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Prologue 
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Bryan

Lack of tapping kidnapped my voice. Again. 

I’d tried to explain three times. Each ended the same way. Nothing. There’d been one time in my life that my dad did not pound out some kind of rhythm against the steering wheel. Roman, my brother, had totaled the car and my dad had been so ticked he did not speak. My young mind read the state of things and knew I was in deeper than some demolished car. Why had Principal Kinder thought dad needed to be enlightened to what she deemed rash behavior. She wouldn’t have thought so if some older, fart-head football star bad mouthed her best friend.

“Bryan Adam Townsend, what was . . . Never mind.” My dad slammed the older model Buick into park. “Wait for me at the kitchen table.”

The car door creaked as I pushed it open. I forced my body to remain slack and casual as I walked into the house. No matter what anyone thought, or said, my actions had been right.

Roman and Rachael, a brother and sister duo who loved to goad me into arguing, stood at the foot of the stairs. They scowled and shook their heads as they dogged me down the depressing hallway. Dark paneling-style floor and pitch-black photo frames covered the navy painted walls, making the hallway seemed ten times longer and creeper than it was. Creepiness came from the fact that there was not a single photo of me. Wall was covered with the sister and brother duo. From birth all the way up to the ones they’d made last week.

“What were you thinking?” Rachael pulled out a pack of frozen peas.

“He wasn’t.” Without fail Roman flicked my nose but I refused to flinch. “Our little brother doesn’t know how to mind his Ps and Qs.”

Not quite true. I did when it had nothing to do with me or my best friend. I rolled my eyes and reached for the bag of peas my sister tossed from hand to hand. “They were bad mouthing Tommy’s dads. What would you have done if someone verbally attacked your friends’ parents?”

Why did I bother? The answer was clear. Depended on which friend it was. If someone called Joshua’s mother a tramp, Roman would have beat down the one who dared. Roman spent more than two-thirds of his time with Joshua. Kyle on the other hand . . . He was a guy Roman buddied around with when Joshua and the other high-ranking friends were busy, which meant Roman stood back and watched. Might even cheer the bullies on. If not join in.

“Quit whining like a baby.” Rachael shook her head when I all but caught the bag of peas. She jumped onto the breakfast bar and tossed the peas down beside her. “When I was your age things were different.”

“Rachael’s right.” Roman popped a top on a can of pop. “She didn’t have to worry about . . .”

There it was. The answer each gave. I hated hearing about how things were when they were my age. Being the baby sucked. Why in the world had his parents waited ten years between him and Roman?

“. . . her every move being dictated by the fear of some Red Hooded Guy coming to visit. It wasn’t until your little ass showed up that our lives changed. For the worse.”

My palms stung as fingernails dug into the skin. Huh? Didn’t remember curling my hands into fist. I braced my balled-up fist on the top of the granite looking table, pushing myself up. My right arm was halfway pulled back when the hallway board creaked. My handds uncurled and resumed a resting position on the table as I retook my seat. Was in deep enough trouble without adding attacking one of the two golden children. I took a deep breath and forced myself to fake a relaxed state as my parents strolled into the kitchen.

“Roman, you and your sister let us talk with your brother.” My dad pulled a seat out for mom.

“Good luck, little shit.” Rachael hopped down and patted the top of my head, harder than necessary.

“You’ll need it. You’ve got eleven more years to keep your butt out of trouble.” Roman picked up the peas, tapping them against the side of my face, before slapping them over my swelling eye. To top the insult off he ran his fingernail across the scrap the boy’s signet ring had left.

Neither of my parents spoke right away. Several minutes of intense stares came my way from mom. That wordless scowl of disappointment, only a mother could give. My mom’s deep blue eyes screamed, “How could you act in such a disgraceful manner?”

My dad sat motionless, reminding me of a dead guy. If my father’s chest hadn’t lifted, I would have thought he was dead. No emotions flickered across my dad’s face, not even the typical half-frown he gave me when I misbehaved. Silence, a common tactic used to intimidate. Did little to me. Laugher bubble up and stuck in my throat. Thankfully.

It’d been only a couple of weeks ago I’d used the same treatment to extract myself from some other crap storm I brought my way. I had a knack for getting into trouble. Silence worked in my favor many times. Gave me time to find a loophole out of the situation I found myself in. This . . . was different. My knotted stomach told me so.

“Bryan,” my dad made direct eye contact, “what were you thinking?”

I sat up taller and puffed out my chest. “They were bad mouthing Tommy’s dads.”

“What did that have to do with you?” My dad’s curled lips had me stretching my neck. “Those two are unnatural. They are inviting a life of hardship. I will not have my youngest acting in such a horrific manner over something that will turn their son into a Destroyer.”

Hot metallic liquid filled my mouth as my teeth dug into my cheek. My dad had mastered the art of directing every little behavior he believed to be disgraceful to the Destroyers. Next dad would spout off about Cult Day and how his life had been cursed by his youngest child being born the day the President accepted the Cult Leader, aka the Red Hooded Guy.

“Son,” mom laid a hand on the table, “we only want the best for you. Make it easier on us by keeping your full focus on the books until you turn twenty-one. Once you’re past it . . . Things will not matter. Ask Roman. He can give you pointers on how to keep the Red Hooded Guy at bay.”

Yeah right. Roman might have avoided becoming a Destroyer, but he sure did not avoid misbehaving. He showed their parents one side. All bets were off once he left the house. Two months ago, Tommy and I caught him and Joshua smoking pot by the small man-made pond behind the house. Nope. Roman could not give me pointers.

“Mom, would you have stood by and listened as someone spoke cruelly about your best friend?” I knew the answer, but doubted mom would answer truthfully. What I hadn’t expected was dad’s comment.

“Listen and listen good. You will not do anything to put yourself in the eyesight of the Red Hooded Guy. We know very little about the Cult. I will not have a son of mine associated with it. What you do now is what will allow you to make it to your twenty-first birthday. Then you’ll be safe.” Dad stood, towering over me. “Until then . . . You will do exactly what we say. There will be no more fighting. If you choose to ignore us then you will be confined to the house, even if we have to homeschool you. We clear?”

“Yes, Sir.” I hung my head, knowing when to hedge my bets. “Will I still be able to see Tommy?”

“For now.” My dad held his hand out to mom. “First bit of trouble, by him or you, will change that. You will not be allowed to go to his house for any reason. I will not have my son subjected to such a lifestyle.”

Mom and dad left mumbling about how disappointing the day had turned out. They knew I could hear them. Just didn’t care. It was like a parting sting to their misbehaving child. That didn’t hurt as much as thinking about the line I had to toe from then on. I could not lose my right to see Tommy. He was the best friend anyone could have. I stared out the window that overlooked the backyard until Roman and Rachael came back in.

“Verdict is?” Rachael smirked.

“Why ask when you listened in?” I huffed.

“Oh, look,” Roman flicked my ear, “our little unexpected brother is still pissed.”

Rachael slid her backpack onto her shoulder. “That’s not anger bubbling under his skin. It’s outright defiance, which will cost us all.”

Roman’s pursed lips stared back at me in the windowpane, causing my stomach to swirl, but sometimes the bastards comments gave me knowledge. “You think? You use to say the same about me. Did you not?”

“You have more sense than he does. I think mom was right when she stated that an unplanned pregnancy caused nothing but trouble.”

I jumped and lunged towards her. “What the hell does that got to do with anything?”

“Wow, little brother. “Roman blocked my path. “That kind of reaction is what will keep your ass in a sling with dad. Pick your battles. Know when to assert yourself. It’s what kept the big-bad-boogie man at bay.” He tossed his head toward the back door. “Last piece of advice I’ll give.”

The prick gave some without knowing. Main one being what you see isn’t a true picture. Roman might have fooled their parents into believing he was the perfect son. The one who never approached the edge of bad, but the asshole did daily. My brother spent every weekend curled up with a different woman and was the biggest pot dealer in town. I couldn’t blame him for selling. Kept him from having to have a nine to five job. All his devious methods of making a living was going on way before two weeks ago when he turned twenty-one.

Roman might have earned himself a thanks, if it wouldn’t go to his already fat head. No matter how much Roman disliked me, he gave me the best life lesson.
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Bryan

Almost Elven Years Later

White sparks invaded Bryan’s eyes thanks to the bright yellow streetlights. I never liked the effects of leaving a darken movie theater. Sucked. Required adjustment, leaving me fumbling around. Didn’t seem to bother Tommy. Tommy always grabbed my arm and tugged me around the other movie goers. Best day of my life when I met him. It’d been a hot day on the playground some thirteen years ago. A lifelong friendship had been formed and no one had been able to break it. Not even my parents.

“Thanks.” My eyes stung, drawing me to rub them. “This sucks, worse than the dang-gum ticket price.”

Tommy chuckled, releasing my arm. “Does this mean we’ll be going back to the low-rate theater next weekend for our hidden outing?”

“Nope. Not going back to that rank, roach infested dollar theater.” I leaned against the brick wall, propping one foot on it. “I hate having to sneak out to see each other.”

A loud thump filled the warm night air. I glanced left, holding back a laugh as Tommy rubbed the back of his head. “That was stupid. You’re right though. How long we been sneaking around?”

“Since I was ten.” 

My father held the blame there. Tommy got caught up in his twisted logic. I’d tried for years to bring my dad around to my way of thinking. Lost cause, and I knew it. Tried for years before giving up. My dad simply believed the slightest wrong move would bring the Red Hooded Guy down onto his youngest son. The fight I got into a little over ten years ago had given my dad the perfect ammunition to create the No Tommy Rule. At first the punishment had been that I could not see Tommy around his fathers, but if any more trouble arose then . . . No such trouble arose, but he still issued the No Tommy Rule. Dad simply viewed Tommy and his dads as a disgrace and swore they’d bring doom to anyone gracing their lives. 

“Sorry Man. You say the word and - -”

“Don’t. Not letting your dad’s bigotry of my dads affect us. Not after ten years. We’ve made it work.”

The I’m going to blow your mind smile was a warning. What was Tommy up to? He only gave that look before he threw a curve.

“You know . . . I’ve put up with your dad’s bull crap all these years . . . Believe it is time for you to put out. Yep.” Tommy shook his head, smiling wider. “Believe it is.”

I snorted right before the hard stomach grabbing laughter bubbled up and out. I wiped my eyes and cleared my throat twice before I could speak. “You . . .” Two more rounds of belly holding laughter slipped free. “You are full of shit.” Chest deep hiccups had me cursing the spell of hilariousness Tommy dished out.

“What? Don’t think I’m your type?” Tommy’s famous deep throated snort had him covering his nose.

“Yeah, a pig like snort is right up my alley.” I pushed off the wall, taking two steps so I was facing Tommy. “What’s wrong?”

Tommy tugged his light blue sweater sleeve up, mimicking a wide-mouth bass. “Look . . . At . . . This.”

Huh? I took one step, stumbling over . . . Was that a tree branch?  No trees nearby.

“What’s going on? You get into chocolate again?” I covered the small distance between us in two steps.

“No. I’m more careful than that. This . . . Weird. I . . .” His arm all but dangled across his free palm. That combined with his stuttering had me gripping his arm so fast and hard he yelped. 

“Oh My God!”

A sidewards stencil shaped black W graced Tommy’s forearm. I lifted it higher, catching sight of two distorted pinkish, or maybe it was lavender, patches of slanted writing. Making it out was impossible, but I knew the symbol. Knew it’s meaning.

“You know what this is. Don’t you?” Tommy grasped the front of my shirt.

I scanned the area, finding nothing. They could outrun this. Had to. The guy would have appeared if he was going to.

“We have to go before - -”

“Bryan, why has this showed up? Four months. Four fucking months.”

Tommy fumbling over his words freaked me out. He was always the calm headed person in a crisis. Me on the other hand, I tried to work through it logically while I reacted fast and hard. Tommy took his time to work through a situation. Talked it through. Thought out every move. 

“Not sure.”

And I didn’t. Made no sense. Tommy was a great man. Behaved. Took his best friend’s dad’s deep routed hatred. Never rebelled or got into trouble. Roman, my cruel older brother, committed more harmful and disgraceful acts than Tommy could dream of.

“All I know is what we were taught about the Destroyer’s Mark.” I yanked him from the wall and prayed we made it to his car. The Red Hooded Guy should have appeared and plucked Tommy from my life the moment the mark showed up. I would not have let him. Me and Tommy might not have worked as a couple, but we were sidekicks. I needed Tommy to survive my overbearing, over demanding, over controlling dad. Not to mention we had plans to hightail it out of town in four months. We’d waited to split until we were both twenty-one. Four months. That’s all we liked. We waited because both of us had to be out of the threat of the Destroyer’s Law.

Law came about six years ago. Stated no one under twenty-one could legally live away from their parents. Government put it in place to prevent more and more people from joining the Cult Leader, or so they said. Those restricted felt it allowed parents to have more say over their children.

“Where will we go?”

When had me and Tommy made it to his car? Shit. I needed to be more vigilant. Not get lost in my own thoughts. I had to protect Tommy. He was all that mattered then.

“You know . . .”

The ground shook twice. 

“Fuck.” My earlier stumble hadn’t been the stick’s fault. “Think. Think”. What else were we taught about the appearance. The ground shook, and . . . Shit. Red Hooded Guy arrived. He snatched his next victim from a loyal family. Our principal made it sound like the ground reacted liked a whale opening its mouth, but instead of swallowing the marked one it spit out the Red Hooded Guy. Did the lack of ground opening mean Tommy was safe?

Doubtful. Damn. Would me offering myself be acceptable? I’d willingly give up my life long as Tommy was left alone.

“Get in.” I shouted as the air grew thick and the moonlight sky faded to pure black. Wind whipped around me, but no whooshing accompanied the strong gust lashing strikes. Silence surrounded me.

“Tommy! Tommy!”

I screamed and screamed as a reddish cloud consumed Tommy. More like wrapped my best friend up, making me think of a mother cocooning a child after they’d exited the water. Did and didn’t soothe me. Made me think of the home I longed for. A home where my mom and dad allowed me to live my own life. Not one full of demands. Not parents who deemed it perfectly fine to control their son’s every move. I dreamed of the life Tommy had been graced with when he was adopted. Tommy’s family existed of three, but they loved one another deep enough that it flowed into everyone they met. Mine . . . A family of five. A sister who missed out on the entire Cult Leader craziness. The one his mom and dad viewed as the perfect child. Rachael never bullied Roman. Roman didn’t give me such pleasure. He was a brother who had a somewhat difficult life, but nowhere near as bad as mine. Both loved to throw me being an unplanned pregnancy in my face. Me being born on Cult Day, the day the President announced his support for the Red Hooded Guy, aka Cult Leader, only gave them more fireballs to toss at their baby brother. Shortly after Cult Day, the curfew for teenagers came about, which led to the legal age being moved to twenty-one, leading to the Destroyer’s Law. All my fault in my brother and sister’s eyes.

“What’s going on?” I shouted or thought so.

The roaring in my ears and weightless legs made it difficult to do anything but fall into a motionless heap. Hard asphalt ground into my elbows, causing a sting to race up my arms. Water bubbled behind my eyes, but it didn’t stop me from peering around the tire. A faint red strip of cloth brushed the asphalt, leaving the tip of a pair of black sneakers showing. I strained to see if it belonged to the Red Hooded Guy, but the car blocked my view. Not like me or Tommy knew anyone who walked around wearing such garb.

I wanted, no needed, visual proof. I could make out Tommy’s faded jeans and bright orange sneakers. I could faintly hear Tommy talking. Knew his voice well. My best friend wasn’t scared. He was happy. Not a small happy that brought on good feelings, but the intense kind. The kind responsible for a huge goofy grin stretching all the way up to his bright blue eyes. Such happiness meant excitement rode Tommy hard. Why? What was going on? I knew Tommy faced the Red Hooded Guy, the one person we’d been taught to be the boogieman.

My limp legs heated with awakening tingles. I jumped up, rushing around the car, but something threw me back. What . . . What blocked me? I patted the air, felt nothing. Empty space, yet . . . Something kept me from Tommy and . . .

“Tommy!”

Where had he gone? No one stood beside the car. Not even the Red Hooded Guy.

Roaring faded and the earth no longer danced. An empty parking lot received my ear-piercing scream. Why was the theater . . . Closed? How much time elapsed? Felt like minutes, but . . . Watch showed two hours had disappeared right along with the one person who I cared about.

“Someone help!”

I rubbed my throat. It ached. Massive wind and tears streaming over my cheeks had caused my entire face to chap. I’d feel the pain later. No I wouldn’t. All I’d feel for the rest of my life was the loss of my best friend. My brother. The one that made my life livable. What would . . . Oh my god . . . Why had the cult come for Tommy? Dreaming. That was it. I was dreaming.

I pinched my side. A lite sting raced up it. Tommy didn’t materialize. Nothing left for me. I dropped my head, taking in my shaking hands.

Future plans . . . Robbed by one unknown man wearing a red robe. What was I to do? Change my departure time? I’d be twenty-one in two months. No reason to wait for Tommy’s birthday. That was it. I’d pack a couple of bags and hit the road one minute after my birth hour passed.

Coolness seeped into my palms. I glanced down to see . . . Tommy’s car. We’d met outside the Hop & Shop, a small local gas station a mile from my home. I’d have to walk back. Tommy’s car needed picking up by . . .

“Shit. Tommy’s dads.” 

The sweetest men in the world. They had to be told. From me. I owned them that much. They’d been amazing to me. I would not fail Tommy. Tommy would have wanted me to break the news to his dads. Tommy would have given me the same consideration if the Red Hooded Guy took me. Tommy would have faced my bigot of a dad and risked the wrath of my dad laying blame on him and his dads, who he believed to be vile creatures.
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Bryan

I trudged my way down the marble stone pathway, letting memories of all the times me and Tommy spent lolly-gagging around town. Many good memories, some funny, like the first time me and him got into an argument over a guy. Not a looker, and straighter than an arrow. A fact that shocked us, because of our assumption that all gay men knew one another.

“Bryan?” Mr. Gardner’s voice shocked me.

When had I arrived at Tommy’s? When had I knocked? Why didn’t . . .

“Bryan, you okay? Where’s Tommy?” Mr. Gardner scanned the area behind me, then tugged me inside. “Babe! Get down here. Something is wrong.”

Mr. Orange’s, Tommy’s second father, feet clomped as he rushed down the stairs, “What is going . . .” His bright red boxers and hair that stood up as if someone had been running their hands through it, told me exactly what I interrupted. “Where is my son, boy?”

I stood there with my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth. Devastating news would not spill from me. I could not . . . Destroy their lives. Like mine was. They deserved to know, but no words came. They clung to my vocal cords, refusing to voice the hardcore truth to two men I cared about. The ones I viewed as parents.

“Bryan,” Mr. Gardner tugged me over to the sofa and pushed me down. “I need you to snap out of this and let us know what is going on. We can’t help you, or Tommy if he needs it, without knowing what happened.”

I opened my mouth, nothing. How did you tell someone you viewed as a father that their son, the one he lavished love onto for almost twenty-one years, had been taken by the Red Hooded Guy, aka boogieman?

Warmth seeped into my tears stained hands, forcing me to lift my head. Mr. Orange knelt in front of me beside Mr. Gardner. Mr. Orange had taken hold of my hand, squeezing it. “Breath in.”

My lungs burned as I did as told, holding the air.

“That’s it. Breath out.”

A sigh escaped me as I locked eyes with s pair that shined with patients and heart wrenching please. Get your shit together. Put your fears aside.

“Babe, should I call the law?”

What good would that do? Nothing. They’d just blame Mr. Gardner and Mr. Orange. They did not deserve anyone to treat them that way. Nope. Mr. Gardner did not need to involve the law. He tightened his hold on Mr. Orange’s hand. I might have bruised the man’s hand, but he only responded to his partner.

“No, honey. I don’t think it’ll help.” Warmth seeped into my chin as Mr. Orange gripped it, giving me a half smile. “If you can’t say it, give me a sign that I will understand. Please. You know all we care about is our son’s safety.”

I longed to say the words. Owed these men that much. Didn’t I? Shock and devastation took my ability to speak. Took another two or three breaths before I held my arm out and pointed to my forearm.

Mr. Gardner flopped onto the floor, wrapping his arms around Mr. Orange, pulling him onto his lap. “Does he mean what I think?”

The sofa’s soft cushions welcomed me into their embrace as . . . It wasn’t fear. Pain. That’s what it was. It streaked across Mr. Gardner’s face. Understanding shined through Mr. Orange’s rich gray eyes. Neither was pissed about their son being marked. Upset they would likely never see him again, sure. Tears of grief pressed against my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. Mr. Orange and Mr. Gardner deserved better than a blubbering best friend. They’d earned my determination to bring back their son. Rescue him. Return him to his loved filled home.

“Oh my God!” Mr. Orange yanked me into a tight hug, all but pulling me off the couch. “You were there. Weren’t you?”

“Yes.” Course my voice came back. Scratchy and achy, reminding me of why I had no voice. Words might have escaped me, but screaming had hindered my vocal cords. “I’m sorry. Tried to get to him. So hard. Some kind . . . a wall blocked me. Something paralyzed me. When the wall vanished more time than I thought passed. I don’t know how, or why, I couldn’t get to Tommy.” Damn it. I lost the battle to hold the cold, burning tears back. They left a trial of electric currents in their wake as my unorganized description flowed free. “I’m sorry. I’ll do whatever I can to find him. Promise. Promise.”

“Oh . . . No, Son.” Mr. Gardner wrapped his other arm around me, closing me and Mr. Orange into a tight embrace that filled my entire body with much needed heat and ease. “This is not your fault. It is a risk each teenager and young adult faces. You can’t locate him. If he can, he’ll return. I know this. So do you.”

How where they so understanding? How could they sound so content? I hadn’t expected that reaction. Where was the anger? The tears. The pain. How were they so collected? I wasn’t. I wanted to track down the Cult Leader and take back what belonged in my life. Take back the one person who kept me sane. The one who’d been a constant in my life. Taking him from me and his loving family was . . . Wrong. Simple as that.

“You’re so calm.”

Oops. Disrespectful tone hadn’t been my objective. Part of me desired Tommy’s parents to scream and shout. Blame me. Anyone nearby. I sure held myself responsible.

“Bryan,” Mr. Orange freed himself and took the seat beside me, tugging Mr. Gardner into his lap. “We are not calm. Inside we grieve just like you. No one knowns why this mark comes. Some, like your father, believes bad children are the ones who get marked.” The shake of his head told me all I needed to know, but hearing it helped. “Others, like us, doubt the guy is really any kind of cult leader. If he is, it sure isn’t any kind we learned about in history. Most fanatics end up killing everyone in six-years. This guy’s been around for over twenty years. Has he not?”

Stupid hooded guy showed up the same day I was born. Still . . . I couldn’t find it in myself to be as relaxed about Tommy being taken.

“We knew . . . What a risk it was when we adopted the cute little red headed two-month-old boy. Didn’t stop us from giving him the best life we could. Oh, we prayed each and every night that the Red Hooded Guy never came, but life goes the way it’s supposed to.”

A night a year and half ago rushed to life. Me and Tommy had been lonely and horny. Neither of us had the money to hit the club. We’d made the trek to the hidden pond and debated whether hooking up was wise. End results . . . Friendship status was more important than a night of pleasure. Tommy left for his home after stating life goes the way it’s supposed to.

“What do we do now?” He hoped Mr. Gardner or Mr. Orange knew which way to head. All I saw was a lonely life.

“Continue to live. “Mr. Orange patted my knee. “We hope he’s one of those who show back up in one of those homes or comes back with one of those hotties on his arms.”

“What we don’t do . . . Is dishonor him by not living our lives.” Mr. Gardner pushed himself up, looking at the clock. “It’s late. Your curfew is approaching.”

I glanced down at my watch. “Wow! Hadn’t realized. I’ve got to get home. Dad will have a cat fit if I’m late.”

“Thanks for changing the language.” Mr. Orange didn’t have many rules, but cursing was a major no-no. Tommy and I leaned that years ago. Mr. Orange made us wash their cars every day for two weeks. Subbing words was easier than scrubbing cars. “Tommy wouldn’t want you in trouble. I can drive you back to your car.”

“Thanks. I’m at the Hop& Shop. If you drive me, I should make it home in time.” I hugged Mr. Orange and mumbled another apology.

“Bryan, this is not your fault. Do not feel that way. Promise to stay in touch. Tommy cared for you. We care for you. That won’t change. Understand?”

I did. Knew it would take time for me to accept Tommy being taken wasn’t my fault. I’d failed to save my best friend. I cursed my body for going numb. I didn’t want to upset Mr. Gardner and Mr. Orange for any reason so I agreed. Half -heartedly.

“I will, Mr. Orange.” I motioned to the door, letting Mr. Gardner know I’d wait outside.

Outside did little to keep me from overhearing Mr. Gardner and Mr. Orange. Mr. Gardner asked his partner if he’d be okay until he returned. Mr. Orange scolded his lover for fusing over him. Told him to make sure their other son got home on time. I knew they cared, but I hadn’t considered them thinking of me as a son. Tears welled up in my eyes, falling once again.

“Ready?”

“Yes.” I wiped my eyes and forced a smile. “This’ll be front page tomorrow, won’t it?” No one knew how the press got hold of who was taken, but they always did. Just another way the adults used the Red Hooded Guy as a threat over teenagers and young adults.

“Maybe not tomorrow, but the next day for sure.” Mr. Gardner hit the button to unlock, sending a loud beep through the night air. “Keep your temper. You know what people will spout. You ignore it. You know the truth. Don’t forget it. Remember Tommy would not want you in trouble over him.”

“I know. Won’t be easy.” I could hear my dad’s lecture. It’d take all my strength to keep from decking him soon as he started spilling his nefarious words about Tommy, Mr. Orange, and Mr. Gardner.
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David

I heaped a pile of fresh spaghetti onto a plate, making sure there was extra sauce. Noodles were drowned with blood red tomato sauce, onions, garlic, salt, peppers, and mushrooms. Favorite dish. Rich aroma filled my nose as I carried my supper into the living room. I sat in my special size curved edge platter down and headed back for my homemade garlic bread. Five steps from the sofa and my phone shrilled the most annoying ring.

Who’d messed with my five hundred-dollar, top of the notch cell phone. “Ugh!” I pulled it from my pocket. “Cain?” Damn. Not good news. “Hello.” I braced for information I did not want. I’d sent my General to track a Mélange two days ago. General Cain had been covering up sightings and squashing possible press announcement of creatures running amuck. Last thing I wanted to contend with was the human government.

Twenty years of peace. Humans and my kind had fallen into a stable pattern. Did not need trouble rising. Not when there was more and more Bombardians turning into Mélange. Part of the reason so many became stuck in half wolf, half human form was because of the agreement with the government. The President gave his support; but allowed humans to view us as a cult. That belief led to many Bombardians being rejected by their Protector or Keeper. Pure truth would equal more Protectors and Keepers taking their rightful place beside their Bombardian. Then again . . . 

I understood why humans got upset when they discovered the government created the Cult Leader, aka Red Hooded Guy, to cover up the existence of another race. Didn’t mean humans should hold a grudge against the Bombardian, after all we spent months trying to get the human government to admit we existed.

“Commander Lincoln, how are you today?”

Shoot. Dreaded proper title. I hated others addressing me by my birth given name. Didn’t hate my position among my kind, or being who I was . . . Well, not completely. Some aspects of being a direct descendant of the first Bombardian, like being a Royal Leader, gave me certain perks. Caused major issues in my life as well as my cousins who rules alongside me.

“Call me David. Please. I’ll honor you by addressing you in the manner you prefer.” I and my number one Combatant had this conversation many times. Shit. I’d asked each of the guards to address me formally only when other Bombardians were around. None listened. I hoped if Cain caved the others would.

“All right. David it is.”

Really? What was going on? I doubled check the phone number, ensuring my General called from the secure line. He had, meaning something else was up. What? Cain never gave into my request. The man fought doing so since he took the top spot among the Combatants. 

“Don’t take what I’m going to say the wrong way.” My face ached from the tension in my jaw. “What is wrong?”

A hardy chuckle flowed from the phone. Died quickly. Whatever it was going was big.

“I should have known.” Cain gave another short-lived muttered laugh. “Nothing wrong.” A grunt eased my mind. “Well not with the Mélange. I’m closer to catching him. Have spoken to his Keeper. The ex-human is scrawny. Just turned eighteen. Was deeply involved with a woman.”

“Shit.” I hated when that situation arose. “No wonder the poor guy refused his Bombardian. Do you think he’ll come around, or will we lose another?”

“Not sure.” Cain’s sigh summed it up. “I’ll never understand why our genes are so funky. I mean it’s cruel to pair us with a male human who is straight or married. I’m so glad I got a Keeper, instead of a Protector. Can you imagine me paired with a woman? I wouldn’t know what to do with her.”

A fear I lived with daily. I’d been with two women. Never wanted to be intimate with another one. Preferred one hole to fuck. Not two. And those squishy tits. Major turn off. I’d take a hard-flat chest any day.

“Would have helped if this Mélange had been able to explain things better. Shoot, it would be better if the President would tell the humans what we really are. Let them know we can mate to certain ones. Be weird for them, but a little knowledge would help us and them. They deserve to know how we can shift into a wolf and our other enhanced skills. Better than the boogieman story the parents spin to their children.”

Points my cousin and I emphasized, repeatedly, to the President. The man did not care about making things easier for the race the humans created centuries ago. All the man lived for was the money his position provided. The power bestowed upon him was another draw. The President seat was nothing like the Royal Leaders of the Bombardians. Royal Leaders weren’t paid. They were born into it and worked by majority rules. The humans had representatives who were supposed to vote the way their constitutes desired, but hardly did.

“Why don’t we have a course to teach the Bombardians how to break the news to our Keepers or Protectors. I mean these humans hold control of our wolf side. Without them we end up stuck in half form. Deadly to our own people and humans. They are given a choice. I know mine is struggling, but he’s not outright refusing me, or ruling me out. Yet.”

“Hold up.” Cain had a Keeper. When? Why didn’t I know. “You found your Keeper?”

“Yes. Almost two months ago. I told you. Remember?” Cain sounded wounded.

“Shit.” I shook my head. Cain had brought the tentative agreement between them to the Royal Leaders. It’d been agreed upon. “Right.” I brushed my hand over my face. How could I have forgotten. Cain had been pissed about being sent away so soon after discovering his Keeper. “Sorry. Long day. You are staying in touch. Right?”

“Yes. No way in hell I’ll risk losing him. He’s wonderful. Sexy as fuck. Prefers men. Grew up with two male parents. They never believed the Red Hooded Guy was a Cult Leader.” Cain sighed, making me regret sending him on the job. “He’s got this best friend he misses. He can’t wait to see him. Only a friendship, but . . . I’m . . . Jealous.”

Bet so. Bombardians were told what to expect when they found their Keeper or Protector. Most Keepers or Protectors who chose to stay or work something out with their Bombardian, respected the unease about them being around other people. Those humans who truly care were amendable about waiting until their Bombardian can handle such, but they found it daunting. After all, these people were friends. Not lovers.

“Lucky for me . . . Tommy,” a long silly, lovesick type of sigh escaped Cain, all but making me laugh. “Tommy won’t be able to see this guy for another couple of days. Not sure why, but it made it easier for me to get Tommy to agree to wait and visit him and his fathers after I return.”

“That’s great.” I yawned and gawked at my cold plate of food, which reminded me of how tired I was. I’d planned on eating, showering, and falling into bed. Cain’s rambling about his Keeper and their agreement had me assuming he was gearing up for a major announcement, or . . . Shoot. Was his General about to resign? Oh God. No. Cain was marvelous. Irreplaceable. No other Combatant could hold his spot.

“Uh . . . Cain.” David interrupted Cain’s spill about his Keeper being one sexy ass man.

“Yes, Sir. Sorry. Was going on and on.”

“Have to admit it was kind of nice.” Was until I considered the impact Cain finding his Keeper could have. “But . . . I have to wonder if you called for something other than the Mélange.”

“Uh . . . I . . . Shoot. Please forgive me, Commander Lincoln, but I have a - -”

“What’s your request?” I gripped the phone tighter, making the plastic case crack. Thankfully, what I expected never came. What did . . . I had no idea how to handle.

“My Keeper . . . I mean . . . Tommy has . . . Well . . . Part of my agreement is I pick up his favorite kind of steak.” Vaguely remembered that strange aspect of Cain’s agreement. “There’s only one place you can get it near him. Half & Half Meat House. I’ve set it up so it’s ready each week on the same day, but . . . I can’t pop in this week. I’m . . . If I’m to catch . . .”

Cain leaving the rest hanging was kind of comical. Okay. Funny. Had me chuckling. Didn’t last long, because my mind began swirling at the realization of Cain’s request. I wasn’t sure if such a task, not that I was above doing trivial stuff, was proper. I could . . . Yeah that would work.

“I’ll arrange for someone to retrieve and deliver it.” There. Problem solved. I thought. 

“No.” Cain barked, but quickly switched back to his proper tone. “Sorry, it’s . . . I do not feel . . . Comfortable having another approaching him without me there.”

“What? How else will he get it Your agreement isn’t . . . Is it?” I knew the rules. No one left the home alone until they’d nailed every small detail in their agreement down. The pair had the beginning aspect down, but they’d not nailed the fine points down. The assignment came up before Cain completed that. It’s why he brought the Royal Leaders a tentative agreement.

“I trust you. You won’t intimidate him. Spook him. Ruin my chance at locking in our compromise.”

Oh. Cain wanted me to deliver the steaks. Not a hard task. Didn’t mind it. Would cement our friendship. Cain asking did that. Doing such a task meant every Combatant would see how hands on their Commander was. Was it wrong for a Royal Leader to be a close friend with their General or Combatants? Wasn’t. Appearance had to be kept up at all times. Would visiting a Destroyer’s Hermitage be viewed as improper? Did other Royal Leaders? Unclear point. They should. Keepers and Protectors were a major part of our people the minute they accepted their Bombardian. 

Shit. Why had I not thought of that earlier? Why had my cousins not? Needed bringing up the next time we met. One thing I knew about humans was they tended to judge people by their actions, or lack of. The Royal Leaders needed to put themselves into the chosen humans’ shoes. What would I have thought if someone told me another race existed and led by a group of people they never met? I would have believed the race dismissed my place among them. Would hate them. Not trust them. Doubt everything I was told. Another fact worth bringing to my cousins. I’d have to find someone way to thank Cain.

“Give me the details of what and when to pick up. When I’m to be there. Which home and . . . A way to know which one is yours.”

I picked up my cold food and dumped it into the trash. I’d grab something on the way home. Warmed over spaghetti wasn’t my favorite.

“You sure, Commander Lincoln?”

I growled, thankfully for Cain I remembered to pull the phone away. Once Cain gave a light whimpered apology I said, “If you continue to call me by my proper name I’ll change my mind.” Not really, but . . .

“Sorry, David. It’s just . . . I . . . Um . . . Really figured I’d have to beg or promise something major. What I’m asking isn’t really . . . Proper. I just really can’t stand the idea of anyone else near Tommy. Yet.”

“Cain, “I hated hearing my General stutter. The man was always together. Guess it’s true that finding a Keeper changes a Bombardian. “I won’t lie, mainly because you’d be able to tell and friendship can’t be built on or continue with lies. I did hesitate. More so because I have not been to a Destroyer’s Hermitage. Something I fear needs changing. Your Keeper, like all others, are important. They deserve the same respect as their Bombardian.” More so when it came down to it. “I do not ignore my Bombardians when they come to me. Do I?”

Rest of my thoughts rolled off my tongue and ended up sounding like a lecture instead of a friendly conversation. A major flaw of mine when I tried to make a strong point. Happened more when my point was something I overlooked.

“Good point. Your ability to spot oversights, such as this, is why I’m honored to work for you. Even more pleased to call you a friend.”

“Good.” My heart warmed. “Now where am I going to take this special food?”

“Ray Town Destroyer’s Hermitage. I’ll let Tommy know to expect you tomorrow afternoon around one. John, the butcher at Half & Half Meat House will have it ready by noon. The store isn’t far from the Hermitage, but it’s popular little store. Might take a bit of time to check out. Meat counter is located at the back. Ask for Tommy’s order.”

Damn. Stupid
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