
        
            [image: cover]
        



 




[image: tmp_c918216de7cf2e6a44c564b84aaa67c3_lvaAoZ_html_m34e0ab13.jpg]


 


[image: tmp_c918216de7cf2e6a44c564b84aaa67c3_lvaAoZ_html_767cf5ac.jpg]

 


 


Published by Evernight Publishing ® at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2016 Keely Jakes

 


 


ISBN: 978-1-77233-877-5

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Editor: Karyn White

 


 


 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

 


 



 


DEDICATION

 


For friends near and far







JACK AND THE GINGER WITH A TWIST

 


Team Paladin, 3

 


Keely Jakes

 


Copyright © 2016

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


“Griffin? Where have you been? Oh, my God,
where are your clothes? Is that blood on your shirt?”

Griffin Bowers could not answer the
questions his roommate continued to throw at him. He didn’t think
Teddy Jackson, best friend since forever, and roommate since they
left home for college, could talk that fast. Teddy was always calm
and laid back.

He knew he needed to answer. He just didn’t
have the energy. It took everything in him just to stay on his
feet, though leaning heavily against the doorframe helped. A
lot.

Teddy’s questions would have to wait until
he was able to think past the horror and pain of the past seven
days. Who knew going clubbing without his best friend would turn
out so horribly wrong? Teddy had been sick with the flu, but
Griffin had wanted to go dancing.

That had been his first mistake. His second
was to drink from a cup someone else had given him. From that
point, until a couple hours ago, his memories were distorted,
twisted, and hard to recall. Except for the pain, which he was sure
would be with him for a long time to come.

Releasing the doorframe, Griffin stumbled
into the apartment. His goal was one of the wooden chairs in the
corner they referred to as their dining area. He couldn’t hold back
a cry of pain when Teddy’s arm touched his back as his friend
helped him the last few feet.

Once he sat down, Teddy went to the kitchen
and returned with a bottle of over-the-counter painkillers and a
bottle of the sugar-laden sports drink they liked. “Drink
this.”

Griffin couldn’t open the bottle. Teddy took
the bottle and easily twisted off the top before handing it back.
He then held out two pain tablets in his palm. Gratefully, Griffin
took the medication and drank several swallows of the fluid. He
stopped when his stomach rolled, threatening to send everything he
had just swallowed back up again.

Setting down the bottle, he looked at Teddy,
unable to stop the tears that had been falling since one of the
guards had carried him out of hell. “We’ve got to leave here before
he comes to take me back.”

Teddy looked at him as if he was crazy.
Griffin knew he sounded like his cheese had flipped off its
cracker, but the only way to keep them both safe was to run.
Preferably before anyone showed up to take him back.

Or worse.

Before he could say anything further, Teddy
handed him a small container of cottage cheese from the fridge and
a spoon. “Eat that. It will be easier on your stomach than any of
the leftovers. After we get you cleaned up and you rest, you can
tell me the story from the beginning.”

Griffin nodded as he picked up the spoon.
Though it was delicious, after three bites he put down the spoon.
He was too tired and scared to eat more. Though his friend was
careful, he could not keep down the groans as Teddy helped him
stagger to the bedroom.

“Please, don’t tell anyone I’m here. No one
can know,” he begged as Teddy helped him to the bed.

“Don’t worry, Griffin. I’ll take care of
you,” Teddy promised. Griffin knew he was speaking the truth. Teddy
had been taking care of him since they had met in kindergarten.

Before Teddy could clean him up, Griffin
collapsed onto the bed and allowed the black abyss of
unconsciousness to drag him under its spell.

****

Teddy had just finished tucking a blanket
around his best friend when a heavy knock sounded on the hall door.
With his friend panicked about someone taking him back, but
currently unable to answer any questions, Teddy retrieved the
handgun he kept hidden on the highest shelf of the linen cupboard.
Griffin would have purple kittens if he knew there was a gun in the
apartment, but Teddy refused to take chances.

Heading to the front door, Teddy flicked the
safety off then held the gun behind his leg. Peering through the
peephole he had installed shortly after they had moved, he found a
familiar face staring back at him.

Quickly unlocking the three locks and
throwing open the door, Teddy rushed into his half-brother’s
widespread arms. “Oh, thank God, you came,” Teddy said.

“Of course I came. You said it was an
emergency. Sorry it took me so long, but we were snowed in. What’s
going on?”

Teddy hugged Roane Jackson for another few
seconds before stepping back and ushering the man into apartment.
After closing and relocking the door, he joined Roane on the
couch.

“I’m not exactly sure. Last Friday, Griffin
went out without me and disappeared. The police made me wait three
days before they would take a missing person’s report. That was
when I called you. Roane, he showed up about twenty minutes ago
looking like a ghost. He’s beat to shit, and looks like he hasn’t
eaten since he’s been gone. All I could get out of him before he
passed out was that we needed to get out of town before someone
comes to take him back.”

Teddy watched Roane pale as he waved the gun
around. Though he had learned to shoot and had a concealed carry
permit, his brother didn’t know that. All Roane knew was that his
twink of a little brother was holding a gun.

“Put that thing away and let’s go take a
look at Griffin,” Roane said.

Teddy nodded as he flipped on the safety.
After returning the gun to the bathroom he opened the door to the
bedroom where Griffin was asleep on one of the twin beds. Though
they were both gay, and best friends, they both preferred big,
muscular men to each other.

Turning on the small lamp on the table
between the beds, Roane carefully pulled back the blankets and
knelt beside Griffin’s bed.

Teddy stood in the doorway and watched his
brother examine the injured man, starting at his feet. Roane began
cursing, and continued as he lifted the too-big t-shirt and checked
Griffin’s chest and belly, something Teddy hadn’t had the stomach
to do. Once he finished, Roane pulled the shirt back down then
covered Griffin up. Then, as gently as he could, he shook the
unconscious man’s shoulder.

“Griffin, wake up.”

Griffin moaned and frowned as his head
rolled side to side.

“Griffin, open your eyes and look at me,”
Roane ordered, his voice growing deep and harsh.

That got a reaction. Griffin opened his eyes
and turned to look at the man. “Roane. Where am I? Is Teddy
okay?”

“Teddy’s fine. You’re both safe. Who did
this to you? Who hurt you, Griffin?”

Swallowing hard, Griffin nodded as tears
filled his eyes. “He called himself Doctor Pain. If it wasn’t for
one of the guards carrying me out of there when he was sleeping—”
Griffin stopped talking as he began to cry.

“Shhhh, it’s all right, Griffin. You go back
to sleep now.” Roane gently patted the top of the man’s head,
knowing there would be no injuries there.

Teddy watched Griffin’s eyes slide closed
again. Roane stood, and the brothers returned to the living room.
Roane went into the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water.
Opening it, he drank half before he sat on the couch with a heavy
sigh.

“Well?” Teddy asked, breaking the tense
silence. “Should we take him to the hospital or call the cops or
what?”

Roane stared across the room for several
minutes. Finally, he blinked and shook himself, like a dog having
come out of a pond. “You need to pack for you and Griffin.
Everything you’ll need for the next couple of months. We’ll leave
as soon as you’re finished.”

“What the fuck, Roane? What’s going on?”

Roane locked gazes with his brother. “We
don’t have time to debate this. If the man is who I think he is,
you’re both in danger. You’ll come back to Paladin with me. The
team will keep you safe while General Andrews finds out exactly who
this Doctor Pain is.”

“Your team?”

“Yes, little brother. My team. Who are all
like me. We’ll take good care of you. Now get moving,” Roane said,
hoping his half-brother would get the hint without him saying
anything further.

Teddy had known Roane was a shifter from the
time he was in kindergarten and Roane had entered puberty and
shifted for the first time, but they never spoke about it after
their parents sat them down and had a long discussion with the two
of them about the family secrets. They had not spoken about Roane’s
differentness since.

****

“Where is he?” asked Emory Blankenship,
known to his subjects as Doctor Pain. The man had foolishly helped
his last boy escape then tried to disappear himself. Only he hadn’t
been smart enough to not leave an electronic trail that had led him
straight to the motel they were currently in.

The man shook his head, unable to speak for
the cloth shoved into his mouth to keep him from disturbing the
neighbors. Five more lashes with the whip, each of which left long
lines of bloody cuts along the man’s back, left Emory feeling only
slightly better. The screams were muffled, but still audible and
added to his growing euphoria. Beating on someone always left him
with an indescribable high. Too bad the government had forced his
retirement when he’d begun using his interrogation techniques on
men who weren’t suspected of anything. But then the government
leaders were a bunch of pansies, just like the rest of polite
society.

Emory waited until the man relaxed before
leaning down until they were nose to nose. “I can keep this up all
night, you know that. Question is, will you be able to survive? All
you have to do is tell me where you took my pet and I’ll stop.”

He watched as the man took a deep breath as
he resigned himself to the reality of his situation. Finally, he
nodded.

Emory pulled the wet cloth from his mouth
then reached around and pulled free the switchblade he kept in his
back pocket. “Talk,” he ordered as he flicked the blade open.

“I dropped him off in front of his apartment
building,” the guard panted. “I warned him he needed to get out of
town as soon as possible.”

Emory nodded with a grim smile. “Now that
wasn’t so hard, was it? You could have avoided all this if you had
just cooperated sooner.”

With that, he stood and pulled the man’s
head to the side at the same time he sliced the razor sharp blade
across the side of the man’s neck. The deep cut severed the
carotid, which pulsed red blood out onto the bed. The four men
holding him down shifted to keep from getting any blood on them as
the man began to thrash against their hold. But they had all worked
for Doctor Pain long enough to know not to give the man any reasons
to turn his sadistic tendencies in their direction.

Once the man bled out, they released him.
Covering the body with a spare blanket from the closet, they turned
off the door and hung the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the doorknob on
their way out.

No one spoke until they were back in the SUV
and driving back toward Chicago. “Find my whipping boy before I
choose one of you to replace him.”

****

“Fuck me sideways,” Jack Bailey murmured
when he caught sight of the man who had just stepped into his bar.
His cock leapt to full
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