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      Playing in the Dark takes place in early 2015, just after same-sex weddings began in Scotland. Finishing it in 2018 was like writing historical fantasy! I’ve tried to keep it real and avoid anachronisms, while at the same time using the nature of Evan’s work to foreshadow future events.

      I’ve also tried to make every term clear in context, but if you get confused, there’s a list of agencies and acronyms at the back of this book. Enjoy.
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      Want updates on new releases and special discounts, as well as behind-the-scenes bonus material like deleted scenes and commentaries?

      Just sign up for my monthly-ish mailing list and join the fun!

      
        
        NEW: Now all subscribers can instantly download a free copy of the novel Throwing Stones (Glasgow Lads on Ice Book One), which includes crossover characters from the main series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Playing in the Dark: A Glasgow Lads Novel

      Evan Hollister needs to feel real. He’s pledged his life to protecting the innocent, but heroism carries a heavy price. After his job forced him to abandon his last boyfriend, Evan vowed never to love—and hurt—another man. Now, a wedding planner with a kind heart and a goofy grin is taking a blowtorch to Evan’s wall of ice.

      Ben Reid needs to feel safe. Burned by secrets in the past, he thinks knowing everything about everyone is the best way to keep people happy—to keep them, full stop. But after falling for a god-on-earth-gorgeous footballer spy, Ben learns that some secrets can never see the light.

      When Ben’s same-sex weddings become a target, Evan must once again choose between the man he loves and the country he swore to defend. And Ben must find the courage to fight for what he needs—no matter the cost.
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        * * *

      

      Playing in the Dark takes place in 2014-2015 and therefore reflects the language, technology, and attitudes of that time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who work in the dark,

        unnamed and unsung.
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      22 June 2014

      Stale-iron tang of blood.

      Reek of stagnant breath.

      Squish of soil between bare toes.

      Patter of summer rain on a million leaves.

      Shift of patchy dark fabric, teasing glimpses of light.

      Even now all his senses were noting and remembering, cataloging details which might prove critical in the unlikely event of survival.

      Or perhaps it was just habit, born of training and his own insatiable need to understand everything about everything.

      Either way, this mental inventory kept him going, kept him sharp, kept his brain from flatlining with panic while it planned an escape.

      He was shoved to his knees, the black hood ripped from his head, the dusty gag jerked from his mouth so hard it nearly dislocated his jaw.

      Stench of fear-infused sweat.

      Pierce of twigs and rocks into bare knees.

      Bass-drum pounding in every pulse.

      Green leaves dripping with drizzle in the haze of dusk.

      After eighteen hours of darkness, he could see at last. Where there was light, there was hope.

      A glance uphill confirmed he and his captor were out of earshot of the driver who’d brought them here.

      “Last chance,” the voice behind him growled. “Give me names and I’ll make it painless.”

      Lies hadn’t worked. These people knew what he was.

      Stalling hadn’t worked. His people would never find him in time.

      Fighting back had almost worked. But now his hands were bound and his strength was gone.

      The truth was his last resort.

      Click of magazine into pistol.

      Ink-black of gun barrel.

      “Names, please.”

      His mouth opened in response, parched lips popping apart. This truth could get him killed, and not with a merciful bullet to the brain courtesy of his own Glock. This truth could get him beaten to death, perhaps with the loss of a few significant body parts before everything went black.

      The thing he had to say, it wasn’t the truth his captor sought. But maybe it was the truth they both needed to survive.
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      1 September 2014

      A perfect day to be set free, Evan Hollister thought as he neared the pedestrian bridge stretching across the River Clyde. The sun was climbing into a sky far too clear and blue to have ended up in Glasgow by anything but accident.

      As always, Evan noticed every person he passed. Partly he was looking for subtle incongruities signifying bad intent: wearing a coat too large for their frame or too heavy for the weather (possibly concealing a bomb), strange bulges in pockets (knives or guns), or shoes costing twice as much as the rest of their clothes put together (probably stolen, not that it was his job to enforce the law).

      Mostly he was looking for people who were familiar for the wrong reason—not because they worked in the area, but because they were following him. One couldn’t be too careful.

      In the not-too-distant past, “careful” meant scanning his vehicle for signs of car bombs. These days it merely meant varying his morning commute to avoid a detectable pattern.

      Today he’d taken ScotRail from Argyle Street to Exhibition Centre. It was his favorite route, so he rarely used it. But today he couldn’t resist, because of the fine weather and because the morning held the promise of life going back to what passed for normal.

      As he stepped onto the bridge to cross the river, Evan thought about how his last day in the field had almost been his last day on earth. The beginning of that operation had shattered his life, and its ending had nearly shattered his mind.

      But after spending July on mandatory mental-health leave, then August behind a desk assessing threats based on information fed to him through a screen, Evan couldn’t wait to go undercover again. Maybe that meant he was daft.

      He didn’t feel daft. Most days, anyway.

      Stepping off the bridge toward his building’s front entrance, Evan spied his colleague Adira Mansour approaching from the south. Adira was one of the top analysts at this MI5 regional office. Because the domestic-intelligence agency posted a mere thirty employees here in Glasgow, Evan knew Adira well, though they’d never worked together on an operation. Evan had so far served only in T Branch, which handled Irish terrorism, while Adira worked in G Branch, which handled terrorism from everywhere else.

      “Good morning!” he sang out, holding the door open.

      “You’re unnaturally cheerful for a Monday,” she grumbled, but then her eyes widened. “Is this your day of liberation?”

      He grinned at her. “Aye, if the Powers That Be declare it. Is that a new hijab?”

      “Perhaps.” She fingered the rose-and-copper-colored paisley fabric draped over her head and chest. “Does anything escape your notice, lad?”

      “I hope not.”

      On their way to the lift they passed the ground-floor canteen, bustling with the breakfast crowd. Evan saw a blue oval Yes Scotland sticker pasted to the glass beside a corner table. He smirked at the sheer cheek: Government buildings were forbidden territory for political merchandise, especially merchandise advocating a split from the government that funded the buildings.

      When the lift doors opened upon MI5’s basement office, Evan and his colleague stopped short. Adira raised her fists as though she’d scored a goal. “At last!”

      Evan followed her to queue up at the newly installed, space-age-looking security capsule. “Now we can join the twenty-first century.”

      “More like the twentieth,” said an older man ahead of them in the queue. He gestured to the capsule with his ragged brown-paper lunch sack. “We’ve had these at Thames House for decades.”

      Adira acknowledged him, then muttered under her breath. “Feel free to fuck off back to London, then.”

      Evan suppressed a snicker. The daughter of Jordanian immigrants, Adira was over twice his age and a devout Muslim, but her Glaswegian ferocity rivaled that of any teenage hooligan.

      As the sack-lunch man slouched into the capsule, Evan imagined how “Clyde House” would appear to someone from headquarters. Situated in several major UK cities, MI5’s regional offices had been opened and furnished in the late 2000s, just as austerity was beginning to be inflicted upon the nation. Most of the computers here were memory-starved, the desk chairs were ergonomically hostile, and Evan’s team of officers and analysts shared a single, perpetually jammed stapler.

      But things were changing. As this month’s independence referendum hotted up, the UK government worried that Scottish nationalists might pose a security threat. Evan thought this an overreaction—there was no evidence that even hardcore “nats” sought to address their grievances through anything but the ballot box. But hey, whatever it took to get his office upgraded.

      Evan handed over his jacket for the usual X-ray scan, then tapped his pass code into the terminal in front of the cylindrical security capsule. The capsule’s bulletproof laminated-glass door slid open with a whoosh.

      “Cool,” he whispered as he stepped inside. There was a slight pause, during which, Evan had learned at headquarters, the capsule judged his weight and height to be sure it was him and that he was alone—and not, say, held at gunpoint. After a moment, the door behind him closed, then the door in front of him opened. Very cool.

      He and Adira greeted their colleagues, grabbed coffees from the ancient machine, then sat at their desks in the open-plan main office. As always, the first task was to read the daily threat assessments before their team meetings. Monday’s briefs were massive, as terrorists didn’t take weekends off and neither did the information they produced. If there’d been an imminent threat, of course, normal working hours would go out the window, but MI5’s mission was to sniff out threats before they became imminent.

      Evan doubted many folk had a more disquieting start to their mornings. The daily threat assessment painted a picture of a world bent on harming itself. It made it easy to forget that good people were actually a thing.

      He was midway through a Europol report on vehicular-based terrorism when Kay Northam appeared out of nowhere, as she was wont to do.

      “Good weekend?” his supervisor asked in an unusually bright voice for this time of day.

      He jumped a bit, grateful he’d set down his coffee before Kay had popped up. It was best to hide how easily startled he could still be. “Erm, it was all right. Yours?”

      “Mmm-hm.” She eyed him over her tea, contained in a cappuccino cup that dwarfed her hand, the nails of which looked freshly bitten despite a layer of clear varnish. “Did you win in football?”

      “It was just a pre-season friendly, but aye, Warriors won.” He noticed a black expanding file tucked under her arm. “Is that a new operation?”

      “Okay, fuck the small talk, then.” Kay set down her cup with a clonk, then pulled over a chair to sit beside Evan. “Thus far, your work in T Branch has focused on the Catholic part of Northern Irish sectarian violence. The time has come to switch sides, so to speak.”

      Evan wasn’t surprised. It was no longer safe for him to go undercover in Glasgow’s rougher Irish Catholic pubs, where literal terrorists and murderers from Northern Ireland liked to meet funders and plan attacks. Their Protestant counterparts were equally ruthless, but they didn’t know Evan—not yet, at least.

      Kay opened the expanding file. “Lately we’ve seen a troubling crossover between members of local Protestant associations—including relatively mainstream ones like the Orange Order—with extreme-right-wing groups, including this new one.”

      He opened the report she handed him and snorted when he saw the XRW group’s name. “‘British Values Party’? Did they miss the bit where the government declared tolerance an official British value?”

      “They did not, in fact, miss it.” Kay withdrew a pamphlet from the black file and opened it with a flourish. “Recruitment materials, distributed at rallies.”

      The glossy blue brochure featured primitive clip art of Union flags and white-power fists. In their list of “British Values,” the BVP had replaced Democracy with Strength, and Tolerance of diversity with Pride in heritage.

      “If you’re assigned to this operation,” Kay said, “you’ll work with SCD again. They specifically requested your involvement after the way you handled yourself on the last operation.”

      Evan felt a glow of excitement. Collaborating with Police Scotland’s Specialist Crime Division had been a highlight of his two-plus years in the Service. He’d made several friends in SCD, all of whom had top-secret clearances, which meant he could (mostly) be himself with them.

      A few had even helped with his combat-stress issues this summer. Though his police mates hadn’t been cleared to know what had happened in Belfast, they understood the challenges following an on-the-job trauma. How some days it took everything not to smash one’s head against a wall to quash the memories.

      Evan skimmed the police profile of the British Values Party. The BVP were headquartered down in Birmingham, but they had a regional coordinator of sorts in Scotland, a man called Jordan Lithgow. “I assume he’s my target?”

      “Yes. You’re fluent in Norwegian, right?”

      “I know the version they speak in Oslo—my gran was from near there, and I took classes growing up in Orkney. There are a lot of different dialects.”

      “I don’t think the subtleties will matter to this lad. Like a lot of XRW types, Lithgow is fascinated with all things Norse.”

      “The whole superior-Aryan-race thing?”

      “That’s part of it. Anyway, we thought the thrill of meeting someone from the land of ice and snow would help him lower his guard. Also, it’ll make it less suspicious that no one in Glasgow knows you.”

      Evan examined the surveillance photos. In one, taken at a rally, the young man with a shaved head and swirl of neck tattoos was scowling, his mouth twisted in rage. But in the other, taken in a park with his dog, Jordan wore an almost childlike grin. “So I’m to pose as a Norwegian guy to get close to Lithgow?”

      “Yes. As friends.” Her earnest blue eyes met his to emphasize the last word. “There’s no evidence he’d be interested in more.”

      Thank God. He paged through the report. “Why are MI5 involved? I thought the Service considered these right-wing nutters a threat to public order, not to national security.”

      “Yes, normally we let police handle domestic extremists, because their activities haven’t crossed the threshold between hate crime and terrorism.”

      Evan suddenly tasted his morning coffee at the back of his throat. “Until now, you mean.”

      Kay’s forehead creased. She looked down at the file in her lap, gripping it along its open edge with both hands, as if by blocking its contents’ escape, she could keep them from becoming reality. “Evan, I’m not keen to send you undercover again so soon. But as I said, the police requested you. More importantly, I knew you’d want this assignment.”

      “Why?” He attempted a slight joke to allay his unease. “Because I’m dying to use my gran’s Norwegian to take down en gjeng kjeltringer? That means ‘a bunch of bad guys,’ by the way.”

      Kay didn’t laugh. “No, that’s not why.” She handed Evan the rest of the file. “Because the BVP want to attack same-sex weddings.”
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        * * *

      

      7 February 2015

      The most important skill in wedding planning, Ben Reid’s mum had taught him, was to act calm and confident even whilst inside, one was utterly shitting it.

      Approaching the front door of the semi-posh Glasgow City Centre hotel, he inhaled deeply, then exhaled, a cloud of steam forming as his breath met the cold February air. Then he put on a smile he hoped was more disarming than deranged, ready to greet his brand-new clients.

      They met him at the revolving door, yanking him out of the in-between space as though he was the one in need of rescue.

      “Ben! Oh my God, Ben,” said the shorter of the two men, a stout ginger who looked closer to forty than fifty. “You are Ben, aye? Our emergency wedding planner?”

      “I am.” He tried to shake their hands, to no avail, as they were clutching both his arms. “You’re Gary and Sean?”

      “We are,” said the taller, dark-haired man who looked closer to fifty than forty. “That is, I’m Gary, he’s Sean. And we’re both pure grateful you exist.”

      “Aw, thanks, loves. I’m pretty glad too.” He gestured to the lobby’s nearest seating area. “Shall we have a wee chat?”

      Sean looked at his watch. “The ceremony’s to start in eighty-three minutes. We’ve not even put on our kilts.”

      Ben had noticed. They were both clad, incongruously, in jeans and tuxedo jackets, probably intending to save the kilts as a surprise for the wedding ceremony.

      “Please. Sit.” He took a comfy chair, and they both sank into the love seat across from him. Ironically, he felt calmer now in the face of their edgy nerves.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” Sean clutched a white two-ring binder to his chest like a teddy. “When Corinne phoned to say she’d broken her arm this afternoon⁠—”

      “A compound fracture, no less,” Gary said. “She was hanging bunting.”

      “So she told me. Poor thing.” Ben pointed to the binder. “Are those her notes?”

      “Oh!” Sean practically threw it into Ben’s lap. “You know, I pictured you being older.”

      Ben heard the dubiousness in the groom’s voice. “I’ve been helping my mum plan weddings since I was thirteen.” When Sean failed to look assured, Ben added, “That was ten years ago.” Well, almost. “Sorry I couldn’t be here earlier.”

      “Corinne said you were working another wedding this afternoon,” Gary said. “Please let us know what we can do to help you save us.”

      Ben motioned to the coffee kiosk in the corner of the lobby. “I would kill for a green-tea latte and anything resembling real food.”

      They leapt to their feet and dashed for the kiosk. Ben took another deep breath and opened the binder. He was in fact in need of protein and caffeine, but he mostly wanted them out of his face while he perused Corinne’s notes.

      Her binder was hundreds of pages thick, which meant he’d never be able to read every detail before the wedding. But at least she used a similar system to his own. By the time Sean and Gary returned with his latte and sausage croissant roll (or “croll,” Ben’s new favorite word and food), he had a pretty good idea of the challenge before him.

      “Good news,” he told them. “The hotel is handling most of the logistics, so my role will be to act as stage manager—see to it that everyone’s in the right place at the right time—and handle transitions so everything runs seamlessly.” Ben adjusted his glasses and gave them his biggest smile yet. “And so you can enjoy the best night of your lives.”

      Gary and Sean sagged back into the love seat as if they’d just lost all vertebrae. “Thank God,” they said in unison, then took each other’s hand without even looking down to find them, a move so automatic and natural it was clear they’d had years, possibly decades of practice. Ben felt a flash of wistfulness as he imagined finding someone he meshed with like that.

      Then again, it was hard to truly mesh when one rarely hooked up with the same man twice. He’d need to work on that someday.

      Ben led Sean and Gary to the two adjoining ballrooms where the ceremony and reception would take place. Luckily, he’d already done a million weddings at this hotel with his mum. How he would have loved to ask her advice on a night like this.

      They quickly reviewed when and where the grooms and wedding party had to be to start the ceremony, then Ben gave them strict instructions not to worry or even think about anything but their own parts in the production.

      “Mind,” he said, wanting to hug the anxiety from their faces, “you’ve put a lot of work and thought into this night. I know we just met and you’ve no reason to trust me with something so precious as your wedding, but for now, just pretend you do.”

      They finally laughed, much harder than his joke deserved.

      Ben put a hand on a shoulder of each groom and gave a squeeze. “Now go and kilt up before that photographer over there has a heart attack.”

      Sean and Gary hurried off toward the guest elevators, and Ben went to greet the photographer and her assistant. He’d calculated he could afford ten minutes each with them, the florist, and the celebrant; followed by fifteen minutes each with the DJ and the hotel’s events manager, Richard—a dear friend of his mum’s—and still give himself ten minutes alone for a final review.

      Ben knew that in Corinne’s absence, no one expected this evening to go off without a hitch. Still, it was a challenge he relished.

      Soon the photographer had hustled upstairs to take pics of the grooms dressing, the florist had agreed to set up table arrangements herself for a small fee, the celebrant had been briefed on how the grooms would process from each side of the room and meet in the center, and the DJ had been reminded to loop the processional music at a very low volume during the ceremony because Sean got nervous in quiet rooms.

      Bang on schedule, Ben found the events manager in the hallway outside the ballrooms, where the early arriving guests were already enjoying prenuptial cocktails. He walked up behind him and touched his elbow. “Richard, it’s good to⁠—”

      “Ah!” Richard spun to face him. “Oh, Ben, it’s you. Sorry.” He took the cinnamon-colored handkerchief from his breast pocket and dabbed at the sheen of perspiration near his receding hairline. “It’s been a-a stressful afternoon, what with—what with, you know…”

      “Corinne’s injury?”

      “Yes, that.” Richard peered over Ben’s head and nodded to someone behind him.

      “I was hoping we could review the transition between the ceremony and⁠—”

      “Excuse me for a moment.” Richard brushed past Ben and walked up to a fortyish man with close-cropped dark hair who stood near the window overlooking the courtyard. The man wore the uniform of regular serving staff, someone who shouldn’t have the authority to beckon a manager.

      Ben stepped over to the wall behind one of the small bars, away from the growing throng of chattering guests. He opened his binder and pretended to read from it, even as his ears strained to hear the conversation between Richard and this oddly officious server.

      Unfortunately, only scattered bits were audible, and they only confused him further.

      “…not meant to be here…”

      “…blow his cover…”

      “…look suspicious?”

      “…limit exposure between him and Reid…”

      Ben held his breath, positive he’d just heard his surname. Then again, it was a homonym of read, so it was an easy mistake to make.

      When he couldn’t stand it anymore, Ben glanced over at the two men, trying to catch Richard’s eye.

      They were both watching him. After a blink, he offered the events manager an expectant look. Just hoping to speak with you. Oh, and by the way, WHAT IS GOING ON?

      Richard had a last hushed word with the “server,” then hurried over. “So sorry about that. Let’s go over the transition like you asked.”

      Ben forced his focus back to the job in hand. Their review went quickly, but by the time it was over, Ben had to oversee the guests’ entrance to the ceremony space and thus had no time for a final review of Corinne’s notes, much less an inspection of the reception room. He cursed his own raging curiosity; his attempted eavesdropping had used up valuable minutes.

      But once the ceremony began, he found himself lost in the moment, swept up in Gary and Sean’s long-awaited dream come true. The way they looked at each other, the way their families and friends beamed at them, dabbing tears even as they laughed at Sean dropping Gary’s ring, then Gary dropping Sean’s in solidarity, made all Ben’s stress worth it. This was his life’s calling, no matter his uni degree or his mum’s opinions.

      Ben was fighting back his own tears when someone tapped his elbow. He turned to see Corinne’s daughter Hannah. Fluttering a hand over his heart in relief, he beckoned her out into the hallway. “How’s your mother?” he whispered.

      “Still in surgery. My sister’s with her. Mum asked me to come and assist you, said it’d help her heal or some pish like that.”

      “Sounds like something mine would say. Thank you.” He hugged her awkwardly, the binder between them. “Could you watch over the ceremony while I check the reception room?”

      “Sure.” She took the ceremony run sheet from him. “Talking of your mum, was she helping with the wedding you did this afternoon?”

      “No, that was all me. Mum doesn’t—” He stopped himself. “She doesn’t have time, as her services are pure booked up for the next two years. Couldn’t fit this massive first crop of same-sex weddings into her schedule.”

      Hannah frowned. “You know people are talking, right?”

      “Which people? About what?”

      “In the industry, about your mum. They say she doesn’t approve of gay marriage and that’s why you’ve started your own business.”

      Ben’s heart started to pound. If word got out his mother was avoiding same-sex couples as clients, then her business—and therefore her life—could be ruined.

      “Mum’s a bit old-fashioned,” Ben told Hannah, “but I’m working on her. She’ll come round soon.”

      Hannah nodded, but the tilt of her head as she turned toward the ceremony hall showed she wasn’t convinced.

      Cursing his big mouth—he should have simply denied the rumors—Ben hurried over to the reception ballroom. He’d deal with his mother later. Right now he needed to make sure the table arrangement wasn’t a complete shambles.

      Entering the room, he spied a server striding away from him toward the door at the opposite end. This puzzled Ben, as only half the tables were laid. What could be so important as to leave the job unfinished?

      “Excuse me!” His voice echoed against the empty ballroom’s high ceiling.

      The man froze, reaching for the door handle. After a pause, he turned around. “Sorry?”

      “I was wondering if you’d do me a favor, if you’ve got a wee minute?”

      The man looked at the door, then walked toward him.

      Ben moved to meet him halfway. “Usually I do this myself, but I’m a last-minute substitute, so I’ve got a million things to see to.”

      The man came closer, enough for Ben to see he was tall, mid-twenties, with a well-trimmed sandy-gold beard that matched his slicked-back hair and the metal rims of his eyeglasses. “Heh?” he asked.

      “These place settings.” Feeling unusually shy in the presence of hotness, Ben went to the nearest laid table. “I like to be sure all the cutlery are straight and their bottoms are lined up properly.” He demonstrated, nudging a knife half an inch farther from the edge of the table to align with the spoon beside it. “I know, it’s a bit Carson-from-Downton-Abbey, but if you’d just humor my strange compulsion, I’d be pure grateful.”

      “It’s not strange at all,” the server said, in an accent Ben couldn’t place. He adjusted the cutlery on the table beside him. “There. How’s that?”

      Ben came closer to examine the results. “Absolutely perfect,” he said, though it was only ninety percent perfect at best. He looked up at the man. “Do you think you could⁠—”

      Hold on. He knew this guy from somewhere important, though maybe only his fantasies. Or maybe Ben’s own eyeglass prescription needed an update.

      The server raised a brow. “Do I think I could what?”

      Ben blinked. “S-sorry, I’ve been rude, not introducing myself. I’m Ben, the wedding planner.”

      “Hi, Ben.” The man jutted a thumb at his own chest. “Gunnar.”

      “Gunnar.” Hmm, perhaps they hadn’t met before. Based on the name and accent, this man was clearly Scandinavian not just in looks but in national origin. Ben didn’t know any men from⁠—

      All at once it hit him, and he saw what lay under the disguise.

      The blond hair had been darkened, the waves smoothed into oblivion by styling product. Facial hair hid the chin dimple that was deep enough to swim in. And that Norwegian accent was a less musical version of the sweet Orcadian lilt that had taken up permanent residence in Ben’s memory.

      But Gunnar’s spectacles couldn’t hide those ice-blue eyes and their faint tragic glow.

      Here was the man Ben had thought about every day—and especially every night—for nearly six weeks.
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      All evening Evan had avoided Ben in hopes of maintaining his cover. This last-minute wedding-planner substitution had taken the police by surprise. Evan’s lead officer had considered dismissing him in the name of caution, then decided it would have looked suspicious to their operation’s target.

      Especially if that target ever showed up.

      “Anything else?” Evan asked Ben.

      “That’s all for now. Thank you so much.” Ben spun away and made a beeline for the table at the far end of the ballroom.

      Evan watched him go, unable to do otherwise, and equally unable to forget the night they’d met—at Evan’s ex-boyfriend’s wedding, of all places. Ben had approached him during Fergus’s reception, taking pity on Evan’s awkward isolation. He’d been kinder to him than anyone in months, despite what Evan had done to Fergus.

      Or rather, what Evan hadn’t done.

      Adjusting the cutlery, Evan watched Ben from the corner of his eye. The wedding planner was now patrolling the room, stopping every few feet to consider the table angles. His sweet, full lips pursed as he pondered, and his thick, dark brows pinched together beneath his black-framed glasses. His sleek ebony hair was swept up into a quiff that was a cross between hipster and Buddy Holly. A unique face for a unique man.

      On the evening of Fergus’s reception, Evan and Ben had found each other again and again, with Ben asking increasingly creative questions, going far beyond small talk and easy assumptions. It seemed he wanted to know Evan as he was, not as everyone said he was. That night, for the first time in years, Evan had felt truly seen.

      As a spy, that feeling terrified him. As a human, it thrilled him. He wanted more.

      A voice spoke in his ear. “Zero Three, do you read? Zero Two,” said Detective Sergeant Deirdre Fowles over their radio system. “Visual signal.”

      DS Fowles was watching him from the hotel’s security room. She could see he and Ben were alone in a quiet area, which meant Evan couldn’t speak out loud.

      He scratched his right ear to signal affirmative.

      “Zero Three, did Mr. Reid recognize you?” Fowles asked. “Does he know who you are?”

      Evan wasn’t sure. For a moment there’d been the light of recognition in Ben’s eyes, but then he’d seemed to dismiss it. The police knew that he and Ben were acquainted—which is why they’d warned him, too late, of the lad’s approach to the ballroom. But they didn’t know Evan had asked MI5 to do a background check on Ben so they could date.

      He scratched his left ear to signal negative. No one knows me, he thought bitterly, and no one ever will.

      “Copy that, Zero Three,” Fowles said. “DI Hayward says you can stay. We’ll need you if Backspace ever shows up. In the meantime, keep your distance from Reid. Acknowledge.”

      Evan signaled affirmative.

      “Zero Two out.” Fowles went silent.

      A glance at Ben showed him facing the other way, shifting one corner of the wedding-party table a few inches to his left, then his right.

      How could Evan keep his distance when there might be an attack? He wanted to hover beside Ben, bodyguard style, to protect him from the monster who wished to eradicate him and his clients in the name of purity.

      Evan pulled out the phone he used as Gunnar to see if Jordan Lithgow (code name Backspace) had texted him in the last few minutes. Their conversation remained where they’d left it half an hour ago:

      
        
          
            
              
        Gunnar

      

      
        It’s starting. Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jordan

      

      
        got hammered last night rough all day

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You chickening out?

      

      

      

      

      

      After several minutes…

      
        
          
            
              
        nah their not worth it

      

      

      

      

      

      Evan gave a frustrated sigh and shoved his phone back into his pocket. Had that BVP bastard lost his nerve, or had he got spooked by something Evan had done or said? If the latter, did Jordan still plan to attack this wedding and simply not tell him?

      Now that Ben was here, the thought made Evan’s heart trip over itself.

      He went back to aligning the cutlery, the mindless task freeing his brain to work out what, if anything, could have tipped off Jordan.

      Evan had met Lithgow in October by volunteering at the same North Ayrshire wildlife rescue center. (For some reason, extreme-right-wing types were often animal-welfare advocates, using their objections to kosher and halal slaughter methods as an excuse for antisemitism and Islamophobia.) He and Jordan had bonded over normal lad stuff like football, food, and their love of animals.

      For weeks Jordan shared no hint of his political views. But Evan recognized the coded fascist tattoos on his knuckles, and he saw the way the man looked at the volunteers with darker complexions.

      “Truth is the living heartbeat of every believable lie.”

      Evan had learned this from his acting coach, the one hired to teach intelligence officers how to behave undercover. “If your emotion is real, your words will feel real,” she’d told the class. “You may have never lost a child, but you’ve lost something—a dog, a job, a best friend who moved away. You may never have been held prisoner, but you’ve felt trapped by circumstance with no dream of escape. Use that. It may save your life one day.”

      She was right. Suspicious by nature, terrorists could detect the slightest discrepancy between words and body language. Feelings had to be real, even if their justifications were phony.

      So it was on the thirtieth of December, as he and Jordan drove into the countryside to release a rehabilitated stoat back into the wild, that Gunnar revealed how his girlfriend had left him for a woman.

      “Aw, no, man,” Jordan had said. “That’s a shiter.”

      Evan then tapped into feelings about Fergus, who was marrying another man the following day. “I feel so helpless. Like, there’s nothing I can do, because I can never change what I am.”

      And there lay the truth at the heart of Evan’s lie: He’d lost the love of his life because he was born this way. He’d tried to be an architect like Fergus, to live in this world as an honest, simple, real person. But spying was in his blood and in his soul.

      Jordan had taken the bait, offering up vile views about same-sex marriage as they’d stopped at the designated spot in the woods. Gunnar had agreed, mentioning how he’d come to the UK earlier that year partly to escape Norway’s lax attitudes toward “moral impurity.”

      After the stoat had zoomed into the underbrush without looking back, Jordan closed the animal carrier, then leaned close to Evan. “I’ve got a plan to sort things.”

      A few weeks later he’d arranged for Gunnar to work a single shift tonight at this hotel, where Jordan was an assistant catering manager. Something was going to happen.

      Unfortunately, Evan still had no clue what that something was. The hotel had been searched for explosives, and undercover cops were on site ready to nab Jordan if he brought in a weapon—a knife, a gun, a bottle of acid, whatever. But he’d never shown up. According to the surveillance team, Jordan had been at his flat all day, leaving only to buy cigarettes from the corner newsagent.

      In case Jordan was sending an associate to carry out the attack, the police were monitoring every wedding guest, with undercover officers acting as coat check staff offering to stow their outerwear at no charge. A wise precaution, Evan thought, but he doubted Jordan would delegate a task he so clearly relished. Why had he changed his mind at the last minute?

      A new voice came over the radio, that of the op’s lead officer, Detective Inspector Raymond Hayward. “Zero Three, do you read? Zero One.”

      With a glance at Ben, Evan signaled affirmative.

      “Here’s an idea,” said DI Hayward. “What if you texted Backspace and told him the wedding planner was Middle Eastern? That might change his mind about not coming.”

      Evan couldn’t believe his ears. Without hesitating, he signaled negative.

      “Zero Three, that’s not a request.”

      His blood boiling, Evan scratched his left ear again, this time using his middle finger.

      The radio went silent. Ten seconds later, the ballroom door opened and DI Hayward stepped in, dressed in the same server outfit as Evan.

      “Gunnar, I’m afraid you’re needed in the kitchen.” Hayward turned to Ben. “Apologies, sir. I’ll send in another staff member to assist you.”

      Evan stalked out of the ballroom without looking at Ben. He followed Hayward down the hall and through an unmarked door into the security facility. In front of a bank of monitors, DS Fowles sat with the hotel security chief and a pair of constables. Deirdre gave Evan a sympathetic grimace as he and Hayward swept by.

      The detective inspector took Evan into a tiny bare room and shut the door behind them. “Switch off your radio so we can speak freely.”

      Evan obeyed, then said, “Sir, I can’t use a civilian as bait for a terrorist attack.”

      “You can do it, because I ordered you to.”

      Evan was pretty sure that as an MI5 officer outside police chain of command, he didn’t have to follow Hayward’s orders, but he preferred not to test that assumption. “It’s an interesting idea. We could have used an undercover officer with a similar ethnic background, giving them a false name to protect their identity.”

      “Too late for that,” Hayward said. “It takes time to build a legend that can be backed up in case Lithgow ran a search on them. Reid is our best chance.”

      “Sir, if I tell Jordan Lithgow there’s a gay man of Iranian heritage handling same-sex weddings, then Ben Reid will become a top target of every extremist in Scotland. We can’t protect him twenty-four-seven.”

      “We only need to protect him tonight,” Hayward said. “Lithgow won’t share this juicy secret. You know how competitive these XRW types are. He’ll want Reid for himself.”

      “And if he doesn’t, then we’ve put a civilian at risk for nothing.”

      “Civilians are always at risk, they just don’t know it.” Sighing, Hayward combed his fingers through his dark hair. Every strand stood on end, making him look like he was wearing a perpetually alarmed cat on his head. “If Lithgow fades away, Operation Caps Lock will be downgraded, maybe even suspended.”

      Evan had worried about that. Counterterrorism resources were finite, and tonight’s operation must have cost thousands of pounds. “Could you search his flat?”

      “There’s not enough evidence for a warrant. He’s coy on the phone, and everything he told you in person was too vague.”

      Evan gritted his teeth at the mention of his own shortfall. “I can get better intelligence, or the surveillance team might⁠—”

      “Surveillance is expensive. So are you. So are all those undercover cops out there.” Hayward gestured at the door, whacking his hand against it. “Ow.” He rubbed his knuckles, his face growing redder. “You’re the one who scared him off. Now you’re the one who’ll lure him back.”

      For a moment, Evan doubted himself, nearly succumbing to the detective’s manipulation. I failed. I’m the only one who can make it right.

      Then logic stopped that spiral, reminding him that even if Jordan’s no-show was Evan’s fault—a theory with no evidence yet—it didn’t mean he should follow this dangerous order.

      “I won’t do it, sir,” he said. “Not like this.”

      Hayward’s eyes narrowed, and he lifted his hand into the tiny space between their bodies. “Give me Gunnar’s phone.”

      Evan took a step back, his heel striking the wall. No way he’d let anyone give Ben up to a potential terrorist.

      “That phone is property of Police Scotland,” Hayward said. “Now hand it over.”

      “Fine, I’ll text him.” Evan pulled out Gunnar’s phone and brought it close to his face as he thumbed in the message, using his greater height to keep the screen from Hayward’s view.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stay away. Police here. Drugs bust

      

      

      

      

      

      Evan hit send, then handed the phone to Hayward and said, “Sorry,” though he wasn’t.

      The detective inspector looked at the screen. “Are you—” His lips kept moving, but no more words came out. His grip on the phone tightened with such ferocity, Evan worried the device would shatter.

      It buzzed with an incoming message. Hayward read it, then shoved the phone into Evan’s chest and jerked open the door. “Never trust a spook,” he grumbled on his way out.

      Jordan’s reply had just come in:

      
        
          
            
              
        !!!?!? ok staying home thx mate your my hero

      

      

      

      

      

      Evan’s stomach curdled at Jordan thinking him a hero and a friend. But maybe by warning him off, Gunnar had gained Jordan’s trust, which could pay off later in the operation. Assuming the operation continued.

      The most soul-twisting fact of counterterrorism work was that sometimes a few dangerous people had to stay free in the short term—leaving innocent lives at risk—in order to thwart a lot of dangerous people in the long term. It was a troubling tradeoff, but one Evan accepted.

      Just not tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The reception went off without a hitch—apart from the bagpiper playing a wee bit out of tune and the best man being too drunk to give a coherent speech. By the time the guests had cleared out, Ben felt exhausted but giddy, like he’d just finished a triathlon whilst being chased by a tiger.

      Now he stood beside the gift table, overseeing the parade of packages heading for the best man’s SUV. Elsewhere in the room, Evan—aka, Gunnar—was clearing the tables. As he stretched forward to lift the floral centerpiece so he could remove the tablecloth, Ben took a moment to admire his…everything.

      Why was Evan here in disguise? Wasn’t he an architect? Perhaps he needed extra money but was embarrassed to admit it. A second job was nothing to be ashamed of, not in this economy.

      Or maybe Evan was an undercover cop. Maybe he was working with the man whose conversation Ben had overheard with Richard, the hotel’s events manager. They’d said something about “blow his cover” and “limit exposure between him and Reid.” Ben remembered seeing a headline somewhere that certain hotel chains were running drugs out of their kitchens.

      Whatever the reason, Evan clearly didn’t want his cover blown. So Ben turned away now, leaving him to his secret mission. Besides, he needed to peruse Corinne’s notes one last time.

      He cursed when he realized the “Brought In” list contained a third page with one item—or rather, three large items. After a quick poll of the remaining wedding party, it was clear Ben was the only person with both room in his car and the sobriety to operate it.

      At least it gave him an excuse to do what he already wanted.

      Ben strode over to the table Evan was clearing. “I wonder if you could help me…Gunnar, is it?”

      “Heh?” Evan turned to him, crumpling the pesto-stained white tablecloth into a ball. “Oh. Hi. What can I do for you?” His smile was smooth and serene. If Evan was worried Ben recognized him, he was hiding it well.

      “The vases at these three tables, see, they’ve been in the McKay family for generations. I need to load them into my car and return them to Mrs. McKay tomorrow.”

      Evan looked at the vase in front of him. “With or without the flowers?” he asked, turning the ths into ds.

      “With. Sorry, I know you must be knackered, but as you can see”—Ben lifted the vase and set it down with a thud—“they’re a bit heavy for one person.”

      Evan looked at the tablecloth in his hands, then his eyes flickered with that incoming-transmission look. “Okay. I’ll be right back.”

      Hiding his smile, Ben returned to supervising the gift parade, ensuring none of the packages took a tumble or ended up in the wrong hands.

      Evan soon returned, and together they lugged the three massive vases out to Ben’s car, parked in the alley behind the hotel. Once he’d secured the last of the clay monstrosities on the floor of his back seat, Ben turned to Evan with a grateful smile. “You’re an absolute star.”

      “My pleasure.” Evan brushed his hands together, then frowned at his left palm.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, just a little cut from the edge of that vase.”

      “Let me see.” Ben stepped close and took his hand. Evan caught his breath but didn’t pull away.

      Ben was sure they’d shaken hands when they’d met at Fergus and John’s wedding. So if this wasn’t their first touch, why was Ben’s pulse suddenly thumping in his ears? “Do you—do you want a sticking plaster?” he asked, though the scrape really didn’t warrant it. “I’ve got some in the glove compartment.”

      Evan’s eyes met his, the golden-framed glasses lending them unusual warmth. Then his head jerked to the side. “What’s that noise?”

      “What noise? Where?” Ben’s heart now pounded more from fear than desire. Had some hooligan seen them touching hands and decided to stomp them into the dust? That rarely happened anymore in Glasgow, but Ben didn’t want to buck the trend.

      Evan motioned to the big green rubbish skip against the hotel wall, about twenty feet away. “Stay here.” He crept forward, head swiveling, one hand hovering near his hip as if ready to grab a weapon.

      As Ben followed, he heard a loud rustling from the large steel container, but he kept going. Better to face a threat together than separately.

      Evan paused beside the rubbish skip, head cocked. From inside came a plaintive “Mrrrrow?” Ben’s shoulders sagged with relief.

      Evan lifted the skip’s right-hand lid, murmuring something that sounded like, Vor ah doo, katungeh?

      Ben came up beside him. At the sound of another soft, sweet meow, he lifted the left-side lid, wrinkling his nose at the stench of rotting food.

      A ghostly form moved inside the skip. Its face turned upward.

      “Aaaaaugh!” they cried out, leaping back. Both lids clanged shut.

      “What was that thing?” Ben asked.

      “I don’t—could it be…” Evan lifted the left lid again, cautiously, and peered inside. “That is the most sad creature I have ever seen.”

      Ben slid next to him to look. The cat was a pale gray, a color which on a paint can would be called Despair. Its long fur was matted into clumps near the tops of both forelegs, making it look as though it was wearing shoulder pads. One pale-blue eye was squeezed shut, while the other blinked up at them through a sheen of rheumy pus.

      “Mrroww?” it asked again, propping its forepaws against the side of the skip.

      “Ben, hold the lid.” When Evan’s hands were freed, he reached down, extending the backs of his fingers near the cat’s head. After a quick sniff, the cat rubbed its chin against Evan’s knuckles.

      “That face,” Ben whispered. “Looks like someone ironed it.”

      “It is very flat. He’s probably part Persian.”

      “Ooh, I’m part Persian too, so it must be a sign. Let’s rescue him. And since I live in uni housing with no pets allowed, I really mean you rescue him.”

      “How?”

      “Take him home. Take him to the vet. Be a hero.”

      For a moment, Evan’s eyes turned almost sad. Then he nodded and pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket. “Hold up the lid, and when I pull him out, close it—softly, not to scare him—then get that empty box behind you.”

      “Right. Fire in.”

      Evan leaned over, reaching down with both hands, murmuring that katungeh-sounding word again, which Ben assumed was Norwegian for kitty. He admired the man’s devotion to his cover.

      Evan lifted the reeking feline from the rubbish skip. Ben set the cardboard box on the ground and held the flaps open so the cat could be placed inside. He’d never seen such a pathetic beast—and yet it was purring. Then again, he’d purr too, had Evan been holding him with such care and consideration.

      “Let me drop you home in my car,” he said, though he knew the offer would be refused.

      “No need. My flat is near.” After giving the cat a last pat on the head, Evan closed the box’s flaps so they interlocked, then lifted it as he stood. “I guess this is goodbye.”

      “Is it?” Ben pulled out a business card and slipped it into Evan’s outside jacket pocket.

      Evan started. “What are you doing?”

      “Giving you my card.” As Ben pulled his hand back, it brushed against a solid object in the inside pocket, something that felt bigger and heavier than a phone.

      “Are you offering to plan my wedding?” Evan gave a crooked smile that flipped Ben’s heart. “Is this how you discover a man is single?”

      “Caught out.” Ben held up his hands in mock surrender. “Text me a pic of our wee boy after he’s been seen to.”

      “Okay.” Evan started to turn away.

      “Wait! He needs a name.” Ben’s mind latched onto the song that had been stuck in his head since the grooms’ first dance. “How about Terence, as in Trent D’Arby?” He sang a bar of “Sign Your Name,” swaying in a way he hoped was awkwardly charming instead of just awkward.

      Evan seemed to consider it. “A street cat like this needs a more tough name. What about ‘Trent,’ as in D’Arby?” He paused. “And Reznor.”

      “He does looks like something out of a Nine Inch Nails video.”

      They shared a last lingering glance, and Ben wanted more than anything to touch Evan’s cheek, which was turning rosy in the cold air.

      Then the box shuddered. Evan tightened his grip as he turned away. “Shhh,” he murmured to the cat. “You’re in safe hands.”

      Wonderful hands. Ben headed back to the ballroom for one last check. Hands I’ll be dreaming about tonight.

      He stopped short just inside the back door, then smacked his forehead. Those hands would remain just a dream forever, because if Evan kept Trent, he couldn’t bring Ben home without blowing his “Gunnar” cover.

      Ben made his way into the ballroom, feeling guilty for his dismay. They’d saved a life tonight, serving a greater good than any romance. Still, he wished that just once, he wouldn’t screw himself over by doing the right thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “I didn’t think you could get any uglier,” Evan said as he gazed down into the box beside his couch.

      He’d slept there since arriving home at five a.m. from the emergency veterinarian’s, where he’d gone after his contentious joint police/MI5 debriefing had wrapped up at three. The vet had trimmed the mats out of Trent’s gray hair and shaved patches of it so she could check for mange and ringworm. Now the sleeping cat resembled a Miniature Schnauzer groomed with hedge trimmers.

      He watched the cat’s flank rise and fall with deep, even breaths, illuminated by the faint sunlight leaking in through the window. The sight made his eyelids heavy, and as they drifted shut, Evan realized he’d slept more peacefully this morning than he’d done in ages. Perhaps this was down to Trent; it was soothing to have someone besides himself who needed Evan to be strong.

      Or perhaps it was the fact that at the post-op debriefing, Kay had defended Evan’s refusal to use Ben as terrorist bait. He wasn’t sure whether she agreed with him or was just being loyal. Either way, his job was secure.

      Or perhaps he’d slept better because of Ben himself. The mere thought of that blithe, self-assured man filled Evan with a strange mix of peace and desire. He curled an arm around his pillow, letting sweet, fantastical thoughts slide his mind back into sleep.

      A knock came at the door.

      Evan sprang off the couch, heart pounding. He crept toward his flat’s entrance, raising his hands into a fighting posture.

      “It’s me,” came a deep voice muffled by the wooden door, “and yes, I’m alone.”

      Evan peered through the peephole to see his father standing in the corridor, his long gray coat already doffed and draped over his briefcase.

      After taking a moment to collect himself, Evan opened the door. “How did you get in the building?”

      “Hello to you, too.” His father swept inside, hanging his coat on an empty peg without pausing. “An elderly couple let me in just as I approached the front entrance. I gave them a brief but pointed lecture on security lapses.”

      Evan rubbed his arms to shed the rest of his adrenaline rush. “You couldn’t phone first? What if I’d been entertaining a naked man or three?”

      “Your bedroom blinds are open. They’d be closed if you had naked men in there.”

      “Not if they were exhibitionists.” Evan followed his father into the living room, veering off into the adjoining kitchen. “Coffee?”

      “Please. And we both know you’d never date one exhibitionist, much less multiples.”

      This was true, though Evan had no need to hide his sexuality. As the son of a high-level spook, he’d never had the luxury of personal secrets, which were considered a security risk. He’d come out as gay when he was fifteen, so that no one could blackmail his father into betraying his country in order to keep Evan in the closet. With nothing to hide, Evan’s own MI5 vetting process three years ago had been swift and smooth.

      If only his ex had been so clean, the job might not have destroyed them.

      “What happened to him?”

      Evan turned to see his dad standing beside the cardboard box. “That’s Trent. I don’t know what happened to her, apart from getting pregnant and nearly starving to death.”

      “Pitiful thing.” Unbuttoning his blazer, his father crouched down to peer into the box. “It’s a marvel she’s kept herself alive, much less a litter of kittens.”

      “That’s what the vet said.” From the cupboard Evan retrieved the two mugs his father had bought for him at the International Spy Museum in Washington, DC. He inserted the one reading Trust No One beneath the coffee-pod machine’s spout and hit brew. “She’ll be spayed when she’s strong enough for surgery. Obviously the kittens will be aborted.”

      “That’s wise.”

      Evan came over to the box to see Trent blinking up at them with a bleary blue gaze. “A bit sad, though.”

      “It’d be sadder if she died carrying the kittens to term,” Dad said. “Sometimes sacrifices must be made for the greater good.”

      On the whole, Evan agreed. Such an outlook seemed cold on the surface, but the world needed people who could make tough decisions. Trent needed Evan to save her life, not let sentiment make him risk her life.

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t feel bad,” Evan said as he took his father’s full mug from the coffee machine and replaced it with an empty one reading Deny Everything.

      “Of course you feel bad. It’s a bloody tragedy. The key is acknowledging those feelings as legitimate but irrelevant.” His dad’s voice pitched up as he leaned over to pet Trent. “There’s a good kitty. Oh, you’re a friendly one, aren’t you? That’s how you survived.” He straightened up to take the coffee mug. “She’ll be good for you. You must miss having animals since you moved to Glasgow.”

      True. After growing up on his stepfather’s sheep farm in Orkney, Evan found this city’s human-beast ratio higher than he preferred. But he’d never mentioned this to his father, whose bursts of empathy always surprised him.

      Then again, it was a spy’s job to understand people.

      “You need company, full stop,” his dad said. “You’ve been cloistered like a Cistercian monk far too long.” He swept a disapproving look over Evan’s minimalist living room.

      “The Cistercians were fabulous architects. Made good beer, too.” He gestured to Trent. “What’ll happen to her if I get relocated?”

      “You’d stay within the UK, so you could take her with you. A cat won’t mind the occasional all-night op.”

      “But what if I—” Evan cleared the sudden tightness from his throat. “What if something happened to me? Who’d look after Trent?”

      His father sighed as he settled onto the couch. “Evan, what happened in Belfast was an aberration. Your job won’t usually be so hazardous.”

      “How do you know? We’re not even in the same division.” Evan’s father, a self-proclaimed Cold Warrior, had spent his career as a spycatcher in MI5’s counterespionage D Branch. If a foreign intelligence officer set foot on British soil, Hugh Hollister almost certainly knew about it.

      “I know because despite what you experienced last year, a quiet life is the norm for MI5 officers. Seven-thirty to four, five days a week. A loving spouse, some squealing children⁠—”

      “How long was that your life?”

      His dad gave a conciliatory nod. “Not long enough, but that was my failing, not the job’s.”

      “So I should do as you say, not as you’ve done.”

      “Precisely.”

      Turning back to the coffee machine, Evan recalled how his father had discouraged him and his older sister from following in his footsteps. “I want you to be happy,” he’d told them a thousand times.

      Justine had heeded that advice and was currently smashing it as an up-and-coming astrophysicist at St. Andrews University. Evan, however, had made a weak attempt at architecture before accepting his true calling as a spook—a calling which did in fact make him happy, despite the wrecking ball it had taken to his personal life.

      “You know I’m proud of you,” his dad said, prompting an unwelcome glow deep in Evan’s gut. “I got you that award, after all.”

      Evan glanced at the refrigerator, the front of which held his Certificate of Awesomeness. His father had commissioned a friend’s five-year-old to sign the certificate in crayon and color the stars, making it look like an art project for the adored uncle Evan was not. It functioned as a stand-in for Evan’s real-life MI5 Commendation for Bravery, which of course he could never tell anyone about, much less display in his home.

      On this certificate, the line reading In Recognition For had been left blank. “So you can mentally fill it in each time you see it,” Dad had told him.

      “Thank you again for that,” Evan said. “It meant a lot.”

      “I know what it’s like.” His father crossed his legs, smoothing the creases in his smart gray trousers. “How was the wedding?”

      “What wedding?” Nobody outside Operation Caps Lock had a need to know about last night.

      “Fergus’s, of course.”

      “Oh.” It seemed odd that Evan and his dad hadn’t spoken since then, but the senior Hollister had been overseas for most of January. Since MI5 operated only on UK soil, Evan assumed his father had been working at a British embassy. “The wedding was fine.” Inasmuch as it was not attacked by terrorists. “I met someone.” He felt a quiver inside at the mention of Ben, even without naming him.

      “I know. That’s why I’m here.” Without setting down the coffee, his father pulled his briefcase into his lap, thumbed the codes on the latches, then opened the case. “Behnam Nouri Reid. Twenty-two years old, fourth-year geography student at University of Glasgow.”

      Evan tightened his grip on his coffee mug. After encountering Ben last night as Gunnar, he was dying to be with him again as his real self. This vetting report would determine whether that could ever happen.

      His father pulled out a thin blue file and flipped it open. “No foreign travel apart from family holidays to North America, the Continent, et cetera. Spent his gap year working for his mum’s wedding business.” His dad turned to the second page. “Giti Kirmani Reid is rather interesting. Her family fled Iran when she was ten years old, just after the Revolution. They’re of the Bahá’í Faith, see. The Ayatollahs are keen on persecuting Bahá’ís.”

      “Good on her parents for getting out, then.”

      “Yes.” His father continued. “They came to the UK, where she eventually attended University of Strathclyde and met a Scotsman, Archibald Reid, whom she later married. He’s a colonel in the army’s Intelligence Corps, currently stationed in Afghanistan. Colonel Reid’s location is classified, by the way, and it isn’t mentioned in this file, in case you decide to share this with Behnam one day.” He held the file toward Evan. “The lad’s clean. You can date him.”

      Evan took a step back, mostly relieved but also a bit revolted. “I don’t want to read that. I feel like a stalker as it is, asking Five to vet him.”

      “You did the right thing, following protocol. Now you can see him with a clear conscience and a complete lack of paranoia.” He set the file on the couch beside him. “If things get serious and he seems trustworthy, you can tell him where you work.”

      At the thought of being so honest with anyone on the outside, Evan felt a giddiness bubble up within him. He quickly tamped it down. “No one told me you’d be doing the vetting.”

      “I didn’t. I’m merely the messenger delivering the good news. Just keep in mind, the Service vetted Reid only for his threat potential, not his suitability for…” He waved his hand at the walls. “This life.”

      Life with a professional liar, you mean. Evan looked down into the cardboard box. Trent stretched, her back end wobbling, then meowed up at him. He squatted to pet her, his right hip a bit stiff after yesterday’s football match and last night’s op. “I did miss being near animals.”

      “You’re changing the subject,” his father said.

      “From what, your prophecies of romantic doom? You going to tell me again to find a nice man in the Service?”

      “Why not? There are loads of LGBT folk at MI5. It’s just won a Stonewall Award.”

      “Aye, it’s a gay-friendly place to work,” Evan said. “That doesn’t mean I want to date a fellow spook. I want someone honest and uncomplicated.”

      “So you can break his heart instead of him breaking yours? Like you did with Fergus?”

      Evan’s fingers froze on Trent’s chin mid-scratch. His cheeks burned as if he’d been literally slapped instead of just figuratively.

      “Apologies,” his dad said. “That was out of order. I only meant you should find someone who understands the sacrifices this job requires.”

      “Or what? I’ll end up like you, married to the realm instead of a person who loves me?”

      His father gave a soft gasp, and then the room fell silent, apart from Trent’s raspy purr.

      “Yes. That’s exactly it.” His dad got to his feet. “Thank you for the coffee. I’ll show myself out.”

      “Wait.” Evan stood and followed him to the foyer. “I’m sorry. You’re the only person I can be my real self with, and my real self is a bit of a shit.”

      “You’re not a shit, you’re just astute.” His father was already smirking as he pulled on his coat. “And you very nicely proved my point.”

      “Which is?”

      “Don’t be like me.” His dad opened the front door and flicked a hand toward the living room. “Be careful with your new companion.”

      “She’ll be all right, the vet said, once she⁠—”

      “Fuck’s sake, lad, I’m not talking about the cat.”

      As always, Evan’s father walked away with the last word.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Ben (may we call you Ben? Well, too late),

        My fiancé—I still can’t get used to calling him that!—and I are members of the Rainbow Regiment, the fan club for the Woodstoun Warriors. We attended the AMAZING wedding you did for Fergus and John on Hogmanay and heard how you saved the day when they needed last-minute help.

        So…guess what? Our wedding is Saturday 18 April and we need rescued. Michael thought I was sorting certain details and I thought Michael was sorting certain details and it turned out both of us were sorting the same details whilst other details got not sorted at all.

        Could you help us turn this colossal mess into the best day of our lives, or at least not one of the worst? Please?

        A hopeful future client,

        Philip

      

      

      Ben rolled his chair back from his desk, shoving one foot after another against the floor of his one-room student flat. He considered going for a run, but that plan had two flaws: 1) it was pishing down raining and 2) he hated exercise.

      He would happily overcome both obstacles to avoid answering this email. He hated to disappoint potential clients, especially friends of John and Fergus.

      But after last night’s conversation with Hannah, Ben had made some inquiries, and it turned out that people in the wedding industry were talking about his mother
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