punch in the gut. He flinched away from Boyd and for a moment,
the pain was raw on his face. Like someone had just ripped the scab off a

wound that still inflicted tremendous agony.
"Boyd," Emilio started, his voice rough and even quieter. "Boydd "

He stopped again, and for the first time since Boyd had met him, Emilio
seemed to be at a loss for words. Finally he just looked away and said in the

same rough voice, "No. | didn't see it coming. No one did."

Boyd felt his heart twist, that hated familiar ache that made it hard to
breathe, and he could feel his eyes brighten. He grit his teeth and looked
away, rubbing his face as he wordlessly nodded. His breath drew in a little too
quickly and he had to press his hands against his eyes, trying to ignore the
way that answer added even more finality to something he kept wanting to be

untrue.

"I'm sorry," he said, voice thickening as he struggled to keep inside the
pain that wanted to rise again. He pressed more firmly against his eyes. "I

didn'td " | didn't mean to make you hurt again; | didn't mean to be like this. "I
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don'td " | don't know what to do; | don't know how to move on. | don't know

how to make this stop ripping me apart.

Words wouldn't formulate correctly and he couldn't seem to finish a
sentence. He didn't know what to say; what to do. His mind rotated hopelessly
around the future he and Sin were supposed to have. Around the broken hope
that maybe somewhere out there Sin was waiting for him and if he could just
escape the Agency, if he could just get away they could be reunitedd

"We were supposed to move in together when | returned." He hadn't
meant to say it aloud but it was there, twisted and hopeless and holding back
all the anguish that seemed so close to the surface every second of every

day, seemingly for the rest of his life.

There was another beat of stilted silence and the touch of a hesitant
hand brushed Boyd's arm before it dropped.

"You know," Emilio said, his voice nearly back to its normal octave now
that he'd swallowed whatever Boyd's suggestion had made him feel. "I feel
worse for you than | do for me. And he was... he was my boy. Nobody ever

believes me but | really..." A hesitation. "l... you know. You know what |

mean."

"l know," Boyd said quietly, his voice heavy. It took him a long moment
of fighting against the rush of emotions until finally he was able to return to
some semblance of control. Even so, his eyes were red when he dropped his
hands and looked over at Emilio. "I've known for a long time. It's the only

reason | ever gave you a chance."

The crooked smile made another reappearance on Emilio's handsome
face. "Thanks, chico. At least you got a little faith in my word. Other people

around here think it don't mean shit. Some generals in particular.”
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Boyd shook his head and dropped his head back against the wall.
"Why did he think you threatened the Marshal if not because you cared about

Hsin?"

"Fucked if | know. | don't know what he thinks about that... | haven't

seen him since before | found out."”

"Oh." Boyd was silent and drew his eyebrows down. "He's changed.
He's cold now. Tired. | don't know if that happened before or after.”

Emilio looked at him for a long moment, digesting this fact slowly. "I
wouldn't know either. He put me on ignore months before... it happened.”

Boyd was quiet at first, not entirely sure what to say to that. He'd never
fully understood the relationship between Carhart and Emilio, although he had
assumptions and insights into parts. Belatedly, something Emilio said filtered
through his mind. His eyes narrowed slightly, a contemplative look more than

anything, and he looked over at Emilio.
"You haven't seen him at all since then? Didn't he tell you about Hsin?"

"Nope," Emilio drawled, forced nonchalance in his voice although his
green eyes narrowed. "I overheard random strangers talking about what
they'd heard. It had been more than a day already.”

Boyd looked at Emilio sharply. He didn't know what all had happened
between Emilio and Carhart and in all honesty he didn't particularly care. They
had their own issues and Boyd had no particular loyalty to either above the

other.

Emilio really hadn't been a bad guy to Boyd since they'd met. If
anything, he'd helped out by training him and otherwise showing to Boyd, at
least, that he did truly care for his son on some level. And for most of Boyd's

time at the Agency, Carhart had done right by him and Sin. He'd been there
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since the beginning and he'd looked the other way on more than one occasion

to spare Boyd or Sin punishment or worse.

Knowing how Carhart had always seemed before, Boyd couldn't
believe what he just heard. He was angry enough that Sin had been
terminated; angry that no one had been given warning at the time. Angry that
he hadn't been warned, either, when he'd been released from detox. The fly-
by-night way they'd all lost Sin was painful enough on its own.

But to imagine actually being here and not even finding out until a day
or two later by gossip, no less, was horrible. Emilio certainly had his faults but
he was still Sin's father. If random strangers knew it, Carhart had to have

found out by that time.

"What the hell happened between you two?" Boyd asked in disbelief.
"Why didn't he at least leave a voice mail or somehow send a note? He had to

have known..."

Emilio shrugged, eyes flicking away to focus on some point on the wall.
His heavily stubbled jaw clenched and unclenched before he shook his head,
uncut hair shifting with the motion. "It's complicated, chico. There's a lot to it.
He just don't have any reason to go out of his way to spare my feelings

anymore."

Boyd shook his head. He didn't know what level of ‘complicated'
warranted not telling a father his son was dead but he wasn't going to argue

the point. "They told me you threatened the Marshal," he said instead.

"If I'd had a gun at the time, me and her would both be dead now." A
humorless smirk crossed Emilio's mouth. "She let me slide with a solitary

sentence due to my 'expected distraught emotional state.™

"How kind of her," Boyd said darkly.
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Emilio just rubbed his hands together, lips pressing together in a grim

frown.

Silence fell between the two for a moment and Boyd wasn't sure what
to say. There wasn't anything that could be said, really. He thought about
leaving but he couldn't quite make himself. There was something else he felt

like he had to ask. A morbid need to know.
"Did you ever find out how it happened?"

Emilio's hands stilled briefly and he looked down at them. His dark
brows were drawn together slightly as he considered the question.

"You mean... why they did it or how they did it?"

"How they did it," Boyd said, studiously looking at the far wall. His
eyebrows drew down and his fingers tightened against the folds of his pant
legs but he otherwise did his best to keep his expression and voice as even

as possible. "Did hed Was he in pain?"

There was another silence that was only broken by the sound of Emilio
sighing quietly. He stood up and ran a hand through his tangled black hair,
looking much thinner than he had months ago.

"I dunno if he was or not. No one saw him get taken so | dunno if he
fought back... or if he knew what was going on or if they tricked him or
whatever to get him to go. A lot of folks got terminated in those first couple of
months. From what | heard about them, they got an escort to the Tower and

never came out."

Boyd pushed his hair back and tangled his fingers in the strands,
staring at the white wall with a blank nod. He knew what lay in wait for an
agent who was terminated. No one knew exactly how they were killedd
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maybe that depended on the reason for the terminationd but the one thing

everyone agreed on was where they ended up.

The incinerator in the basement of the Tower. Burned to ashes that
spread out of a great black chimney on the edge of the compound. Released

to the air to be caught forever in the bleak restlessness of the city.
A dismal end to lives forever cast in shadow.

And yet... Maybe it was because he still had it in the back of his mind
that there could be another end to this, or maybe he simply wished to be in
denial. Whatever the case, he couldn't help going over what Emilio had said.

No one saw it. No one knew it was coming. No one knew until it was
over. Why was that? Had it simply been because the new Marshal had
suspected some people would put up too much of a fight, or had there been

another reason?

He frowned and looked up at Emilio. "The others were seen being

escorted?"

"A lot of them, yeah." Emilio glanced over at him, his mouth still drawn
down in a frown. "It ain't exactly easy to do shit in secret here even though
they always tried to keep terminations hidden. We all know it happens but
they try to make it not be so obvious. Usually, anyway. I'd never seen no shit
like what happened when the new bitch took over. Dozens of people were
terminated, chico. Too many to keep it discreet. And there's always people on
the compound so after awhile, everyone figured out what the three-man

escort to the Tower meant."

Boyd watched Emilio, dueling thoughts in his mind. One hopeful
despite everything, wanting to believe there was more to the fact that Sin

hadn't been seen. The other pessimistic, pointing out that Sin wouldn't be the
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first person spirited away and never seen again. Even under the new

administration.

There was no question why the new Marshal had terminated so many
people. She'd been looking for people to weed out months agod well over a
year, he had to amend darkly, taking into account the year he'd been gone.
Months before her first piece of furniture had landed on US soil, Marshal
Seong had likely been determining who she felt could stay and who should

go.

What he didn't know was how she operated.

Sin was a high profile person. Terminating him on its own was
significant but the way it was done... Why in the dead of the night with no
witnesses? If she'd wanted to exert control over the compound, why not make
a public spectacle of it? Show everyone that even the strongest and most
dangerous person was hers to control? Or had she purposefully done it
silently to prove that sometimes not knowing and not seeing were more

frightening than anything else?
Gears shifted in his mind. A spark of hope flittered through him.

"You're certain no one saw Hsin taken away?" Boyd pressed. "No one

at all? Not even a glimpse?"

Now Emilio was staring at him with slightly narrowed eyes. His lips
were twisted slightly, expression darkly brooding, but Boyd couldn't tell what
the other man was thinking. And Emilio didn't volunteer his opinion on Boyd's

sudden interest.

"Hsin being terminated was big news. It woulda come up if someone

had seen it. The details would be everywhere by now."
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Boyd nodded, not looking away from Emilio. He had to agree with that
statement, which made it even more strange. Although Kassian and Ryan had
both met the Marshal, they hadn't had much to say about her. It was difficult to
understand what sort of woman had moved in to take ironclad control over the

Agency, when what he heard about her was conflicting.
"Why do you think the new Marshal did it so no one saw?"

"I dunno.” Emilio shrugged his broad shoulders and looked up briefly,
as though he could see the woman they were talking about through the floors.
"It didn't seem like she was trying to hide shit. It seemed like she wanted to
make a statement and my boy would have been the icing on the cake of that
shit. But then again she ain't stupidd maybe she knew he'd fight. Maybe she
wanted as little people involved in the process as possible."

Boyd nodded again and looked away, his eyebrows drawing down
faintly. His tongue absently moved in his mouth, shifting the piercing around
as he considered that information. The answer didn't do much to settle the

guestion either way.

He stayed silent for a moment, thinking how he would have to do more
research on this. Somewhere along the way it had become a personal
mission. A question he needed answered before he could move on.
Something to focus on to take his mind away from the grief that otherwise

seemed omnipresent.

He shifted and finally dropped his hands to the floor, moving away from
the wall. He looked at Emilio, for the moment able to see him as the man he
was and not the man he reminded Boyd he wanted to see. It was a sad state
of affairs when even the mercurial Emilio was quieter and more serious, stuck

in his own little corner of a terribly white room.
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Boyd found himself looking forward to the day when Emilio was
released, for no reason other than to be able to leave this image behind.
Enough had happened on the compound when he'd been gone. He wanted at

least a few things to remain the same so it didn't all seem foreign.

He sighed quietly without meaning to but even if he'd been able to, he
wouldn't have taken it back. It summed up how he felt without words getting in

the way.

"l should go," he said aloud, his voice calm and quiet with a hint of
regret at leaving Emilio alone again. He knew how terrible isolation to one's

own mind could be.

As if in response to Boyd's thought, Emilio looked outright
disappointed. "It's cool," he said, sounding nearly sullen. "I appreciate you
coming to see my lonely ass at all. No one else comes down even though
they woulda been allowed to for the past couple of months. Maybe that means

I'll be out soon."

Boyd pushed himself up, his body feeling like it was creaking in the
movement even though he hadn't been sitting there that terribly long.
"Maybe," he said, hoping that was true. He looked at Emilio and added, "I'll
visit you again if that isn't the case."

A familiar glimmer of Emilio's old smile briefly graced the man's face

before he said quietly, "Thanks, chico."

Boyd smiled slightly in return, subdued, and because he had no more
words to say he walked over and knocked on the door to be let out. He didn't
look back as he stepped into the hallway and the door swung shut behind
him. He didn't want to see Emilio's expression. He would rather a glimpse of

the old Emilio be his lasting memory. Just in case.
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When he left, his mind was abuzz. He didn't stop to think about where

he would go next; he had to get answers to his questions as soon as possible.

It took a few hours but Boyd was finally able to track down Travis
Rendazzo. When he finally found the guard, he was standing near the edge of
one of the more secluded courtyards on compound. He seemed to be on
break, having chosen one of the quieter places the same way Boyd and a few
others did.

Travis was leaning against the thick trunk of a tree, a cigarette in one
hand as he regarded the gates around them. His dark hair was windblown
and disheveled around his long pale face. When he caught sight of Boyd he

just raised his eyebrows slightly and exhaled a cloud of smoke.
"Hi," Boyd said as he drew to a stop near the guard.

"You're looking for me?" Travis asked, sounding half surprised and half

suspicious. "Luke ain't here, bud."

"I know." Boyd casually shifted his weight so he was a bit more out of

view from anyone approaching. "l was hoping to talk to you."

Travis flicked his cigarette and pushed away from the tree. His eyes
swept their surroundings briefly before focusing on Boyd again. "What for?"

Boyd crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the tree. He met
Travis' eyes calmly. He'd had time to consider how to go about this as he'd
searched for the man. "l just returned from an extended mission and was
hoping you could help me with a bit of information | won't be able to find a

year later."
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"Why in the hell would | do that?" Travis asked with a half surprised
laugh. "You never even talked to me unless Luke was with me. And you're
trouble, trouble | ain't looking to tango with, not with that dyke bitch up in the

Tower looking down."

"I'm not asking you to do anything for me," Boyd replied, shaking his
head in return. "l just have some questions, after which I'll leave you alone
forever if you'd like. Even she can't find anything wrong with two people

talking for a minute or two on their break."

Travis gave a rolling shrug but still looked uneasy, his dark eyes

flicking to the Tower. "I dunno. | dunno, man. | don't know nothing."

Boyd sighed and shifted so he was blocked completely from the
direction of the Tower by the tree. It seemed he was going to have to try the
grieving lover approach. He dropped his hands at his side and looked at
Travis earnestly. "Lookd You know as well as everyone else that | was
involved with my partner. You probably even know that | loved him. | was
coming back expecting to move in with him and all of a sudden I'm told he's
dead.”

He shook his head, his eyebrows drawing together and up a little. "I
understand your reluctance but all I'm trying to do is find a bit of closure.
Justd two questions. Please. If you want something from me in return, I'll do
it. But please, Travis. You're the only guard | know who treated him with any

amount of respect. | don't know who else to ask.”

"You could ask Luke," Travis suggested hopefully. "He's a guard. He
actually liked that weirdo."

"He doesn't work the incinerator,” Boyd said, shaking his head. "That's

the information | need."
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Travis scoffed and spat on the ground, looking around again. "I didn't
work the incinerator either until that bitch came around. It was just temporary.
But then she wanted more of her own people up on the Fourth and kept my

ass down there on barbecue duty."

"It sounds like a lot of things were shaken up when she arrived," Boyd
said with a frown. "You must have seen a lot of change, especially stationed

where you were."

"Yeah, yeah, don't try that fake camaraderie shit with me, Boyd. You're
a fieldie, and I'm a scumbag guard, and you only like Luke ‘cause he helped
your asses. Just tell me what you want before someone sees me hanging out

with you and they think I'm involved."

Boyd was actually relieved by Travis's response; it was going to make
this easier. "I'm trying to understand what happened when he died and
afterward. Do you know anyone who was there when they terminated him?"

"Nope. All new guards were involved. Some of my more dickheaded

colleagues were angry that they didn't get to take Vega out.”

Boyd nodded, focusing on the information more than what he would
have liked to be able to say or do to those colleagues. "New guards as in

people from the Euro Agency or as in newly recruited or promoted here?"
"What do you think?" Travis asked impatiently.

"And after?" Boyd asked. "Were you there when hed When they must
have brought him to the incinerator?"

At that, Travis hesitated. His eyes narrowed slightly and he frowned at
Boyd. "Why would you want to know about something like that..."

"Because | want to know how he was treated. | couldn't be here to say

goodbye, we don't have funerals and even if he'd had one | would have
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missed it..." He frowned and shook his head, leaning back against the tree.
His eyebrows drew together pensively. "I know it sounds macabre but | don't
know any other way to feel like | have some sense of closure than to know
what happened when | was gone. And since | know how little most guards
liked him when he was alive, | justd "

He waved a hand and sighed, dropping his arm. "It worries me to
imagine what could have been done to him. I'd rather hear the details, even if

they're disturbing, than create even worse stories in my mind."

Travis stared at him and looked vaguely horrified. "You have issues,
man. Thank God | didn't see anything. No one else did either. I'm not

providing you information to go home and hang yourself."

Boyd's eyebrows lowered slightly as he gave Travis a dubious look.
"You don't need to lie to me if that's what you're doing... | can take it even if
something bad happened. | just need to knowd | won't do anything crazy."

“I'm not lying," Travis snapped, glaring at Boyd and spitting on the
ground again. "Nobody saw shit down in the pit. Trust me, everyone was all

fired up about it. No fucking pun intended."

"How can that be?" Boyd asked with a slight frown as he crossed his

arms. "She had all new guards there too?"

"That night? | guess. No one | know was on duty there..." Travis trailed
off, looking at Boyd oddly. "Look dude, | got to go. You're weird as shit and |
don't want to deal with it. Or be seen with you. Trouble.”

Boyd nodded somewhat absently and pushed away from the tree.

"Thanks for humoring me..."

Travis looked at him, shook his head, and turned to walk away.
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Boyd stayed near the tree, mulling over what he'd learned. Although he
was relieved to have had Emilio's information and his own theory verified, it

still didn't help answer the question burning in the back of his mind:
Why were there no witnesses?

How could he believe his lover was dead, really dead, if he didn't have
a body? If he didn't have an account from one person who saw that he really
had been killed?

He headed back into the Tower. He spent the next several hours doing
what research he could without getting caught. He ended up in the library on
the fourteenth floor, making sure first that Kaspar was nowhere to be found.
He didn't want to deal with anyone; his sole focus was on corroborating what
he'd been told.

He checked the databases he had access to and even broke into some
he didn't. He attempted to access the surveillance system but unsurprisingly
he wasn't able to; not that it mattered. Whatever the cameras may have
caught, by now the Agency would have wiped it all away or put it in storage.
He searched for any sign of anything that could help him understand what had
happened, or any hint that anyone had seen anything, but he ended up with
the same conclusion he'd already reached:

No one had seen Sin disappear.

That understanding was followed up by a thought he couldn't ignore:
Maybe something else happened. Maybe Sin got away somehow and

Marshal Seong was covering it up.

Maybe they came for him and he beat them all down and he fled the
Agency, knowing they were out to kill him. Maybe he didn't know Boyd was
back yet and he would come out of hiding once he knew. It had been over two

months since Boyd had returned but less than two weeks since he'd been
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released. Boyd could endure whatever length of time Sin needed to wait to
ensure he wouldn't be caught again. He could do it. He could give Sin any

space he needed if only...
If only...

Boyd's expression was as studiously blank as the computer screen at

the thought, although his insides twisted.

He had to know what happened. He had to put these questions to rest.
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Chapter Four

"So, XRT-330, also known as Triple X, Liquid Sex and Slide
significantly lowered your inhibitions,” Doctor Shapiro was saying as he

looked down at his touch panel.

Boyd shook his head slightly, his eyes narrowed and lips thinning as he

stared out the window.

Shapiro looked up and saw Boyd's expression. He leaned back in his
chair, tipping the touch panel up as he crossed his legs, his calf braced on his

thigh. "Yes?" he said expectantly and Boyd looked over.
"You disagreed with my statement," Shapiro clarified.

Silence met the comment. Shapiro waited for him to speak but when he
didn't, Shapiro's eyebrows twitched down. "Boyd, these sessions are for you
to talk; not for me to make statements and you to silently disagree."

There was another extended silence after that. The distrust Boyd had
felt earlier in the week hadn't changed. More than anything, his distrust of the
Agency itself made him uninterested in giving them more intel to use against
him. Shapiro watched him at length and then sighed, his mouth pulling into a

frown.

"l dislike having to use threats in any form in a session but I've recently
been reminded that | need to show progress in my reports. Today is the last
chance you've been given. If you don't start working with me, I'll be forced to

mark you as uncooperative."

Although Shapiro's tone was calm there was little doubt that such a

mark on his report would result in Boyd's termination.
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Boyd's eyes narrowed as they slid away. He gaze automatically fell on
the compound that he could see through the window. Sin's old residential
building rose in the distance. It was painful and yet every time he glanced out
the window, it was the first place his eyes were drawn. He kept trying to look
away from it and failing.

In truth, Boyd was more interested in focusing on that than he was in
talking to Shapiro about topics that were meaningless. Topics that he was
able to convince himself he felt nothing about when he didn't look at them
directly but when he did focus on them the same collection of anger, betrayal,

and resentment muddied his thoughts.

He didn't want to talk about any of this. It wouldn't change anything. It
would only dig up all the issues and give him nothing for it in the end. But he
knew as well as Shapiro did that he had to talk. He had to engage on some

level or he really would be killed.
It was as simple as that.

His fingers flexed against the worn wood of the arms of the chair. The
padding pressed against his back. There was the briefest moment in which he
weighed the evils of the Agency against the promise he'd made all those
months ago. The briefest moment in which he wondered if he could let the
burn of distrust decide for him. But a flash of green eyes and the memory of a
relaxing heartbeat beneath his ear brought a dual surge of frustration and
resignation. His jaw shifted but he otherwise kept the darkness of those

thoughts free from his stony expression.
At length, he spoke tonelessly. "Do you know why they call it Slide?"

"No," Shapiro replied. Although Boyd didn't look over he could see the
man sit up a little straighter in the chair, anticipating a session in which Boyd

actually interacted.
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"Because people who are high on it are so loose you can slide right in
and out of them," Boyd said mildly. He turned a golden brown stare onto the

psychiatrist.

Shapiro watched him neutrally and made a note on the touch panel

without looking down.

"So when you say | had 'lowered inhibitions,' you're wrong. | had zero. |
would have done anythingd anyoned for a release. An infant, an animal..."
His eyes narrowed and shifted away from Shapiro's stare, settling instead on
the blank wall. Reflecting the blankness of his expressiond a feeling he

wished would translate into his mind. "It wouldn't have mattered."

There was a pause while Shapiro studied him. "Did you?" he asked

neutrally.

A flash of memoryd deep reds on the floor and a stuffed chair at the
side of the room. The world twisting confusingly and slightly muffled voices.
Making no sense. Hands running along his body. Cloying smoke in the air
clouding his vision. A woman's sultry laughter, sounding removed from his
location. The distinct feeling of a hand pressing against his chestd pushing
him down on the bed. Clothes disappearing and legs being rearranged. Head

dropping to the side and seeing the rest of the place for the first time.
A little boy across the room, watching cartoons.

His fingers shifted, a brief tightening against the chair's arms to

complement the tense lines of his shoulders.

He couldn't remember much after the boy. Couldn't remember who
he'd been fucking or even whether it had been a woman or a man. Still, it
plagued him. Had he screamed with as much abandonment even with a child
in the same room? How could that parent have done thatd to him, to the child,

to anyoned or had that person not been the kid's parent at all?
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That memory mingled with so many othersd a muddled remembrance
of harsh breath, feminine moans, excited male grunts, and his body arching in

endless pleasure.
A voice that couldn't possibly be his.
"Not that | remember,” was all he said aloud.

Shapiro nodded, his gaze unmoving as it seemed to burn into the side
of Boyd's face. There was a pause, as if Shapiro was waiting for more

discussion, before he spoke. "Please expand.”
"On what?"
"The mission."

"It was a success," Boyd said impassively. There a crack in the wall he
hadn't yet noticed despite all the times he'd stared at the same spot. "Further

information is unnecessary."

There was a distinctly displeased air to the beat of silence that
followed. "On the contrary,” Shapiro said patiently, "it is very necessary.
You've been avoiding this topic since we started. | didn't push it before
because the more pressing issue was guiding you successfully through detox
and giving you the opportunity to readjust yourself to the Agency. But now that
you've had time, it's important that we go over this.”

"Important for a promotion for you?" Boyd looked out the window, his

eyes once more pulled like a magnet to Sin's building.
"This has nothing to do with a promotion."”

"But it would help you, yes?" Boyd asked without care. "The more
outrageous the stories, the more impressive it will be when you decide you've

shown enough effort and can mark me reformed."
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His gaze shifted over to Shapiro; emotionless. "Perhaps | should recant
my earlier statement. One of the people who rented me took me to a stable. |
didn't understand why | was there until he brought me in back. There was a
half circle of people. They made a horse fuck me and placed bets about how

long | would make it."

Shapiro frowned slightly, studying Boyd intently for a moment. "Did that

happen?”
"Would you like it to have happened?"

Shapiro's lips pursed and his eyebrows furrowed between his eyes.
"I'm not interested in fabrications, Boyd. I'm here to listen to you and to help

with what truly happened.”
"l don't need help," Boyd said firmly.

Shapiro paused briefly, as if he were about to say one thing and shifted

it to another. "Then what do you need?"

"To be left alone." Boyd narrowed his eyes. "But you won't do that for

me, will you?"

"You know | can't,” Shapiro said unrepentantly. "Your mental health is

importantd "
Boyd barely suppressed the urge to scoff.

"0 and as such it's important that we discuss what you've been
through. Until I'm satisfied with your progress, you will be my patient. And in
order for me to feel satisfied, we will need to discuss specific details and

situations."

The silence on Boyd's end spoke volumes. A stony mask quieted his

thoughts but his eyes didn't move from Shapiro. He watched the man closely,
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calculating what his motive was and how far the man would push it. How
exactly Shapiro planned to use him and to what extent he would excuse

hurting Boyd as being part of his job.
"l should think the report would suffice."

"The aim of the report was the mission overview and including
information on Aleixo Forakis," Shapiro replied calmly. "As I'm sure you recall,
you didn't include many details about your treatment itself. In order to properly
help you, it's important that | understand what you experienced. This will also
help me understand any reactions you may have. In addition, talking through

it can sometimes help you deal with the repercussions."

"You don't need more details to know what happened. | was available
for rent day and night and expanded my skills to marketing when Aleixo took

me in. The end."

Shapiro studied him a moment and then skimmed some information on
his screen. "The notes state that you exceeded expectations. You were to be
noticed by Aleixo Forakis and be taken in as one of his slaves but you
became his favorite and were even brought to his home base. This gave you
unprecedented access to his wife and child, which ultimately gave the Agency
a stronger hold on Aleixo. Is this correct?"

Boyd stared at Shapiro. "l didn't lie in the report.”

"It sounds as though being his favorite afforded you opportunities you
otherwise would not have had; opportunities that were very beneficial for the
Agency. Yet it also made you more visible which made the execution of your

mission more difficult.”

"Yes."
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Shapiro stared at him for a long moment, waiting for him to continue.
When it became obvious Boyd wouldn't, Shapiro pressed, "As the favorite,
what was your relationship with others aside from Aleixo? You mentioned

marketing. What does that mean?"

For a moment, Boyd only stared narrow-eyed at Shapiro. He
considered not answering. He considered giving a one line answer. He
considered any number of options but then decided it was better to pick his
fights. Who cared about unimportant details like this? Better to answer now
and give the illusion of being cooperative so he could avoid topics he didn't

want to discuss.

"If Aleixo wanted to sell the merits of Cyclone to a particularly high-end
investor, he loaned me to them for a period of time that was proportional to
the amount of money he stood to gain," Boyd replied in the same distanced
tone he would relay facts from an article in a newspaper. "His wife Vika had
free rein of me whenever she chose. And, like his personals at the other
households, | was available for entertainment at exclusive parties and the

occasional PR piece for the company."
Shapiro made a note. "PR?"
"Videos," Boyd said simply. "Pictures."

Shapiro took a few notes and then studied Boyd in silent appraisal.
"For this session, let's focus on what you refer to as 'the palace.™ He looked

guestioningly at Boyd. "How is this in relation to 'the dungeon?"

"They're just names the slaves came up with," Boyd said, lifting a hand
briefly in a dismissive wave before dropping it to the arm of the chair again.
He could feel the texture of the wood beneath his fingertips. Sitting here so
calmly discussing that long year of rapturous hell felt surreal. "They're the
same buildings."
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"There is more than one building?" Shapiro prodded and Boyd's eyes
narrowed as he shook his head. One wouldn't have been nearly enough for

Aleixo's greed, he thought bitterly.

"There are seven scattered around Europe, Asia, and the US. | saw a

few and they all seemed built with the same concept.”
"Which is?"

Boyd settled an even stare on Shapiro. "High end, exclusive hotels
owned by Cyclone. Decadence from the ground up and the opposite in the
lower levels. Downstairs had rooms with too many slaves crowded in each,
guards around every corner, isolation rooms for when people started to

withdraw and became crazed..."

Shaking fingers ripping into the mattress; desperation making him
tremble. His roommate Jada had to have a stash. Arms still aching from the
guards' grips. Hunger for Slide gnawing at him relentlessly and intense fear
when he wasn't finding a viald A sound in the doorway. Jada's smoky eyes

narrowing and their furious argumentd

"0 | don't fucking have any, asshole! And even if | did, | wouldn't give
that shit to youd "

The fighting. The guards.
The room.

Throwing himself against the door and screaming until his throat was
raw. It hurt, it hurt so fucking muchd ripping him apart from the inside out.
Tearing apart his organs, constricting his lungs. Fists slamming against the
door; fingernails clawing at his own elbow. Looking around desperately for
anythingd chemicals, cleanersd anything at all to make it stop hurting so

muchd
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Finding the place empty.

Shadows drawing in around him. Thoughts impossible to control. Panic
taking over. Throughout it all, his own voice distant to his ears. Screaming
furiously and desperately; begging them please, please, just give me a hitd |

can make more money, pleased

"There was a doctor's office as well," Boyd finished, keeping his voice
and expression even despite the chill he felt at remembering that time. It
hadn't been until long afterward that he'd realized they'd purposefully withheld
his regular dose of Slide out of nowhere in order to make him go into
withdrawal. To show what happened if he ever disobeyed. "They kept the
drugs there."

"So the palace was what the clients saw?"

"It was everything upstairs. We stayed in the dungeon, below ground.
We were prepared on an individual basis for the clients and their preferences.
We only saw daylight when we were servicing a client." Boyd trailed off, his
expression darkening before he looked away, out the window. Sin's building,

so innocuous for all the memories it housed.
He wished he could believe Sin was in there waiting for him.
"So the downstairs felt like a prison to the slaves?"

Boyd was silent for a moment before he spoke. "In a way." There was

more he could have said but he left it at that.

Shapiro considered him at length. He jotted something down on the
touch panel and then leaned back in the chair. "I'd like to talk about what was
expected of you. As | understand from your report, you were involved with
people who were accustomed to having their way. What did that mean for a
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typical session with a client? Specifically, I'm wondering whether you

experienced violence as a form of control.”

Boyd's jaw twitched but he continued to stare out the window. The
world outside looked so simple and inviting. The few remaining leaves waved
on the trees. The buildings he could see had come alive in the slowly dying
light of the day. Reds and oranges warmed up the concrete greys and
browns. Light cast from the setting sun behind thin clouds made everything

look beautiful and delicate.

It was incongruous with the darkness he felt inside. The tension in the

room and the shadows that were too deep.
He considered not answering but knew it would get him nowhere.
"Yes," was all he said.

There was a brief pause as Shapiro waited for more. "Could you

expand?"

"Why?" Boyd turned sharp eyes on Shapiro. "Taking notes for the wife

back home?"

"l already told you why | need this information, Boyd," Shapiro said
patiently.

Boyd stared at him distrustfully for a long moment before he looked
away again. His tone and expression were decidedly blank when he spoke.

"For the most part | was treated well at Aleixo's because | was an investment.”

"That isn't the question | asked," Shapiro pointed out. When Boyd didn't
answer, he pressed, "Does that mean that you were not treated well at the

palace?"

"l was treated appropriately for what | was."
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"What does that mean?"

"I was a drugged up sex slave who could easily be replaced,” Boyd
said flatly. "What do you think it means?"

"l think it means you're avoiding answering this question for a reason.”
Shapiro rested the panel against the edge of the desk. "If you need some time

to regroup...”

"Why should | need time?" Boyd asked, a spike of anger burning hot
within him. It was just like the Agency to steal everything from him and then
have the audacity to demand he perform for them a little longer by laying it all
bare about what happened. "Do you think time will make it disappear?"

"It could give you the opportunity to heald "

"Heal from what?" Boyd demanded, his tone turning mocking and hard.
"Emotional scarring? Oh, but maybe the Agency is jealous. After all, fucking

up the lives and minds of their agents is supposed to be their forted "

"Boyd, we can take a break if you feel you need it but | am still going to
return to this question as many times as | need to until you answer it

adequately."

"What's fucking adequate to you?" Boyd shot back icily, leaning
forward in his chair and feeling all the anger, resentment and bitterness
swarm to the top at the same time. "Do you need me to draw you a fucking
diagram? | was a nobody they hooked on a sex drug that made me incapable
of anything but begging to be fucked. Incapable of telling anyone no. And then
they sold me to people with power trips and said, 'Have at it! Just don't
permanently break him. But hey, if you do, it's alrightd we have more." What

the fuck do you think happened?”
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Shapiro studied him, seeming unmoved by Boyd's outburst. "I think that

means they hurt you."

"Give the man a prize," Boyd growled under his breath. He sat back in

the chair, crossing his arms and looking broodingly out the window.
"Was it a common occurrence?"
Boyd made an impatient, scoffing sound. "Does it matter?"
"Please answer the question, Boyd."

A muscle in Boyd's jaw shifted. He debated jumping up and stalking

out. Butd | promise; if you die I'll keep going. His eyes narrowed.
"Some weren't like that."
"But some were?" Shapiro prompted.
"Yes," Boyd said shortly.

There was a significant beat of silence on Shapiro's part and Boyd
continued impatiently, "Cyclone had an endless supply of Bowery kids to take
in and fuck up. They didn't care about us other than as minimal investments.
The penalty for taking a slave out of commission wasn't that strong, and killing
one was hardly worse. Some clients just wanted sex and didn't want even a
minor break in their privileges. They were careful. Others reveled in the high
end promises Cyclone offered, of clean slaves and discreet services,
combined with the free reign to do as they liked. Those clients were a large
target audience for Cyclone, because Slide made the slaves open to anything
and everything the clients wanted to do, and our low status meant no one

cared if they exercised those rights."

His eyes were dark as he stared pointedly at Shapiro. "So, yes. The

parts | can rememberd Some were. Some got off on hurting me. Some used
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the excuse to experiment with things they'd always wanted to try but were too
wary to do themselves. Others liked to see how many people | could take at

once. Or in arow. They made it into a game at some of the parties.”

He remembered laughter and groans; people bullshitting with each
other and shouting out numbers in the background. And, of course, the ever-

present person recording it all so they could jerk off to it later.

He wondered if any of those videos would be leaked out to others in
the end. He didn't even care anymore how public it became. There had been
a time when he'd been a very private person but any hope of that and rights to

his own body had disappeared long ago.

Shapiro nodded, his gaze unmoving from Boyd's face. "What was the

process for a client to determine who they wanted?"

Boyd crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair. "They used the
catalogue.”

Shapiro's eyebrows drew faintly down. "What catalogue?"

"The one with our pictures when we were hard and high, with our stats
and specialties written inside,” Boyd said shortly. He added with his tone
twisting, "The one they used to rate and review us."

"What do you mean by specialties or reviews?"

"They recorded what we were good at so clients could make an
informed decision about what they felt like that night. Like perusing a menu at

a restaurant. Would you like to know what mine said?"

Shapiro did not notice the mocking in Boyd's voice or decided to ignore

it. "Yes."
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"It said my impressive stamina made me ideal for weekend group
rentals and that | could be loud. That | have the best mouth in Cyclone and |
could cure impotence with my tongue alone.” Boyd's eyes were cold as his
eyebrows raised. An entirely humorless smile curled his lips. "One
anonymous note recommended choking me to make me get off even harder
and said they noticed | react especially strongly to being tied down. They said

| was so enjoyable to play with that the next time they brought their friends."”

There was a beat of silence in which Shapiro watched Boyd, who only
stared back with hard lines on his face and an increasingly cold cast to his
eyes. Shapiro frowned slightly; a subtle motion of his lips and the draw of his

eyebrows.

"l see." Shapiro looked down at his touch panel and made a few notes

before meeting Boyd's eyes again. "Was there anything else?"

Boyd's stare shifted and turned flat on Shapiro. The tense silence
answered that question affirmatively while at the same time making it clear
that Boyd had no intentions of continuing with the topic for the moment. After

another beat of silence, Shapiro seemingly decided to move on.

"The results of your physical state that you are clean of any diseases,"
Shapiro observed. "Was that due to policies Cyclone adopted?"

Boyd looked out the window again.

A memory of Jun's voice, idly relaying a fellow slave's status. "He went
to some party, something happened | dunno much aboutd but they brought

him straight to Amy and he never came back."

"Yes," was all he said aloud. Shapiro quirked his eyebrows and Boyd
grudgingly continued, "Generally, protection was a requirement. Some paid
more to not have to use it. Clients for the general populace were screened but

that didn't always catch everything. Slaves who became too problematic due
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to a difficult or impossible to cure disease were taken somewhere and never

seen again. The slaves called it Death Row."
"Do you think they were killed?"

Boyd shifted a steady gaze onto Shapiro. "I think the rumor that a snuff
film director used them as actors is likely true. But | also think Aleixo would
have capitalized on his investment and found other places to sell or use the

leftovers. The same as he would have for me if I'd outlived his interest."

Shapiro's lips tilted down briefly on the edges. "Could you explain why

you use those terms?"
"What terms?"

"You speak of yourself and others who were in your same position as
objects.”

Boyd's eyebrows ticked up. "Isn't that what | am? | was merchandise
there but now I'm back to being a tool. It's nothing but semantics."

"You're a person, Boyd," Shapiro said not unkindly. "One who spent
months hurting or feeling vulnerable. But it doesn't change that you're a

person and you deserve respect.”
Boyd snorted and looked out the window. "Whatever you say, Doctor."

There was a span of silence and then Shapiro apparently decided to

switch tracks. "l would like to talk about Agent Vega."

Boyd shook his head, his eyes narrowing and jaw shifting, but he said
nothing. The tension in his body skyrocketed at his lover's name.

"You left before we could fully discuss this before,” Shapiro said. "I
realize this is difficult for you but this is not a topic you'll be able to avoid
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before | clear you for active duty, assuming | do. I'd like you to engage now

and save yourself the frustration.”

Boyd let out a short breath, incredulity moving through him. Save
himself the frustration? Unbelievable. Like some minor annoyance in these
bullshit sessions was his biggest concern. His stare became a hooded glare

out the window that couldn't seem to avoid Sin's building.

At least he couldn't see Sin's apartment windows from this angle. At
least he didn't have to remember the times he'd stood at that window. The
reflection of Sin's face as he'd come up behind Boyd. The powerful strength of

those hands. The soothing rumble of his voice, vibrating against Boyd's back.

He was starting to forget detailsd how long Sin's fingers were or the
exact cast of his eyelashes. The quality of his voice when it was clear how

much he loved Boydd

"What are you thinking?" Shapiro's calm voice put in and Boyd felt
irrationally angry with Shapiro for interrupting his memories. And for bringing

the memories up in the first place.

“I'm wondering what my former love life has to do with you or the
Agency, Doctor," Boyd said coldly. His eyes slid back to meet Shapiro's, the
golden brown sparking hatefully. "What do you care? Shouldn't it be ideal to
have a valentine with nothing to hold back for?" He lifted his eyebrows

derisively. "I have it on good authority that | make a better fuck toy that way."

Shapiro was silent for a moment and then he set the panel down on the
desk with a quiet slide. He sat forward, his fingers interlocking. "Boyd, as a
psychiatrist who specializes in long term valentines my only concern is your

recovery, both physically and mentallyd "

Anger jolted through Boyd. He leaned forward, hands curling into fists.

That repeated, preposterous claim that anyone at the Agency cared about his

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 109



Fade

mental health after everything they'd done to himd after everything they'd

taken awayd

"Bullshit,” he cut in sharply. "You want to shove me through your
regimen and claim me as a success story just like anyone else. You don't give
a shit what | feeld all you care about is me becoming stable enough that on
assignments everyone can be sure I'll shoot only the people the Agency
wants, and I'll bend over without question when the Agency needs it."

Aggravation burned through Boyd, making his tone raise furiously.
"And you know what, Doctor? Mark me down as a goddamn success right
now and let's stop these pointless sessions. Tell me who to fuck
metaphorically or literally and I'll do it because | don't have a choice, but you
fucking leave Hsin out of it."

There was a tense beat of silence and Shapiro's eyebrows lowered
slightly. Hatred for the Agency, and for the man who represented it, made
Boyd quake inside. He wanted to rip the Agency apart; he wanted to burn the
place down and destroy everyone and everything who had taken away his life.
He wanted the Agency to pay for what he was feeling and having Shapiro so
calmly sitting there asking all these detailed questions was only making it

worse.
"Agent Vegad " Shapiro started to say and suddenly it was too much.

"Shut the fuck up!" Boyd shouted, jumping out of his chair and
slamming his hands on the desk. "You don't get to say his name-- none of you
do! You all sat here destroying him bit by bit until you killed him and now you
want me to play nice with your little games? You want me to tell you what |
think or how | feel as if it makes a goddamn difference? You killed him! You
sent me off to be fucking gang raped-- to rape my fucking mind while they
were at it-- and you killed him while | was gone. What could talking about it

possibly do to change anything?"
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"l realize you're upset, Boydod "
"Upset?" Boyd echoed incredulously, pulling back.

"d but as I've told you, my only concern is that you are in a healthy

state of mindd "

"For being used by the Agency the way they used me there?" Boyd
demanded furiously. "You want to make me healthy before you fuck me up
more?" He shook his head, straightening and crossing his arms. He looked
down at the doctor, his tone disgusted. "Forget it. I'm not the idiot who trusted
you people like | did befored so stop trying to treat me like one."

There was another beat of silence, Shapiro's perpetually neutral face
watching him steadily. "You don't trust the Agency, or you don't trust people

you thought you couldd like your mother?"

Boyd jerked back, his expression shutting off completely and his hands
dropping to his sides. He felt like he'd been slapped in the face by that
comment and he didn't know what to say. He didn't even know if he wanted to

respond.

"Boyd, for over the last year, everyone who has had some measure of
control over you has used it against you," Shapiro said calmly. "Your distrust
of everyone around you is understandable but it is also unhealthy. Persistent
and elevated levels of stress will only hurt you, and your fear of trusting others

will only make it more difficult for you to grieve."

There was a long beat of silence, this time on Boyd's end. He looked
down at Shapiro with a narrow-eyed stare. The man talked a good game but
Boyd still didn't believe him. The people at Cyclone had talked a good game
too. So had everyone in any position of power at the Agency. They all liked to

act so earnest when looking at himd saying the words they knew they needed
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to say while working their way toward their ultimate goal. Pretending they saw

him as anything other than a pawn to control or a body to explore.

Boyd looked out the window again and crossed his arms, his gaze
catching on Sin's building again. He stared hard at it, feeling frustrated and
angry that Shapiro was still treating him like a naive idiot. Angry that the
doctor kept trying to play this game when he had made it clear Shapiro should
just be upfront about the way he wanted to use him.

He wanted to storm away. He wanted to give up on any of this and let
Shapiro mark him as uncooperative. If they terminated him, he could let this
pain go. He could stop hurting and stop hating and if he believed in an

afterlife, he could believe he would be with Sin in the end.

But he couldn't die. Even without the promise he couldn't, because he
still had to find out the truth.

It was the only way to finally understand what happened. The only way
to stop clinging to the memories because they were all he had of Sin. Even
though it ripped him apart to think of his lover he still couldn't help it. He

couldn't stop himself from reaching out and out...

Like a moth to a flame he would die this way someday; burned by his

own longing.

He tried to ignore the way his chest tightened. He just wanted this all to
end. He wanted to be released from this. And more than anything, he wanted
people to stop asking him all these prying questions about what was done to

him and how he felt, and whether or not he was affected by Sin's death.

He wanted to forget his mother's face; so impassive as she condemned
him to a year of being used. As she lied to his face. The panic and fear when

he'd first realized on that mission that everything was going wrongd
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It felt like she'd sold him, he thought with a sharp stab in his chest. It
felt like the exchange of himself as goods for services had started that day in
that office and would never stop againd but rather than being upfront about it
like Cyclone had been, the Agency pretended to take the moral high road
even as they dealt in the human trafficking of their agents.

Shapiro was silent for a long moment until he let out a quiet sigh. "I'd
like to talk more about this but unfortunately that's all the time we have today.
As it currently stands, your downtime expires in about a week. How do you

feel about that?"

"l don't care," Boyd muttered. He dropped his hands at his sides and
looked over at Shapiro. "It doesn't matter.” It was much more even the second

time.

Shapiro studied him for a long moment, his gaze intense as if he could
see through Boyd to the words kept silent in his stifled lungs. The psychiatrist
looked down at his touch panel and made a few notes. "I think you need more

time."

Boyd shook his head, beyond caring what Shapiro recommended or
said. "Do whatever you want,” he said dismissively and started to stride
toward the door.

"Boyd," Shapiro said before he could leave and Boyd paused, looking

over his shoulder at the doctor. "Next Wednesday. Same time."

Boyd narrowed his eyes but had nothing to say in return. Shapiro so far
wasn't recommending him for termination, it seemed. He supposed he could

hope for nothing else.
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The day came quickly when he was supposed to go in for the unit
meeting. He hadn't slept well the night before. In truth, he hadn't slept well at
all since he'd returned, aside from the days when he'd used sedatives. That
night he'd considered taking sedatives after he'd woken for the fifth time with
barely half an hour having passed and hours still until dawn. But he hadn't

wanted to risk oversleeping in the end.

He ended up sleeping just enough to whet the appetite of his
weariness but not enough to provide him much respite. He finally got up with
three hours before the meeting. He knew there was no point in trying to go
back to sleep. He'd either toss and turn or, more likely and a worse scenatrio,
he'd fall into a dead sleep and miss the meeting.

So he moved around. Made tea that still tasted like ashes dissolved in

water and picked at food he couldn't make himself eat.

He got to the compound early but didn't want to sit in the room alone,
awkwardly waiting for everyone to walk in one by one and potentially give him
those sympathetic eyes. So he wasted time walking around, although he

stayed away from Sin's building so nothing could distract him.

He still made it to the conference room a little early. When he walked
in, he found Jeffrey, Owen and Ryan there, but Carhart and the two new girls
weren't. He was greeted with three varying reactions that drove home how

completely different everything was.

Jeffrey looked up and, at the sight of Boyd, tensed. His eyes narrowed
and ran over Boyd once, taking him in, before he looked away and ignored

him.

Owen was surprisingly awake and less unkempt than Boyd
remembered. He wondered whether Owen had straightened up or whether

Boyd had exaggerated in his mind the memory of Owen's state of dress.
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Regardless, Owen took Boyd in without much expression and a hand raised

in a subdued hello.

"Good to see you, man,"” Owen said with a genuine-seeming smile but
it was sober and there was something too serious in his eyes compared to

what Boyd remembered.
Ryan just smiled slightly as Boyd walked around the table.

It felt surreal being in that room with those people. Walking to the same
chair he always used to sit in. Knowing Sin wasn't going to come in after him
and grab the chair next to him but still, somehow, expecting that he would.
Still, stupidly, thinking how much he wished it would happen.

The chair felt heavy in his hand. Had it always been that way? He didn't
think so. He thought it used to be lighter once; like the mood, his coworkers'
expressions, and his own thoughts. It used to be easier to move. Or maybe
his body had functioned better back then, not tied down by memories of a
Was that would never become a Will Be.

He half expected to be grilled on the mission, or for someone to at least
comment. But silence spoke louder than words as the four of them sat quietly.
Boyd didn't really look at the other three but he could feel their eyes on him

occasionally.

He wondered if Ryan had warned them not to mention the mission or
what had happened with Sin. He wondered if instead they just didn't have the
mind to ask anything. Or maybe they simply didn't care.

“I'm glad you're back,” Ryan said after a moment. "It's good to have

someone familiar..."
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Boyd nodded and met Ryan's eyes before glancing at the other two
briefly to include them in his statement. "I'm glad the whole unit didn't change

while | was gone."

"It may as well have," the R&D agent mumbled, looking down at the
touch screen laptop that sat in front of him. "Us three are the only ones the

same."
Boyd didn't know what to say so he stayed silent.

Owen ended up breaking the silence with an optimistic, "Well now it's
all gonna roll the other way. I've been waiting for you to get back. Maybe it

means Emilio's coming back soon, too."

Jeffrey gave Owen a scathing look. "Based on what?" he demanded.

"One member of the old team automatically means everything will revert?"

"I dunno, maybe," Owen said defensively, automatically leaning away
from Jeffrey. "You gotta admit he's been there a long time so his sentence is
probably about up." He frowned. "You don't have to jump down my throat
about it."

"You make idiotic, baseless statements," Jeffrey said derisively. There
was anger in his face that Boyd had never seen before. Although Jeffrey had
seemed mocking or impatient in the past, the outright malevolence was new
and it seemed to be especially strong when he was looking at Owen. "I'm tired

of listening to it."

Owen's eyebrows dragged down and his shoulders were tense. He
looked wary as he eyed Jeffrey. "If you're still pissed aboutd "

"l don't want to talk about it," Jeffrey cut him off icily. "Just shut up and
stop talking when you don't have anything important to say. With you, that

means you could practically be mute."
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Owen's frown deepened and he leaned away further, watching Jeffrey
with a mixture of wariness and disappointment. It was a guarded look
somewhat reminiscent of when he used to look at Carhart, worried he was in
trouble for falling asleep or missing a cue. After a moment he turned away, his
face set seriously with subdued eyes.

"Alright, man," he said lightly with a shrug but something about the tone
sounded a little forced to Boyd. "Chillax already." He tilted his chair back on
two legs, balancing himself with one foot against the bottom of the table. He

didn't quite meet anyone's eyes.

Jeffrey glared at Owen and then turned away and focused on a touch
panel he had in front of him. He returned to ignoring everyone else in the
room. Boyd wondered what that was about and looked over at Ryan to see if
he thought anything of it, but Ryan didn't seem surprised.

"Things are a little tense lately," he said in the same barely-there voice.
"It's all that bid "

The words died on Ryan's lips when the door opened. He immediately
dropped his gaze to his computer. There was obvious tension in his shoulders

and he hunched forward, black hair falling around his face.

Boyd could only assume that the two people who walked in were Bex
and Jordan. Their faces and long, thin bodies were identical but that was
where the similarities ended. Their haircuts, makeup and styles were

completely different.

One of the girls was maximizing her petite features to the fullest extent.
Her lips shone with lip gloss, her round, almond eyes framed by long, likely
false eyelashes. Her black hair was in long, loose curls that hung around her
face in an obviously deliberate tousle. She wore black tights, sky-high stiletto
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heels and a pink tunic-like dress although it was so short, it may have been a
shirt.

She had to be Jordan. The girl who was apparently an amazing
valentine operative. With her looks and youthful appearance, it wasn't difficult

to figure out why that was. She would appeal to many.

Her sister on the other hand was the extreme opposite. Despite the
same body and face structure, she barely looked like her twin. It's possible
Boyd would have thought Bex was a man if he hadn't known that she was an

identical twin of a female.

Unlike Jordan, Bex wore skintight leather pants, tall platform boots and
a wife beater that showcased her thin, sinewy frame. She somehow looked
more flat-chested than her sister but it was possible that Jordan compensated
with undergarments that made her look larger than she was or the Agency
had funded surgery.

Bex's hair was shaved in the back and long in the front, falling over her
forehead and half of her face. She wore no makeup, had apparently shaved
off her eyebrows and despite the fact that the twins looked the same, her
cheeks were more gaunt than Jordan's. Her severe expression took away any
bit of femininity that would have existed in her.

Her deep brown eyes fell on Boyd immediately and a muscle in her jaw
ticked. There was something about her presence that seemed angry,
violentd it was nearly reminiscent of the aura Sin had so often given off to

people who were unfamiliar to him.

"Oh, hello there," Jordan said in a voice that was low and airy. She sat
down delicately in the seat next to Boyd and turned her head to take him in
very deliberately.
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Her sister scoffed and dragged a chair towards her with one boot,

sitting across the table and next to Carhart's position.

"Hello, Jordan,” Boyd said with little inflection, looking over to meet her

gaze.

"Your eyes are so beautiful,” Jordan said, leaning closer. Her
expression was stranged nearly vacant but with intense, narrowed eyes and
an indulgent little smile. "Like butterscotch. No wonder they say you're the

gueer version of me."

Bex's lips curved up into a smirk at that as she slouched in her chair,
long leather-clad legs sprawled out in front of her.

Boyd's eyebrow nearly twitched at that but he kept his expression

even.
"In what way?"

"Oh," she said quietly, thoughtfully. "I'd heard you're known for the way
you look and your sexual habits 'round here. Back in Prague | was known for

the same."

Jordan said it in such an amused, nearly proud sounding tone that it
seemed as though she was missing the fact that she was basically admitting
she'd been known for sleeping around. She also seemed to be missing that

she was saying the same about Boyd.

Bex scowled darkly at her sister, all traces of amusement vanishing
from her face. "Shut it, already. No one gives a shit about all the wankers that

stuffed you."

"l see," Boyd said neutrally, his gaze centered on Jordan. "And what
exactly did they tell you?"
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Ryan was looking at Jordan with an obviously disapproving scowl but
the woman seemed completely unaware. She didn't seem to realize that she'd

even said anything offensive.

"I'd heard you volunteered yourself to be a valentine op. Most people
loathe the status.” She grinned as if they were in on a joke together, shiny
white teeth making an appearance. "l volunteered for it myself back home.
People used to say things about me too but it's all a load of bollocks. Some
people like to negotiate in full body armor and | like to negotiate in my

knickers. Ain't nothing wrong with it."

"Ah." Boyd watched her intently, trying to determine whether this was
an orchestrated act to be insulting or whether she was serious. As far as he

could tell, she meant it.

He shifted his stare to Bex and saw that she looked angry with her
sister. She didn't appear to like that her sister was a valentine, or maybe just

that Jordan apparently took such delight in it.

He turned his attention back to Jordan. He wasn't surprised that she'd
heard that or, based on that, what assumptions she'd made. She seemed as
though she actually may enjoy her valentine status, though, which was a

sentiment he couldn't say they shared.

"I don't think we're as alike as you think we are," he said at length. His
expression remained the default, unreadable neutral that he used when he
didn't know someone well or was uncertain of their intentions. It was an

automatic, guarded reaction that he felt no need to break.

Jordan just shrugged her dainty shoulders and flicked a few long
tendrils out of her face. "I dunno. I'd heard you conquered Mr. Vega and
supposed you must be something special in the sack. Loads of practice and

all."
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Boyd's eyes narrowed slightly. "I didn't ‘conquer' him," he corrected, his

tone cool. "He was my partner.”

Before Jordan could say anything else, her twin's low voice cut in.
"Don't pay attention to my sister; she thinks life revolves around arse, cunt

and cock."

Jordan mumbled something inaudible, shifting minutely in her chair and
crossing her legs at the knee. The strength of her sister's disapproving glare
was enough to make her open the small purse she held and take out a palm

panel without another word.

"But | do find myself wondering what it is about you that makes you fit
to be where you are,” Bex added, black glare turning over to Boyd. Her eyes
flicked over him, taking him in and apparently not being very impressed with

what she saw.

"Well good thing no one gives a shit about what you think,” Ryan
snapped. Boyd glanced at him and saw that the R&D agent was flushed red.

"Come off it, Ry-Ry," Bex drawled in her heavy British accent, using the
nickname with exaggerated sarcasm. "Anyone's more fit to be here than he is.
There's loads of people with more experience, more time put in, more skilld
why the fuck is he here and not Trovosky? Not Logan? Fuckalld why not even
Stevens or Blake?"

"Yeah, well why do you think you're so special to be here?" Ryan
countered, his tone nastier and more hateful than Boyd had ever heard. "All
your bimbo sister does is cause trouble and all you do is talk shit. We were a
lot betterd "

"Coming from some asthmatic little pissant who can't even pass a

physicald "
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"You just think you're something special because you've been
Modified."

Jordan's head shot up up and she was visibly alarmed but Bex just

looked dangerous.
"She is not!" Jordan protested.
Ryan smirked and leaned back in his chair. "Oh yeah?"

"That's illegal! She would never be able to get away with that. You're

barking if you think they wouldn't notice."”

Ryan didn't reply and he and Bex stared at each other evenly. She
looked ready to lean over and rip his head off his neck but there was no fear

in his eyes.

Boyd's eyes narrowed and he shifted forward casually, so if he needed
to he could jump out of his seat and pull Bex off Ryan.

Since Bex was supposedly a super assassin, it wouldn't be surprising if
she was Modified. It was a very dangerous, sometimes unstable way of
modifying a person, usually involving animal gene splicing. It could
permanently enhance a person but the long term consequences still weren't
known. And it was highly illegal, which meant there was a large black market
for it.

One of the investors for Cyclone was heavily involved in Mods and
Boyd suspected a few of the slaves who'd disappeared during the sorting

process had been sent off for tests.

"l suggest you back off of Ryan," Boyd said to Bex, his tone even but
eyes flashing a warning. "And while you're at it, stop making assumptions

without knowing what you're talking about.”
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Bex threw back her head and released a harsh laugh. Her eyes were

glittering with utter contempt for Boyd.

"You're only here because of who your mum is. Everyone knows it. It's
fucking blatant and just another reason why this agency is so dodgy. There's
loads more qualified people to be here. What can you actually do besides
bend over and take it in your arse? Are you a better fighter than the people |
named? You got more experience? Been here longer? You wasn't even an
agent when they kicked up your ranks and clearance. | heard you even fucked
up in your rank 10 training. Fucked up so hard you probably shoulda been
sacked then and there. But ook, here you are. In this coveted spot in this elite
unit while Hsin Fucking Vega is dead because you got him so fucking turned

aroundd "
"Shut up!" Ryan shouted, slamming his hand against the desk.
"0 that he ruined his life over you and got terminated like rubbish."

Fury made Boyd's vision go red and before he knew it, he was out of

his chair and across the table faster than he would have thought possible.

The guilt over not being here for Sind the anger over all those missed
chances and losing Sin and the uncertainty of it alld the hatred due to the
mission and the implication that he was only useful as a whore, the same
sentiment shared by the people who had demeaned him for a yeard and
more than anything, the accusation that it was his fault Sin died; that he'd
fatally compromised Sin and caused the death of the man he loved more than
life itselfd

It all hit him hard and suddenly he couldn't withhold the violence he'd

been wanting to unleash since he'd returned.

His hand snapped around her throat and he threw her off the chair.

She twisted and flipped backwards, breaking his hold. She was phenomenally
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fastd bracing herself immediately and kicking him violently in the solar plexus.
He was thrown backward, the angle making him fly up and crash on top of the
table.

A resounding crack filled the room.

Boyd felt his back scream in pain but he got off the table immediately.
A crack could be seen in the thick glass of the table, going right through the
holographic projector that was built into the center. Just as he was about to
take out more of his aggression on Bex, the door opened and Carhart walked
in. He froze in the doorway, cerulean blue eyes turning to each of them in

incredulous dismay.

Jordan continued to sit on her chair innocently, thumbing through her
panel as if nothing had occurred while Ryan glared at Bex as though Carhart
hadn't even entered the room. Jeffrey was looking at Boyd like he was a
complete idiot. Owen was watching Bex with a dark, hard stare.

"What is the meaning of this?" the General demanded in a low, lethal

tone. He looked from Boyd to Bex coldly.

"My apologies, sir," Bex said, instantly apologetic and looking

genuinely chagrined.
"What happened?" Carhart snapped impatiently.

Her response was bluntly truthful. "Me and the boy had words
regarding his status here and his former partner. He got angry and attacked

me. | defended myself and in the midst, he fell backwards onto the table.”
Carhart's eyes slid from her to focus on Boyd.

Boyd held himself a little gingerly, his back aching. He tried to keep the
cold glare off his face when he looked at Bex but he wasn't successful. He

shifted his gaze to Carhart, still angry and unable to feel sorry for attacking
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her. He forced his expression back to the default neutral as best he could but
he was so angry and shaken up that it didn't entirely work. His eyes were still

hard and narrowed and his shoulders were all sharp angles and hard lines.

"l apologize, General," Boyd said stiffly. He made an effort to try to
loosen some of the tension in his shoulders so he wouldn't appear so

belligerent. "l felt provoked by comments she made about Hsin."

"I don't care what she said about him,” Carhart snapped, barely
contained fury in his voice. His gaze had hardened into a glare that appeared
both angry and disappointed. "You will control yourself or you'll be gone from

this unit. Do you understand?"
Anger burned hotly in Boyd. "Yes, sir."

"Get out of my sight. Both of you. The meeting will be rescheduled

when | handle this mess."

Not wanting to be in the room anymore anyway, Boyd only nodded

curtly before he left.
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Chapter Five

The burning anger didn't leave even after Boyd had stalked away. He
wondered how long it would be until he was brought in for the fiasco of the
unit meeting and stayed on compound so he couldn't have to come back right

away if he left.

He went up to the old library, thinking he could at least be alone for
awhile, but Kaspar was in there and perked up when Boyd walked in. Kaspar
looked like he wanted to get into some sort of completely pointless chit chat
that Boyd was beyond uninterested in. Without bothering to say anything, he

turned and walked right back out.

The fury was still there within him. A beast that prowled his chest and

looked for the opportunity to strike.

He kept thinking about what Bex said. He kept thinking about Carhart's
response and the possibility of being kicked out of the unit if something like
this happened again. He kept wondering what would happen if Carhart did
that. Would he be terminated or would they make him a full time, cross-

departmental valentine? Would they do something else?

He ran through the meeting and scenarios over and over, the anger
rising and falling as he alternately resented the situation and thought about
where this could lead. He ended up wandering around the compound, waiting
for the order to go to Marshal Seong's office. Every time a guard turned in his
direction or answered a radio with a gaze sweeping by him, he expected to be

flagged down and escorted upstairs.

After an hour and a half of wandering the compound feeling tense and
on edge, he finally decided he wasn't going to wait anymore. And that being

on compound was only making him feel worse.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 126



Fade

He started to wonder whether she would care about this at all. Unless

they were readying the three-man escort to catch him unaware.

He had just gotten to his car when he noted someone moving quickly
toward him. He looked over, one hand on the top of the half-open driver's side
door. He was at first perplexed to see Carhart's admin Brian coming toward
him until it occurred to him it was possible the order was coming through
Carhart's office rather than straight from the Marshal's. His expression closed

off and he waited for Brian to arrive.

The man's caramel skin was speckled with sweat and his typically tidy
suit was looking a little unkempt. He seemed to have jogged from wherever

he'd been.

"Wait... a sec,"” he panted before holding up a hand as if begging a
second to catch his breath. Within a moment he seemed to have composed
himself and he wiped a hand across his forehead. "Sorry. | ran from the

office."

Boyd watched him evenly, his eyes narrowed faintly. He didn't respond;

he simply waited for Brian to say whatever he wanted to say.

"Killian's," Brian said vaguely only after his eyes had swept the area
around them thoroughly. His mouth barely moved as he spoke. "Twenty

minutes."

Boyd's eyes narrowed further and he watched Brian with outright
suspicion. He didn't care about how covert Brian was trying to be. He could
only assume this was some sort of meeting with Carhart but he wasn't even

sure he wanted to play along.

He didn't want to see the General right away. He wasn't even sure he

trusted the man. The General he'd returned to was not the man Carhart had
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been when Boyd had left. He didn't know what Carhart's motivations were

anymore. For all he knew, he was the new Marshal's lapdog.
"Why?" he asked flatly.

"Ask stupid questions if you want but | don't have time to waste
convincing you." Brian didn't seem very concerned with the outcome either

way. "Go or not. It isn't my problem."

Boyd watched Brian with hard eyes for a moment and then looked
away. "Fine," he said neutrally and stepped around his car door. He looked at
Brian, pausing before he got in. "Anything else?"

Brian scoffed. "No, thank God." That being said, he turned and walked

away.

Boyd got in his car and left. He could have ignored the summons but
there was no point. He wasn't even curious about what Carhart wanted to talk
about; he just wanted to get it over with. It didn't take him long to drive to
Killian's Pub, a place he used to visit with Kassian. He half expected to see
Kassian when he walked in but was unsurprised when he didn't.

He recognized some of the regulars and employees. Shirley, a waitress
he was used to seeing there, wasn't present but the bartender Mark was.
Boyd didn't pay much attention to anyone as he headed toward the back
where he assumed Carhart would be. That seemed to be the booth of choice

for conversations best left unheard.

Carhart was sitting alone with an untouched drink on the table. He was
working on a touch panel. Boyd sat down in the booth across from him.

"What the hell were you thinking?" the General demanded bluntly, not

looking up from his computer.
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"l was thinking | want to rip her fucking head off and everyone else's at

the Agency," Boyd snapped, not bothering to hide the ire in his voice.

"I understand that you think your feelings are more important than
anyone else's in the world,"” Carhart replied acidly, finally looking up. "But
believe it or not, they aren't. | lost Hsin just as much as you did and | had him
in my life a lot longer. So did Ryan. So did his father. You acting out because
we accepted his death and struggled to move on months ago is immature and
stupid. If you truly want to waste your life, do it outside of the Agency. Getting

yourself killed inside will just hurt others more."

"Sorry | missed the fucking memo that said we're only allowed to grieve
people if we knew them long enough,” Boyd retorted furiously. "Sorry | came
back from being completely fucked over and didn't take well to learning the
man | loved more than anything was thrown in the incinerator like garbage.
Sorry I'm having a hard fucking time giving a shit what position it'll put you in
when I'm doing everything | can just to move on. And if you try to tell me you
got over him in two weeks without any problems I'm going to call you a damn

liar."

Carhart just shook his head, his mouth drawing down. "That's your
problem. You don't care. Forget about me. What about Ryan? You don't care
if Ryan has to play a part in the investigation of your termination and he finally
has the breakdown that's been coming for a long time. All you care about is
that Boyd is angry and sad and he's going to make sure everyone knows it.
Whatever your excuse is, your behavior is unacceptable. You think your grief
is so much stronger than anyone else's. You alone loved him so you have the
right to act this way. You don't. It's a new world here, Boyd. And you won't get
the second and third chances that your mother and Connors afforded you."

"Goddamnit-- what the hell do you want from me?" Boyd clenched his

fists and his eyes brightened with fury-laced grief. He could feel his chest
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rising and falling faster as he tried to hold... something back. Tears,
screaming, he didn't even know. "Is it supposed to hurt me any less just
because you've had time to deal with it? Am | supposed to feel nothing about
it just because our boss is ruthless? Why the hell are you expecting me to get
over him in two seconds flat when you've had months to deal with it? Am | not

even supposed to grieve now?"

"Grieving and attacking the new Marshal's personal favorite are two
different things. One is accepted and was expected. The other is suicide.
You're lucky Bex is not a completely cold-hearted bitch. She could have
concocted a far worse version of events. She knows whose word would be

taken."

Boyd's insides twisted and fury and resignation fought for control within
him. Part of him could see Carhart's point and part of him still felt like it didn't
matter-- nothing did. That part asked why he had to keep going anyway when
there was nothing for him anymore. That part wanted Bex to be a cold-

hearted bitch and report him so he could just fucking die already.

But then he thought of Ryan, so furiously snapping back at Bex. He
thought of putting Ryan through something that could break him down. He
thought of Ryan being as wound tight and unstable as he himself was and he
thought of Ryan lashing out. Getting in trouble too. Maybe even being

terminated.

The thought just compounded the hurt he already felt inside. The rage
left him all at once, leaving him feeling emptier than ever inside.

He slumped forward, elbows on the table while he dropped his head
into his hands. "She said it was my fault he died," he said quietly. "I didn't plan

it. | just snapped.”
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Carhart's response was instant and furious. "It isn't your fault at all.

That's a goddamn fool thing to say. | hope you don't think that, Boyd."

"l don't know what | think," he admitted, his voice thick and muffled, lost
somewhere between grief and distress. He dug his fingers into his hair. His
heart was clenching; his eyes starting to burn again even as he squeezed
them shut. "I don't know anything anymore. All I know is | miss him so much |
feel like | can't breathe. And it hurts every time | remember he's never going to

walk in the room again.”

There was a brief silence. Then, "He loved you very much, Boyd. And
he seemed to somehow know that this would be his end for a long time

coming. He always feared how you would respond.”

Boyd grit his teeth as his heart ached. He could still remember Sin's
firm voice, telling him to keep going. Sin's admittance that he had a bad
feeling about the mission and those vivid green eyes watching him walk away

for the last time.

The pain grew stronger and it hurt; it hurt so much. It was like breathing
in fire that sucked all the air from his lungs even while burning the tissue from

the inside out.

At the same time, he knew Carhart was right that his move earlier had
practically been suicide. He knew how much Sin had worried he'd do
something like he had when Lou had died. He knew that no matter how it hurt,
no matter how much he wanted to lash out or give up, he had to keep going
because he'd promised Sin he would. He knew he had to force himself to be

stronger when he felt his most vulnerable.

He knew all this, but what he didn't know was how he was going to
manage it when it felt like he was being ripped apart just thinking about how
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much he loved Sin. When he thought about how much more he needed Sin

now that he was gone.
"l wish--"
| wish | died on the mission.

He stopped himself just in time from saying the words aloud. Knowing
how much it hurt to be left behind, he never would have wished that on Sin.
But knowing now that he was the one left behind once more, he couldn't
ignore the sentiment. Even if he hadn't died as himself, at least Slide could
have made him feel good about everything till the end. It wouldn't have been
this agonizing, torturous crawl through ragged anger and piercing pain.

He drew in a sharp, thin breath and finally looked up. From somewhere
within him, he gathered together the remnants of resolve and determinedly
stitched them back together. Because even if he wouldn't be leaving Sin
behind if he died now, he would be leaving others. He squared his shoulders
and managed an approximation of the steady stare that had once come so

readily to him.

"I can't make any promises but I'll do my best not to respond in the

future."

Carhart exhaled slowly and sat back, raising his drink to his lips for the
first time. "You can't expect anything from me within the Agency walls
anymore. They're watching me. Watching everyone in a position of authority,
your mother not excluded. They're waiting for us to do something to warrant
demotion or worse. They know my historyd she knows | favored Sin and she

knows | favor the people in my unit. Especially you and Ryan."

There was another pause as his cerulean eyes slid to the side, towards
the door. They narrowed slightly. "Bex has a legitimate reason to be in the

unit. But Jordan... | think she's just a spy. You may think Bex the worst of the
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two but truth be told, | trust her more than her sister. She has a one track
mind that focuses only on strength, on being number one in her ranks. She
says exactly what she means and what she's thinking. But Jordan is a

manipulator. A master manipulator. Watch out for her."

Boyd thought back to the two women and he could see that. He still
didn't know how much of what Jordan said was truthfully what she thought
and how much was calculated. He let out a low breath and leaned back in the
booth, his head tilting back against the seat. "How long until she leaves and

Emilio returns?"

A sour expression crossed the General's face. "l just put a query in
about that. Jordan is useless to me. She's good at what she does but what
she does isn't relevant to what we do here. The Marshal couldn't argue with
thatd Vega will be back in a few weeks. | suppose she couldn't be too nice by

letting him out immediately."

At least Boyd wouldn't have to wait too long for some amount of
normalcy to return. With Jordan gone and Emilio back, the balance may even
seem in his favor a little more despite Bex's intense personality. He didn't
know how Bex and Emilio were going to interact but he hoped to get Bex's

attention off himself to make it easier to avoid further confrontations.

Even if he knew he needed to be more level-headed he also knew
better than to expect that he could flip a switch and everything would be okay.

There would be a transition and it would probably be painful.

Then again, with the tension that had apparently developed between
Emilio and Carhart somewhere along the way, who knew if it would be better
with Emilio back. Boyd didn't miss that Carhart referred to him as 'Vega' when

he'd always called him Emilio before.
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He nodded and dropped his gaze to Carhart's drink. He briefly
considered ordering something and then decided against it, just in case the
Marshal called him in suddenly to explain himself. It wouldn't exactly help his
cause to lower his inhibitions around a woman he suspected he was going to
like even less than his mother.

"Is there anything else | need to know? About the unit or new
Marshal?"

Carhart shook his head briefly. "I don't really know. She's different with
everyone. But she's watching. That's the most important thing. She's waiting
to replace key players and bring in her own people or new blood that can be
molded. She doesn't like the old standard and she doesn't like anyone who

misses it."

He set the drink down and cleared his throat. "As for the unit, I'll have
Brian bring a panel to your house. Study itd be up on your shit by the time
you come back. Don't give them an excuse, Boyd. Don't make me have to be
a hardass with you. | need you in my unit. | need a field agent | can actually
trust. Do you understand me? If you think we have problems with our little
political world, that isn't anything compared to the other danger looming just

over the goddamn hill."

Boyd drew his eyebrows down, his gaze sharpening at the ominous

words. "What do you mean?"

Carhart brought his hand up to massage his forehead. He looked
weary; wearier than Boyd had ever seen him. And for the first time he looked
his age. "If | tell you this, Boyd. It's between you and me. No Ryan, no
Kassiand no one. | shouldn't even be telling you. Your mother and | have so
far managed to clean up traces that it's happening. If the Marshal found out, |
guarantee that both your mother and | would be dead within the hour of the

news reaching her ears."

In the Company of Shadow®Book IV Page 134



Fade

Boyd watched Carhart seriously. The gravity of this was not lost on
him. A year ago it would have been hard for him to imagine anything resulting
in Vivienne and Carhart's deaths, mostly because they'd both seemed above
reproach. Not that they hadn't made mistakes but as for Vivienne, at least,
he'd never seen nor heard of her having any consequences.

It was a little alarming to think of something so serious that word of it
alone could jeopardize the lives of two of the highest people in the Agency. It

was especially meaningful that Carhart was considering telling him.

There had been a time when he'd begun to wonder what exactly
Carhart thought of him. When his and Sin's relationship had started to spiral
downward and Carhart had told him to leave Sin alone, it had seemed
especially underscored to him that ultimately Carhart had been thinking of Sin
first. It hadn't been that surprising given their history but there had been a time

prior to that when he'd felt like Carhart had cared equally about them.

Ever since those rockier times, he'd felt a little uncertain around

Carhart; a little off balance.

When he'd returned from his latest mission and had been confronted
with the cold-eyed Carhart, and especially after the disaster of the meeting
earlier, he'd thought that with Sin gone Carhart had lost all trust or interest in
him. He'd thought there was nothing left of the man who'd nearly felt like a

surrogate father.

But after this conversation, he no longer questioned Carhart's loyalties.
It was obvious he meant something to Carhart if the older man put him in the
same category as Sin and Ryan; if he was going to tell him something not
even Ryan should know. If anything, it showed he meant more to Carhart than
he'd thought.

"What is it?"
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"We have a traitor in our ranks." Carhart closed his eyes briefly and
winced, eyebrows drawing together as if an especially bad headache was
coming on. When he opened his eyes again, he looked even wearier.

"Someone deep inside. Someone high ranking."

Boyd frowned faintly. A lot of people had already assumed the raid and
framing had been inside jobs so the idea of a traitor wasn't, on its own,
shocking. But the idea that the person was high-ranking was disconcerting.

"The person or people who raided the compound and framed Hsin?"

Carhart paused and his eyes dropped briefly to his cup. After a
moment he picked it up and brought it to his lips, taking a long sip. "We've
come to the conclusion that the raid is unrelated to the current issue. The raid
seems to have been focused on murdering Connors. Apparently it was an

extreme assassination."

Boyd's eyebrows lifted. "A rather sloppy one if it had so many unrelated
casualties,” he observed. "If someone like that is running around shouldn't

they be cause for concern?"
"No. Unfortunately, we have more pressing issues than vengeance."

"Like what?" Boyd pressed, watching Carhart intently. He leaned
forward, resting his arms on the table. "Is there more to the person who
framed Hsin? | always thought it was far too convenient how the camera
system went down prior to Monaghan's murder. Things like that and getting
the drop on Hsin would take a skilled person who knows how the Agency

works."

"Precisely." Carhart finished his drink and set it down. "And it's worse
than that, Boyd. For over a year now, missions have been sabotaged. It
started discreetly and was blamed on sloppy intel or unreliable sources. But

we quickly realized there was more to it than that. Teams were sent out to
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locations that were empty because the targets received word in advance that
someone was coming. Teams have been ambushed. And it's only getting
worse. Whoever the mole is, whoever is feeding information to the outside,

has gotten bolder."

Boyd's eyebrows rose. He'd had suspicions on smaller scales but
nothing this large and interconnected. Nothing this calculated. He studied
Carhart, not certain what he was looking for; all he saw was weary
seriousness. Boyd's eyes narrowed and he ran a hand back through his hair,

looking away pensively.

He saw now exactly why this was so serious. A mole was bad enough
on its own. Having that person causing orchestrated havoc on missions was

worse.

But for someone like that to be within the Agency, doing that for a
year... Absolutely, Vivienne would be terminated. She would be deemed
incapable if the powers that be knew she had been unable to stop that. And
Carhartd if he'd been involved and equally unable to stop it, then it would fall

on his head as well.
"And you don't know yet who exactly it is?"

"No, or they would be dead. We have a short list of agents, captains
and generals who have the clearance to access such sensitive files but so far
we don't know who it could be. This person is good. Very good. He or she
covers their tracks well. The easiest way to flush him out would be to start
heightening clearance levels but that now has to be authorized by the Marshal
and she would ask why. Our next step is to disinform but even that is tricky. If
the Marshal starts spotting decoy missions, she'll be equally suspicious."
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Carhart sighed and looked at Boyd with tired blue eyes. "I think we're
fucked. But we're trying. Even then, it just keeps getting worse. Now agents

are going missing from missions."
"What?" Boyd asked, caught off guard. "How long?"
"Too long. Months. Before you even left."

Boyd stared at Carhart incredulously. "How did that not get around? |

never heard anything about it being a common event."

"Covered up. Written off as defection or termination. But now it's

becoming too frequent. It's going to get harder."
Boyd shook his head, trying to take this all in. "What's their goal?"

Carhart gave him a grim frown. "I wish we knew. | really did. It's all so
sporadicd not that many of the groups are directly connected that have been
involved with the missions. We can't even narrow it down based on country or

affiliation. It's frustrating. Impossibly so."

Boyd released a low breath and sat back, his hands dropping off the
table. His eyes narrowed, a pensive look that was reminiscent of the times
he'd received especially difficult criteria for a mission. For the moment, all
traces of the unstable man desperately missing his lover were gone as he

focused entirely on this new information.

After a moment he frowned to himself and drew his eyebrows down.
"Considering the gravity of this and how well you've both hidden it until now,

why are you telling me this?"

"Because if | die, likely when | die, | want you to know why. And
because you are one of the very few people that | trust implicitly. So please,

try to be strong. | need someone | can count on."
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Boyd searched Carhart's expression and couldn't help a mixture of
feeling pleased and dismal. It was touching to know that Carhart thought that

highly of him and trusted him that much.

It was emboldening to know that Carhart needed him. He'd been
feeling so lost and alone since he'd returned from his mission. He'd been so
unstable. Thinking clearly without the ever-present sorrow and anger clouding
his vision, he had to acknowledge that this reminded him he wasn't on his
own. He had Ryan and Kassian and, now, Carhart. Maybe he even had
Emilio. There were people he could trust even if the rest of the Agency had

gone to shit.

Even so, it was all overrun by a sense of impending doom. Even
Carhart was expecting to die at any second. Even Carhart didn't trust the
future. Even Carhart felt susceptible. It underscored the severity of the

situation at the Agency.

He'd thought it had been bad before but it had been nothing like this.

And to think it could get even worse...

Still, hearing from Carhart that he needed him to be strong gave him
more reason to fight. It gave him more encouragement to be there not only as
support for Carhart but for the others, too. Ryan and Kassian and maybe
Emilio... they probably needed someone they felt they could trust just as much

as he did. They needed someone to rely on. It was reassuring to feel needed.
"How long do you think it will be until you can't cover it up anymore?"”

"I don't know. Hopefully it doesn't come to that. Maybe if it does, we
can finagle things to make this revelation look recent if we have to. Maybe we
can lead her to believe it happened under her own watch. Your mother is

good at manipulating information to say what she wants it to say."
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Boyd knew that almost better than anyone. "Is there anything | can do
to help?”

"Be smart and keep your nose clean. I'm not telling you to forget Sin
but don't let your grief win you over. Once that happens, they win. You'll be
another agent who she can replace.” Carhart shoved the cup away and

started to stand, glancing at his watch.

"l have to go back before I'm missed. There is surveillance everywhere
now. They watch the outside of my apartment so it isn't safe there to meet.
Brian is one of the few people | trustd he has his own reasons for hating the
new admin and he is our go-between because she doesn't pay as much

attention to civilian staff."

"Okay." Boyd stayed seated so they wouldn't be leaving at the same
time on the off chance the pub was under surveillance or one of them had
been followed. A thought occurred to him. "l installed their security system at
my house before | left. | have cameras on the outside. | assume they may be

watching those too now?"

"Yes. The good news is, most of the surveillance does not capture
audio. But stilld be on your guard. And..." Carhart trailed off for a moment
before shaking his head. "I know I'm putting a lot on you right now, Boyd. I'm

sorry. But if you can, if you see him, keep an eye on Kassian."

"Is he still having trouble?" Boyd tried to think back to what Kassian
had seemed like when he'd been over. He had been so upset about Sin,
though, that he couldn't say for sure what Kassian's mood had been. He'd

seemed relatively normal from what he recalled.

Another brief hesitation and it seemed that Carhart was reluctant to say
all of his suspicions out loud. "I just think there is a strong possibility that she
wants to turn him over to her side. She considers him good materiald one of
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the few highly ranked agents who has a clean record to date and shows no
signs of defection. I'm not saying that it's wrong to obey orders, but there is a
possibility that she will try to make him become her man instead of ours. And
when that happens, there's one less person that we can count on. And
unfortunately, Kassian knows a lot. He's also had his fair share of problems
lately, and | cannot say how it affected him because he isn't giving anything

away. | won't say more than that, out of respect for him."

Boyd frowned. Imagining Kassian not being someone he could trust or
count on was a disturbing thought after all they'd been through. He wondered
what Carhart was referring to and determined to visit Kassian the first chance
he got.

"I will," he said seriously.

"Thank you." Carhart straightened his jacket and looked around again.
"Il send Brian over with a panel soon. Janus is active again and making

moves. There's a lot to catch up on."

That being said, the General nodded at Boyd and made eye contact for

a long moment before turning and walking away.

Boyd sat alone for a long period after Carhart left, mulling over

everything he'd just learned and what steps he needed to take next.

It shifted his perspective and, in truth, helped him get his mind off the
morass of pain and hopelessness he'd previously been feeling. It was still
there but it no longer dominated every thought and action. He had the
opportunity to think clearly, something he hadn't been able to do since he'd
returned. He didn't know how long that feeling would last but he took

advantage of it while it was there.
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It took Boyd a few days to find out where to even begin looking for
Ivan. He started at the Research & Development floor but for some reason it
seemed like every time he visited the place lvan wasn't in that day, or had just
gone to lunch and couldn't be found at the cafeteria, or for one reason or
another had simply seemed to disappear. He gathered that lvan's routine
wasn't very predictable anymore and it made it more difficult to track him

down.

His frustration was further emphasized because he didn't want to be
too obvious about his intense need to see the other man. They'd never been
on particularly friendly terms so he couldn't keep coming by acting like he just
wanted to catch up with an old friend when he barely even looked for Owen or

Ryan or someone it would be more plausible for him to search out.

Luckily, he'd run into Kaspar early on and the quiet bookworm had
learned how to be very discreet. He kept an eye out for Ivan without making it
obvious and he texted Boyd simple information that would be meaningless if it
was intercepted by someone. Cafeteria and working late and gone tomorrow

were the sort of notes he'd send, never mentioning Ivan's name.

And since Kaspar was one of Boyd's fans, it made sense why he would
occasionally seek Boyd out on compound. A puppy dog look on his face and a
stack of books in his hands as always, and words under his breath when he

drew close.

Strangely, Boyd felt safer relying on Kaspar for this than he did Ryan.
He trusted Ryan completely, yet he knew if he told Ryan he was trying to find

Ivan then the question would inevitably rise: Why?

Although Boyd could say he wanted to talk to him about the last
months of Sin's life, which would be true enough, he didn't relish the half-

unsaid lie resting within those words. The growing hope that Sin was really
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alive. That Boyd could track him down and find him and everything would be

okay in the end.

A happily-ever-after ending he desperately wanted to hope could be

his. If only he believed in Sin enough. If only he researched hard enough.

This wouldn't be the first time everyone accepted something of Sin and
Boyd didn't, knowing there had to be hope for something else. Everyone had
thought Sin had killed Bridget and Boyd had known he hadn't; he'd known if
he just worked hard enough he could prove it to the world. Maybe this was

another case. Maybe he could prove Sin was alive after all.

With a little help from Kaspar and a little bit of luck, Boyd was finally
able to catch Ivan as he was leaving for lunch. Boyd casually moved in to

walk at Ivan's side when the man passed him.

Ivan had changed a lot physically. He had never been a particularly
robust man but now he was nearly bone thin. He had also cut his long ash
blond hair off, leaving it in a buzz cut which made his emaciated state all the

more severe looking.

The R&D agent barely even looked at Boyd as he continued walking.
There were large headphones clapped over his ears and the muted sounds of

music emanating from them.

Boyd watched Ivan from the corner of his eye, careful not to appear
obvious for the cameras surrounding them. He couldn't tell whether lvan knew
he wanted to talk to him and was deliberately ignoring him out of paranoia that
the Agency would know, whether he didn't particularly care for Boyd and felt
no need to talk to him, or whether he didn't realize Boyd wanted to talk at all.
There was no way for Boyd to strike up a conversation with the headphones
there, and no way for him to get Ivan's attention without it being obvious.
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He casually followed lvan until he had to break away or else it would be
apparent what he was doing. He headed toward the old library as if that was
what he'd intended all along. He decided he needed to go about this another
way. He didn't want to talk about any of this at the Agency anyway; he'd just
been trying to contact lvan without pulling up computer records.

When he entered the library he looked around and was unsurprised to
find that he was alone.

He knew where the cameras were in the library and casually moved
among the aisles, grabbing books off the shelves with great deliberation as if
he were searching for specific titles. When he had a few, he moved toward
the back of the room where there were some more secluded tables by the old
computers that used to be used for submitting reports.

Those computers were mostly blocked from the cameras by the large
bookcases; a fact Boyd knew from remembering the angle of the video from
his incident with Harry in this same room. That, and Kaspar had long ago

given him inside information on the library.

Boyd made sure to set the books down on one of the tables just within
view of the camera but he made it look as though he hadn't done it on
purpose. Then, he casually moved out of view so it would look like he sat
down. He moved his hand into the frame to grab a book and then pulled the
book closer to him. He waited a moment, eyes narrowed as he listened to the
silence in the library. When he didn't hear any sounds indicating anyone else
was going to enter soon, he quickly moved to one of the computers.

It took him a bit to get access to the information he needed. Although
he had high clearance because he was rank 10, he still didn't have access to
the directory of agent's homes. All he knew was Ivan lived in the Industrial

District, which didn't narrow it down that much. He spent a few minutes with
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his fingers flying across the keyboard while he constantly looked over his

shoulder.

He utilized information he'd learned in classes, from Jon, and from
Ryan to do the search in a way that let him cover his tracks. It was one thing
he wasn't out of practice with; he'd had to do the same thing at Aleixo's the
two times he'd managed to check in with the Agency. Of course, he
acknowledged darkly, one of those times he'd been caught in the middle of it
but at least his computer work had never been compromised. His eyes

narrowed and he dismissed the thought before it could go any further.

Once he found Ivan's home address and memorized it he immediately
backed out of the system. He made sure he hid or deleted any proof of what
he'd done and then logged out.

After that he sat down at the table again and started leafing through the
random books he'd grabbed. He had some time to kill.

When Boyd stopped in front of the building, he eyed the number of
heavy bolts on the main door. There was no way he would be able to bypass

them without a lot of time, effort and tools that he did not have.

His eyes fell on the intercom that was installed next to the door. After

only a brief hesitation he pressed the button, hoping lvan was home by now.

There was no response from the other end of the intercom and after a
moment, he buzzed again. A full minute passed with still no response and he

was beginning to lose hope that Ivan had returned home.

He was just about to turn away and rethink his options when a voice

emanated from the speaker.
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"Why are you here?"

Relief mixed with hope. Boyd spoke into the buzzer. "I want to talk to
you.

It was an obvious statement but he didn't know how much he wanted to

say out on the street.

The pause this time was longer but eventually the intercom emitted a

low beep and the light turned green.

Boyd opened the door immediately, before Ivan could rethink and
change his mind. He walked into a dark corridor with a freight elevator in plain
view. When the door fell shut behind him, it sounded especially loud and
permanent. He didn't spare much thought to his surroundings as he manually
pulled open the gates on the elevator. Since there didn't appear to be

anything downstairs he could only assume lvan was upstairs.

Another hallway opened up once he pushed open the elevator doors
upstairs. He only saw one door, which was closed but had a hint of light
spilling out from beneath. He walked over and didn't hesitate before he

knocked.

The door opened nearly immediately and Ivan appeared in the
doorway. His grey eyes were narrowed into slits and his mouth mashed into a

tight, thin line. "What the fuck do you think you're doing, coming here?"

Boyd had expected that lvan wouldn't be thrilled to see him, especially
since Sin had told him how little Ivan liked him. "I want to talk to you about
Hsin but | couldn't catch you at the Agency. | didn't know where else to find

you.

Ivan stared at him incredulously. His jaw worked as though he wanted

to say something but couldn't get the words out or else was restraining himself
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from doing so. In the end he gave Boyd another furious glare and stepped

aside so that Boyd could come in.

When he did, lvan slammed the door shut with more force than was
necessary. The R&D agent strode by Boyd nearly immediately, putting an
ample amount of distance between them, before standing in the middle of

what appeared to be a large open space of an apartment.

There were no interior walls and not very much furniture. Just a section
for a kitchen, a desk with a vast amount of computer equipment, a couch, a
television and a mattress that lay on the floor. Along one of the walls lay a
large whiteboard that was crammed full of cryptic blocky words that appeared

unintelligible.

"Why should | talk to you about him?" Ivan asked coldly, some of his

calm returning.

Boyd tried not to look around. He tried not to think about how Sin had
been here in the past.

More than anything, he tried not to think about how in the back of his
mind he could still hear Sin's words when they'd talked about places they
could move. Maybe a loft in the Industrial District, Sin had said. He
remembered his own comment about how the open concept would work for
them and Sin's joke that maybe he didn't always want to be able to talk to

Boyd anywhere in the apartment.

The hopes and dreams of that time seemed so fragile and translucent
in the light of reality. His stomach clenched as he studiously avoided thinking

about how much he really would have loved to live in a place like this with Sin.

Instead, he focused as much as he could on Ivan, on the cold
displeasure aimed at him and the fact that Ivan truly had no reason to help

him. Except for Sin.
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"I'm not trying to dredge anything up but | just got back. I just found
out,” Boyd explained, trying to keep his body language as neutral as possible
so as not to further irritate Ivan and risk having the man kick him out before he
got any information. "I've been looking into what happened and some things
don't add up. Ryan said you were the only one he spent any time with and |

thoughtd | thought you might know more."

He shook his head and added earnestly, "I'm just trying to understand

how this all happened.”

Ilvan scoffed quietly, outright animosity pouring out of his thin frame.

"Why would you think of coming to me, Agent?"

"Because you know more about rumors and half-truths than anyone at
the Agency," Boyd said seriously. "And I'm coming up short with explanations
as to why no one saw Sin disappear, no one saw his body, yet everyone
accepts that he's dead."

This time the studious looking man released a sardonic laugh, and
shook his head in what appeared to be dismay. lvan looked away from Boyd
and began cleaning the lenses of his glasses with the hem of his shirt as he

spoke.

"Could you be any more arrogant? Do you think you're making some
major discoveryd cracking open some case? Figuring out something that only
you can see? Good thing for the rest of us saps that you came back from
having your ass in the air for however fucking long. We may not have figured

out the truth without you."

Boyd's eyes narrowed and a wave of anger swept through him that he
kept in check. "I never said | was the only one,” he said a hint tightly. "I'm
following the leads, getting a lot of 'Give up, he's gone' with no explanation,

and ended up here thinking maybe you'd have cared enough about Hsin to
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have looked into his death at the time. Maybe you know something | can't find

out a year later."

"Maybe | have no interest in rehashing it with you,” Ivan replied,
switching to clean the other lens before placing the glasses back on his face.
"l don't owe you shit, Agent. | don't even like you. | bet you didn't even cover

your tracks. | bet you got followed here."

"I'm not an idiot," Boyd said evenly. "I didn't have a tail and | covered all
my tracks. And | know you have no reason to tell me which is why I'm asking
you. Tell me what you want in exchange for this information, but please help

me on Hsin's behalf."

Ivan just scoffed and turned away, pacing over to the whiteboard. He
stared at the cryptic scrawls that covered it and picked up a marker. After a
brief contemplation he began marking some of the free space on the board,
his hands flicking quickly to make the incomprehensible mark.

"How is it on his behalf? He's gone, in case you didn't notice. Don't
come to me throwing his name around, claiming he would have wanted me to
help you or that | should do it for him. You want help because you want to feel
better."

Boyd didn't move to follow Ivan in case he would take offense to him
moving further into his domain. Instead, he stayed where he was, keeping his
expression upfront. "You're right. | do want to feel better. | want closure. But |
also want to do right by him. Even if others have looked down the same paths
| am now, | want to go as far as | can looking into his death to understand. He
deserves to not be thrown aside and forgotten. He deserves to have his story
told, no matter how abruptly it ended. If the Agency covered something up,
then all the more reason it shouldn't be ignored. That's why | asked on his

behalf. Because | thought you may have felt the same way."
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Ilvan finished a long scrawl across the very bottom of the board and
stood up straight. He stared at it for a moment and carefully placed the marker
back on the sill of the board. "And what exactly are you thinking was covered

up?"

"l don't know yet," Boyd admitted, not wanting to say aloud just yet his
theory about Sin leaving on his own. "But it's very suspicious that nobody saw
him disappear even though most of the others were escorted away, and that
nobody saw his body be brought to the incinerator. That at every step of the
way, Marshal Seong's people were in place. The fact alone that she didn't
broadcast his termination doesn't seem entirely to fit the rest of her choices. |
think something happened that she doesn't want everyone to know."

Ilvan turned to face Boyd again and crossed his arms over his chest.
He was wearing an extremely oversized t-shirt that practically hung off of him,

the collar dipping down to show collarbones that jutted out extremely.

He studied Boyd through his narrowed grey eyes, his face a mask of
unkind hardness. In the past he'd shown his dislike of Boyd blatantly.
Following Boyd and Sin getting back together, lvan had never deigned to fully
acknowledge Boyd again and if he had to, he'd done so with obvious

rudeness. But this was something different.

There was pure contempt to the point of hatred written on lvan's face.
Although it was currently blazing out at Boyd, it seemed unlikely that it was
solely directed at him. It was more likely that lvan's hatred of the world around
him had increased exponentially since the death of Sin and likely other people

he knew.

"I'm on their list, you know," Ivan said flatly, uncaring. "They know I
know shit about them. They know what's locked up in my head. I'll be dead

before the next few months are outd | know they'll find some excuse."
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Boyd watched lvan and didn't doubt what he said. From what he'd seen
since returning to the Agency, no one was safe, least of all people like Ivan

who didn't hide their opinions. "What do you know, lvan?" he asked carefully.

"A lot." Ivan turned away again and crossed the loft, entering a kitchen
area. He stood in the middle of it and didn't make a move to go one way or the

other. "But all you need to know is, | don't think he was terminated.”

Hearing the words Boyd had been thinking himself made his heart skip
a beat. He had to force himself to keep his expression steady as hope

suffused him. Sin really had escapedd he could be waiting even nowd

"He got away?" he asked, his voice a hint breathless. He hadn't meant
to ask that; he'd meant to ask what Ivan thought happened, but hope and

relief sidelined his words.

Ilvan's expression immediately caused the hope to ebb away. His face
slowly became blank, guarded, and he backed further into the kitchen as if to
put as much space between them as possible. There was something strange
about his motions and the way he held himself but Boyd realized it had been

that way since he'd entered the apartment.

Whatever was going on with Ivan seemed to run deeper than contempt

for everything in the world.
Ivan fidgeted slightly and finally stood still next to the bar counter.
"l think he died as a result of their experimentation.”

Boyd felt like he'd been hit in the chest and for a moment his steady
expression wavered. He could only stare at Ivan, the words running through
his mind. He had to take a moment to understand them. To fully take in all of
what that meant.
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lvan thought Sin was dead. Really dead. The discrepancies weren't

hiding him being alive, they were hidingd

Died from the experimentation. That could only mean one thing; what
he'd been looking into all those months ago, the fear he'd had about Sin's

strength, his hearing, his speed...

"The Reapers," Boyd said, his voice sounding distant even to him. He
tried to push aside for now the repercussions of what Ivan had said and focus
instead on the moment; on finding out more information. He didn't know how
long that would last before it caught up to him. His eyes sharpened on lvan as

he turned all his focus on the other man. "They did it?"

“I'm not sure. But | think they were involved.” Ivan rubbed his hand
through his short hair and looked out the window. "I think whatever they were
doing to him went wrong and he died. | think they said he was terminated to
cover it up. No one is supposed to really know about what they do to people.

People talk but there's never any proof."

Boyd shook his head. "Why do you think that's what happened? Why
not..." Why not believe he got away? "Something else?"

"Everything leading up to it." Ivan shook his head back and forth, the
anger transforming his face again. "We saw each other somewhat frequently
in the couple of months before he died. He was angry and lashing out at
everyone, and he would come to me to calm down. To get away from the
compound. He was afraid he would do something stupid and ensure his own

death before you returned."

Ivan reached over the counter and began rotating a pepper shaker.
"There was an incidentd he didn't follow orders on an assignment that he
didn't agree with and we all thought he would be killed. He was issued a

warning but nothing came of it. If they were going to terminate him, they would
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have done it then. But as always, he escaped the noose. They kept him on as
they always did. | always had the feeling it was because of what they were
doing to himd the experimenting, the enhancements. They'd invested too
much research and resources into his body to just hurl it into the incinerator
like rotten meat."

Boyd hovered in the center of the room, not having moved an inch
since he'd entered. His face was drawn, serious, and he looked away. He
crossed his arms and frowned, keeping this all on a level of intellectual
information. He had to think of it that way so he didn't get emotionally

attached. So he didn't think about what they were discussing.

"l was doing research on the Reapers before | left,” Boyd said. "I didn't
get the chance to finish but | was certain of their experimentation. It was the

only thing that made sense, considering..."

He trailed off, not wanting to remember Sin's extreme strength because
that made him think of Sin doing things with his bare hands he shouldn't have
been capable of doing. Which made him think of Sin's hands. Which made
him think of those same hands sliding over his body, sometimes so gentle
despite the power behind them...

He set his jaw, his eyebrows furrowing, and his arms tightened
minutely against his chest. "I thought they'd been doing it to him for years. |
don't know how many, but at least the last few, if not his entire time here. And

if that's the case," he speared Ivan with a strong stare.

There was anger in his eyes but it wasn't directed at Ivan; it was at the
Agency. The Reapers. The people who'd turned his lover into a guinea pig to
poke and prod. "What do you think changed? They were damn insidious with

the way they worked on him. Why would they suddenly make a mistake now?"
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"l don't know." Ivan set down the pepper shaker and stared at it. "But
something was going wrong with him. In the last month he was sick a lot and
Hsin never got sick. He always had headaches, was always throwing up. He
had no energy sometimesd he could barely concentrate on missions. And it
all started when they started calling him into the lab. They told him they were
following up on his medicationd testing to see if he could continue without it.
Doing probability simulations about whether or not he would relapse into
mental instability without them. They claimed it was research for a potential
long-term assignment but | don't think Hsin ever really believed it and |

certainly never did."

Boyd looked away, his glare settling on the window and the darkness
beyond. He imagined he could see the Agency all the way across the city,
ghostly against the sky. Anger was becoming a constant backdrop to his
thoughts. It was bad enough they'd been experimenting on Sin in secret all
those years but then to make it more blatant, to make his life miserable... And

for what? What the hell was their goal? What had they done to his lover?
"When did it start?" he asked tightly. "Before or after the new Marshal?"
"After."

Boyd nodded stonily, unsurprised by the answer. It was Seong. She
was responsible for all of it. She'd had dozens of people killed. Then she'd
taken the extra steps to play with Sin's life like it meant nothing, like he was a

toy for her to toss around and discard when it broke.
He hated her.

He hadn't met her and he already hated her. He hated what she'd
done. He hated her for hurting Sin, for fucking everything up at the Agency.
He hated her for the control he knew she had over his own life, and how

easily she could discard him as well.
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But even with Ivan's opinion of what happened, even with that
information backing up what he'd always thought about the experimentation
occurring, it didn't fully answer his questions. He still didn't know for certain

what happened.

And he couldn't rest until he'd explored everything. Because even if
lvan was certain Sin was dead, Boyd still didn't have proof. Maybe it was
more likely he'd simply been killed as part of an experiment but maybe...

maybe Ivan was wrong...

He didn't know. That's what it came down to. He didn't know enough

yet.

Cold determination shone in his eyes; the sort of dead set seriousness
he typically got when devising strategies for a mission. Which, in truth, he

was.

"Do you have any idea what they were really doing to him?" he asked.
"What their goal may have been?"

Ivan cocked his head to the side and peered at Boyd from behind the
protection of his glasses. Once again he looked tense, wary and once more it
was directed at Boyd. The tension had returned to his sinewy frame and he'd

started fidgeting again.

The man seemed to go in phases. He settled down and seemed almost
at ease when he was able to see what Boyd's intentions were, but as soon as
the conversation took a path he didn't understand Ivan became skittish once
again. His steel colored eyes skimmed Boyd's face as he chewed on the

inside of his cheek, searching for... something. What, Boyd didn't know.

"l think you should go. | don't want to talk about this with you. | only

said anything because | thought you were thinking like me. But you're thinking
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something else and | don't want to be involved. I'm gonna go about this my

own way and | can't have anyone fucking me over before it's done."”

Boyd watched Ivan more closely, although it was with more of a warily
perplexed feeling than anything. "lvan," he said in full honesty, "I won't fuck
you over. | won't do anything to stop you or reveal whatever it is you want to
do. I would never tell anyone what you said to me because | don't trust
anyone at the Agency. What | care about is what happened to Hsin."

"No." Ivan said the word more forcefully although his low voice didn't
rise. "You have to go. It's better for you anyway. You don't want to be seen

hanging around me."

Boyd nodded, taking a step back to show he was listening. But he
hesitated. Staring at Ivan, he knew this was the only person he could talk to
who could give him any information on what Sin had been like, what he'd

been feeling. No one else would know.
He couldn't leave without asking.

At that moment, the experimentation didn't matter, the Agency didn't

matter, nothing mattered.

He wasn't Senior Agent Boyd Beaulieu, furious with the people who
had destroyed everything. He was just Boyd, who missed his lover so much it
felt like half his soul was gone, and who couldn't do anything other than
search for scraps of information like they were pieces of treasure washed

ashore from a shipwreck.

"Il leave,"” he conceded, searching Ivan's face to try to see how
amenable the other man would be. He cursed himself for not asking earlier,
when lvan had been more talkative. "But can | justd Can | ask you one more
thing?"
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The guarded hope, the deeply buried desperation for answersd it was
probably evident to Ivan, who likely thought him pitiful. But he couldn't change

how he felt so he didn't care.
"It depends on what it is,” was the flat, impatient response.

"What was he like?" Boyd asked, forging ahead before Ivan could
change his mind. "Mentally. Did he ever say anything about how he felt ord or
anything like that?"

Ivan graced him with another of his deeply suspicious and analytical
stares before turning away. He walked to the edge of the kitchen and
appeared to be staring at the wall. His hands rubbed up and down the sides of
his jeans in a gesture that could have been nervousness. Boyd had never
seen lvan like thisd it was mildly unnerving. Whenever they'd encountered
each other before, Ivan had always had a blanket of calm around him even in

situations that would have caused anxiety in someone else.

It was possible that this was another change brought on by the new
administration. Perhaps Sin's death and Ivan's own impending termination
had kicked his paranoia into overdrive. Boyd remembered Sin briefly talking
about the R&D agent's mental issues. He remembered Sin's reluctant
admission that sometimes he thought Ivan really was paranoidd sometimes

he really did seem to think everything was too much of a conspiracy.
Maybe it was worse for lvan now.

"He didn't talk a lot about how he felt," lvan replied at length. "But that
should come as no surprise to you. But what he did say, when he talked about
it, was that he missed you. He was lonely without you, even when he was with
me. He would stay at your house sometimes, towards the end, when he
thought you would have returned and didn't. And he knew something bad was

going to happen. He knew it from the start. He saw your mission as the thing
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that would finally come between you two for good although he couldn't explain
why he felt that way."

Boyd pushed his hair back from his face, an absent gesture just to give
himself something to do, and found his gaze straying across the apartment.
Looking at the opposite wall because he couldn't look at Ivan anymore. He
thought if he did, lvan would certainly see the pain in his eyes. He would see

that the information was welcome at the same time as it hurt to hear.

After he'd returned and when he'd started to force himself off the
sedatives, he'd noticed some things in his house. Items that had seemed to
be not quite where he'd normally put them. Things that were out of place. He'd
thought he'd done that himself during the moments he'd been all but gone
from his mind, a walking ghost amidst a too-stark reality.

Now he wondered if any of it had been Sin. Had it been his hand that
had last touched that book? Had he walked through Boyd's house,
reacquainting himself with the dusty belongings of a lover who was supposed
to have returned weeks or months earlier? Had he picked up that drawing pad
and flipped through it before setting it aside, or had it all been Boyd himself,

mad with grief and completely unknowing of his own actions?

He thought of his bed and he imagined Sin sleeping there alone, the
way he was now. It made his heart ache, a vicious squeeze of the muscle that
he could feel out to his ribcage. He felt like they were two silent movies
overlapping, the screen flipping and half-fuzzing out; the two of them walking
the same paths but destined to never see each other again.

He wished even more now that he hadn't been so crazed with fury and
sorrow when he'd first returned home. If he hadn't torn everything apart he
may have been able to identify the things that still could have Sin's touch

hovering near them like an echo.
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He could have gathered them together as mementos of his lover; a sad

little museum of mundane items suddenly made special.

He could still remember Sin's pinched face; the serious cast to those

pale green eyes and his low, | don't want you to go.

It hurt even more to remember that night. One of the last nights they
ever had together. It hurt to remember how freely he'd been able to touch his
lover. It had been so simple then. Stand up and walk across the room. Reach
out and pull him close. Breathe in his scent and try to ignore his own growing

worries and fears about the mission that had loomed before him.

If only he'd known at that time what lay in store for him. If only he could
wind back time and tell them no, no, he wasn't leaving that room, he wasn't
leaving Sin's arms. They would have terminated him but wouldn't it have been
better that way? The few extra days he could have scraped by, those precious
few extra seconds he could have spent with Sin, would have been worth it. If

only he'd known the mission would take everything from him.

It was getting harder to breathe evenly and he recognized the deeply
gouging sorrow that was ready to engulf him. That too-familiar pain and
hopelessness that would surely become as equal a master of his life as the

Agency was.
Had Sin known this was how it would end?

Had he known that far in the future Boyd would be standing here, trying
to keep the brightness of buried tears from his eyes? A pale attempt at
protecting the vulnerability inside when in truth it was all through him, bruising
as deeply and easily as his skin. Or had he thought Boyd would never return,
had never made it past a handful of weeks, and he was the one left behind

waiting desperately for a reunion that would never come?
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He drew in a breath that he managed to keep mostly steady and he
rubbed at his face briefly. His throat was clogged with emotions, with holding
back everything that wanted to rise every time he thought too closely about
Sin. Every time he imagined his lover and every time he realized that
imagining was all he had left.

He nodded wordlessly. He turned toward Ivan again and hesitated
briefly.

Part of him wanted to ask more but the larger part knew there was
nothing more to ask. Nothing more to say. Sin had been lonely. Sin had

missed him. He should have been here.

His own haunted desires from when he'd first returned were now
reversed. He should have been the one able to open the door and smile at
Sin. He should have been on the other end of a quick phone call. He should
have been here so Sin never had to be lonely in the first place.

But all the should haves in the world couldn't change the truth. In the
end there was nothing he could do except struggle between mourning his
dead lover and wanting to believe that despite it all, despite any apparent
evidence, there was still a loophole. Sin was a master of the impossible. If it
was impossible he was alive, didn't that mean even more that he had to be?

The thought was strained and hopeful even in his own mind and he
didn't want to be there anymore. Suddenly, Ivan's loft felt stifling. Or maybe it
was his presence. Or maybe it was all the uncertainty and longing that

seemed to hover around Boyd like a shadowed cloud.

He faced Ivan more fully. There was still a raw and quiet edge to his
voice when he said, "Thank you." He paused, thought about how much Ivan
had helped him in the end despite their dislike for each other, and added, "If

there's ever anything you need from me..."
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He trailed off, not expecting a response, and was unsurprised when he
didn't receive one. lvan was no longer paying him any attention. Whether the
man was lost in his own thoughts or whether he was ignoring his guest, Boyd

didn't know.

Whatever the case, he watched lvan, wondering how far this domino
trail of disaster would lead before it finally all collapsed. As he left, he looked
over his shoulder one last time and wondered whether some day he'd look

back on this moment as the last time he ever really talked to Ivan.

Life felt cheap and empty and more precarious than ever. As he shut
the door behind him and walked toward the freight elevator, he thought about
that and the fleeting, storybook happiness he'd once had with his lover. It was
even more reason to start working on a plan that had been germinating ever

since Ivan had mentioned the experimentation:

Break into the lab and, once and for all, find out the truth.
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Chapter Six

There was always somebody on compound; guards patrolling, staff
sleeping, agents on their way to or from missions. There was always
somebody to witness every mistake and every moment. But Boyd had
discovered, after scrutinizing the lab building with more focus than he'd looked

at anything in his life, that some places on the compound had curious blanks.
There were no cameras on or around the lab building.

On a compound where it sometimes felt like practically even the
bathrooms were recorded, having an entire building in a dark spot was very
telling. It wasn't obvious because most of the cameras on compound were
well hidden. It had taken Boyd days to verify there really weren't any and

when he had, he felt it made sense in a dark way.

This was the place where events occurred that even a secret
organization wanted to remain hidden. This was the place where Sin had

been taken, time and time again, until ultimately he'd never returned.
What had they done to him in there? How had they hurt him?

He spent a few days doing recon through subterfuge. As far as anyone
else knew, he was reading or resting or aimlessly wandering the compound.
During that time, he inadvertently learned bits about people he knew. A girl he
recognized from R&D moved like clockwork every day across the courtyard,
always pausing for a specific time frame by a particular tree and looking in a
particular direction. He couldn't tell whether she was OCD or watching

someone.

Another day he saw Jordan with her arm looped around General

Hughes'. They were in a lesser traveled area of the compound and with the
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way she leaned against him and the glances he gave her, there was no doubt
how intimately they were involved. The General of Special Operations was
known to have been involved with female agents in the past so Boyd was
unsurprised by the sight. He watched them just long enough to see if there
was anything of use for his mission and, seeing nothing, he dismissed their

presence and continued the recon.

Three days before his last day of downtime and the moment he'd

determined he would break into the lab, he started initial preparations.

He had the perfect cover for the Artillery. Having been gone for a year,
he had every reason to visit the Artillery and, more importantly, check in with
Keira. Being an IT person who'd helped design and update the comm units,
she was the person all the agents went to with emergency technical problems
or malfunctioned equipment. Her desk was conveniently located in the main
room of the Artillery's entrance area where she was most easily accessible for

last minute help.

The day he went she was busy, with a line of three people waiting to
talk to her and the person at her desk growing increasingly frustrated. She
looked harried and unhappy. The picture she used to have on her desk of her
and her girlfriend Jolene was conspicuously absent and she was wearing a
necklace he didn't remember. As far as he could see, it was a simple chain
with a plain silver ring on it and she kept unconsciously checking to make sure

it was still there.

As he glanced around the lobby, an idea began to form. He casually
walked by one of the unmanned security desks and palmed one of the unused
security tags. His stride didn't break as he headed toward Keira's line. He
stopped at the end, waited awhile before looking impatiently at his watch, and
left.
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That night, he studied the tag. Having been through the Artillery more

times than he could count, he had long ago learned how the security worked.

The main entrance to the Artillery required basic clearance that anyone
in the Agency had. The vault held all the items. In order to access that area,
everyone had to pass through sophisticated detectors at security check points

that were manned by guards. This was required for the entrance and exit.

The security tags were placed on all the items. They could only be
deactivated by a device that the guards kept under close observation, which
were near the security check points. The detectors also scanned for the
materials present on a person. When the guards deactivated the tags they
also entered the checked out items into the computer. As long as the agent
gave over everything new they'd acquired, and the tags were deactivated, the
detectors didn't go off on the agent's way out. But if the detector recognized
that the person was coming out with something different than what they went

in with, it would alert the guard.

After studying the small tag for a few moments, he pulled out his art
supplies and got to work.

The next morning he returned to the Artillery bright and early. Keira
was alone at her desk, for once without a line. She seemed distracted when
Boyd walked up to her. He struck up a conversation about the comm units

and she smiled faintly in greeting but it was strained.

For the most part, he kept his words as few as he'd been known to
have since he'd returned. But within that, he chose his words carefully, and
fluctuated his expression subtly between emotions. Within seconds, he knew
how best to manipulate her; she was upset by something, and judging by the

way she kept subconsciously glancing at the computer it was related to that.
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He shifted his weight, leaning one hand against the desk while he
waited for her to check on an updated security patch. Her monitor was just in
view; letting him see that everything was minimized but the taskbar was

visible. A minimized image was named after Keira's lover Jolene.

Although there were many possibilities for Keira's mood, Boyd
suspected by her reactions that Jolene was dead. Given the clues from the
previous day, he thought it most likely she'd died recently somehow; perhaps

terminated or a byproduct of being an agent.

He didn't enjoy the idea of using her loss and Sin's death in a ruse but
ultimately it didn't change anything. He would do what he had to in order to

get the answers he needed.

When Keira finally finished updating the comm unit and ensured it had
all the right accessories, she pushed it across the desk and leaned back in
her chair. She had never seemed to have much of an opinion about him either

way in the past, but today she was more talkative.

"A lot of things must have changed for you," she said, watching him

somberly. "So much can happen in a year."

He nodded, putting the comm unit in his right pocket. Pushing his
jacket back revealed the holster to his gun in a way that he made seem

incidental.

"It did," he said quietly. He touched the holster and stilled. He thinned
his lips before he cut the expression off abruptly.

"What is it?" she asked, brown eyes studying his face closely.

He grimaced faintly and shook his head. Straightening, he left some
tension in his shoulders and pushed his hair back with a slightly agitated
hand. "Nothing. Thank you for the help."
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He started to turn but she shot her hand out, grabbing his forearm. He

looked down at her as she stared up at him intently.
"You can talk to me."

He saw in her eyes, the draw of her eyebrows, and the tilted down
edges of her lips that she was lonely. That she felt alienated by the way
everyone went about their day as if nothing had happened. She was probably

used to no one showing emotions when they came into the Atrtillery.

Or maybe it was simply that he'd been gone for a year and his abrupt
return made her think too closely about everything that had changed for her in
those months. Everything she had lost.

He hesitated, flicking his eyes over to the nearest guard, who wasn't
paying any attention to them as he dealt with someone going through the
detectors. Keira's face twisted briefly before she abruptly let go of his arm. Her
dark gaze dropped to the desk, then flicked uncertainly to the sides. He

suspected she was checking to see if anyone had seen their failed interaction.

Boyd's lips turned down slightly on the edges and he stepped closer to
the desk. "It's my gun," he said heavily and she snapped her eyes up to meet

his. "It was a gift from my partner."
He saw the way pain and sympathy flickered across her face.
"Did something happen to it?"

"No, thank God," Boyd replied, shaking his head. His hand rested
against the gun in the holster; a comforting gesture. "I pulled it out for the first
time since | got back last night, though. While | was cleaning it, it made me

think about a lot of things."

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Page|l 166



Fade

That was true so the flash of disquiet didn't have to be faked. It had
been impossible to pull out that gun, to dismantle and clean it, and not think

about Sin.

Impossible not to remember the night Sin had given it to him, and the
happiness he'd felt. Those pale green eyes and Sin's carefully laid plans; the
way Sin had seemed so determined to make the night be perfect. The
hesitant and then pleased tilt of Sin's lips when he'd seen how happy Boyd
had been about the gift, and the gentle caress of those fingertips against his

skin.

Keira seemed to understand what he was saying without words. She
nodded and broke eye contact for a moment, her hand resting near the
neckline of her shirt. It wasn't long before her eyebrows drew together and
she dropped her hand.

"Jolene got me a necklace for our last anniversary. | can't always wear

it. Some days..."

She trailed off but he knew she was saying. Some days it made her
think too much. Some days it made her long too much. Some days it was too

painful.
He'd felt the same way lately.

He was silent a moment and then sighed. He looked away with a faintly
troubled expression, his eyes falling on the guard nearby who was now
watching the lobby for any activity. Although the guard was not looking in his
direction, the way the man's body was tilted told Boyd that he was watching

them from his peripheral vision and probably listening to the conversation.

"I hadn't touched it since before my mission so | didn't realize | was out

of ammo until last night,” Boyd said pensively.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 167



Fade

She nodded and straightened in her chair. "While you're here, you may

as well get some downstairs."

He nodded in return, his gaze sliding to hover past the guard. "I think |

will."

She smiled and quietly wished him good luck. As soon as he started to
turn away, she had already returned to her computer screen. Her fingers
brushed the touch screen and by the tightening of her eyes he knew she'd

brought Jolene's picture up again.

The guard didn't pay him much attention as he headed toward the
security detector. The tag Boyd had hidden on his gun predictably caused the

detector to go off as he strode through.

The guard came over and ran a wand along Boyd's entire body. It only
beeped at the gun and when the guard, Hollins his tag said, saw that it was
the gun he seemed slightly perplexed. Boyd pulled it out, dismantling it and
putting it back together in front of Hollins. He held it just right to keep the piece

of tag casually out of the man's view.

Hollins asked all sorts of questions about it, asking where Boyd got it
and verifying that it was on the list of weapons registered to Boyd's name.
Because agents had to remain anonymous and nameless in society, all their
weapons had to be registered through the Agency, as did images of bullets
fired from the guns. That way, if a bullet was ever searched from an agent's
gun by law enforcement or anyone else, the Agency would be alerted and

could react accordingly.
"Leave the gun here," Hollins ordered after the questions were finished.

Boyd narrowed his eyes. "No," he said flatly. "I've lost guns that way."
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"I'm not going to steal your precious little gift," Hollins said derisively.

"Like I'd even want anything that freak picked out."

Boyd's expression stilled dangerously and he took a step forward.
"Don't talk about him like that."

"What's it matter?" Hollins said carelessly. "He's dead, in case you

missed the memo."
"You will be too if you don't shut up,” Boyd promised darkly.

Hollins' expression flickered briefly before he snorted and looked Boyd
up and down. "You couldn't take me down if you tried. | dunno where you

went but you came back looking too strung out to do jack shit."”

Boyd stared Hollins down. The hard lines of his expression and icy cast
of his eyes were reminiscent of Vivienne. In his peripheral vision, he saw
Keira watching from across the room; looking tense and ready to intercede if

needed.

After a long moment Hollins looked away abruptly with a grimace that
he quickly hid. He stepped back, waving Boyd aside. "Whatever; | don't have
time for you. Just go get your shit and get out of here."

Keira relaxed, looking back at her computer although her back was
visibly tense. Boyd slid the gun back into his holster firmly. His stare remained
unwavering on Hollins until he turned and strode through the detector,

ignoring it when it went off again.

Boyd went downstairs and for all intents and purposes he appeared to
go about his business. He checked out a few of the rooms, lingering in one of
them looking at tonfa. He knew there were cameras down there watching
everyone so he made sure to appear completely casual, even when he stole

the decoder and a pair of night vision glasses.
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The glasses were easiest to steal, as it was a simple matter of
swapping out some glasses he'd brought in. The decoder was a little trickier
because he had to conceal it better. Being that he was still on downtime, he
had no reason to check out a decoder and if he was caught with it he would
have too much explaining to do. He would have to delay breaking into the lab

or end up not doing it at all.
As far as he was concerned, neither of those were viable options.

In the room with the decoders, he dropped a device he was examining.
During the process of bending over to pick it up, he palmed the most powerful
and smallest decoder they had. The Agency had several of that model so one
wouldn't be missed for a few days. He discreetly slid the decoder into his shoe
on the side, where he had a piece of layered foil that interfered with the
material scan. The decoder went inside the foil and he used the motion of

grabbing the device off the floor to disguise it all.

Afterward, he continued about his business, taking his time to get the
ammunition he needed and look around a little more. He emptied the
magazine, as if verifying that he'd grabbed the right ammo after such a long
time away. In the process he switched the location of the tag on the gun.

At one point several minutes later and in a different room entirely, he
bent to tie his shoe. Using that to mask the movement, he quickly folded the
edges of the foil around the decoder and slid it more completely under the

arch of his foot in his shoe.

He stood and continued to walk around, having to walk carefully so as
not to damage the decoder while also not giving away that anything unusual
was happening. It was highly uncomfortable but the decoder's small size

helped.
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On his way out, Boyd went through Hollins' line. The detector went off
again and the scanner had mixed readings, with the foil not fully blocking the
material scan. The misread of the materials looked more like a glitch than
anything so as expected, Hollins focused more on the detector going off on
the gun. He looked more annoyed than suspicious.

Boyd stepped through the detector into the safety of the lobby and then
pulled out the gun. He passed it in and out of the detector to show that it was

what was going off.
"Let me see that," Hollins demanded, holding his hand out.

"l already showed you the gun,” Boyd said flatly, his eyes narrowed
and hand rested protectively on the weapon. "I'll take it apart again when | get

home to make sure nothing's wrong with it that could be activating that."

"l don't give a shit about the gun,” Hollins snapped impatiently. "l give a
shit that it keeps going off when it shouldn't, especially since no one else's is.
What kind of weird ass gun did your precious little boyfriend get you before he
died?"

"l just told you I'd look into it," Boyd said coldly. "Maybe it's something
to do with the detector. Did you even think of that or have you been too

distracted thinking of new ways to be insulting?"

Hollins sneered. "Maybe you're right. Maybe it got switched to
detecting skinny little faggots who need to choke on a dick." He glared. "Then

I'd say it's working just fine."

Boyd's teeth grit and he took a step forward but at that moment, Keira
said sharply, "Bill." She stood from her desk and strode over, her face set in

partially concealed anger.
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"Leave the gun alone,” she demanded, her footsteps making harsh
echoes against the floor as she practically stalked toward them. Boyd
discreetly removed the tag from his gun and put it on Keira as she passed

him.

"The detector could be glitching,” she started to say as she passed
through the detector. It went off and she stilled, jaw clenching as she glared at
Hollins. "See? You know | don't have anything on me to make it go off."

Hollins rolled his eyes and seemed unrepentant. She shoved him out of
the way so she could work on the computer. She mumbled about running
some tests and Boyd stayed to the side, arms crossed and face set coolly as

he stared into thin air. After a few minutes, Keira looked up.
"Try waving it through now."

Boyd did as she asked and the detector remained silent. Keira gave
Hollins another pointed look, who made a sour face but otherwise didn't
bother responding.

"These things are due for an upgrade anyway." Keira started to walk
through the detector again and once again it went off. She threw her hands up
in the air in exasperation and turned to glare at the detector, as if it was

purposefully trying to anger her.
"Good thing you were here to fix it," Hollins said sarcastically.

"It probably just needs to be recalibrated,” Keira shot back testily. "Cord
this one off until it's ready. I'm going to let it cycle through some tests for now.
I'll check back once the diagnostics are done.”

Hollins looked put out but he followed through with the suggestion.
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Keira started to walk past Boyd and he stopped her with a hand on her
arm. "Thank you for the help,” he said under his breath. He used the

movement to palm the tag he'd stuck on her.

She smiled sadly at him and squeezed his arm. "I wouldn't want
anyone touching my necklace either,” was all she said. She met his eyes for

one more moment and then turned and walked back to her desk.

Boyd left soon afterward. At home, he verified that the decoder was
working and tested it a few times. Then he put it away until he was ready to

use it.

The day he planned to break into the lab, he came in during the day as
he had the previous week. His messenger bag was resting on his shoulder

and he wandered around seemingly aimlessly at first.

An hour or so before it started to grow dark and there were fewer
people around, he made his way to the more secluded courtyard where he'd
spent a lot of time lately. He took a book out of his messenger bag, doing so
where it would be seen on camera, and proceeded to settle down in view
starting to read. He fidgeted a bit as if he wasn't comfortable. At length, he
glanced up with a mildly irritable expression and gathered his things. He idly
looked around as if searching for a better perch, coincidentally walking out of

view of the cameras in the process.

When he was far into what he knew to be one of the blind spots, he
settled down again and pretended to continue to read in case anyone was
watching him in person. He let the time pass, flipping through pages and
running his eyes down the pages as if he was actually reading. In reality, he
was going through the mission in his mind one last time to determine if

anything needed to change.
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Long after it grew dark and the secluded courtyard was empty, he
moved further into the shadows until he was in the hiding spot he'd found

earlier.

He changed into all black clothing, including a mask that hid his face
and most importantly his blond hair. He put on a different pair of black shoes
than normal; a pair he'd bought specifically for this purpose that had thick
soles that blended into the shoe. He'd done that not only because the shoes
were absolutely silent, but also in case he was caught on camera. If they used
software to estimate his height and weight to narrow down possibilities, at

least it would mislead the machines by a few inches.

It wasn't foolproof and it was entirely possible they'd determine it was
him anyway but he saw no reason to make it easy for them.

He wore gloves and the night vision glasses he'd stolen from the
Artillery, so they wouldn't be able to see his eyes on any freeze frame. With

such a unique eye color, it would have been another dead giveaway.

He then worked his way across the compound out of view of people
and cameras until he was in the vantage point he'd chosen for watching the

lab building.

He hovered near the building, waiting with eternal patience for the right
circumstances. He watched the guards chat, watched a few opportunities
arise and let them slip by because something didn't feel right about it, and hid
more than once when someone could have seen him. Hours passed in a slow
grinding of time but he didn't care. He watched like a hawk, letting the
cramping of his body fall into the background as unimportant information, and
finally he was rewarded with the perfect chance.

The two guards in back, Howlett and Mullins, were deep in the middle

of a conversation. They were arguing about whether or not Howlett was an
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idiot for wanting to become an agent. Howlett was growing increasingly
aggravated by Mullins' bland one line commentary until finally he stopped his

rounds to turn on Mullins and furiously argue that he could make the cut.

The second the two were distracted, Boyd moved like lightning. He

sprinted silently to the huge oak tree closest to the building.

His body was definitely not up to par with the way he'd been when he'd
left but adrenaline pumped through his system, providing him with the stamina
and strength he needed. Everything else was only a matter of his mind.

He scrambled up the tree, the bark rough and scraping underneath his
gloved hands. It was difficult but he stretched and scurried and used the

branches to pull himself up to the top.

The upper tree branch creaked alarmingly beneath his weight. He
thought distantly that maybe it was good he was still underweight from the

recent mission.

The night wasn't nearly as dark around him as he would have liked,
and every shift of the wind moved the tree enough to potentially affect his

footing.

He crouched down as he ran across the branch, his hands out at his
sides for balance. The ground was a long, long way down; the green of the
grass and rich colors of the crumbled leaves were not hidden in enough
shadows to belie the distance. He knew if he fell he would at the very least be

seriously injured, and more likely die.

The end of the branch came up quickly and he had to exert a burst of
power on his legs as he leaped to reach the roof. His feet hit the flat concrete
top and he rolled to disperse the momentum. He was back on his feet within

seconds. He ran across the building, staying crouched and low and moving
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into as many shadows as possible. There weren't many so he had to rely on

being fast.

The roof access was locked from the outside, which was expected, but

the swipe pad was right to the side.

He pulled out the decoder and hooked it up to the pad, then ducked
down and kept an eye out around him. There were too many buildings that
were much taller than this one, with windows that gleamed ominously. Any
number of eyes could have been on him without his knowledge so he was
relieved to glance back up and see the high powered, top of the line decoder

was already finished.

He had to run it through one more cycle because he'd noticed that
anyone who entered after hours seemed to swipe their card as well as key in
some code. They did it discreetly, oftentimes trying to hide the movement with
their bodies. Boyd could only assume it was a precaution against tampering.
Perhaps if he'd tried to open the door without the second level code, the
alarms would have gone off. Or perhaps it was simply a fake out; he didn't

know.

Whatever the case, the light on the pad flashed green. Boyd detached
the decoder and hid it safely in his pocket. He was inside and silently shutting
the door behind him in seconds. He took a moment to survey his surroundings

and was unsurprised to find himself in an abandoned concrete stairwell.

He listened intently to hear if anyone was around and when there
wasn't even the hint of an echo, and he didn't see a single glimpse of a
camera, he started down the stairs. He didn't know what exactly he was
looking for but he knew from what Sin had said that all the doors would
automatically lock and that there were offices on the floor with the lab he'd

been in. Sin had also mentioned on another occasion of Owen pressing him
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for details that he'd thought the lab had been on the fourth or fifth floor. So

that was where Boyd headed.

He didn't see anyone on the way down which was fortunate. It was a
little strange but at the same time, he'd gotten the impression from Sin that he
hadn't seen many people either. When Boyd got to the door for the fifth floor
he paused, listening intently for anyone.

It was a good thing he did.

A voice grew closer to the door and he barely had time to run up the
stairs, grab the railing on the staircase going from the landing between fifth
and sixth, and pull himself up to the next flight of stairs. He hit the steps and
rolled to the side, bracing himself against the wall just as he heard the door

abruptly open on the level below him.

"It's going as expected but | need more time," a man's voice said with

obvious irritation.
Boyd went completely still.
That voice. It sounded vaguely familiar.

The man started to head downstairs with quick, thumping footsteps.
"Then give me something better to work with," he snapped impatiently. "l need

more resources if you want that timeline met.”

Boyd cautiously peered over the side of the railing, able to see a
glimpse of red hair and the man's features. Surprise and confusion shot

through him.
Ethan Bruce.
A man he wasn't likely to forget any time soon. The former CIA

operative who turned traitor and formed the bio-terrorist group Terra. The
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subject of the Level 10 training exercise in Annadale Beach that to this day
plagued Boyd's record as one of his major failures. The man who he'd nearly
let get away due to his distraction about Sin, and the man who had nearly

killed him when he'd tried to catch him alone.

What was Ethan doing wandering around the Reapers' lab as if he
worked here? The man had been anti-government to the point that he'd been
aiming his attacks specifically at government buildings. He'd been into bio-
chemical weaponry and was supposed to have been interrogated and,
presumably, ultimately killed. Even if they'd turned him into a long-term
informant, what the hell were they doing allowing him access to a place like
this?

Suspicion made Boyd's eyes narrow. He could see nothing good
coming from the confluence of that man's abilities and the secrecy of this

building.

"That will work if I can't get anything better," Ethan was saying, his
voice echoing dramatically in the silent concrete stairwell. Ethan made a few
noises of affirmation and contemplation. His footsteps moved further away
until Boyd heard the creaking of a door opening.

"Fine. But in exchanged "
The door swinging shut cut off the rest of his words.

Boyd waited a few moments before he silently walked down to the fifth
level again and listened at the door.

Nothing.

So Ethan had been in there alone, late at night. Presumably working on
some type of project. Boyd didn't like the idea of Ethan being anywhere near

this place; he still remembered the slightly crazed look when Ethan had
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crashed the car they were in, and the same look afterward when he'd yanked
Boyd out of the wreckage. He seemed the type to dedicate himself to his work

or goals at the expense of all else.
A dangerous personality trait in certain circumstances.

But for all that Ethan's presence was perplexing, there wasn't time to

worry about it.

He connected the decoder again and waited for it to flash green. Tilting
the door open subtly, he looked up and down the hall as best he could before
he verified it was empty.

He began his search, not knowing what he was looking for exactly but
just hoping he would know when he saw it. There were a number of rooms,
the doors all shut and locked. Some of them had a window into the interior.
He didn't have the time to look around too well which was a shame because

he wanted to know everything they did here.

The place looked completely normal. He had the passing thought that
Owen would have killed to be here with him, maybe Ivan too, but they
probably both would have been disappointed by how innocuous it was. Well,

Owen would be. Ivan may have let it fuel his paranoia.

The rooms he glanced in mostly seemed empty, although most of them
had tables with straps that, disturbingly, Boyd could tell were used to hold a

person down.

Although he was glad there was no staff around it was making him
paranoid. The level of clearance needed for this sort of place lent credence to
Sin's comment about the small amount of personnel. Still, knowing that if he
was caught it would be the end of everything before he'd ever gotten a single
concrete answer... It was making him hyper aware of every tiny sound and

shift in the environment.
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He searched the entire floor as quickly as he could but didn't see
anything that matched what Sin had described. He moved back out to the
staircase, once again listening and waiting until he was certain no one was

around, and then started into the stairwell.

He was just about to silently shut the door behind him when he heard a
door open in the stairwell, followed by the heavy sound of boots.

"Nothing so far,” a man's voice said gruffly from a level below. His
steps were heading upstairs.

Boyd jerked back onto the fifth floor. He shut the door silently and ran
down the hallway, hiding in one of the unlocked rooms. He barely had time to
duck behind the open door and hadn't had time to shut it when he heard the
door to the stairwell open. He held his breath and crouched down. His heart
pounded furiously as he tried to make himself as small as possible. The
rooms were all lit so he didn't have a good place to hide other than by
shielding himself with the door. He found himself wishing he'd chosen a room
that at least had clutter to hide behind.

The guard's footsteps were measured and echoed heavily down the
hallway. Boyd could hear his weapons at his belt: the large flashlight to use
for searching out activity or as a blunt weapon that bumped against the man's

thigh, and the creaking of a holster that most likely held a gun, taser, or both.

Boyd himself hadn't brought weapons with him since his choices could
help determine who he was if he was caught on surveillance. He hoped it
wouldn't come to an issue where he had to steal one from someone or disable

the guard and risk being seen.

He heard the guard peeking his head in the doors along the way. The
guard came closer and closer until he stepped into the room where Boyd was

hiding. Boyd held himself perfectly still, willing the guard to move away without
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being thorough and checking around every crevice. The moment seemed to

stretch but in truth it had probably been just as quick as the other checks.

The guard moved back into the hallway and continued. Boyd strained
his ears, listening to every footstep and every movement of the guard, waiting
for him to finish on this floor and move on. The guard sighed heavily toward
the end of the hallway and then his footsteps turned and started heading back

the direction he'd come.

Someone must have asked him something on the man's comm unit

because he said, "Nah. Boring as usual.”

He paused and then continued wistfully, "Remember that time we
caught Lena and Terry going at it in the basement? | was just thinking how

much I'd pay to see that with Jenny. Tits that sized What?"

The question was sharp and the man's steps stopped abruptly. He was
silent for a long moment and then said with sullen professionalism, "Yes, sir.

Sorry, sir."

He stayed still for another extended moment and then started walking,
his footsteps seeming more aggravated due to the increased speed and
heaviness. He continued down the hallway, blowing past the room Boyd was
in. Just as he was nearing the door to leave the floor, Boyd heard him growl

into the comm unit;

"Goddammit, Gene, that isn't fucking funny. Tell me when he's listening
in. I'm going to kick your ass when | get back down there."

The door opened with a jerk and Boyd heard the guard saying
caustically, "No, | still have a few more floors, genius. Some of us actually
work instead of getting our buddies in trouble." The footsteps echoed in the

stairwell and the door swung shut.

In the Company of Shadow®Book IV Page| 181



Fade

Boyd waited to be sure he didn't hear anyone else before he swiftly left
the room. Judging by the conversation with the guard, it sounded like the
guard was the only one doing the rounds in this area. Since he'd been
heading upstairs and said he had a few more floors, Boyd determined that the
guard must have already checked the fourth.

He checked the stairwell for noise or people and, when he verified it
was clear, he ran down to the fourth floor landing. The decoder didn't take
long to give him entrance to that door and he found himself in another

abandoned hallway.

The fourth floor ended up being reminiscent to the one above and as
Boyd moved further down the hallway, checking doors and seeing nothing, his
stomach started to clench.

What if Sin had been confused by the floor number? How many floors
would Boyd have to check to find where Sin had been held? What if any
indications of where he'd been were long gone? Or what if it was all still there

but any information on him had disappeared along with him?

He was just thinking he would have to reevaluate and determine if he
could afford to check other floors when he found a glass door that, when he
looked inside, looked like it led to an office. He quickly peered in from various
angles and didn't see anyone inside, but this one seemed to match Sin's

description more than the mostly empty office had a floor above.

He used the decoder, waiting impatiently even for the phenomenally
fast device to work. He felt exposed standing in the middle of the hall, not
knowing who used this office and whether they would be back. Whether the
guard would decide to check this floor again after all.

Once the decoder was finished he went inside immediately, highly

aware that there was no place for him to properly hide in there.
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The place was in disarray, with reference materials everywhere. Some
clothing was thrown to the side in the back which led Boyd to believe that
whoever used this office sometimes spent the night. A computer was half-

buried on the desk, the screen showing a file that was still open.

That was good and bad. Now he didn't have to take the time to try to
hack in and access a profile. But it also meant the user of the office couldn't
be more than ten minutes gone since there wasn't a screensaver. If they'd just

run to the bathroom or outside for a smoke, they could be back any minute.

He took a quick assessment of the disarray and then moved to the
computer. He minimized the file and went to work checking if Sin's information
was on there. He had high hopes it would be. He remembered Sin mentioning
spare clothing and this was the first place he'd seen that.

His fingers flew across the keyboard and screen as he searched more
quickly and efficiently than he ever had before. It took a few harrowing
minutes of searching different hard drives until he saw Sin's nhame on a folder.
His heart skipped a beat, feeling like it shot up into his throat. His heartbeat
pounded through his veins and he was hyper-aware of everything around him
as he opened the folder. He looked around again, paranoid someone would

show up suddenly, and then returned his attention to the screen.

The folder had a number of files; video as well as text. He clicked one
text file just to be certain it was what he wanted. The font was tiny and filled
the pages, with notes typed in the margins in some places. There were charts
and the file was dozens of pages long, packed with information. He didn't

have time to read it all but he'd anticipated that.

He pulled out a compact memory card and, keeping a close eye on the
door, started to download the whole folder. His paranoia increased with every

second that passed. Whoever was in this office had to be returning shortly.
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The second the download was complete, he closed down the folder and

erased all signs that he'd been there.

He pulled up the file they'd had on screen and even thought to check
the power setting to see whether he should put on the screensaver. It was set
to twenty minutes, which was a relief since it would have been difficult to force

the screensaver without evidence left behind.

He slid the memory card with the coveted information securely into his
pocket and stepped away from the desk.

He was just about to leave when he noticed a skinny door in the back.
He went over and peered in the window. A few touch panels were in there on
a desk that looked completely locked down. A file cabinet sat in the back with

a heavy duty lock. There was another lock on the door.

He wondered if there was something else in there on Sin. He pulled out
the decoder to use on that door too but something made him stop; a very faint

sound in the distance that made him think someone was coming.

He got out of the office immediately, not seeing anyone in the hallway.
He shut the office door behind him and was starting down the hall when his

heart nearly leaped out of his chest at the sound of the stairwell door opening.

He used the decoder on the first door he saw, throwing himself into the

room just as he heard a man and a woman's voices echoing down the hall.
"d such bullshit," the woman was saying vehemently.

Boyd closed the door as silently and discreetly as he could so they
wouldn't notice anything amiss. He expected to be able to hear them but he
was surprised and disturbed to find that all sound cut off immediately once the

door was shut.
Soundproofed.
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So the people being experimented on would never be heard even if

they screamed.

It occurred to him that he was now in a difficult position. Stuck in a
soundproofed room, he had no idea where the man and woman were, and
this door didn't have a window. He had noticed that not all of them did. He

wondered what that meant.

He looked around the room. The lights were very dim so at first it was
difficult to tell if anyone else was in there. But as his eyes adjusted, he saw
that what at first seemed to be a pile of discarded items was the silhouette of

a person lying on a table.

Boyd's breath caught and he went still, looking at the person and then
flicking his eyes around quickly. His heartbeat was pounding so hard it was
making his hands shift. Was someone else in the room? Was he going to be
caught before he could escape?

No one else was there. The person didn't move.

Now growing disturbed by the idea of potentially being in the room with
someone who had died from experimentation, Boyd hesitated and then
cautiously approached the table. At first all he saw was that the person was
strapped down with heavy duty restraints, and that IVs were going into his
arms. It was a man, in good condition judging by the definition of muscle that

Boyd could see on his bare arms.

When he drew closer, he realized with a start that he recognized that

profile. He stopped near the table and stared down in surprise and confusion.

Cade.
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Eyes closed, chest barely moving, expression limp with sleep. He was
paler than Boyd remembered, or maybe it was the lighting, and for as little as

he moved it seemed he could be in a coma.
What the hell was going on here?

Boyd hadn't seen Cade for years; not since he'd nearly died when he
was shot at the end of Level 10 training. He hadn't heard anything about Cade
when he'd returned. He'd assumed Cade had recovered from his injuries or
had been terminated long ago. What was the Agency doing with him,

strapped down in a room in this secret lab?

Reaching a hand out, Boyd almost touched Cade but his fingers
stopped, stilled, and curled inches from his former fellow trainee. He brought
his hand back, staring down at Cade and then having to look away. He didn't

see any paperwork nearby that gave him any information.

Although there were many questions that shot through his mind about
why Cade was there and what was happening to him, he knew he wouldn't
get the answers. They'd never been friends but Cade had saved his life once,
and were their positions switched he would have liked someone to look into
what was happening. He ran through a number of scenarios about waking
Cade to talk to him or verifying that he was okay, but he had to take a few

steps back from the situation and turn away.
There was nothing he could do.

He had to be in and out of here like a phantom or risk being
discovered. Even if he could free Cade it would be pointless. They would find
out someone had been here and all the work Boyd had put into planning and
executing this mission would go to waste. He likely wouldn't even have the

chance to read the files before he was caught and killed.
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As far as that went, he didn't know why Cade was here. It was even
possible Cade had nearly died and the Reapers were in the process of saving
his life. Or that Cade had volunteered for something and if Boyd interfered he

would only be signing his own death warrant.

He wondered if Ethan Bruce had been turned into a Reaper and that
was why he was here. He wondered if the people in the office were Reapers

as well.

Starting to grow worried that he'd stalled too long, he moved back to
the door. Cade's presence was a heavy weight at his back that he had to

ignore.

He ended up having to wait in there several long, heart-stopping
moments before he dared use the decoder on the door, which had locked the
second he'd shut it. The light silently flashed green and he very carefully
cracked the door just enough to listen.

He could hear them talking but it was muffled and after a few moments
he determined it was because they were in the office. It seemed as though the

offices weren't soundproofed despite the fact the labs were.

That made him wonder, uncomfortably, whether Cade had had reason
to scream at any point, and whether the lab personnel had continued an inane
conversation undisturbed. His fingers twitched against the decoder. He
shoved questions like that out of his mind so he could focus on the current

issue.

This was very problematic. The office was almost directly across the
hall with a full glass door. The walls were white and well-lit, and he looked
every bit the burglar decked out all in black. It would be too easy for them to

see him.
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He had to wait. He opened the door enough to be able to be able to
see through the crack that they were indeed both in the office. They kept

sitting and turning so he'd be seen in at least one of their peripheral visions.

It felt like forever until the woman finally left the office, telling the man
she was going to run downstairs for 'the vial." Whatever that meant. Boyd had
to close the door when he saw her turning to leave and he had to wait another

sightless, soundless several seconds before he dared peer out again.

The man was in the office, facing away from the door. He was sitting at
the desk in one of the few cleared off areas and kept looking back and forth
between his touch panel and the computer file that had been on screen on the

computer.
It was the best chance Boyd would get.

He slipped out of the room and shut the door silently behind him,
sparing just enough time to glance around to make sure no one else was
there before he sprinted toward the stairwell. He listened briefly but didn't hear

the woman's echoing footsteps so he opened the door.

The stairwell was vacant for now but he knew that wouldn't last long.
He ran as fast as he could while remaining quiet. He only heard footsteps one
time. He threw himself to the side, not being able to tell where they were

coming from in the echoing chamber, but he never ended up seeing anyone.

It wasn't long before he made it up to the roof access once again and
out to the empty roof. He didn't give himself time to do much other than make
sure no one was looking or in the immediate vicinity before he sprinted across

the roof. He leaped off the ledge toward the tree.

For a moment he was in free fall, his clothing flapping against him, and

then the branch came up at him alarmingly fast. He hit it hard. It creaked and
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nearly cracked, causing the whole thing to jolt beneath him. He slid to the side

and nearly fell off before he was able to catch himself.

He hung there a moment, his heart pounding and fingers slipping. His
stifled breath was harsh but then he narrowed his eyes and exerted a burst of
strength to pull himself back up onto the branch. His arms ached and his body
was shaky with adrenaline and overworking it after so long of being out of
shape. He ignored it all, still focused on completing the mission.

He clung to the branch a moment, feeling it sway in the wind and,
possibly only in his imagination, start to shudder. He was just about to
scramble down the side of the tree when he recognized the faint sound of
angry and panicked voices below. He looked down and nearly swore to
himself when he saw Mullins and Howlett in the area.

Mullins was standing near the corner of the building, alternating
between keeping an eye on the entrance and looking urgently toward Howlett.

"0 telling you | can't fucking find it!" Howlett was saying, furious and
panicked at once. His hand kept going to his side where the ID was supposed
to be and he was looking around the area with a flashlight darting across the

shadows beneath the trees.

"You're gonna get your ass killed,"” Mullins said, but there was a hint of
worry mixed in with the irritation. "That's what you get for always skulking

around over there."

"Fuck off," Howlett snapped. He swept the flashlight around in great

arcs. "It has to be here. | don't know where else | would've lost it."

Boyd cursed his bad luck. Of all the times for Howlett to lose something
in the area he often used for urination during his rounds, it had to be when
Boyd was trying to flee. Now he couldn't climb down the tree without being

seen.
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The two guards hovered in the area for a bit. Mullins eventually said he
was going back to the post and Howlett frantically searched the leaves on the
ground. With the night glasses Boyd could see Howlett growing increasingly

worried and terrified.
"Found it yet?" Mullins called out and Howlett shot back testily, "No."

Mullins snorted and said in irritation, "Just find it already and get back
here. I'm not getting killed because you can't hold your piss for more than an

hour at a time."

Boyd watched from above while Howlett swept the flashlight in
increasingly fast arcs. The longer Boyd had to stay there, the more likely he
was to get caught. He started imagining the guard from inside finishing his
rounds on the roof. He imagined the guard looking over and seeing Boyd
clinging to the tree, and the entire effort being wasted. Or anyone in the many
windows that aimed in this direction from afar looking out on a quiet night and

thinking he was the precursor to a new raid.

Would they simply kill him or would whatever unspoken thing they were

doing to agents like Sin, possibly like Cade, happen to him too?

He couldn't afford to stay up here all night. His body was shivering in
the cold, made worse by the sheen of sweat drying on him. It felt like ice
layered his skin and froze his joints.

Finally, after what seemed like a lifetime, Howlett caught a glimpse of
what looked to be a white ID peeking out between brown and red leaves. He

shatched it up and Boyd could hear his relieved sigh all the way up the tree.

He was still looking at the ID when he walked back toward the corner,

calling out, "Found it."
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"About fucking time," Mullins muttered and Howlett disappeared from
Boyd's view. Boyd didn't wait for the two of them to come back for further

investigation.

He scrambled down the tree and dropped onto one of the patches of
grass free of leaves. His legs nearly gave out beneath him but after a few
stumbles he caught himself and darted across the lawn to his hiding place. He
ran back to the courtyard he'd left earlier, making sure he stayed out of view
of people and cameras the whole way. He changed back into his clothing and

shoved everything into his messenger bag he'd left hidden.

He slipped back into the courtyard amongst the trees and, once he was
in the area he'd been earlier, he mussed up his clothing and crushed some
leaves. He dragged the leaves through his hair until some caught.

He was out of breath and his heart was hammering in his chest. His

knees felt shaky and unreliable.

It was annoying that he was out of shape enough that he had to take a
break, closing his eyes and lying on his back for a moment while the world
spun dizzyingly around him. He felt uncomfortable and cold while at the same
time the sheen of sweat hadn't quite left. The dizziness nearly turned to
nausea and he had to clench his teeth shut to keep from chattering.

He waited just long enough to catch his breath and for the heat from
his face to die down. He couldn't afford for anything incongruous with his
cover story to stand out, yet he didn't want to linger in case they belatedly

realized someone had broken into the lab.

When his heart had returned to normal and he could breath evenly

again, he sat up.

He put the bookmark a few hundred pages further in the book that he'd

supposedly been reading and held the book casually in his hand. He walked
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across the courtyard with a sleepy look, yawning as if he'd fallen asleep and
was just now waking up. He looked around and glanced at his watch as he
strode across the courtyard. He made a face and shoved his book in his

messenger bag.

From there, it was a simple process of strolling across the compound,
occasionally yawning and rolling his neck or shoulders, and looking around
with half-lidded eyes. The guards didn't look at him twice when he left in the
middle of the night since it was something he'd done often enough in the past

two weeks.

Once he got home, he immediately went to his laptop and inserted the
memory card. Anticipation was a second heartbeat pounding through him as
he pulled up the folder.

The folder opened, showing the same mixture of video and text files.
He ignored the video files at first and focused on the notes. He read through

them voraciously, his heart clenching as the story unfolded.

Apparently Sin had been one of many who had been part of Project
Zero, an attempt to genetically modify subjects to enhance their abilities and,
ultimately, make them into superior soldiers. All the little things Boyd had
noticed that Sin had been especially adept at made sense as he read through
what they'd done.

It had started for Sin under Connors' administration. They'd begun the
procedures about eleven years ago during the time when Sin had been locked
up for the civilian incident. Everyone thought he'd spent the entire time on the
Fourth Floor but when he'd been unconscious they'd transported him
periodically to the lab building.

Sin had probably never known. From what Boyd had seen, the rooms

in the lab were not dissimilar to some of the rooms on Fourth. During any
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times Sin had been conscious at the lab building, he had probably thought

one white room was the same as any other.

He hadn't been the only one in the project. There had been others and
according to the data, many of them had died from complications. Or, for
some, the modifications hadn't worked. There were notes attached to the
documents about possible reasons for why different subjects failed when Sin
didn't.

In the end, they didn't have a good reason other than the natural

fortitude of Sin's mind and body.

That four year span of time had been an opportunity the Agency hadn't
been able to pass up. It had allowed them the freedom to work subtly at first
on the experimentation, monitoring his progress through a variety of tests. It
had continued in the background on and off but had mostly stopped by the
time Boyd had come around. He suspected that was primarily because Sin

was no longer constantly in their custody.

But even if they hadn't been experimenting on him, they'd still been

monitoring him.

It sounded like at first they'd monitored him primarily through the
cameras in the Agency and Sin's apartment. Boyd thought they must have
had other ways of monitoring Sin because there were notes even after he had

ripped the cameras down.

They'd apparently increased the modifications after Monterrey at
Connors' orders. It didn't say why but Boyd remembered the way Connors
had been and suspected the man had felt Sin was likely to die anyway so why

not go all out? Why not try things they hadn't yet?

The six-month coma Sin had been in had been induced by the Agency.

The notes showed that he'd been physically responsive months before his
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release and had even shown remarkable recovery rates. There was a mention

of a time he'd nearly broken free before they were able to sedate him again.

After he'd recovered fully, they'd continued to watch him. There was a
note added a few months later, mentioning Sin's illness and saying that the
subsequent mental deterioration had been determined to be due to mission

trauma, not Project Zero trials.

Although they'd continued to monitor him, that had been it. There were
no more notations of additional experimentations after his return from
Monterrey. They had determined that Project Zero had successfully turned
Sin into the perfect soldier and, Boyd suspected based on the wording, patted

themselves on the back for a job well done.

When he got to the last paragraph he simply stared at the screen. So
much of it he had already suspected, so much of it didn't really come as a

surprise, and yet...

And yet reading about it spelled out so clinically, noting things like
stamina and strength and speed in relation to missions and other areas, made
it impossible to ignore how this had all been a trial to them. Sin hadn't been a

person; he'd been a lab rat. An experiment. A subject.

There were excerpts from mission reports, highlighting areas where Sin
had done something seemingly impossible. Boyd looked back and saw more
than one line from his own writing, even back before he'd known to question

the things Sin did and he'd unknowingly included verification in the reports.

He saw references to Sin's stamina and strength in other areas, too; in
training and even objectively mentioning sex. Boyd narrowed his eyes,

wondering how they'd been able to obtain that information.

He didn't see anything implying new experimentation but based on

Ivan's description it sounded like that was exactly what had been happening
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during the last few months of Sin's life. After determining Project Zero a
success, had they moved onto another type of modification? A follow-up
project that they'd thought they'd be able to do since he'd done so well in the
first trials? Had that project been too much? Had there been unexpected

consequences that he'd died from in the end?

If Boyd looked at this in terms of years, it looked like the only time in
the last eleven years that Sin hadn't been subjected to experimentation had
been during Vivienne's regime. Connors had started the experimentation and
he had authorized the increased modifications after Monterrey. There had
been a reprieve while Sin had dealt with his mental issues during Vivienne's
administration and even after he'd become stable again, nothing new had
started. Then, after Marshal Seong had arrived, it seemed the

experimentation began again.

He wasn't surprised by the decisions Marshals Connors and Seong
had made. The orders seemed to fit their personalities. He hadn't even met
Jae-Hwa yet but he already knew it was nearly impossible that he would like

her.

He had to wonder why Vivienne hadn't ordered anything, though. Had
she not bothered with it because the program had been considered a success

and there hadn't been any new innovations during that time?
He shook his head and flipped back to the beginning.
All those mistakes. All those lives lost.

Seeing all this, knowing the extent to which the Agency had played with
Sin's life, it was even harder to hold out any hope that Sin was alive. He
wanted to believe there was a chance still because there was no proof. No

one saw him.
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Yet the evidence was resoundingly against him. There was no question
that Sin was gone. And there was no way the Agency would let him go. Sin
himself had said he wouldn't flee without Boyd so there was no reason he
would have left on his own. And even if he'd wanted to, based on what Ivan
and Carhart said, there was no way he would have been capable of it.

No matter how Boyd looked at it, especially with these hateful files
staring at him on the screen, it seemed that the most likely scenario was Sin
had reacted poorly to new modifications and he'd died as a result. And the
Agency, unwilling to admit what they'd been doing behind closed doors to

their own agents, had made it all silently disappear.

His expression turned dark, strained, and his fingers curled. He could
feel his stomach dropping and he was abruptly, vividly reminded of the rooms
in Monterrey when they'd been searching for Sin. The first room covered in
blood and the second one where he'd run through the hallways and skidded to

a stop to find Sin there, lifeless and broken and cold.
Had it been like that?

Had they strapped him down like Janus had, only instead of ripping him
apart to break him down they'd done it to build him up? Had he been awake
during any of it? Had he strained against the holds and had he known what
was happening? Had he been in pain; had he been in distress? Had he
thought about Boyd at all, even a flash of longing or fear? Did he ever have

the chance to regret that he'd never see his lover again?
Boyd's eyes burned and he hissed in frustration to himself, "Damn it."

He squeezed his eyes shut, his elbows against the desk and his face
dropping into his hands. He pressed his hands against his cheeks, his eyes;
rubbed his face harshly and drew in a shaky breath.

He tried not to think the thoughts that wouldn't leave him alone.
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The fear that Sin really was dead. That the sparks of hope he kept
trying to fan, to turn into fire that could burn away the lies, were getting
snuffed out one by one. The fear that in the end this really was all he had to

look forward to for the rest of his life. And the fear of accepting that.

He drew in another breath, this one bolder but harsher, and his face
was set in determination when he dropped his hands. He still had more to
look at. Maybe there was something in here that would be useful.

Maybe something that could show Sin hadn't died... or something to

prove he had.

He wanted to stop this constant cycle of wishing so hard only to have
the hopes destroyed. Even if he found proof that Sin was dead, at least it

could give him some closure.

He closed down the documents and looked at the folder. He decided to
go through the videos and double clicked the first file.

The video didn't have audio and it was of Sin in his apartment. Boyd
glanced at the date, wondering how old this was, and saw that it was long
after the cameras had been ripped down. Boyd looked more sharply at the

image of Sin. How was this possible?

The video continued, recording Sin working out tirelessly. Boyd flipped
forward and saw that it spanned hours and that even at the end when Sin

stopped, he had as much energy as he had when he'd started.

When Boyd closed the file he simply stared at the screen for a
moment. How the helld he'd never seen any cameras in there. That must
have been what the notes referred to for more recent documentation. The
Reapers had to have replaced the cameras right away based on the notes,
only this time they'd made them so discreet that neither Sin nor Boyd had ever

noticed.
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He thought of all the times he'd been at Sin's, all the things that had
happened, and he thought of it all being recorded. Monitored by researchers

who took notes on it.
The thought was sickening.

He clicked on another similarly named file and was greeted with a
video of him having sex with Sin. It had been at a time when he'd been
healthier and had been working out more, not terribly long after they'd gotten
back together and they'd had sex like each time would be the last.

He remembered that night. He'd gone to Sin's after a mission and he'd
barely made it through the door before they'd been all over each other. They'd
had sex multiple times, each time more intense than the last, with spaces in
between where they'd started going about regular business but continually got

sidelined. It had taken hours to finish dinner.

In the video, they were on Sin's bed. Sin was kneeling in the center but
leaning back, his legs spread for balance and one hand reaching back to the
headboard for support. His other hand was holding Boyd, who was facing him
and had his head thrown back as Sin pounded into him. Boyd's hands were
on Sin's shoulders but it was clear he was just using them for balance. A fact
which was made even more obvious when he dropped one hand to start

masturbating.

Although Boyd remembered it had started with his feet on the bed,
somewhere along the way Sin had taken to fully supporting him, gripping
Boyd's hip and holding him while Sin slammed his hips up against him. Boyd's
thighs had started out squeezing Sin's body but soon his legs spread apatrt,
wide open with his toes curling in mid air as Sin had the freedom to pound up

into him as fast and hard as he wanted.
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All of Boyd's weight was supported effortlessly by Sin's one hand

despite the awkward position.

As Boyd watched, Sin's fingers curled against the metal headboard.
The camera zoomed in as the headboard bent beneath his hand, deforming
as easily as if it were malleable putty. The camera zoomed out and it was

clear from Sin's expression that he wasn't aware of it.

The two of them were lost in the sex, both their faces flushed with
desire, their mouths open as they'd no doubt been groaning or making noise.
From the angle, Boyd could tell the camera had to be somewhere above the
door to the bedroom, hidden in a crevice neither of them would have thought

to look since they'd both been so certain no one was watching them.

Watching that, it hit Boyd how little privacy they'd had their whole
relationship, even when they'd thought no one could see. He supposed they
were lucky there was no audio on any of the cameras because who knew
what they'd talked about? Who knew what things they'd said that could have

gotten them in trouble?

It disturbed him how obviously objectively the Agency had viewed Sin's
entire life. They'd experimented on him and monitored him and tested him.
They'd taken notes on his behavior like he was a lab rat and they'd even kept

videos of everything from mundane issues to private moments with his lover.

There had been a time when it would have disturbed him to no end to
know someone had a video of them having sex and kept it in the files as an
addendum illustrating Sin's strength. Now it was just another example of how
he'd never had any control or privacy. The times when he'd believed that Sin
and he could make it had been nothing but optimistic dreams.

The theme of Sin as a guinea pig only continued as he watched the

other videos, clicking one by one through them as he watched Sin on
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surveillance from missions, the compound, and, he discovered, clips from
what appeared to be tests in the lab. Those seemed to be hand held
camcorders which was a relief because otherwise he could have been
recorded in the lab. Everything showcased some extraordinary feat of Sin's,
all grouped together in a nice little package.

The hours stretched as he looked through everything and soon he
could see the faint rays of morning light peeking beneath the shut door to the
office. He only realized then that he'd spent all night looking through the
information. All night going through the videos and, for some, watching them

repeatedly.

It may have been a masochistic tendency or it may have been pure,
unadulterated longing. Whatever the case, he'd found himself obsessively
watching the surveillance from Sin's apartment. Remembering what he'd been

like. The expressions, the mannerisms, the movements...

Although it was probably good that there hadn't been audio, he found
himself wishing there had been. He could have heard Sin's voice. He could
have closed his eyes and let that deep voice wash over him. He could have
believed for a precious few seconds that Sin was there. That it wasn't a

recording playing over his speakers.

He could have believed that Sin was just in another roomd out in the
hallway, the bedroom, the living room... Waiting for Boyd to return. Waiting for
more of those wonderful mundane moments to continue. The kind he missed

so intensely now.

But there was no sound and even if there had been, Sin wasn't there.
He knew he couldn't keep telling himself Sin was alive out there somewhere,
waiting for him. Miraculously having escaped the Agency without their

knowledge and hiding out for his lover's arrival.
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It was a hopeless thought, he knew. And one he still couldn't entirely
erase no matter how much he knew he should. No matter how much, in truth,

part of him wished he could.

Eventually he fell asleep, exhaustion overrunning his mind and pulling
him into a fitful slumber slouched at the desk. He didn't know how long he
slept but it felt like barely any time had passed before he was abruptly woken.
It took him a moment of confused eyes darting around before he realized he

heard his phone ringing in the other room.

He unraveled himself and barely made it out in time to pick it up. It was
a secure phone call from the Agency, telling him to be in the Marshal's office

in an hour.

Seong Jae-Hwa's office was relatively nondescript. Her furniture was
mostly sleek with a hint of antiquity. Her desk was a simple table; there
weren't even any drawers. Behind her was a single file cabinet with a heavy
duty lock. She didn't have anything on the desk at the moment but he could
see the wires for where she would probably normally plug in her laptop. Her
chairs looked as though they had been around awhile, perhaps even picked

up at an antique store, but they were sturdy and served their function well.

She had some pieces of art on the wall, mostly modern-styled abstract
with contrasts between black silhouettes in the foreground with saturated
colors and curves filling the background. But he didn't see any personal
pictures. She had a bookcase that was about three-quarters full, which at a

glance seemed to be mostly nonfiction, especially on topics of military history.

Her office was a study in mild contrasts; just enough to seem off-

putting but not enough to be jarring. That impression spread to her as well.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 201



Fade

She looked to be probably in her fifties. Her black hair was spiky and
styled in an offhanded way that fell partially across her forehead. Her eyes
were dark brown and studied him intently. She had a jagged scar that crossed
her cheek and cut through her lips on her left side, along with another scar
that cut through her left eyebrow and went across her upper eyelid. Most likely
she would have lost her eye if the wound had been even a few centimeters

lower.

She wore a deep blue button-down shirt with the first few buttons
undone; leaving the shirt open enough to give her a casual air but not low
enough to be unprofessional or flirtatious. Her black pants were fitted and of a
firm material like denim, but slightly faded. The black jacket she wore open
over her shirt was pseudo-military style, with double rows of buttons and
brocade across the front. Her clothing as a whole seemed comfortable and

business casual.

She was completely unadorned except for a possible flash of silver
beneath the shirtd maybe a necklace. He couldn't even tell if she wore any
makeup; if she did, it was subtle. She wasn't androgynous and yet there was
a faint air of masculinity to her. Within the first few seconds of meeting her, he

couldn't imagine her ever wearing a dress.

"So," Jae-Hwa drawled as she leaned back in her chair, crossing her
arms and looking him up and down. "I finally meet the infamous Boyd

Beaulieu."

She tilted her head and dragged her dark eyes back to meet his.
Despite the casualness in her body language and the near boredom on her

face, her eyes were sharp. Calculating.
Boyd didn't respond. Jae-Hwa's lips thinned and she waved him closer.

"Sit down."
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He walked in and sat, keeping his expression completely neutral and
back straight. He sat perched forward in the seat slightly, his back not
touching the back of the chair by about half an inch cushion of air. He was
determined not to show her even the faintest flicker of emotion throughout
this. Even if he hadn't received warnings that she would be watching him, he

could tell she was. A scrutinizing, expectant look that she didn't bother to hide.

He wondered if the timing had been coincidental with his break in at the
lab or whether she knew what he'd done last night. He should have been
more terrified of the idea but he couldn't bring himself to fully care. The
severity of the information he'd learned only underscored to him how much
control the Agency had. If she planned to kill him, there was nothing he could
do about it. Rather than feeling resigned to the fact, he determined to not let

that uncertainty make him react in a way that would damn him even further.

"I hope you don't plan the rubbish you pulled on Bridget," she said
bluntly, staring evenly at him. He didn't respond and she quirked her eyebrow
pointedly. "Well?"

"I have no such plans," he said tonelessly.

She scrutinized him for a long moment before she nodded curtly. She
leaned forward, her arms resting against the edge of the desk. "lI've no
interest in wasting my time. Your performance has been questionable in the
past but of late you've had successful missions. Particularly the Forakis

mission. | didn't expect you to return from that one.”

The way her eyebrows lifted just so he could easily read her
expression. She didn't seem interested in hiding her thoughts the way
Vivienne did; she just left them clear on her face.

If he hadn't already had an idea, Boyd knew at that moment that she

didn't like him. The feeling was bound to be mutual.
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"I've read your report and the doctor's notes so we won't be having a
debriefing as normal. For the record,"” she continued firmly with hard, dark
eyes that bore into him, "I don't play these piss ant games you've seemed to
enjoy with previous administrations. When | ask you a question, you bloody
well better answer. If | issue an order, | expect you to obey. This isn't

Girlguiding.”
"Yes, Marshal."

She stared hard at him for a long moment, studying everything from his

posture to his expression, before she finally leaned back in her chair.
"Now. Hsin Vega."

It was said calmly but with great weight and Boyd felt his shoulders and
stomach tensing. He didn't want her so much as thinking his name. Not when

she'd probably been the one who had gotten him killed.

"I've reviewed your record closely." She picked up a touch panel from
her desk and tilted it toward her. Dark eyes tracked along the screen for a
moment before her lips lifted faintly in distaste. "Vega this, Vega that. Mummy

this, Mummy that."

She looked up at him through her eyebrows. "There are far too many
notes in here about you and some manner of cock up. And through it all, two

common factors: your mother and Vega."

When he once again did not answer, her eyes narrowed. "What are

you thinking? Answer me."

"I'm not quite sure what you mean about my mother,” Boyd said after a
moment, not wanting to get into anything about Sin.

Jae-Hwa snorted. "Don't play dumb with me, boy. Even ignoring her

bias from the start, you'd be dead ten times over if it hadn't been for her
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whinging. She likes to play at being a big girl who's unaffected by it all but it's
clear as rain from both your records that she's here to cock up any

investigations that don't go her way. Including those about you."

Boyd stared at her evenly. He didn't know what all Vivienne allegedly
had or had not done but when it came down to it, he doubted he had anything
to do with it. If she ever did anything that appeared to be in his interest, it

would only be because it was even more so in hers.

Jae-Hwa raised her eyebrows. "You don't believe me? You didn't truly
think all those times you acted the child and got away with it was because it

was in the Agency's best interest?"

She raised her hand in front of her and began ticking points off on her

fingers.

"The botched mission in Canada where a known negotiator ended up
dead, supposedly refusing to negotiate. Infiltrating the Detainment Center and
releasing Vega. Defying direct orders to relinquish him when you were caught.
The fiasco in Monterrey that created an international witch hunt and pressured
the government here. The mishap during rank 10 training. Outright stating on
a recording that the Agency didn't matter and purposefully failing a mission to
bring Vega back to the Agency. Breaking Vega, once again, out of custody

during the investigation into my agent's murder."

Jae-Hwa's eyes narrowed and she stood, dropping her hands to the
desk. She hovered; a dark shadow cast across him. "Oh yes, I'm quite certain
you were involved. Your mother has all manner of explanations but | know
you had a hand in it somewhere. And these are only the times I've been able
to gather; I've no doubt there are more."

Her eyebrows lowered, darkening her eyes. "All times when your

termination could have, did, or should have come up... and was avoided,
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miraculously, as if some god shone on you. Do you know what that tells me?"
She leaned forward and didn't wait for him to answer before she continued

flatly, "It tells me you're a liability."

Boyd stayed silent and still in his seat. He didn't think she was taller
than him but at that moment she seemed to be. As slight as her body frame
was, she seemed larger; like an animal that could inflate to intimidate

predators.

"It tells me your loyalty isn't to the Agency above all else,” she

continued darkly. "It leaves me to wonder whether it's with the Agency at all.”

There was nothing he could say to that so the silence stretched. It was
a ringing lack of sound that made even the shift of fabric seem like an echo in
a cave. Her gaze felt like it drilled straight through him, and the fact that he
didn't know exactly what she was looking for only made it feel more

uncomfortable.

Still, his expression remained unmoving; his body poised and still. He
waited for her to tell him whatever she'd likely already determined long ago

and met her eyes directly.

At length, she straightened her back. Her lips curled down. She sat
back down and leaned back in the chair, still watching him until she looked
down at a touch panel she picked up. Her fingers shifted along the screen
with expert flicks that were likely changing windows. The silence stretched

again before she finally spoke.

"I can tell you one thing. If you hadn't done such a bang-up job with
Forakis, I'd have had you terminated the second you stepped foot back on

compound.”

She didn't look at him directly but he could tell she was watching him.

When he remained as stony-faced as before, unsurprised by the information
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since he'd had the impression he wouldn't do well in the new administration
since Bridget's interview, she shifted. She continued flipping through the

panel.

"It's obvious from your file that you were quite taken with your former
partner. Hsin Liu Vega," she said his name almost thoughtfully. She crossed
her shin across her other knee and tapped the panel against her leg, her foot
rocking idly. Her eyes hadn't moved from the panel.

"I've reason to wonder if you're a bit mad to have been so obsessed
with him given..." She waved a hand idly. "Everything." Her eyes flicked up to
meet his. "Of course, it seems he must have been a bit cracked as well to
have reciprocated, yes?" She tilted her head slightly, studying him
relentlessly. "Do you suppose it would have gone anywhere had your dream
played itself through?"

Boyd's jaw shifted before he could stop himself. His expression didn't
change but his eyes narrowed; some of the icy anger toward what had been

done to Sin and himself in the name of the Agency rising at her words.

Her lips twitched, this time in a slight smirk. "You do then, don't you?
You believed in all that rubbish about eternity and love and the like." She let
out a short scoff that sounded genuinely amused. She dropped her feet to the
floor and tossed the panel on the desk. Her arms crossed and rested on the

desk, the brief amusement leaving her face as quickly as it came.

"You'd best forget all that, then. No matter the state of your poncing
heart, I'll expect results the same as | expect from any other agent. You're
barely back in town and already causing trouble in his name. | hear you were
speaking of him when you decided to attack Agent Hunt." She looked at him

pointedly, asking without words for confirmation.

Boyd was coldly silent for a brief moment before he said, "Yes."
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"Yes, well, he's dead so get used to it." She must have caught the
flicker of anger in his eyes because she turned that dark stare onto him and
raised an eyebrow. "Look at the spine you grow when he's mentioned. Are

you resentful? Especially as it occurred while you were gone?"

He stared at her for a long moment and couldn't stop his eyes from
narrowing coldly. He knew there was no way to fully hide his resentment over
the situation. She said she'd seen Shapiro's notes. She had to know how
angry he was over the whole thing even without knowing he knew about the

lab and the fury that was there on Sin's behalf for the experimentation.

But knowing those thingsd knowing what had been done to Sind only

made the anger in him burn hotter. His jaw shifted and clenched.
"Yes," he ground out.

She watched him idly before she arched her eyebrows. "Huh," she said
as if his response were very mildly of interest. She leaned back in her chair,
looking relaxed and calm.

"You may have worked on your penchant for lying but not near enough

on your outbursts or we'd not be here."

There was a long stretch while Jae-Hwa scrutinized him more
thoroughly than she had yet; looking at every part of him. His eyes, his

expression, his body language...
She was searching for something.

Perhaps she was judging how close he was to snapping. Perhaps she
was determining whether she could find reason to order his termination before
he was out the door. Knowing those were very real possibilities, he kept
everything inside.
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At great length, Jae-Hwa leaned forward. "The question I've come to
ask myself," she said conversationally, "is whether you're of use now. You've
become quite the adept valentine but I've no need for a full-time nancy.
You've returned to the Janus unit by default, but will you be useful in that
position or shall | begin searching for somewhere else to place you?

Assuming, of course, that doesn't end up being the incinerator."

There was a long stretch of silence in which Boyd didn't move or speak
in response. She quirked her eyebrows, looking unperturbed. "With plenty of
reason to have you terminated within the hour you may be asking yourself

why you're still alive.”

Boyd could tell by the look in her eye that she wanted a response. He
didn't want to speak to her more than he had to so he simply nodded. He had
to admit, he did wonder that. She obviously felt there was more than enough

reason to terminate him. In truth, he couldn't even argue against her evidence.

"There are three reasons. And I'll tell you them so we're clear." She
ticked off a finger for each point. "Your knowledge of Janus makes it easier to
use you in Carhart's unit than it is to replace you. Until we've finished getting
everything we need from Forakis, it's of no use to me to toss you out with the
rubbish. There is always the slight possibility we may need you for follow up

or leverage. And lastly, your outburst was expected."
Boyd's eyes narrowed slightly. "Follow up?"

"Highly unlikely but a possibility nonetheless,” she replied with a

dismissive wave of her hand.

"Are you referring to another mission as Cameron?" His tone was

sharp.

Jae-Hwa watched him for a long moment until a smile slowly grew on

the edges of her lips. The expression hovered there while she leaned back in
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her chair, her boots making thumping noises as she kicked her feet out in

front of her. "That bothers you."

"Of coursed " he started to say angrily but stopped abruptly. His mouth

snapped shut and his jaw shifted, his expression darkening.

Her smirk grew wider. "You were just thinking to yourself how you don't
want to do that but you'd do it if you had to, weren't you? No matter how you

don't like the idea. Because you've no choice and you would have to submit.”
His stony silence was answer enough.

She let out a sound of amusement and sat up in the chair. "Yet you
didn't even whinge at me," she mused. "They must have taught you a little
obedience over there. And to know your place."

Boyd's eyes turned ice cold and his expression cut off completely. He
could feel the tension inside him like rubber bands constricting his muscles
tight to his bones. The fury he felt rose drastically but even then he knew to

shut down and keep it inside rather than to lash out like she probably wanted.

In that moment with her relaxed knowledge of how much power she
had over him, he wanted to shoot her. His fingers clenched against the arms
of the chair. He understood completely why Emilio had wanted to kill her.

Her eyebrows shifted upward and she only seemed amused by him.
After a brief pause her expression lost all humor. "Since you missed my
opening statements when | arrived, know that | don't give second chances."
Her voice was unyielding and her eyes were flat. There was no question that
not only was she being utterly serious, she would also follow through on any
statements she made. "I consider your pathetic background to be your first
infraction, and I'm ignoring your attack on Bex as Shapiro warned that

something was likely to happen.”
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She looked at him pointedly. "That is the extent of your pardon. | will
not cater to your mood like the others did before me. The next mistake you
make that causes even a fraction of a problem for me, it's over. | couldn't care
less what woeful story you have as explanation. I'll have you terminated so
fast you won't have even the chance to think goodbye. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Marshal."

"Good," she said curtly. "You've two weeks to become useful again. If

you aren't capable by then, you're done."

Her narrow-eyed stare and her tone were more than enough to be a
dismissal. He watched her a moment and then stood, not wanting to be in the

room any longer than necessary.
"Beaulieu," she said sharply.
He paused at the door and looked over his shoulder at her.

"Bex and Jordan are my trusted agents. You are not. Bex is the team
leader. You are not." Her dark eyes drilled into him. "Don't forget that. Under
normal circumstances, your attack on her would've been worthy of
termination. Try that again and you'll find I follow through on my word unlike
your weak-willed mum ever did." She barely paused before saying curtly,

"Dismissed."

She looked down at the touch panel and started flipping through

screens, already ignoring him.

He didn't waste a second leaving the room.
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Chapter Seven

Boyd didn't make it far from Marshal Seong's office when movement
filtered into his brain and he saw Aisha walking down the hallway. Her head
was held high and back straight; her body language seemingly casual.
However, he could see the way her eyes flicked around quickly. With no one

around, she came straight toward Boyd, her eyes locking onto him.

He was just about to speed up because he wanted nothing to do with
Vivienne, even the woman's assistant, but Aisha closed in on him before he
could. She placed her arm on his forearm and smiled pleasantly, briefly, as
her fingers gripped his arm firmly. She tilted her head back toward Vivienne's

office.
"Come with me."

His eyes narrowed. He wondered if she could feel the tension
thrumming through his body. His fury had not dissipated with Jae-Hwa no
longer in front of him. Going anywhere near Vivienne seemed like a terrible

idea.
"This is not a good time," he said coldly.

Aisha seemed unmoved by his obvious reluctance. She smiled and
casually jerked on his arm. "It's important. The Inspector ordered a meeting

with you but you weren't answering your phone."

He considered pulling away and telling her he had a message for her
precious Inspector: Fuck off. But he remembered Jae-Hwa's warning and
even though he was still on downtime, even though there was obviously no
love lost between the two women in charge of the Agency, he didn't want to

push his luck when he was this pissed off.
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Tension thrummed through his muscles before he relented and let her
pull him along. Aisha looked relieved and smiled at him again. Her
pleasantness seemed genuine yet it meant nothing to him. Lots of people had
the ability to seem genuine even when they weren't. Even when they were

about to do something terrible.

Aisha brought him straight to Vivienne's door where she swiped a card
and the box on the wall flashed a green light. Aisha opened the door and
Boyd walked in, closing off his expression as best he could. He couldn't keep
the tension out of his body. The very thought of his mother brought too
strongly to mind the memory of her expressionless face as she'd told him that

where he was to be held on the mission was 'inconsequential.’
He knew his eyes must be glacial.

Vivienne was sitting at her desk, her laptop the only thing of note in
view. She had her hands on the desk, fingers interlocked. She must have
been waiting for him because she was already watching the door with that

inscrutable expression.

Boyd walked in and sat down without needing to be asked. He could
hear the door shut behind him. He wanted to get this over with as soon as

possible.

She studied him for a long moment, her eyes narrowing slightly as she

took him in. "You look a mess."

His eyes narrowed. Typical. Her first comment always seemed to be
about presenting himself properly. He resisted the urge to tell her if she had a
problem with his looks she shouldn't have sent him on that damn mission in

the first place.

Instead, he stayed silent. It had been his best recourse for Jae-Hwa

and would be for Vivienne as well.
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When he didn't answer, she flicked her eyes distastefully away from his

overgrown hair. She met his gaze evenly.

"I understand that you have been in denial regarding Agent Vega's

death,"” she said calmly.

His eyes were ice cold but he didn't answer. He didn't even bother to
ask how she'd known that. She always seemed to know everything except

how to act like a normal human being.

A lot of the questions he'd originally had about Sin's possible death
were gone now that he'd found what he had in the lab.

Logically, he knew further experimentation had to have been the end of
Sin's life. He knew Sin wasn't coming back. But it was true that there was still
a tiny part of him that didn't want to give up hope. That resisted even the

amount of proof he'd seen.

Vivienne's eyes narrowed in return but the cold displeasure he
expected to see wasn't there. She seemed strangely nonjudgmental for what
he remembered of her.

"You must learn to accept it." She spoke without any particular
intonation yet there was strength to her words. "It will do you no good to live in
a fantasy world in which he is still alive. You will do best to cease questioning

it and move on with your life."

"What the hell do you know about how impossible that is to do?" he
snapped before he could stop himself. "Not everyone's a robot like you."

She stared at him for a very long moment. He expected her to be
irritable with him for his attitude, or to lecture him about his lack of respect to
authority. Instead, she simply continued to stare at him. There was something

in her gaze that he couldn't identify.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 214



Fade

A faint frown pulled at her lips and she flicked her gaze to her laptop.
Her finger moved across the mousepad on the laptop, presumably to select
items on the screen. Her nail made a soft clacking sound as she double
clicked a few times. He couldn't see what she was doing and she didn't

indicate what it was.

At length, she looked up at him again, turning the laptop so the screen

was toward him.

"I am well aware of how you operate. You are unlikely to cease your
investigation until you have exhausted every resource. | took the liberty of
procuring what proof there was in order to encourage you to abandon this

futile daydream.”

Boyd continued to meet her eyes, not looking down at the laptop. The
stubborn part of him said he didn't want to be the first one to break eye
contact. In truth, he wasn't certain he wanted to see what was on the screen.

He needed proof and yet he feared it.

Still, the larger part of him needed to know what had happened. For

better or for worse.

He looked down and saw a surveillance video paused on a familiar
scene: Sin's living room. He could see that it came from the cameras that had
been installed by the Reapers.

There was a moment of silence and then Vivienne hit play.
It happened quickly. Disturbingly simply.

A number of guards entered Sin's apartment, fanning out like hunters
preparing to trap a cornered animal. Sin walked out of his bedroom and saw
them. His pale green eyes narrowed and Boyd wished there was sound; he
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could tell there was some sort of argument or at least words passed between

them.

The guards approached Sin warily. Sin stood still, looking as though he
didn't plan to fight. He seemed overall resigned by the situation; as if he'd

been expecting this.

Yet when they moved closer, tranquilizer guns aimed at him and faces
set in determination, Sin started to resist. He moved as if he was going to fight
through them; as if he would find a way to live. They shot him with the
tranquilizers, several at once, and Sin staggered. The tranquilizers must have

been especially powerful because Sin fell back against the wall.

There was a moment, just the briefest of seconds where it looked like
he was ready to resist further. But he must have felt the tranquilizers working
through his system. He must have known he would have to fight the entire
compound to escape, since once the order came down there was no end to

the manhunt.

As Boyd watched, resignation returned to Sin's beautiful features. His
pale green eyes went half-lidded. His hands were loose at his sides; fingers

curled and no longer looking ready to fight.

He slumped against the wall and slid down, falling unconscious to the

side within seconds.

There were a few seconds where the guards watched him suspiciously,
perhaps expecting his high drug tolerance to kick in or believing he was faking
it, but when he continued to lie there they moved in. They picked him up and

dragged him out of the room.

Vivienne didn't say anything but before Boyd could comprehend how to

react, she flipped to several short clips in a row. The guards dragging Sin out
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into the hallway outside his apartment. The guards taking him down the stairs

and out into the courtyard in the dead of the night.

No one was around to see them start to drag him across the courtyard
in a direction that could have been toward the Tower or the lab building. Boyd
watched them until they moved out of screen into a deep black patch of

shadow. The video stopped once they'd disappeared.

He continued to stare at the computer, feeling like he was a step away
from reality. The room seemed faded around him, with all the color focused

mercilessly on that simple laptop screen.

Vivienne did not click another video. She sat there silently and finally
said in a subdued voice, "That is the entirety of the footage | was able to
gather. After that point, they moved through the blind spots of the surveillance
and, in all likelihood, entered the Tower through similar means. There are
ways to access many parts of the compound without being seen if one knows

the proper routes."”

He couldn't look away from the screen. Shakiness buzzed along his
limbs, down to fingertips that couldn't quite stay still. His hands twitched and

tightened into fists.
His voice was quiet and strained when he asked, "Can | see it again?"

She didn't say anything. She pulled up the first video and sat silently as
Boyd watched again, obsessively taking in every movement and nuance of
Sin's. Every flicker of expression. Trying to read what Sin felt. Trying to gather

any idea of what had gone through his mind.

But even with the high quality the screen was too small, or maybe it
was simply that he wanted so badly for Sin to be life-sized and alive. All he
could see was a moment where something changed, although what it was or

why he didn't know, but it was when the guards moved in. When Sin had to

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 217



Fade

have known without doubt that he was about to be terminated. Boyd watched
the video and asked her to back up here or there so he could stare intently at

his lover.

In the end, his initial impression remained the same: Sin had been
resigned to his death. It had been just as Carhart had said; he'd known for a

long time that this would be his end.

Boyd felt his mind buzzing and he dropped back into the chair, staring
in shock at the screen.

Sin was dead.
He really, truly was dead.

The guards had come. They'd subdued him and taken him away. There
was no daring escape in the night. No cover up for a magical disappearance
that had taken the Agency by surprise. Even though the video cut out and he
couldn't tell for certain whether they'd taken him to the Tower or the lab, it
didn't matter. Neither was in the direction of an exit from the compound. Both
paths led to the same end.

Either way, Sin was dead.

The words were immutable in his mind. He hadn't realized until he'd
seen Sin collapse against the wall and he'd seen the guards drag him away
that somehow in the back of his mind he'd still been holding out hope.
Somehow, part of him had stubbornly refused to accept this reality he hadn't

wanted to believe was true.

He'd known for so long and yet it wasn't until now that he could fully,
completely accept it.

Sin was never, ever coming back.
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He would never walk in the room again. He would never look at Boyd
again. He would never touch him. His lips would never press against that
sensitive part of Boyd's neck; a gentle caress of warmth and moisture that had
felt so sensuous and comforting at the same time. Boyd would never again
gravitate to Sin's body in the middle of the night and wake up with his bare
skin flush against his lover's. They would never make love or banter or even
have an argument over something stupid just because they could both be so

headstrong.

Those vivid green eyes had been closed forever and he'd seen it, right
there on the screen. He had, in effect, seen the last moments of Sin's life that
he could ever see.

The world made even less sense around him than it had before. There
was a buzzing in the backgroundd white noise in his brain that pushed

sounds a step away and made his head feel like it was filled with cotton.

He stared at the laptop. At that unmoving screen. He was in too much

of a state of shock to do anything else.

There weren't even any tears. Just a blank emptiness that had yet to
be filled again.

Silence stretched in the office until he finally looked over at her. She
was watching him with an unreadable expression but it seemed more neutral

than cold.
"Why did you do this?"

She shrugged minutely and looked away, her gaze falling to the laptop
as she turned it back toward herself. He couldn't see her eyes as she looked
down and her expression didn't shift. "It does no good for you to wonder. Now

that you know the truth of it, | expect you to focus more clearly on your job."
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She spoke impassively, her tone as distant and removed as ever, and
she continued to look down at the laptop. He couldn't tell what she was doing.

It seemed to be taking a long time to close down a few programs.

He was silent for a long moment. The buzzing was growing stronger.
He could have left but there was something he needed to verify. Something

he thought he already knew but had to hear to be certain.

"Did you know?" His voice was quiet but there was an edge to it. "Did
you know that Hsin would... That the Marshal would do that?"

"It was a very real possibility,” she replied calmly. She finally looked up
at him again but he couldn't read a thing in those sky blue eyes. "I had my

suspicions."

His fingers twitched but he didn't look away from her face. The cotton

head feeling was intensifying; like a swarm of insects taking nest in his brain.
"And my mission?"
"What of your mission?"

Even through the distance, he felt his shoulders tense. His eyes were

hard. "Did you know what they would do to me there?"

She watched him evenly. "If you are asking whether | was aware of the

prostitution ring and XRT-330, of course | was."
The world started to crystallize.
"And the duration you gave me? One to two months?"

"It was based on the absolute best case scenario," she said simply. "It
was unlikely that timeline would ever be met. From the start, the assumption

was that it would take closer to four months or longer."
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His heartbeat sounded loud; an echo in the dried up, empty cavern of

his mind.
It all felt so surreal.

He couldn't believe her. He couldn't believe that she'd actually done

that. She'd lied even about mission parameters...

He heard himself asking the words he'd been wanting to ask, to

demand, since he'd come back to himself in Europe.
"Why didn't you tell me?"

"You would have been illogical and attempted to refuse," she replied
without hesitation. She continued to watch him calmly, not appearing to see

anything wrong with her responses or the situation.

"lllo..." He started to echo but couldn't bring himself to finish. His voice
had grown quieter but it was a tense quiet; a tightly wrapped ball of silence.

"Of course, you would have been forced to go, regardless,” she
continued. She was watching him but did not see the anger that was coursing
through him. Or maybe she did and didn't care. "For the efficiency of the
mission and to deter unnecessary argument, | determined it was best to
provide you with the information necessary for an understanding of the

mission without providing superfluous details which would only distract you."

"Superfld " Boyd cut himself off with a sharp shake of his head. The
buzzing was a burn in his blood, in his body. Her words cut through every part
of him to settle, like a necrotic weight, at the base of his stomach. "You sent

me there knowingd "

He couldn't even finish the sentence.
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There was no way to properly comprehend the repercussions of her
offhanded comment. The knowledge that his own mother had sent him into
that place, knowing what would be done to him and not telling him. Not giving

him any indication of what to expect so he could at least prepare himself.
All in the name of efficiency of the mission.

He couldn't even be surprised. He'd known for a long time that she had
to have known. Hearing her confirm it only verified to him that he couldn't trust
her. He couldn't believe anything that she told him from now on. Who knew
what manner of information she would keep to herself because she deemed it

would be inconvenient to her if he knew?

He didn't understand her. He didn't even want to try anymore. She was
alien to him and he realized he'd gotten to the point where it didn't matter
anymore that she was related to him. If anything, he wished she wasn't. He
would have preferred to be able to cut every connection with her if he could.

But he couldn't.

Jae-Hwa seemed to think Vivienne had a thing for protecting him but
he didn't know what to think. Even if she'd saved his life before, even if in the
future he would appreciate being shown the videos because it let him have
some sense of closure and could shut off that insidious hope, and even if
some day later he'd think Kassian had been right that at least Sin hadn't

known what was really happeningd at that moment, it didn't matter.

Sitting there having just watched his lover be dragged off to his death
and having just heard how much his mother had known and how little she'd
told him, in his mind she was the reason he never got to say a proper
goodbye. She was the reason he'd had such a difficult time adjusting when
he'd returned. She was the reason he'd been completely blindsided by Sin's

death. She was the reason all he had now were ashen memories.
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Her and her ice cold logic that forgot there were human hearts behind

the pawns she moved on her chessboard.

He looked at her and he saw all the lies she'd ever told him; all the
games she'd ever played. All the times she'd ignored him only to pull him out
later to use him. All the times she'd hurt him because she'd felt he wasn't
strong enough. Because he wasn't lining up with the reality she'd created in

her mind.

And he realized he couldn't forgive her. Not this time. Maybe never

again.
"l understand."

It may have been the quiet, resolute quality that made her look at him

more sharply. Made her assess him silently.

He was finally able to look at her and see her for what she was. She
was not his mother. She was not the Inspector. She wasn't even human. She
couldn't be, not the way she acted. She was foreign to him, this woman who
made decisions for others' lives offhandedly, as if it were her right. This
woman who had alternately hurt and belittled him for most of his life and who

always seemed to expect that he would come crawling back.

His throat closed and he couldn't have said anything more even if he'd
wanted to. Even if he'd known what to say. Maybe it was the realization
related to her or maybe it was the surveillance video playing in a loop in the
back of his mind.

Sin getting shot with tranquilizer darts. Sin stumbling back. That strong,

perfect body hitting the wall and sliding down. Slumping. Never moving again.

There was nothing else. There was nothing more.
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Now all he had left was his resolution from earlier; to do what he could

to prolong the life of the few people he trusted, until he was killed himself.

He stood and took a step back without looking away from her and
somehow, in his mind, that cemented it. He was no longer interested in her
explanations. He no longer wished to listen to her callous words wrapped in
the guise of logic and efficiency. They worked at the same place and she was
his superior so he had to be around her but even more than he'd felt before,

he no longer wanted anything to do with her.

He started to turn and she went still. Neither of them spoke and some
part of him had to wonder about that. About her lack of indignant demand that
he would leave when she told him he could. As he turned his back on her and
left, he wondered if he'd imagined the flash of uncertainty in her eyes. The

doubt in the twitch of her fingers.

Or if that had been a lie as well.

The door made a tired squealing sound as Boyd opened it. The small
tattoo parlor was just as he remembered it; dully lit in front with pictures of
tattoos and designs on the walls. The simple white bed sheet covering the
back room was pulled halfway to the side, allowing a glimpse of Jaz working

on a man's shoulder.

She looked just as he remembered. A short, tight tank top that showed
her midriff above baggy pants. Judging by her eyebrows, her hair was
naturally brown but one would never know that based on her hair. She had
bleached white blond dreadlocks that fell to her lower back even with most of
it pulled back in a low ponytail. Mixed within the white, random dreads were

vibrant purples, blues and teals. Her green eyes were dark and ringed with
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hazel. She was several years older than Boyd and had colorful tattoos

adorning much of her body.

She glanced up, her gaze passing over Boyd dismissively before she

returned to the tattoo.
"Twenty minutes," was all she said.

Boyd had to shove the door shut behind him. It caught for a moment
before he could force it. He looked around the room and after a moment

walked to the wall of photographs, many of which were years old.

Jaz always offered to take a picture of the tattoos she designed. It was
a commemoration for people who may lose it later in the ward amputated
limbs, skin that burned off in uncontrollable firesd and snapshots protected for
the loved ones left behind. Not everyone took her up on the offer, and others
who did took the pictures with them. Some didn't want a picture of the tattoo

S0 much as the moment.

For the ones who wanted to be remembered when there was no one

else to remember them, there was the wall.

Boyd walked to the back corner, searching the area from memory until
he finally located it.

He and Lou sat on the bench smiling. Lou's grin was huge and they
were each holding up their shirts to show the tattoos on their lower stomachs.
Lou leaned against Boyd and looked unquestionably proud. Boyd looked at
his younger self with the smooth skin and the hopeful, tentative smile and he
wondered where it had all gone. That short-lived belief that there could be a

future for him that he desired.

The belief that he could be happy.
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His fingers brushed over the photograph and for a moment he
considered asking Jaz if he could bring it home with him. The moment was
gone almost before it began. Most likely he would be terminated within the
coming months. He'd be lucky if he made it a year. Even if they didn't kill him,

it was only a matter of time until he died on a mission.

His future was set down a path he couldn't avoid or deny. Soon, he too
would be a ghost of the past. It was safer to leave the photograph here, where
that hopeful point of both his and Lou's memories could remain untouched.
The ghosts of their happier times could haunt this place and leave reality to

the life Boyd couldn't flee.

He didn't pay attention to time. At some length, low voices moved
behind him. He ignored them, looking at the different pictures although not
straying far from his own. The squealing of the door shut out the world beyond

with finality. Soon he felt a presence at his side.
"Looking for inspiration?" Jaz asked, pausing just behind him.

He stayed still, not answering at first. His gaze had strayed toward the
old picture again. He couldn't look away from Lou's happy face. He kept

wondering what it would have been like had their places been switched.

She started to say something but at that moment he turned toward her.
Jaz looked at him and there was a moment where all he saw was irritation
before startled recognition moved through her features. She looked at the wall
behind him, at the picture he'd been hovering near like a parent by a dead

child's grave, and recognition was soon replaced by surprise.
"Boyd?" she asked, her eyebrows shooting up. "That you?"

He shrugged and stepped away from the wall, not really knowing

where he was headed but not feeling like standing near the picture anymore.
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Suddenly that time felt too personal to share. Even with the person who had

taken the picture.

"Wow," she said blandly, looking him over. "Who knew you'd develop

some style?"
"l need a tattoo filled in," he told her without preamble.

She raised an eyebrow and walked over to a sink at the back. "Nice to
see you t0o," she said blandly. She cleaned her hands, taking the time to do it

well.

He trailed behind her, stopping at the threshold to the back room. His
gaze moved over the small area. It hadn't changed much, either. He could still
remember sitting there with Lou. Pulling out their lists of Latin phrases and

Jaz rolling her eyes at the 'lameness' they were presenting her.

"Don't you want anything cool?" she'd pressed. "Skulls, dragonsd hell,
even a good tribal design is better than that.”

She'd crouched over Lou's stomach, tattooing him while he'd grit his
teeth to keep from making any embarrassing noises of pain. Boyd had sat at
Lou's side, watching with great interest and steeling himself for his turn next.
Lou had said something snide to her and she'd relented, a flash of a smile on

her lips before it had faded away as she'd concentrated.

The words had formed slowly across Lou's stomach, dark letters of
hope and promise arching near his hip bone. Boyd's fingers had twitched as
he'd thought about how he'd wanted to run his hand over that pale skin. He'd
felt Lou's stare on him until he'd looked up. He'd been met by an enigmatic
look in those blue eyes he hadn't been accustomed to, then a scrunched face

as Lou had looked away.
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Jaz had started on the second word and had said absently, relenting
on her teasing earlier, "Tattoos are personal. You need to get what fits you

and ignore everyone else."

"You know," she said, her voice seeming abrupt in the silence. "Last
time | saw you, Lou was dead and you looked half gone, asking me to put

some pretty depressing shit on your back."

She turned the faucet off with the back of her wrist and grabbed a towel
as she turned. Her eyes were dark and intent, taking him all in; studying him
as if she could see through him to his soul. She dried her hands off, a frown

pulling at her lips and faintly narrowing her eyes.
"l thought you were dead."

Boyd thought he may as well have been, considering the Agency's

secrecy and stronghold on his life. "I've been preoccupied," was all he said.

She quirked an eyebrow and threw the towel to the side, walking closer

to him.

"Preoccupied?" she echoed, stopping in front of him and staring him
hard in the face. She scrutinized his eyes, his neutral expression, and shook
her head. "It's more than that. You look cold. Your eyes are different. It's a

little like when Lou died, only wrong somehow."

She raised both eyebrows and said flatly, "Some bad shit's gone down

for you again, hasn't it?"
His eyes narrowed. "What does it matter to you even if it has?"

"Lou's what matters to me," Jaz said firmly, giving him a steadfast stare
that was nearly a glare. Her back was straight and he got the impression she
would have crossed her arms if she hadn't just washed her hands. "I loved

that kid like a brother and he loved you like you were the only thing on Earth. |
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have an obligation to make sure you're okay if you come by my place and I'm

going to stick to it."

Something about the way she said that tugged at Boyd's thoughts until
it suddenly clicked. The memory of his first attempt at suicide flashed in his
mind. Sitting in his room, covered in blood with splatters on the wall and the
knife sliding out of his grip. Unrelenting pain and the blurring of the world
around him. Wanting with every fiber of his being for everything to fade for

goodd and looking up to see his mother.

He was so surprised by the thought that he didn't think to hide it from

his face.
"Did you call my mother last time?" he asked incredulously.

"Damn right | did." Jaz glared at him although she didn't seem angry;
simply stubborn as hell and with an attitude to back it up. "It took me awhile to
track down some contact information but did you really think 1 wouldn't? You
looked like you were ready to kill yourself. | thought I'd be able to help you if
you stayed with me but it was like you didn't hear a word | said. The second

you left | dug up the numbers Lou'd given me before."

Boyd stared at her in disbelief. Yet, it all made sense. He'd always
wondered why Vivienne had happened to come home at such a convenient
time when she had typically been gone for months on end. It had always
seemed a little strange to him but he'd never known to question it because it

had never occurred to him that Jaz would actually call.

Vivienne had never said anything about being alerted and part of him
wondered why that was. It made him understand her even less because that
meant she had specifically returned home, knowing he may die if she didn't. It
wasn't something she'd stumbled upon and reacted to without thought. She

could have easily ignored Jaz's phone call.
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Instead, she'd come home to save her son's life.

Was it just because she hadn't wanted the word suicide related to her
family? Had she simply wanted to ensure that if he died it was on her terms,
not his? Or had there been some other, less conceivable answer? He couldn't
believe it was for anything like love. The word hadn't been in the woman's

vocabulary since his father's death.

It didn't matter, regardless. Even if she'd saved his life more than once
she seemed to think it gave her the right to dictate what he did with it. And he

was no longer interested in catering to that belief.

"So just so you know, if you have some sort of suicidal agenda going
on here I'm not gonna let it slide," Jaz continued firmly. "You come into this
shop, you better be prepared that | won't let you walk away and ruin all the

hard work I just put into my designs."

Boyd watched her for a long moment and then shook his head, pushing
his hair back and looking away. He felt bemused by the information and didn't
know what to do with it. Everything to do with that time was so long ago that it
didn't even matter to him anymore that Jaz had called on him. He supposed if

she hadn't, he never would have met Sin.

More than anything, there was a faint wave of relief. He knew he could
trust her to help him with the more difficult request; the one he hadn't wanted
to deal with at the Agency. The reason he'd come here instead of going

somewhere else.

Because he'd hoped their history, no matter how tenuous, would work

in his favor.

"I won't try to kill myself this time," he said mildly. "I just want a tattoo
filled in, like | said before." He paused and glanced at her sidelong. "And

something else."”
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She gave him an unimpressed look. "Yeah? What's this 'something

else' before | decide whether | want to spend time on your phantom ass?"

He studied her evenly before flicking his eyes back toward the main
door. It was shut firmly and it didn't seem like anyone else was coming in. He
decided to get it over with before they could be interrupted. He moved over
toward the table she used for people getting tattoos on their backs and half-
turned away from her as he said, "l need your help with something."

He leaned forward, pulling his pants and underwear down just enough
to show her. On his right side, in the area that transitioned from his lower back
to his ass cheek, a set of burn scars stood out in relief against his pale skin.

Several angled lines went from large down to small.
It was a stylized tornado; Cyclone's logo.

Jaz walked over, her hands clinical as she ran them down his skin and
she studied the scars. She quirked an eyebrow and looked up at him as he
looked over his shoulder.

"You got yourself branded?" she asked, sounding as though she didn't

guite know what to make of that, and Boyd shrugged.

"Something like that," he said, not wanting to get into the truth. "But |

don't want that design anymore."

Her lips thinned and she looked down, eyebrows furrowing as she

studied the scars more closely. "Well, | can see what | can tattoo over it..."

He shook his head and dug into his pants pocket until he could pull out
a folded piece of paper. He handed it back to her. "I want you to burn that

over it. Make it look like it said that all along."

She looked down at the paper dubiously. It had a single Chinese

character on it and she frowned, looking between that and the stylized
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tornado. "What's with you and foreign words all over your body?" she asked

rhetorically.
"l like it," he said blandly.

He left out that it was Sin's first name. If he was going to be branded by
anybody, he wanted it to be Sin. Even if Sin was dead, it was better having his
memory burned into him than spending the rest of his life having to remember
those moments of panic when he'd first known for certain the mission wasn't

what he expected.

The guards who'd overpowered him and held him down. Distrust and

suspicion and a spike of fear as he'd seen Amy approaching with the syringe.

"What the hell is that?" he'd demanded sharply and she hadn't
answered. She'd never answered. She'd simply prepped him and stuck the

needle in the crook of his elbow.

That moment was still crystal clear in his memory: the deep red of his
blood pooling beneath the clear liquid in the syringe. The thought running
through his mind, Hsin was right, followed by, What will he do if | don't come
back?

The second that had dragged out before Amy had pushed the plunger
down. His entire body arching and jerking against their hands; the startled

"Ahhd " escaping him.
Euphoria and mindless energy and, for weeks, nothing else.

He didn't remember being branded, although he'd later learned it had
happened right after they'd forced Slide on him. It was a measure of how
disturbing Slide was that he didn't even remember his skin being vaporized.
He knew they hadn't used anesthesia.
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He'd probably gotten off on it, he thought darkly. He knew he'd been
aroused; the pictures they'd taken of him for the catalogue had been right
afterward. He'd seen the pictures and he knew what he'd looked like. The
dilated eyes; the parted lips and the color in his cheeks. Even in the picture it
had been clear that there had been nothing but sex on his mind.

Some memories were clouded but he would never forget that first
breathless, rapturous hit of Slide. That first taste of ecstasy that had burned

him alive and had him begging for more.

Jaz's fingers pulled the skin taut and it snapped him back to the
present. He closed his eyes and tilted his head down, his fingers curling. His
hair shifted and fell forward, sheltering his expression. He couldn't even feel
anything about the memory or the disturbing blanks elsewhere. Not anymore.

"The design should overlay decently," Jaz was saying in contemplation.
She was all business now that the aspect of art had come into play. "It'll look a

little wonky but if I make it super stylized, it should work well enough.”

Her fingers moved away from his skin and she stepped back. He pulled

his clothing back into place before he turned to look at her.

"I dunno if I'm all about this burning idea, though." Jaz watched him

warily. "Why don't | just tattoo over it?"
"Because it won't make what's under it go away," Boyd replied evenly.

She frowned, scrutinizing his face, and then shrugged and turned
away. She walked to the counter space at the end of the room and set the
sheet of paper down. "You do realize it's one of the most painful body mods

you can do."

"I don't care."
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"Anesthesia won't be used and it's done slowly, bit by bit,” she

continued pointedly. "It would take hours."
"It doesn't matter."
"And it takes months to heal," she finished.

"You won't convince me not to do this, Jaz. | understand what I'm

asking."

She nodded but still hadn't turned around as she gathered some

supplies. "Alright. | know some scarification artists | can ask for youd "

"I want it to be you," Boyd cut her off, shaking his head. "I'll pay you
extra if you want but it has to be you. | want someone | know | can trust doing
it."

She paused, her shoulders somewhat tense and head moving just so,
just enough for her to start to look over her shoulder but not enough for him to
see her expression. She was silent for a breath and then it was all business

again.

"Sit," she ordered, nodding at the chair nearby. He obeyed and she
pulled a stool over until she was sitting near him. "So what tat do you need

filled in?"

He held out his left arm, showing her the roughly sketched outline that
he had on his inner forearm. The tattoo he'd tried to do himself while in the
midst of the mission at Aleixo's, afraid he'd forget who he was and fully

become Cameron.

He'd made himself a tattoo to remind himself of Sin no matter what he
was doing; on his inner arm so he'd see it even when he was holding a dick

he was sucking, or his arms were held down above his head, or his fingers
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were gripping a woman's hips as he slammed into her. He'd wanted

something that could snap him out of the high no matter the sexual act.

It was the only thing he'd been able to think of at the time to give
himself some reassurance that he could be strong enough to some day make
it home. To return to some sense of normalcy. To some day again feel the
strength of Sin's arms encasing him, and the support and relief that came with
it.

"Homemade, huh?" she observed and Boyd nodded. "What'd you

use?"

"Heated needle and pen ink,” Boyd replied as he stared down at the

dots that had taken forever to roughly outline the shape he wanted.

He'd never gotten to finish, anyway. Aleixo had found him one day and
had demanded what he thought he was doing. Apparently his body hadn't
been his to work on. It was alright to brand him or stick God knew what inside
him but it wasn't okay to add to the tattoos already adorning his body. Not if it

hadn't been Aleixo's idea first.

Aleixo had taken away the needle and pen and told him if he caught
him at it again, there would be consequences. Not wanting to do anything to
jeopardize the mission, Boyd hadn't ever tried to continue. Still, he had run his
hand almost comfortingly along the lines whenever he'd been alone and had

felt overwhelmed.

"There was no way | could properly finalize it at the time," was all he

said aloud.

Her eyes narrowed in mild irritation and she turned his arm this way

and that. "You know you can get an infection doing that shit, right?"

"l was lucky," he replied by way of acknowledgment.
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She snorted but didn't comment. "So unless you want me to play a
rousing game of connect the dots, I'm not positive what you were going for

here."

He dug into his pocket with his right hand and pulled out the other
sheet of paper. He'd drawn and colored what he wanted on his arm and held it
out to her. She took the sheet and studied it, brow furrowing and eyes
narrowed, her lips tilted down at the edges in thought.

He'd wanted something that could obliquely remind him of Sin;
something that would be special to him in a way that wouldn't compromise the
mission. Something he could potentially explain away as Cameron, but would
remind him that he was Boyd. It had taken him awhile to settle on an idea,
because nothing had seemed right. What he'd ended up with in concept was

now painstakingly put to paper.

It was a drawing of a tree with the root system exposed. Tree branches

wound around at the top, scraggly and circuitous.

He had used saturated colors. Great care was put into shading many of
the leaves individually so it looked like a real tree hit by sunlight. The base
color he'd chosen for the leaves was a brilliant green that was the closest
color to matching Sin's eyes that he could manage. The roots of the tree
interwove with a Celtic knot, making it difficult to tell where the roots ended
and the Celtic knot began. Bits of root dangled at the end, making it look more

natural, and he'd put imperfections in the bark to make it feel more realistic.

He'd drawn it remembering the shelter of the trees at the cabin. The
peacefulness of their time together, away from the world. The safety of having
Sin at his side.

Sin represented protection, safety, love, happiness... All the things he'd

lost, and all the things he'd been terrified he would never regain.
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The more he'd needed the tattoo and Sin's memory, the more meaning
he'd placed on it: the idea of trees always coming alive again no matter how
brutal the winter reinforcing that they could make it through anything, and the
lines of the Celtic knot curling back in on themselves to underscore how every
path he took led him back to Sin.

It became a visual promise to Sin that he would never stray. An
unspoken message that he was committed to Sin for the rest of his life.

Now, he wanted it as a memento of a love he knew he could never

recreate.

Jaz looked between the rough outline and the drawing and ultimately
nodded.

"l can do this but I'd make a few minor changes, myself, so it'd look

more like a tattoo and less like a drawing."

"That's fine," Boyd said dismissively. "As long as you don't change

what it is altogether.”

She nodded. "There's a lot of detail and colors, though.” Her green
eyes moved up to meet his. "It'll take more than one session."”

"l assumed as much.” He tilted his head toward the table where the
other sheet of paper lay. "Maybe by the next session we can do both."

Her expression was unreadable as she shrugged. "Maybe. We'll have

to see how long it takes me to get the chance to learn how to do it properly."”
Boyd nodded, unsurprised by the response.

She frowned to herself and said, "Right. Well, we can do some of it

today, at least.”
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She rolled her stool to the nearby desk, swiping a marker off it and
returning to his side. She pulled his left arm until it was at a better angle for
her to crouch over while she popped open the marker. Teal and white
dreadlocks fell over her shoulder as she leaned forward, saying somewhat
distantly in concentration:

"So this is how | think it should be done."

As he sat there watching the outline of the tattoo grow and when he
later felt the familiar but welcome pain of the needle as the design formed in
front of his eyes, he thought about the future. He thought about where he was
now and where he would have to be tomorrow, and the day after, and the day

after that. He thought about coping and moving on.

All that mattered now was the last bit of defiance he could afford. He
couldn't change that he'd been branded with Cyclone's logo along with all the
other slaves, marked as their property so that between that and Slide he
never would have escaped. He couldn't change his future at the Agency. He
couldn't predict the missions he'd be sent on or what other issues could await

him.

All he could do was mark Sin's name on himself as a last fuck you to
the people who owned his body. All he could do was give himself a personal,

constant reminder of the man he'd loved more than anyone and anything.

Going into the future, he wouldn't be able to afford even a single
mistake or he would be dead. He couldn't let thoughts of Sin distract him or
bring him down. He had to shove his dead lover's memory into the recesses

of his mind; never forgetting him, but having to focus on the present.

It was a hard and painful realization to come to but he knew it was the
only thing he could do.
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There were people still alive who needed his help. He hadn't been able
to do anything other than struggle to prolong the time until Sin had been killed
and in the end all his efforts had been in vain. But with the situation the way it
was in the Agency now, there were people who needed him there to support
them. People who, like him, had a very short list of people to trust. People

who he would do everything he could to keep alive.

He'd been too late for Sin. He'd been too weak for Lou. He'd been too
young for his dad. They'd all lived and loved and fallen, one by one, leaving
deeper imprints on his soul each time. He couldn't change their deaths nor
could he change that Sin was now in the same category as Lou and his
father. People who he would have done anything for, lost to him in situations

where that ‘anything' had not been enough.

He didn't know what lay in store for him tomorrow, or even hours or
seconds from now. He didn't know how long he had to lived how long any of
them did. All he knew was he wasn't going to let the Agency win. They'd taken
so much from him and there was still more they could take; still more they

could demand and, ultimately, he would have to give.

He had been scared and alone and shocked and in denial but in the
end he would live as long as he could scrape out his meager existence. He
would protect those he could protect and do his best for those he couldn't. He
would live when they expected him to die and he would do it all in the name of
the people he'd lost.

He would do it to tell the Agency to fuck off and to show them how bad
an idea it was to mess with him. He would do it to prove that even if they had
control of his life, he would always come back and each time he would make
himself stronger. Each time he would make it that much harder for them to

win.
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There was a lot he couldn't control but there was one thing he could:
his stubbornness, and with that his resolution to fight back against the people

who thought they could break him.
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Chapter Eight

The concierge always gave Carhart a half peculiar, half intrigued look
when he came to the sprawling condominium complex at West Shore Drive. It
was one of the most opulent hi-rise residential buildings in the Financial
District and Carhart hadn't been surprised for a moment when he'd found out

that Vivienne lived there.

The concierge, however, always seemed surprised that the General
was coming to visit her. There was a complicated procedure of checking in
and being escorted upstairs at West Shore that didn't surprise Carhart for a
minute. The place had top notch securityd there was no wandering over to

the elevator and knocking on the door.

Each visitor was announced. And every time he said he was there to

see Vivienne on the thirteenth floor, the man stared.

It was getting to be annoying but Carhart eased the irritation by telling
himself that the man was probably assuming that they were lovers. If the man
had known Vivienne for very long, it wasn't too surprising that he would find
this sudden development surprising. The coldness that Vivienne typically
projected seemed likely to scare off any suitor. But for their designed cover,

Carhart was the exception to that rule.

After their first couple of meetings they'd both realized that they were
being watched and sometimes even followed. The Marshal clearly was
suspicious of their rendezvous, likely wondering what they were discussing or
even planning. The most logical conclusion to combat that suspicion was that
they would give the impression that they were having an affair. So far it had
been working as neither of them had been called in for questioning about their

intent.
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"Hello again, Mr. Carhart."

Carhart nodded curtly at the man and glanced at the clock on the wall.
He was running a few minutes late by now but he didn't think she'd make a
point of it. Their covert meetings had become such a regular occurrence that

they barely felt formal anymore except for the nature of the conversation.
"Benjamin, can you escort Mr. Carhart to the thirteenth penthouse?"

Benjamin, a tiny twenty-something man with buzzed brown hair,
hurried over. He seemed to materialize out of thin air. He was as silent and
unassuming as ever during the ride upstairs. None of the staff at West Shore
ever spoke unless they needed to. It was disturbing but welcome. These days
Carhart didn't have the head for idle chatter.

Carhart exited the elevator and left Benjamin behind. A hallway with
cream-colored carpet stretched before him, leading to Vivienne's door. He
knocked twice, briefly, but Henry would have already announced his presence

to her so she knew he was coming.

Given that knowledge, it still surprised him when she answered the
door looking so completely casual. It hadn't been like that in the beginningd
when they'd first arranged this as a meeting place she'd looked as impeccable
and detached as she did at the Agency. Over the months, that had dwindled

in such a subtle slide that he hadn't realized while it was happening.

Vivienne had on charcoal-colored linen pants and what appeared to be
a black cashmere sweater with a wide over-sized V-neck that hung
dangerously close to one shoulder. Her hair was down, the long blond waves
twisted over one shoulder although the strands were coming loose and

framing her face. She was barefoot and still looked effortlessly elegant.

"Sorry I'm late," he said after a short breath. "I brought dinner."
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Her sky blue eyes flicked behind him the way they always did, as if
verifying there was no one within view or hearing. She didn't seem bothered

by his slight delay but her expression was unreadable.

When she saw no one else in the vicinity, she stepped to the side and

held the door open for him to enter. "Come in."

When he'd first come to her condo, he'd felt like a bull in a china shop.
Tall, muscular and always feeling unbearably Midwestern even though he
hadn't been to his hometown in decadesd it seemed strange being in this
sparsely decorated, extremely modern apartment with its all white and dainty-
looking furniture. It was so unlike his own apartment and his own personal
style that he'd felt like some oil-drilling roughneck traipsing into a crystal

palace.

It had been awkward and a little uncomfortable. The fact that he'd felt
ridiculous sitting on the low-lying couch hadn't helped. The only thing that had
relaxed him was the windows. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the rooms. A
view of the destruction of the city always centered him. It always put

everything into perspective.

It hadn't taken long to stop focusing on the gap between her wealth and
his own, her sophistication and his lack thereof, before he'd focused on

business.

But after so long, after realizing that there were really only two of them

against a whole lot of untrustworthiesd sometimes business could wait.

"You look lovely today," Carhart commented offhandedly as he put the
takeout bag on the glass coffee table that sat between the two white couches.
They would never look like couches to himd they seemed more like cushion-

less lounge chairs.
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She leaned over to push the touch panel out of the way that she'd
obviously just been working on. "Thank you." She paused briefly and

observed mildly, "I have noticed you seem to prefer more informal attire.”

He shrugged off his black coat and lay it over the side of the couch.

"You're less frightening this way," he replied, shooting her a small grin.

The edges of her lips lifted briefly. It was a subtle, private smile that
he'd only ever seen grace her features in the past few months and even then

it wasn't often.

"Would you care for anything to drink?" she asked as she started
toward the open concept kitchen.

"Wine would go well with the pasta. Whatever you have is fine,
though.”

She nodded and briefly disappeared as she knelt behind an island with
a granite counter top. A built-in beverage fridge was hidden from his view.
She gathered some glasses, plates, silverware, and a bottle of red wine.
Despite the armload, she had no troubles balancing it all and smoothly
returning to the table where she laid it all out. She pulled long blond hair
behind one ear as it started to fall forward, and picked up the touch panel to

set it behind her onto the couch.

When she was finished, she perched on the edge of the couch and
briefly ran her gaze over him, simply taking him in. "Have you been eating
poorly?"

Carhart glanced at her briefly as he removed the containers. "I haven't
had much of an appetite. Why?"

"You appear thin," she said with a faint shrug. She pushed her hair

behind her back and leaned forward to dish herself some of the shrimp
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primavera onto a plate. Her v-neck sweater fell forward in the movement,
showing a glimpse of a cream, lacy camisole beneath. She sat up once she
had her food and let the plate rest on her knees, looking at him. "Perhaps you

have not been sleeping well either?"

"Is this your way of saying | look like shit?" he asked with an arched
brow, smirking as he twisted his fork around in the food without actually eating
it.

Her faint smile returned. "Well. If you wish to be so crass..."

Carhart chuckled and set the plate down in favor of the wine. He took a
sip and savored the taste for a moment, twirling the stem in his fingers. "It's
been hard to sleep for a long time now. I've been meaning to call Medical and

get something to help."

She nodded knowingly and didn't respond at first as she took a bite of
her food. Even the way she ate seemed carefully orchestrated and somehow
elegant. There were no bits of food falling down; nothing was left on her lips.

She took the time to chew and swallow before she said in agreement,
"It would be beneficial to you if you did. Were | unaccustomed to little sleep, |
would have found it difficult to cope with the stress of the past few months and

the subsequent insomnia."”

The General nodded and looked down into his glass. He had the idle
fleeting thought that the wine looked similar to blood sloshing around. He took
another sip, allowing his gaze to stray to the window.

He was sorry he'd mentioned sleep. The topic brought to mind the
nightmares he had when he did allow his eyes to close. The Agency in ruins.
People he cared about dead. The future terminations of Ryan, Boyd and

Emilio overlapped by the death scene he'd imagined over and over for Sin.
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His chest tightened as he forced himself to take another casual sip.

Vivienne paused with her hand reaching toward the wine bottle. Her
sky blue eyes studied him; it was similar to the scrutinizing way she did at the

Agency but without the ice cold expression it somehow seemed less intrusive.

"I said something to upset you." She said it quizzically and her

eyebrows drew down faintly as if she were perplexed.

"No," he replied quickly, looking at her again. It was so rare to be
around Vivienne like this that he sometimes feared it would abruptly come to a
halt.

Strangely, she was the only person he really spoke to anymore. At the
Agency he felt too watchedd he was too untrusting of the people around him
and he couldn't reach out to the few people he did trust for fear that they
would be observed. If this came to an end, he'd be surrounded by silence all
the time and he didn't think he could handle that. He needed a connection to

someone else, even as fleeting as these meetings were.

"l just had a thought. When | sleep, | have dreams sometimes. It's
stupid, it doesn't matter." He shook his head and set the glass down, finally

picking up his food again.

"Ah," she said in understanding, turning her attention back to the wine.
She picked up the bottle and tilted her glass as she poured the wine. Her tone

was nonjudgmental as she continued, "Nightmares. | had many at one point.”

She said it simply; leaving it up to Carhart as to whether he wanted to
continue with that topic or switch to another one. Letting him decide whether

he wanted to talk about what was on his mind.

In the end, he didn't want to abandon one of the few times they spoke

on personal terms.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Page|l 246



Fade

"What was the cause?"

"Cedrick," she said, looking down at the deep red of the wine in her
glass. Her lips stretched faintly but it was humorless; like a reflection of past
pain. Her eyebrows drew down and she swirled the glass. She fell silent
briefly before she looked up to meet his eyes. Her expression remained

impassive, her tone simple.

"I dreamt many things. His last moments. His body as | imagined it
must have looked. Perhaps the worst were the dreams that he was still alive."
She tilted her head subtly. "I also dreamt of my homeland being destroyed.
My grandmother dying. A few involved Boyd. | suppose it was a

conglomeration of thoughts vying for my attention."

He nodded, gazing at her quietly, thoughtfully. It was a moment when
he thought she may be able to understand his pain. When he thought she
may be compassionate about the violent, bloody nightmares that revolved
around Sin. About the regret and the guilt and the self-hatred he felt that he

hadn't been able to stop it. That he hadn't known.

But then he remembered that Vivienne had been uncomfortably matter-
of-fact about his surrogate son's death when it had come up in the past and
he didn't say anything about Sin directly at all.

"Losing people you love is hard."
She nodded and sipped wine from her glass.

Carhart absently set the plate down again, his cerulean eyes sliding
back to the window.

Some days he could function well. More than well; efficiently. Other
days, he wished he could stay in the darkness of his bedroom and never

show his face again. It was difficult to be on the compoundd to face people
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who either didn't care that Sin had been murdered or were glad that he had
been. To see people going through the motions, carrying on with their lives
and not even seeming to remember that the once-infamous Vega was gone

forever.

He tried to put himself at the same level of acceptance that he'd been
at after the Monterrey debacle but he found it impossible. He'd thought Sin
had died then but in the line of duty. Even then, he'd had warning. He'd had

days to come to the acceptance that Sin might not make it that time around.

This time, Sin had been stolen right out from under his nose. For

nothing.

In the initial weeks after Boyd's mission had begun to drag on, Sin had
turned back into his old self. Disrespectful, resistant, sometimes less
cooperative with his new teammates than he should have been, but he'd
never done anything to warrant termination. He wouldn't have put himself at

riskd not when all he wanted was to be with Boyd when he returned.

But somehow those minor events had resulted in his death anyway.

Somehow, a reason had been found to take a second son away from Carhart.
He drained the rest of the glass.

The words that came from his lips were unplanned and unexpected.
But they were long overdue. He hadn't ever voiced anything about Sin out
loudd not even to Boyd. He'd feared that admitting his own anger and
bitterness would feed into the younger agent's rage. But now, for some
reason, in the clean, chic lines of Vivienne's penthouse, the words fell from his

mouth.

"It's hard, Vivienne. | know... this isn't exactly what you expected to be

hearing today. | know it isn't your problem. But | can't sleep and | can't eat
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because it's hard to get through the day working for someone who had him

killed. For nothing."

She had been about to set the plate down but at his words she looked

up at him with a pause.

"You do not resent me for it as well, do you?" she asked, a subtly
worried look drawing her eyebrows together and tilting down the edges of her

lips.

He shook his head, focusing on her once again. The hint of expression
on her face made her endearing to him, which was odd in itself. Even odder, it
made him want to reassure her. This was a woman who typically seemed so
unshakable that a hint of a reassuring comment would likely seem
condescending. But things were different here in this splendid condo so far

away from the Agency's walls.

"This is the only thing I look forward to now, Vivienne. If | resented you,
that wouldn't be the case.”

She studied him seriously, as if searching for a hint of a lie or him being

patronizing. When she saw nothing of the sort she nodded to herself. "Good."

She set her plate on the table and leaned back, holding the wine glass
in her hand and studying him again, this time with a distant, thoughtful air.

She seemed to be mulling something over until, at length, she spoke.

"It is an understandable response. | greatly dislike that woman and | did
not lose someone close to me as you did." She paused, a frown crossing her
features. She was watching Carhart closely; perhaps searching for responses
or cues as to how much she should say. "In all honesty, | thought it inevitable
that he would not last long upon her arrival. However, | hoped | was wrong

and planned to argue for his necessity as | had before."
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Carhart considered that for a long moment before speaking again. "We
all knew it was possible. He knew the odds were stacked against him. She
wants to recreate this place into her own sanctum with soldiers who will obey
her without question. He was too resistant, too disrespectful and too strong.
We had given him too many reasons to hate the Agency. He would never be
her kind of soldier. He didn't fit into her equation. We all knew there was a

possibility that she would use his past as fodder for termination.”

A brief pause. He wanted to know the answer to his next question but
at the same time, he was hesitant to hear it. "So knowing all of those things,

why would you put yourself out there to argue for him?"

Her frown increased and she shifted her gaze away from him, looking
out at the dark view of the city beyond. She seemed pensive, her eyes
narrowed faintly and head tilting. There was no particular emotion in her voice

when she spoke.

"I was reluctant to see him go. There are many who would have
reveled in my death during the raid but he came to protect me. He was
undeniably the strongest person at the Agency and as time passed and |
realized | would soon need any protection | could attain, he seemed a viable

candidate to potentially pursue."

She looked over at Carhart. "I felt that with his connection to Boyd and
Boyd's connection to me, | did not need to fear that he would turn on me. It
was... encouraging to potentially have someone of his caliber to call upon if

needed."

There was the briefest pause. Her eyes narrowed and a curious
expression crossed her face. Carhart couldn't fully identify it but he thought it

may be confusion or bemusement.
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"In addition, although | was beyond exasperated by their antics at the
times when he and Boyd had issues, by the end it seemed as though they
had reached a sense of stability. | had seen the way they looked at each other
and | suppose... knowing that, as well as how important he was to others such
as yourself, | felt it was worth pursuing attempts to retain his services to avoid
causing unnecessary heartache and discouragement, which would only
decrease production value at the Agency. It seemed especially unnecessary,

as he was still of use."

Despite the clinical quality of her words, when she looked at Carhart he
could see that she wasn't being dismissive of Sin's death. In her own way,
she'd just said that she had appreciated Sin's strength, had been grateful for
his role in her survival of the raid, had looked forward to him being a core part
of the inner circle that she and the General were trying to create around them
and had actually understood and accepted the love that Boyd and Sin had
shared. In her own way, she'd admitted to a mote of regret that his life had

been lost.

Carhart wished he could tell Boyd. He wished that someday the gap
between the two Beaulieus would close. There was nothing worse to see than
the estrangement of a parent and child, especially when one of the two could
die at any moment. Carhart was sure that Emilio had regretted never telling
his son that he loved him. The pain and loss that Emilio had felt had been

evident enough in the surveillance video Carhart had watched of the incident.

He would never quite forget the way Emilio's face had transformed
upon hearing that his child was dead. Had died days ago, a few buildings
away from where they'd gone on carrying out business as usual. Carhart

would never forget that bone-chilling scream of anger and heartbroken denial.
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It had been enough for him to want to seek Emilio out. To comfort him.
To make sure he didn't sink back into the depths of drugs and alcohol that had

always been his solace.

But Emilio had been removed to the Fourth and Carhart had decided
that it was probably better that way. The raid was too fresh in Carhart's mind.
The unnecessary death. Ryan's near death. In the end, he hadn't been able to
rebuild the bridge that had burned when the truth had come out.

"Boyd has been better in the past few months," he said after several
moments had stretched in a mutual pensive silence. "I'd spoken to him right
after his fight with the Hunt girl. I'm hoping he took my words to heart and his

progress continues."

"Yes," she said, a faint frown on her lips, her eyebrows drawing down.
She stared at her wine and after a moment leaned forward to set it on the
table. When she sat back against the couch again she smoothed her pant
legs even though there were no wrinkles. "I spoke to him after his meeting
with the Marshal."

Carhart nodded at length. They didn't typically talk about Boyd or Sin in
these meetings. He was surprised she'd volunteered the information. "How
did that go?"

Her expression pinched and her gaze inexorably slid away. "Not well,

but perhaps as well as could be expected."

She was silent a moment, her eyes narrowing. She absently curled her
fingers against the fabric of her pants and then turned her stare back onto
Carhart. "He was quite angry with me for not providing him with fully disclosed

and accurate information regarding his mission."

He arched a blond eyebrow, finally twirling his fork in his plate of

cooling pasta. "When | spoke to Sin some time after Boyd left, he expressed
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concern that the mission wasn't as straightforward as Boyd had implied. He

had very serious concerns. Was he right?"

"Yes," she said with a frown, leaning back further in the couch. She
had looked away from Carhart again seemingly without realizing it. It was
unusual for her; she typically appeared to have no problems keeping eye

contact regardless of the topic. "l greatly misled him."
"For what purpose?"

She was silent for a long moment and then turned intent sky blue eyes
onto Carhart. There was strength in her expression and the usual steadfast
belief in her own actionsd but somehow lacking the confidence. It was as if
she were asking Carhart silently if she was right, while her expression was

defiantly stating that she was.

"He would have died. Surely you understand that as well as I? Had |
told him what it was, he would have balked and refused. He would have
caused all manner of issues in an attempt to stay behind. Ultimately, | would

have had to force him and it would have looked terrible on his record."

Her eyebrows twitched down. "Or what if he had adamantly refused
and had remained at the Agency until Seong Jae-Hwa's arrival? If she had not
terminated him immediately, then surely when Hsin Vega was terminated as |
highly suspected would happen, he would have reacted similarly outrageously
as Emilio Vega. But without similar accolades in his record, he would have
been terminated rather than incarcerated. Sending him away with the least
amount of disturbance was the only way to allow Jae-Hwa to settle in and
begin to feel powerful in her role, and in the process feel less inclined to make

an example out of my son."
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Carhart nodded at length, weighing the words in his mind. After a
pause he asked, "Was it as terrible as Sin feared? Or was it likely worse than

he imagined?"

"It was worse, | suspect,” she admitted. She looked away again, her

features turning a hint cool.

Her shoulders were stiff and she did not look at Carhart as she
continued tonelessly, "I told him he would seduce one man but in truth he was
infiltrating a prostitution ring. They kept their slaves docile through the use of a
highly addictive aphrodisiac. | read the report; he was in the slave ring for six
months prior to making contact with the target for a sufficient length to enact
the seduction, and another two before he successfully completed the mission.
Upon return, in order to address the abuse his body and mind had taken, he

was sent to rehabilitation and detoxification for two months."

"Ah." Carhart nodded again, placing his plate down and rubbing his jaw
slowly. The stubble that had already begun growing in bristled against his

fingers.

For a moment, he didn't speak. Almost from the very first year, he'd
begun thinking of Boyd as another surrogate son. Another youth sucked into
the Agency without truly knowing what it would be about. Just as Sin had
been as a child when he'd arrived at the compound thinking it would be just

about the missions without the power plays and abuse in between.

So Carhart expected to feel horror and anger at what had been done to
Boyd but all that he felt was a dull, depressing resignation. In reality he'd
always known that something like this was possible for Boyd. The valentine
status branded him for any kind of highly involved sexual mission, especially

ones of that caliber.
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The Agency was not above mentally tormenting their own agents to
justify their means. His and Emilio's mission in Brighton flashed across his
mind. He remembered the people who had had to die or be tortured so that
his and Emilio's identities would appear legit. He remembered watching Emilio
cut off a teenage boy's fingers one by oned punishment for stealing from

Lawrence Patrick; their target and the man they'd had to prove themselves to.

Even so, he couldn't damn Vivienne for it entirely. As much as it
weighed on him to imagine Boyd in that positiond she had a point. He would

have refused and paid the price with his life.

"As much as it makes me sick to think of him in that position, I
understand your point of view. It isn't dissimilar to my own suggestion of using
the collar on Sin to keep him out of a drugged stupor in the box. The kids don't
understand and they likely never will until the burden falls on their shoulders

to make the ends justify the means."

The tension in her shoulders relaxed at his response and she finally
looked over again. He didn't think he imagined the relief in her eyes, and the

subsequent moment that made even that much emotion disappear.

"He frustrates me so," she said with narrowed eyes. "There are times |
wish to break him down to force him to listen, and times..." She trailed off, her
eyebrows drawing down and face pinching. She looked away with a stiff
shrug. "At times | am convinced he received the worst of Cedrick's and my

qualities. It can make him exceedingly difficult.”

She paused and then pushed her hair away from her face. "At any rate,
| anticipated his anger upon return but his reaction seemed especially final."
She frowned to herself, her fingers running down her long hair and briefly
curling around the ends. Her eyes were narrowed and pensive as she looked

out the window. "It seems possible | did irrevocable damage."
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"It may seem that way but it doesn't mean it is that way. It sure seemed
that way between Sin and me when he had to wear the collar at first. And it
damn sure appeared that way between Sin and Emilio when they first

reunited. These things have a way of working themselves out."

She frowned and studied Carhart. There was a long moment in which
she appeared to mull over his comment until finally she said only, "I suppose it
is possible."

"l can try to talk to him. If you want."

She arched an eyebrow. "Do you honestly believe it would make a
difference with such a willful child? He is stubborn to a fault and liable to
ignore anything that does not coincide with his world view. And even if he did
not, he would not believe you if you attempted to convince him of anything

regarding me that was not negative."

Carhart couldn't argue with that. "I could just suggest the alternative to
the reality that played out. What would have happened had he refused or had
to have been forced into it. You're right, though. He'd likely not care at the

moment. It's all too fresh in his mind."

She nodded and said almost dismissively, "Perhaps later, if you feel so
inclined. | have my doubts it would be useful, yet | will admit it would be more
beneficial if 1 felt | could fully trust him right now. There are far too many

issues already at play."

For a stretch the only sounds were Carhart slowly chewing his food.
The comment had sparked a topic that he'd wanted to bring up for the past
few monthsd since he'd talked to Boyd candidly at Killian's. He'd avoided

telling Vivienne until now but it seemed a good time.

"l think you should know that | told him everything."
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Her eyes snapped over and focused on him sharply. It was a difficult
expression to read; not specifically disapproving but certainly not pleased.

"Why would you do such a thing?"

Carhart sighed and ran the hand entirely over his face before meeting
her gaze. "Two reasons. Would you like to hear the less sentimental one

first?"
"Yes," she said curtly.

"I wanted to give him something to fight for," he said simply. "I'm sure
you can imagine how he felt when he came back. You know the depths it's
possible he can sink to over Sin's death. | wanted him to know that there are
people here who still need him, people who count on him. | wanted him to
understand the danger that this mole places for you, me, and the other key
players of the old administration. | wanted him to know that if this gets out,
she will have reason to replace and kill us all.”

Carhart looked out the window again, wondering absently what Boyd
was doing as they sat here discussing him. "Boyd will do anything to protect
the people he cares about. After we spoke, he seemed more determined.
More focused. And that aside, he can be of help to us. We don't mix with the
general populace. He does. We can investigate the higher ups but it is in our

interest to have a trusted field agent who can keep an eye on his peers."

Vivienne considered him at great length before she finally leaned
forward and grabbed her half-eaten plate of food. She set it on her lap, one
leg crossed beneath her other thigh, and shifted to become more comfortable.
Her sweater fell closer to her shoulder, showing pale skin broken only by the

strap of her camisole.

"That was not the sentimental reason?" she asked dubiously, twirling

some noodles around her fork and looking up at him through her eyebrows.
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"No." He gave her a crooked grin. "The sentimental reason is that | look
at that boy like family and it felt good being able to share my worries with

him.

She gave him a peculiar look. She paused and tilted her head, studying
him closely for a long moment. He couldn't identify what passed through her
eyes and before it even occurred to him to try, she was looking away with her
expression turning impassive. She paused in contemplation with a forkful of

food hovering just over her plate.

"I suppose there is merit to your thoughts,"” she allowed. "Did you
advise him to contact you discreetly were he to notice anything unusual?" She

took a bite of the food, watching him calmly.
"Yes. Brian will be our go between."

She nodded and took the time to swallow before she spoke. Her gaze
dropped to the plate as she gathered another forkful, her tone almost absent.
"Perhaps it will be beneficial, then. If not for the mole, at the very least in
terms of the players we can pursue. It may be less conspicuous for him to

pass along messages to certain people in the future."

"l wanted to discuss what was mentioned in our previous meeting," he
said after awhile, shifting more to work-related topics. "lI've been looking into

people who could be useful to us.”

Aside from these meetings being about strategy to find the traitor,
they'd eventually also become strategy meetings about finding people to align
on their side if it ever came down to needing a circle of iron around them. It
was more than obvious that the Marshal would be perfectly happy getting rid
of every officer from the previous administration. He and Vivienne had been

devising precautionary plans in case that should come to pass.
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The idea was to touch base with like-minded staff in order to get a
good idea about who would help them if they or others ever needed to get out,
and who could be their eyes and ears in the meantime. Vivienne had
eventually told him she'd been slowly planning for something like this for

awhile now.

She nodded. "Do you have any ideas?" She looked up at him as she

took another bite.

"Kassian and his old team first and foremost, but it seems that the
Marshal has decided to put her attention on Kassian and Harriet as well. |
think she wants to coax them into becoming more of her faithful legions. She
knows a large majority of the masses are displeased with her and she is
smart enough to know that she cannot alienate everyone, especially the best

agents available."

"l suspect you are correct but it would be problematic if she were
successful," she replied, briefly resting the side of the fork on the edge of the
plate. "They are two of our most viable candidates at the moment. It is
possible that for one or both we will not have the luxury to wait to approach as

we will with others."

Carhart nodded in agreement, eyes narrowing slightly as he thought.
"Boyd could come in handy here. | know for a fact that he has a certain
accessibility with both. If he approaches them now even with a warning that
the Marshal has her eye on them, they'd become more wary of any promises
she makes to win their favor. As far as | can see, she hasn't been very overt
yet, other than granting Harriet the position of team leader in other capacities

than Insurgency."

He frowned slightly. He was fond of Harriet because of her fortitude

and her attitude. He liked the fact that she was no-nonsense and he hoped
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that her recent accolades had been awarded on merit and not some

manipulative scheme.

"I haven't noticed her directly contacting Kassian. | have noticed,
though, that Jordan has been hanging around him some lately. But whether
that's significant or just another case of her trying to sleep with as many

highly-ranked agents and officials as possible is unknown."

Vivienne finished her primavera and set the empty plate on the table.
Her expression was more serious and business-like as they talked shop. "Tell

him to do so. It would behoove us to be preemptive.”

She studied him thoughtfully. "What of others such as Emilio Vega? |
did not report his involvement in the raid because it was to my advantage, yet
the only loyalty of his | could ever fully discern was to himself, to Hsin Vega,
and at times it seemed to you. With Hsin Vega gone, that leaves two options;
one of which is unhelpful to us and the other of which | am not certain is valid

any longer. What is your opinion?"

Carhart paused for a moment, choosing his words. He hadn't told her
of Emilio's involvement but somehow during the course of these meetings,
she'd alluded to the fact that she'd known. It seemed that she'd wanted him to
know so that they could be at liberty to talk entirely candidly. She'd never said
in so many words how she'd found out but Carhart believed that she'd known

all along, perhaps even on the day of the raid.

"I'm not sure. His relationship with me has been strained. It's more on
my side than his but after his incarceration, who knows how that has changed.

He may despise me now for not coming to him sooner about Sin."

He shrugged and poured himself another glass of wine. He watched
the liquid pool into the glass, contemplative and doubtful. "I'm fairly certain
that he hates the Marshal for what she did but at the same time, who knows
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what he'd do if it came down to it. Like you said, his main priority tends to be
himself. | hope that doesn't turn out to be the case, though. He makes a

dangerous enemy. The raid is proof of that on its own."

"The relationship is strained primarily on your side?" she pressed,
watching him with the same calculating quality she often used in regards to

her job. "For which reason?"
"What do you mean, which reason?"

"Are you estranged as a result of his involvement in the raid or due to
Victoria?" she asked astutely. There was nothing in her expression to imply
what she thought about any of this. "Are there other reasons you have kept

your distance?"

Carhart shrugged, making a face at the mention of Victoria. That entire
involvement had been a waste of time. "Mostly the raid. That caused me to
distrust him professionally. The fact that he date raped a woman | was
involved with would have just led to me severing any other personal ties we
had. Although for all | know, it wasn't as black and white as | originally thought
it was. Now that some of the anger has faded from that incident, | think it's
more likely that she would have slept with him drugs or not. There's only one
reason a woman would agree to go home with Emilio Vega. Everyone knows

what he's like."

Vivienne studied him at length, her eyes partially narrowed. It was a
contemplative, calculating look, as if she were running through scenarios in
her mind. "Regarding the raid, it was extravagant and unnecessary. However,
in terms of a mission, he achieved his goal quite well. He was capable of
leading an attack on a locked down compound he had not stepped foot upon
for two decades and in the process kiled a man who was otherwise
untouchable. He did so in a manner that did not make it readily known who

had orchestrated the attack, lending him the ability to return as if he had not
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played a part. That is not an easy feat. Regarding his poor decisions on a
personal level, from my perspective | do not see that his decisions have
strayed that dramatically from the way that he has always been. If you were to
take issue with such extreme actions as he tends to take, it would seem you

would not have become involved with him in the first place."

She raised her eyebrows. "If those are your sole reasons, consider a
scenario in the future in which he becomes our enemy simply because he
feels spurned by your reactions. The damage he could render could
conceivably be catastrophic; especially given his audacity, which appears to
know no bounds. He can be a vindictive and unpredictable man. We cannot
afford to have him become our enemy over issues that can be remedied.”

"The fact that his people killed scores of agents who were sleeping in

their beds can't be remedied,” Carhart replied flatly.

"What does it matter?" Vivienne asked, her tone calm and dismissive.
"Certainly that was a problematic time in the Agency's history and it would
have been preferable had it been avoided but ultimately many of them likely
would have died on missions or been terminated anyway. Is it more humane
for them to die violently in a fight or to be terminated after having been ripped
away from a lover than it is for them to feel nothing while they sleep? It did not
appear to me that the deaths of the agents were the goal. In my
reconstruction of that night, and given what | understand of Emilio Vega, |
suspect that it was an unintended byproduct. Allowing the unfortunate deaths
of some agents in the past to negatively affect strategies to minimize damage
in the future will surely please no one, including those whom the agents left
behind."

Carhart stared at her blankly, not letting the irritation and disgust well
up to the surface. Why was he the only one who thought the raid was

unforgivable?
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"l have nothing more to say on this topic," he said flatly. "I have nothing
to say to Emilio. If you want him to be aligned with us, you'll have to bring him
in yourself. Dropping a hint that you know he was behind the raid should be
enough to get his attention and loyalty. If anything, it's something you can use
to blackmail him because the Marshal would undoubtedly have him executed

on the spot if she were to find out.”

Vivienne lips thinned faintly. "Very well," she said a hint coolly. "I will
pursue that angle as long as you do not undermine my work by escalating any

unnecessary confrontations with him."

Carhart shook his head, reminding himself that technically she was his
superior so it would be a bad idea to release the response that wanted to
spring from his tongue. The implication that he participated in childish
confrontations at all was insulting. Suddenly she thought it was possible that

he'd do such a thing just because he disagreed with her version of events?

He took a long sip from his wine glass, swallowing the scoff that
wanted to come out. Emilio was a member of his unit. They'd spoken
frequently since the dissolution of their friendship due to work. He didn't know
what made her think something like that would suddenly occur when it hadn't

thus far.
"Maybe we should turn to talk of the mole."
"Perhaps,” she agreed.

She reached for her touch panel and by the time she had it resting on
her lap, any remaining traces of the woman she'd been when Carhart had first

arrived were gone.
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Chapter Nine

The icy winds had blasted them unrelentingly as soon as they'd left the
airport in Harbin and made their way out of the main bustle of the city center.
Boyd hadn't experienced such brutal cold since his trip into the Arctic Circle
during Level 10 training. The winters in northeastern China were proving to be
on par with what he'd experienced during his two-day trek with Kassian
through Russia and Finland.

Fortunately, it had taken them a lot less time finding a vehicle here than
it had there. Emilio had completed the necessary transaction swiftly and
although he'd spoken entirely in surprisingly fluid Mandarin, Boyd suspected
the deal had been done off the books. Bex had expressed concern early on
about the possibility of finding a vehicle that would not be traced back to three
such obvious foreigners. It was more than a little satisfying that her irritating

doubt in Emilio had been effortlessly put to rest.

The senior Vega had been reinstated as an agent over two months ago
to the date of their current mission but this was only one of a handful of times
they'd all worked together. Not long after leaving the Fourth, Emilio had been
sent on a solo assignment that had lasted weeks. The current mission in

China was their first long international journey and their first storm as a team.

The storm in question was a relatively straightforward one. Infiltrate a
Janus node that had popped up in the area and decimate it. It was a location
that Di Zhi had recently reported to the Agency due to their own hesitance to

act.

While Boyd had been gone, serious tension had risen in Di Zhi after
their takeover of the China Reform Party. The in-fighting had weakened them

and left Xu Xiaolian hesitant to make a direct attack on Janus. She'd finally
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decided to overtly cash in on the connection she'd formed with the Agency in

a way other than information trading.

"ETA?" Bex asked as she peered out the window of the van they'd

acquired.

The only sign that she felt the cold was the way her fingers clenched
into white-knuckled fists which she quickly covered by slipping on a pair of
gloves. She seemed determined to show no sign of weakness in front of
Emilio. Her respect in his ability and history as an agent seemed about on par

with what Boyd had heard about her obsession with strength.

Over the past few months of working with the woman, Boyd had
realized that she deemed the worth of a person based on his skill as an agent.
Her dislike of Boyd seemed to go beyond that standard but even then, her
outright hostility had dimmed considerably when they'd begun working
together. Despite her disgust with how she assumed he'd gained his position,
she'd been unable to deny that he was a worthy agent. After he'd gone back

into training to regain his form, it had been made even more undeniable.

"Ten minutes,"” Emilio replied flatly, not looking over at the woman at
all.

Bex nodded and slipped out of the passenger's seat to join Boyd in the
open space behind the center console. The vehicle appeared to be an old
moving van which was fortunate considering they'd been able to easily store

the equipment that they'd brought with them on the Agency flight.

She stripped off her civilian clothing and changed into similar gear as
Boyd. Beneath dark-colored outerwear and flak jackets, they both wore black
bodysuits with Kevlar micro-threading infused with other para-aramid
synthetic fibers. The main difference in gear was their choices of weaponry.

While she favored two M1911 ACPs, a Compact XM8 and a variety of knives
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hidden on her body, Boyd simply carried the SIG Sauer that Sin had given

him, a garrote, and his tonfa.

Bex glanced at him with veiled interest. After three months of working
together, they'd barely had an entire conversation, even one that was mission-
related. Their exchanges were always short and to the point; professionalism

infused with an obvious air of dislike.
"You any good with that thing?" she asked, indicating the tonfa.

As usual, her question came out as more of a barked demand than
anything else. He'd come to see over time that she spoke to everyone that
way except her superiors. In the brief time that Jordan had been in the unit,
he'd realized that Bex even treated her sister harshly if not more so than

everyone else.

The combination of Bex's sometimes violent domination of her sister
compared to Jordan's wide-eyed submission was bizarre, bordering on
disturbing. Sometimes it had seemed that Bex had a power over her twin that

went far beyond the normal bounds of sibling interaction.

"Yes," Boyd replied simply. He didn't look over at her, keeping his

impassive gaze on the front.

She didn't appear to have expected more of an answer and her brief
interest in him quickly faded. The next few minutes passed silently as they

finished adjusting their gear and fixing their comm units.

When Emilio finally pulled the van to the side of the road, they were in
a remote part of the city. Their target structure was the former headquarters of
a corporation that had since been shut down, the building long ago
abandoned. It was large, had multiple floors and a large outer courtyard with a

parking lot that they would have to cross.

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Page|l 266



Fade

Next to that building was another, smaller building that was thought to
hold secondary activity or act as storage. The orders were to destroy both to

ensure the thorough destruction of the node.

Emilio slid out of the driver's seat and joined them in the back. His
typically animated face was blank, his eyes emotionless as they went from
Bex to Boyd. At the moment he looked more like his son than ever. It was the
expression that Sin had always used around people who were unfamiliar or
untrustworthy. The comparison to Sin came readily to Boyd's mind, as he

suspected it always would.

"Let's go over this again,” Emilio said flatly, his tone clipped. "Two
buildings will be destroyed. Four charges set in the designated areas in each

building to ensure maximum damage is done to the infrastructure."

Bex nodded, her eyes narrowed seriously. She was one of the most
intense people Boyd had ever worked with on a mission. Even when Kassian
and his team had come to get him in Monterrey, there had been familiarity
despite the fact that they'd been highly organized and controlled. Bex, it

seemed, never relaxed or didn't know how.

"We're not looking to scare them, we're looking to kill them. We want
this node wiped out completely.”

Once again Emilio's vivid green eyes slid from Boyd to Bex.
"Boyd you're on first position. Bex, you run the charges."

Bex's eyes opened wide and her lips pulled back in a grimace. "What
the fuck?"

Before Emilio had returned, Bex had always assigned Boyd to be the
runner. It was the riskiest position, placing explosives in the building, and as

such it usually fell to the lowest-ranked agent.
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Boyd simply nodded.

"He should run the charges," Bex said, clearly taken aback. "lI'd create
more of a diversion. He doesn't even have any real firepower to keep them

occupied.”

"l don't give a shit if he came armed only with pompoms. He's on first.
You're running the charges,” Emilio replied, staring at Bex with narrowed

eyes.

She bared her teeth in a grimace, glaring at him in resistance. "When |

was team leaderd "

"Well you ain't the fucking team leader anymore,” Emilio snapped,
grabbing her by the neck and shoving her back against the van's wall. "This is
my team. This is our unit. | don't care what you did in Prague with your cunt

twin. You do what | say or I'll rip your fucking head off. Got it?"
Bex's mouth thinned in a tight line. "Yes."

Emilio released her with obvious disgust and looked at Boyd again. "I'll
be running the mission from here. Alert me if you need backup." His gaze
returned to Bex scornfully. "You'll have twenty seconds to get out once the
charges are activated.”

She didn't react to this information and turned around stiffly, sliding the

door open.

Boyd barely bothered to look between the two. Emilio had never
seemed to care that much for Bex and although this was the first time they'd
interacted quite that tensely, it was also the first time Boyd had seen Bex
directly question one of his orders. He didn't bother thinking too much about

any of it, his mind focused on the mission instead.
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Bex exited the van and Boyd paused only long enough to grab a
grenade before he, too, left. She had already disappeared into the shadows
by the time he set foot on the ground even though he was only a few seconds
behind her.

This area of China seemed to include groupings of buildings and
streets dotted amongst mostly blank fields. The size of the islands of
civilization varied somewhat significantly, as did the length of fields in

between.

The target building had a few smaller buildings scattered around it and
a small spattering of trees in the fields stretching beyond. Boyd assessed the
layout quickly and ran toward the nearest building that was set at the best
strategic advantage for him.

The wind was ice cold, nearly sucking the breath from him. Ice crystals
felt like they were forming in his nostrils from the moisture of his breath alone.
He knew it wouldn't be long until he would feel the pull on his chest as the air
felt too cold to warm on the way to his lungs. The wind made everything that
much worse, whipping against him with little in the way to stall the strength as
it rolled across large expanses of empty land.

He ignored the cold and paused at the corner of the building he was
hiding behind. The night sky spread above him would have seemed beautiful
had he been in the state of mind to appreciate it. The inky black was dotted
with tiny sparks of stars, scattered across the sky like spilled diamonds. The
moon was a waxing crescent, barely a sliver of pale silver-gold that did little to
light the world below. Although there were lights, shadows crept amongst the

buildings in dark, reaching tendrils.

Since Boyd's function was to cause a diversion, he didn't bother hiding
his pale skin and hair. He pulled the pin and threw the grenade, watching it

skitter and clatter against the concrete before he sheltered himself by moving
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around the corner. The explosion rocked the quiet night with a concussion of
fire and sound. There were shouts of surprise and pain and Boyd took

advantage of the confusion.

He crouched and calmly started picking off anyone who ran within his
sight. His hand was steady and every move was efficient and quick, going
from person to person within seconds. He took kill shots, aiming at their
heads, and impassively watched his targets fall. They sometimes careened
forward with the momentum of their bodies and sometimes dropped where

they stood.

He had grown accustomed to using his SIG Sauer since he'd returned
to active duty. The first time he'd used it had been bittersweet. He'd had to
ignore the thought in the back of his mind that Sin had known him so well; that
the gun was perfect for his needs and he never got the chance to tell Sin how
useful the gift had been. Since then, with the gun holstered at his side near
his still-healing and refinished brand, he'd felt Sin's memory as a near-
palpable weight.

It was at once depressing and comforting but it was something he
never focused on directly anymore. At least not on duty.

It didn't take long for the hostiles to notice what was happening. As the
dust was settling from the explosion, his enemies found cover and started
returning fire. Bullets made sharp popping sounds as they shot by, hitting the
edge of the building and sparking off the ground. Boyd used the corner as
cover, calmly crouching with his gun aimed toward the sky. His head
remained tilted toward the corner and he periodically ducked around to shoot
back.

He knew it wouldn't be long until they realized his location and that he

was alone. He did what he could to prolong it but soon they were creeping
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closer between gunfire and he was certain some of them would be flanking
the building.

He considered his options and then crouched low and bolted out from
the corner. He drew gunfire immediately from two angles; the original space

and the hostiles who had started to move around the sides of the building.

He ran quickly and in a darting motion to keep from being an easy
target and then made sure he was seen ducking behind a nearby building. He
ran around the corner of the building at full speed so they would assume he
kept going but instead he slid to a stop and hid in a recess. He sheathed his

gun and pulled out his tonfa, leaving them unexpanded at first.

It wasn't long until the fight shifted from guns to combat. The first
hostile who came around the corner was focused far ahead, looking around
for where gunfire may spark back at him. He wasn't expecting Boyd to dart out
of the shadows and take him down in one sharp, forceful hit. The man fell, his
momentum causing him to topple without a sound aside from the meaty

weight of his body hitting the ground.

The next few hostiles met similar fates; Boyd blended into the shadows
until he saw the best opportunity to strike. He moved quickly and efficiently;
every strike causing maximum damage with the least amount of effort he

could afford.

The arrangement couldn't last indefinitely, however. He didn't have
time to hide the bodies so it didn't take long for the new hostiles to realize
what was happening. He engaged in combat immediately, forcing them to

sheath their guns or risk killing compatriots with friendly fire.
The next several moments were a flurry of activity.

Soon, knives and blunt weaponry entered the fray. Boyd was at the

center of it, spinning between opponents, striking hard and fast and darting
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away from return hits. He was fast, much faster than many of the hostiles who

likely hadn't had as intensive training.

He was in the best shape of his life after months of having nothing to
do, nothing to focus on, except improving himself. He was confident he was
even better than he'd been when Sin had said he was comparable to Jon or
Kassian. He'd sparred with Kassian and Emilio on occasion and found it
hadn't been difficult the way he remembered.

He could last longer and fight harder but in this case, the very nature of
his role as diversion meant there was a seemingly endless supply of hostiles

coming at him. When some fell, others came to fill their place.

It was only a matter of time until he started taking hits. One in particular
jarred his arm so hard his fingers tingled to the point that he nearly dropped
the tonfa. He recovered quickly, swiping the tonfa back to protect his arm
while he expanded the left tonfa. He used his left hand as offense and right as

defense until he started to feel his hand again.

His shoulders and arms were starting to feel the strain of constant jolts
and drags; of slamming his tonfa up to protect his forearms and then flipping
them around to strike out. He twirled the tonfa in protection, or in some cases
flipped them so he could grab them by the end and use the hand holds to rip

enemy's weapons out of their hands.

When people got too close, he elbowed and kicked and attacked with
whatever was necessary. He kicked a woman in the stomach to throw her off
balance while he dealt with the man bearing over her on her left. He returned

to the woman once he'd dispatched the man, catching her across the temple.

He had to duck more than once and nearly got thrown to the ground at
one point. The fighting became more intense and involved, with Boyd having

to dodge and in a few cases jerk down and swipe legs out from beneath his
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opponents. A few of them got their hands on him, yanking on his clothing as
they tried to capture him or hold him still for their comrades to dispatch. A few
had longer weapons that they tried to use on him. He felt more than one
violent jolt to his body, including one cockeyed hit against his right side that
left a lasting tingling feel.

It was chaotic around him but there was a zone of silence in his mind.
The sounds of the furious shouts and the clanging and thumps of weapons
and bodies hitting each other, and the harsh panting and running footsteps of
reinforcementsd All of it fell away around him the way he kept making the

crowd fall away while trying to hit him.

Even in the midst of fighting his expression hadn't shifted from the
impassiveness that let the world slide by around him. He listened only for the
telltale signs of attacks coming toward him; the whoosh of a weapon through

the air or the feel of an enemy too close.

He was just wondering how long he'd have to do this when he heard
Bex's voice in the comm unit, stating that she was putting the last charge in
the first set in place. He'd been moving steadily toward empty space and at
her words he darted into the shadows and turned to run. Enemies pursued
him but not all; some of them hadn't realized he'd fled yet and others were in

no condition to continue fighting.

He'd made it almost to the next building before he realized there was a
significant lack of weight at his waist. His eyes widened and he jolted his hand
back, feeling for his gun. It was missing. It must have gotten dislodged during
the fight.

A thrill of alarm fluttered through his heart; something he hadn't felt

even during the most intense parts of the mission.
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"Shit," he hissed emphatically and didn't hesitate before he pivoted and
ran straight back into the thick of the enemy. He wasn't going to leave Sin's
last gift behind.

He didn't let himself engage in any one-on-one combat; he hit them
hard and fast as he ran past, throwing people's heads against buildings and
driving his tonfa like a stake into their stomachs, throats and anywhere else.
His entire arms buzzed from fingertips to shoulder blades with the strength of

it all.

He was just rounding the corner when the first explosion rent the air
like thunder and lightning. The building behind him jolted with the impact of
the shock wave. Mist flew out from windowsills and snow rained down from
the roof. Boyd barely jumped out of the way before sharp stalactites of ice

crashed down and pierced through the soft flesh of the people beneath.

Screams and chaos overcame the immediate area and there was
enough confusion that Boyd was able to look quickly, almost frantically, for his
SIG Sauer. The fire cast strange, jumping shadows from over the roof and
some of the hostiles took off back toward the building while others started
recovering more quickly than he'd hoped.

He saw his gun clatter across the ground as someone kicked it in their
hurry and he dove for it, narrowly missing getting knifed in the stomach in the
process. He braced one hand against the ground and twisted out of the way.
He skidded on his side and swiped the gun off the ground, raising it up to
shoot the man in the head in the same movement. It was a clean shot that
caused a small bleeding hole in front and blew out the back of the man's
head. Blood and gore sprayed across the people in the vicinity and the body

dropped to the ground.

Boyd was on his feet and gone in seconds. He ran at full speed,

leaping over any obstacles and occasionally twisting to shoot at pursuit.
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Emilio was sitting in the driver's seat and opened the passenger door
when he saw Boyd sprinting toward him. Boyd leaped into the van and left the
door half open, already discarding his empty magazine and shoving in a full

one as he turned to see if he'd been followed.

Without waiting for Boyd to fully settle, Emilio slammed on the gas. The
back tires on the van squealed angrily and Boyd nearly got thrown out the
door before he caught himself on the ceiling handle. He held on with one hand
and aimed his gun with the other, peering back and getting ready to take out

any pursuit. No one was there but that was likely to change soon.

One thing he noticed was that Bex was conspicuously absent. He

glanced questioningly at Emilio.

Emilio returned the look steadily and drove away without so much as a
backward glance. "She only has six seconds to get out,” he said uncaringly
just as gunfire began exploding behind them. "And we now have a pursuit.

Take care of it."

Boyd nodded curtly, finding that he wouldn't mind that terribly if Bex

was left behind.

The second set of explosions sounded in the not too far distance. The
short delay between the sets had been calculated to catch any enemies who
ran in for damage control and to give Bex time for proper placement. Even
this far away he could feel a faint shuddering of the air. The shock wave was

powerful enough to throw people off their feet if they were too close.

He braced himself and leaned out enough to return fire. He jerked his
head in and out of the vehicle to avoid getting hit. He volleyed between aiming
at the tires on the pursuing vehicle and aiming at the gunmen trying to shoot
them. He killed several of the gunmen and successfully shot the driver on one

of the vehicles, causing the vehicle to swerve off the road. Another vehicle

In the Company of ShadowBook IV Pagel 275



Fade

was still in pursuit, though, and several of the hostiles had still been alive in
the vehicle left behind.

Keeping an eye on their pursuit was the only reason he saw her.

Bex was running impossibly quickly to catch up. Her feet were a blur
across the road and it seemed like what he was seeing should have only
happened in a dream. His eyebrows ticked up a fraction as she easily came
up on the van despite the fact that Emilio was driving fast. They hadn't gotten
terribly far but even so there was no way a person would normally be able to

catch them.

He continued to exchange gunfire, covering her until he heard a thump
on the back followed by one of the back doors opening. Bex slid into the van
and shut the door behind her. The sound of gunfire pinging off the back of the

van continued and Boyd concentrated on returning fire.

Bex used her XM8 to knock out the windows on the back doors and
began unloading at their pursuers, looking completely calm and not fatigued
at all despite the fact that she had just run through hostiles and narrowly
escaped explosions with not more than two seconds to spare. She pumped
her shotgun efficiently, aiming at tires and blowing them out of the pursuing
vehicle.

The pursuing car screeched to the side, then overturned and rolled.
Boyd paused, watching to see if anyone survived and who would be
determined enough to continue pursuit. No one immediately crawled out of
the wreckage and as Emilio continued to drive, taking them around a corner
where they were no longer in sight of the Janus node, Boyd finally shut the
door fully and turned to sit normally in his seat.

He replaced the empty magazine and then slid the gun into his holster.

He looked down, seeing that the strap on the holster was damaged in the fight
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and likely had been what had allowed the gun to fall out. His lips thinned and

he determined to get that fixed as soon as he returned.

"l figured you died," Emilio said flatly, green eyes flicking to the mirror

so that he could see Bex behind him.

She shrugged her sinewy shoulders and stripped off the flak jacket,
revealing the thin, tough body beneath. At times her looks went far beyond
androgynyd at the moment, the mix of her bodysuit flattening her already
meager chest and the severely intense expression on her face made her

appear very much like a man.

"Nah," she replied, not appearing very hurt by the fact that they'd left
her. Her face was difficult to read so it wasn't clear exactly what she was
thinking when she drawled soon after, "I'm quite hard to kill. They wasn't

playing when they said | was the new Sin."

Emilio's gaze flashed to the mirror again and his expression could only
be described as frozen. His full mouth thinned, lashes lowering over his eyes

before they flicked back to the road.

Boyd's eyes narrowed and his back stiffened at her comment. He didn't
look back at her but he turned a cold glare out the window as anger moved

through him.

He didn't say anything; he knew better than to respond verbally or
physically to anything related to Sin. That didn't, however, stop the vitriolic
response in his mind; that she wasn't the new Sin. No one could replace Sin.
His expression was stony as his fingers tightened against the familiar lines of

the gun.

"Maybe you should shut the fuck up for the next thirty hours or I'll show
you just how easy to kill you can be,"” Emilio said in a soft, dangerous voice,

his gaze straight ahead and fingers clenched around the wheel as if it were
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the only thing preventing him from acting on his threat. Tension held his entire

frame tight and every outline of muscle stood out from beneath his clothing.

Bex looked at him for a long moment, the corner of her thin lips twisting

up. "l forget how sensitive you lot can be. So sorry."

"What did | just say?" the senior Vega asked in the same low tone. He
looked at her in the rear view mirror again and for a moment their gazes

locked.

Whether Bex backed down because he was her superior or if it was
something she saw in his eyes was unknown. But she shrugged again,
scoffed quietly and disappeared to the back of the van to begin stripping off

her gear.

Boyd glanced coldly back through the mirror when he heard her move
out of the way. He entertained images of Emilio following through with his
threat. He himself would never be able to get away with any actions against
Bex but maybe Emilio would. Maybe. Maybe Bex would lose her attitude once

she saw she wasn't impervious.
It wasn't going to happen but it was a nice thought nonetheless.

Boyd didn't keep his gaze on the back for long; he didn't want her to
see. Bex already knew that Sin was a touchy subject for him but he hadn't
reacted to anything since that fateful first meeting. He was determined to keep
it that way and the best way to do that was to not give her more fodder. She
generally didn't bother with pointless prodding but when she knew a person
had a weakness, she had no compunctions with striking at it when the person

least expected.

When it came to Sin, he cared too much and still felt too bitter and

depressed when he let himself think about it. If he started engaging now he
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would likely end up in a rapid downward spiral with a final destination of the

barrel of an Agency-issued gun and a date with the incinerator.

When Boyd started to look away he glanced past Emilio and for a

moment, their eyes met.

Emilio's face was hard and angry. For all that he and his son had been
similar, he didn't have Sin's gift for masking his feelings with a neutral
expression and a sarcastically cutting reply. When Emilio felt something, it
was written all over his face and now he looked murderous. He had changed
a lot in the past year; the death of his son had taken an obvious toll on him.
Perhaps other things had tood the death of his friendship with General
Carhart as well.

Whatever was weighing more heavily on the older man's shoulders,
there was no denying that he didn't seem as interested in playing the joker
card anymore. He didn't seem as amused by things or as willing to entertain
by acting like the horny former street kid that everyone had always seen him
as. Now he seemed dark, dangerous and impatient. There were still glimmers
of the old Emilio here and there but now they seemed like pieces of a real
personality instead of just a flamboyant act.

When Emilio's eyes returned to the road, some of the tension seemed
to have eased from his body. Boyd didn't know why but he suspected that like
himself, Emilio found comfort in being in the proximity of someone who

understood.

Boyd looked away, returning his attention out the window. His hand
lingered on the gun, his fingers brushing against the familiar lines
comfortingly.

Neither of them spoke and with Bex still in back, the van fell into

silence. Even when she came toward the front again Boyd didn't look away
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from the window. Towns and cities flashed by in islands of pale light and when
the three of them got back on the plane, his view of the world below was
similar. Black expanses of land broken up by small planes of scattered light,

almost like a reflection of the night sky above.

The plane ride seemed to take forever and Boyd struggled against the
morose anger that remained in the background of his mind. The voice that
demanded why Sin had to die and why Bex had to be someone who was now

invading their unit.

He tried to avoid thinking too much about Sin because it never did him
any good. But between Bex's comment and Emilio sitting at just the right
angle for the side of his face to be so reminiscent of Sin's profile, it was
difficult.

It was probably good that he didn't have any particularly fond memories
of being with Sin on planes. No doubt if he had, he would have found it nearly
impossible to ignore them and the gloom that still came with the knowledge

that Sin was never returning.

For months, he'd found himself still looking up when he'd heard the
door open, expecting to see Sin's face. If someone had called, he had
checked the caller ID and had thought for that painful half of a second that
maybe it was Sin. He had rolled over in bed and reached a hand out absently
for his lover, only to be half awoken by the sharp reminder that he was alone.
He still reached out in bed but by now he'd mostly stopped expecting Sin to
appear in the doorway.

His thoughts inevitably revolved around Sin as he leaned against the

window and, eventually, closed his eyes for an unsuccessful attempt to sleep.

When they returned to the Agency, it was business as usual. Their

check in and report writing thankfully didn't take long. When Boyd was
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finished and went to leave, something in Emilio's face told him to hover behind

a moment. They ended up walking out of the Tower together.

"Big plans for the night?" Emilio asked, lighting a cigarette as he flicked

a glance over at Boyd.

Boyd shook his head, sliding his hands into his pockets and narrowing
his eyes faintly at a gust of cold wind. His long blond hair whipped in the wind,
briefly lifting off his neck and causing a chill to run down his spine. "I don't
have any plans at all."

Emilio nodded, taking a drag from his cigarette and pausing to zip up
his leather jacket. "Wanna come by my place? I'm getting tired of staring at

the walls on my own."

Boyd glanced at Emilio. It was the first time the older man had invited
him over. Maybe Emilio felt the same way Boyd did; not particularly looking

forward to sitting around alone tonight. "Sure."

"Cool." Emilio started walking to the parking lot. "I live over in Bedford

now.

Boyd walked at Emilio's side, remaining silent at first. Bedford was one
of the poorer neighborhoods of the city and not that particularly safe. But it
was affordable because of it. Not that Emilio needed affordability with the kind
of money he had, or that he needed to worry about protecting himself. Boyd

wondered if Emilio felt most at home there.
"Have you been there long?"

"Yeah. | moved in a little over a year ago.” Emilio flicked the cherry of
his cigarette, sending ashes dancing into the cold wind. "It sucked living there

at first but it ain't so bad now."
"Why Bedford? You could live anywhere."
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"Well | meant living in that big ass apartment all by myself. But Bedford
| guess 'cause..." Emilio trailed off and tilted his head to the side, cracking his
neck as he seemed to consider the question. "I dunno. | like living around my
own kind. | can't relate to rich folks. All that high class shit makes me

uncomfortable."
Boyd nodded again and looked away. He'd suspected as much.

He found that even talking to Emilio about unrelated topics, he couldn't
shake his somber mood. The fact that they'd leaped back twelve hours,
leaving China before sunrise and returning to the Agency after sunset, wasn't
helping. The dark sky seemed oppressive and made him feel tired in a way

that wasn't entirely physical.

With Sin gone and their new life taken with him, the luxury of the
Agency felt like a mocking reminder of the luxury of Aleixo's compound. Boyd
was acutely aware that in many ways he was as caught by the Agency as he
had been by Cyclone. In the end, maybe he would always amount to nothing

more than a high-rent slave.

Boyd pushed his hair out of his eyes and returned his attention to
Emilio, shaking off the dark thoughts in his mind. He wasn't entirely
successful. Everything that had changed remained in his thoughts despite his
best efforts; Sin's death chief among them. That seemed to be the case
anywhere he was once he'd thought about his lover, but it happened

especially at home.
"I've thought of moving as well. The house is too large."

"Are you really gonna do it or are you just gonna keep thinking about
it?" Emilio asked, blowing smoke out of his mouth as they approached the end
of the courtyard.
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"I don't know," Boyd said with a faint shrug. "There aren't any places

that appeal to me, yet | don't care for living in the house."

"Just get an apartment uptown. It don't got to be something really
special. It'd probably do you good to put some distance between yourself and

your past, you know?"

Boyd nodded absently, considering that. He'd been thinking about it on
and off for awhile, it just never seemed to happen. Something always came
up: missions, he was tired, the idea of looking for a place reminded him too

much of how he'd been planning to look with Sin...
He didn't know what he would end up doing.

Truthfully, he didn't have the energy or presence of mind to sell his
place. It would be a lot of work to pack and move and in the process no doubt
he would dig up any number of memories best left untouched for a few more
months at least. Not to mention, sometimes it was comforting to know that
Kassian was so nearby; that if he really needed to visit a friend at a moment's

notice, he could be there in less than five minutes.

Too often he'd woken from dreams in which Sin was still alive or from a
nightmare reliving something from the mission that he'd rather forget. And,
when reality was too powerful and his mind was still half-compromised by
sleep, he listened to his own strained, harsh breath and felt tears track down

his cheeks before he could stop them.

Even so, he hadn't visited Kassian much. The times in the middle of the
night when he'd desperately wanted help he'd forced himself to stay still and
deal with it on his own. He couldn't keep relying on others. But the knowledge
that if ever his control broke he could walk to Kassian's was something that he

sometimes felt aided him in his stoic silence.
"We'll see," was all he said.
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They got to the parking lot and Emilio headed to a matte black muscle
car that was sitting in a far corner of the lot, parked so that it took up two
spaces. It was obviously several decades old and from what Boyd could
remember, he thought it looked like a Gran Torino. It probably guzzled gas in
insane quantities but it suited Emilio. The idea of him driving a small electric

car seemed very out of place.

Emilio unlocked the car and slid into the driver's side. "Ready?" he

asked as he turned the keys and the engine roared to life.

Boyd nodded and buckled his seat belt, looking around idly at the car.
It had bench seats and an all black leather interior. "I can't imagine a vehicle

that fits you better."

The other man flashed him one of his trademark grins. "I'll take that as

a compliment.”

With that being said, they roared out of the parking lot faster than was
absolutely necessary.

Boyd rocked in his seat at the sudden power and absently braced a
hand against the door. Emilio sometimes drove like a race car driver on

speed.

Neither of them spoke on the ride over and Boyd half paid attention to
the landscape flying past. Emilio got them there much faster than anyone who
drove the speed limit and followed all traffic signals would. When Emilio finally
pulled to the side and parked, Boyd looked over to see where the older man

lived.

The brick building was larged seven stories and wide enough to wrap
around half of one street and the avenue that ran adjacent to it. It was
relatively straightforwardd no gate or courtyards; just a simple brick apartment

building whose main door led out to the sidewalk. The street itself was dark
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and quiet other than the faint sound of Spanish music floating from the open

door of a corner store at the end of the block.

Although Bedford was considered a bad neighborhood by some, now
that Boyd was here he saw that it didn't look that rough. It certainly didn't look
as dangerous as some areas of the Industrial District and especially not the
Barrows, which wasn't too far from the same area. This part of Bedford
seemed quiet and primarily working class.

As if reading his thoughts, Emilio winked as he climbed out of the car.

"Not too dangerous for you, is it?"

A man walked out of the store at the corner and started down the
street. Both his hands were occupied by plastic bags drooping toward the
sidewalk with heavy items. Judging by the lines, he'd probably purchased
some canned food.

"I'l manage," Boyd said mildly.

Emilio shook his head slightly and flipped his keyring around his finger,
walking around the car to the sidewalk. "If you go farther south it does get bad
‘cause it's so close to the Barrows. Up here you got the college and Lincoln

Square so it's too pricey for the hoodlums. 'Cept me, of course."”

Boyd looked in the direction of the college, although he couldn't see it
from this angle. Now that he thought about it, putting this area of Bedford into
perspective with the areas he'd been, he realized Jaz's tattoo parlor wasn't
terribly far away. Her store was in Lincoln Square where the district met with

Bedford and the Barrows.

"l used to go to the college,” Boyd said aloud, walking at Emilio's side.

"I don't think | ever came this way, though."
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"It's not a big destination. Ain't shit here, really, except houses and

buildings."

Emilio swiped a magnetic chip against a panel near the door and it
buzzed. He pushed the door open and walked into the lobby area. It was
empty except for two sets of stairs on either side of the space, an elevator and
a row of mailboxes in the wall. He bypassed the elevator and they took the
stairs up to the third floor. It wasn't anything speciald just plain tiled floors and
metal doors with gold numbers on them. When Emilio unlocked his door it

opened up to an extremely large apartment.

There was an entrance area that led into a huge living room. Arched
doorways led to a large kitchen, a hallway, and another spacious room that
had doors leading off of it. The living room was sparsely furnished except for a
leather sofa, an arm chair and an impressive-looking television and stereo

system.

"Ain't much," Emilio said, tossing his keys on a table by the door. "I
dunno if I'm even going to bother pimping it up. | can't find it in myself to give

a shit."

Boyd unbuttoned his coat as he took in the apartment. "It's big,” he
observed. He started to shrug off his coat, noting how the relative lack of
furniture made the rooms seem even larger. He looked over at Emilio. "I could

see how it could get lonely."

The other man nodded, shrugged his broad shoulders as he removed
his own jacket and dropped down onto the couch. "I doubt | woulda cared
before but it's like, more time to think and | don't got a whole lot to distract

me."
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Boyd set his coat over the back of the couch and, after a moment of
glancing around, ended up sitting on the other end. He nodded and leaned

back. "I know what you mean."

Emilio draped his arm over the side of the couch and picked something
up from the table at the side of it. It appeared to be a little tray with a small
bottle and a razor blade. Him grabbing it almost seemed like an unconscious
gesture because immediately after, he just set it on the arm of the couch.

Rubbing a hand across his face, Emilio arched his back until it cracked
as he simultaneously released a long sigh. He ran his long fingers through his
short black hair and glanced over at Boyd again. He opened his mouth to say

something, frowned slightly and stopped.
"What?" Boyd asked.

The other man shrugged and picked up the pill bottle, twisting it
absently between his fingers. "It's just weird, is all. | never would have thought
him dying would affect me this much for so long,"” he admitted bluntly, dark

brows raising.
Boyd drew his eyebrows down faintly. "What did you anticipate?"

"It ain't the first time | thought him dead." Emilio's green eyes focused
on the bottle as it twirled dexterously between his fingers. "I never thought
he'd have made it back here after the shape he was in down in Mexico. And if
he did, | didn't think they'd waste resources with the surgery and time it
shoulda took to get him back in order."

He stopped twirling the bottle and set it down on the table with a clatter,
shifting on the sofa and drawing his legs up onto the couch. One knee bent
and he rested his chin against it as he ran a hand through his hair once again.

It looked disheveled and wild when he was done.
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"So | mourned him but | was more pissed the fuck off than anything.
Even when my snitch told me that it'd been reported he was dead. | still
didn't..." Emilio trailed off and looked at Boyd with a frown. "I dunno. It just

ain't the same then as it is now."
Boyd watched Emilio a moment before he spoke. "What changed?"

"I dunno. It was different before. He wasn't really real to me." His brow
crinkled in thought and he lit another cigarette, taking a long pull as he
seemed to puzzle over his own words. His full mouth turned down into a frown

as he did so.

"Justd see it this way, right? When | had him, | was a kid. Thirteen.
When | got him back, | was a fucking assassin with a bad coke habit. | didn't
know how to be his father. | didn't have no one to model myself after. My own
father was a fucking gangbanger himself. | didn't feel anything for him but an
obligation to protect him ‘cause it was my fault he was around anyway and
dealing with the shit his crazy mama put him through," Emilio explained with
the same callous bluntness. He looked up at Boyd through a cloud of smoke,

unapologetic for the brutal honesty.

"So | did the only shit | thought | could do while still being me. | didn't
even know if | liked the little fuck, let alone loved him. | was glad that he
survived after Connors sent the hit out on me and kinda followed his life from
time to time out of curiosity but... he still wasn't real to me. He wasn't like, my
son. | never felt that way. Like he was mine or my family. Even in Mexico
when | watched y'all. He was just like, this project that | was proud of ‘cause it
did well. It wasn't until I came back that | started getting attached to him, like
the way | was supposed to, you know? And now him being gone just fucking

is horrible. Just when we was getting along."

Boyd considered that with a faint nod; it made sense the way Emilio

explained it. But the thought about how even Emilio had come to love Sin in a
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way that made him feel his son's loss in such a painful manner... It was sad

and Boyd didn't know what to say to that.

He looked away, his gaze passing over the pill bottle. He was starting
to feel even more depressed as they talked about missing Sin and he couldn't
stop the voice in the back of his mind that wondered what was in the bottle.
That wondered how long whatever drugs were inside could make everything
feel better.

He could admit to himself that in the depths of depression that
sometimes made it hard to think or move during the lulls between missions,
there were times he would have broken down and taken something if it had
been right in front of him. Times when he'd longed for a hit of Slide and had
contemplated going into the city to find a dealer. Times when the longing and

pain of losing Sin had been so sharp he'd wished for anything to make it stop.

He'd ignored the temptation for the most part except one night a month
and a half ago, when he'd remembered the leftover bottle of vodka in his
cupboard from before the mission. He'd only meant to take a drink or two to
dull the ache. But one drink had become several and in the process of sitting
in his living room, reliving every terrible and wonderful thing that had
happened in there, he'd ended up finishing the bottle. He'd tried to go buy

more but had passed out before he'd made it across the living room.

The next morning, he'd woken to a hangover and the piercing ring of
his cell phone, with a summons to a mission. He'd managed to make it
through the mission successfully and, he hoped, without anyone knowing how
much he'd had to drink.

Still, it had scared him. He could have messed up in the mission and
gotten terminated over something as stupid as being unable to stop drinking
once he'd started, because the pain was still so sharp and the alcohol seemed

to temporarily make it go away.
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Having just come back from a mission now, it was unlikely they'd be
called in to another one so soon. They'd been unofficially told before the
mission that they should expect to have a day or two of downtime following it.
That knowledge wasn't helping quiet the voice that whispered he could, just
for tonight, let it all go away again. He could, just today, find a way to forget.

He could find a way to manage the pain.

He hadn't realized he'd fallen silent, his eyebrows drawn down with a
half pensive, half yearning look as his gaze hovered on the bottle. He
narrowed his eyes and looked away with a sigh, running a hand back through

his hair.

He was still so distracted when it came to Sin. Still so full of sad,

desperate longing.
"Sorry," he said with a faint grimace.
Emilio looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. "For what?"

"I'm just..." Boyd shook his head and raised his hands in a helplessly

vague gesture. "Distracted. Not very good company."

The other man scoffed around an exhalation of smoke. "It don't matter.

I'm not exactly being mister entertainment.”

Boyd shrugged and shifted on the couch. He felt his gun digging into
his lower back with the movement. He pulled the gun and holster off and
leaned forward to set it on the table, his fingers briefly sliding across the barrel
as he sat back. He pulled his legs up, crossing them and angling himself in

the corner of the couch so he could see Emilio better.

There was another moment of silence as Boyd thought about what
Emilio had said earlier. The talk about family was sticking in his mind. "Hsin

never spoke about his grandfather. Did they ever meet?"
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"Nah, they wouldn't have. | don't even remember if | told him anything
about my pops. The old bastard's been holed up in San Quentin for like three
decades for a triple murder. Unless he's dead now. Or transferred to Brighton
since that's what they do with lifers sometimes,” Emilio replied without
compassion, shrugging. "I probably would have never seen his ass again if |
hadn't bothered tracking him down before he got sent off. The reunion wasn't

that awesome, anyway, so it wasn't never no big loss."
Boyd raised an eyebrow. "Triple murder?"

Emilio finished his cigarette and stubbed it out in an ashtray. "Yep.

Vegas have always been killing sorts."
"Who'd he kill?"

"Fuck if 1 remember their names. Some gang folks. No one worth
missing." Emilio shrugged and went to extract another cigarette from his pack.
He'd always been a smoker but never a chain smoker as far as Boyd had

seen.

Emilio slid the cigarette between his lips and raised his eyebrows
slightly. ™Course lots of people would have felt the same about him. Just
another dead gangbanger. Probably a lot of people would still feel the same
about me if | got shot tomorrow. No one ever cries too hard about us hoodlum
types."

"What about anyone else?" Boyd asked, finding himself mildly intrigued
by the idea of Sin's bloodline. "Other Vegas."

"Pssh,” Emilio scoffed again, white teeth flashing in a sardonic grin as
he took the cigarette from his mouth unlit. "All of my uncles were up to their
teeth in the same shit as my pops. Any of my family who stayed down there

together grew up and became part of drug trade or died because of it.
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Whenever | found him after my exile in Brazil, my aunt made me a sandwich

while my uncles and pops talked about killing some cops."

He watched Boyd, lips twisted up slightly. "That shit goes back deep.
My grandfather wasn't no better. The last few generations of Vegas are all
twisted up in illegal shit. | bet it's in the genes, all this obsession with blood
and killing. My grandma used to say we descended from the Aztecs, though,"
he added finally, tapping the tribal tattoo on his forearm. "So | guess that
would make sense, then. Although my mom brought in her own brand of crazy

so | guess she didn't do me no favors."

"Hmm." It was strange to think of so many Vegas. That explained
Emilio's tattoo, which now that Boyd looked at it more closely seemed to be a
rendition of the Aztec calendar. It made him wonder what his own ancestors
were like. He knew next to nothing about his family, although the little he did
know implied his family history was far less violent. "Does everyone look so

similar like you and Hsin did?"

Emilio actually looked indignant about the question. "Fuck no, they
don't. Bad enough Hsin was prettier than me, | can't handle that much
competition. | look more like my mom except for my skin and hair. She was
Brazilian and Ecuadoriand my pops' family is mostly Mexican with some
mixing here and there. My other son doesn't even look like me as much as

Hsin did. He could even pass for a blanquito if he tried."

"So you do have other children,” Boyd mused. He and Sin had
wondered about the topic long ago. Given Emilio's promiscuity, Boyd had

always assumed Sin had to have at least one sibling. "Just one?"

"That | know of," was the unashamed reply. "l used to move around a
lot when | was young but when the Agency came knocking, | was mostly in
the city and no other bitches ever came asking for child support. | didn't even

know this one existed until recentlyd his mother told me she'd aborted him."
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Boyd drew his eyebrows down. "How'd you find out, then? She can't

have tracked you down at the Agency..."
"Nah, your mother told me. | looked him up after that."

"Ah," Boyd said in understanding. Knowing Vivienne, she had probably
known for a long time and had waited until it was most in her favor to bestow

the information. "What's he like?"

"Eh." Emilio made a face and adjusted his position on the sofa,
stretching one muscular arm across the back of it. After returning to the
Agency he had always bragged about Sin and how powerful he was. He didn't
seem in any hurry to do that about his younger child. "I've never met him even
though he lives here in Lexington now for whatever reason. He seems to be
set up financially so | didn't feel obligated to help him out and he seems to
have done okay without some daddy figure barging in. But let's just say he
follows the Vega family footsteps even if his name ain't Vega."

Boyd shook his head in bemusement, wondering if there really was
something in the genes. He wondered what Emilio's other son knew about his
family history, and what he would say if he met Emilio, or if he ever could
have met Sin. He wondered if any of the Vegas had ever had a strong familial
connection like Boyd had felt to his own father before he'd died.

"Were you close to your father?"

"He dumped me in Brazil when | was six. So not really, no,” was the

amused reply.
"Why did you track him down, then?"

There was a brief silence as Emilio observed him. He idly caressed the
scar on his lower lip and tilted his head to the side thoughtfully. "I don't

remember, really. | was just a kid back then with stupid ideas in my head that
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he'd help me out 'cause | was tired of sleeping in back alleys and dodging
death squads. He did, | guess. He set me up to learn how to do what he did
even though | took it like twenty steps further and turned their drug shit into
some serious international trade. Tough guy but not much of a thinker. None

of them was."

Boyd nodded. It sounded similar to Sin's own past with Emilio; how Sin
had once hoped his father would save him from a painful life and how in the
process of attempting to do so the father intensified the situation. He
wondered how far back the cycle went and whether Emilio's other son would

end up in a similar situation with offspring of his own some day.

In the end, Boyd couldn't think of anything to say to that and they fell
guiet once again. The silence wasn't particularly uncomfortable and yet it was
something that seemed stronger than it should have to Boyd. Perhaps
because he was used to silence when he was alone and it didn't bother him to
be quiet around another person, but even Emilio's presence wasn't enough to

stop his thoughts from inevitably sliding back to Sin.

Bex's comment earlier about her being the new Sin mixed with his own
pensive contemplations about the future Emilio's other son would have, and
how Sin would never get that opportunity. He and Sin never would have had
children and even if they'd been capable Boyd didn't think they would have
been interested. With their line of profession, it had also been inevitable that

they would die young; it had just been a question of how young.

But they could have grown as old together as possible for them. They
could have made a life together the way they should have all along. They
could have been their own small, imperfect family. They could have loved

each other into the future.

It felt too cruel, having spent years building a relationship that finally

had become stable only to have it ripped away.
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He wished there had been more time. He wished an entire year of his
life hadn't been wasted on that mission and he wished he'd been there when
Sin's life had ended.

He wished a lot of things, and had many circuitous thoughts, but none
of it did anything to lighten his mood. And when he looked over at Emilio, he
was struck once more with how much Emilio looked like his son. How much it
hurt to see that face and know Sin would probably have looked something like

Emilio if he'd only lived to be his age.

It was like looking at a ghost of a future that would never exist. It struck
a chord deep in Boyd the way it did every time he thought about his lover's
death.

His heart twisted and he looked away, his gaze falling on the pill bottle
again. He was sidelined by the thought of something stilling the fatalistic
downturn of his thoughts.

"What's in that?" he asked, gesturing to the bottle.

Emilio glanced down at the table. It seemed that he'd been in his own

reverie.
"Pandora."

Boyd was fairly certain he'd been given Pandora on the mission but he
didn't remember it clearly. The other drugs the clients had sometimes given
him were all overshadowed in his mind by the memories of Slide. What he
knew was that Pandora was supposed to be intense but not as debilitating as
Slide. Knowing it wasn't addictive just made it harder to tell himself he

shouldn't try it.

"What's it feel like?" Boyd asked, eyebrows furrowed.
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