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Dedication

I truly believe these two truths apply to all of us, hugs are awesome, and LOVE WINS.

Love you xx
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Chapter One
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Adapted from the epilogue of Sweet Things For A Crocodile

Devon didn’t bother turning on his lights, even though his second bedroom, which he’d turned into an office, was dark. Only the glow of his computer screen provided any glare and that was what Devon was focused on. 

Sitting down, he checked his email, making sure a bid he’d made on a popular auction site was still winning. He didn’t want to be proven a liar to his good friends. But as soon as he was done, Devon clicked another link, scrolling down a blue screen filled with white text. Messages he’d shared with someone with the handle “BlueKnight64.” He smiled when he saw there was a new message, although his eyes darkened as he read it. 

Is it true you’re an assassin? Can you kill him for me?

“Well, shit,” Devon cursed softly. Clearly things were worse for his online friend than he thought. He scrolled back through the hundreds of messages the two had shared, seeing them in a new light. 

This could get me into so much trouble, he thought as his fingers rested on his keyboard and he started to type a reply. 

Are you in a safe place? Are you safe right now? 

BlueKnight64 was still online, and Devon worried that his friend might have been waiting for his reply while he’d been enjoying barbecue with his friends. He rubbed his fist against the center of his chest. That feeling made him uncomfortable. 

Finally the three little wavy dots indicated someone was typing a response. 

He’s gone out for a few hours. I’m not sure when he’ll be back... Bear... I’m scared. I don’t know what to do.

You need to get out of there. Have you got anywhere close by you can go? Can a friend help you until I can get there?

As soon as he hit send, Devon scrolled back up through the messages. He was looking for any hint, any suggestion at all about where BlueKnight64 lived. 

They’d been chatting online for months. Devon had originally seen a post written by BlueKnight64 asking for help with a geometry problem. Assuming the person was a student, Devon had answered. 

Storm’s description of him as a professor was partially accurate. There had been a time when Devon had taught classes – many, many moons ago. BlueKnight64 had come back to him with another question, this time through a private message board, and their chats progressed to the point where they were in contact almost every day. 

Devon believed he’d found a friend, even though he realized as he scrolled the chats, he knew barely anything about the person on the other side of the chat at all. 

There were talks about books, and at one point, a rather heated discussion on which episode of Star Trek was the most plausible – a conversation that had spanned over two weeks. 

Devon lingered on the day he’d admitted what he did for a living. He remembered being tired and stressed after spending three days chasing a rogue wolf shifter. The guy hadn’t gone down easily – wolf shifters never did – and by the time Devon had got back to the Alley, he had to shift to heal his own wounds. All he wanted to do was bury himself in his massive bed and not come out for a week. 

But habit had him checking his messages first. BlueKnight64 had left a dozen messages for him over the three days – each one expressing more and more concern. The person was clearly worried he’d said or done something wrong, and Devon could almost feel his rising upset through the screen. 

Devon had apologized immediately. It was the first time anyone, outside of his colleagues, who had given a damn about where he was. It was in that frame of mind, when he said he’d been on a work trip - and naturally BlueKnight64 had asked him what he did - Devon was too tired to lie. He typed I’m an assassin, but I only kill bad guys. BlueKnight64 typed back cool, and that was that. 

He was taking forever to reply to Devon’s questions now. Devon watched the dots, resisting the urge to shake his computer screen. He had no idea if BlueKnight64 was someone who tapped with one finger on each hand or typed using all his fingers like Devon did. 

He’s locked me in. There’s no way out. He gets really cross if I’m not here when he gets home. My friends... I don’t have any friends anymore because he doesn’t like them. He said they filled my head with ideas, but I never knew what those ideas were. He’s never going to let me go. He claims I’m his possession and keeps yelling mine at me every time I suggest going out somewhere. I don’t understand why. I mean, I do, but

“But what?” Devon thumped his desk. “I don’t even know where you are.” He watched the screen, hoping against hope that the three dots would start dancing again, but they were still. Less than a minute later, the blue dot indicating BlueKnight64 was online went gray. 

“Fuck it!” Devon jumped out of his chair, his fists clenched as he paced from one side of the room to the other, glancing at the screen every two seconds. 

Perhaps his internet connection isn’t very strong... Perhaps even now, he’s frantically trying to reconnect again. 

Five minutes later Devon realized his friend wasn’t coming back online. What the hell am I going to do now? 

What to do? What to do? Glancing at the screen one more time, Devon wandered into his kitchen, reaching into his refrigerator for a can of beer. His cynical side made itself known as he dropped down into the chair he had by his kitchen table. 

The guy could just be yanking my chain. I don’t even know who he is. For all I know, this is someone leading me into a long-form scam. He might not even be a real person. 

That was the problem with online anonymity. Devon already knew BlueKnight64’s profile by heart. His location had always been listed as “Wherever I lay my hat,” which Devon thought was cute. His date of birth showed he was an adult. In fact, Devon had enjoyed a few drinks sitting in front of his computer on BlueKnight64’s twenty-fifth birthday the month before. That sure felt real to me. 

Devon’s profile details were all manufactured as well. That was just part of an assassin’s life, with the added bonus that he was a shifter. The only people who knew that his name was Devon and that he lived at Assassin’s Alley were the other assassins who lived there, too. BlueKnight64 called him “Bear” because Devon’s username was “BearClaw79” – he had a fondness for baked goods, so it fit. 

It's probably all fake. He’s probably just having a laugh with his friends even now, while I’m sitting here worried sick. Yeah, Devon didn’t believe that, and neither did his bear, and his bear was usually a good judge of character. 

The only issue Devon could see was that without knowing where BlueKnight64 was, or even what his legal name was, the most effective way to track the man down was to admit to Cyrus what he’d done and ask for help. The man had resources. It would probably only take a second to find out who BlueKnight64 was and where they were. 

Cyrus is a decent bloke... I mean, I know I broke the rules, but if I can save someone... Devon tapped his nails against the side of his half-empty can. 

It’s not like I told BlueKnight64 where I was, or any of the others. I haven’t put them in danger. He doesn’t know where I am – where any of us are. Surely there’s something the people we work for could do – trace an IP address or something? Just give me some idea of where he is? What’s the worst that could happen? 

Letting out a long huff, Devon’s mind let him know how bad things could go wrong. Cyrus could get the computer connection checked and find out BlueKnight64 was on the other side of the world. Or Cyrus would get a message letting him know Devon had to be stood down or something equally ridiculous because he’d let himself get scammed by some radical person who wanted to out him and his friends. 

What would even happen if that were true? Devon had no idea. It’s not like he’d ever heard of anything similar happening to any of his friends. But as he sat there, his mind churning, Devon already knew what he would do. Even if he got outed as the most stupid bear-shifting assassin in existence, he couldn’t let the matter of BlueKnight64 rest. 

Knowingly or not, there had been times when that anonymous person on the other side of the screen was the only person who could make Devon laugh. There were days when his job weighed heavily on him, and yet he genuinely felt his heart lift every time he saw he had an unread message. 

I could go to bed. Devon downed the rest of his beer, setting his can down carefully on the table. Wait and see if there’s a message in the morning. Maybe there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation, and it will be waiting for me when I wake up. We’ll both laugh and get on with our day. 

That wasn’t going to happen. There were words from BlueKnight64’s last message that couldn’t be ignored. 

He locks me in. 

...no way out...

...doesn’t like my friends...

He gets cross...

He said he’ll never let me go...

Calls me “mine” ...

“See, that right there is shifter behavior.” Devon pointed at his can. “There’s never been any indication in the messages we’ve exchanged that he’s mated and happy about it. Never. Nope. I’m going to have to talk to Cyrus.” 

Getting up from his chair, Devon wasn’t sure if he was making the biggest mistake of his life or not. I just hope Python’s worked his dick magic and put Cyrus in a good mood, he thought as he made his way out of the house and down the track to Cyrus’s workshop. 
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Chapter Two
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“Wren, you ridiculous wretch. Why isn’t my bed turned down? Where’s my chocolate? There’re dishes still draining on the damn rack. Where the fuck are you?”

Shit. Shit. Shit. Wren had learned to move fast because he had to. The moment his laptop was stashed under his mattress, Wren ran into the bathroom, tugged off his shirt, and grabbed a plunger. Straining his butt muscles, he managed a solid fart – damn, I hope I didn’t shit my pants – all before Michael smashed open his bathroom door. 

Head over the toilet bowl, bum up, Wren flinched as the door hit the wall. “Sir, you’re home. I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear you come in.” He looked over his shoulder, the pitiful look Michael preferred on his face. “There was an...incident...with the plumbing.” He pulled the dripping plunger out of the toilet, silently crowing as Michael moved back, disgust twisting his features. “Something got blocked. I didn’t want you to have to call a plumber. I think I’ve got it fixed.” 

“Gods, you’re disgusting. It absolutely stinks in here.” Michael waved his hand in front of his nose. “To think I came home early just so I could take you out, seeing as that’s all you keep whining about. But eww...not now. You’ve spoiled your chance because you didn’t care for me the way you’re supposed to.” 

Wren’s heart dropped as if someone had punched it. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been allowed out of the house. To be able to breathe fresh air, feel the breeze on his face...

Michael always does this. He never intended taking you out in the first place. Wren nodded, turning his head away. It was easier looking in the toilet bowl than it was looking at the man who ruled every aspect of his life. “I am so sorry, sir,” he said, using his most plaintive tone. “I didn’t know this would happen.” 

“Something always happens with you,” Michael sneered from the doorway. “You’re just useless. Pathetic. Gods, you can never do anything right, and you’re always messing with my plans. No wonder I can’t do anything nice for you. You always fuck things up.” 

Tears dropped down Wren’s face and into the pristine toilet. No matter how hard he tried to tell himself words couldn’t hurt him, hearing them night after night, repeated day after day – they just did. A little piece of Wren broke every time, and Michael knew it. 

“Look at you.” The sneering tone intensified. “I don’t know why I bother keeping you around. You’re completely useless. I should just kill you. Wipe your miserable existence off the face of the earth once and for all.”

“Please, no.” Wren didn’t know what he was pleading for. He didn’t want to die. But he already knew Michael would never let him go. 

“Oh, that would be too easy.” Michael laughed. “Face it, little worm, the only way you’re getting out of here is when I’m dead, and we both know that’s not going to happen. You’re mine. Bought and paid for. Your parents never loved you – they proved that when they handed you over for a fistful of cash - and no one else ever will either. So you’d better make sure you keep me happy, because I can replace you at the drop of a hat.”

“I’ll do better, sir. I promise I’ll do better.” Wren stifled his sobs. “I have to... I’ll fix this toilet.”

“Saves me calling a plumber, I suppose.” Wren closed his eyes as he heard Michael stomp away. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood, or you’d get a damn good thrashing. Get that toilet fixed and then finish the dishes. The kitchen needs to be scrubbed from top to bottom, and I want that done before you think of sleeping tonight. Every single cupboard inside and out, and don’t forget the oven, the refrigerator, and the freezer. I want that place completely spotless before you make me breakfast in the morning.”  

The sobs came as Michael slammed the door shut. I hate my life. Wren savagely forced the plunger into the toilet and out again, even though there’d been nothing blocking it in the first place. Hate it. Hate it. Hate it. 

Using the side of the toilet bowl as leverage, Wren stood up, his knees complaining after their time on the floor. As he cleaned up the plunger, his hands, and wiped the water droplets off the toilet, he spared a thought for his anonymous friend, Bear. More specifically, how he’d stopped messaging mid-sentence and then gone offline. You probably hate me now, too. 

Bear had said once that he was an assassin, and as Wren washed the tears from his cheeks, he really wished that was true, the same as he had at least a dozen times since he’d first read that message. Michael was getting tired of him. Wren could see the writing on the wall. His rages were more frequent, the beatings were longer, and the man seemed to be drunk every night of the week. 

It hadn’t been so bad when Michael had a girlfriend. He would be out more often, sometimes even staying out all night. But the last girlfriend had been gone for more than a month now. One day the man was going to come home, angry about something, and Wren’s life expectancy would be cut short. He wasn’t under any illusions about that. 

Oh, Bear, I’m so sorry. But perhaps it’s just as well our conversation got cut short. Because Wren knew the only person who had a chance of taking Michael out would have to be a trained assassin or someone with similar skills. How I wish people like that actually existed. More importantly, I wish even just one of them knew about me. 
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“I do wish you had come and talked to me about this earlier.” Cyrus and Python were sprawled out on the couch in the little apartment above Cyrus’s workshop. It was only a two-minute walk from the Assassin’s Alley itself, and Devon was pleased that he had caught them alone and semi-dressed. 

“Er...I don’t know what you mean. Why would I inform you about a random online friendship? There was nothing to tell...well, mostly. I should’ve mentioned I’d disclosed my work, but that was one random conversation among many.” 

Devon was caught off guard by Cyrus’s apparent casual attitude. “Do you mean you knew I was talking with BlueKnight64? Since when?”

“We’ve been tracking that conversation for about six months,” Cyrus said. “You weren’t the focus of the initial investigation – it was BK’s situation that was the cause of concern. Originally it was determined by the powers that be that we weren’t going to interfere because you were keeping an eye on your young friend, which was what was needed. 

“Even telling him about your work – you didn’t disclose where you were or put anyone else at risk, and honestly, it was hoped that your friend would be reassured by the admission and see you as someone who might help him. At that point, the situation wasn’t getting much worse than it already was.”

Devon felt his heart drop to his stomach. “Wait, are you telling me the situation that BlueKnight64 is in is one that’s caught the agency’s notice? What’s happened? Who’s he being trapped by? I...” 

He paced up and down, tugging at his hair. “I didn’t feel at any point that he was in a situation where I needed to intervene until tonight. There were a few little things I noticed, of course, I did. He never mentioned friends or going out anywhere, but he could have easily been introverted or even be physically challenged in some way, limiting his ability to go out. I... It never clicked that there was anything sinister about his situation. 

“It was only in this last conversation that he said about how he wasn’t allowed out and how this person kept calling him ‘mine.’ And even then, I mean, what could I say if this were a mating situation?” 

Devon flung his arms wide as he turned toward his friends. “Think about that. What if BlueKnight64 is human and doesn’t understand the nuances around being the fated mate of a shifter or a vampire? All paranormals are possessive about their mates.”

“Yeah, mates also treat their partners with love and respect – did you forget that bit? Your BlueKnight64’s not mated and there’s a good chance he’s not human either,” Python said in a drawl. “Believe me, he probably wishes he were, because he’d be treated a damn sight better than he is. But still...I’m sorry, babe,” he said to Cyrus, patting his knee. “You’re the handler here, you can handle it.”

“Like you don’t stick your nose in agency business every five minutes.” Cyrus chuckled. “Put bluntly, BK was paid for.” 

Devon’s knees gave out, and he dropped to the floor. All he could think of was the witty posts, the way BK made him laugh on days when he didn’t think it would be possible to do that again. His legs couldn’t hold him up anymore, and when he tried to respond, the lump in his throat wouldn’t let a word out. All this time, and he was selling himself...?

Cyrus, who quickly graduated to certified asshole in Devon’s opinion, laughed. “Oh, my gods, you should see your face. You really jumped to the wrong idea, didn’t you?”

Devon glared. It was the best reaction he could manage, his mind still processing a hurt he didn’t fully understand. He had to have a good reason. Lots of people do that sort of thing. I’ve paid for services a time or two in the past... But for some reason, Cyrus’s statement just didn’t jibe with all he believed about his online friend. 

“I’m sorry. That was mean of me,” Cyrus said softly, clearly realizing Devon didn’t see the joke. “I should’ve been more specific. BK is a slave, purchased from his parents – apparently, although that’s debatable - when he was fourteen years old.”

“Fourteen?” Devon shook his head. “That can’t be right. I...I remember celebrating his twenty-fifth birthday with him a few months ago. Was he lying to me?”

“No.” Cyrus looked grim. “Your online friend has been a slave for nine...no, it’s eleven years now. Sorry, math is not in my skillset. BK is twenty-five. That’s what’s got the agency concerned and why I wished you’d come and talked to me about this situation sooner - when you shared your line of work with him, for example.” 

“I didn’t know about any of this.” Devon huffed. “What’s the significance of this young man being twenty-five, apart from him being a legal adult in most paranormal circles?” 

“Put bluntly, the guy who bought him is bored with him. From what interactions have shown, and from the information we’ve been given, BlueKnight64 used to be very fearful, very submissive. Not in a sexual way,” Python broke in. “That’s the one redeeming feature in all of this mess. Their relationship isn’t like that. But this piece of shit has already been making your little online warrior realize that his days are...yeah, he’s not got much of a future. BK knows who this person is. He knows far too much. He’s probably not aware of what he does know. But as the person holding him is paranormal, it is on us to take care of him.” 

“Take him out, you mean,” Cyrus said. “We want to take out the bad guys.”

“To me, they’re much in the same thing.” Python shrugged. 

“Gods, I hope not.” Cyrus laughed as he nudged his partner. “I don’t mind you taking care of me, but see what happens to you if you try taking me out.”

“Oh, my heart!” Python was always quick to ham up any situation. He slapped his hand against his chest and mock-swooned. “I can’t believe you don’t want me to take you out anymore. No more dates or sexy dinners alone.” Then he laughed. “As if I would ever be without you, my darling mate.”

“Excuse me,” Devon said. He was thrilled that Python had found Cyrus. All of their lives had benefited from that mating, and besides that, Python had been Devon’s colleague for years. “Can we get back to the little matter of BlueKnight64? You said his existence is being measured in days. I don’t even know where he is.”

“That’s where being part of a super-secret agency works for you,” Python said. “We have friends, mysterious people in the clouds...or some other similar place. Goodness knows why they watch us, but it’s been useful before. Let’s just hope they enjoy the scenery if they pop in while we’re busy ‘mating.’” 

“You can shut up now,” Cyrus said, slapping Python’s arm in exasperation. “We were waiting on you, Devon. All online communications by our agents are monitored, not because we’re interested in seeing your personal stuff. That’s private. But if the word assassin is mentioned, it triggers an alarm at the agency, and you were picked up then. 

“Then one of the back-office boys worked out you were interacting with a victim in a case that we had been, or rather, they had been actively monitoring, trying to get more information about the asshole with too much cash. 

“Put simply, we were letting it play out, assuming that BlueKnight64 would take the gift you’d pretty much handed to him, and ask you to come and save him.”

“Instead, he asked me to kill the man.” Devon’s shoulder slumped. “Does that mean we can’t help?” 

“Oh, no,” Cyrus said with a smirk “That means we can. As I said, the agency would’ve just preferred if we had an insider, so to speak, to work on this, which is why we were waiting on you.”

Devon let out a long breath. “Thank goodness. But how do I find him? What do I do? Do I rescue him? Do I just take the other guy out? Who is this guy? Why is he buying people in the first place?”

“You know, this isn’t a movie, even if we do have random gods and others watching us on occasion,” Python said with a chuckle. “You can’t just fast forward to the end, and we’re not just going to hand you a folder of information so you can be the hero and go in to save the day.”

“That’s what Storm did with Pax,” Devon said. “I’m not asking for that, but maybe a bit of guidance would be helpful here. I understand Storm and Pax’s meeting was nudged by those on high.” He pointed at the ceiling. “I’m not expecting that out of this, but an address would be helpful.” 

“I guess none of us will know until you find your BlueKnight64. We just know he needs saving,” Cyrus said, but then he paused, and Devon knew he wasn’t going to like what he was going to be told. “It has been suggested that you go and check out the guy holding BK first. Try and get close to him. See what his motives are.”

“Er...excuse me? That doesn’t sound like the sort of thing we do. We’re assassins, not undercover federal agents. If I see him, I’ll just want to kill him.” 

“You’re missing the point,” Python said. “It is almost certain this person has a body count and not in the sexy way. It’s hoped that if you trail the man responsible, he’ll lead you to your online warrior, and hopefully we can find out where the other bodies are.” 

“You’re right, I am missing the point. You’ve already said my friend’s days are numbered. Why don’t you let me know where he is? I’ll go in and rescue him and get him somewhere safe, and then, if you can’t spare anyone else, I’ll go back and take out the asshole for free. But BlueKnight64’s safety has to come first, surely?” 

“If you take your BK, then asshole – commonly known as Michael Wheeler at the moment - will just buy, steal, or kidnap someone else. In other words, cause harm and danger to someone else. If we can stop him from doing that, then that’s a bonus. There doesn’t need to be any more victims in this situation.” 

Devon could see that. He even understood it to a point, but knowing now that his worries about Blue Knight64 were actually grounded in reality, he just wanted to get the man out of there. “You promise me that my friend and this Michael aren’t mates?”

“Definitely not.” Cyrus shook his head. “Your BlueKnight64 was sold into servitude when he was still a child. He’s a slave. He has no rights to his person. He’s not allowed to leave the house. He’s expected to cook, clean, and look after this person, and when all the chores are done, he’s expected to start doing the same things all over again. 

“As I said, there’s nothing of a sexual nature going on, which could be another reason why BlueKnight64 has managed to survive for so long. Michael has a long and varied history with women, however, he never takes them back to his apartment, which is where he lives with BK. 

“Going back through financial records, it seems at one point Michael thought that your online friend might be able to help him if he got a college education. But Michael got angry when he realized how long the courses would take and how expensive they were, so he refused to pay for them beyond some entry-level online classes.” 

“I think that’s what he was doing when we first started exchanging messages,” Devon said, saddened that his friend had an opportunity for a better future and then had it taken away. 

“Michael’s shopping history shows clothes bought in smaller sizes, so it seems BlueKnight64 at least has something to wear, but he seems to have absolutely nothing else of his own. Even the laptop he was contacting you on was registered in Michael’s name.” 

“All right.” Devon filed the information away. He could think about it later, but if he had his way, his friend would never go without the things he needed ever again. “So BlueKnight64 is twenty-five, and now...what? Does Michael have an age limit on the people he abuses?”

“We don’t know.” It was Python who answered, and he seemed annoyed. “From what we can see, Michael’s just got tired of having the same person around and wants to swap him out for someone younger.”

“Michael’s a snake shifter,” Cyrus added. “He’s been around a long, long time, and we know that BK’s not his first victim. But Michael’s not silly. He sets up house, usually with a slave boy, keeps him a few years, and then the boy disappears, and so does he. Months later, Michael turns up in a new town, in a new state, with a new identity and a new boy. The agency has been primed to pick him up and dispatch him twice before, but he disappeared before that could happen.”

“It’s almost as though he has insider information on the agency,” Python grumbled. “I know, I know, that can’t happen. But this guy’s sixth sense seems to be wired to when he might be caught, and he listens to his gut every time.” 

“Which means moving quickly.” Cyrus tilted his head slightly as he looked at Devon. “Do you want the information about Michael, so you can track him down, or should I send Calvin and Levi instead? It is their turn on the roster.” 

“No, I’ll go,” Devon said. “I don’t care where it is or how long it takes, I’ll go. But saving my friend, actually rescuing him from where he’s being held, has to be a priority. There is no point in me taking this guy out just so he doesn’t do it again, if BlueKnight64 is being left holed up in an apartment with perhaps no way of getting food or any outside contact, help, or being able to do anything... I won’t let that happen." 

“I think you’re being a tad dramatic,” Python said with a smirk. “Your little warrior knows how to use a computer. He’s been talking to you online for months.”

Devon felt his face flush, but joking was Python’s default setting. He knew that if he needed help, Python would be the first one there, complete with guns, claws, a devilish smile, and a cigar. But everything in Devon was screaming that what was happening with BlueKnight64 was serious. 

“I need to make him safe. I’m not going to apologize for that. I don’t understand why. I don’t think for a second that this is a situation of me saving my mate, not like it was for Storm with Pax. But I have to be able to do something. I have to make things right. This guy has been my friend. I won’t let him down now.” 

Cyrus nodded, and perhaps he understood more than what Devon was saying. “I’ll send Michael’s details to your phone. One more thing I should mention is that the agency boys think there’s a possibility that Michael is involved in some kind of network. 

“The ease with how he seems to find people to buy – it’s not like he can go onto a regular social media group and broker a deal that way, so logic dictates he must be a part of some group that specializes in this sort of shit. If that’s the case, the agency wants to bring that down, too. This is why you can’t go off half-cocked. This one case has the potential to save so many people like your friend.”

“I can’t see BlueKnight64 knowing anything about Michael’s dealings outside of the house. You said yourself, he’s basically a prisoner. He’s the innocent in this. He’s never mentioned anything odd or out of character in our chats before today.”

“I know,” and Devon realized Cyrus probably did. “Just find Michael, suss out the situation, and Devon, be prepared that once you do save your online friend, there’s a good chance our agency boys are going to want to interview him. Every indication is that this is a lot bigger than one guy asking you to kill somebody on a whim in an online chat.”

“Let me make sure he’s safe first.” Devon would deal with everything else after that.

“One last thing,” Python said as Devon got up from the floor and went to leave. “Don’t go getting in touch with your little friend until this job is done. You can’t give him any hope or anything like that, because you know anything he hears has the potential to change his behavior. This Michael shit already seems to know when people are looking for him. Any hint or the slightest change in his attitude or behavior could be the death sentence for your online warrior. No matter how much you might want to, do not engage. Find Michael and go from there. Understood.” 

Oh, Devon understood all right. That didn’t mean he had to like it. 
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Chapter Four
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“I’m going out, and no, don’t bother moving yourself. You’re not coming with me. You’re a wreck.” 

Wren barely nodded. It had been three days since he’d been allowed to sleep. The laptop hadn’t moved from where he’d shoved it three nights before. Wren was keeping himself going through sheer force of will. The only hope he had left was that he’d get five minutes to himself. He could complete his message to Bear, pray that someone might save him, and then sleep – blissful sleep. 

Every surface of the house, including the ceilings, had been scrubbed with what seemed like a never-ending supply of toothbrushes Michael kept throwing at him. The only rooms untouched by those toothbrushes and Wren’s elbow grease had been Michael’s bedroom and his own. 

“I can’t have you lying around with nothing to do, though, can I?”

You could. You really could if you had one ounce of kindness somewhere in that suit of yours. 

“Hmm. You’re very quiet.” Michael laughed, and Wren’s heart froze. That was never a positive sound from his perspective. “Did you think you could escape my notice if you didn’t say anything? Were you already planning to loll around in my sparklingly clean bath while I’m out, have a bit of a nap or something equally lazy?”

Wren quickly shook his head. “Meal planning,” he said. Then he coughed and tried again. Even his words were
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