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  [SPOILER]


  I AM WELL AWARE THAT many of you are not fond of Aanga Joshi and would not give a rat’s fuck if he lives or dies. I get some…rather…colorful emails about him on occasion. Don’t ask why they always make me smile.


  However, regardless of how you feel about the character, for some reading character death can be upsetting or triggering, not to mention there are some people on the opposite spectrum who actually like Aanga…


  So let’s do the whole spoiler thing, considering we ended the last episode with him taking a knife between the ribs, and I’m sure for some it would be helpful to know if he lives or dies.


  And yes, now we’re doing that thing where we prevaricate a bit to push the spoiler a little further down the page and make it easier for people who don’t want to see to just glide on past without picking up on those words. If you don’t want to be spoiled, stop reading here.


  It’s coming.


  No, really, it’s coming.


  …stop making dirty jokes in your head. I know what you’re thinking. I see you. Yes, you. Stop it. Behave.


  You’re not behaving.


  I give up.


  Right, back to the spoiler.


  Ready?


  Set?


  …he doesn’t die.


  There’s actually more on this choice in the Q&A, as this was actually a conflicted decision to make. But for now…onward with the book!


  [READING NOTE]


  THE CHARACTER SADE MARCUS USES the pronouns they/them/their as their preferred gender-neutral pronouns for a genderqueer and two-spirit person from the Lumbee nation. They also use the gender-neutral honorific “Mx.” rather than the gendered “Mr.” “Ms.” or “Mrs.” such as when Seong-Jae refers to them as Mx. Marcus.


  [0: I DON’T FEEL THE PAIN]


  HE’D NEVER THOUGHT HE WOULD die like this.


  Aanga Joshi has been shot before—multiple times. Survived a few car crashes. Been pummeled within an inch of his life. Nearly been pushed into the engine of a jet. Once been run over by a particularly determined suspect intent on escaping on a dirtbike, resulting in a shattered collarbone that took nearly a year to fully heal, benching him behind a desk during the prime of his years as an active field agent.


  Stabbing, though.


  That’s a new one.


  It doesn’t feel the way he’d expected.


  He’d thought it would be something he’d feel deep, cutting through him, cold and piercing, the edges of the knife alive against his nerve endings until he should be able to make out every detail of the blade inside him, in and out, icing the newly-made hole in his flesh.


  Instead it’s warm.


  It’s the warmth of spreading blood, and it feels like a deep, piercing muscle stitch, and he’s breathing like he’s been running too hard, swift and ragged and panting and maybe if he clings to that thought he can pretend he just pushed himself too hard while out for a jog, getting old, can’t quite do the things he could before, look at his ridiculous ass collapsed on the ground with a muscle cramp, trying to breathe it out while that warm sensation in his stomach grows and grows and grows, swallowing the pain in a feeling like a giant thick tongue licking him and taking away his senses one swipe at a time.


  He wants to get up.


  He can’t.


  His mind is trying, sending out the signals, straining and straining and straining like his brain is attempting to burst out of its cage, but there’s nothing happening. Whatever receives those signals isn’t listening, feels like it isn’t even there anymore, his body no longer connected to his will and just doing whatever it wants. Which happens to be nothing.


  Nothing but laying there and slowly bleeding.


  Stubborn damned thing.


  He’s so damned stubborn he can’t even listen to himself.


  He can only lie here staring up at the glimpses of sky he can make out past the gaps in the parking garage walls. And he thinks, and realizes that the one thing he’s always hated about Los Angeles is that he can’t see the stars.


  If he’s going to die staring at a tired night sky, he’d at least like it to be a sky full of stars.


  His throat fills with a wet red taste. His breaths are starting to turn liquid—oh, is that his lungs filling with blood? Why is this not over yet? It feels slow, so slow, and he knows somewhere in some part of his brain that’s still functioning that barely a second has passed, just enough time for him to collapse to the ground. Yet he feels like he’s been here for hours and hours, staring up at a sky that’s nothing but blurs without the glasses that have flown somewhere, their familiar dull-headache pinch missing. He doesn’t need them. He knows that sky. He knows the murk of city lights letting the smog pretend to be clouds. And he…he wonders.


  Wonders how he’d ended up here.


  How everything could be cut short so quickly, so easily, leaving every part of him unfinished when he’d…he’d…


  He’d wanted so much more.


  It hurts.


  It hurts so much deeper than the hole in his gut, than the leaking mouth spitting out his life all over his suit and the parking lot pavement.


  There’s a larger hole in him, this empty ache he’s always tried to fill with his professional accomplishments, his dedication, occasionally the touch of men who never loved him as much as he loved them, but deep down he’s always known there was something missing in him. And even as the years passed, even as he grew older and older, he’s always felt as if he’s been waiting to start living. Waiting to find the thing that fit into the hole inside him to make him a whole person, someone complete and fulfilled and living with some kind of purpose beyond constantly trying to find a name for the…for the…


  For the feeling that a part of him was gone, dead before he even managed to grasp what it was.


  For the feeling that he isn’t, can’t be, won’t ever be enough.


  Not for himself.


  Not for anyone else.


  Maybe he could’ve lived to a ripe old age, slipping away of natural causes in his eighties or nineties, without ever figuring that feeling out.


  But now he’ll never have the chance to know.


  That—that rankles bitter, stinging more salty than the taste of his own blood, and his mouth drags itself downward like he’s going to cry, going to scream, the only part of him that can move and yet he can’t control that, either, he—


  “Goddammit, Joshi.”


  Suddenly he can’t see the sky.


  Because there’s a blue-eyed asshole kneeling over him, looking down at him with his annoyingly handsome face set in starkly determined lines of urgency. Khalaji rips out of his suit coat, balls it up, presses it to Aanga’s stomach, and oh, there’s the pain, a dull punching thing wham-wham-whamming into him and while he knows Khalaji’s applying pressure to stall the bleeding, Aanga wonders if that asshole’s enjoying this after Aanga punched him this morning.


  But the pain makes the thought slippery, and he thrashes involuntarily, curling forward, only to fall back against the pavement with a cry. He’s a shattering glass figurine, fragmenting along radiating lines of agony spiderwebbing through him, and he squeezes his eyes shut, gritting his teeth.


  “F-fuck!”


  “Hold still,” Khalaji urges, one hand holding the jacket in place, the other reaching up to press to Aanga’s throat, and why are they slick, why are they—oh, they’re red, Khalaji’s wearing crimson gloves made of Aanga’s own blood, oh… “Just keep breathing. Keep breathing, goddammit, why did you—you—”


  Aanga could almost laugh.


  The pain in Khalaji’s eyes.


  The way he’s looking at Aanga like he actually cares, desperation turning his eyes pale until they’re almost ashen gray, the stormy blue tint leached away by fear and the shadows of night. Why. Why, for some asshole he doesn’t even like?


  Damned bleeding heart.


  He doesn’t even know if he means himself, or Khalaji.


  That shit’s going to get you killed one day.


  Trust me, I know.


  Somewhere, deep down, he finds a smile. It feels awful, but everything feels awful, what’s the difference?


  “I-I didn’t…d-do it for you.” He’s surprised he still has a voice, but it’s coming up out of him as reedy as a cracked woodwind, warbling and whistling and every word costing him in needle stabs of pain. “I…did i-it…for…f-for him. Because l-losing y-you…would kill h-him.”


  “And you think losing you would make him happy?” Khalaji’s voice cracks, before he turns his head over his shoulder, messy half-bound hair—how did he ever get that past regulations?—whipping across his face as he growls, “Seong-Jae. Seong-Jae, get—someone, I—he’s bleeding out bad, I can’t stop it—”


  Aanga catches a hint of Seong-Jae’s voice.


  But whatever he starts to say drowns beneath the sounds of wild, maniacal laughter.


  That boy.


  The boy with the knife.


  At least someone’s happy here.


  The laughter ends in a sudden wrenching cry of pain. Aanga tries to turn his head toward Seong-Jae, tries to tell him Stop—stop, you know you can’t do that to a suspect, but his body isn’t listening again, and it feels…it feels far, like it’s somehow receding away from him, or maybe he’s the one going away, he doesn’t know, but he just…he can’t. He can’t anything, and he lets his eyes sink closed because keeping them open hurts.


  But nothing hurts as much as the hopeless, racking undertone in Khalaji’s voice, even as the man actually snarls. “Hold on. You told me you were a fucking bulldog, so dig in and hold on. Help’s on the way. You don’t get to fucking die. Not until we catch that bastard. Not even then.”


  I don’t…think you’re convincing either of us with that, Khalaji.


  But thanks for trying.


  Once again, Aanga smiles.


  And this time, it doesn’t feel so bad at all.


  “S-sorry, asshole,” he says, and it’s gurgling, wet, he can feel the bubbles of blood popping like little damp kisses against his lips. “You…y-you…don’t get to decide that…f-for me, either.”


  He thinks he hears footsteps, clatters, other voices. His ears feel like they’re stuffed with cotton, and it’s getting harder to talk.


  Harder to hear anything, feel anything, hang on to consciousness.


  That’s okay.


  Maybe he never did figure out what he was meant for, who he is, who he wants to be. But at least he’ll go out on his own terms, and that’s…that’s something, and maybe Khalaji had the right of things after all.


  He’s done something to atone for all the hurt he’s caused. Whether or not it’s enough, well…


  He has nothing else to give.


  Nothing left to do but accept.


  Finally let go.


  And let himself fall, as everything goes silent and empty and black.


  Hey…hey, Seong-Jae.


  Try not to miss me, okay?


  It’s…it’s really okay if you don’t miss me at all.


  [1: I THOUGHT I SAW]


  SEONG-JAE YOON HAD BARELY HALF a second to catch himself, stumbling back as Aanga shoved him, the world going strange and heavy and off-kilter as his balance tilted to the side, his legs lost their strength, his feet lost their purchase.


  Then he was up, his equilibrium re-aligning, his body taking over and driving him forward on instinct as his mind shut down, clear of all but one thought:


  Malcolm had almost died.


  And Aanga was already gone.


  The following three breaths struck him in a series of millisecond flashes; still-image photographs shuffled rapidly in front of his vision. The red exploding against Aanga’s suit like a crimson spiraling firework. Aanga’s body, collapsing limply to the ground. Malcolm following, saying something muffled and muted as he dropped to his knees at Aanga’s side as he ripped out of his coat. Seong-Jae’s own mouth moving, but he could not even hear his own voice even if he felt the syllables of Aanga’s name pressing against his lips.


  And Nicolas Madsen.


  Turning in jerky stop-motion, his expression fixed with eyes wide and lips drawn up at the corners until his cheeks bunched horribly and made terrible crescents out of his eyes, his pale, wasted arms rising up over his head, the knife drenched in blood, dyed in Aanga, shining as Nicolas’s grip tightened, his arms rippling with kinetic force waiting to be unleashed.


  In his mind’s eye, Seong-Jae saw it.


  The gleam of the metal arcing downward to find its first intended target.


  No—no, he had to—he could not, he—


  He did not know how he moved when his heart had frozen, speared into place inside his cracking chest. But he was blood and adrenaline and pure raw fear, moving on the power of terror alone, a vicious fuel thrusting him forward. Gun forgotten, taste of hopelessness on the air, nothing left the primal instinct to—to—


  He slammed into Madsen just as the knife started to come down. Everything was limbs everywhere, flashes in his vision, Madsen’s feral and animalistic snarl, the red splattered down his face like clown paint, the screaming metal edge—and then gravity took them down together and as Madsen kicked and twisted, Seong-Jae grasped for his wrists and slammed them down as they hit the concrete in a conjoined tangle. The impact was a distant thing jarring up through him, rippling down his arms, nearly breaking his grip, but he grit his teeth and held on tight and squeezed and squeezed until his fingers dug into those soft places on the undersides of the wrists where veins and tendons dipped into the spaces between bone.


  Madsen burst into shrill cackles—then broke into a cry that was half laugh, half pained screech, his fingers jerking and uncurling, the knife clattering free. Seong-Jae risked letting go of one hand just long enough to knock the blade away, out of reach—but even that precious second was enough for Madsen to thrash against him, slippery as an eel, one hand lashing out with his nails raking down Seong-Jae’s jaw and onto his neck in lines of burning pain. As if Madsen had grasped his vocal cords and yanked, Seong-Jae let out an involuntary snarl. Rocking back, he hauled Madsen up by his captured wrist, dragging the leash of it to flip Madsen over and then slam his wiry body face-first into the concrete.


  He ignored the cries of protest and pain—ignored distant white noise that sounded like Malcolm saying his name, calling for something—as he wrenched Madsen’s arm back to pin his wrist against his spine. When Madsen tried to push himself up with his free hand, writhing and rocking his shoulders, tossing his head back with his lips pulled back from his teeth in a hideous rictus, Seong-Jae caught his other wrist, dragged it back, pinned it with its twin, and settled his weight firmly down on Madsen’s thighs.


  “Stop,” he panted out through his teeth, “resisting. You are under arrest.”


  Madsen’s only answer was a wheezing growl as he arched his entire back, pushing his weight up against Seong-Jae’s. Seong-Jae spread his knees, planting himself, and transferred both wrists to one hand, holding on as hard as he could, leaning his weight into it with his arm straining tight, fingers digging in for purchase as he thrust inside his coat for the cuffs he always kept in his inner pocket. He flicked them open with a practiced twist of his wrist—one, two. Snap. Click. Madsen’s hands captured, locked behind his back, while he squirmed against the concrete of the parking garage and tried to roll away.


  Seong-Jae shoved his hand against the back of Madsen’s head, pressing his face against the pavement, and held his seat; he did not trust that if he let Madsen up, the bastard would not run even with his wrists cuffed. His fingers trembled, the urge to grip and grind Madsen’s face into the concrete screaming through him with a desperate helpless vengeful rage, but he held himself in check by some thin thread made up only of the desperate wish that someway, somehow, Aanga was still alive.


  “Hold on.” Malcolm’s voice floated ragged over the garage, deep and rough and desperate. “Hold on. You told me you were a fucking bulldog, so dig in and hold on. Help’s on the way. You don’t get to fucking die. Not until we catch that bastard. Not even then.”


  So hopeless. So hopeless, that begging.


  But then…


  Aanga’s voice.


  “S-sorry, asshole. You…y-you…don’t get to decide that…f-for me, either.”


  Weak, thready…but there. Seong-Jae snapped his head up, staring across the few feet separating them, yet that small space felt like the river between the land of the living and the land of the dead when even as he stared, chest sinking in…Aanga’s eyes closed, and his head rolled to the side.


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae croaked, but Malcolm shook his head quickly, his bloody hands pressing down hard against Aanga’s left side.


  “I don’t know,” Malcolm gasped. “I don’t know, I can’t feel his—oh fuck, Seong-Jae…”


  No. No, Aanga could not die like this, and Seong-Jae let out an inarticulate cry, throwing himself off of Madsen, barely remembering to keep a grip on his arm and forcing the struggling boy to his feet with him as Seong-Jae staggered closer. What could he do? How could he save Aanga? Had he been too late, precious seconds spent subduing Madsen that should have been spent doing…doing…


  What?


  What if no matter what he would have done, it would not have been enough?


  He watched helplessly, his throat and eyes both burning, as Malcolm pressed his fingers to Aanga’s neck. “…I think I’ve got a pulse, but—”


  The sound of the elevator doors opening cut him off. They both jerked their heads up as a cluster of agents exited, chatting to each other amiably—only to freeze, stopping and staring at the body, the smears of red across the concrete, Malcolm and Seong-Jae and Madsen.


  “Chief…?” Norcross said weakly.


  Before the entire parking garage erupted into motion, sound, shouts, clipped commands. Malcolm calling for them to get help. Seong-Jae muttering something about the suspect, custody, he was not even sure what he was saying. People on their phones. More people tumbling out of the elevator. Time, which had slowed to let hours pass in the space of instants, rushed forward in tumbling acceleration until somehow there was an ambulance, a stretcher, the piercing scream of sirens, EMTs in uniform lifting Aanga carefully onto a stretcher, snapping sharp words to each other, words that meant Aanga was not dead but it might not be long now.


  And Seong-Jae standing frozen, blank, nothing but an anchor to hold Nicolas Madsen in place, watching the chaos and replaying that moment of the knife sliding in over and over and over again in his mind, trying to tell himself that it had hit somewhere…somewhere…


  Somewhere Aanga could survive, so long as he did not bleed out in the next few minutes.


  Then the back of the ambulance closed. The sirens cried again, a hateful keen of mourning and lament. He could not see Aanga anymore; only those double doors retreating, the light shining through the rear windows, the heads of people bowed over him, working so intently.


  A touch on his arm. He flinched, turned. Norcross. Norcross looking at him with his face white with shock, his cheeks sunken inward. “Yoon? Is this the guy who did it?”


  Seong-Jae swung his head toward Madsen.


  To find the boy grinning at him like a jackal, holding stock-still.


  They were surrounded by FBI agents, and yet Madsen did not seem at all nervous, worried, not even angry.


  He only smiled, staring unblinkingly into Seong-Jae’s eyes.


  And whispered, “You would’ve been so much prettier dead, little dragonfly.”


  Loathing rose hot as bile up the back of Seong-Jae’s throat. He caught himself before his grip could tighten to the point of bruising, but the hate trembled through him and threatened to clench every muscle in his body to violent hardness.


  “If he dies,” he hissed through his teeth, “you will find out just how ugly I can be.” Then he shoved Madsen at Norcross; the boy stumbled, but Norcross caught him by the shoulders. “Take him into holding. We will be up to brief you and provide witness testimony shortly.”


  Talking hurt. Perhaps because he was breathing so hard his throat felt scoured; perhaps because he felt as if he was coughing up all the thorned and bleeding bits of his heart. And perhaps because some hateful part of him did not want words; it wanted only the ferocious urge to tear that lingering grin off Nico Madsen’s face, as the boy was shuffled toward the elevator surrounded by a phalanx of agents.


  Seong-Jae did not know how they had come to this point.


  It was over, as simple as that.


  Not more than five minutes could have passed, and yet the world was irrevocably different, and could never be restored to what it had been before.


  Chaos became silence, leaving only Malcolm, Seong-Jae, and a few agents lingering behind, already snapping photos of the bloodstain where Aanga had been, the blood-drenched knife resting on the pavement. There would be questions. Reports. Reviews of security camera footage. Due process. All of it things that seemed unimportant, in this moment, when those details belonged to cold, impersonal cases and he could not think of this as a case. This was someone who was a part of Seong-Jae’s life, and he did not know how to cope with that when he was still trapped in the shock of that instant when he had heard the awful strange papery sound of serrated metal parting living flesh.


  Standing across that red river, separated from him by that chasm, Malcolm was a motionless figure with his hands hanging at his sides, dipped in scarlet up to the soaked wrist cuffs of his once-white shirt, dripping slow, rhythmic splatters down onto the concrete, his shoes, the crumpled remains of his blood-soaked coat at his feet.


  The world moved forward, moved on.


  Even now, the time in Aanga’s hourglass might be running out, his life coming to an end, and yet for Seong-Jae the world had frozen—or perhaps he only wanted it to.


  As if, as long as he and Malcolm stood here staring at each other in soundless horror, the seconds would not march forward. They could deny this for just a little longer. They could somehow stave it off, believe hard enough to stop time and preserve just a few more moments with Aanga Joshi still tethered to this world.


  But they could not.


  They did not, and Seong-Jae was afraid—of Aanga’s death, yes. Yet also of himself.


  Because if Aanga died…


  He did not trust himself. He did not trust himself, and he did not trust what he might do to Nicolas Madsen. To Aleksander Normand.


  And to the man who had once been Seth Duvonne, and who was now everything Seong-Jae loathed in this world.


  Something gleamed next to the toe of his right boot. Aanga’s glasses, one lens streaked in red, the other scuffed with scratches from the pavement. Seong-Jae bent and picked them up, staring down at them, these useless things resting in his shaking hands, before lifting his head and staring into Malcolm’s shell-shocked, turbulent-storm eyes.


  While the night moved on, filled with the cold and sickening scents of copper and fear and loss.


  [2: STOP MY HEART]


  MALCOLM KHALAJI DIDN’T UNDERSTAND.


  He braced his hands against the cold, institutional blue tile of the shower stall in the locker room of the FBI building. Hot water sheeted over him, and ran away red; the needles of pressure slicing into his skin made him feel as if he was the one bleeding, but that wasn’t him. That…that was Aanga Joshi’s blood.


  And Malcolm didn’t understand why he’d done it. Why Joshi had thrown himself in front of that knife, pushing Malcolm out of the way and using his own body to take the force of the blow.


  Even with what Joshi had said…


  Malcolm couldn’t accept it.


  He couldn’t accept the idea of someone else sacrificing their life for his own, when there was nothing about him that made him more or less deserving to live than anyone else. And for Joshi of all people, when the man clearly hated him?


  Malcolm almost laughed, bitter and cold, and dragged his wet knuckles against the wet scruff of his beard over the bruise Joshi had left on his jaw just this morning.


  Joshi had to live. He had to. Malcolm wouldn’t accept any other option.


  Because he wouldn’t let his own life be bought with someone else’s.


  His fist curled, slammed into the shower wall. Pain reverberated through his knuckles, vibrated up his arm into his shoulder—and he bowed his head beneath the spray and watched the thin pinkish-red water swirl down into the staring drain holes, and silently mouthed a prayer to a God he wasn’t sure even listened anymore.


  Maybe just this once, he’d get lucky.


  He couldn’t stay here like this—locked inside his own head, asking himself why, why, why again and again when he’d never get his why from anyone other than Joshi. So when he heard the locker room door squealing open, echoing hollowly off the tiles and the high ceilings and the vast emptiness of a late-night space, Malcolm let it push him into motion, straightening to pull away from the wall and run his fingers through his wet hair to fully rinse it out before shutting the water off and reaching for the towel he’d left draped over the curtain rod. Without the steam around him the cold air of the locker room turned the droplets on his skin into ice, little frigid beads forcing him to hyper-focus on what was here, what was real, and not the dark and murky places inside his thoughts.


  By the time Malcolm dried himself off, knotted the towel around his waist, and stepped out among the banks of lockers, Seong-Jae had settled against the wall across from several rows of benches. He leaned with his arms folded over his chest, his ankles crossed, his expression so completely blank Malcolm felt like he was looking at a sculpture of Seong-Jae, rather than Seong-Jae himself; one who seemed completely impervious to the pain of the scratch-marks standing out livid against his jaw and throat, and the ragged red blood in a scraped knee peeking past torn jeans.


  Yet even if Seong-Jae had shut himself away…just the sight of him made Malcolm’s heart settle into its rightful place, resting just a little quieter and easier inside the cradle of his ribs with the simple knowledge that his omr was safe and here with him.


  “Hey,” Malcolm said softly.


  Seong-Jae held frozen for just a second longer, before inhaling sharply, blinking, lifting his head. He only held eye contact with Malcolm for a telling moment, one that left his expression slack and completely lost, before Seong-Jae turned his face away sharply and jerked his chin toward a pile of fabric folded on the closest bench, next to Malcolm’s neatly stacked wallet, phone, guns, reading glasses, and a few other personal effects taken from the pockets of his suit.


  “From the lost and found,” he muttered, toneless.


  Malcolm stood helpless, before nodding. “Thanks.”


  No answer; just Seong-Jae’s eyes blanking over again. And Malcolm let the silence stay a little longer while he stepped into a pair of jeans that were just a little too big for him, and a tight black Hard Rock Café t-shirt that was just a little too small. His own blood-smeared suit had already been bagged and tagged into evidence at the same time the forensics team had photographed his bloody hands. Wearing a stranger’s clothing left him feeling odd and unsettled.


  Or maybe he was just feeling odd and unsettled with himself, the night broken into surreal nightmare fragments that just didn’t quite fit together in the same way when he tried to piece it back into something whole.


  And he didn’t know what to say to Seong-Jae.


  How to comfort him, or if Seong-Jae even needed comforting at all.


  Malcolm stretched the shirt down a little, tucked his wallet plus his phone in his pocket and his glasses in the neck of his shirt, then settled his thumbs in his belt loops, watching Seong-Jae. He thought, perhaps, from the starkness around his eyes and the slightly slack set of his mouth…Seong-Jae might be in shock. Dissociating.


  And finally Malcolm found the right words; simple, an offering, but perhaps if he tried, Seong-Jae would be willing to talk to him.


  “It never gets any easier, does it?” Malcolm asked. “Dealing with the violence.”


  Seong-Jae blinked slowly, then lifted his head a fraction, not quite looking at Malcolm. “Dealing with all of it. The violence. The fear. The anger.”


  “It that what you’re feeling right now, love? Anger?”


  “I…I do not know.” Thick brows drew together; Seong-Jae’s hair was a mess, a wild black spray that almost made Malcolm think of Anjulie and her frill of angry spikes. “What should I feel, in this moment?”


  Malcolm stepped closer, then offered Seong-Jae his hand. “Anything you want or need to feel. There’s no wrong answer.”


  “I feel as if…” Staring. Just staring at Malcolm’s hand, eyes slightly wide, yet Seong-Jae made no move to take it. “I feel as if I am feeling everything and nothing all at once. I am…angry, grieving, confused, disgusted, frightened, hateful, hopeful…but it is as if I am pushing it away for later. Observing my own emotions from the outside.”


  “Waiting.” Just as Malcolm was waiting; he kept his hand extended, until Seong-Jae was ready. “Until we know if he makes it. Until we know what it’s safe to feel. I know, Seong-Jae. I know. I’m feeling it too. The only thing that’s solidly there is guilt…because I’ll carry that with me whether he survives or not. It’s the only thing I can be certain of.”


  Expression briefly flashed across Seong-Jae’s face, black eyes hardening. “You have nothing to feel guilty for. Nothing. I am certain that Aanga would say the same.”


  “I don’t listen to Joshi any better than he listens to me.” Malcolm smiled wryly, even though his mouth felt heavy. “Seong-Jae…may I hold you?”


  Again, Seong-Jae blinked—uncomprehending, slow, before he looked down at Malcolm’s hand again, eyes clearing as if a film had melted away. “Have…you…this entire time?”


  “Yeah. I think it’s understandable that it took you a while to notice, love.”


  Seong-Jae closed his eyes—but then slid his hand wordlessly into Malcolm’s, the calluses on his fingertips grazing against Malcolm’s palm, the warmth of him soaking into Malcolm’s skin. Relief was the feeling of drawing Seong-Jae, unresisting, closer until Malcolm could enfold him in his arms; until he felt Seong-Jae’s arms slipping around his shoulders, his fingers curling into the heavy wet weight of Malcolm’s hair, his face a gentle imprint molding against Malcolm’s shoulder. The world settled just a little more into place, the boundaries of Seong-Jae’s body holding Malcolm inside his.


  And Seong-Jae’s blankness cracked with a broken whisper, the softly accented words laced with pain. “I want to feel more than this,” he said. “I know it hurts, but it is as though I feel it through a dense layer of wool, and I wish I could…I could grasp it and face it so that I might overcome it.”


  “It’s a defense mechanism. It hasn’t even been an hour, Seong-Jae. Not even an hour at the end of a long and completely wretched day.” Pressing his lips into Seong-Jae’s hair, Malcolm settled one hand against the back of his omr’s neck. “We’re both in shock. And we both have to do our jobs. Write our reports while the memory is fresh. Use Nico Madsen to our advantage now that we have him. Act like we didn’t just take down an armed assailant, and we aren’t traumatized by and worried about the man we saw harmed right before our eyes. A little derealization is probably your brain’s way of fortifying you to get through that until you have the freedom to break down and let all those feelings out in a safe environment.”


  Seong-Jae’s shoulders shook in a short, hoarse attempt at a chuckle. “Sometimes, when you explain the emotions I recriminate myself for in such simple terms, I feel as if I am attending class with Professor Khalaji.”


  Malcolm groaned. “Stop, you’ll make me feel old.”


  “You are old.”


  “…I’ll give you a pass on that one if picking on me makes you feel better, but if you start calling me Professor we’re going to have words.”


  This time that quiet chuckle was a little more genuine, if weary, and Seong-Jae’s arms tightened against Malcolm. “You make me feel better.”


  “I’m glad.” Malcolm smiled against Seong-Jae’s hair. “Same here. You anchor me. Even when everything else feels unsteady, my path wandering and lost…you bring me back home again.”


  Seong-Jae’s face pressed harder against his shoulder, his voice muffled and mumbling. “…do not make me emotional. If one comes out, they will all come out, and I do not have the patience to deal with a breakdown.”


  “If you need to break down, you’ll break down when you’re ready and when it’ll do some good.” Malcolm sighed, closing his eyes, just absorbing Seong-Jae—every tightly flowing shape of him, the familiarity of his weight, every impression in touch that told Malcolm the story of his movements, his ever-so-defensively hidden expression. “I should say ‘we.’ We’ll break down. I didn’t…even get to call my parents. We haven’t even had a second to catch our breaths and…here we are again.”


  “Do you want to call them now?”


  “…no. No, I don’t…think I could hide what a mess I am, and it’ll just make them worry more.”


  Warm fingers moved between his shoulder blades. “You are shaking.”


  “Am I…? I hadn’t noticed.” It just felt like part of the bone-deep weariness burned into him, his entire body so heavy the little details couldn’t escape the overwhelming gravity of exhaustion. But Malcolm pulled back a little, enough to linger on that scratch-mark on Seong-Jae’s jaw, then peer down between them at his scraped knee. “But you’re bleeding.”


  Seong-Jae momentarily tensed, then straightened, loosening his hold enough to crane his head down with a brief and puzzled scowl. “I…I did not even feel that.”


  “First aid kit?” Malcolm asked, and when Seong-Jae jerked his head toward a metal cabinet bolted to the wall, Malcolm pressed his lips to his cheek before pulling back. “Let me take care of it?”


  “It is only a scrape,” Seong-Jae said, but sank down on the closest bench while Malcolm strode to the cabinet and pulled it open on messily haphazard rows of band-aids and gauzes and ointments.


  “Scrapes still get infected.” Malcolm snagged a couple of astringent pads, a large band-aid square, and a bottle of alcohol, then shut the cabinet—wincing at the loud metallic bang echoing in the dim-lit space—and settled to straddle the bench next to Seong-Jae. “I just need a moment to look after you, omr.”


  Seong-Jae’s head came up, the thatch of his wild black hair floating into even messier spikes as he moved. He stared at Malcolm—then away, turning his head toward the bank of sinks and the single long mirror that threw back their washed-out images.


  “I should be saying that to you. He almost…”


  “I know.” Malcolm ripped an astringent pad out of its pack and bent to press it to Seong-Jae’s scraped knee, wiping gently. “He would have, if…” His throat knotted. “I don’t understand this at all.”


  Seong-Jae replied with only a hiss, tensing and flinching before going rock-still, holding while Malcolm cleaned the scrape, then poured a little alcohol over it for good measure. When Seong-Jae jerked with a sharp sound through his teeth, Malcolm touched his thigh with a small smile.


  “Almost done.”


  Crinkle of paper, peel of slick adhesive backing, and then Malcolm smoothed the broad square band-aid over Seong-Jae’s knee, fitting it as best he could.


  Seong-Jae’s head cocked toward him, studying him with an odd look, before he said, stilted and wooden, “I do not think we will be able to understand this, any of it—our feelings, what Aanga did, what even happened—until we speak to Madsen.” His chest heaved up and down slowly. “Sila.” He exhaled the name as if it tasted bad, spitting it up to cleanse its venom from his mouth. “Sila sent him. And he must have alerted Sila to call me shortly before he made the attempt.”


  “In that, Sila really is Normand’s son in spirit. It’s not enough for him to set up the dominos.” Malcolm crumpled the wrappers and pink-stained astringent pads into a ball, then took a shot at the little plastic wastebin in the corner. It bounced off the edge, then hit the wall and rebounded back into the basket in a crinkle of plastic. “He needs to witness their fall, or it means nothing.” He nodded toward Seong-Jae’s jaw. “Does that need disinfecting?”


  Frowning, Seong-Jae touched the scratch-marks delicately. “I…had forgotten he had done that.” He felt over his face and neck. “No. I do not think so. The skin does not feel broken.”


  Malcolm lightly caught Seong-Jae’s hand and leaned in, frowning at the reddened lines. “Let me see. Human fingernails are filthy.”


  Seong-Jae let him look without protest, his fingers curling lightly against Malcolm’s—but after a few moments he murmured, “…you tried to save him. What happened is not your fault.”


  Malcolm’s next breath stifled, strangled in his throat. His fingers clenched on Seong-Jae’s. “I just…I just hope it was enough. I don’t want him to die, Seong-Jae. Not…not for me.”


   


  C


  ALTHOUGH MALCOLM WANTED NOTHING MORE than to curl up on one of the locker room benches for a nap, he dragged himself upstairs with Seong-Jae; he didn’t know if he stayed close to Seong-Jae for comfort or Seong-Jae stayed close to him, but as they regrouped in the war room they were always touching—shoulder to shoulder, arm to arm, fingertips lightly grazing.


  Right now Malcolm felt as if they were both fragments of a person, clinging to each other to make a whole and functioning man between them.


  The lights were down in the war room, just a few banked fluorescents, but several analysts lingered at their stations, working by low pale lamps or just leaning over and murmuring to each other. They’d all been given the clear to clock out ages ago, but Malcolm imagined word traveled fast, and from the somber air and ashen faces…


  He guessed they’d heard.


  Several suited agents clustered at the head of the room, talking to each other in low murmurs—including Norcross, Ferriss, a few others of those who’d spilled out of the elevator and tripped over the scene of an attempted homicide. When Malcolm and Seong-Jae stepped inside, Ferriss looked up, dragging his hand over his mouth and jaw, before raising his hand.


  Malcolm gripped Seong-Jae’s fingers for a moment, then made himself quicken his stride, Seong-Jae falling in step. The circle of agents opened to envelop them, making room until they were holding court with a half-dozen men and women who watched them with wary, confused eyes.


  “The suspect?” Malcolm asked.


  “He’s waiting in interrogation,” Ferriss said. “We read him his rights, did the propers to legally hold him until he can be processed and booked into custody. We’ll have to transfer him soon to follow due process. We’re not really equipped to incarcerate suspects here. Keep him here too long and it’s officially kidnapping and unlawful imprisonment.”


  “We will keep him as long as we need to,” Seong-Jae bit off, his jaw a taut line. “You can get a special dispensation from a judge to hold him here.”


  “Normally the Chief arranges things like that. Without him we’re a little at loose ends, which is pretty much a fucking mess of things considering why,” Ferriss bit off. “Who the hell is that guy? What the fuck happened?”


  With a tch and a quick-fire flash of black eyes, Seong-Jae only looked away, his mouth setting stubbornly. Malcolm stepped in, glancing over his shoulder at the analysts, who were rather clearly trying not to eavesdrop, before he turned his attention back to the agents.


  “His name is Nicolas Madsen,” he said. “We arrested him in Baltimore. He was being kept as a sort of…pet, I suppose, by wealthy socialite couple Vanden and Alicia Chambers—also in custody. They had trained him into a highly malleable, impressionable, one hundred percent obedient assassin who carried out snuff films for them to play to their equally wealthy guests as the entertainment at drug-fueled parties.”


  Next to Ferriss, his partner broke his grim silence; Norcross scowled. “So how the fuck did he end up here?”


  “He escaped some time ago, before we were ever brought in on this case,” Malcolm said. “Considering Seong-Jae received a phone call from Seth Duvonne alias Lucas Aleks alias Sila right before the murder attempt, we can only assume that was Sila’s doing, and that Nicolas Madsen has been Sila’s accomplice during events of recent weeks. It would explain certain things, really. Some things that have taken place only make sense if there’s a third person involved, acting under orders.”


  Norcross grunted. “So you think this Duvonne guy sent him here to kill you. He tried to stab you with a knife, and the Chief got in the way. Why the whole murder plot?”


  “We thwarted Sila,” Seong-Jae interjected softly. “Where once he sought to pit us against each other, now he seeks to destroy us for the crime of foiling his past attempts. Perhaps, too, he seeks to stop us from intervening in the white rabbit’s plans.”


  Squinting, Ferriss eyed Seong-Jae. “Isn’t he your ex-boyfriend?”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes narrowed. “Your point?”


  That puzzled, skeptical look turned on Malcolm. “And you fucked him.”


  Malcolm grimaced. “I really wish that wasn’t a necessary part of the case record.”


  “I really wish your homicidal former fuckbuddy-slash-boyfriend wasn’t intimately tied up with this rabbit bastard and making things ten times messier, but here we fucking are,” Ferris said, and spread his hands. “And now we don’t have a Chief. So what’s next?”


  “We take a look at the parking garage surveillance videos,” Malcolm said. “See if they give us anything we can use. We interrogate the suspect. Whether he meant to or not, Sila dropped a gift into our laps. Madsen must have spent a significant amount of time with Sila in recent weeks. He may know something that tells us where Sila is going. And where Sila goes…”


  “…so, too, does the white rabbit,” Seong-Jae finished.


  “We also need to know who’s next in the chain of command,” Malcolm added. “Who we’re taking orders and getting authorization from. Technically with Joshi out of commission, we can’t make a move without someone authorizing it.”


  “Actually…” Gretchen’s voice drifted over the room. Malcolm turned to meet her eyes, her dark brown skin pale with exhaustion and face strained with worry. “She’s waiting to talk to you right now. I’ve got her on video call.”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae, then nodded. “Put it through.”


  He took a step back to better see the main screen—and position himself in view of the small camera clipped to the top. Seong-Jae joined him, while Gretchen’s fingers rattled over the keyboard. The black screen came up in a bright flash, resolving into a slightly grainy Zoom feed of an older woman with her face blown up several feet tall. Even at this time of night she was crisp in a professional suit, her iron-gray bob neatly sideswept into finger-waves, her severe face calm and gray eyes thoughtful behind narrow glasses.


  She swept a look from side to side, then offered a cool, polite smile. “Detectives Khalaji and Yoon. My name is Margaret Winchester, BAU Director at the national level.” Her smile turned a touch dry. “If you like, you can simply think of me as Aanga Joshi’s boss.”


  Malcolm inclined his head. “Ma’am,” he murmured, while Seong-Jae said nothing, only folding his arms against his chest.


  That only seemed to amuse Winchester; her head tilted toward Seong-Jae with weary patience. “As talkative as ever, I see, young Yoon. It’s good to see you again, even if it’s strange to call you Detective rather than Agent.”


  “Detective suits me better,” Seong-Jae answered neutrally.


  “So it does.” Winchester straightened her shoulders; the touch of gentle amusement in her voice blended into crisp, official tones. “I want to thank both of you gentlemen for the work you’ve done on this case. Your hard work has opened up avenues we might not have thought to pursue, and brought us that much closer to catching this man who has made a national disgrace out of our law enforcement institutions, and threatened far too many lives.”


  “I don’t like that.” Maybe it was exhaustion lifting Malcolm’s filter, making him too blunt, but he shook his head. “This sounds like a ‘thanks, now get out’ speech. I don’t like that you’re talking like our involvement in this case is over.”


  “It can be, if you wish it to be,” Winchester said carefully, her expression unreadable. “You were brought in by Director Joshi. After what’s happened to you and to him, it would be understandable if you wish to be released from your contract.”


  “No,” Malcolm said without hesitation, while Seong-Jae shook his head in firm, silent concurrence. “I’m exhausted. I am broken the fuck down. I don’t know if I should be grieving or…or…or fucking repenting. But we’ve come too far and sacrificed too much to just walk away. I can’t. I don’t want to quit. I want to know what we can do. I want to know what actions you’re authorizing us to take.”


  Winchester only looked at him, and he felt as if he was being measured—as if she could feel the weight of his soul, holding it in the palm of her hand and judging if he was enough. He held her eyes, held firm. He couldn’t back down on this. Not now. Not when they were so close.


  Not when it would make Joshi’s sacrifice pointless, for Malcolm to walk away.


  He didn’t know what she was looking for. What she was waiting for. The analysts and other agents hovered in uneasy stillness. Only Seong-Jae moved, stepping to stand closer to Malcolm, his arms unfolding and dropping; that familiar touch brushed against the back of Malcolm’s hand, their knuckles intertwining in Seong-Jae’s silent, subtle way of saying, every time:


  I am here.


  Whatever path you walk, whatever stance you take, I am here.


  I am with you.


  And that was all Malcolm needed.


  It seemed to decide something for Winchester, as well, because she nodded—more to herself than to him, it appeared. “I see no reason to change the scope of your duties and capacity at this stage. Consider yourself authorized to do anything necessary within the extent of the law and the clearance you’ve been given, but if you plan to do anything extreme like running away to Ohio and badging your way into a maximum security prison to interrogate a death row inmate…” Her lips twitched. “Run it by me first. While I cannot be there at the moment, from this point out I am the de facto head of this operation. Director Joshi trusted you. So I’m putting my trust in you as well, but I’d like you to keep me apprised with daily reports unless there’s something immediate and more pressing.”


  Malcolm ducked his head. “Thank you, ma’am.”


  “Winchester,” Seong-Jae acknowledged.


  She held her silence for several moments, then said, “In return, I’ll let you know if there are any changes in Aanga’s condition as soon as I hear anything. He’s been taken to County + USC Medical Center, but the last I heard he’s in surgery and we won’t know anything for a while. As his direct superior and with no next of kin in this country, I’ll be the first informed. I’ll keep you posted on the prognosis.”


  Malcolm hadn’t recognized the pressure weighing on him until it lifted, just a little. The not knowing. The open-ended waiting, and it was a relief to put that waiting in someone else’s hands.


  “Thank you,” he murmured again.


  “Director Winchester?” Seong-Jae asked stiffly. “Did…”


  “Out with it, son,” Winchester said gently. “Whatever it is, we’re all on the same side here. You can ask.”


  The fingers brushing loosely against Malcolm’s twitched, then sought his hand to twine together, squeezing tight as Seong-Jae asked, “Did…they say what his chances were, before they took him into surgery?”


  Winchester pursed her lips. “Do you want honesty, or hope?”


  After an audible inhalation, Seong-Jae turned his head to the side. “I believe you have effectively answered my question.”


  Malcolm held fast to his omr’s hand, and offered Winchester the only hint of a smile he could muster, the last drops left in the vessel of himself. The last drops of hope he could manage, when if he let himself believe Joshi could die, he would drown himself in the self-recrimination, sinking and unable to take the steps forward that he needed. “A small chance is still better than no chance.”


  “He’s with some of the finest medical professionals in California,” Winchester said. “And he’s a stubborn ass. I refuse to worry about him because I know that ass will pull through just to be contrary. I suggest you do the same.”


  “That,” Seong-Jae said, “is likely the best advice we could take.”


  “Then I suggest you take it. And rest. You both look like you’ve been running on fumes for days,” Winchester pointed out.


  “Because we have,” Malcolm countered. “But there are things we need to do first.”


  “Then do them and sleep.” She inclined her head. “Good evening, gentlemen. I hope to hear from you soon.”


  Before either of them could respond, the Zoom call cut out, leaving only the quiet murmurs of the analysts and agents in their various conversations, Malcolm and Seong-Jae the only ones silent. Malcolm stared at the empty black screen, his own reflection looking back at him, ghostly in the low light, this distorted shade peering out from purgatory.


  He had almost died tonight.


  Again.


  And he didn’t know how to feel about that any more than he knew how to feel about what Joshi had done.


  Seong-Jae sighed at his side. “I should warn you that she is a stickler for protocol.”


  Malcolm tore his gaze from his reflection and eyed Seong-Jae, lips curling. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t like her much?”


  “It is not that I do not like her,” Seong-Jae said flatly. “It is that she reminds me too much of my mother, and that alone is enough to make her terrifying.”


  “You said my mother terrifies you, too. I’m starting to think you have a problem with maternal figures in general. Why is that?”


  “They make me feel…” Seong-Jae scrunched his nose, then finished sullenly, “They make me feel young.”


  “Little boy with his hand stuck in the cookie jar.” Though that hand belonged to Malcolm right now, and Malcolm gripped it tight, running his thumb over the articulated, bony ridges of Seong-Jae’s knuckles. “But we need to be big boys right now, love…so let’s go talk to Nico Madsen.”


  [3: ONLY WORDS]


  SEONG-JAE STOOD ACROSS THE WIDE, silent interrogation room from Nicolas Madsen, watching him wordlessly. He did not trust himself to speak, at the moment. Did not trust himself to move from his space near the door.


  Because if he did, he would say something inadvisable.


  Do something inadvisable.


  When the sight of Nicolas Madsen’s face filled him with such violent rage that he felt he must be becoming exactly the sort of creature Sila had wanted to make him.


  Was that your goal?


  Do you intend to drive me into depravity with you, one way or another—even if it means using loss, pain, hatred to prove to me that I truly am a monster?


  A faint squeaking emanated from somewhere close by. No—that was him, he realized.


  His fingers curling so tight in the inner elbows of his racing jacket that the smooth black leather squeaked with the strength of his grip.


  He made himself relax his grasp, even if he never took his eyes off Madsen’s eerily smiling, infuriatingly calm face. Madsen sat in the only chair in the room—handcuffed to it by one wrist, the other hand free, fingers drifting to touch the ragged, studded black leather collar around his neck. He had dyed his formerly bright red hair a dull, dusty black, no doubt to blend in more easily and avoid being identified on sight from his arrest records. He was thinner than Seong-Jae remembered; almost malnourished, as if he had barely been doing the minimum to stay alive. Dirty. Long-term, grimed-in dirt, his feet bare and nearly black with smudges, his grubby black sleeveless shirt hanging off him, his black jeans scuffed and threadbare.


  Bruises stood out on his wrists.


  Raw marks from fighting the handcuffs, but also…


  Seong-Jae thought he could make out the shape of his own fingers.


  He hated the flush of guilt that went through him. Hated that he rationalized it that Madsen had been violently resisting arrest with clear intent to cause harm, and Seong-Jae had done what was necessary to subdue him and prevent further loss of life.


  Hated that he no longer knew where the line was between minimal and justified force, and the same kind of excuses other police officers used to claim fatal and unnecessary violence had been a matter of self-defense against an unarmed civilian.


  That will not be me.


  I will not let you make that be me.


  Back during his time with the LAPD, many of the other officers had called him The Vulcan. He had tried not to let it bother him; he put up his emotional walls for a reason, partially to keep others out, partially to keep himself in, partially simply a matter of different cultural standards around emotional expression and appropriate behavior with others. If they had found him emotionless and overly logical, then he was successfully keeping himself contained and under control, and if some of their assessment was driven by racism and cultural ignorance, well…


  Malcolm had taken the sting out of that nickname more than once.


  Because when Malcolm said it, it was always when he could see past those walls Seong-Jae put up, gently asking him to come out; to stop hiding.


  But Seong-Jae remembered, too, when he had watched the rebooted Star Trek films, if only because he rather enjoyed Zachary Quinto’s portrayal of Spock and might, perhaps, have had a small crush on the character. In one scene, Chris Pine’s young Kirk had been ejected from the Enterprise, Spock appointed temporary Captain in an emergency situation—and in one of the most homoerotically charged scenes Seong-Jae had ever seen in modern cinema, Kirk made his way back onto the ship to confront Spock and force him to admit that he was emotionally compromised after the loss of his home planet and mother. The Vulcan had broken down, turned violent with Kirk.


  Emotionally compromised.


  After spending the day strung out and fighting to help Malcolm navigate that phone call with the white rabbit, then watching the man he loved nearly die only for the man he had once loved to sacrifice himself to save him from an assassin sent by the man he had never loved, only engaged in a sort of twisted, painful codependence…


  Seong-Jae was definitely emotionally compromised.


  Madsen craned his head slowly, his grin widening until the cold single overhead light made his teeth gleam sharply. “I know I’m pretty,” he lilted. He pitched his voice high until he sounded like a carnival clown, nasal and laughing, the sounds bouncing off the dark gray walls of the massive space. Everything in the room—from the small empty table in front of Madsen to the floor tiles, the ceiling tiles, the walls—was some shade of gray, the entire room designed to convey a sense of vastness and cold, impregnable power. “But you don’t have to stare. Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”


  At Seong-Jae’s side, separated from him by a small TV cart with a little flatscreen attached, Malcolm finally broke his own stillness. He had been watching Nicolas Madsen with a sort of quiet, patient curiosity, like a scientist studying a specimen with all the time in the world, Malcolm’s fingertips idly tapping over his lips.


  But now Malcolm let out a contemplative little sound, his lips curving slightly. He took a lazy step forward, toward Madsen. “I’ve got enough pictures of you to last me for a lifetime, Nico. Want to look at some of them with me? They might help you answer a few questions for me.”


  Something had ahold of Malcolm, Seong-Jae realized.


  Malcolm had been shaking in the locker room, but now…now he was steady, and while that grizzled exterior projected his typical calm, quiet, kindly self-assurance…


  There was a backbone of steel inside him.


  Something cold and certain driving him forward, holding him together, his true strength coming out in this moment when he should be on his last legs.


  And Seong-Jae wondered if it was possible to both love someone…and want so very much to be them, to admire someone so very much one wished to emulate everything good that made them who they were. Because right now?


  Seong-Jae did not have Malcolm’s strength.


  But he had the walls of his defensive coldness, and that would have to do.


  Especially when Malcolm produced the small USB thumb drive Norcross and Ferriss had given them, copied from the security station’s files. Seong-Jae knew what was on it.


  That did not mean he was ready to watch, as Malcolm slotted the drive into the port on the side of the TV and turned it on as the device detected and began to auto-play the footage. Washed out color, turned pale both by night and sickly lighting. The elevator doors opening. Seong-Jae stepping out with Malcolm and Aanga, their voices just soft overlapping sounds, and then—


  Madsen rising up like a snake from behind a parked vehicle—no, inside, Seong-Jae just barely caught the rear hatch of a black SUV opening, and he thought now that faint click of sound might have been what alerted him even before that motion in his peripheral vision, his subconscious senses processing and responding. He watched, almost trapped, as Madsen flung himself toward Malcolm. As Seong-Jae tried to dive between them. As Aanga took his place, thrusting him back and then barreling into Malcolm to knock him out of the way.


  As Aanga’s body blossomed with red.


  It all happened so fast. It had felt like an eternity when Seong-Jae had lived it, yet if he had blinked he would have missed the knife thrust, Aanga falling to the ground, Malcolm dropping after him and frantically beginning first aid, Seong-Jae tackling Madsen and disarming him before wrestling him into cuffs. His breaths tried to bottom out, tried to drain from him, but he forced himself to hold stock-still, forced himself to freeze behind that suppressing wall so that he would not give away the sick, horrible feeling inside him in front of the very man who evoked it.


  The playback ended, frozen on Nicolas Madsen being hauled to his feet, his face a ghastly rictus torn between a laugh and a scream. Malcolm studied the screen thoughtfully, then turned that regard on Madsen, slate blue eyes penetrating. Even in the black t-shirt stretched paper-thin across his chest and the jeans barely hanging on to his hips, Malcolm still exuded that sense of authority that marked him as the one in control.


  And he remained controlled, easy, as he took a few lazy steps closer to Madsen. “You must be feeling pretty proud of yourself,” he said. “You managed to sneak into a guarded, secure facility under the noses of hundreds of federal agents. Did Sila tell you how to do it? Did he instruct you on how to get in?”


  Madsen’s grin widened. He stared at Malcolm with glittering, glassy eyes. “My master trusts me,” he said—breathy, fast. “He doesn’t need to tell me how. He knows. He knows I’ll do what he tells me to do. He knows I’ll find a way.”


  “And so you did,” Malcolm murmured, settling to lean his hip against the edge of the table. “So tell me how you did it. Tell me how you outsmarted us.” His lips curled slightly, almost self-deprecating. “I give you full permission to gloat. I admit you got the better of us.”


  It was so surreal, Seong-Jae thought. How Malcolm turned this broken, horrible night into a casual conversation topic, coming at it so amiably, even if Seong-Jae understood why he was doing it. Aggression, anger, attempts to intimidate or coerce would only feed Madsen’s defiance. This approach, at least, would keep him off-kilter with unexpected reactions and stimuli.


  Seong-Jae simply had not expected that it would leave him off-kilter, too.


  Struggling with the way it simply did not fit the rough-edged, ragged feelings inside him, and he felt entirely useless right now. Unable to help Malcolm, when it was all Seong-Jae could do to remain still and fulfill the role he often took as the silent, brooding presence of menace there to reinforce that it was a better idea to cooperate with Malcolm than to deal with the strange, tall, emotionless man in black.


  At this point, he did not even know if it was an act.


  But Madsen took the bait, rotating his head slowly to one side and straining toward Malcolm as if he would like nothing more than to break from some invisible leash and latch his teeth onto his throat.


  “So careless,” Madsen whispered. “So sloppy. You think you’re protected in this building, all your clearnces and badges and access codes and metal detectors, but when you go outside? You never think about who might be around you. Watching. Waiting. One stop at the gas station two blocks down the street, dear detectives. One back turned, and while your agent struggles with his credit card in the reader, he doesn’t even notice he has a new passenger.”


  “Clever,” Malcolm said dryly. “I’ll have to get the gas station security tapes pulled to confirm that. But you’re right. Agents in the field usually only consider situational awareness when they’re on a crime scene or pursuing a suspect. So we left ourselves wide open to you, didn’t we?”


  “To him.” A hiss, dark and heavy. Madsen’s lips curled back from his teeth. “I am but his right hand. His weapon. An extension of his will, his grace.”


  “You sound like him,” Seong-Jae murmured before he could stop himself, his thoughts spilling unchecked from his brain. “Mimicking his speech patterns, his inflections. Absorbing impressions of his identity to fill the gaps in your own. You are much more lucid than when I last saw you. Did Sila hold you through the detox? Tell you that he loved you, and he would be there for you on the other side?”


  “He does love me!” Madsen’s head whipped toward him, a grotesque snarl contorting his pale, elfin face. Portrait of a boy, twisted into an animal. “More than he ever loved you. You don’t deserve to say his name.”


  “Do I not?” Seong-Jae mocked softly. “I was the first. You? You are just a placeholder. A tool. He does not care for you. He only used you…and you failed at what he asked of you.”


  Malcolm caught his eye. A subtle shake of his head; Seong-Jae answered with a small nod, and forced himself to silence, biting down on his tongue until the slice of pain made talking less appealing.


  “It’s your fault,” Madsen growled, and his fingers tangled hard in that collar around his throat. His eyes bored hatefully into Seong-Jae. “Your fault. You and that awful man, getting in the way. It’s always been your fault. Always! You hurt him! You left my master broken, and you should have died for it!”


  “But he didn’t,” Malcolm cut in. “And neither did I. Will your master be disappointed in you, now? Will he punish you, when you see him again?”


  Madsen’s straining body went limp. He slumped back against the chair and swung his bowed head toward Malcolm. “He will come for me. He’s come for me before.”


  “I don’t think he will.” Malcolm shrugged powerful shoulders, folding his hands against one thigh. As he leaned subtly over Madsen, his unbound hair fell over one shoulder in ripples of gray, silver, and faded cinnamon. “From the information we’ve gathered, I’d imagine Sila’s next destination is rather final. Had you intended to meet him there, after killing me?”


  Madsen’s shoulders shook in a listless chuckle. “I’m going to summer,” he breathed. “Going back to summer with him.”


  Seong-Jae jerked, head snapping up. He stared at Madsen, then at Malcolm—who had gone utterly still, watching Madsen with fixed intensity.


  Back to summer.


  Had Alexander Normand not said those self-same words?


  “Where is summer?” Malcolm demanded, low and urgent. “Where are you meeting him, Nico?”


  This. Here. This was the moment. Nico knew. He knew, and with a few simple words he could bring all of this to an end. Seong-Jae held his breath, straining, listening, waiting, hoping. Hoping Malcolm could push Nico over the edge; hoping Malcolm could tease that information out of him.


  But Madsen only smiled again—always that terrible, awful smile.


  “It doesn’t matter if I tell you. It’ll be too late, by the time you get there.”


  “Where?” Fuck, Seong-Jae could not hold himself back, and he pushed away from the wall, stalking toward Madsen. “Where is he going?”


  Madsen turned that slow, certain smile on him again. A stare like a promise.


  “Where you can’t find him,” Nico said. “Where you can’t hurt him anymore. It was supposed to be you. It was supposed to be you! You should be grateful that Master loves you enough to kill you, but you aren’t. You’re unworthy, little dragonfly with the broken wings.” His breaths seethed, heaved. “So I wanted you to watch him die first. I chose that. I chose.” He let out a cruel little giggle, throwing his head back. “Too bad I missed.”


  Seong-Jae froze mid-stride.


  Realization was a dreadnought crashing into him, a salvo of shock, horror, rage striking him like cannon fire.


  Sila had sent Madsen to kill him. To kill Seong-Jae; to keep him out of the way of Sila’s final plans…but Nicolas Madsen had wanted him to suffer. To die with the utter certainty that the man he loved more than his own life was dead, and Seong-Jae’s final thought that would follow him into hell would be the knowledge that he had failed to save him.


  Seong-Jae did not remember moving. Did not remember a conscious thought between one moment and the next. But the thin shell holding him back cracked.


  And everything he had been holding inside exploded out to propel him toward Nicolas Madsen with his fists curled into tight and terrible knots of hate.


   


  C


  WHAT MALCOLM HAD EXPECTED FROM this interrogation:


  One: Nicolas Madsen would be difficult. Two: Nicolas Madsen would lead them in circles with non-information, taunting them and flaunting his perceived superiority. Three: Nicolas Madsen would have to be worked carefully to make him forget himself, and blurt out the information they needed.


  And four: Nicolas Madsen would likely be obsessively devoted to Sila, enough to do anything to protect him; something Malcolm had sorted without even needing to speak to him, when Nicolas’s original profile had already made clear that he needed an anchor, someone to attach himself to in order to define his identity as their servant and pet, and with the Chambers in prison Sila would fit that role perfectly. Perfectly enough that Nico would be willing to kill for him, too, just as he had for his first abusers.


  That part had gone mostly according to Malcolm’s projections.


  What Malcolm had not expected from this interrogation:


  One: that Madsen would reveal Seong-Jae had been his intended target. And two:


  For Seong-Jae to erupt from his taut, troubled silence into an explosion of violent energy, hurtling toward Nico with his face an icy mask of pure, black, killing hate, elegant features frozen into cruel, sharp edges.


  That part wasn’t going according to plan at fucking all.


  Seong-Jae hit the table hard enough that Malcolm bounced off it—right before Seong-Jae caught the table in both hands and flung it to the side, sending it crashing to the floor with a painfully loud clatter before it screeched as momentum slid it along the tiles to a tumbling halt.


  “Tell me,” Seong-Jae snarled, words bitten off like bullets. “Tell me where he is or you will not live to see him again.”


  While Nicolas Madsen…


  Only laughed.


  He laughed, staring at Seong-Jae without the slightest twitch of fear. “You won’t kill me,” he purred. “You’re too weak. You don’t have what it takes to draw blood.”


  Malcolm would rather not find out if that was true or not.


  Especially when he could see the tension building in Seong-Jae’s body, coiling, waiting to lash outward. Malcolm thrust himself forward, putting himself between Madsen and Seong-Jae, blocking Madsen with his body—and when Seong-Jae threw himself at him, Malcolm caught his shoulders, caught the full weight of his body slamming into him hard enough to rock Malcolm back on his heels. He dug his feet in, bracing, holding Seong-Jae fast.


  “Stop,” he grit out, but Seong-Jae jerked against him, shoving at his chest, soft curses in Korean spilling out, his eyes flashing black and so completely lost from the man Malcolm knew that for a moment he didn’t even recognize Seong-Jae.


  But while Nico laughed and laughed and laughed…


  Malcolm pushed Seong-Jae back. Away from the suspect. Fighting him every step, Seong-Jae’s height versus Malcolm’s bulk until Malcolm slammed him back against the wall next to the door and pinned him there by the shoulders, struggling to catch his breath—and struggling to catch Seong-Jae’s eyes, to hold them, to hold him.


  “No,” he said firmly. “This is not who you are. This is not what we do. Look at me. Look at me, Seong-Jae.”


  Seong-Jae jerked again, straining, his jaw flexing, teeth bared, before he slumped, glowering at Malcolm with his red mouth twisted into a snarl. “Get off me.”


  Malcolm didn’t move. Not yet. “Are you calm?”


  Seong-Jae opened his mouth, then stopped—and visibly composed himself, eyes closing, mouth setting, as he breathed in and out slowly before opening his eyes again. When he did…the man Malcolm loved was there again, and if not calm…


  At least present.


  “Yes,” Seong-Jae said, empty and cold. “Now get off me.”


  This time, when he shoved Malcolm, Malcolm stumbled back.


  Seong-Jae just looked at him for several hard moments.


  Then turned and walked out of the room on stalking steps, the door slamming in crashing reverberations behind.


  Nico’s laughter fell silent. Malcolm stared at the door, curling his fingers. Fuck. That…that could have gone bad just a little too fast. He’d known Seong-Jae was struggling, but…fuck. He hadn’t realized just how close he was to completely cracking and falling apart. How close he was to needing to be pulled off this case.


  Omr…beloved. Please…


  Please don’t shut me out.


  I can’t help if you shut me out.


  He glanced back at Madsen, but the boy had gone still, slouched forward in the chair…and with his fingers once again curled in that collar, fingering it lovingly, as if it brought him comfort, gave him the strength to be defiant. Reminded him of who his master was; who he sought to obey.


  …obey.


  Hm.


  That was an angle, wasn’t it?


  And Malcolm thought he just might have an idea.


  [4: BORN SICK]


  ANJULIE ZARATE Y SALAZAR’S PHONE rang just as she was pulling up outside her townhouse. Late, but the lights were still up in both the living room and the guest room; strange how she’d gone from living alone save for that horrible little yappy monster plus intermittent girlfriend stays…to having a full house overflowing with problem children who kept all hours of the night.


  Even if the tension in the house had eased, spending a night out had been a relief. And she’d been much more comfortable talking to Ryusaki over dinner in the counselor’s home, speaking to Karen in veiled terms and skirting around certain truths, before blending into wine and casual conversation with someone who needed nothing from her but a little company over steamed, lime-garnished tilapia. The dinner had been Karen’s idea, taking the counseling session out of the associations of the office and into a more casual environment. Anjulie had been worried about crossing professional boundaries, but now, after it was over…


  She realized Karen had been right.


  She’d left Ryusaki’s house feeling like she was wrapped in a blanket of quiet calm, but as she killed the Audi’s engine and pulled her phone out to see Malcolm’s name on caller ID…


  She had a feeling she was about to lose her zen all over again.


  Groaning, she thudded her forehead against the steering wheel and swiped the call. “What. I’ve had wine. I’m in a good mood. Please tell me you’re not about to ruin it.”


  “Depends,” Malcolm said. Fuck, he sounded awful, strained as if he’d been shouting; as if he was about to crack. “How fond are you of Aanga Joshi?”


  “I might be sad if he got shot, but I won’t die if I never hear from him again.”


  “He might,” Malcolm replied softly. “Remember that little psychosadistic snuff film star we lost out of holding?”


  Anjulie sat up straighter, senses sharpening until the air tasted like lightning. “What happened?”


  “He’s apparently been working with Sila…and Sila sent him to kill Seong-Jae. But he went for me instead. Tonight, in the parking garage of the FBI building. But Joshi got in the way, and…well…” Malcolm’s deep, heavy sigh bled over the phone. “He’s in surgery. We don’t know if he’s going to make it, but we’ve got Madsen in custody. He is, of course, obfuscating and trying to protect Sila.”


  “Jesus fuck. How does this keep getting more and more tangled?”


  “Machiavellian personality complexes, mostly. They always make things more complicated than necessary.”


  Anjulie raked her hand back through her hair. “So what do you need from me?”


  “The Chambers,” Malcolm said. “If I give you a number to call…how fast do you think you can get them out of City Correctional and to Los Angeles?”


   


  C


  WHILE MALCOLM PACED THE WHITE-TILED hallway, speaking into his phone in urgent murmurs, Seong-Jae stared down at his shaking hands, his fingers spread, his palms up, indecipherable lines across his skin that told a story he could not read.


  What would they say, if he could?


  Would the curves of his life-lines tell him that all this time, he had lied to himself about who he was, pretended he was not just as twisted and sick as Sila himself?


  Was this what had attracted Sila to him? Not his sense of alienation, the loneliness that had made him an easy target for Sila’s manipulations.


  But the recognition of some kind of kinship; something that made Seong-Jae as dangerous and vicious as that monster of a man who had shaped so much of his life.


  He closed his eyes, curling his fingers slowly, making himself feel them one by one. Making himself feel the hard pressure of the wall against his back; the texture of his jeans against his thighs; the tiniest eddying currents of the air in the hallway making the fine hairs on his body shift and twitch. Small grounding points. Things that defined reality, that kept him anchored in himself and present.


  He had not felt present since that moment the knife had slid into Aanga’s body.


  And he could not remember how he had gone from standing against the wall to fighting Malcolm to reach Nicolas Madsen.


  But he could not risk losing hold of himself and coming out of some white noise trance to discover he had done something horrible, only to say he did not remember; that it was not him. Those who suffered the consequences would not care that he had stepped out of his body, out of his mind; not remembering would not make it not his responsibility. No more than Nicolas Madsen was absolved of responsibility for the murders he had committed, even if he had been manipulated and abused to the point where he justified the killings within his twisted moral framework.


  Dead victims were still dead, regardless of the suffering of the killer.


  Brutalized civilians were still victims of police violence, regardless of the officer’s emotional state in the moment.


  Stop making this case personal, he told himself.


  But how could he, when this terrible game brought every piece of his past and present crashing into each other?


  He caught the shift in Malcolm’s tone that said the conversation was ending; Seong-Jae opened his eyes, watching as Malcolm murmured a “Sure. Later, Anji” into the phone before hanging up and just looking down at the rapidly dimming screen. Seong-Jae could not quite read him, not when Malcolm held himself so carefully, and there was a certain…something that Seong-Jae could not identify as Malcolm lifted his head and offered him a tired smile, the muscle in his bicep flexing as he tucked the phone into his back pocket.


  “Anjulie’s got Winchester’s number. They’ll coordinate to get the Chambers here as soon as possible.”


  “Do you think it will work?” Seong-Jae settled his shoulders against the windowsill at his back and lowered his eyes, fixing on his feet. “Using them to coerce Madsen into revealing Sila’s destination.”


  “It might. It should.” Malcolm’s warmth and the weight of his presence settled next to Seong-Jae, leaning against the wall at his side. “Even if he’s putting on a lot of bravado, Madsen’s got to realize he’ll never see Sila again. He may be harboring thoughts about being willing to die to protect him, but deep down he’s afraid. He has no one to tell him what to do. No one to protect him, command him, complete his sense of self. No one to obey. And while he’s been with Sila…his bond with the Chambers runs longer, deeper. I think the relief of having someone familiar to follow will make him pretty pliable, even if I have some feelings about using his trauma to manipulate him.”


  “That will require getting the Chambers to cooperate, then. Which will likely mean negotiation.”


  “We’ll figure out what we can bring to the table that might make them a little more willing.” Malcolm nudged his shoulder against Seong-Jae’s, just a little bump that still brought his warm, stony scent to Seong-Jae. “Hey. You going to be okay?”


  Seong-Jae shrugged stiffly. “Should I be?”


  “Probably not, but…”


  “…I know.” Seong-Jae closed his eyes, forcing a breath past the constriction of his vocal cords. “I know, Malcolm. I am not proud of what happened in there. And I am sorry for all of it.”


  “It’s what I’m there for. As your partner, not just as your boyfriend. That’s what we do. We keep each other in check and remind each other where the lines are when we start to slip.” Heavy, firm, steady, Malcolm’s hand settled against Seong-Jae’s knee. “But you can’t keep doing this, Seong-Jae. You still let your emotions get the best of you with suspects, and that’s not something where you have the luxury of mistakes. The kind of mistakes that leads to…those can’t be taken back.”


  “I do know that. I do.” Seong-Jae dragged his hands over his face. “This case—I…I cannot stand the thought of this case breaking me. Making me into something I never wanted to be.”


  “Then don’t let it.” That hand tightened, seeming to anchor Seong-Jae to reality more than his grounding touchpoints ever could. “I know you’re strong enough to choose to do the right thing. So choose. Like you chose today.”


  Seong-Jae was almost afraid to open his eyes. But he did, lifting his head to look at Malcolm—and finding those warm slate blue eyes watching him with frank, open acceptance, such warmth. That careful hesitation had vanished to leave simply Malcolm, gentle and patient as ever, the grizzled old wolf standing firm where Seong-Jae could not.


  “I feel as though the shoe is on the other foot, now,” Seong-Jae said. His nostrils stung; his breaths hurt. How could Malcolm still accept him, love him, when Seong-Jae could not even control himself? “Are you not ashamed of me for what I have done?”


  “No.” Malcolm shook his head slowly. “Because you didn’t do anything. You stopped, my love. You stopped. And I know that you’ll do better from here on out. I know you want to. I know you can.”


  Swallowing, Seong-Jae wrapped his hand around Malcolm’s, gripping on desperately. “Please believe that for me,” he whispered. “Because right now, I cannot have such mercy on myself.”


  “Then come here. Come here, omr.”


  Seong-Jae did not resist, when Malcolm pulled him into his arms. If anything he fell into Malcolm; fell into his heat, fell into the safe shelter he offered, letting Seong-Jae shut out the doubt, the questions, the terrible and damning what-ifs to simply feel Malcolm’s strength wrapped around him. With wordless sounds that soothed so softly, Malcolm stroked those large, rough hands over Seong-Jae’s back.


  “It’s okay, love,” Malcolm murmured against his ear. “Nothing happened. And nothing will.”


  Seong-Jae took that as a promise—one that he made to himself, in Malcolm’s words. He would be strong enough to live up to the faith in Malcolm’s voice. He had to be.


  Because the alternative was inhuman—and inhumane.


  The alternative meant losing himself, and everything he had ever fought to be.


   


  C


  BY THE TIME SEONG-JAE FOLLOWED Malcolm back upstairs to the war room, he had at least locked himself away, if not pulled himself completely together. He supposed he was simply deferring the breakdown yet again, but as long as he kept his emotions contained inside himself rather than letting them bleed onto anyone else, he could at least continue to function.


  In the war room, everyone barring Gretchen and a few of the agents had left; with a murmur, Norcross and Ferriss strode out with their instructions to transfer Madsen from the interrogation room and back into holding.


  Seong-Jae watched Gretchen for several moments; her head bowed over her workstation, braids swaying with the force of her typing.


  “You should go home,” he said, and she stopped, staring at the screen, her hands motionless, data graphs reflected in her pupils.


  “I wouldn’t be able to sleep,” she murmured, and flashed a quick, pained smile. “You’re still here, too.”


  “We have to be.”


  “Yeah, well…so do I.” She cleared her throat, lifting her chin and flashing them both a stronger smile. “What do you boys need?”


  “Winchester, if we can get her at this time of night,” Malcolm said, and Gretchen snorted.


  “She’d answer a work call at her own wedding. I’ll get her for you.”


  “Thank you,” Seong-Jae said.


  They did not have to wait long. A few taps, a ringtone over speakerphone, and then the sound of Winchester’s crisp, authoritative voice echoed over the near-empty room.


  “Good evening, Gretchen. I assume you still haven’t gotten a raise for the boys’ club treating you like their personal secretary.”


  “You know it’s bad when you recognize my work line,” Gretchen said dryly. “But you’ve got seniority, while we’re talking about raises.”


  “Your performance evaluation’s next week. I’ll be in town. We’ll have tea,” Winchester replied. “I assume Yoon and Khalaji are there, and require something urgent considering that I hung up with the Captain of BPD Homicide less than sixty seconds ago.”


  “Can we do it?” Seong-Jae asked. “Can we use the Chambers?”


  “As long as you make sure any confessions are explicitly voluntary, and that their coercive control over him isn’t used in a damaging way or to coax testimony that could be framed as possibly false,” Winchester said.


  “I do not care about testimony,” Seong-Jae bit off. “What we need from him does not matter in court. It matters for us to close in on two murderers before they can convene to wreak even more havoc.” He bit the inside of his cheek. Calm. Calm. “He knows. He knows where Sila and the white rabbit are meeting. I can feel it. And if Sila felt motivated to take violent action against us, then I do not think we have much time.”


  “Do what you need to do,” Winchester said softly. “But be careful.”


  “We will,” Malcolm promised, folding his hands and rocking on his heels—and it struck Seong-Jae that Malcolm was barefoot. Seong-Jae had not found any shoes in his size in the lost and found, and with his dress shoes checked into evidence Malcolm was simply walking around barefoot, casually comfortable with the frayed hems of his borrowed jeans idly dragging over his broad, coarse feet.


  Sometimes, it was the little things.


  The little things that let the air back into the room, and let Seong-Jae feel human again.


  Malcolm and those thick square toes curled against the tile, almost adorable while Malcolm remained serious and focused, nearly vibrating with his own aura of grave intensity.


  “What can we offer them?” Malcolm continued. “I’d rather keep negotiating for reduced sentencing out of it if at all possible. They don’t get to bargain their way out onto the street after everything they’ve done.”


  Winchester hummed thoughtfully. “We can offer them transfer to a white-collar facility. From what I’ve heard, they’ve lived quite a privileged life. They must not be enjoying their time in a typical correctional facility.”


  Seong-Jae snorted. “The point of prison is not to enjoy it.”


  “And we don’t exactly want to cater to the needs of convicted abusers involved in conspiracy, aiding, and abetting,” Winchester said. “But we do have to bargain something. I doubt they’ll help you out of the goodness of their hearts.”


  “That would require having them,” Seong-Jae muttered, and Winchester snorted.


  “That’s the deal,” she said. “If they won’t take it, don’t give them any other choice. Let me know if you run up against any walls. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to make a few phone calls and wake up an unfortunate pilot.”


  “Pilot…?” Malcolm asked.


  “We’re borrowing a private FBI jet out of the Baltimore field office, young men.” She sounded almost amused. “You’ll have your prisoners with a full escort within forty-eight hours.”


  Seong-Jae exhaled roughly. “Thank you.”


  “Of course. I hope next time you call, it’s with good news.”


  The call ended, then, leaving them alone. Sometime during the conversation, the rest of the agents had drifted out—leaving only Seong-Jae, Malcolm, and Gretchen waiting in the silence that took over a space that somehow felt lifeless without Aanga standing at the front of the room, being as prideful and stubborn as ever.


  “What now?” Malcolm asked. “Because now it’s just about waiting…and Gretchen’s right. I won’t be able to sleep. Not yet.”


  Seong-Jae did not know. Helplessness was a great tangled monster, wrapping its coils around him. The need to do something, and yet to have nothing to do.


  But he was not ready for the dread that filled him, when Gretchen spoke.


  “I think I’m going to go wait for the Chief,” she said hesitantly. “If the two of you want to come.”


  “Do you want to?” Malcolm asked, reaching for his hand, offering him a question for which he had no answer. “Do you think it would help you to go?”


  Seong-Jae’s tongue would not move.


  Because if it did, he might ask:


  What was the point of waiting…if only to watch Aanga die?


  [5: TIME WILL NOT HEAL]


  SOMEHOW MALCOLM WASN’T SURPRISED TO arrive in the waiting room at Los Angeles County + USC Medical center—only to find it packed with haggard, harried agents and analysts, all of them drooping and faded, clustered in little groups around the seating arrangements.


  He stopped in the doorway with Seong-Jae practically hiding against his back, Gretchen hovering in the hallway. Several heads lifted, glancing toward them, before bowing again: simple, quiet acceptance, wordlessly inviting them into the fold. They were all here for the same reason.


  To stand vigil.


  To share what little hope they had, and brace themselves to share the pain.


  Malcolm found an empty small sofa, just large enough for he and Seong-Jae to settle down together, crunched in hip to hip and thigh to thigh; he watched Gretchen trail away to join a group of her colleagues, before shifting his focus to Seong-Jae. As much as he could, when it felt as if Seong-Jae had retreated somewhere empty, somewhere beyond Malcolm’s reach, yet it wasn’t anything he’d seen before. Wasn’t that defensive wall Malcolm knew how to scale, or—if he had to—just stand outside and wait until Seong-Jae decided to play Rapunzel and let down his hair so Malcolm could get inside.


  It was more like…


  Seong-Jae just wasn’t there anymore.


  He was just a moving shell, going along where he was directed, unresisting and devoid of any will of his own.


  “Seong-Jae.”


  No answer.


  Until Malcolm repeated, “Seong-Jae,” leaning in closer, keeping his voice low when it seemed sacrilege to break the waiting stillness of the room.


  Seong-Jae blinked slowly, then raised his head. His eyes focused, just barely, looking at Malcolm with detached confusion, and the blankness there wrenched at Malcolm’s heart. He skimmed his fingers along Seong-Jae’s brow, brushing his hair back.


  “Hey,” he said, and tried a smile, his face feeling like cracking wax. “You still in there?”


  “Barely,” Seong-Jae answered in a hollow-rasp, the curve of his lips ghastly. “I…” His gaze darted away, around the room, before coming back to Malcolm. “I do not know if I can do this much longer, Malcolm. And if Aanga dies…”


  “He won’t. He enjoys irritating me too much to die.” Malcolm threaded his fingers against the back of Seong-Jae’s head and coaxed him closer. “Here. Lean on me. Just…be with me, love.”


  Boneless, Seong-Jae sank against him, resting his head to Malcolm’s shoulder and fitting against his side; one long hand fell against Malcolm’s chest, tangling and knotting in his t-shirt. Warmth, bleeding into him; that touch just over his heart, and even now in this terrible moment, those graceful fingers pulled on Malcolm’s heart-strings.


  “We’ll stay for an hour,” Malcolm murmured into Seong-Jae’s hair. “And then we’ll go sleep. Wearing ourselves out won’t help him recover any faster. You need rest.”


  “I know.” Seong-Jae’s eyes sank closed.


  “There’s an unspoken ‘but’ there.”


  “I…” Turning his face into Malcolm’s shoulder, Seong-Jae hunched. For such a tall man, sometimes he had a way of making himself small, as if trying to provide less surface area to hit. “…I feel as if I could fall asleep, and wake up as someone else. Someone who is a danger to himself and others.”


  “Then I’ll just have to keep watch to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


  Seong-Jae’s near-silent, muffled laugh sounded too close to a sob. “You need to rest, too.”


  “What I need,” Malcolm said, “is to look after you.”


  That need was the last light left inside him, right now. The last bright thing burning in the dark. If he could just…just…do something that helped, somehow, he might feel as if the price paid for his life could be somehow worth it.


  He couldn’t stop thinking about it. Even as Seong-Jae subsided against him, while Malcolm trailed his fingers over his arm; even as long minutes passed, this waiting room a small slice of limbo holding them all captured in place, waiting for the end.


  He’d told Joshi that he’d come back to the BPD to do some good in the world; to somehow atone for the hurts he’d caused.


  How did he pay out his karmic debt if a man died to save his life?


  What could he possibly do to make sure it was a life worth saving? To make sure he didn’t squander the chance Aanga had given him?


  Wake up.


  Wake up, you confusing mother fucker, because I don’t know what to do with myself if you don’t.


  It didn’t make any more sense to him than what Aanga had done. He couldn’t stand that manipulative, volatile, untrustworthy, arrogant bastard.


  He supposed he didn’t have to like Joshi to be grateful to him.


  And to want him to live, if only to thwart what the white rabbit had said.


  One must die so the other can live.


  Malcolm bit down on his thumbnail, staring sightlessly at a potted plant across the room. The parallels there made him too uncomfortable. That entire time they were on the phone, had Aleksander Normand known what was waiting for them? Had he planned in advance with Sila? Were they in communication at all, or simply mutually gravitating in some strange entanglement that led them toward a single converging point?


  He didn’t know. But if he told himself to think, to be practical, to be logical…


  There was no way Normand could have been talking about Malcolm and Joshi. Not if Nico Madsen’s statements were to be believed. At some point Nico had parted ways with Sila between Baltimore and Sila’s end goal, with the instructions to find his way to Los Angeles to murder Seong-Jae on Sila’s behalf. Just the thought made Malcolm tighten his grip; that blade could have plunged into Seong-Jae’s body, and…


  Was that what Normand had meant?


  That Seong-Jae had to die so the man he called his son could live.


  We’re all the hero of our own story.


  And someone has to be our villain.


  Regardless of the deep scars Sila had left engraved on Seong-Jae, regardless of the people Sila had manipulated, used, harmed, killed or had killed…in Sila’s head, he would still be the hero of his own story, wouldn’t he? And rather than being the ghost haunting Seong-Jae…to Sila, Seong-Jae would be the persistent and hateful shade. The reminder of something he’d once had that perhaps, in his twisted mind, qualified as real love. The loss of a person he’d claimed as his own, someone he had wanted to understand him and join him in his perverse version of reality. Someone who had walked away from him, turned his back on him, left Sila to struggle free from his addiction alone while Seong-Jae moved on with his life.


  Looking at Sila that way left Malcolm’s mouth tasting sour.


  He could never feel pity or sympathy for that wretched creature.


  But he could at least piece together some semblance of why Sila felt enough pity for himself to need to cut free of the pain he associated with Seong-Jae, by cutting Seong-Jae himself free of the tethers of life.


  Malcolm realized, then, that the cadence of Seong-Jae’s breaths had shifted; his stiff, heavy weight had changed, gone softer and looser. Turning his head, Malcolm looked down at his omr—only to find Seong-Jae sound asleep against him, sleeping the sleep of the truly exhausted, so far gone he’d left his mouth hanging open and his lips half-pressed into Malcolm’s shoulder.


  Ah, love.


  Sometimes he forgot that Seong-Jae was ten years his junior, though in some ways he could be younger still—old trauma capturing particular emotions in a state of regression, leaving certain parts of his mind always struggling toward further development and maturity. But in moments like this Malcolm was reminded painfully of what it was like to be young and old all at once, tempered and yet still searching for the certainty of age, only to realize with each year that passed that nothing was certain at all except the enormity of what one didn’t know.


  Seong-Jae had been so convinced that falling asleep would make him snap, somehow.


  Yet here he was, quiet and resting peacefully, his body taking over to give his mind time to heal.


  Malcolm ran his hand up Seong-Jae’s back, pressed his lips against his hair, and let his eyes sink shut, just…holding Seong-Jae, and trying to hold them both together by the thinnest thread. He might have fallen asleep himself; he was running on fumes, and he'd probably classify this as the fourth longest day of his entire life. But after timeless minutes spent slowly soaking himself in the sound of Seong-Jae’s sleeping breaths, close to drifting off…he came alert as a certain tension warned him without words, an awareness sweeping the room with something like premonition moments before he caught the sound of wheels on tile, rolling down the hall and toward them.


  He opened his eyes, lifting his head, keeping one hand curled against Seong-Jae’s shoulder as if he could guard Seong-Jae’s rest against any intrusion. Several of the agents stirred, glancing at each other, moving—only for a collective gasp to sweep the room as a gurney rolled past the window looking out into the hall. Malcolm’s heart lurched, thudded clumsily. Just a glimpse; just a glimpse of Joshi, too frail under the sheets, face pale, an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth…and then he was gone, swept away by a team of orderlies and nurses. The waiting room erupted into chatter—was he okay? Was he breathing? He wasn’t dead? No, they’d have covered him if he was dead—and Malcolm felt the moment it hit Seong-Jae, his omr’s body going stiff against him.


  “…mmnh?” Seong-Jae slurred, then, more alert: “Malcolm?”


  “Joshi’s out of surgery,” Malcolm said, and gathered Seong-Jae close. “They just wheeled him past.”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes snapped open. He sat up sharply, craning his head toward the door. “Where…?”


  “You just missed him, but he didn’t look too bad. He—”


  Malcolm cut off as a tall man in a lab coat stepped into the room, pulling off the blue paper surgical cap he’d tied over his bald-shaved scalp, the overhead lights reflecting off the deep brown shade of his skin to bring out undertones of bronze and earth. The nametag clipped to his coat read Dr. Green.


  Dr. Green balled up the surgical cap with crisp motions and tucked it into his pocket, dark brown eyes searching over the room. “You’re all with the FBI group?”


  Several people murmured and nodded, but no one seemed willing to speak for the group, lost without Joshi at the helm—until Norcross, settled next to Ferriss in two square upholstered chairs, said, “Everyone here is cleared to know what you know.”


  “I see.” Dr. Green laced his hands together in front of him; Malcolm hated that for just a moment he was so very certain that the pause was Green gathering himself to deliver the worst possible news. But Green continued, “Mr. Joshi is holding on, for now. It was touch and go for a bit. He’s lost quite a bit of blood and the tissue damage was extensive, including grazes against internal organs that required several internal sutures. We’ve already transfused him, but he’ll need more once he’s settled. He’s on a cocktail of drugs to encourage clotting, slow internal bleeding, dull the pain, a few other things to hold him stable…but all there is to do now is watch him, wait for him to wake up, and hope.” He delivered the information with clear, factual calm. “He’s being taken to the CCU now. His prognosis is better, but he’s not out of the woods yet.”


  Seong-Jae had barely moved, yet the tension in him felt as if he strained against the restraining circle of Malcolm’s arm; he watched Dr. Green with stark eyes, and one hand fumbled toward Malcolm until Malcolm caught it and grasped it in his own.


  “Could we…” Seong-Jae’s voice broke. His fingers clutched Malcolm’s. “Could…I…see him?”


  Dr. Green flicked Seong-Jae a questioning look, glancing over him. Malcolm knew what he saw; this room full of agents in slick professional wear, suits and office attire…and these two scuffed-up men in jeans and t-shirts, Seong-Jae in his leather jacket and Malcolm in a pair of too-small leather sandals he’d rooted out of the lost and found as a last resort, the very last holes on the buckle straps straining to keep them on his feet.


  Maybe a little skepticism was in order.


  Norcross stepped in again, interjecting into the puzzled silence. “This is Detective Yoon with the BPD, formerly BAU and working with us on a contract assignment.” A quick, not unkind glance slid toward Seong-Jae. “He has personal history with the patient. I think it’s fair to clear him to see the Chief, if it’s allowed at all.”


  “Brief visitations. Nothing else,” Green said. “This way.”


  Seong-Jae shot to his feet so quickly he nearly took Malcolm’s arm off. Malcolm followed, managing not to lose his grip on Seong-Jae’s hand, but as they stepped out into the hall Green gave him a confused look.


  “You are…?”


  “Partner. In both senses of the word.” Malcolm tangled his fingers with Seong-Jae’s, promising him: promising he would not leave him alone. “Please. I need to be with him for this.”


  Dr. Green’s wordlessly parted lips, his sidelong glance, said this is a bad idea. But aloud, he only sighed. “Only you two, for now. No more. We don’t want to disturb him when rest is what he needs more than anything.”


  Malcolm nodded, while Seong-Jae let out a wordless, strangled sound of assent. Malcolm had a feeling that if he didn’t have Seong-Jae pinned in place by the hand, Seong-Jae might just take off as if fired from a catapult. And Seong-Jae nearly tripped, as Dr. Green turned to lead them down the hall—Seong-Jae’s steps quick only to stumble sideways as he nearly ran up against Green’s back. Malcolm let go of his hand to catch Seong-Jae’s arm, steadying him, leaning in to murmur to him.


  “Breathe,” he said. “He’s not going anywhere.”


  He might, hung unspoken between them, even as Seong-Jae exhaled deeply and settled to walk at Malcolm’s side. He might breathe in, breathe out…and that’s the end.


  The walk to Joshi’s room wasn’t far, and they arrived just as the nurses finished settling him with one IV needle bristling out of his inner elbow, one out of the back of his hand, his fingertip clipped into a monitoring device and the heart monitor letting out its slow, steady beep. And there it was—Malcolm hadn’t noticed it before, too caught up in the atmosphere of the waiting room, but that smell permeated everything.


  That horrible hospital smell of chemicals and death.


  He and Seong-Jae stood side-by-side next to the doorway, looking in as one nurse gave one last pat to Joshi’s pillow before they ducked out, trailed by Dr. Green’s murmur of, “I’ll be at the nurse’s station.”


  Then it was only them.


  And Joshi, on the other side of that open threshold.


  He looked so small, against the slightly raised hospital bed. Despite his short stature Joshi had always taken up more space than anyone had a right to, this larger-than-life asshole whose personality was bigger than his body. The hospital gown had shrunken him somehow, swallowing him into its pale green layers; his skin had washed out to the point of translucence, an unhealthy white sheen underneath, his eyes sunken deep into their sockets. The oxygen mask over his face misted faintly, his chest barely rising and falling, but still moving.


  Alive.


  That bastard was alive…and he’d better damned well stay that way.


  Malcolm forced himself to look away, rubbing at his aching chest. Seong-Jae hadn’t moved, his expression so lost as he looked in at Joshi. Malcolm squeezed his hand, then nudged him with his elbow.


  “Hey,” he said. “It’s okay to go in. I think he’d want you here.”


  Still Seong-Jae remained motionless, save for a brief look toward Malcolm, almost asking permission…before his hand went slack in Malcolm’s and slipped away as Seong-Jae stepped deeper into the room on drifting, careful steps. Malcolm lingered in the doorway, watching, giving his omr space to process if he needed it—while Seong-Jae caught the chair against the wall and pulled it over, settling it at Joshi’s bedside so that Seong-Jae could sink down into it.


  Without a word, Seong-Jae reached out to cover one of Joshi’s hands with both of his own, capturing it and holding it. Seong-Jae’s breaths shuddered, a racking warning—and Malcolm stepped into the room just in time to catch Seong-Jae in his arms, bending over his chair and grasping at him from behind.


  Right before Seong-Jae burst into deep, racking tears.


  [6: ABOUT THAT PLACE]


  HE DID NOT, COULD NOT understand.


  Seong-Jae did not understand why he was crying. Why every sob ripped through him with a tornado’s destructive force, churning through his internal landscape to leave only wreckage behind as he bowed over the limp had clasped in both of his—and cried so deeply that he felt the heaving of his body must be punching into Malcolm, yet still Malcolm held on with a steadiness and strength that Seong-Jae needed so desperately.


  Why did this hurt so much?


  The pale hand disappearing into both of his. The rough strength in it turned weak and fragile. The lines of age suddenly prominent on Aanga’s face, graying him, leaching him of life. The thinness of his breaths.


  The thought that he stood far closer to death than he possibly could to life.


  Seong-Jae had emotionally divorced himself from Aanga. Not a single vestige of romantic attachment remained, and Aanga had violated Seong-Jae’s trust so thoroughly that the idea of being friends was entirely anathema, something Seong-Jae could only pay lip service to while never letting Aanga past his armor again.


  Why, then, did this storm through him with the same sense of loss as losing someone in his family?


  “I do not want this,” he gasped. “I do…I do not want to feel this way, I…”


  Malcolm gathered him in close. Gathered him in close, Seong-Jae’s head pillowed against Malcolm’s stomach, strong fingers slowly stroking through his hair with a touch that offered shelter, understanding, comfort. “Sometimes our feelings don’t give us any choice.”


  Malcolm’s voice was the only thing warm in this terrible room. The pale gray walls and white tile, Seong-Jae’s entire body, the limp form stretched out before them…they were all so cold. So cold, and yet he held on to Aanga’s hand as if he could force warmth he did not have into the other man.


  “Why?” he croaked out, opening his eyes, staring at Aanga through the wet haze filming his vision. “He is not a part of me anymore. I was done. Why…why, then…does it hurt as if I have lost my father, or Seong-Ja?”


  Malcolm remained silent for several moments, but that stroking touch never stopped, and with every caress of Malcolm’s fingertips Seong-Jae felt as if he would tremble apart more and more until he burst.


  “I think,” Malcolm rumbled, slow and almost rhythmic in the steady cadence of his words, “that some of it is a focal point for the accumulated trauma that’s bursting out of you right now. It can’t be contained any longer, but all of it is centering itself on the nearest available target so it seems like all of these feelings are just over Joshi, and not…everything. But…” The old wolf’s chest heaved in a deep sigh. “Can I tell you something he said to me this morning?”


  Seong-Jae only nodded wordlessly, turning his face into Malcolm’s bulk, resting his brow to the apex of his ribs.


  Malcolm’s slow touches stopped, his fingers lacing together loosely against the nape of Seong-Jae’s neck, his arms a comfortable weight blanketing Seong-Jae’s shoulders.


  “This morning…he apologized to me for the way he’d been behaving. Toward me. Toward us. And he told me that…even though the two of you hadn’t been together for years, even though he’d moved on with others and so had you, his pride still thought of you as his.”


  Warm breaths stirred Seong-Jae’s hair as Malcolm bowed over him and kissed the top of his head, all that wild hair falling down around Seong-Jae like a protective curtain to block out the world.


  “When people carve a place in our lives,” Malcolm said, “in our inner selves, that space doesn’t automatically seal over as if it had never been there once they leave, or we push them out. There’s still a space inside you for Aanga, because at one point…he meant something to you. You can call it nostalgia, or something else…but it’s part of having a human heart. He was first your mentor, then your lover, then your friend, and even if he’s not anymore you still care about the value of his life. That’s not wrong.” He felt the movement of Malcolm’s lips against his scalp, the curve of a tired smile. “Comparing it to your father or sister wasn’t wrong. It’s like family. Sometimes family can be so terrible that once you cut them off, you never feel anything for them again. But sometimes family can be someone you care for and would support no matter how many times they hurt you, or you hurt them.”


  “I do not want to care.” Seong-Jae let his fingers go loose, then, and hated the corpse-like feeling of Aanga’s hand sliding free from his, the muffled thump of it striking the bed. He wrapped his arms tight around Malcolm’s waist, pushing his face into the old wolf’s stomach and just holding. “If I do not care…it does not have to hurt if he dies.”


  “That’s the problem with having a heart as big as yours, love. I think you would care even if he was a complete stranger.”


  A rough laugh coughed up out of Seong-Jae’s throat, scratchy and raw. “I do not think anyone could make that claim about me except you.”


  “Liar,” Malcolm said gently, before his rough touch brushed beneath Seong-Jae’s chin, coaxing him to look upward into those stormy slate blue eyes that could encompass his whole world, when he let himself sink into them. “How can you not see how many people care for you? How many people see your heart, and love you for it? Your parents. My parents. Your sister. Sten. The woman who gave you her hand to pull you out of addiction.”


  “Mrs. Feng.” Seong-Jae smiled weakly. “I should go see her again before we go home. You…you should meet her. I think she would like you.”


  “I’d like that.” Malcolm’s thumb grazed Seong-Jae’s lower lip. “I know there have been people who gave you something unclean and called it love, and it makes you afraid to accept others’ love. But that doesn’t mean you don’t have it. You have mine.” Malcolm lifted his head, then, gaze fixing past Seong-Jae, and Seong-Jae did not have to look to know what Malcolm was seeing. “And I think, as much as he denies it, you still have his.”


  “…I do not think I can handle thinking about that right now.”


  “Then don’t.” Malcolm’s head bowed, warm eyes fixing on Seong-Jae again. If only he could look only at Malcolm, and block out the world entirely. “C’mon. We’re not supposed to disturb him. Let’s head back to the waiting room.”


  Seong-Jae wrinkled his brows. “I thought you said we had to leave after an hour.”


  “We can wait a little longer.” Malcolm’s one-sided smile was wry, understanding, and he glanced at Joshi again. “Just in the interests of hope.”


  “Ah. As you say.”


  Seong-Jae let Malcolm coax him to his feet, then. Coax him into his arms, too, and when Malcolm kissed him Seong-Jae clung to the lifeline this beautiful, stoic, and yet ever so gentle man was. When nothing else made sense in his world, Malcolm made everything right, and the touch of Malcolm’s lips seemed to bleed strength into Seong-Jae. Perhaps not what others would call strength—strength of body, strength to be hard and cold and withdrawn.


  But instead a strength of heart, that let him handle these rough and destructive emotions without allowing them to break him.


  He only wished he could give that strength back to Malcolm. And he tried, pressing in close, sealing their mouths together with slow, tender touches, trying to show when words were clumsy that he knew. He knew this was hard for Malcolm, too.


  But they still had each other.


  He was reluctant to let go, when Malcolm pulled away with one last brush of his lips to either of Seong-Jae’s cheeks, tracing the wetness on his skin, before Malcolm stepped back and grasped both of Seong-Jae’s hands.


  “C’mon. Let’s let the stubborn old bulldog get some rest.”


  Seong-Jae only nodded, and turned to let Malcolm lead him by the hand from the room. Even if he could not help but look back…


  And hope, if Aanga pulled through this, that he would give up his habit of whistling in the dark.


  But at the threshold, Malcolm stopped, glancing back. Something darkened his eyes; pain knitted lines across his brow, before smoothing.


  “Hey. Jackass,” Malcolm whispered—and he was not talking to Seong-Jae. “In case I don’t get to say it again…thank you.”


  Aanga’s motionless form did not answer, the only response the steady beep of the heart monitor. Yet Seong-Jae…


  Seong-Jae liked to think that he heard.


  And he hoped it brought Aanga some comfort, in some way…as together, he and Malcolm left the room.


   


  C


  MALCOLM DIDN’T REMEMBER FALLING ASLEEP.


  He definitely didn’t remember falling asleep contorted into the most bizarre position to fit into this tiny waiting room loveseat, with Seong-Jae draped atop him like a blanket and Malcolm’s head tilted almost backward over the arm of the couch. His mouth tasted like swamp mud, probably because he’d been sleeping with it hanging open and upside down.


  And apparently, he wasn’t the only one.


  Someone had turned down the lights in the waiting room, leaving the space shadowed and quiet, but hardly anyone had gone home. Norcross and Ferriss leaned on each other, using each other’s shoulders for pillows and suit coats for blankets, quietly snoring away. Gretchen had tucked herself into something close to a puppy pile with several other analysts, just a tangle of limbs and twitching eyelashes. Malcolm smiled to himself.


  Joshi might have been a bastard, but he sure as hell knew how to pull loyalty out of people.


  Fuck. His back was killing him. His back was also vibrating, and he realized his phone had fallen out of his back pocket and was currently sandwiched up against his spine, giving him the cheapest Shiatsu massage ever. Groaning, he shifted enough to lift both himself and Seong-Jae up; Seong-Jae didn’t even blink as Malcolm ferreted out his phone, then slumped back down to squint blearily at both the time and the caller ID—just in time to miss the call.


  Anjulie.


  And it was…fuck him, six in the goddamned morning.


  “Seong-Jae,” he whispered, and shifted to jostle his omr. “Wake up. Or at least let me up.”


  He didn’t think Seong-Jae woke up even as he slid bonelessly off Malcolm while Malcolm eased out from under him, leaving Seong-Jae sprawled face-down on the sofa with his head buried in a throw pillow and one arm dangling down to the floor, fingertips trailing next to the toothpick he’d jammed into his mouth when they’d settled back down again, only to apparently lose it in his sleep.


  Malcolm had a feeling that once they were back in Baltimore, Seong-Jae would sleep for a solid week.


  He threaded through the forest of outthrust limbs and out into the hallway, then swiped his phone to call Anjulie back. She picked up like she’d been waiting for him, chirping over the line.


  “Good morning, sunshine.”


  “Please don’t try to sound chipper,” he groaned. “It gives me the goddamned creeps. What’ve you got for me?”


  “A lot of things. Yoon with you?”


  “Sleeping. He’s not handling this well, so I’d rather let him rest as long as he can.”


  Her voice sobered. “From the way you sound, neither of you are handling it well. Am I gonna have to step in?”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Recall you. Pull you off the case. You’re still my men,” she said fiercely. “Not the FBI’s.”


  Malcolm leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, glancing back through the window and into the waiting room. “…not yet,” he said. “We’re close, Anji. I can feel it. But if Aanga Joshi dies, it might be a good idea to bench Seong-Jae. I don’t think he can take much more.”


  “Did something happen…?”


  “Nothing I want to talk about right now. Let it be between him and me for now, and let him work through his demons. It’s still raw. I don’t want to make this an official matter unless it happens again.”


  Anjulie sighed. “Now you’re just making me worry more. I swear I’m not your fucking mother, or his.”


  “I’m older than you. You can’t be my mother.”


  “You’d think I am anyway, with the way I nag and nanny over you irritating goddamned—” She broke off, then cleared her throat. “Anyway. So between me and that Winchester woman, we got all the legalities and technicalities cleared. Your prisoners are being transferred now, and they should be in flight and on their way to you tonight, landing tomorrow morning. We’ve got sign-off at both the local and federal level to offer them a facility transfer to minimum security in Cumberland, if they cooperate. No sentence reduction, but maybe a few amenities and privileges.”


  “I hate the idea of them getting to treat prison like a luxury staycation, but I hate the idea of leaving his fucker running loose even more,” he muttered. “What else do you have?”


  “A very awake Gregory Torrance,” she said. “And he’d like to talk to you.”


  Malcolm stilled, his eyes widening. “Seriously?”


  “I’m right outside his room. Well. Their room.” He could hear the fierce grin in her voice. “Guess who he’s rooming with so we can keep them both under guard?”


  “…don’t tell me. Huang?” Malcolm arched a brow. “How’s he holding up?”


  “…better,” she said haltingly. “Looks like the skin grafts are taking, though he’ll be scarred for life. Internal organ damage is minimal, but he’s going to have respiratory problems for a while; apparently he got a lungful of superheated air during the blast, and barely escaped without needing a lung transplant. Right now he’s still in a medically induced coma. Doctors decided it was the best option during the worst of his recovery, or he might end up dependent on morphine for the pain. But they’re more confident that once he’s off the machines, he’ll actually wake up.”


  “I shouldn’t be so relieved by that, all things considered. How is Sade taking it?”


  “We don’t…talk about that much. Sade is another problem.”


  “Anji…?”


  “Nevermind,” she said brusquely. “Here. Talk to your little FBI friend.”


  Her voice was already receding away on friend, before fumbling sounds came over the line, and then Torrance’s tentative, creaky words. “H-hello…?”


  “Hey,” Malcolm said. “How’re you feeling?”


  “Alive,” Greg answered, and even if he sounded as if his vocal cords were half-severed, there was no missing the relief there. “I feel alive. I didn’t have much…much confidence in that for a while, Mr. Khalaji.”


  “You can call me Malcolm.” He smiled faintly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry it took us so long to find you.”


  “N-no, don’t, I—but you need to know—” Greg’s ragged breath crackled and roared through the speaker. “It’s Normand. It’s Normand, he let me see his face—”


  “We know,” Malcolm soothed. “A lot has happened since you were taken, Greg. We’ll have to brief you in on the rest later, but right now what we need more than anything is to know where he’s going. Can you think of anything you heard or saw that might give us some kind of clue?”


  No answer, save for shaky breaths—and Torrance almost sounded afraid. Was he reliving his time with the white rabbit even now? Trawling through memories so fresh they still felt real and present and here?


  I’m sorry, Malcolm thought.


  But they needed this, right now.


  “I…I think…maybe,” Greg staggered out. “He kept me blindfolded most of the time, I…I didn’t even know I was in Baltimore until someone cut me down and told me. So most of the time I was just floating without direction, no orientation, but…this one time, right before he dumped me off. I heard him playing with the dash GPS in…I think we were in a truck. It just sounded big, the engine, and he’d throw me behind the driver’s seat in this pretty deep rear area where sometimes I’d end up rolling around on the floor. I was passing out from the pain, I only heard a few words here and there, but…I remember hearing the nav say ‘Wyoming.’”


  Wyoming.


  What the fuck was in Wyoming?


  We will meet in the middle, I think, Normand had said.


  Couldn’t get more middle than straight in the middle of the Midwest.


  Why Wyoming, though? There had been nothing about Wyoming in Normand’s history.


  Which meant it must have something to do with Sila.


  Malcolm stared into the waiting room without really seeing it. “Thank you, Greg,” he said. “You’ve been very helpful. Rest well. We’ll get you home to Los Angeles soon.”


  Then he ended the call on Torrance’s grateful murmur, and let his phone drop to dangle from his hand as he strode back into the room and flicked the lights on.


  “Get up,” he said, as people began to stir, groaning, rubbing at their eyes and grimacing. “We’ve got a lead. It’s time to go in.”


  [7: IF YOU TRUST ME]


  SEONG-JAE HAD NEVER TASTED ANYTHING more disgusting than the cup of hospital waiting room coffee pressed to his lips.


  But it had been his only option to get himself moving, when Malcolm had woken him out of a dead sleep and told him the Captain had called with a lead.


  Wyoming.


  The entire waiting room had been like a zombie horde, as everyone dragged themselves up and out the door. Seong-Jae needed to start keeping caffeine pills in his pocket, if it meant avoiding relying on this foul, bitter black swill to wake him up. He had not even managed to soften it with creamer, when the creamer at the waiting room coffee station had been a damp, disgusting brick that would not come out of the shaker. So black it had been.


  His only other option was trying to get through this morning with no caffeine at all, and that…


  That just might start the tears again.


  He would prefer to avoid that if at all possible.


  The sun streaming through the upper windows of the war room was too bright, as he settled to sit on the edge of one of the worktables with his near-empty cup pressed to his lips, looking up at the data displayed on the trio of big screens. Everything they had on Seth Duvonne, Lucas Aleks, Sila, arranged as if tacked onto bulleting boards with related information grouped into clusters. He let his eyes go unfocused, just drifting, letting himself wander to see what he snagged on; if anything jumped out at him when he was not narrowing in on one specific thing.


  Wyoming.


  How could Sila be connected to Wyoming?


  Malcolm settled at his side, his heavy weight making the table creak. He was still in the borrowed clothing from last night, just another sign of this hell that never ended, never even gave them a dividing line between one day and the next.


  Seong-Jae tapped his lips with the rim of the foam cup. “You are certain there is nothing in Normand’s history that could make Wyoming significant.”


  “Nothing that I can think of.” Malcolm shook his head gravely. “Which means, by process of elimination, that it’s got to be connected to Sila.”


  “Or it could be a random choice, and we are seeing meaning that is not there.”


  “That too. But considering they both tend to gravitate toward things of significance in their past, I need to hope this is connected somehow or we’ll never figure this out.” Malcolm cocked his head. “Did he ever mention Wyoming to you at all?”


  “Never.” Seong-Jae shook his head, then wrinkled his nose. “But he liked to be non-specific. This Indigo Child of light and air. Mortal locations were meaningless to him when he was the wind, everywhere at once.”


  Malcolm snorted. “Maybe he should’ve channeled that into—I don’t know, writing books or making new age music, instead of murdering people.”


  “If only.”


  “What a different world that would’ve been.” Malcolm craned his head over his shoulder, toward Gretchen. “How’re we doing on that search net?”


  “Getting inbound check-ins from locals on the ground in Wyoming as we speak. They’ve set up checkpoints on multiple major highways.” Gretchen broke off in a massive yawn, then shook her head briskly and rubbed at one eye, continuing, “While I’ve got your attention, we’ve got traces back on the number that called Yoon. Pay-as-you-go, bought in cash at a convenience store in Tennessee. Forensics already called to try to get surveillance footage. The owner’s refusing to turn it over without a warrant, so we’re working on that.”


  “How long ago was the purchase date?” Seong-Jae asked.


  “Three days,” Gretchen answered, and he shook his head.


  “The tapes will not be any use to us. By now he is already long departed from there.” He frowned. “Charting a path from Maryland to Wyoming…Tennessee would be a reasonable stopping point.”


  “So it does point to some veracity to what Torrance overheard,” Malcolm replied. “But there’s a lot of Wyoming to sort through.”


  “Both Sila and the white rabbit tend to say cryptic things with hidden significance; things with meaning only to them,” Seong-Jae countered. “The concept of summer has been repeated multiple times. Going back to summer. So what summer would have significance to Sila, and somehow be connected to Wyoming?”


  Malcolm’s brows settled low, before he inhaled and lifted his head sharply, staring at the screens. “The photo albums we took from the Sindy Carmichael crime scene. The old ones with her childhood photos, depicting them together. Can we get a look at those?”


  “Just a moment,” Gretchen muttered, before the central screen wiped and a series of scanned black and white photographs arranged themselves across the space like playing cards, lined up neatly.


  Seong-Jae narrowed his eyes. He thought he understood where Malcolm was going with this, but…


  “That one,” he said, and pushed away from the table to tap a thumbnail on the lower left. “That is the one.”


  Gretchen obligingly expanded the photograph, bringing up what looked like an idyllic summer day. Seth and Sindy Duvonne, tousle-haired with little nettle-burrs and dandelion wisps clinging to their clothing and their skinny arms, while they balanced on a rather uneven fence of aged, rickety wood. Even in grayscale, the quality and intensity of the light promised the heat and brightness of summer. Soft focus turned the background into a blur, but Seong-Jae could make out the impressions of trees. Fields of tall grass. The faintest suggested shape of a house, most of it clipped off screen.


  He stared at that round, soft face, set in concentration as the boy tried to keep his balance, his arms held outward and one leg upraised. When this photo had been taken, the mind behind those eyes had been untouched, he thought. A million possibilities waiting to happen; waiting to transform that innocent boy into someone or something else.


  A million possibilities…


  And yet only one somehow inevitable.


  Destined.


  “Summer,” he murmured. “A time when he had a sister. A family. Considering the timeline, his biological father may even have been alive, no matter how fraught their relationship. So where do you think this photo was taken?”


  The answer was there.


  This photograph was the key.


  A place where this all began…and the map that would show them to the end.


  Hands braced on his hips, Malcolm stood to join Seong-Jae, tilting his head back to look up at the screen. “Summer vacation. Families load in the car and go camping, go to amusement parks…visit family.”


  “But they had no extended family,” Seong-Jae said. “Both mother and father were only children, traceable relatives deceased or of such distant relation as to be of no particular note. Alicia’s parents died in a car crash, the biological father—Colin Duvonne—of lung cancer, likely not long after this photograph was taken. And his parents—”


  Seong-Jae stopped, frowning.


  “What information do we have on his parents?” he asked. “Sindy and Seth’s paternal grandparents?”


  Gretchen typed quickly, rattling through something, before shaking her head. “All I’ve got is a note from when Sindy Duvonne was taken into foster care after becoming a ward of the state. Social services attempted contact with next of kin with no response, and most recent notes we have are that they’re presumed deceased. But I don’t have…anything.” A puzzled frown twisted her lips, her brows. “No, seriously, I’m cross-checking in federal and state-level databases and there’s no address, no record of death certificates, nothing. Just their names. Darwin and Harriette Duvonne. I’m running their names everywhere I have access, and there’s nothing. If not for the notes from social services, it’d be like they didn’t even exist. There’s zero record of them in the children’s lives.”


  “That’s beyond odd,” Malcolm said.


  “No,” Seong-Jae retorted. “It is quite strategic. Just like every other gap in public records and agency data centered around both Normand and Sila.” He ground his teeth. “They knew. They knew with so much information to comb through over decades, we would be less likely to notice something missing than we would be to notice something implanted. But too many gaps form a conspicuous picture. A pattern, and it is pointing to something.”


  “I hate this.” Malcolm shook his head tightly, eyes locked cold on the screen. “The devil is in the fucking details, and this devil might have been staring us in the face the entire time.”


  “Perhaps, perhaps not,” Seong-Jae said. “When we first looked into the details of Sindy Carmichael nee Duvonne’s case, identifying her paternal grandparents would not have been relevant to the case. Especially not when we were inundated with more information than anyone could humanly process. What I want to know is how they both repeatedly gained access to records that should be beyond tampering. How did anyone let that happen?”


  “I think at this point the word is less let and more made. Considering their talents for manipulating people to their own ends, I wouldn’t doubt if they made allies we’ve never even heard of in multiple places, willing to do a little data fudging for them. All they would need was someone with the same access Gretchen herself is using right now.”


  “Wasn’t me,” Gretchen retorted, and a few weary, tense laughs drifted from around the room.


  “It was someone. But we’ll have to figure that out later. That’s a matter for follow-up. For now…” Malcolm stroked his beard, tugging the crinkled strands straight and then letting them curl up into silver and gray bushy thickness again. “Even if there’s a connection, would it be relevant now? They’ve got to be long dead.”


  “They are likely dead now.” Seong-Jae worked his jaw, struggling not to give in to—anger, frustration, he did not know. He was only human, he could only do and see so much, could not carry this case singlehandedly, and yet he could not help feeling that even the smallest oversight was his own personal failure versus a thing that sometimes just happened. “That does not mean they were dead when Alicia Duvonne was murdered, and Normand took Sila under his wing. I think it is an avenue we should pursue. We do not have many other paths left, and I would prefer to at least eliminate alternatives while we wait for the Chambers’ assistance with Madsen.”


  “All right,” Malcolm rumbled thoughtfully. “So where do we start?”


  “Theo Carmichael,” Seong-Jae said without hesitation. “The only living blood relative that Sila has left.”


   


  [8: THE SECRET]


  IF THERE WAS ONE THING Malcolm would never forgive both Sila and the white rabbit for, out of all the atrocities they had committed…


  It was the number of children they hard harmed. Whether by scarring them for life, or by taking their lives—those monsters had made sure those children would never have a chance to grow up healthy and whole and happy. From Blake Howard’s kids to Sindy Duvonne’s son…


  …to Sila himself.


  And Malcolm was dreading facing down one of those children, looking Theo Carmichael in the eye and having to tell him no. No, Malcolm hadn’t yet caught the bad man who had taken his mother away from him.


  But they were close.


  He knew that in his bones, a rightness that settled in as if some magnetic pull told him where true north should be. Everything hovered in delicate balance, waiting. Waiting for the last bit of information that would tip this entire case over the edge and send Malcolm and Seong-Jae hurtling toward a crash collision with their targets.


  Theo Carmichael.


  Nicolas Madsen.


  Both of them held the keys.


  Malcolm stared up at the ceiling of the hotel room, white stucco turned murky gold by midmorning light. He’d called Teddy Carmichael over an hour ago, obtained permission to talk to him and his son regarding the case, promised he and Seong-Jae would drive down to Santa Monica to meet them that afternoon; Malcolm wanted to speak to them in person, where he could read the signals in their body language and tease out information he needed but that they might not even realize was relevant to his goals.


  It had been Gretchen’s insistence that they rest first, or she would refuse to arrange a car for them when she didn’t trust them to drive in their current state—apparently stepping in and filling in for Joshi when it came to bullying them into taking care of themselves. She’d told them both to goddamned well take their “narrow asses” back to their apartment and sleep, because collapsing wouldn’t make the Chief recover more quickly.


  She’d been right.


  That didn’t make it any easier to make his racing mind stop and fall asleep.


  Even if at his side, Seong-Jae sprawled out in an unmoving lump in the bed, once again dead to the world, as if he’d never interrupted his nap at the hospital with that brief period of lucidity at headquarters. Malcolm envied him that—how easily he could drop off if needed, even if Malcolm knew it was frequently a trauma response, depressive sleeping to hide from the waking world, not particularly restful. It would at least be quiet.


  Malcolm would kill for a little quiet over the noise in his restless brain.


  When Malcolm had been out on his first tour of duty in Afghanistan, he’d been like this the night before training drills, joint exercises, sorties, keyed-up and anxious and unable to sleep. An older man deployed with him—his name had been Jude, Malcolm remembered, Jude Carson—had always told him to hold still. That being anxious, being restless, did nothing, because it wasn’t the stuff you planned for that you had to worry about.


  It was the things you didn’t plan for.


  The things you never saw coming.


  And there was no predicting what he couldn’t plan for, so no point getting himself keyed up over it, either. Back then, Malcolm had understood Carson’s logic.


  But it had just made him more anxious wondering about everything that could possibly happen, that he couldn’t prepare for at all.


  He wasn’t that young, inexperienced grunt anymore. Those years were half a lifetime away; those endless days of dry, choking sand and brutal sun and the waiting that could pretend it was boredom but was really a sort of endless and unchanging fear you just learned to accept. So it was strange to realize he was back in that place now; feeling like a soldier in a land where he didn’t belong, constantly surrounded by a fear more quiet and insidious than the high-adrenaline terror of active combat.


  No wonder he couldn’t sleep.


  But he realized, as a faint, shallow sound permeated his awareness, that he wasn’t alone. Breaths—breaths that were trying so hard not to be sniffles, and he realized…


  Seong-Jae wasn’t asleep at all.


  He was only holding himself perfectly still so he wouldn’t give away that the tears had come for him again, and knowing Seong-Jae that had been a hard-fought battle he had hated to lose.


  Malcolm wouldn’t force him to talk about it.


  Wouldn’t force him to confront it.


  There was nothing to say, anyway. Nothing to do but wait, and breathe in fear that tasted old and quiet and dusty and inevitable.


  Nothing to do but roll over and gather Seong-Jae into his arms, hold him close…


  And just let him cry, while Malcolm tried with every fiber of his being not to blame himself for the life holding on by a tether so many mile away.


   


  C


  SOME TIME CLOSE TO NOON, both Malcolm and Seong-Jae finally fell asleep. As exhausted men were wont to do, they gave in with great reluctance, fighting the very relief they both needed. And as exhausted men were wont to do, the struggle only made them crash harder, crash deeper, until not a single force on this earth could have woken the two still and silent forms from their slumber, sprawled and entangled within the golden cage of afternoon.


  So when Malcolm’s phone briefly vibrated on the nightstand, neither he nor Seong-Jae moved.


  Nor did they move when the new notification alert blanked out, and replaced itself with a full-screen image. No—a video. Grainy security camera footage, a tiny red light blinking in the corner next to the text MTN SNSR ACTV. The grotesque pseudo-Victorian architecture of the Normand house crouched in the tiny picture, dark and brooding and out of place amidst the showers of cheerful sunlight pouring down over the house and the overgrown fields around it like rain.


  In those fields, the grass parted, a sea of yellow-green and silver drawn apart by a negligent hand, a lissome body.


  And a slender figure twirled into the camera’s view, pale arms outflung, platinum blond hair lashing about and about where it protruded from beneath the neck of a rubbery white rabbit mask, its whiskers twitching and its eyes so very pink, staring as the mask’s wearer spun and spun and spun. Like a child he cavorted, skipping, dancing, making a full circuit around the house, throwing his hands up to the sky.


  Before he stopped, porch boards creaking as he climbed the front steps, the mask leering closer and closer and closer until it took up the entire field of the camera mounted beneath the porch eaves. The rabbit head cocked to one side.


  Then a pale hand came into view, reached past the camera.


  The image flashed, then went dark. The phone cleared, the home screen reappearing after another flicker, the video gone as if it had never been.


  While Malcolm and Seong-Jae…


  Slept on, none the wiser.


   


  C


  SILA DISCONNECTED THE LAST OF the cameras, then pulled the sweaty, stifling mask over his head, sucking in a deep breath of musty-looking air and looking up at the broad blue curve of the sky.


  He wondered if his Jamjali had seen him, just now.


  If even now, because Nico was incompetent and useless useless useless, his dragonfly and that grizzled old bastard were racing toward him, desperate to catch him when they would be too late. By the time they arrived…


  He would already be gone.


  He looked down at the cheap costume store mask cradled in the crook of his arm. A cheap imitation, really, but…he’d just wanted to know how it would feel. He’d just wanted to see it. To stand under the same sky, and look upon the house that had spat his father, bleeding and raw, from its vomitous womb.


  He could feel him. Close by. Converging. He could always feel him, no matter where they were, no matter how far apart.


  Almost there. Almost there.


  With a smile, he tossed the rabbit mask onto the porch, then climbed back into his Cadillac, fresh-washed and gleaming candy-pink under the lovely burning sun. The wind fingered through his hair, cooled the sweat on his temples, as he drove out with the top down, up the bumpy lane and toward the main road. Past the police car parked on the shoulder, its occupant sound asleep behind the wheel with his wide-brimmed hat tiled down over his face.


  Sila laughed.


  Laughed and pressed his foot down on the gas, and turned the wheel toward that last road to summer.


  That last road to home.


   


  C


  THE FIRST IMPRESSION MALCOLM HAD of Teddy Carmichael, as he stepped out of his tidy little white adobe cottage to meet them, was of a man who had aged for the better.


  Not that Malcolm had had much time to get to know him before, but he remembered him from the Sindy Duvonne murder; remembered the strain on his face as he’d taken custody of his son, the too-wide eyes that seemed to ask anyone who would listen:


  What now? What do I do? How do I fulfill this role when now, for this little boy, as a parent I have to be…everything?


  He’d been so lost, so shocked, standing at Sindy Duvonne’s graveside.


  But in the weeks that had passed, he seemed to have found the answer to that question, and settled into himself with a certain gravity and maturity that almost made him seem like a different man than the one Malcolm and Seong-Jae had met.


  The drive down from Los Angeles in their borrowed black FBI SUV had been short, the change most noted in the taste of smog disappearing from the air to be replaced by the crispness of ocean wind, a coolness that made the growing spring heat a little less oppressive through the wool of Malcolm’s clean suit. He and Seong-Jae had spoken little to each other on the trip, mostly comparing notes and remembered details about the Carmicheals, less withdrawn and more just tired enough not to waste words that weren’t needed. Just a month ago, Malcolm would have worried about their relationship; that the silence and the distance meant something was wrong between them.


  He supposed their relationship, too, had aged into something stronger.


  Because everything was wrong but them, and they were able to let each other have the silence they needed to just…be tired.


  Tired, and in Malcolm’s case entirely done with this case, and so fed up with being jerked around that he wasn’t sure Seong-Jae was the one who couldn’t be trusted with a suspect right now.


  But he at least had a smile for Teddy Carmichael, as the man crossed the gravel bed of his lawn to shake both their hands with friendly effusiveness.


  “Mr. Khalaji, Mr. Yoon,” Teddy said. “I hadn’t expected to hear from you again.”


  “Case is still open,” Malcolm said, gripping Teddy’s hand tight before letting go—and pausing as he caught a glimpse of motion through the front windows. Little fingers tweaking sheer curtains, a hint of light reflecting off eyeglasses, pale blond hair. Malcolm smiled slightly just in case Theo could see him, then turned his gaze back to the boy’s father. “How’s he holding up?”


  “As well as can be expected.” Teddy sobered, glancing over his shoulder toward the house. “He’s tough. A fighter. Takes after his mother that way. Looks quiet on the surface, but he’s got strength underneath.” He sighed. “He still misses her. But he’s managing.”


  “Are you?” Seong-Jae asked softly, black eyes penetrating.


  Teddy faltered. “I…well, I’m managing, too.” He offered a rueful smile and a shrug. “I wasn’t a great husband or a great father, when Sindy was alive. But I can do better. I’m doing my best.” Then he stepped back, gesturing. “Come in, please. Theo’s waiting, and it’s much cooler inside. Weather’s finally starting to turn, huh?”


  The idle pleasantries—the weather, how Theo was adapting to returning to school after a leave of absence with a therapist—continued as Teddy let them into the cool, naturally shaded house, white adobe walls and arched doorways connecting rooms into open spaces. He didn’t seem to need much of an answer, so neither Malcolm nor Seong-Jae gave him one; Malcolm instead let himself scan the living room, the clear signs of a working bachelor who had adjusted his life to make room for a child, including several glass stands whose lower shelves had been conspicuously cleared, their contents crammed on the higher shelves just above a young boy’s reach.


  Said young boy was currently just a single pale blue eye peering around the open archway into the kitchen, a little fluff of platinum blond hair sticking out, slim fingers curled against the wall. Malcolm stopped, then sank down to one knee and offered a smile, extending one hand.


  “Hey, Theo,” he said. “You remember me?”


  That single eye bobbed up and down in a nod, framed by the rim of oversized glasses. “You’re Malcolm,” Theo said softly. “You talked to me after what happened to Mom and told me it would be okay.” That shy gaze flicked to Seong-Jae next. “I don’t remember your name. I’m sorry, Mister.”


  Malcolm half-expected Seong-Jae to let it go with silence, or a nod, or that tell-tale tch.


  But Seong-Jae’s lips quirked in a small, sad smile, and he dropped into a crouch next to Malcolm. “Because I never told you,” he said, husky voice gentling. “I’m Seong-Jae.”


  Theo’s one visible brow wrinkled. “Soon…Seeng…um…”


  “Seong-Jae,” Seong-Jae repeated, slower, sounding out his name, and Malcolm knew right then and there that no matter what happened…


  Seong-Jae would be all right.


  That underneath the stress, the shock, the anger…


  The man Malcolm loved was still buried in there, strong and beautiful and whole.


  “Seong-Jae,” Theo tried more carefully—and peeked out a little more, his face fully visible along with his sweet, curious smile. “Did I say it right that time?”


  “You did,” Seong-Jae said, and Malcolm chuckled.


  “You want to come sit with me and Seong-Jae for a bit, Theo?” he asked. “We need to ask your dad a few questions.”


  Theo bit his lip. “Is it about Mom?”


  “Sort of,” Malcolm answered. “We need to know some things about her family. Maybe you can help, too, if you can remember anything.”


  “I can try,” Theo said.


  Teddy gestured to two thick, cushy leather recliners. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.” He sank down on the matching sofa, then, and patted his side. “Hey—kiddo, come sit by your dad, huh?”


  That immediately got Theo scrambling over like a puppy, happily bounding up to curl up against his father’s side. Seeing that…it was a moment of sweetness Malcolm desperately needed, amidst all the sourness and death and rot. Nothing said more for how well Teddy Carmichael was adapting to being a single father than the sheer joy his son took in just being with him, and how trustingly he settled close.


  “So,” Teddy said. “Can I offer you gentlemen something to drink?”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae, who subtly shook his head. “We’re fine, thanks,” Malcolm answered, and settled down in one of the recliners, leaning forward to prop his elbows on his knees. Seong-Jae echoed him, slouching back against the leather and crossing his legs.


  “This should not take long,” Seong-Jae said. “We wanted to know if you remember Sindy speaking of her grandparents. Specifically her paternal grandparents, the mother and father of her father, Colin Duvonne—Darwin and Harriette Duvonne.”


  “I…those names aren’t ringing any bells, but with her growing up in the foster system and what happened to her mother and brother, and her father before that…she didn’t talk about her blood family much.” Teddy frowned. “I remember her saying they didn’t want her. She always seemed real hurt by that. Knowing she was alone, with nobody left in her world, and the only blood family she had couldn’t even be bothered.”


  Even as he spoke, he rested his hand to the top of his son’s head.


  As if to reassure the silently listening, wide-eyed boy, Don’t worry.


  That will never happen to you.


  I will always want you, and always be there.


  Malcolm frowned, lacing his hands together. “So she never spoke to you of her memories before foster care? She had no happy childhood stories to share?”


  “It’s hard to say. I’m sorry, guys, it’s not that I’m not trying, just…Sindy and I were married for a while before the divorce. We said a lot of things to each other, and after a while…the good conversations got lost under the bad ones. I’m trying to think back, but…”


  “The baths,” Theo piped up, tilting his head back to look at his father.


  Teddy blinked down at him. “Baths?”


  “Remember? Mama said it was real weird she had to take baths in big bowls.”


  Eyes widening, Teddy laughed. “Little ears really do hear everything, huh? I can’t believe you were old enough to remember that.” He glanced back to Malcolm and Seong-Jae. “He’s right—I remember now. Sindy said before her dad died, the whole family would go out to their grandparents’ place for the summers. Her mom, her dad, her brother. Something about them being kind of weird and old-fashioned. No plumbing except a hand pump, no electricity. Baths were filled from buckets heated over a fire. She’d said they were kind of gruff and a little odd, but not unkind. The way she talked…it sounded like good memories. Might be why it hurt her to remember, after they turned their backs on her. But it might’ve been her mom who cut them off first, I don’t know. Sindy said they never came to her dad’s funeral after the lung cancer took a turn.” He looked puzzled. “That was their own son, yeah? Why wouldn’t they show?”


  “That,” Seong-Jae murmured, “is what we are trying to find out.”


  Teddy shook his head. “I don’t understand. Is this part of solving her case?”


  “We think so,” Malcolm said. “But I need you to try your best to remember right now, Mr. Carmichael. Did Sindy ever say where her grandparents lived? Where they traveled to for the summer?”


  Teddy frowned. Theo mimicked him, putting on a rather comical scowl of concentration, then threw his hands up and shook his head.


  “…it might’ve been…Washington? Washington state?” Teddy said dubiously. “No…no, I got it. I got it, wrong W, it was Wyoming.”


  “Son of a—”


  Malcolm barely caught himself from blurting out something extremely inadvisable in front of a seven-year-old boy. But he practically shot forward in his chair, staring at Teddy Carmichael, who blanched and recoiled—probably because Seong-Jae was staring, too, half out of his chair, fists clenched.


  “Where?” Seong-Jae demanded. “Where in Wyoming? Did she name a city, a region, any kind of landmark?”


  “I-I’m sorry!” Teddy raised both hands. “I don’t remember. I just don’t. It’s just a big blank, you guys. She probably never even said. I told you, she didn’t like to talk about that stuff.”


  Malcolm forced himself to untense, to sit back, to breathe. This was it. They were right. Their compass could only point one way now, and that way was true north. So close. So close.


  They just had to narrow things down.


  They just had to get Nico Madsen to cough up what he knew, and if they could convince him it was already a moot point when they knew about Wyoming…


  They might just get somewhere.


  Seong-Jae ran a hand over the back of his neck, straightening, pacing a few steps away from the chair, then back. “Can you think of anything else she might have told you about her family? Anything at all? No matter how small or irrelevant it might seem.”


  Slowly, Teddy shook his head. “I really can’t think of anything. Is this really going to catch the guy who—” He glanced down at Theo, his voice dropping. “—who did those things to her?”


  “It might,” Malcolm said grimly. “Because we think that guy is connected to her missing brother—and tracing back her history can help us find him.”


  “Seth?” Teddy replied incredulously. “You mean he really is still alive? She swore he had to be, that they never found a body, but the cops just gave up looking for him and she’d start to talk about it, then clam up. God, if he’s still out there…”


  Theo brightened. “I get to see uncle Seth again?”


  Malcolm had started to say something—then stopped, heart contracting inward. “…Theo…” he murmured carefully. “Did you just say again?”


  Theo shrank back, hugging his arms to himself, and ducked his head. “…not supposed to tell.”


  “Why?” Seong-Jae breathed. “Who told you not to tell?”


  “I can’t.” Blond hair flew as Theo shook his head. “He said I had to keep it a secret or Mama would be sad. I crossed my heart and hoped to die.”


  Fucking hell, what had Sila done?


  Malcolm caught Seong-Jae’s eye and gestured to him lightly: stand down. As gentle as Seong-Jae had been with Theo, he was a little too intense right now.


  Seong-Jae nodded, sinking woodenly back into his chair, while Malcolm rose from his and once more knelt in front of Theo. He offered his hands, leaning in to catch pale eyes.


  “Listen to me, Theo,” he said. “He made you promise not to tell your mother, right? He didn’t say anything about telling me. So it won’t make anyone sad if you tell me, okay? And you might be able to help me and Seong-Jae very much.”


  Theo nibbled at his lower lip, peeking over the rims of his glasses, then slowly placed his small, warm hands in Malcolm’s. “I won’t get in trouble?”


  Malcolm shook his head with a smile. “No trouble at all.”


  Still Theo hesitated, glancing up at his father, but Teddy nodded encouragingly. “Go on, little man. It’s okay.”


  Swallowing, Theo peered back at Malcolm. “It was…not last year. The year before. Mama took me to the Pier to play and run around, but there were too many people there and I got lost and pulled away from her. I was real scared. But then this nice man found me, and held my hand so I wouldn’t be scared. He had really pretty eyes ‘cause one was blue and one was green.”


  One blue, one green.


  One green, one blue.


  Such a damning mantra, chanting inside Malcolm’s chest, that he felt like just thinking it would summon that demon from thin air, portent sucking the air out of the room.


  “Go on,” he urged, squeezing Theo’s hands. “What happened then?”


  “He…he said he was my uncle Seth,” the boy said uncertainly. “And he asked if Mama ever talked about him. And I ‘member she had told me about him once and said he had cat eyes and so I thought he wasn’t fibbing, huh? So…so I said we had to go back, ‘cause Mama wanted to see him real bad, but he said…he said he couldn’t. That Mom thought she wanted to see him, but if she…” He squinted one eye up, then pronounced the words slowly, clearly struggling to remember everything accurately. “…if…she…really saw him, she’d…she’d be sad.” A decisive nod. “That’s what he said. So I couldn’t tell. Then he took me up the Pier and pointed to Mama and told me to go to her. And he told me…he told me to be good for as long as I could be, ‘cause one day I’d get old enough to forget how and end up just like everyone else. I didn’t want him to go, but he said…he said I could pretend he was my imaginary friend.” Theo lifted his head, then, little face twisted up in confusion. “And then he let my hand go and he just…zippered.”


  “He means disappeared,” Teddy said, a little hushed and more than a lot shaky. “He switches those two up sometimes. He also needs to remember the conversation we had about stranger danger.”


  Theo winced. “So I am in trouble?”


  “No, little man. No.” Teddy ruffled his son’s hair. “Just make sure you don’t get lost like that again. I’d be scared if I couldn’t find you.”


  Malcolm squeezed Theo’s hands reassuringly, then straightened, glancing at Seong-Jae, that live wire of a man barely holding himself rigidly caged in the seat, stiff and tense and nearly boring a hole in Malcolm with his eyes.


  I know, Malcolm mouthed, but they had to save this conversation for outside.


  Sila…Sila had still been in some way connected to his sister and his nephew, for all those years. Still somehow cared about bonds of family and blood.


  Which would make rejecting blood the ultimate crime.


  Especially for grandparents who were the last living relatives in this world with power over two young orphans’ hearts.


  Malcolm started to excuse them to Teddy—but his phone gave another damning trill. It had been going off all day, texts and messages from analysts and agents as they coordinated in a flurry with law enforcement in Wyoming. Seong-Jae’s phone buzzed in tandem. When they both looked down at their screens, though, Seong-Jae’s face went white. Malcolm’s heart choked his throat.


  The hospital.


  “I’m sorry,” he said tightly. “I’m sorry, thank you for your help, but we have to go.”


  He didn’t even wait for Teddy Carmichael to say goodbye.


  He just turned on his heel and bolted from the house, Seong-Jae’s booted footsteps thudding at his heels.


  [9: SICK SICK LOVE]


  SEONG-JAE BARELY HAD TIME TO process that Harriette and Darwin Duvonne were, must be, could only be the Queen and King of Hearts.


  Before his entire world narrowed down to the frantic drive back into the city, slaloming through traffic. He hardly registered the minutes that passed, barely aware of parking, thundering into the hospital in tandem with Malcolm, bodies jostling as they crashed into a few other agents who had apparently gotten the same text. Seong-Jae nearly fell, his boots sliding against the tile, as he tried to stop outside Aanga’s room and only managed to stumble to a halt by grasping on to Malcolm.


  Breathing harshly, Seong-Jae stopped, falling stock-still, staring inside. Nurses and Dr. Green clustered around Aanga’s bed, but as the phalanx of bodies parted…


  Seong-Jae saw him.


  Eyes open. Lips moving. Conscious.


  Alive.


  And as Aanga’s hazily shifting eyes moved from side to side, they stopped on Seong-Jae, before Aanga’s lips curved in weak, weary smile, his fingertips just barely lifting before dropping to the sheets again.


  Hey, he mouthed, and Seong-Jae nearly strangled on his next breath, his moving lips soundless.


  Hey.


  Damn it, Seong-Jae would not do this again, his eyes burning hot, and he clutched hard at Malcolm’s hand; Malcolm let out a choked half-growl, pressing his other hand over his mouth.


  “Thank fucking God,” he whispered. “That bastard. That bastard, thank God.”


  Dr. Green glanced up from murmuring something to Aanga, and crossed the room to the doorway on sharp strides. “I wasn’t expecting the cavalry to come charging in so quickly,” he said, glancing past them and toward the other agents milling in the hall, peering through the window to Aanga’s room.


  “That text,” Seong-Jae growled, “was painfully ambiguous. ‘Critical change in condition,’ my ass.”


  Green let out a briefly amused snort. “I’m from the era of pager codes. I’m used to keeping it minimal.” He glanced over his shoulder at Aanga, then back to them. “I’ve already delivered a full report to the senior official listed as his emergency contact, Director Winchester I believe? But his vitals have stabilized. Barring an unfortunate turn, he’ll recover as long as he takes the time to rest. It’ll be slow, but we’ll work with him to get him there and make sure he gets the care he needs.”


  Seong-Jae nodded, and he was not sure if his fingers were digging into Malcolm or Malcolm’s fingers were digging into him but the pain was a strange and beautiful explosion of relief, a reflection of the sharp things flying around inside him in a rampant mess and cutting him free from the crushing bonds of fear.


  “Is it okay if we talk to him for a little bit?” Malcolm asked. “We won’t disturb him too much.”


  “Are you sure of that?” Green asked skeptically. “The first thing out of his mouth when he saw you through the door was, ‘not that asshole.’”


  Seong-Jae choked on a suspiciously salty-wet tasting laugh. “…he would. It will be fine, I promise.”


  “I’ll be the judge of that.” Green fixed them both with stern looks. “He’s barely strong enough to talk. Don’t overexert him. I’ll be watching. You get three minutes.”


  Malcolm grinned, and tugged at Seong-Jae’s hand. “C’mon.”


  Seong-Jae balked at the door. It felt almost strange, after being so tangled up in so many knots, like he somehow should not—but he needed to, and after a hesitant moment he followed Malcolm inside. A nurse elevated Aanga’s bed to sit him up partway; the oxygen mask had been removed, replaced by tubes in Aanga’s nostrils. His hair was a disarrayed mess, while red marks puffed around his eyes.


  But he was alive.


  “H-hey,” Aanga rasped as they drifted to a halt next to his bed, the nurse excusing himself with a polite murmur. “I…d-don’t…suppose e-either of you…you assholes…brought my glasses? I c-can…only…tell it…it’s you because one of you is t-too fucking big…and the other one…is too f-fucking tall.”


  Malcolm snorted. “…yeah, he’s gonna be just fine.”


  “Your eyeglasses are part of case evidence now,” Seong-Jae said, and rested his free hand to the bed next to Aanga’s arm, blinking back the sting in his eyes. “But I will ask someone to bring your spare pair from your house before we leave.”


  “Leave?” Aanga blinked heavily. “Wh-where are…you going?”


  “Wyoming, we think,” Malcolm filled in. “And soon.”


  “Wh-what…the h-hell…is in Wyoming?”


  Seong-Jae glanced at Malcolm. Malcolm just jerked his head a little toward Aanga. Tell him, that silent gesture said, when what it really meant was:


  Tell him this wasn’t all for nothing.


  Taking a deep breath, Seong-Jae said, “We found him. Them. Or close enough. We know now that Sila and Aleksander Normand are reuniting in Wyoming. We know that Seth Duvonne’s paternal grandparents are the Queen and King of Hearts. And once we gain a confession from the man who stabbed you…”


  “…we’ll know exactly what corner we’re driving them into,” Malcolm finished. “So don’t worry about the case. Rest. And trust that we’ve got this. You’ll be able to watch the trial of the century from your hospital bed.”


  “L-like I want…to stay cooped u-up in here…that long.” But Aanga was smiling, a thing that brought life and strength to his pallid face. “I trust…y-you…you both. Go get ‘im.” His head rolled against the pillow, then, and his eyes closed. “And l-let me sleep. H-having a h-hole in me…fucking…hurts.”


  Seong-Jae swallowed back another broken, almost manic laugh. Fuck, his emotions were in such extremes all over the place, and he hated it and loved it all at once. He just wanted to be under control, but as long as he was feeling something then he was not too dead and desensitized to do this job the way it needed to be done.


  “Rest, you asshole,” he said, just as Dr. Green leaned around the door and tapped his naked wrist.


  “Time’s up,” Green said. “Out. And no using badge privileges to get around visiting hours. I’ve dealt with your type before.”


  “We’re going, we’re going,” Malcolm said. But he stopped, and rested one hand against Joshi’s wrist, looking at him intently. “…Joshi.”


  Aanga cracked one eye open, then smiled faintly. “Yeah. I h-heard you. Y-you’re…you’re welcome.”


  “Jackass,” Malcolm answered lightly, and Aanga’s eye sank closed again on a whispery, drained chuckle before he fell silent again, already drifting away once more.


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae said, tearing his gaze from the man he had once loved to lock eyes with the man he now loved, needed, burned for more than life itself, as he twined their fingers and tugged him toward the door. “We should go. It is time.”


  “Yeah…I guess it is,” Malcolm said, with one last look back into the room before he followed in Seong-Jae’s wake. “Let’s go talk to bad guys.”


   


  C


  MALCOLM WONDERED IF SOMEONE HAD snuck a full grooming team into Vanden and Alicia Chambers’ cells back in Baltimore.


  When even if they wore standard prison oranges, both were impeccably coiffed, Vanden clean-shaven, Alicia’s nails as flawless as her makeup. They sat handcuffed to their chairs in the stark gray interrogation room as if they were lounging at a high-end café, pointedly poised to display the icy beauty that could only come with wealth, so very above it all.


  Malcolm kind of wanted to give at least Vanden a black eye. Possibly chip Alicia’s impeccable nail polish.


  There was seriously something wrong with rich people.


  What the hell had to go sideways in someone’s brain to make them think watching people die was a great date night idea?


  But he kept those thoughts to himself, as he settled with Seong-Jae in chairs opposite them. Let them feel like he and Seong-Jae were coming to them as equals, facing each other on even footing across the nondescript square table.


  Well. The handcuffs were a bit of a disadvantage, but Malcolm wasn’t feeling particularly inclined to remove those.


  Frankly, he didn’t like murderers feeling too comfortable.


  Seong-Jae sank down in his seat with his knees spread, boots thrust forward, arms settling over his chest, his mutinously stubborn glower settling in perfect place as part of this machine they made together. Malcolm affable, friendly, keeping them off guard. Seong-Jae there to remind them just what kind of trouble they were in—and making them think he was the potential threat, so they wouldn’t be ready when Malcolm took a hard line. He and Seong-Jae played off each other so well in these moments that it was almost a relief, for Malcolm.


  This was when he was at the top of his game.


  And the Chambers’ haughty, frigid stares only made Malcolm smile.


  He spread his hands on the table. “Alicia. Vanden. Thank you for joining us here.”


  Vanden sniffed, curling his upper lip. “You gave us no choice. Why did you even drag us out here? How do you even still have your badges after the enemies you’ve made?”


  “You should be thanking us,” Seong-Jae cut in coldly. “You actually get to sleep in a proper bed tonight, not on a prison cot.”


  Alicia scoffed, flicking her fingers with a rattle of her cuffs. “I’ve seen the place they booked on TripAdvisor. It’s only got a three-star rating. And the thread count—” She shuddered.


  “Then you might just like the deal I have to offer,” Malcolm said. “I might be able to do something about your accommodations, if you’re willing to help me.”


  Vanden stared at him as if he was some kind of repellent insect. “You humiliate us in front of our friends, and now you want our help? Do you have any idea what that little fiasco did to our reputations?”


  Malcolm shrugged, idly drumming his fingers to the table. “If you actually cared about your reputation, maybe you wouldn’t have trained your brainwashed fuck pet to produce snuff films for your friends’ entertainment.” He smirked. “C’mon. Did you think you wouldn’t get caught? Be honest.”


  “They did not care,” Seong-Jae said, voice toneless and yet somehow dripping with contempt. “Because they simply thought they would buy their way out of the consequences.”


  Alicia Chambers shrugged diffidently, tossing her head. “What I wouldn’t give to buy a proper spa day. I smell like an outhouse.”


  “Spa days aren’t in our negotiation package,” Malcolm said. “Better accommodations are.”


  The Chambers glanced at each other. As vicious and cruel as they were, it was unnerving to see the same sort of silent communion Malcolm understood so well with Seong-Jae, those wordless glances that spoke volumes before they both looked back across the table.


  “We’re listening,” Alicia said offhandedly.


  Malcolm nodded, sinking back in his chair, lacing his hands together before him. “You’ve heard of Cumberland? They call it Club Fed for a reason.”


  Both of Vanden’s brows rose into his rather high hairline. “You can get us transferred there?” he asked with clear skepticism.


  “If you can extract the information we need from Nicolas Madsen, yes,” Malcolm countered.


  “No deal,” Alicia retorted firmly. “I want reduced sentencing. At least ten years off for me.” A pouty look swept over Vanden. “Five for him.”


  Vanden made an offended, glottal sound. “Excuse you? Why do I only get five?”


  “Because Nico listens best to me,” she insisted. “I’m the one who put in the work to train him properly.”


  Curling his upper lip, Vanden flicked one hand. “He is our pet.”


  Malcolm sighed and sat forward again, deliberately letting his shoes slap against the tile loudly enough to make them jump, flinching back subtly. “He’s not anyone’s pet, he’s a suspect, and if you two don’t shut the hell up you’re going right back in those cramped, dirty cells at City Correctional with cellmates who’ll enjoy making you give them a mani-pedi with your teeth.” He shot a pointed look at their handcuffs, before lifting his gaze back to their faces. “I do not have time to fuck around with your spoiled little egos. Transfer to Cumberland is our only offer. Otherwise you get nothing. It’s up to you.”


  “I hear they have a tennis court,” Seong-Jae offered sardonically, earning him a disgusted look from Alicia, before she slumped down sullenly and glanced at Vanden again. Vanden sighed, rolling his eyes…but Malcolm could tell they had already given in.


  “Fine,” Vanden answered, drawing it out as if it was the greatest trial in the world. “Deal. But I want Egyptian cotton, and a proper bed, not a cot. Now tell me…what could our Nico possibly know?”


   


  C


  MALCOLM HAD CERTAIN FEELINGS ABOUT leaving Nico alone in the interrogation room with the Chambers.


  But Vanden and Alicia had insisted it was the only way, and that Nico would only respond to them if he wasn’t threatened by hostile presences.


  Hostile presences.


  Ha.


  He doubted those two had the slightest idea what hostile looked like when they weren’t the ones dishing it out.


  Malcolm stood outside the mirror glass of the one-way observation window with Seong-Jae at his side; the Chambers had been temporarily divested of their handcuffs, but Nico remained cuffed with his wrists bound before him as a second door opened on the far side of the room. The agent escorting the boy pushed him gently inside. Still Nico stumbled—only to freeze as his head lifted, and his eyes locked on the couple who had once been the pillars of his world.


  Malcolm couldn’t describe the transformation that fell over Nico. Only that his sudden stillness made him seem almost dead, gone, wiped of identity, blanking out to leave only this white pale face filled with empty silence. All sense of expression, of self vanished, as if he had been conditioned to a blank slate.


  And Malcolm hated it.


  Hated reuniting him with his abusers for even a minute, even if Nico might well think that was what he wanted.


  “I don’t feel good about this,” Malcolm muttered.


  “Neither do I,” Seong-Jae answered softly, his taut-drawn expression locked, pensive eyes fixed on the window. “But what other choice do we have?”


  “The second this starts to go bad, we get him out of there.”


  “Agreed.”


  But after stock-still moments…


  Alicia Chambers opened her arms. “My boy,” she whispered. “My beautiful, pretty boy.”


  And Nico burst into tears, strange low keening sounds that bordered on inhuman as he threw himself into her arms. They made a mockery of a happy family as Vanden wrapped them both up, murmuring soothing things, all of them rocking together as Nico clung to them, his grip awkward in the cuffs, and sobbed—harsh, racking, his gulps braying and loud. The entire tableau left Malcolm troubled, uncomfortable.


  Seong-Jae’s brows wrinkled. “What happens to him after this?”


  “There’ll be an initial arraignment. But he’ll probably be declared unfit to stand trial.” Malcolm grimaced. “Another Sarah Sutterly. Institutionalized as the only option to keep him off the streets without sentencing him to capital punishment for crimes committed in an altered state of mind enforced on him by someone else.”


  “I have spent my life working to understand people,” Seong-Jae murmured. “And yet I will never understand what pleasure someone could gain from breaking someone this way.”


  “Some people build their entire identities on the sense of power and control they get from harming others. From the most small-minded internet troll to people like Sila…it’s buried inside so many of us. That need.” Malcolm watched as Alicia stroked Nico’s hair in a mockery of love and tenderness. “And we all find so many ways to justify it.”


  “You say ‘we.’”


  Malcolm half-smiled. “I guess I don’t like to be arrogant enough to excuse myself from human insecurity,” he said. “Maybe my power trips are from helping people, though. Feeling like I have some impact on others.” He shrugged. Staring inside himself this much while watching this mockery of a happy reunion hit him in some uncomfortable places. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think there are very few choices anyone makes, good or bad, large or small, that aren’t somehow driven by a need to protect our ego walls. Every little decision centered around a desire to reinforce our worldview and sense of self, even when we think we’re being objective.”


  The slightest step closer, and Seong-Jae rested against Malcolm’s side, a warmth reminding him that he was not alone. Not with his thoughts, not with…anything.


  “Then you do not believe people can be truly selfless?” Seong-Jae asked. “Only acting for their own gratification and self-interest?”


  “I don’t know,” Malcolm admitted. “I especially don’t have any answers for that after your ex-boyfriend threw himself in front of a knife for me because he thought losing me would kill you.” He leaned back against Seong-Jae. “Maybe why we do things doesn’t matter if the things we do cause some good.”


  Seong-Jae’s lips parted, but it was several moments before he said, “He…said that…?”


  “Yeah. I think you were a little too wrapped up trying to get the knife away from Madsen while we had that particular conversation.” Malcolm stopped, then, as voices drifted through the window, and tweaked Seong-Jae’s sleeve. “Looks like the hugfest is over and they’re finally getting down to it.”


  On the other side of the glass, Alicia Chambers cupped Nico’s face in her hands, looking down at him with exaggerated maternal disapproval, almost comical in its sulky pantomime. “My pretty boy, what’s this I hear about you finding a new master?”


  Nico whimpered, looking up at her with wet-sheened eyed. “I…I’m sorry, M-Mistress, I was…I was alone, you were gone, you were gone and you left me all alone…”


  “We know, pretty boy, and we’re so very sorry,” Vanden said, curling his hand against Nico’s shoulder. The entire thing made Malcolm sick, this syrupy farce of genuine loving bonds. “We are, truly. But you can’t just go running away with someone new and leave us behind, now can you?”


  “I…I w-won’t go, I won’t.” Nico’s head snapped back and forth between them, looking up at them with eager hope. “I want to stay with you. I don’t want to go to the house in the high hills, I want to stay, please don’t leave me again, please…”


  He broke into whining, hiccupping sounds, his mouth crumpling and wet, his nose already red and swollen from crying.


  “What is wrong with me,” Seong-Jae muttered, “that I actually want to go in there and take him away from them, when twenty-four hours ago I would have gladly wrapped my hands around his neck?”


  “Different scenarios,” Malcolm answered quietly. “But I’m with you. I hadn’t thought he’d go down so fast. Not even a hint of defiance.”


  Seong-Jae tched under his breath. “It makes me wonder what they did to him, what he fears, that sycophantic obedience is so deeply and instantaneously ingrained. That not even Sila could override his initial programming.”


  “Do you really want to know?”


  “No,” Seong-Jae said. “I do not.”


  Whatever it was, it had Nico Madsen in the palm of the Chambers’ hands as Alicia stroked Nico’s jaw with a coy little smile. “We won’t leave you, pretty boy,” she crooned.


  “No, my dear,” Vanden added with a sanctimonious smile, his fingers tightening against Nico’s shoulder, and Malcolm narrowed his eyes as the tips started to dig in. “We want to go with you. You just have to tell us where the house on the high hills is, and we can all be happy there together.”


  Seong-Jae hissed. “Is he hurting him?”


  “I-I c-can’t,” Nico sniveled, cringing, shrinking away. “Th-the kingfisher will…will be angry, he’ll…”


  “We are your masters!” Vanden snarled, that smile vanishing to leave a hateful mask, his grip crushing down until Nico cried out in pain. “You listen to us—now tell us where the house is.”


  “Go,” Malcolm snarled, already shoving toward the door, Seong-Jae a bolt of black and gold in his peripheral vision. Catching the door next to the observation window, Malcolm flicked the lock and jerked it open, stepping quickly into the room.


  Just as Nico let out another wailing sob, sinking to his knees as he cried, “Centennial!”


  [10: GOING UP IN FLAMES]


  CENTENNIAL, WYOMING.


  Population: three hundred and eight. Per the Google Maps data spread on the screens in the front of the war room, a rather picturesque and remote little hamlet in Albany County, situated at the foot of the Snowy Range of the Medicine Bow Mountains stretch of the Rockies. Total land area: sixteen-point-three square miles. Formerly a railroad, logging, and gold mining town, now simply a tiny unremarkable settlement where most industry seemed focused on providing the day-to-day services necessary to a small town with a few ranches scattered in its general vicinity.


  How unassuming, Seong-Jae thought.


  He wondered if the people of Centennial were at all prepared for what was coming their way.


  He glanced over his shoulder at Gretchen. “Our flights?”


  “…don’t get bossy with me just because you’re technically in charge right now,” Gretchen retorted with a hint of a cheeky smile.


  The air in the war room had lightened significantly since this morning, as news spread that Aanga would live—and that they were close, and closing in faster and faster, filling the room with a bristling, electric energy that Seong-Jae could only describe as hope, a thing that felt like it filled his chest with light as he absorbed it from all around.


  “I’ve got you booked out of LAX at 4:40AM tomorrow morning,” Gretchen finished. “Coming into Laramie barely two hours later, and then it’s just a little ways up the road from there.”


  Seong-Jae frowned. “We could drive there faster than that.”


  “You could, but you’d be in crap shape to deal with a homicidal guy in a rabbit mask, so take the flight,” Gretchen said sweetly. “It’s the earliest I could get. Winchester doesn’t seem inclined to divert another private jet for you.”


  “We’ll get there in time,” Malcolm said. He was quiet, had been quiet since they had separated the Chambers from Nico Madsen that morning and left the boy sobbing in the custody of a social worker. Yet rather than the drained, haunted aura that had surrounded him for so long, Malcolm was a man of stone and iron, a weapon at rest and confident in his purpose, in his strength. “Call it intuition.”


  Seong-Jae understood exactly what he meant.


  That empty place inside him that he had given over to the white rabbit…


  It had finally found its shape, fit its edges in perfectly.


  He knew as fully as if he were inside the white rabbit’s head. As if he were driving Aleksander Normands’ choices, looking out through his eyes.


  Rolling fields, passing by.


  Many miles of long road.


  The taste of anticipation, closing in.


  A song on his lips, lilting and merry and full of promise:


  Soon.


  The storm was building…but it had not yet broken.


  They had time.


  “We need an address,” Seong-Jae said. “We cannot arrive in Centennial and go knocking from door to door. And since database records have been compromised…”


  “Town clerk,” Malcolm filled in. “They’d have hard copy records, don’t you think? And if not, well…” He spread his hands, his suit shifting around him in that way that highlighted how incongruously elegant a man of such massive bulk could be. “I think we learned in Wood River just how much small town people like to talk. Someone will remember something. Even if it’s ‘just up the road and down a ways.’”


  “Before you even ask,” Gretchen said, “I’m looking for a phone number.”


  “Thank you,” Malcolm practically sing-songed, right before a long, slim brown middle finger appeared over the top of Gretchen’s monitor.


  Seong-Jae twitched his lips, before glancing back to the screen. “This still disturbs me. The altered records in so many repositories. From hospitals to driver’s license records. That is not one person tampering, Malcolm. That is many people.”


  “Maybe,” Malcolm hedged. “Or one person with a hell of a lot of access.”


  “That would suggest someone high-ranking in a government or law enforcement organization.”


  “Also,” Gretchen piped up, “someone really damned thorough. I still can’t figure out who’s been paying the property taxes on the Wood River house all this time. How the fuck does anyone manage an untraceable wire transfer to the fucking IRS?”


  Malcolm inclined his head dubiously. “Someone with higher level authority may be possible. The call is coming from inside the house, that sort of thing. Unless we get the answers direct from the horse’s mouth, that may be a matter for internal affairs. It’s definitely worth investigation, because as long as either Sila or the white rabbit have accomplices in strategic places…”


  “…we could lose them all over again,” Seong-Jae finished. “Another prison massacre. Another killing spree, if someone aids them in escaping.”


  “That,” Malcolm growled fiercely, “will not happen. We won’t let it.”


  “No,” Seong-Jae agreed, and that one word was a promise pulled from the deepest places inside of him. “We will not.”


  “Okay,” Gretchen said. “I’ve got a number for the town clerk. Going to put them on speaker and dial out. You ready?”


  “Hit it,” Malcolm said, while Seong-Jae only nodded.


  The outbound call tone echoed over the room, underscored by crackles. After several rings, the line picked up, a faint fumbling sound before a gruff, aged male voice drawled, “Zeke here.”


  Seong-Jae glanced at Malcolm. Malcolm just shrugged, and Seong-Jae rolled his eyes.


  Fine.


  He would take it, then.


  “Sir?” he said. “My name is Yoon. I am a consultant with the FBI, and as part of a case investigation I am calling you seeking local town records on two residents. If you require verification of my credentials, I can fax an official statement to the line of your choosing, with a number you may call to confirm with local officials.”


  “Well now, wasn’t expecting that,” this…Zeke said. “Yoon, was it? Lemme introduce myself proper. Ezekiel Hewitt, town clerk, nice to meet you.”


  “I…yes.” Seong-Jae twitched on brow. “It is a pleasure to meet you as well.”


  “So you got me curious,” Hewitt said. “Whether or not I need that fax I guess depends on what you’re gonna ask me and if it’s privileged information or a matter of public record. Or if you’re some damned kid playing a prank.”


  Seong-Jae sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is not a prank. This is a matter of national importance and national security. The information I require should be public record. I am seeking details on the residence of Henrietta and Darwin Duvonne. We have information leading us to believe they lived in Centennial.”


  “Etta and Win? Hell yeah, they did.”


  Hewitt’s slow, twanging voice perked, and Seong-Jae’s pulse gave a little tick to echo it; confirmation, the tracks they had followed leading to their prey, such simple words and yet they turned mere speculation into hard, incontrovertible proof, bound in steel and unshakeable and bringing with them a certainty that bordered on exhilaration, relief, unswerving purpose. Malcolm came alert as if he had caught a scent, leaning forward, head cocked while Hewitt continued.


  “Problem is, I can’t give you an address for them.”


  “Why. Not?” Seong-Jae ground out.


  “Because they didn’t have one. Kept a P.O. box in town, but they built up in the unincorporated area high in the foothills, no street names or house numbers or any of that stuff. Real independent types. Kept to themselves. Nobody knew much about ‘em, left ‘em alone, and they liked it that way. Off-gridders, you know that sort? No power, no telephone, grew their own food and livestock, probably had a militia’s worth of guns up there. Real damned paranoid. Would run people off their property at the end of a rifle, so after a while people just forgot they were up there.” Hewitt paused. “Hell, I’d forgotten ‘em until just now. Mail doesn’t come for them no more. Guessing they’ve probably passed on. House could still be there, though.”


  “It is very likely,” Seong-Jae agreed. “We still require the location of their residence nonetheless.”


  “Why? Something happen up there?”


  “That,” Seong-Jae said firmly, “is classified.”


  “Classified, huh.” Slow, thoughtful—no, calculating. “Well then. If I’m gonna give you directions, I think I’m gonna need that fax after all, Mr. FBI.”


  Seong-Jae closed his eyes and dragged his hand over his face.


  “Fine.”


  Whatever. Whatever small details had to be handled, whatever bureaucratic egos had to be soothed, he would do it. It did not matter. It would not stop him.


  And he bit his tongue while Hewitt went through the rigamarole of reviewing the fax Gretchen sent, hanging up, calling the nearest field office in Wyoming, then calling back—and grudgingly doling out directions on how to find the Duvonne house, once they arrived in Centennial. A little too over the river and through the woods for Seong-Jae’s taste, but whatever got them there.


  Whatever brought this case home, even if it meant raining hell down on one quiet, unsuspecting town.


  Once Hewitt hung up, the entire room fell silent, until Malcolm spoke in a careful, contemplative hush.


  “This is it,” he said. “Last bullet in the chamber.”


  Seong-Jae nodded slowly, his hand clenching, his knuckles tight.


  “Then,” he said, “I suggest we not miss our shot.”


   


  C


  “TOMORROW,” MALCOLM WHISPERED, AS HE lay next to Seong-Jae against the crisp, cool sheets, their fingers tangled together on the pillow between them, hillocks of knuckles making a wall that still couldn’t shut them away from each other. “Tomorrow this ends. Tomorrow we get our lives back. Tomorrow we get our selves back.”


  In the darkened room, all light dimmed save for faint flickers through the windows, Seong-Jae’s eyes were pure shadow; his hair spilled ink, dribbling across the pillow. “Do you really believe it?” he asked. “That it could be over so suddenly.”


  “A lot can change in twenty-four hours. This time last night…we thought Joshi would die. And now he’s stable, and there’s hope.” Malcolm smiled slightly, stroking his fingertips in the dips between Seong-Jae’s knuckles. “One day can turn everything around. And tomorrow is going to turn this case around. We’ve been searching for the key all this time…and we found it.”


  Seong-Jae’s lips curled faintly. “I do not know how I am supposed to sleep. It feels as though we are waiting to cross guns. Six-shooters at dawn, stand ten paces, and fire.”


  “I thought you read cheesy gumshoe novels, not old westerns.” Chuckling, Malcolm stroked his thumb along the indentation outside Seong-Jae’s wrist, dipping under the protrusion of his wrist bone. “It all adds up, Seong-Jae. I believe in this the way I haven’t believed in anything for a long time. We found this information. It wasn’t fed to us. We made the connections about Sila’s grandparents. The people who hurt him. Who hurt Sindy, by not being there when they had no one else. I think that’s where they were, in that time gap we couldn’t fill in. Their summer together…with the Queen and King who forsook their power over a little boy’s heart.”


  “I wonder,” Seong-Jae murmured. “What if Normand actually tried to do the right thing, at first? What if he tried to leave Sila with his grandparents?”


  “There’s a part of me that instantly rejects that,” Malcolm admitted. “Because part of me wants to see the world in black and white. A violent murderer couldn’t possibly care for a young boy. A twisted manipulator couldn’t possibly make a choice to sacrifice his wants and needs to look after someone who isn’t even his blood. A gaslighting narcissist couldn’t possibly have loved you enough for your loss to hurt him so deeply he sought lethal retaliation. But…the world is complex. Even the darkest parts of people’s hearts. And it’s very possible. It’s very possible that Normand did try to give Sila back to the world he tore him away from. Tried to push him back to the light.”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes flickered, and his hand slipped free from Malcolm’s to drift closer, fingertips stroking down his cheekbone. “What does that mean, then? What does it change?”


  “Nothing.” Malcolm caught Seong-Jae’s fingertips, drew them closer, kissed them. “Because the why, the complexities, don’t change that we have one goal. To find them. To stop them.”


  “And to ensure they can never hurt anyone again,” Seong-Jae whispered.


  “Exactly.”


  Seong-Jae’s fingers curled, twitching against Malcolm’s lips. “What if we are wrong? What if once again we have been led astray?”


  “We aren’t wrong. And I’ll believe it for both of us.” Shifting his grasp, Malcolm offered his extended pinky. “Yaksok?”


  Groaning, Seong-Jae turned his head and buried his face in the pillow. “I hate that my sister taught you that,” emerged in a cottony mumble…before Seong-Jae’s pinky hooked in Malcolm’s and pulled gently. “…yaksok.”


  Malcolm laughed—and used their entwined pinkies to tug at Seong-Jae. “Come here,” he breathed. “Come here and let me feel you. Let me remember what you taste like when the air between us is clean. When I can only hear you, and not the whispers of every goddamned demon this case carries with it.”


  Something dark, something lost, something hurting fell over Seong-Jae’s features, a waterfall of emotion washing him in colors both beautiful and terrible.


  And then, “Please,” Seong-Jae whispered, as he fell into Malcolm’s arms and sought his mouth to seal them together in a single breathless instant.


  Seong-Jae had never kissed him this way. This soft and pleading thing that made his mouth an altar that begged to be worshipped; that overwhelmed Malcolm with its almost smothering neediness, making him hesitate—before he let himself be pulled in, falling into Seong-Jae with complete and utter trust. Only with Seong-Jae could he let himself go so completely, let himself be swallowed into someone else…


  And know that he would come out whole on the other side.


  Know that Seong-Jae could envelop him entirely, and yet hold him safe without devouring bits and pieces of Malcolm into that consuming hunger.


  Hunger was the only word for the sudden surging need rising inside him, as Seong-Jae’s body pressed naked and hot against his beneath the duvet, the sheets, layers trapping body heat until he sweltered, unbearable, this fever sweat springing to life and making their limbs slick as they twined, slid, found the familiar angles and sinewy flows of each other until ah, there—fuck, that moment when their bodies locked together hips to hips, and there was only the wild hot pressure of Seong-Jae’s mouth and the steady needy friction of cock to cock, lyrical rhythm, music made in drumbeat lust and hands grasping in glissando fingertip patters and tempo counted in wet tangled breaths, in the damp slick of skin, in the rough slow swipe of entwining tongues.


  Seong-Jae’s moans came in ripples, hypnotic, submerging Malcolm in every velvety sound, feeding them to him with those demanding, lushly obscene lips, every kiss growing wetter and wetter until they were a glistening mess together, until Malcolm couldn’t even stand to close his eyes when he remained so fully entranced by that pink glimmering flesh, by the voluptuous suggestion of pillow-soft curves, by the dilated heat in beautiful eyes that burned with a wordless need Malcolm could never deny.


  That was what struck Malcolm so deeply—that Seong-Jae hadn’t said a single word since that one whispered please, and yet he gave Malcolm his wants, his desire so clearly in touch, in heat, in that neverending stroke and rush and gliding touch between them, fingers sliding over Malcolm’s arms, fisting in his hair, clutching at him as if Seong-Jae would claim every part of him for himself. Only Seong-Jae could make Malcolm feel so wanted without saying a single thing.


  Only Seong-Jae could take that silent communion the Chambers had perverted, and make it clean again.


  Until to speak would be sacrilege; until silence was benediction, nothing between them but the rising sigh of their breaths and the silk-whisper of skin on sheets, the guttural hints of moans that Malcolm wasn’t sure belonged to him or to Seong-Jae when every touch sparked little sharp bursts of heat inside him, things that tried to spill out of his throat only to melt into the liquid molten space between their mouths, between teeth that bit and teased and found that perfect point of taunting pain to heighten each soft kiss into an explosion of sweetness.


  Deluge. Drowning. Malcolm was drowning, grasping on to Seong-Jae to stay afloat, arching his body until his thighs pressed against the lean, toned expanse of Seong-Jae’s, and as much as he fought to keep his head above this wildly unleashed flood of desire, he realized…


  He didn’t want to.


  Not tonight.


  Tonight…he wanted to sink.


  Sink, and let Seong-Jae be all the air he needed.


  And finally he broke the wordless urgency between them with the desecration of speech; finally he broke the lock of their lips, gasping for breath as he pulled back from those seeking, perfect lips; as he shifted until his body dragged full-length against Seong-Jae’s in a deliciously agonizing burst of tactile perfection, ending in Malcolm stretching out on his back, looking up at Seong-Jae framed in shadows, this creature of night manifested in flesh as if summoned, this dark visitation of Malcolm’s desire.


  “Sometimes I think I dreamed you,” Malcolm whispered, and traced his thumb against the lushness of Seong-Jae’s parted lower lip, hot breaths rushing over his skin. “That nothing can feel this good and be real.”


  A hint of clarity seeped back into lightless, smoky eyes; Seong-Jae’s thick fan of lashes lowered, as he nuzzled against Malcolm’s fingers.


  “How?” he asked, barely a singed, sensuous rasp of baritone notes. “How can I make it feel real, Malcolm?”


  “I…”


  Even if he knew—he knew what he wanted, knew what he ached for, it still took a struggle to say it; to even imply obliquely, moving subtly beneath Seong-Jae, spreading his thighs beneath the angular, feline stretch of Seong-Jae’s body.


  And his heart rose into his throat as he asked, “Do…you want me like this, Seong-Jae?”


  An instant of pure stillness—before that black gaze ignited, as Seong-Jae breathed in sharply. “Only if you are certain.”


  Swallowing, Malcolm made himself meet Seong-Jae’s eyes. Made himself look into an all-consuming gaze that seemed to reach down into every trembling place inside him and caress against those soft secret things with an intimacy that he didn’t know how to hide from, didn’t know how to defend against.


  Then do not, that dark gaze seemed to say, swimming in those endless depths. Do not defend against what you desire…and let me in.


  “Yes,” Malcolm breathed.


  And gave himself over—to be taken, to be possessed, to be kissed, to be drowned.


  To be loved.


  Seong-Jae’s kiss took his mouth with a plunging possession, teasing him open as if parting willing depths, distracting him so thoroughly that he hardly had the presence of his mind to fumble the ever-present bottle of lube off the nightstand and thrust it at Seong-Jae’s chest, its cool slick weight passing between them and then forgotten as Seong-Jae found a tender, sensitive place inside Malcolm’s mouth and teased at it until Malcolm nearly whined, arching off the sheets, pushing up against Seong-Jae’s weight and digging his heels against the sheets. Kissing shouldn’t feel so good; surrendering shouldn’t feel so good, abandoning his pride to let Seong-Jae touch him everywhere, let Seong-Jae coax him to moan, to thrash, to beg in gasping little sounds for each caress of rough fingertips over his nipples, his stomach, his inner thighs…lower.


  Gone for just a moment, then back, lube-slick and sparking against the sensitive tight clench of his entrance, coaxing. Coaxing with caresses, coaxing with kisses, coaxing with soft whispers for Malcolm to relax, to let Seong-Jae in—and slowly, he let the tension bleed out of him; slowly let himself go soft until when those fingers slid inside him, the feeling was like hot velvet, licking and painting against him from the inside. He knew this feeling—he knew it, yet every time it became something new, something discovered all over again as he remembered that he could be vulnerable, that he could be weak, that he could completely lose himself in this until he knew nothing but that penetrating, searching feeling inside and the glorious wonder of the man he loved making him feel like such a boneless, perfect mess.


  It ended too soon, and not soon enough, when he craved what came next—the faint pop of the cap on the lube again, Seong-Jae’s hiss as he touched himself, that tortured look on his beautiful face, that rawly restrained need. The feel of his body settling against Malcolm’s thighs. Rough hands digging into him, lifting him up until they fit in that perfect way that said they’d been made for each other. The weight of him. The tension under silken-taut, sweat-misted golden skin. The burning riot of entwined tenderness and ferocity in black eyes, looking at Malcolm as if he was Seong-Jae’s every desire. Once again, Seong-Jae was silent.


  But he never needed to speak, when he could show Malcolm so much with a single look, a single touch.


  A single slow, gliding thrust that filled Malcolm with the pure, unadulterated sensation of flesh, the throb of it, the heat, the hardness, the invasion and conjoining and gasping, writhing perfection of letting go of his last vestiges of control.


  That—that was what this was about, for Malcolm. Needing, for just a few minutes, to let go of control where it was safe; needing to give up and stop struggling to maintain his grasp on everything and let himself be taken away, swept along, completely wrapped up in this man who, Malcolm thought…


  Needed to reclaim control just as much as Malcolm needed to lose it.


  It was in the way Seong-Jae clutched at him; the way he bit at Malcolm’s mouth with just enough roughness, the way he pinned Malcolm’s hips to the bed and set the pace with dragging, deep strokes ending in a sharp shock of driving pressure only to tease Malcolm in a dizzying spiral as Seong-Jae tortured him with the emptiness, the friction, everything only to fill him in a rush all over again. Malcolm dug his fingers into Seong-Jae’s back and let himself ride this, push and pull and roiling currents pulling him into red-hot undertow, wiping him of everything but this pleasure until he forgot all other things. Forgot pain; forgot frustration; forgot fear; forgot loss; forgot the pressure crushing down on him day by day.


  There was only Seong-Jae; only how they met in perfect tandem, always changing and shifting with the tangles of human complexity and yet in every new iteration of themselves, molding to fill each other’s empty spaces until they were somehow always, always exactly what the other needed.


  I can’t, Malcolm thought, even as he clenched his thighs against Seong-Jae’s rough-pistoning hips, even as Seong-Jae’s fingers sought his cock with intimate familiarity that raised the throb of Malcolm’s pulse into a bass-beat scream, even as he drank sighs of Malcolm, Malcolm, fuck, Malcolm from Seong-Jae’s lips. I can’t—I can’t take this, I can’t—


  He couldn’t. He could. He needed, he craved, he didn’t want this to stop but he couldn’t take it if it didn’t, stripping him of his senses and tearing him apart and pushing him past the limits of endurance. He didn’t want the real world to flood back in, to end this singularity of pleasure, of hearts breaking against each other again and again only to rebuild each other stronger and stronger, deeper entwined, beating as one until he could no longer tell them apart. No longer tell if his voice was begging, or Seong-Jae’s; no longer tell if it was sweat he tasted salty on his lips, or tears.


  It didn’t matter.


  Nothing mattered but this.


  Shattering. Cracking him apart until the ugly pieces, the hurtful pieces, the dark pieces, the hate all fell away, washing him clean. Baptism in pain; rebirth in pleasure, in the racking agony of a body pushed beyond its limits until he came back to himself with the sharp snap of pleasure bursting through him in waves, tensing and clenching around the thick heaviness of Seong-Jae’s cock as his own surged, swelled, throbbed with the intensity of a release that burned him inside and out, followed by an echoing sensation: wetness slithering inside him, Seong-Jae’s body jerking violently in short spasms, that rasping-rough voice hitching as if choking on a mouth full of pure pleasure.


  This love was going to kill them both.


  Every time, shredding each other apart until they were nothing but limp tatters of ragged emotion in each other’s arms. Cataclysmic. Cathartic.


  And Malcolm wouldn’t have it any other way, peace flowing through him and leaving him cleansed, ready to face what waited on the horizon. They sank into each other, sank into the sheets, twined and nestled in a knot of sweat and skin. Struggling to catch his breath as they both fell still in slow, ebbing shudders, Malcolm curled his fingers into the soaked hair spilling against his chest and pressed his lips to Seong-Jae’s temple.


  “I love you,” he whispered, lips tracing the peak of the scar between Seong-Jae’s eyes.


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae sighed, his hand falling to rest over Malcolm’s heart. “I do not know how I could have ever loved anyone else.”


  [11: NOW I’M COMING HOME]


  MORNING OVER WYOMING WAS A crystalline thing, the sunrise just breaking in iridescent shards of pink and blue and gold as the rental car—a sturdy Dodge Ram pickup truck—rolled up to the peak of an undulating highway just in time to give a perfect view of the snow along the rolling low ranges on the horizon, reflecting back the colors in soft pastels. Behind the wheel, Seong-Jae lingered on the quiet peace of it; on the stillness, the tranquility, of miles upon miles of grass and open fields, summer already encroaching along the plains while winter ruled eternal at the mountain heights.


  The disconnect left Seong-Jae oddly unsettled, and yet even more oddly content with it. This was how it should be, he thought. Coming to this end, this final moment, not with fear and adrenaline and charged emotion, but with calm and acceptance and the clear, unwavering certainty of his trust in his partner; his trust that they could handle this, as long as they were together.


  He was ready to face the white rabbit.


  Ready to face Sila.


  Ready to face his past—and put an end to this so he could let it all go. So he could finally begin to see himself as more than a collection of his traumas and scars; so he could learn who he, as a man, actually was, without always looking over his shoulder for the whispers of his ghosts.


  So he could build the life he wanted.


  A life where he could be happy with Malcolm, without dragging the man down into the darkness Seong-Jae had lived in for so long.


  Malcolm was silent in the passenger’s seat, comfortably slouched with casual grace, suit coat discarded and shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows while he worked at his laptop, his reading glasses settled on his nose, his expression set in that distant contemplation that always made artistry out of his cragged face when he was lost in thought. Seong-Jae glanced over at him, keeping one eye on the road, the sign that promised Centennial was just two exits ahead.


  “Still working on reports?”


  “Mostly,” Malcolm murmured, then pulled his glasses off, slipping the tip of one arm between his sensuously firm lips. “Just making sure I didn’t leave anything out about the night of the attack. Cross-checking a few things with the inter-agency requests for prisoner transfer in case we need to explain anything in court.”


  “Stop that,” Seong-Jae said, even as he reached over to the little jar of toothpicks he had slotted into the cup holder, and plucked one out to slip it between his teeth. “You will ruin your teeth.”


  “Yes, mother.”


  “Fuck off.”


  Malcolm just grinned—then sat up straighter as his phone gave a protesting cry from his pocket. “And that’s my near-dead battery.”


  “Perhaps letting your phone die when we are in a highly remote location with no nearby assistance is not wise.”


  “No signal out here anyway, but it’ll charge fast.” Malcolm leaned down to rummage into the laptop bag next to his seat and came up with a USB cable; he quickly threaded it between his phone and laptop, then frowned, thumbing his screen. “Fuck, I still have some ninety unread notifications from yesterday.”


  “Blame Gretchen for adding you to the group chat.”


  “She didn’t add you?”


  “I left,” Seong-Jae said, and Malcolm snorted—only for the sound to cut off in a rushed breath, his voice dropping to a strained murmur. “Seong-Jae. Pull over.”


  “Why? We—”


  “Pull over. There was an alert on the motion sensors in Wood River, and we missed it.”


  …what?


  Without further protest, Seong-Jae eased the Dodge over onto the shoulder of the lonely, narrow highway and killed the engine, leaning over to press into Malcolm’s tense, rock-hard shoulder.


  “Show me,” he said—only for a feeling like cold twists of barbed wire to tangle around his gut as Malcolm hit Play.


  And Seong-Jae watched a man—a slender man with a body he knew on sight, knew by touch, knew as intimately as he knew his own—dance through the fields around the house, his blond hair swirling in delicate, lashing fans around the pink-eyed rabbit mask pulled over his head.


  “When was this?” Seong-Jae whispered, his mouth drying as the man on the video approached the camera, filled the screen with that staring mask…then shut it off. “When?”


  “Yesterday,” Malcolm said grimly. “Not long after noon.”


  “Do you think—”


  “It’s less than half a day’s drive from here, I’d say.”


  Seong-Jae swallowed. His heart thudded. “Then…”


  “Yes,” Malcolm said, and that one word seemed to suck the all sound from the world. “He’s here.”


  Seong-Jae dug his fingers into the steering wheel. The idyllic morning’s stillness had become, now, an ominous thing, the silence a waiting portent, a breath held on some pending cosmic scream, some death rattle.


  “Then we press on,” he whispered. “We do this.”


  Malcolm’s hand covered his on the steering wheel, those thick knuckles the picture of strength. “Are you ready?”


  “I have to be.” Seong-Jae bit down hard on the toothpick between his teeth, then pulled it out and flicked it out the window. “I would hate to keep him waiting.”


  He shifted the Dodge into gear, then—and sent it easing back onto the highway. Miles crept past so slow, crawling things itching at him, the yellow lines like staples punching into his suddenly agitated brain. One exit passed. Then the next, the turn-off—and then they were cruising through Centennial, nondescript buildings rolling past, wooden fences, thatched roofs, gently undulating fields that began to crumple up like ridges of silk as they marched their way into grassy, scrubby foothills.


  Ragged dirt roads led off into those foothills, and Seong-Jae counted them until he found the one Ezekiel Hewitt had noted, marking it by the red bird feeder staked out where it branched off the highway. Malcolm was motionless in the passenger’s seat as the Dodge began to make the climb, wheels grinding into the dirt as Seong-Jae changed gears. To Seong-Jae Malcolm looked like a soldier on the eve of some great war, quiet and centering himself to prepare for battle.


  To prepare for the end.


  The trees rose around them with startling suddenness, as the road wound up the hillside; from a distance the forest had looked sparse, patches dotted across pale green grass, but now the rising trunks seemed to swallow them into eerily dappled shadows, sucking away the light, the heat, the promise of warmth and serenity and closure that the morning had held just a short hour ago. No sound but the engine of their truck, and the occasional haunting warble of some bird he could not identify, but the back of his mind whispered could be a kingfisher, darting through the shadows.


  “I see it,” Malcolm whispered. “Through the trees.”


  There—he was right. Just a hint of a rickety shingled roof, a chimney peeking through breaks in thinning trees.


  Then they rounded a curve in the road.


  And as Seong-Jae eased the truck to a halt…


  The landscape opened up before them.


  A broad field left to run wild, untouched for years, rampant with overgrown grass so tall it swallowed the remnants of wooden fences erected around a roughly pentagonal property bordered on two sides by fencing, two sides by trees, and one side by the sheer drop-off of a cliff with ragged, chewed edges. One fence just barely peeked out of the brush, the very same raw, irregular length of wood that once, long ago, Alicia Duvonne had photographed with her son and daughter balancing atop it, just barely catching the edge of the sagging, dilapidated wooden clapboard house that dominated the far edge of the field.


  What stood out to Seong-Jae, though, was not the house.


  Not even the pink Cadillac parked almost right up against the edge of the porch, the front door open, the grass and flowers mowed down in twin tracks, mulched dark in some places by the Cadillac’s tire treads.


  It was the flowers themselves.


  Nigella, purple-blue fronded blooms running wild, scattered throughout the entire field of grass that waved in the wind until it turned from green to silver ocean waves.


  He swallowed, throat sandy and scratching, just staring, his eyes drying when he felt like he had forgotten how to blink.


  “Nigella,” he whispered. “He always loved nigella.”


  “Seong-Jae,” Malcolm said. “It’s time.”


  Neither of them moved for long moments, after that.


  Here they were.


  Standing on the edge.


  Seong-Jae reached over to capture Malcolm’s hand, hold it tight for just a few seconds.


  Just long enough to give him the strength to lean over that edge…and jump.


  That electric sixth sense, that knowing between them, crackled to life as, in tandem, they slipped out of the truck, both handling the vehicle doors delicately until they closed with hardly a sound. Slipping his Glock into his palm felt like handling a live cobra, this cold and deadly thing coiled around his fingers, but Seong-Jae settled its familiar weight into his palm while Malcolm did the same, muzzle pointed downward. A glance. A wordless signal in the shift of eyes, the tilt of a head, and they split apart to circle the Cadillac. The top had been left down, the interior empty—but they flanked it, weapons swinging inward, pointing down.


  Nothing.


  No one crouched beneath the wheel, under the seats.


  Seong-Jae carefully popped the trunk, stepping back swiftly as the lid popped up.


  Empty.


  Just the thin rubber hoop of a spare tire, flaccid and seeming to mock his tension.


  They moved so silently, yet that left all the more room for the uncontrolled, tumbling beat of his heart to fill the quiet, roaring at him, his blood surging with the tumultuous force of a waterfall. The air smelled of nigella, cloying and sweet…


  And of something old.


  Something lost, and long forgotten.


  Together, he and Malcolm edged along either side of the Cadillac to the front porch. The morning sun’s glare eclipsed as Seong-Jae stepped under the overhang, placing his feet carefully on the splintered and sagging wood.


  The open door.


  Clouds of dust inside, cut through by particle-flecked sheets of watery gold.


  And a glimpse, just a glimpse.


  White skin.


  Pale hair.


  Seong-Jae’s heart became a congealed lump. He almost froze, that old familiar dread bringing its heavy gray taste to the back of his tongue, a clump of wet ashes choking him.


  Until, on the other side of the doorway, Malcolm caught his eye.


  Steady. Silent. The wolf on the prowl, on the hunt, his strength on display for all to see, the promise in that stare.


  I am here. I am with you.


  And you are with me.


  Seong-Jae inhaled, exhaled, pushed away the overwhelming scream of his heartbeat, let Malcolm’s silent calm flow into him to leave him ready. Finger on the trigger.


  As, together, they stepped inside…


  …to find Sila waiting for them.


  For him.


  Perched on the remnants of a heavily crafted wooden coffee table, in the center of the ruins of a home; the fragments of a life in furniture gone to rot, photographs curled and decaying out of their broken frames, odds and ends drenched in blankets of dust to obscure what they had ever been. Dust made up of years of accumulation, but also, no doubt…


  Made up of human pieces, of the drifting stardust and skin-flakes radiating from the bodies of the man and woman slouched on the sagging heap of tattered upholstery and jagged fragments that had once been a wood-paneled sofa. They must have been here for decades, to be nothing but bones and shriveled skin and the wiry thin colorless strings of lank and bristling hair, sagging jawbones and empty eye sockets and their chests pried open to reveal the shriveled desiccated fruits of organs.


  Sila sat there with the poise of some strange, incomprehensible fae thing, a sylph of no rhyme or reason, resting before the corpses as if in benediction. He held a long, wickedly curving, gleaming blade against his throat, its edge pressed against skin so fragile the veins showed through in wandering blue lines.


  And his hair.


  His hair had been shaved away on either side, down to the scalp, leaving only a long narrow sheaf of platinum draped down the center, falling against the nape of his neck—while the rest coiled in his lap, lovingly gathered into a shining loop that balanced on one thigh.


  Nearly choking on the dust, Seong-Jae took aim, keeping his finger on the trigger guard, struggling to find words. To just say it.


  It is over. You are under arrest. Put your hands up, Sila…Seth.


  You are done.


  This is over, and you are done.


  But Sila spoke first, his lyrical voice floating over the room, winding its noose around Seong-Jae’s neck.


  “You’re early. Which means he’s late,” Sila lilted calmly—and turned his head until the wicked poison green of his eye fell on Seong-Jae, its taint a spreading sickness as venomous as his smile. “Hello, Malcolm…Jamjali. Come to say your final farewells?”


   


  [THE END]


  Read on for a preview of CRIMINAL INTENTIONS Season Two, Episode Twelve, “White Rabbit: Part I!”


  [DISCOVER YOUR CRIMINAL SIDE]


  GET MORE OF THE THRILLING M/M romantic suspense serial everyone’s talking about. Follow Baltimore homicide detectives Malcolm Khalaji and Seong-Jae Yoon as they trail a string of bizarre murders ever deeper down a rabbit hole—that, if they can’t learn to work together, may cost them both their lives. Full-length novels released once per month—COMPLETE FIRST SEASON OUT NOW, Season Two ongoing!
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  Browse on Amazon and Amazon KindleUnlimited


  https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07D4MF9MH?ref=series_rw_dp_labf


  See the series on Goodreads


  https://www.goodreads.com/series/230782-criminal-intentions


  [PREVIEW: CI S2E12, ”WHITE RABBIT, PART I”]


   


  [0: I WANT THIS MUCH]


  THEY WERE SUPPOSED TO LOVE him.


  Tangling his fingers in his hair, running them through the strands over and over again, Sila stares into their empty faces; into the shrunken hollows of their cheeks, the skin wrinkled together in seams like wet and translucent corn husks packed away until they folded in on themselves. Any smell has long gone, though he still remembers: the wet, the red, the meaty smell of a body opening and letting out its inner parts in delicate little tidbits, tiny tenderloins of humanity, the scent that has imprinted on him as mother and always, whenever he smells blood, making him think of her hair falling over him and how she sang him stories of stars reflected in still green lakes.


  Every droplet, a captured emotion; a taste of memory, pure and true.


  He would bleed a thousand times to feel it again.


  Wishing on bloodstreams like wishing on stars.


  But there are no stars, today. Only a bright blue sky outside and here, the shadows, the smells of dust and age and decay, a subtle thing stinging his nose like sniffing dry leather, ah—perhaps it’s the smell of bone, overpowering even the heady, choking, silky scent of nigella run rampant, seeping in from outside.


  If he imagines hard enough he thinks they can see him, even though their eye sockets are just empty nothings, not even the last shriveled bits of eyeballs left. He wants them to see him.


  They wouldn’t look at him before.


  They wouldn’t look at her, either.


  When he’d been small, when he’d been just a little thing so tiny he could count his age on both hands and didn’t even need his toes, he’d learned that family meant blood. Mama had taught him that. Mama had taught him that so he wouldn’t cry when Daddy looked through him just like they looked through him; so he would try and try and try to love Daddy even when it hurt, even when it was hard.


  But Daddy hadn’t loved him.


  Even though Mama had been right.


  Family did mean blood.


  And all it took was blood spilled to make a family whole.


  “You’ll smile for me when I come to see you, won’t you? Will you reach for me with open arms?” he whispers to the corpses huddled in the shadows; to their bared and leering skeleton teeth. He winds his hair around his fist, tighter and tighter, until the pull burns. “Didn’t I bond us by blood? Didn’t I teach you to love me? Didn’t he?”


  They don’t answer. Not even in his mind, in those cracks and corners riddled with voices he can’t always control, can’t always silence, scars engraved on his mind like notes engraved on an old phonograph, turning and turning and turning and playing the same horrible, hateful melodies over and over again even when all he wants is silence.


  But it’s silent now, isn’t it.


  Only no—no, it isn’t.


  Not when outside, there’s the sound of an engine.


  The slam of a car door. One, two.


  He hopes—he hopes for only one set of footsteps. Hopes that he can show his Papa what he’s become, stained and unclean as he is, no longer pure. No longer worthy of being spared, the perfect doll not so perfect anymore.


  But no. No, instead the sound of two careful treads, first shushing the tall grass and the fronded sweet nigella out front with stealthy rhythmic steps, then weight creaking on the porch, that particular stride that he knows almost as well as he knows himself when he has made that dragonfly a part of him, drunk down a magic potion made of the glitter of crushed wings, crushed dreams, crushed love.


  How bitter it tasted. How bitter it tastes still.


  And he wonders if, when he dies, he’ll finally become the wind, ascended to become a force of nature, unseen and yet all-powerful.


  Only one way to find out.


  As those steps draw closer, as he catches the familiar cadence of those loathsome voices, he curls his fingers around the hilt of the blade resting across his thighs, then pulls his clenched fist out until his hair stretches in a taut sheet. He lays the fine edge of the blade against the strands, so keen, already a few parting, going slack. He twists his wrist.


  And suddenly his head feels light, the liquid caress of loosed strands falling down against the backs of his knuckles, gripped tight in his fist.


  He stares down at the platinum blond sheaf for long moments, then begins to coil and coil and coil it around his hand, until it’s a shining, perfect ring. One he rests against his thigh, as he lifts the blade again and sends more, shorter strands showering down like starlight rainfall as he strokes the blade’s oily-feeling cold edge against his scalp with the strangest scraping noise; until under his fingers what remains feels like velvet, and there’s only enough left to still mark him as himself.


  It's finished.


  He’s finished.


  And he raises the blade one last time, and presses it against his throat.


  Raising his chin, he exposes those tender veins beneath his skin, the blood that will one day cease to flow and leave no one left. No one left but that one little boy, far away in California, cut free from the curse of his blood and left to live an ordinary life in an ordinary world.


  Sila will be the last, he thinks.


  Now that she is gone, perfected and loved just as Mama was.


  He will be the last.


  And that’s all right.


  He caresses the cold, curving edge against his throat, a thread-fine kiss of sharpness, barely a hair’s breadth of steel and yet it’s enough that all he has to do is press in, when the time comes. Press in, and that micro-sharp surface will part his atoms, slip between them, separate them from each other until he splits and bursts in a shower of red.


  Soon.


  So soon.


  But not yet.


  Not until his last witness and testament has been heard.


  And then?


  And then.


  One way or another…


  What began that night will end here. Now.


  He’ll finish the story his mother told him—and sing, sing soft, sing low.


  Sing himself to sleep.


  A wordless lullaby, bringing the dark and bringing the end.


   


  Watch the series page for the first half of the thrilling Season Two conclusion, CRIMINAL INTENTIONS SEASON TWO, EPISODE TWELVE: WHITE RABBIT, PART I!


  [SERIES Q&A WITH THE AUTHOR!]
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  Q. Super short one this time. O.o


  A. Yeah, I think this is actually the second shortest in the entire series, with the first shortest being S1E9, “A Single Bright Candle’s Flame.” This one came out at 41K, so a solidly chunky novella and only about 1K shorter than S2E2 (If I remember right). I just…didn’t want to slow down the momentum. Things are coming together, and there’s no need to draw everything out or work in those little clues buried among other things. We’re piecing things together, dealing with a lot of high emotional impact stuff. It’s sharp. Focused.


   


  Also I could not spend too much time on certain things during this one. My mental health has been shaky lately and Seong-Jae is super-dissociated in this one, and dissociation is a really bad headspace for me. So I was trying to give appropriate weight to Seong-Jae’s feelings without staying there too long, and that meant keeping it short but hopefully impactful.


   


  Q. Tell the truth. You were originally planning to kill Aanga, weren’t you?


  A. Er. I. Um. Well, ah…


   


  …yes.


   


  He was originally supposed to just be straight up dead at the start of this episode, with the episode starting with Seong-Jae in formal uniform speaking the eulogy at Aanga’s official FBI funeral ceremony. I even had the scene half-written in my draft snippets file.


   


  Q. What made you change your mind?


  A. It wasn’t necessary.


   


  Aanga being in critical condition accomplished the plot purposes I wanted as far as tension, emotional crisis + catharsis, and adding vengeance + emotional instability as a motive for Seong-Jae’s erratic behavior. There was no need to kill him to accomplish that, and I realized if I had killed him it would’ve just been for the shock value and an easy way to evoke all the feels. Bad ones, at that, and this story has enough moments where the bad feels are necessary to the story and as foil to enhance the good feels that it doesn’t need an additional massive dose of bad feels for no reason other than lazy writing to shock people.


   


  It was actually the matter of the funeral scene that made me think about this. Because in their timeline, with things being so urgent, Malcolm and Seong-Jae wouldn’t have time to wait the days, possibly weeks, until an official ceremony after investigation and autopsy, before they moved on with the case. So starting with that scene would mess up the timeline and make for a choppy episode jumping between past and present, while moving the scene to a later episode would drag down the momentum of the two-part season finale—so I started asking myself why I needed that scene.


   


  For the emotional impact? Okay, sure, it’ll emotionally impact readers, but to what end? It’s just making people sad for the sake of being sad, and while reading is this weird thing where we can actually enjoy painful emotions just for the depth of feeling, the bad feels need to at least accomplish something for the reader or for the characters for them to be in any way satisfying. Does it do anything for Seong-Jae’s or Malcolm’s character growth? No, not really, there’s no conclusion for them to take from Aanga’s death other than that life really sucks and sometimes you lose people, and they both know that already. So I started realizing, in trying to figure out where to shoehorn the scene in, that it was pointless—and then started backtracking to realize Aanga’s death was pointless.


   


  The only thing that would’ve come out of the scene is Seong-Jae looking hot in formal uniform, and I can find other reasons for that if we’re talking about wedging in some fan service. There could’ve been emotional bonding with Mal and Seong-Jae as Mal supports him in working out his feelings, but that already happens just with Aanga being in critical condition, plus there’ll be other instances for that kind of thing later without needing to kill Aanga to do it, so that’d just make it redundant.


   


  And now, in the wrap scenes at the end of S2E13, I get to write funny + heartwarming stuff with Aanga being a brat in the hospital plus a little final, peaceful closure to his arc with Mal and Seong-Jae.


   


  So Aanga lives.


   


  And the story is fine that way.


   


  Q. Who the hell is this Margaret Winchester person?


  A. Aanga’s boss at the national level (Aanga’s authority is regional). She’s actually a side character I stole from a different series I’m stealth working on on the side, because I like tying my series together in the same universe with little character crossovers like that.


   


  Q. WAS THAT A HAMILTON REFERE—


  A. NOT ON PURPOSE IT JUST CAME OUT THAT WAY


   


  Q. Why’d this episode get pushed out again?


  A. Basically the domino effect from pushing the last one out. Taking three more days to finish that one cut out three days I needed to finish this one, so…yeah. Because of that I’m pushing the two-part season finale to May to give me enough time to finish both episodes without having to do that again, and then likely going for July with the S3 start so I can try to get ahead of schedule again (let’s hope it doesn’t go like my attempt during the post-season break after S1) + take the time to on-board a new editor. I love my old editor, but her day job is crushing her and I’m just adding to her stress. So I need a bit to get a new editor up to speed on the plots of the first two seasons, plus time to hash out any issues as I ease her into the story and characters.


  [AFTERWORD]


  SO I WANTED TO TALK a little about Nico Madsen in ways I haven’t before.


  When he first appeared in S1E5, “It’s Witchcraft,” we discussed how abusers mask themselves behind the trappings of healthy kink and polyamory to target victims, using safe kink and polyamory frameworks as a smokescreen to harm others.


  We didn’t talk much about the victims, though.


  And despite the terrible things he’s done, Nico Madsen is a victim.


  The way he behaves, as first the Chambers’ and then Sila’s mindlessly devoted puppy, is not normal even for 24/7 immersive submissive lifestyles; it’s not normal for puppy play; it’s not normal for anything, because while at first Nico’s D/s relationship with the Chambers may have been voluntary, at this point the psychological damage they inflicted on him to the point of brainwashing removes his capacity to make voluntary decisions when his entire life and identity hinge on the reward/punishment system in his relationships.


  Nico is used by the people around him. By Vanden and Alicia Chambers; by Sila. He’s not a person to them. He’s a tool—for their pleasure, for their amusement, for their Machiavellian manipulations.


  It’s not right to treat people that way.


  No matter how “sexy” it seems on the surface.


  Real, healthy, safe BDSM doesn’t support these practices because what these practices are? Isn’t BDSM. It’s abuse, plain and simple, and throwing a few dog collars and some floggers in doesn’t suddenly make it acceptable kink. Breaking someone’s mind to the point that they’re capable of nothing but obedience with no moral compass or decision center of their own is not okay.


  And it makes for a very difficult scenario, when looking at Nico Madsen’s crimes and his situation. He’s murdered people. Many times, and he’s enjoyed it. He’s committed multiple misdemeanors and felonies, at the behest of both his original “owners” and Sila. The hard facts of the situation are that regardless of the motivators or his mental state, he is accountable for those crimes and, in the end, will be punished for the outcome of the heinous things done to him.


  I think that’s why I chose not to treat him like the other bad guys, once all was said and done.


  I could have made for a dramatic story where he ends up shot, or even dying by suicide once he’d fulfilled the purpose Sila set out for him, or killed by Sila or the white rabbit.


  Instead I chose to have him taken into custody. As Mal said, he’ll likely be declared unfit to stand trial (which likely would have happened earlier had he not escaped after his previous arrest and before a proper trial), and instead of going to jail will spend the rest of his life in institutional care attempting to rehabilitate the harm done to his psyche and help him restore a sense of self. To some looking for vengeance or the most sensationalist ending possible, that may not seem very satisfying.


  But for me, it was the only choice I could make. I write about a lot of dark things, a lot of twisted things, a lot of frankly very fucked up things. But there are certain points where I have to stop and make an ethical decision about the outcome of those things, instead of ignoring them or brushing the effects off as unimportant to the story.


  The kind of evil I write about leaves more than one particular type of victim. Victims who don’t fit some perfect narrative of innocence and goodness. Not all victims will look the way most people think they should.


  That doesn’t mean they don’t deserve fair consideration, nonetheless.


  -C
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  THE MONTH I SPENT WORKING on this book was pretty rough, mental health-wise. Nothing happened; sometimes nothing needs to happen. Sometimes depression and anxiety say “I’m bored, let’s wreak some havoc” and suddenly the stable earth underneath me is heaving for no goddamned reason at all other than that my brain chemicals wanted to play.
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