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Dear Reader,

You hold in your hands the three novels of the Heaven Corp trilogy complete in chronological order for the first time. At the end you will find a bonus short story once available only to my mailing list. 

I wanted to include some content notes regarding these books. You will find body horror, depictions of BDSM and religious trauma. However, remember that the dog always lives in my books.

If you want to keep up with what I’m working on next, please join my mailing list at https://ccbridges.net/list.html
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Exodus
Chapter One
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Hank stared blankly at the naked body next to him. Did the bared shoulder belong to a woman or a man? His vision blurred after a while, so he gave up. As long as no angels arrived to arrest them, it didn’t matter.

He slipped out of the bed, relieved to find his clothes piled in a heap on the floor. At least he wouldn’t have to hobble out of there without his pants. Dim rays filtered in through the large tinted window and illuminated everything enough that he didn’t have to risk turning on the lights.

As he dressed, Hank scanned the room for anything familiar. Worn furniture, an outdated Prophet-class network panel, and an appalling holo sculpture in the corner all screamed hotel, and not the high-end kind either. He must have been incredibly drunk if they’d ended up there.

His fingers brushed the headset attached to the port behind his ear—he hadn’t lost it this time! With luck he could rent a gondola and slip out before he had to admit to his bed partner that not only did he not remember their name, but he had no idea what they’d done the night before.

A tapping on the window caught his attention. Hank grinned and brushed his fingers over the button that dissolved the window. Outside, a golden gondola hovered, carrying one of the men from his security detail. Hank hadn’t completely managed to lose his handlers.

“Get in, Master Henry.”

“Ian, really?” Hank already had one leg out the window.

“Just get in the damn gondola, Hank.”

Hank winked as he dropped his shoes over the ledge. They landed with a thump on the padded seats. He followed and winced as his ass made contact with the armrest instead. Ian could have raised the gondola to the proper level. Probably thought he’d teach Hank a bit of a lesson—no, that wasn’t fair.

Ian didn’t do crap like that. If he had a problem with Hank, he’d say so, not do passive-aggressive shit like most of the security people Father hired. It helped that Ian wasn’t bad-looking for someone from the lower Circles. His face lacked the usual perfection, but something in his serious brow and dark eyes begged for a second look.

Maybe Hank had spent a few evenings fantasizing about Ian—about the strength coiled beneath that deceptively trim frame. Ian had incredible hands, and Hank imagined himself under them.

“Where are the other guards?” Hank put on his shoes, even though they stank like the back room of a bar. He managed to get one on before realizing he had it on the wrong foot.

Ian flicked on the forceshield without looking back at Hank. “I’m pretty sure they’re still at Cloud 9, expecting your return. I was the only one smart enough to follow you.”

“You don’t happen to have a hangover patch handy, do you?” His head had started to throb with the motion of the gondola.

“Sorry. You’ll have to wait until we get back.”

“What good are you?” The words had more bite than he’d intended. He meant it as a joke, but the pain made it sound bitter and angry.

He got a glare thrown his way—which he deserved—but Ian never had the chance to respond in kind. A booming roar filled his ears, and a flash of light blinded him. The gondola rocked to the side and spun and lurched in the air.

Hank slammed against the shield, thrown upward by the impact. He tumbled back onto the seats, with his head pounding and belly wrenching. The world twisted around him. What the hell had happened?

“Dammit! Hank, are you all right?” Ian managed to get them right-side up, and Hank blessed his driving skills.

Flames poured out of the hotel room window from which Ian had rescued Hank. Licks of orange surrounded the tall cylindrical building, now a blight on the smooth surface that marred the perfection of Heaven. Melted metal and glastic swayed in the wind and looked about to tumble to the levels below. Hank shouldn’t have been able to feel the heat through the forceshield, but somehow he did, hot enough to make him sweat.

A few seconds earlier and the blast would have tossed him over the side of the vehicle to plummet to his death. A few minutes earlier.... He swallowed down the bile that rose in his throat. Thank the God AI.

“Depends on how you define all right.” If not for Ian, Hank would be dead right now.

Ian didn’t respond. He’d ducked his head, with his hand on his own headset mod attached to the port behind his ear. Hank guessed Ian was calling it in.

Hank blinked, trying to clear his blurry vision. He’d hit the shield pretty hard. When he looked away from the waves of fire, he saw them. The angels dropped out of the sky, the early-morning sunlight glinting off their metallic wings. They were brilliant and beautiful, perfect soldiers of Heaven. Hank had always wanted to bed one of them, to have those golden wings stretched out overhead while being ridden.

A flight of angels broke off from the main group. Their wings beat closer, obscuring the vision of the city behind them.

Hank realized they were coming for him.

***

HANK DRUMMED HIS FINGERS on the tabletop, tapping out the rhythm of a song stuck in his head. It repeated on a loop, the only thing his mind could grasp after the night he could barely remember. If the angels thought they’d get anything more relevant than a pop song, then they were out of luck.

With his interrogator’s wings neatly tucked away, the golden halo that circled the guy’s forehead provided the only clue Hank sat face-to-face with an angel. Just as pretty as anybody who lived in the higher levels of Heaven, Raphael 3029 had flawless skin, chiseled cheekbones, and blond hair that fell in soft waves around his ears. He wore the armor-plated gray uniform that would have everyone stepping out of his way if they passed him on the walkways between levels.

Then again, Hank had never heard of an angel walking through the crowds. Why walk when you could fly?

“What can you tell me about the woman you left Cloud 9 with last night?”

The angel had a pleasant tone, deep and firm, but his empty eyes stared through Hank. Raphael 3029 held an Angel Sphere in one hand, and Hank knew it would light up if he lied.

Hank squirmed in his chair, unable to get comfortable on the stiff plastic. Despite all his antics, he’d never been interrogated by angels before. He expected more from their sanctuary than this stark room of nothing but round lights set into the ceiling and a single chair. Part of him wanted to demand better treatment. No Abraham should be treated like a common criminal. His brother would say that, except Charles would never be caught in this kind of situation in the first place.

“Not much. Can’t even remember if she was any good in bed.” What a damn shame. Had he died last night, Hank would have liked to know if it was at least a good lay.

“So you left the bar with intent to fornicate?”

Angels. Always so proper. “I assume so. I don’t remember.” Hank frowned. He didn’t think he’d had that much to drink last night. His memory had pieces missing, and while he was used to waking up hungover and confused, the events usually trickled in eventually.

The angel nodded. “Perhaps that has something to do with the combination of Ice and manna found in your system.”

“Now wait a minute. I don’t do Ice.” Downsiders used that messed-up drug. He wouldn’t be caught dead with something so unfashionable. Hank shifted in his chair and crossed his forearms over his chest. The drug patches the medics had given him rubbed and pulled at his skin.

They’d chewed some manna last night. The hazy memory filtered back. She’d been lovely, with long dark hair swept away from her face and caught into a braid. Hank couldn’t remember the color of her eyes. After the manna, she’d left to get drinks and then... nothing.

“Demon’s balls, she drugged me!”

“That is a possible scenario, yes.” Raphael tilted his head to one side. He didn’t have a single recording device on him for this interview, probably holding it all in his specially modified brain. That made Hank’s skin crawl. Brain mods were so shifty. “Did she give any indication that she was a terrorist?”

“Before or after the fucking?” Did he expect the terrorist to announce herself at some point? When the angel didn’t respond, Hank rolled his eyes. “No, she didn’t. But why would the demons target me?”

“Not demons,” Raphael said.

The door slid open and Ian walked in, a data tablet in one hand, which he shoved at the angel. “Here are the private surveillance recordings from Cloud 9 and the names of everyone in attendance. Unless you require anything else, I think we’re done here.”

“My hero.” Hank flashed Ian a smile, but Ian ignored him in favor of staring down the angel.

Raphael nodded slowly. “If Master Abraham recalls anything, contact us immediately.”

“Yes, sir.” Ian helped Hank out of his seat and gestured toward the door.

Hank took a moment to stretch, his limbs still tight despite the muscle-relaxant patch the medic had slapped on him. He was a walking cocktail at the moment, especially with the Ice. That would certainly give his docs something to talk about during his next checkup.

Ian led the way through the angels’ station, back to their gondola in the private dock. He didn’t say anything, and for once Hank didn’t have a joke to crack. Before they reached the edge, he grasped Ian’s shoulder but backed up a step when Ian whirled around, his dark eyes flashing.

“What?”

“I wanted to say thank you”—surprised at Ian’s anger, Hank retracted his hand—“for saving my life. If you hadn’t come when you did....”

He’d nearly died. The memory of it shook Hank again, and he trembled. He swallowed, trying to keep control of his body. It wouldn’t do to lose it in front of the staff—that’s what Mother always said.

“Shh, Hank, come on.” Ian took his arm with a gentle grip. “Let’s get you home.”

Home. Like that would help.

***

IAN DESPERATELY WISHED for the comfort of his own fucking bed—even if company-issued with sheets this side of scratchy. He’d done his duty and dropped Hank off at his penthouse suite, escorting Hank to the front door instead of handing him off to the building’s security team like usual. The entire time he’d been at turns grateful for, then disturbed by, Hank’s silence.

To be fair, Hank did shut up on occasion. But the glassy-eyed man who stumbled after Ian was not his Hank. Maybe an attempt on his life would knock some sense of self-preservation into him. Then again, Hank seemed bent on abusing every privilege he had as an upleveler and an Abraham. Ian had no doubt when he reported in tomorrow, he’d be dragged along to yet another damned midlevel club with the rest of Hank’s snot-nosed uplevel friends.

“Caldwell!”

Ian winced at his boss’s voice in his ear. He dialed down the volume on his headset before responding. “Yes, sir. Just finished delivering the package.” Which meant Ian should be fucking off shift now. He’d done what none of the others on his team could do—he’d kept Hank alive. That should earn him some time off, not a chewing out by his boss. Then again, what else could Ian expect? As a lowlevel grunt, it was his job to serve.

“I know. I’m tracking your GPS. That’s not why I’m calling.”

If Ian wanted to, he could close his eyes and the feed from the port behind his ear would show Adler sitting around his bank of monitors. The first time Ian had jacked in after getting his port, he’d been fascinated by that function. He’d slipped out of reality and into someplace else. It had been easy to see why so many lowlevelers got addicted to it and ended up in debt to pay for the mods. Now Ian didn’t bother to engage the feature, already jaded at the ripe old age of twenty-nine.

“Oh?”

“Get your ass to the Abraham estate. The head of the family wants to meet with you.”

Panic fluttered in his belly but didn’t take root. If they wanted to fire him, they had easier ways. Unless Sir Abraham wanted to chew him out in person? “On my way.”

***

THE INNER SANCTUM OF the Abraham estate hadn’t changed since Ian had his job interview there five years ago. Back then the picture Sir Abraham made behind that polished burgundy desk, sitting on a chair made of real animal leather, had awed him. The old man held court in this room, decked out from floor to ceiling in nothing but luxury. Ian had to force himself to keep his attention on his new boss, instead of gawking like the lowleveler he was.

Heavy drapes covered the immense windows but let in enough light for the flowers that grew out of pods hovering along the walls. A fountain in the center of the room poured water from a tiny angel’s mouth. It could be a hologram, but Ian never tried touching it to find out. It served as a reminder that he stood in the presence of one of the First Families. The angels answered to them, and Ian, a mere transplant from the 360, did his job and nothing more.

Ian ignored the two plush armchairs in front of the desk. He stood straight, his arms clasped behind his back to stop himself from fidgeting. If they intended to chew him out, then he would damn well answer the charge with dignity.

The door behind the desk slid open, and through it stepped a woman dressed in long blue skirts and a blouse that looked as if it strangled her. Her honey-blonde hair was wrapped up into a severe knot. But her electric-blue eyes drew Ian’s notice.

“Madam Abraham!” He bowed a shade too late. The smoothness of the motion didn’t come naturally to him. Having to do it made him grind his teeth. She was only his better due to having more money and mods.

Her face lacked the wrinkles and tired gaze of his own mother, although Ian knew her to be a good ten years older. But those who lived in the top Circles didn’t have to worry about aging.

Especially not one who served on the Board. Elizabeth Abraham represented the Abraham subsidiaries as one of the twelve who governed all of Heaven Corp, not only this city. Ian had never stood in her presence before. All his previous dealings had been with Hank’s father, William Abraham, who ran the family’s company.

She waved a hand at him before moving to sit in the large chair. It should have dwarfed her and made her look small and unimportant. But she seemed to fill out the entire seatback, like a fucking queen on her throne.

“Have a seat, Mr. Caldwell.”

He perched at the very edge, not certain how long she meant to keep him there. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“I should be thanking you for saving my youngest son’s life.”

Ian shrugged. That’s why she paid him. He kept Hank out of trouble, though the trouble had never been something so explosive before. Maybe she’d at least offer him a damn raise. He could use the money. He still had mods he needed to pay off.

“Not like the other idiots in his security detail. They’ll be terminated without reference immediately.” She pressed her palms to the table, and Ian knew there had to be a touch screen there, putting her desires into action as she spoke them.

Ian clenched his hands into fists at her words, swallowing down his protest. Five good men wouldn’t be able to find another job in security, not after being dismissed like that. Damn Hank and his need to keep stealing away from his keepers. If Ian hadn’t slipped a tracer into Hank’s shoes, he wouldn’t have found him at all.

“Master Henry can be a challenge to provide security for.” He offered the only support of them he could. Otherwise he risked getting fired himself. Who knew what set these uplevelers off sometimes.

She laughed, the sound too loud in the stillness of the room. It transformed her face, removing that stern visage into something light. Now Ian could see Hank in her.

“Ian Caldwell, you have a gift for understatement.” The stern mask fell back into place. “Tell me, did you see anything to make you think this was a terrorist attack?”

For the first time, something threatened her safe little Upsider world. The last time terrorists had attacked Heaven, they’d only managed to hit the 300 levels. Ian had moved out of there by then and remembered dialing up his parents’ codes again and again before the link had finally established. Angels had caught the group and executed the perpetrators on a public feed blasted to the entire city and beyond. That had been small comfort for the lowlevelers who’d lost family and their homes.

“Not that I saw, ma’am. Then again, I didn’t speak to the woman Hank left with.” She’d looked like any number of Hank’s conquests, of the female variety anyway. Hank didn’t seem to have a type other than lovely and willing. “And I didn’t scan the scene afterward.” Which he would have, if the angels hadn’t shown up first. Ian might only be a security guard, but he took pride in knowing everything about a situation concerning his clients.

She nodded and moved her palm over the surface of the desk. A hologram sprang into being between them, showing the burned-out husk of Hank’s one-time hotel room. Scorched into the wall was the word “blasphemer.” That’s what the terrorists called everyone in Heaven, condemning them for taking on the trappings of God.

“Anyone could have written that. It’s hardly evidence that the terrorists are back.”

“I agree with you, although we’ll have to wait for the angels to finish their investigation. You understand, Mr. Caldwell, if this wasn’t a random act of violence, then someone is targeting Henry specifically.”

Ian rubbed his forehead, trying to think of anyone Hank had pissed off lately. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I can’t wait for the angels. I’d like you to be personally responsible for Henry’s security. You’ll be able to handpick your own team. Anything you need, request it. Money is no object.”

Of course it wasn’t. Ian had no illusions about this sudden promotion. He would be no less expendable than any other member of the Abrahams’ security. Jim’s words echoed in his mind: They’ll expect you to lie down and die for them. And then they’ll keep going like you didn’t even exist. Don’t you forget it.

He could still see the old man, as Jim had been before he’d died—gray beard, heavy eyes, and the cane Jim used to whack the other 360 kids with. Even after a lifetime of service as a security guard, Jim hadn’t been able to afford the medical fees to fix his leg, and it didn’t classify as essential surgery. So he’d limped around, and Ian had followed after him, learning everything he could about what it took to move uplevel.

Ian cleared his throat. “I’m not sure Henry will like the idea.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m sure Henry wants to stay alive. He seems to like you. I don’t think you’ll have any problems getting along. I want twenty-four-seven security on him. In fact, I’d prefer it if you lived in. Metatron knows we have the room. Henry cannot slip his security again.”

And if he did, it would be on Ian’s head. “Of course, ma’am. I’ll do my best.”

“I need you to do better than that. This is Henry we’re talking about.”

The youngest of her children. The ne’er-do-well who always ended up in one tabloid news feed or another. Spoiled, beautiful, clever Henry. “Yes, ma’am.”

Time to stop by medical and get a stim patch. Ian would need it to survive Henry, never mind whoever had tried to kill him.
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Chapter Two
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Still groggy with sleep, Hank wandered into his living room, only to stop at the sight of Ian sitting on the couch. Hank rubbed his eyes. Had he invited Ian to stay over and then forgotten about it? A trickle of panic made his heart thump. The drugs were out of his system. There shouldn’t be any more holes in his memory.

“Ian?”

Ian looked up from the tablet in his lap and pulled the connecting plug out of the port behind his ear. “Hello, Hank. I took the liberty of letting myself in—since the way the controls on your door were set, anyone with the proper security protocol could just walk right in.”

Hank blinked. Ian was entirely too hyper for him to take at the moment. He shuffled toward the kitchen to brew some coffee. If he’d known Ian was coming, Hank would have taken the trouble to wear something more suitable than a ratty pair of sleep shorts. Then again, with the way Ian’s gaze followed Hank as he walked across the soft gray carpet, the loose shorts might be even more of a hit than the best silks in his wardrobe.

“So, why exactly are you here?” As far as Hank knew, his security detail shouldn’t arrive until later that evening to escort him to the concert. He put two mugs under the brewer and made his selection on the touch screen. While he made his own, he might as well offer Ian some.

Ian placed his tablet on the long bar that separated the kitchen from the rest of the living area. “I’ve been asked to provide personal security for you, in light of recent events.”

“Look, I don’t know what Father told you—”

“Not your father. Madam Abraham.”

Hank swallowed his knee-jerk reply. Mother never got involved with whatever scandal he made of his life. Father would lecture and threaten to cut his allowance, but never follow through.

“She thinks this is political.” The words slipped out before he thought better of them. It wasn’t the kind of thing he shared. He had finally screwed up enough to earn his mother’s notice. Hank plunked a steaming mug in front of Ian. “How about I order some breakfast and we can eat out on the terrace?”

Hank loved dining out in the open air. From there they could see the entirety of the upper Circles, with bits of the lower ones peeking out among the clouds. The city’s environmental controls ensured a soft, soothing wind no matter the season, which gave him the perfect excuse to entertain outside. The lack of railings always thrilled him with the thought of being a few feet away from falling to his death.

“That terrace is hardly secure at the moment.” Ian’s words cut into Hank’s pleasure. “In fact, I’m declaring it off-limits until we know who’s targeting you.”

At first Hank thought he was joking. Then he caught sight of the travel bag tucked next to the couch. “When you said you were responsible for my personal security...?”

“I’m temporarily moving in. I’ve been assured you have the room.” Ian sniffed the cup Hank had given him. If he were testing for poisons, Ian should be using a scanner. “From now on I’ll manage your security both at home and during any outings.”

Hank leaned against the island, hiding his smile behind his blue stoneware mug. “Then I assume you’ll be coming with me tonight to the premiere of the new Angel Chorus. It’s an official event, so I’m attending with Becky and Charles.” He watched the way Ian’s features tightened at the news. Oh, Ian looked so intense when annoyed. “It’s not like I can cancel. The stylist will be here at four.”

“Then I’m going to be busy for the next hour.”

“I’ll show you to one of my guest rooms.” Hank put Ian in the room closest to his own bedroom. He’d waited a long time to get Ian to crack, but now he had the perfect opportunity to seduce his bodyguard.

He couldn’t wait.

***

THIS KIND OF JOB REALLY needed more time to plan. But Ian lived for the challenge, the stim patch still thrumming under his skin, along with the coffee Hank had dosed him with. He’d curled up on the too massive bed in the guest room, plugged in to his Abraham-issue tablet where he could split his attention in as many different directions as he dared. Ian set up rotating patrols around Hank’s apartment, selecting only members of the security team he knew personally. Then he started working on tonight’s event.

Normally an event at the Angel Concert Hall would hardly cause a security concern. With plenty of angels around, it wouldn’t usually warrant more than a guard to watch the gondola. But Ian needed to be by Hank’s side the entire time, protecting him from an unknown threat. If Ian could figure out who had blown up Hank’s hotel room, then that would go a long way toward knowing how to best shield his client.

He set the tablet down and walked to the tall windows that served as one wall. From there, Ian could see the Elysium gardens—that marvel of modern engineering that produced plants for pleasure, not to contribute to the food supply like the farms below. At his own dingy apartment in employee housing, Ian could only see the wall of the building next to his. Even though he’d “made it” uplevel, he still rarely got to enjoy luxuries as simple as a view. As he gazed at the remarkable visage of the higher levels of the city, he doubted Hank had ever once stopped to appreciate it.

Ian rubbed his eyes. Could this be another Family squabble? Instead of the usual quiet assassination or mysterious death, was someone trying to make an example of Hank? Angels’ tits. These damn uplevelers and their grudges that didn’t make any sense.

Hank tapped on the door before sliding it open and poking his head in. “The stylist is here. I believe you wanted to scan her yourself?”

Ian nodded and went to his bag to retrieve the equipment. “By tomorrow I’ll have two guards stationed at your door to scan every visitor.”

Hank made a face. “But you’re the only one living in, right?”

“Don’t worry. Your other guest rooms are safe.” Ian pushed past Hank.

The stylist waited outside Hank’s door—at least Hank had listened to Ian about not allowing just anyone to come in. The open door and the stylist’s entrance into the building bothered Ian. His new protocols would keep that from happening, once he got the damn things implemented.

“Ian, this is Nancy Coburn. Nancy, love, this is Ian.” Hank squeezed Ian’s shoulder and beamed.

Did Hank always have to be so fucking cheerful?

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Ian.” A tiny thing with a wide grin, she vibrated in place in a way that reminded him of water bubbling in a fountain.

“I’m going to scan you.” Ian held out the all-purpose hazardous substance detection unit and waited until she nodded before he began.

The black case Nancy had slung over one shoulder caused the device to beep. “It’s the chemicals for the eye enhancements. Always happens.”

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave them out here.” Hank didn’t need them anyway, with eyes so blue they could be spotted in a dark room. Ian figured those genetics had been tweaked in utero, which was so common in the upper Circles. It must be nice to have been born perfect. Ian had to pay for his own damn enhancements and suffer through the painful surgeries as an adult.

Nancy shrugged, then pulled a slim box out of her case and left it on the floor in the hallway. She passed the rest of his inspection, and Ian waved her in.

“Now that we’ve gotten that all settled, it’s time to get to the important things.” Hank touched his earpiece and a hologram of two sets of clothing popped up from the generator in the middle of the living room. “I’m still trying to decide between outfits.” Both suits were black and looked exactly the same to Ian.

Nancy shook her head. “Neither. What about that dark gray number you ordered earlier this week?”

“Oh, true, nobody’s seen that one yet. I’ll go grab it from the closet.” Hank snapped his fingers and the images disappeared. “Meanwhile, can you do something for Ian here? He’s going to accompany me, and he could use a little work.”

“What?” Ian sputtered.

“Of course, Master Henry.”

Hank tapped her on the nose. “How many times do I have to tell you? It’s Hank.” He then disappeared down the hallway.

Ian smiled, trying to put her at ease. “I see you get the ‘Hank’ treatment too.”

Nancy pushed a button on her case and it hovered a few feet above the ground, making it easy for her to grab items out of it as she worked. “Yeah, but the thing about Henry? He actually means it, not like most of the people I work for.”

Her words haunted Ian long after she said them. He’d worked among the Families for years now, so his default expectation was lies and deception. But with Hank, he got exactly what Hank projected—openness and honesty, even for the lowlevel staff.

“How do you feel about changing your hair color?”

Ian sighed. “I need to blend in with the crowd, not stand out.”

She grinned. “You’re going to be standing next to Hank. No one’s going to notice you anyway.”

He laughed and let her do what she wanted. Luckily she didn’t do anything worse than put something in his hair that made it sparkle with blue whenever light hit it. Ian stood back and watched while she tackled Hank, giving him the same treatment, only his blond locks now glimmered gold, as if lit from within. She also molded the strands to curve upward, giving them the appearance of flame.

Nancy lined Hank’s eyes in black but echoed the gold in his eyelashes. The look was a little too midlevel for a Family society function, but this was Hank. It would look odd if he didn’t make a scene.

“So what do you think?” Hank spun around, showing off the complete package, including the soft gray suit with bell sleeves that hung loose around his wrists.

Honestly, Ian preferred the Hank he’d seen earlier—messy and drowsy from sleep, with his hair sticking up in all directions, wearing nothing more than his shorts to show off that creamy skin. He clamped down the sudden arousal that flared at the memory. First rule of working security: don’t fuck your boss, no matter how delectable or willing. It helped that Hank was a resolute pain in the ass—although that stirred different desires in Ian. Someone had to discipline Hank.

“Are you finally done? I’ll send for a gondola. I’m driving.”

“Oh, bodyguard and chauffeur? Is there any service you won’t provide?” Hank fluttered those damn eyelashes.

Ian socked him in the shoulder and forced himself to laugh. How else could he respond to Hank’s flirting? He couldn’t take it seriously, not when the consequences of sleeping with a man would mean at the least his job, at the most, his life.
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Chapter Three
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Hank couldn’t convince Ian to take one of the sports gondolas from the garage. He’d made an argument for speed and maneuverability, but Ian had shot him down. “We want to blend in with the crowds, not stand out.”

They would stand out anyway, with the Abraham crest painted on either side of the ordinary Heaven-model gondola. What kind of impression would Hank make, flying in such a utilitarian vehicle?

“You’re going to ruin my reputation, you know.”

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

Hank liked that nothing he ever said caught Ian off guard, no matter how lewd or ridiculous. Ian didn’t fall into simpering sucking up either, and he wasn’t afraid to tease Hank back. This night should be fun. Ian had already linked their codes, so they could communicate easily through their headsets. Hank planned on sending him dirty poetry throughout the concert.

Hank peered over the edge of the gondola, relieved at the slight buzz of the forceshields against his skin. They swayed to one side, and Hank swallowed down nausea as Ian avoided a collision. A society event like this was always well attended, so gondolas dotted the sky, all fighting for position to get to the drop-off dock. There should at least be some angels directing traffic—this was a mess!

“Dammit, I wish I’d had the chance to sweep this place first.” Ian tilted his head and spoke into his earpiece. “Get into position as best you can. Send me location maps at fifteen-minute intervals.”

Ian had better not spend the entire night communicating with the security team. Hank deserved his full attention. How could Ian protect him by ignoring him?

As they merged closer to the Concert Hall, Hank could see the line of Family on the receiving platform posing for the media bots that hovered all around. Images and holos would be broadcast instantaneously throughout the city. Hank hoped his suit got him on the best-dressed feed. Of course, last time he’d gone for the worst-dressed on purpose, but had only been graded a C, to his disappointment.

“Oh, there’s Chuck and Becky. Let me off there.” Hank’s siblings stood at the edge of the platform. They had most likely just disembarked.

“I’m not letting you off anywhere.” Despite his words, Ian broke the line and docked illegally. Hank grinned. Ian had some spunk to him.

Hank stepped onto the platform, letting Ian deal with the valet who protested the awkward parking. He waved, catching the attention of everyone nearby, not only his brother and sister. As he reached them, the media bots began to swarm.

“Henry, thank goodness you’re okay.” Becky stepped forward to kiss his cheek. She’d lightened her hair to almost white to match her gown, leaving the only bit of color in her altered amber eyes. Hank didn’t care for the look, but he would never tell his sister that. While Becky was a brilliant scientist, her fashion sense left a lot to be desired. At least she wore the Family diamonds around her neck, though they clashed with the holo-earrings that kept changing shape.

“Of course I’m okay. I’m more than okay.” She was worse than Father. Hank kept telling them not to worry about him, but they never seemed to listen.

“I tried calling you after I saw the vid, but—”

“Wait, there’s video?” Hank didn’t know why that bothered him. Most of his exploits had been captured by media bots at one point or another. But this time he’d come close to death, not been caught hungover in a bar.

“Of course there’s video.” Chuck cut into the conversation. “I’d be surprised if I woke up and didn’t find you in the news feeds.”

Look, Chuck being judgmental again—also known as any day of the week. Hank pretended it didn’t bother him. “Why, Chuck, you check the daily news for me? That’s so sweet.”

Chuck didn’t so much as twitch. He adjusted the fit of the silvery collar that looked like it was strangling him. “Charles. Some of us actually have a sense of decorum, Henry.”

“Some of us were also born with a stick up our—”

Becky put her hand on Hank’s arm, and he snapped his mouth shut. Right, he couldn’t be seen embarrassing the Abraham heir on camera, and the media bots were closing in. While catching a family row might cement Hank’s status as black sheep, it would get him in trouble with Mother. More trouble than he was already in, anyway.

Hank turned to greet the bots with a smile and a wave. This, at least, he could do. He knew which outlet the tiny hovering cameras worked for by their design. That curvy little casing with the gold lace embossing belonged to the fashion media, and Hank turned his attention there first.

“Henry Abraham, who are you wearing?” The synthesized voice managed to sound amused. A human might be behind the questions, but the reporters rotated, and the mocked-up voice hid that fact.

Henry posed, showing off the unique sleeves. “Oh this? Ruth Levoe just had it lying around her studio.”

“Who did your eyes?”

“These are all natural.” That was a point of pride for Hank. He’d never needed any work to make his eyes appear brighter or bluer. Hank grinned and waved, used to fielding questions about his fashion taste. With a good word or two, he’d launched quite a few designers.

“Mr. Abraham, any comments on the events of last night?” A blue bot made up of harsh angles hovered in front of him. Hank didn’t recognize the feed.

Of course the explosion would come up, but Hank knew how to deflect. For a moment he wished he could shove Ian in front of the camera and let him answer. There must be some security reason for not saying too much.

Instead, Hank tossed his head. “You know it’s not nice to ask about where a man spent the night.”

“Perhaps you’d be able to speak about the explosion that almost killed you?”

“But it didn’t.” A master at the nonanswer, Hank skirted the question.

“It did kill the woman who rented the hotel room. Do you have anything to say about that?”

Hank felt his smile slip. He hadn’t even thought about the girl he’d gone to bed with, since he still couldn’t quite remember her. At the reporter bot’s words, however, Hank got a flash of dark hair and a shy smile. She had died? Then why had the angel’s questions made it sound like she had caused the explosion? Hank struggled for something, anything to say, but for once his words failed him.

Becky stepped forward. “There will be an official Abraham press release later tonight. That’s enough.” She pushed a switch on the bracelet on her left wrist, and they were encased in a no-bot forceshield. Hank should have remembered to bring his device. Now he had to make sure to avoid the bots after the chorus.

“Thanks, Becky.” Hank ducked his head, still out of sorts. Why hadn’t anyone told him she’d died?

“Master Henry?” Ian said. “I’ve taken care of the gondola.”

“Oh, did I mention? Ian will be coming with us.” Hank rallied enough to smile at his siblings.

***

IAN HAD NEVER SAT IN one of the pods at the Angelic Concert Hall. Even when he’d worked security there, his kind—lowlevel-born staffers—weren’t welcomed in the sleek round portable rows of seating. The Abrahams, of course, warranted their own fucking pod, marked with the family crest and in the family colors of silver and blue. He’d been relegated to the top row, away from Hank and his siblings, who sat down in front. Never mind that the rest of the pod was empty. Even though he was good enough to risk his life for them, they didn’t think him worthy of mingling with uplevelers.

Screw them, it didn’t matter—the pod had no bad seats—and this way he could keep an eye on Hank and the surrounding areas. The pod rotated slowly and moved into position, along with the others lifting off from the reception area. Instead of arranging themselves around a stage, as Ian had expected, the pods all formed a ring, facing outward. Then he realized the angels circled them.

Sometimes he forgot their beauty. Ian only knew the angels as protectors of Heaven—fierce warriors who knew nothing but the fight. He never stopped just to look at their wings—iridescent metal in different shades of gold, silver, or platinum. They glowed, all of them, a possible effect for the chorus, but it reminded Ian that they weren’t human.

A single note echoed in the space, silencing anyone so foolish as to still talk at this point. It swelled and rose, joined by one angel, then another, until hundreds of voices united in song. The melody had no words, none that Ian understood, but waves of perfect sound that stirred something inside him.

It wasn’t until the concert ended that Ian realized tears streaked his face. He wiped them away before anyone could see. Music didn’t move him like this. He had never heard anything so beautiful—such music wasn’t for lowlevelers like him.

“Don’t get used to this,” he murmured. Jim had warned him. Up there, these luxuries surrounded him. It would be too easy to fall into this life, to forget where he came from. It would all be stripped away from him, eventually. Security guards didn’t get to retire.

“Is it all right if we go to the reception?” Hank’s voice came through his headset, as if Hank didn’t sit only five rows in front of him.

Come to think of it, how strange that Hank hadn’t sent him messages during the concert. Before they’d arrived, Hank had teased Ian, asking if he’d ever considered sleeping with an angel—only not so euphemistically. Something felt off, though Ian didn’t know what.

Ian shot messages to the team he had patrolling the area. “Yes, but you’ll have to stay close to me,” he told Hank. He moved down to where Hank sat, despite fucking protocol. The pod had already started to move, taking them to the reception room.

The theater’s own security almost kept Ian out of the reception. When his turn arrived to swipe his biochip next to the sensor, the forceshield did not dissipate to let him in.

Hank lifted his arm and reran his own. He kept his biochip embedded in his wrist, like most of the uplevelers, instead of in a removable cuff, like Ian. “He’s with me. Let him in.”

“Henry.” The disapproval dripped from Rebecca’s voice. She exchanged a look with Charles, who shook his head. “This is the Angel Chorus. Do you really need your security here?”

No one would dare try anything with so many angels flying around. Ian got her point, but he knew how to do his goddamned job, and that meant not letting Hank out of his sight. He was prepared to argue if Hank tried to send him back to the gondola.

“Mother was the one who assigned him to me. Are you suggesting I disobey Mother?” Hank threw her one of his cheeky grins, the kind that made him look like a little boy.

Charles let out a snort. “I never thought I’d see the day. Come on, then. As long as he stays silent, no one should mind.”

Right, because Heaven forbid a lowleveler dare speak. Ian swallowed his anger as always, though each time it got harder to keep the words down. Ian didn’t need prim Charles Abraham’s good opinion. While Charles might be the heir to the Abraham seat on the Board, Ian considered him nothing more than another uplevel brat.

Touching his ear, Ian received the current updates from the security teams circling the theater in gondolas. None of them had spotted anything suspicious.

When Ian tuned back in, Hank had already separated from Charles and Rebecca and headed into the crowd that started to pick up. Ian followed Hank to the food trays hovering over a shallow pond covered with floating flower petals. Why they needed to float over water instead of being placed on sturdy tables, Ian didn’t know. These spoiled uppers liked to show off.

“Nice spread for an angel banquet. Want some champagne?” Hank had picked up a delicate-looking glastic cup and tilted it toward the fountain of bubbling liquid.

Ian gave him a sideways look. “I’m working, sir.” The “sir” was meant to remind him of their roles here. Unlike Hank, Ian couldn’t ignore the rules.

Hank rolled his eyes. Before he could argue the point, a shrill voice called his name from across the room.

“Hank, I’ve been looking all over for you.”

Alicia Jacobs approached them, surrounded by two other women Ian didn’t know on sight. He fed their appearance into the net and called up the relevant data files. Alicia’s flame-red hair had been modded so it floated behind her, as if underwater. The effect showed off the sapphire jewels embedded in her forehead, with all the arrogance of a crown. “I’m surprised you made it out here tonight.”

Hank leaned forward and accepted the kiss she planted on his cheek. “It’s on my LiFile, isn’t it? I never miss a scheduled event.”

Ian blinked. He slipped back online and called up Hank’s public LiFile. The little prick did have his entire schedule out for anyone to view. Definitely something they’d have to change, and quickly. This showed why Ian needed more time to prepare for large affairs, to plan for these mistakes.

Soon a group of people, all heirs of the First Families, surrounded Hank. The fashion this week was to dress in monochrome but have outrageously modded hair and eye colors, along with other unique innovations, like Alicia’s gems. Even in his dark blue suit, Ian stuck out, despite the sparkle sheen Nancy had slicked through his hair.

He tried to follow the vapid conversation to see if he could pick up on anything related to the threat to Hank. But after a few sympathetic comments about Hank’s survival, the talk moved on to the music of the chorus and which angel had been the most spectacular. Ian kept checking on the security stationed outside, but things continued to be quiet.

And then the smile fell from Hank’s face, which had gone white. He left his group of friends and darted into the crowd. Ian had to push through them to follow him and then run to catch up as Hank zipped through the people and their delicate glasses of champagne.

Screw protocol. “Hank! Hank, wait.”

Hank didn’t even slow down. He ran up the ramp to the observation deck, his gaze focused on something Ian could not see. Ian followed, his heart thumping loudly. For a moment of sheer terror, he thought something had taken hold of Hank—maybe they hadn’t gotten all the drugs out of his system—and he was about to do something stupid like throw himself over the railing.

Ian pushed past the crowd, no longer caring if he bumped into anyone. He had to get to Hank, and thanks to his augmentations, he could move faster than Hank. When he got to the top, Hank stood bent over, catching his breath.

“Did you see her?” Hank pushed himself up.

Outside, the city of Heaven stretched before them. From here they could see the Angels’ Spire, twisting and curving ever upward. Hank didn’t look out, though; he searched the crowd of people still all around them.

“Who, Hank?”

“The girl—the girl from last night.” His blue eyes wide, Hank shifted his gaze back to Ian.

Ian didn’t know how to respond at first. “I thought you didn’t remember her?”

“I....” Hank trailed off. “I knew her when I saw her.”

Maybe Ian shouldn’t have let Hank have that champagne. How long did Ice take to clear from your system anyway? He put his hand on Hank’s arm. “Let’s go home, Hank, okay?”

Hank looked down at Ian’s hand. “Okay.”

That’s when Ian knew Hank was not all right.
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Chapter Four
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Hank should have taken the mood-stabilizer patch Alicia had offered him the previous night. He didn’t have his own stash, and he couldn’t call his medic without letting Ian know why. So instead he sat in his kitchen with a lukewarm mug of coffee cupped between his hands, denied even the solace of his own terrace.

He couldn’t get the picture out of his head: dark hair that framed a perfect heart-shaped face and a little bow mouth that loved to smile. Hank saw her so clearly now, although he still couldn’t remember meeting the girl or inviting her up to a hotel room. Her image had sprung into his mind the moment the reporter bot mentioned her death, and Hank couldn’t shake it.

And then he’d seen her walk past him at the concert reception.

No one had noticed him leaving, other than Ian. His escaping death had fueled the conversation for ten minutes, but then they had moved on to more interesting topics. If Hank had died in that explosion, how long would they have even cared?

He lived, yet she had died, this nameless girl he’d spent one night with. And that felt wrong. Hank had done some wild things in his life, but none had caused anyone harm, and no one had ever lost their life because of him.

“You’re up early.”

Ian appeared, already dressed in his crisp blue uniform. His slicked-back hair couldn’t conceal the sheen Nancy had put in it the day before. Hank should probably offer him the removal cream.

Hank took a sip of coffee and winced as the bitter, cold liquid hit his tongue. He’d been up for longer than he’d thought. “Didn’t feel much like sleeping.” Not when her face kept appearing behind his eyelids. Hank had almost reached for his rig to slip online and forget everything, but he feared she’d show up even there. “The drugs should be out of my system by now, right?”

“That’s what the accelerated metabolism patch was for.” Ian stood by the cylindrical fireplace in the center of the room, still not entering the kitchen. “We’re going to have to talk about a few things—like removing your schedule from your public LiFile.”

“Oh.” Well, yes, that made sense. That’s what they paid Ian to think about, of course. “And about the patrols you’ve set up? I can see the gondolas go past every fifteen minutes.”

Ian cursed. “What part of ‘random’ did they not understand?”

Hank laughed. At least Ian still could make him laugh that morning. Then his amusement faded. “Why didn’t you tell me she’d died? The girl I was with?” Ian had to know. The angels would have told him, at least. Ian knew everything because that was his job.

Ian grabbed a mug from the cabinet and poured himself some coffee, as if it were not strange for him to know where Hank kept his cups, or to be there for breakfast.

He didn’t look at Hank as he responded, his voice low and controlled. “Do you want me to answer honestly?”

Hank left his seat and joined Ian at the island. “Of course I do, Ian. You know that.”

Ian gave him a look. “If you ever stopped to think about your actions, you’d realize Heaven doesn’t revolve around you.”

“Ian....” The anger in Ian’s eyes startled Hank.

“You never asked about her, Hank, not once. How many others have there been? From uplevel, midlevel, down below? You take them once into your fancy world of luxury, use them, and—”

“No one’s ever died because of me,” Hank protested. “It’s always been about having fun, about feeling more alive. I don’t do it to hurt people.”

Ian stared at him. “No, I don’t think you do.”

***

IAN SHOULDN’T HAVE done it. He should have kept his damn mouth shut, because now Hank looked at him with those wide blue eyes, and Ian couldn’t see anything but the vulnerable man beneath that gaze. He’d always thought Hank handsome—but so was everyone else up here, where good looks were a matter of paying the right knife. For the first time, Hank showed Ian that something more lay beneath the spoiled brat. Hank seemed to really care about someone else besides himself.

It stirred a wanting in Ian, something he’d long tried to suppress when it came to Hank. Despite all of Hank’s partners and his very public love of fornicating, he likely never imagined what Ian wanted from him. Hank would look lovely in a collar, the dark leather taut against his pale skin as he waited on his knees.

“But you’ll have to accept it, Hank. You’re from one of the First Families. People die for you all the time.” Ian kept his words harsh, anything to prevent Hank from guessing at the arousal that coiled in his gut. What he desired from Hank was forbidden and would get Ian imprisoned at best, although Hank wouldn’t suffer any consequences. That lent fire to his anger.

Instead of the righteous indignation Ian expected, Hank only looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

Could Hank honestly be that clueless? Ian wet his lips, uncertain where to start. He didn’t want to sound like those progressive idiots in the radical media that uppers often dismissed as insane.

“Where do you think the labs find all those people to test the new mods out on?” Ian reached for a specific example, something Hank could understand.

“They’re volunteers.” Hank sounded so certain.

“Hank, why do you think they volunteer to let their bodies be experimented on? Because they can’t afford to get to the higher levels any other way.” A person could labor all his life and still be relegated to the 360, deep in debt to Heaven and with no way to dig out. Ian had watched his parents work their fingers bloody and never get anywhere. He’d risked his own body to get out of there for a reason. Ian was darn lucky he’d had Jim’s advice to guide him. “And some of them die trying to achieve the privilege you’ve got just by breathing.”

Hank opened his mouth and then closed it. A myriad of expressions appeared on his face, too fast for Ian to figure out exactly what he thought. “I can’t do anything about that.”

“Hank.”

“But I can find out who she was.” Hank straightened, a hardened resolve appearing in his eyes. “I owe her that much. Will you help me, Ian?”

This serious version of Hank didn’t help Ian’s determination not to be attracted to him. Jim had warned him about this. Falling for the boss had gotten Jim kicked out of the service. But Ian couldn’t deny the request, not when it meant Hank might realize the truth about the world.

“Yes, Hank, I’ll help you.”

Hank grinned, a smile that lit his entire face. Then he grabbed Ian by the shoulders and planted a kiss on his mouth. “Great! We’ll start by going back to Cloud 9. I need to decide what to wear.”

He zipped off down the hall, leaving Ian standing there with tingling lips. Once again, Hank had taken what he wanted. Ian shook his head. Why had he thought Hank was even remotely interested in listening to him?

***

HANK DECIDED ON THE dark-navy suit with the silver buckles over the right breast. It seemed like the perfect outfit to do some detective work in—serious yet still fashionable. When they went in to interrogate the owner of Cloud 9, he and Ian would look like a couple of private investigators from Hank’s favorite net program. Ian didn’t seem to share his excitement, and Hank didn’t even protest taking one of the Family gondolas instead of one of his sporty models—though he was dying to try out the Shepherd 3000. Well, Hank would have to wait until this was all over.

As they left the upper Circles, the buildings changed, like moving backward in time. Instead of bright crystal, cloudy glastic and harsh concrete surrounded them. The angles were all wrong, too, less reaching up to Heaven and more straining to survive. Ian guided the gondola around the Fountain of Grace—which marked the very center of Heaven, its water pouring down several levels to pool in the Archangels’ Garden.

Hank’s belly twisted the farther down they traveled. He didn’t know why. The night before, he hadn’t felt any weird effects from going up to the angels’ Circle. Maybe his tension came from slipping downward, back toward where everything had happened. He grabbed the arms of his seat so tightly his knuckles went white. The last time they’d come down there, he’d almost died.

Ian guided the gondola into the steady stream of traffic around the central pillar before finally speaking. “I want to nip this in the bud right now. That little stunt you pulled in the apartment? Not going to happen again.”

Oh. So that’s what had gotten up Ian’s ass? The kiss? “Come on, Ian. I was just joking around.”

“Henry. Don’t play games with me. I work for your mother. I am an Abraham employee. We are not friends.”

At least no one could accuse Ian of being subtle. Hank crossed his arms over his chest and stared out through the forceshield. Apparently knowing someone for five years didn’t make them friends. Good to know.

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Then how did you mean it? That you could just use me for your amusement? I thought you were finally learning there were consequences to your actions.”

“Thanks for the lecture, Father.” Because Hank needed someone else telling him what a shit he’d made of his life.

The gondola dipped out of traffic to dock outside of Cloud 9. The club had snuck up on Hank, and he hadn’t even had a chance to appreciate the nine swirling platforms around the central column.

Ian made it sound so sordid. It hadn’t even been part of Hank’s cunning plan to seduce him. Hank had been so grateful someone had taken him seriously. Well, screw him. Plenty of people would give anything for some physical contact from Hank Abraham.

The gondola had made its connection to the platform, the compressed air hissing as it snapped into place. Hank turned off the forceshield and climbed out, not looking back, despite Ian’s sputtered “Wait!”

Hank skidded to a halt as he came face-to-face with a man in a garish green suit and with several media bots hovering around him. He hadn’t expected the audience. At least he’d dressed to impress.

“Welcome, Mr. Abraham! I’m Joe Oswald, owner of Cloud 9.” Oswald had a grin enhancement at some point, because his teeth gleamed. So last season. He grabbed Hank’s hand and pumped it up and down. “When your security contacted us to herald your arrival, I was so pleased you’d decided to have lunch at Cloud 9.” As he spoke, Oswald kept his gaze on the bots, playing for their cameras. Hank might as well not even be there.

Ian showed up at Hank’s elbow. “You were informed so the area could be secured, Mr. Oswald.” His voice, hard like steel, vibrated down Hank’s spine.

Oswald waved one hand. “Of course. Cloud 9 is now the most secure club in all of Heaven! I’ve prepared a special table for you! Come this way!”

Hank grinned for the media and followed Oswald off the platform and onto the lift that led to the interior of the club. The bots followed and spouted off questions. Instead of asking about his outfit—and dammit, he thought he looked pretty darn good—they wanted to know about the attack, if he thought terrorists responsible or if demons had managed to get this high.

Oswald seemed relieved when the door slid shut and cut them off. Wiping his high forehead—and whoa, bad job on the hair mod, Hank could see the separation point—he let out a little sigh. “I cleared out the ninth level for you. No one will disturb your lunch.”

“Actually....” Hank hesitated. Oswald seemed to have gone to a lot of trouble. “That’s great, but I was also looking for more information about the last night I was here.”

“Of course, of course, whatever you wish.”

The lift door opened, and Oswald ushered them inside. Ian remained silent as he followed Hank.

This level had tiny intimate booths along the glass walls that looked out over the city. They all stood empty now, with only one set up for service, with a single plate and napkin on a polished peach granite surface. Hank frowned at that. Ian’s words still unsettled him. He had to fix things between them.

“Please call for another setting.” Hank gestured. “Ian will be joining me for lunch.”

To his credit, Oswald didn’t flinch. He disappeared into the back while a team of waiters surrounded by hovering servo bots took over. They added another setting to the table and backed off far enough to give Hank and Ian the illusion of privacy.

“Henry....”

“It’s still Hank. Sit down, Ian.” Hank slid into his seat, nearly melting into the large comfortable chair. He could take a nap here if they let him. Of course, from the way the waitstaff seemed so eager to please, they might let him get away with it. “Water, please, and a selection of appetizers.”

Ian waited a beat before sitting across from Hank. He held himself stiffly, his back not touching the chair. When the food platter made it to the table, he stared at it.

Hank picked up his fork and stabbed one of the tiny curled lobster tails. He gave it a discreet sniff before tasting it—vat replicated, not fresh from one of the farms. Really, what did he expect from a lowlevel club like this? Hank came for the music and nightlife, not the food.

Ian still hadn’t said anything. Hank had opened his mouth to speak when something outside the window caught his attention. Angels hovered around the restaurant, their large metallic wings catching the sunlight as they languidly flapped in the air. While normal to see angels down here, usually so many didn’t cluster around one location. They must be investigating.

“Look at all the angels.” Hank pointed. Surely they would solve this and capture whoever had tried to kill Hank.

But then Ian would go back to the ordinary security rotation, and Hank would only see him every five days. That would put a wrinkle in his seduction plans.

“Yes. This is probably the most secure place on this level. I wouldn’t have consented to come back here otherwise.” Ian’s eyes had glazed over, showing he’d drifted off into his net connection, probably checking in with the gondola of security officers that had followed them from Hank’s apartment.

“Finally, you deign to speak.” Hank picked up his glass of water and sipped it, enjoying the cool, clean flavor before saying, “You know you hurt my feelings when you said we weren’t friends.”

Ian dropped his fork.

***

“I HURT YOUR FEELINGS?” At least Hank was consistent in his self-obsession.

“We’ve known each other for years.” Hank gestured with his cup. “You know everything about me. You knew enough to be able to find me and save my life when no one else could.”

“I know how to protect you,” Ian corrected. He took this job seriously. Jim had impressed that upon him down in the 360. Working security wasn’t just a way out of the ghetto. It meant something. Ian couldn’t do it half-assed. He wished the people he protected were more worthy of it.

Even Hank, before then, had never shown any interest in the people who lived below and who broke their backs supporting this city. It had been a challenge, keeping him safe despite Hank’s insistence on throwing himself headfirst into places he shouldn’t. At least after the attack, Hank
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