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        SUBJECT: AVI

      

      

      The two boys lay on the floor of the playroom, one pointing their feet north and the other south, their heads slotted beside one another, close enough for their dark brown hair to blend together, giving them the appearance they were somehow one unit. They were. Twins. Identical. Mirror.

      Little psychopaths in the making.

      “Can I meet them?” Thomas asked.

      “You still want them?” Dr. Rice asked. “I just told you they hurt each other for fun.”

      Did they, though? Clearly, one was the aggressor and the other the victim. Did both truly enjoy pain, or did one enjoy giving and the other receiving? True mirrors. This would give a whole new depth to his research. And beneath everything else, this was research. He was on a mission.

      Thomas frowned at the woman. “Yes. I definitely want them.”

      “They don’t just communicate telepathically. They speak a language none of the staff recognize. Like they’re speaking in tongues. Or something… We think they’ve made up their own language.”

      “That’s quite common in twins, Dr. Rice.” He looked her in the eye so she would understand he wasn’t saying this lightly. “I want them.”

      She couldn’t see the bigger picture. She looked at the twins and saw a problem. Thomas saw an opportunity. A divine creation. He was raising a legion of psychopaths. The information the woman shared made them ideal, another facet of his research. Something else to manipulate and study.

      “Can I meet them now, please?” he asked, this time with more urgency.

      She gave him a hard look—like maybe he was the monster—then nodded. When she opened the door to the room, the boys sat up, taking an almost bookend-like position, their posture perfect, so identical it was impossible to tell them apart. It was uncanny, really.

      Thomas approached them slowly, while both of them looked him up and down, assessing him as efficiently as any scanner might. Dr. Rice was right. They worked as a team. Like velociraptors. The thought popped into his head unbidden, and he shook it away. But it was a valid comparison. They were intelligent, deadly, hunted in packs. They were always testing for weakness. True predators.

      He was looking at two true predators. He was willing to bet one of them was the more dominant one. A thrill ran through him at the idea of studying these truly unique creatures.

      He decided to meet them on their territory. He sat on the floor opposite them, mirroring their posture. They looked at each other, clearly communicating, before both of them turned their blank stares on him.

      “I’m Thomas,” he said. “What did you just say to each other about me?” he asked, keeping his tone conversational.

      “What do you mean?” the one with the splint asked.

      Excellent liars. Perfect. “It’s alright. You don’t have to lie. I know some twins can communicate without words. Some even have secret languages. I hear you can do both.”

      The boy without the splint frowned, giving Thomas a look like he was stupid. “We don’t have a secret language.”

      “The staff said you speak a language they don’t recognize.”

      The boy with the splint rolled his eyes. “They’re stupid. It’s Aramaic.”

      Thomas’s eyes widened. “Aramaic? Where did you learn Aramaic.”

      “Our nanny.”

      “Your nanny spoke Aramaic?”

      The one without the splint spoke. “She was Syrian.”

      The other nodded. “From Maaloula. In the mountains. She was pretty.”

      They clearly had a fondness for the woman. That was interesting.

      “You were close?” Thomas asked.

      “She snuck us food,” the one without the splint said.

      “And sang us to sleep,” his counterpart added.

      “And hid us from our mom when she forgot to take her pills.”

      Thomas nodded. “It was good you had someone like her. Would you please tell me what you said to him when I entered?”

      Once more, the boys looked at each other. Finally, the splinted one answered. “I said you’re another doctor.”

      Thomas smiled. “I am. But not like them. I’m not looking for more patients.”

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. He was looking for a family. One whose goals aligned with his. Children who would follow orders and right the world’s wrongs without guilt or remorse. Then he wanted to take that model and expand it. The world needed a cleansing, and Thomas would stop at nothing until he found a way to accomplish that goal.

      “Then what are you looking for?” the boy without the splint asked.

      Thomas met his penetrating gaze. “Children. To raise. Children like you.”

      The boy with the splint tilted his head. “That’s what our last parents said, too.”

      The other nodded. “Then they tried to separate us.”

      The first boy’s jaw set and he no longer looked uninterested, he looked—what had Dr. Rice said? Void. “Then they gave us away.”

      That type of constant shifting of rules and regulations could lead to a fracturing that would be impossible to repair. These boys needed stability. Quickly. “Did you want to stay with your last family?”

      The two looked at each other, sharing a sly, secretive smile that most definitely would have given Dr. Rice nightmares for eternity.

      The one without the splint finally shrugged. “No. They were boring. Almira took care of us.”

      “Almira was your nanny?” Thomas confirmed.

      They looked at each other again for a long moment, as if deciding whether Thomas had earned or deserved their truth. Once a decision was made, the dominant one, the one without the splint said, “Yes.”

      “She told us stories about Syria,” the other confirmed.

      The first nodded. “About her village.”

      The second boy began to fidget with his splint, deliberately hurting himself, then taking a deep breath and letting it out. “She called us Arsu and Azizos.”

      Thomas’s pulse tripped. Names beginning with A. It had to be a sign. “Why did she call you that? Do you know?”

      “She said Arsu meant god of the evening star and Azizos god of the morning star.”

      Morningstar. Like Lucifer, the light-bringer. “Who was who?”

      The dominant one said, “I’m Arsu.”

      “Azizos,” said the other.

      Thomas looked back and forth between the two. “Is that what you call each other?”

      They gave him identical looks of disdain. “No.”

      “What do you call each other, then?” Thomas asked patiently.

      “I call him Asa. He calls me Avi,” the one with the splint said.

      “Why?”

      Once more, the two blinked at him as if he were stupid. “Because those are our names.”

      Thomas looked back at the window where Dr. Rice stood, arms crossed over her chest, a look of concern on her face. “That’s not what your intake form says.”

      Asa shrugged. “Those are just the names our other parents gave us. They’re not our real names.”

      Thomas frowned. “Who told you your ‘real’ names?”

      Asa scoffed. “Nobody. They’re just our names.”

      Thomas examined their faces. They were serious. It was possible the two had been hearing the woman’s Syrian names for them so long they’d comminuted them down to their simplest parts and just had no memory of doing so. But they said it with such surety that Thomas himself had no choice but to say, “Then that is what I’ll call you.”

      They looked at each other, then gave a single definitive head nod. “Okay.”

      Thomas took a deep breath. This was always the hardest part. “Would you like to go home with me? Be my children?”

      “Will you ever separate us?” Asa asked.

      Thomas shook his head. “Not permanently, no. Never. You might have to be apart for hours or maybe even a day.”

      “Are you going to hit us?” Avi asked.

      “Never.”

      “Will you starve us if we misbehave?” Asa pressed.

      “Will you put locks on the fridge and cabinets?” Avi continued before Thomas could answer.

      Jesus. No matter how many horror stories Thomas heard, it never got easier. People were cruel. Much of humanity was a dark place. Scholars had long debated whether this level of depravity was something a person was born with or whether it was what they inevitably became. Thomas wanted answers, too, though not for the betterment of science, but of the world.

      “No. You will always have access to food. And medicine. And clothing. And anything else you need. There will be rules. Strict rules. But as long as you abide by them, I think you’ll find you like life in my home.”

      They exchanged another look, carrying on a conversation in complete silence. He wanted them. They could be happy with their siblings. They could reach their full potential with Thomas in whatever way that showed itself. They just had to see his vision.

      His research could make the world a better place. Psychopathic children raised to right the wrongs of a justice system that just kept letting monsters fall through the cracks. It was perfect. Not because psychopaths were predisposed to killing, but because they lacked remorse or empathy. Thomas knew that first-hand. These two would fit in beautifully.

      “You promise you won’t separate us?” Asa asked again.

      Thomas nodded. “You show me respect, and I’ll do the same.”

      “But what if we don’t?” Avi asked.

      “Don’t respect me?” Thomas asked with a chuckle.

      They nodded. “Well, I guess you’ll have to do without some of the things that interest you. But never without necessities. I’ll never withhold food or shelter or safety from you.”

      Not as children, anyway. As adults, concessions would be made as needed. But that was a lesson to learn many years from now. Right now, he needed to meet them where they were. The rest would come.

      “But I think you’ll both like my home and my…unique outlook on the world. In fact, I know it. What do you say?”

      They gave each other yet another long look, then they both turned, slow smiles spreading across their faces in unison. “We say yes,” they said as one.

      Thomas would have to watch these two very carefully. “Then let’s go home.”
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      Avi flipped off his desk light, running his hands over his face. Asa had texted him something about their dad wanting to see them—just them—tomorrow night. That was never good. He racked his brain, trying to think of what they could have done to piss off their old man. They’d made their kills and followed the rules like always. As far as he knew, nobody had floated up in the river or been unearthed in an empty lot. But, clearly, Thomas had something on his mind.

      Asa had asked him to meet out at the club, but he was definitely in a dry spell. Avi had never had a hard time getting laid. He was hot and rich and had a carbon copy of himself always willing to share. But over the last few months, his stock had mysteriously plummeted. Guys who were once super interested ghosted him, gave him dirty looks, and some had started some downright vicious and—hopefully—false rumors about his…prowess. Somebody was slandering his name but, so far, Avi hadn’t found the leak. When he did, he planned to plug it and redeem himself.

      He shook the thought away, gathering his sketches and putting them in the safe, before heading towards the exit. The place was deserted except for security and housekeeping. All the overhead lights were off, the whole building illuminated by only the generator lights. It was always deafeningly silent at this time of night. Or it should have been, anyway.

      Instead, there was the sound of soft swearing and somebody muttering under their breath in a language Avi didn’t speak. Mandarin, maybe, or Cantonese. Felix. Why was Felix in the building this late? Most interns were gone by eight or so, even the paid ones. But there he was, in the shop swearing a blue streak as he tugged thread through fabric.

      As always, Avi’s breath left him and a weird feeling settled in his stomach when he looked at him. Felix was…an enigma. Dainty, lithe, with inky black hair that fell into deep brown eyes unless he tied it away from the sharp angles of his face. Like now. He was sassy and angry and lethal, with or without a weapon.

      Company guidelines stated all employees were to wear at least one piece of Gemini gear, but, as usual, Felix had ignored the policy in its entirety, opting for something that looked like a leather kilt and a silk green top that made his golden bronze skin glow. But, unlike other days, he’d pulled an ugly threadbare cardigan over the outfit. He’d noticed it that morning, but Felix was in such a bad mood, he hadn’t enquired about it. Felix was…prickly.

      But something was bothering him. Usually, Felix walked around Gemini like he owned the company, talking to everybody—including Avi—as if they answered to him. Avi had fielded a hundred complaints about the intern who didn’t know his place. But Avi truly didn’t care what Felix did. He should. That was the adult thing to do. The responsible thing to do.

      He should take him aside and verbally reprimand him, but it wouldn’t work. He would simply give Avi that look—the one that made it appear as if he knew a secret that could destroy you—and then he’d walk away. Avi only reprimanded Felix when he knew it would rile him up. Because a furious Felix was Avi’s favorite Felix.

      Avi gave a soft knock on the glass. Felix’s head jerked upwards, leveling a withering glare as he looked down his nose at Avi. Imperious was Felix’s default setting. In his mind, he was royalty and the rest of the world were peasants. Avi fucking loved that about him.

      He entered, realizing that Felix was still sewing sequins onto the jumpsuit for Monday’s throwback photoshoot. “You’re still working on those?”

      The look Felix gave him made Avi wonder if he was armed and whether he’d see the attack coming. “Have you ever had to hand sew a thousand sequins on the ass of a jumpsuit before?” Felix snarled.

      Avi thought about it. “No. I was a kid when jumpsuits with words written on the ass were trending.”

      “Well, it’s fucking hard. Look at my fingers.” He showed Avi his bruised and swollen hand.

      Avi licked his lower lip as he took in Felix’s long, nimble fingers and manicured nails sharpened into points. Fitting. “Want me to kiss them better?”

      Felix sneered at him. “Want me to stab you in the face with a pair of fabric shears?”

      Avi could already feel his dick hardening. “Stop, you’re turning me on.”

      Felix deflated, going back to sewing his sequins. “You are fucked up on a whole other level,” he muttered.

      Avi grinned. “Guilty as charged.”

      Once more, Felix dropped the fabric. “Did I do something to piss you off? More than usual, I mean?”

      Avi frowned. “Have you ever seen me pissed off? Ever? Especially at you?”

      Felix’s lower lip pooched out in a pouty way that shouldn’t have made Avi horny, then he shrugged one delicate shoulder. “No, but I don’t see any of the other interns here slaving away.”

      This was about the jumpsuit? “You looked like you could use a distraction.”

      Felix stared at him flatly. “And you took that to mean medieval torture would cheer me up?”

      Avi frowned harder, at a loss, floating closer. “What? No. I was trying to be nice.”

      “Nice!” Felix snapped. “I won’t be able to use my hands for a week.”

      Avi gave him his sexiest smirk. “That’s a shame. I could think of so many things to do with those fingers.”

      Felix slapped him hard enough to send his head flying to the side, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. When Avi laughed, Felix raised his hand again, this time closing his fist. Avi snagged his wrists and pinned them behind his back. “You keep slapping me like that and I’m going to think you like me or something.”

      Felix’s face flushed. “Fuck you.”

      “Would me fucking you make your day better?”

      Felix snagged his wrists back. “You are the worst.”

      Avi was usually content to play the villain but, for some reason, he couldn’t let this go. “Do you know how many interns I pissed off by giving this job to you?” He jerked his chin toward the sequined jumpsuit.

      For once, Felix seemed thrown. “What?”

      Avi shook his head. “Your name is in the magazine credits. I’m pretty sure they’re plotting your death, even as we speak. I hear them in the cantina. They hate you. I mean, everybody kind of hates you…except me. I think you’re neat.”

      Felix seemed to let that knowledge wash off him like he didn’t even hear it. “Why would you do that?”

      Avi was close enough to feel the heat of Felix’s body and his breath on his skin when he spoke. He smelled like spearmint gum. He had to force himself to concentrate on the question. “Because you literally said, ‘I’m having a bad day. I need a distraction,’” he mimicked, lifting his voice to a soft, breathy impersonation of Felix’s voice.

      That brought Felix up short. “How did you know I said that?”

      Avi shrugged. “I heard you on the phone when you came in today.”

      “You eavesdropped on my call?”

      “Yeah. And I wanted to do something nice for you,” Avi said, exasperated. Felix looked stymied. “Why are you having a bad day, anyway?”

      To Avi’s horror, Felix burst into tears. He wiped them away, still glaring at Avi as if any of this was his fault, which he was at least eighty-seven percent sure it wasn’t. “I’m not crying over you. Just so you know. Today’s my birthday.”

      Avi blinked. “Oh,” he muttered, as if that made perfect sense.

      “It’s my birthday. A big one. A milestone one. Twenty-one. But my parents aren’t here. My dad’s dead. My mom’s…you know, in a home. She used to make me this dessert… Ugh, never mind.” He lifted the sweater to his nose, wiping his tears on the sleeve.

      Understanding dawned. The ugly sweater belonged to Felix’s mother. “I…didn’t know.”

      Felix sniffled. “Why would you? I just… I wanted a day where I didn’t have to think about anything sad.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?” Avi asked.

      “Why? What would you do about it?” Felix countered.

      Avi surged forward, slanting his lips over Felix’s soft but unyielding mouth, not deepening the kiss but not pulling away either. Felix shoved him back, slapping him hard again. Before Avi could think to react, Felix grabbed his hoodie and dragged him back, smashing their lips together in a kiss that turned dirty fast. Avi’s arms went around him without thought, and Felix wrapped his limbs around him like a vine.

      Avi scooped him up, dropping him onto the table, rocking against him and groaning when he realized Felix was hard, too. “What are we doing?” he asked against his mouth.

      “Fuck me,” Felix panted, not breaking the kiss.

      Avi’s brain short-circuited. “What?”

      “Fuck. Me,” Felix repeated, emphasizing each word with another filthy kiss. “It’s my birthday.”

      Avi’s cock was throbbing behind his zipper. There was no way he was saying no to that. He couldn’t keep his hands off him. Felix’s kilt or skirt or whatever it was left Avi free to run his hands far up under it, fingers skimming over petal soft skin to a hard cock encased in lace panties. Fuck. He felt like a fucking teenager. “I don’t have lube or condoms.”

      “You’re a fucking serial killer. Improvise,” Felix demanded against his lips.

      Fuck, Felix was bossy in every area of his life. He looked around and snagged the bottle on the counter. Coconut oil. They used it to lubricate the sewing machines. He yanked Felix from the table, spinning him around and bending him over, dropping to his knees to drag those lacey panties down to mid thigh, biting gently at whatever skin he found, wanting to take his time and taste every part of him.

      “I don’t need the foreplay. I just want you inside me. Now.”

      Christ.

      Avi flipped Felix’s leather skirt up, taking a moment to appreciate the obscenely sexy picture he made, before shoving his own clothing out of the way and grabbing the coconut oil, drizzling it over his fingers and probing the furrow between Felix’s cheeks, biting off a groan when he pushed one slick finger into Felix’s taut hole. Fuck.

      Felix made this broken hnf sound that made Avi have to remember not to come before he even made it inside. Felix was so fucking tight. After a minute, he pushed a second finger in with the first, working them in and out as best he could.

      Felix turned and gave him a pissy look. “Just hurry up. I need to feel you inside me.”

      Avi grinned, shaking his head. “Bossy,” he murmured, slicking himself up and pressing the head of his cock against Felix’s entrance, hesitating for just a moment. They both moaned as Avi pushed inside. Felix was almost painfully tight. It took three tries for Avi to even get inside. “Fuck, loosen up for me,” he coaxed, his hands gripping Felix’s narrow waist. “Let me in.”

      Felix whimpered, then bit it back. Soon, Avi could move easily, but he had to pace himself. He was quickly becoming addicted to the grip of Felix’s hole milking him with each thrust.

      Felix arched his back. “Fuck. Yeah. Like that. But harder.”

      Avi realized Felix was jerking himself off under the table. “God, you’re so fucking perfect.”

      “I know,” Felix gasped. “Pull my hair.” Avi did as he was told, slipping the elastic free and locking his fingers in Felix’s silky strands, yanking him back, gripping his hip so he could pound into him. “Oh, fuck. Yeah. Yeah. Just keep doing that. Don’t fucking stop. I’m so close. Just a little more.”

      Avi had never had anybody coach him through sex before, but he found it helped knowing Felix was almost there. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold off. When Avi kissed the slender column of his throat, Felix nudged him away. “I don’t need any of that.”

      Avi slapped Felix’s ass, earning a startled yelp. “Well, I do. So, behave.”

      Felix cried out right then and Avi could feel him spasm around him. He really had been close. Was it the smack that sent him over the edge? Fuck. That was enough for Avi, his whole body shuddering with pleasure as he came. He should have pulled out, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. He was already spilling inside Felix, pumping his hips, loath to leave the snug heat of a body he’d spent endless hours fantasizing about.

      When Avi softened, he slipped free. Before he could say anything, Felix adjusted his clothing, smoothing a hand over his green blouse and pulling his sweater tight around him. “I need to finish this,” he said, returning to his seat, dismissing Avi like a two dollar whore.

      Avi stood there staring for a long while. “I can have somebody finish that up in the morning, or you can do it over a couple of days. There’s time.”

      Felix gave a quick shake of his head, his hair falling into his face. “No, it’s fine. If my name’s going to be on it, then I should be the one to do the work.”

      “O-kay,” Avi said, still hesitating. “Should we⁠—”

      “You can go,” Felix said, tone sharp.

      “You do know I’m the boss, right?” Avi asked, amused.

      Felix flicked his sassy gaze at him and his still open pants. “You do know saying that with your dick out in front of cameras you installed in this room could be construed as sexual harassment.”

      Avi grinned. “Until I play them the sound where you demanded I fuck you like I was your concubine. I feel…used.”

      Once more, there was…something, but then it was gone, locked down behind a typical Felix eye roll. “Go home.”

      Avi didn’t want to go home. Not alone, anyway. But he had no reason to stay. “Maybe I should just stick around and make sure you get home okay.”

      Felix cut his gaze to him again. “I have a gun in my bag and a knife in my boot. Trust me, I’ll be fine getting home.”

      He really was perfect. “Okay. See you in the morning, I guess.”

      “Bye,” Felix said, dismissing him without so much as a wave.

      Damn. He was a savage.
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      Felix didn’t walk home. He took an Uber most of the way, then asked the driver to stop a couple blocks away. He needed the night air on his face. He needed the sharp pain in his ass that made him grimace with every step. He needed to be punished. He was fucking shame spiraling. He looked at his phone. It was after midnight. Hopefully, there was nobody waiting for him. 

      He’d done a lot of impulsive things in his short life, but tonight had started a chain reaction of poor life choices that left him reeling from his own dumbassery. Was that a word? It should be. His decisions had snowballed until he couldn’t outrun them anymore and they flattened him.

      That was how he felt. Run over. All the reasons he should never have kissed Avi played on repeat like a song he couldn’t get out of his head. Avi was his boss. Avi was an asshole. Avi tormented him night and day. Avi was his brother-in-law. They’d been at work. In the workshop. Where there were cameras. And guards. Guards watching those cameras. 

      But none of those things were what had him unraveling. He stopped, leaning against the abandoned print shop, the bricks threatening to destroy his mother’s already aggressively well-loved sweater. His mother. Fuck. She would be so embarrassed of the mess he’d become. Holy shit. He really was just so good at making bad decisions. 

      He was a goddamn cliché. Instead of going home and hanging out with the guys and letting them celebrate his twenty-first birthday as planned, he’d opted for a pity party of one. Because he was sad and lonely, which was stupid because he was never alone. He lived in the equivalent of a frat house, with people coming and going all hours of the night. 

      He didn’t even know why he’d done it. Okay, that was a lie. He’d done it because he was the worst kind of hypocrite. He would tell anybody who was being treated the way Avi treated Felix to run fast and far, no matter how rich or sexy or smart or funny or fucking dangerous he was. But when Avi had kissed him, it was like something broke inside Felix. His fucking heart had stopped and he’d just wanted more. He’d wanted it all. Kissing Avi had made him forget how sad he was, had made him feel seen and…wanted. Something he never felt. 

      He quit stalling, walking the few short steps to the mechanic shop his brother owned, then walked another few steps to where he lived with his friends. The lights downstairs in the rec center were always on, but the farther into the large space he got, the more sure he was he wouldn’t be able to escape his friends. 

      When he walked in and dropped his work bag, four of the half-dozen guys playing PS5 turned to look at him as a unit, the controllers in their hands forgotten. Felix looked around, his heart twisting. There was a happy birthday banner and balloons and food scattered on the table. There wasn’t much left, but that was to be expected with ten twenty-somethings living in one huge apartment. 

      They’d thrown him a party. A party he’d missed to bang a man who hated him. For the second time that night, he burst into tears. Arsen’s husky-blue eyes widened, and he dropped his controller, vaulting over the back of the couch, his aqua hair flopping into his face as he put his arm around Felix and led him to the sofa. 

      Levi watched, eyes narrowed, looking more intimidating than usual with his black hair braided down the center of his head like an extra from Vikings. The Dum-Dum in his mouth should have made him look less intimidating, but it really didn’t. “Are you good? Did somebody hurt you? Is that why you look…like you do?” he finished awkwardly. 

      Felix caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of the window. His hair was a mess, his shirt askew, his skirt twisted. “No. Nothing like that.” 

      Felix knew he was freaking them out. Arsen and Levi kept exchanging looks. The should-we-call-someone look. The do-we-need-to-kill-someone look.

      “Tell us what happened,” Arsen said. “Where were you? You missed your party.” 

      Felix collapsed in a fresh pool of tears, covering his face with his hands. Nico came down the stairs just then, his blond curls bouncing, eyes going wide when he saw Felix sobbing. 

      “What the hell?” Nico asked. “Are we killing some people tonight?” 

      “No. Just… It’s nothing. You can’t tell my brother,” Felix said, giving all of them a look through his tears. “He’ll freak the fuck out.” 

      “About what? What happened to you?” Levi asked. 

      Felix shook his head, miserable. “I can’t.” They all frowned at him. They had no secrets. “Seriously. It’s too…shameful.” 

      Arsen narrowed his eyes at him, doing that thing that made Felix feel like he was looking through him. “You fucked him! That boss you hate.” 

      “How do you do that?” Felix asked. 

      There was a moment of stillness, and then chaos erupted. 

      “You didn’t,” Nico said, scandalized. 

      Levi nodded. “Oh, he so did. Look at him.” 

      Just then, Lake floated down the stairs. “Who did what?” 

      “Felix fucked his brother,” Arsen said.

      “Brother-in-law,” Nico clarified when Lake choked on whatever he was eating. 

      “Shh,” Felix hissed violently. 

      Levi frowned. “Why, is the place bugged? I don’t think Jericho can hear you from his fancy penthouse apartment.” 

      “Still, people fucking gossip in this place,” Felix muttered. 

      “You. You gossip in this place,” Lake reminded him. 

      “Yeah, and I’m sure people would like to turn the tables on me,” Felix countered. 

      “You have to tell us what happened,” Nico said. 

      Levi grinned. “Yeah, slowly and with a lot of detail.” The others glared at him, but he just shrugged. “What? You don’t want to know what it’s like to fuck a psychopath?” 

      “I didn’t mean to do it,” Felix wailed. “It just…happened.” 

      “You just happened to lose your virginity…to your boss…who you hate?” Levi asked, doubt creeping into his voice in a way that made Felix want to rip out his nose ring. 

      “You know what I mean,” Felix said, hands flailing. “It happened so fast. I was sewing sequins on the ass of some sweatpants, and he came in, being all smug and hot and annoying, but then he said something nice and I was in a vulnerable state. And then…” He trailed off. 

      “And then?” All four echoed, clearly expecting more details. 

      Felix rolled his eyes. “And then I slapped him and he kissed me and I slapped him again, but then I kissed him, and then the soul of some depraved sex demon overtook me, and the next thing I know, I’m telling him to do it.” 

      “Do it?” Arsen asked, Russian accent thick. 

      Felix couldn’t believe he was having to explain this to four people all far more sexually experienced than him. “Me. Do me. Fuck me.” 

      “Is that what you said?” Levi asked, mouth falling open. 

      Felix nodded, miserable. 

      “And he just…did?” Nico said. 

      “But you hate him?” Lake asked. 

      Arsen scoffed. “Hate sex is the best of all the sex, no?” 

      Felix made a frustrated sound. “Okay, it didn’t just happen. I wanted it to happen. I was sad and lonely and tired of being the last virgin on the planet, and I knew he would do it. He’s a fucking psychopath. He wouldn’t care about devirginizing me.” 

      “So, you told him you were a virgin?” Lake asked. 

      Felix felt something curdle within him. “No. Not exactly. But it’s not like he would care.” 

      “But still, he should have been told, right?” Nico hedged. 

      “He kills people. Do you really think punching my V card would be the line he wouldn’t cross? It’s not my fault he didn’t pick up on my context clues. But I wanted to have sex and he was right there, so ready and willing, like an easily baffled, hot sex robot.” 

      “So…how was it?” Arsen asked, earning a glare from the other three. 

      Felix collapsed against the back of the couch, his dick twitching as flashes of their encounter flooded to the surface without permission. How was it? Holy fucking hell. 

      “It was…” Hot and raw and it had set his soul on fucking fire. And his ass. His ass was on fire. The universe had definitely blessed Avi in the dick department. It seemed weirdly unfair given what a dick he was just in general. “Fine. It was fine.” 

      “Fine?” Nico asked, brows furrowed. “The look on your face doesn’t say fine.” 

      Felix threw his hands up. “Okay, it was better than fine. It was fucking mind-blowing. He rocked my fucking world. Literally. I feel like I was hit with a bomb blast.” 

      They all stared at him for a long moment before Lake gently asked, “Are you, like…okay? Physically, I mean? Like, did it hurt?” 

      Yes. “Why would you assume I bottomed?” Felix asked, pissy. 

      “Because you walked in here like you’d ridden a horse home from work,” Levi observed. 

      Felix made another noise of frustration. “I’m…fine. It wasn’t a big deal.” 

      That was a lie. He wasn’t fine. It had hurt. So fucking bad. In a way no amount of prep or lube or fucking himself with a toy could have prepared him for, but it felt like what he’d needed. He needed to hurt physically to kill the emotions eating him alive. And Avi had given it. Enthusiastically. He’d done everything Felix demanded of him. Seemed to like it, even. 

      Then it stopped hurting, which was so much worse. Because when the pain went away, there was nothing to distract him from how fucking good it felt to have Avi inside him, his hand in his hair, taking what he wanted. Felix had tried to keep it casual. Just sex. It happened every day. To other people, anyway. But when Avi kissed his neck and wrapped an arm around his waist, it had started to feel too real, like something with feelings. 

      And that couldn’t happen. Felix could never give in to his pathetic crush on his infuriating boss, but the more he talked about it, the harder it was not to relive each and every scalding hot moment of their encounter. It had been so much more than every single one of his fantasies. And, for better or worse, when Felix closed his eyes, Avi was always the star of the show. He had been since the moment he’d called him “kitten.”

      The bastard.

      “That was super convincing.” 

      “Like, what do you want me to say? I’m good. Did we make this big a deal out of any of you all getting laid for the first time?” 

      “Um, yeah. We were just way younger than you when it happened,” Levi said.

      “Wow. Don’t be rude,” Nico admonished.

      “How is it rude to remind him that he waited and we didn’t?” Arsen asked, confused as usual. 

      Felix closed his eyes. “I’m going to change my clothes. Did you say there was cake?” 

      “Yes. And ice cream,” Lake answered. “We saved you some food, too.” 

      “Jericho was here, but he said he’d come by tomorrow with your gift from him and Atticus.” 

      “Was he mad I wasn’t here?” Felix asked. 

      “No. He seemed bummed, but when he heard you were still at work, he looked…I don’t know, like happy?” Lake said. 

      Jericho would be so disappointed in him. “You cannot tell Jericho this happened. He’d murder Avi if he knew I was a virgin the first time we had sex.” 

      “The first time?” Levi asked with a grin. 

      Felix shook his head, face flushing. “Not the first time. The only time. The one and only time we had sex. Just… Just don’t tell Jericho.” 

      Arsen shrugged. “Your secret’s safe with us. Let’s hope your—what did you call him?—easily baffled, hot sex robot also keeps his mouth shut. If he tells his brothers, you’re screwed. More screwed,” he corrected.
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        * * *

      

      Two days had passed since Felix’s moment of temporary insanity. The physical ache had passed, but the emotional one still lingered. He’d hoped verbally purging his sins to his friends would absolve him, but no, it was all still there. Avi was still there, swirling in the shadows of his mind, living rent free in his head, only showing himself whenever Felix wanted to jerk off.

      Having sex with Avi had in no way gotten it out of his system. It had only made his fantasies much more realistic and so much more depraved. He couldn’t get him out of his thoughts. Whenever he closed his eyes, he could feel Avi’s hands on him, hear the sound of his harsh breathing as he’d fucked into him, could hear the sounds of his own desperate moans. When he was at work, like now, with Avi’s glass-encased office just across the space, it was even worse. There was this annoying sense of longing that he just couldn’t shake.

      Felix sat at his station, working on his sketches for school when a shadow fell over his desk. “Hey, kitten. Good job on that sweatsuit. They are going to look epic in the summer issue.”

      “Thanks,” Felix muttered.

      Avi didn’t respond, but he didn’t leave either. When Felix couldn’t fight his curiosity anymore, he set his pencil down and looked up at him, finding him frowning comically hard.

      “What?” he snapped.

      If possible, Avi frowned harder. “You’re being weird.”

      Felix’s eyes widened. “I’m being weird?”

      Avi nodded, pressing his palm to Felix’s desk, leaning into his space. “Yeah, usually when I call you kitten, you find some super creative way to threaten me and then we, like…banter. But there’s been no banter for two whole days. Just you…ignoring me. I don’t like when you won’t play with me,” Avi said, tone almost sulky.

      “Well, I’m sorry. I have actual work to do,” he lied.

      Avi scoffed. “No, you don’t. I’m your boss, remember?”

      Felix pulled a face at him, head swiveling to see if anybody was within earshot. They weren’t, but that didn’t mean dozens of eyes weren’t on them. The entire building was a fish bowl. “Do you remember? This isn’t very professional.”

      Avi leaned in close, his breath puffing against his throat as he said, “Neither is begging me to fuck you in the middle of the workshop, but you didn’t hear me complaining.”

      Felix flushed to the tips of his ears. “That was a one time thing. I was having a bad day.”

      Avi grinned, triumphant. “And you thought my dick could make it better?”

      Felix snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself. You were just the last stop on my tour of rock bottom.”

      “Aww, saving the best for last, kitten?” Avi mocked.

      Felix wanted to scream. There was no way to scare off Avi Mulvaney. Sarcasm was his love language. “People are staring,” he whispered, hoping to at least get him to leave.

      Avi chuckled that deep, throaty chuckle that made Felix’s cock harden. “We’re hot. Let them stare. They’re probably hoping I’m verbally chastising you for once again being out of dress code.”

      Felix flicked his gaze upward. “The policy states I am to wear at least one item from Gemini’s athletic brand. And I am. Just because you can’t see it doesn’t make it my problem.”

      Felix felt a tiny bit of superiority as he watched Avi piece together exactly what item of Gemini clothing he wore. He saw the moment understanding dawned.

      He had about three seconds of feeling smug before Avi crooned, “If you’re trying to tell me you’re rocking a Gemini jockstrap under those pants, I might have to drag you into the bathroom to check for myself. Just to be sure.”

      Felix batted his lashes at Avi. “I’ll be sure to tell HR of your dedication to company policy when I file my lawsuit.”

      Avi’s chuckle was infuriating. “You can take off early.”

      “What? Am I being fired?” Felix snapped.

      Avi shook his head. “No. We’re going on a work trip. We’ll be gone for a few days. I figured someone like you needs time to pack.”

      Felix froze. “A work trip? What do you mean ‘someone like me?’”

      Avi gave him a patient look. “My father is sending me to Aiden’s to help him with a situation out there. I need you to come along in case any pressing Gemini business comes up.”

      What the fuck was he playing at? Was this a punishment of some sort? For what? For fucking him? For ignoring him? For not being at his beck and call like all the other interns? Maybe he’d finally realized it was Felix who’d been cockblocking him for the last eight months. “You’re joking.”

      Avi gave him an infuriating smile. “I’m not. There could be an emergency. It’s not like I can just return a call when I’m in the middle of torturing some bad guy.”

      Felix rolled his eyes. “Let Asa torture the bad guy. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “Asa isn’t coming,” Avi said, sounding a little rattled.

      Felix stopped short. Avi never sounded rattled. “What? What do you mean? You two are never apart
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