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Chapter One
Los Angeles heat clings to the skin like a sin and the darkness of a broken heart. Detective Taylish Morgan knew heat, sin, and broken hearts. Vice beat at two thirty in the morning, on a corner marked by the disappearance of three ladies in the last year, Taylish posed as a pimp. Black leather, so worn in that it could have been a second skin, and a skin-tight dark blue t-shirt screamed 'proposition' me. He waited, subtle smirk on his face, thought the spider to the fly. Shoulder length bleach blond waves, jaded green eyes, he really was at home leaning his back against the adult bookstore.
He was a pretty boy, always had been, built like a biker-bar bouncer, lean and powerful, with a chip on his shoulder as if he could hand the world it's ass. A pierced eyebrow and the word sin tattooed across the side of his neck made him look the part. Maybe he was the part--a pissed off man hating the world. Six years of working vice and he hadn't come close to working off his debt.
“John's southbound,” his current partner said, nervousness in her voice, as clear as if she'd whispered it into his ear through their headsets. She was just out of the academy, a real hotshot who wanted to be homicide. Tay wished her luck. She was going to need it. She had a face like an angel and she looked twelve, built like a little doll.
“Step a little closer to the curb, so your toes are just off the end and think lost and scared,” he spoke quietly, holding a cell phone to his head, as if he were talking to someone else, not watching his rookie partner like a shepherd guarding his flock.
Taylish didn't really have a problem with prostitution. People did what they needed to. Usually he worked other areas of vice, drugs or more violent crime, but this case was special. Taylish did have a problem with little girls disappearing. He didn't want to see little girls working anyway, but he especially didn't want to see them dead. It was just something he'd grown up with, that there was always hope if a person was breathing.
So he'd picked little miss Maya “Bowtie” to help him out. The last three girls had all gone missing between Good Friday and Easter morning. They'd all been as new to the streets as the pretty colored Easter eggs that weren't showing up where Taylish prowled, and he was going to make sure that there wasn't a fourth missing Easter egg.
Maya was cute too, with long black braids and big brown eyes -- skin so ebony that Taylish was pretty sure her blood went straight back to Africa. In the little pink mini-skirt that barely hid her pistol she looked too innocent for words. As the car moved towards her, slowing in the neon starlight of angel-less downtown, his palms started to sweat.
Out of state plates, rental car, the nervous way the john fingered the steering wheel as the window rolled down... Taylish lifted the paper wrapped bottle of cold grape juice, recently liberated from his daddy's church, and let the dark wine color drip down his chin, as if he were just a little too past it to care. Maybe it was his way of being part of the sacrament, liberating a bottle when good people were asleep.
Maya leaned closer to the car, so much her part, so brave, even though Taylish could hear her heart beating like a hummingbird through the wire taped to her chest.
“Hey, Mister, buy me something to eat?”
“You lost?” he asked, and Taylish could see him licking his lips, thin little lips. “It's not a good place to be lost at, dear.”
“No, I know,” she said, making her words sound childish. “But I had a fight with my mom and I can't go home for a couple of days. So it's okay, see? Can you buy me something to eat?”
“You looking to be real nice to me? To give me what I'm hungry for?” The man scooted just a little closer to Maya as she leaned on the car window. “We could be friends.”
Taylish blinked. For a moment, and it was eight years before and in Maya's place was Taylish's best friend Micky. The story could have gone so much the same. A lost and scared child, a predator in the night, and then Maya's voice drew Taylish back to the present.
“Your car smells funny,” she said, “You do the shopping? It smells like when my momma makes roast.”
“Oh yeah,” he said, and Taylish moved just as he saw the man reach and grab Maya's wrist. “I got fresh meat in the back and you're gonna be just as good.”
Maya screamed, falling into the car as the man hit the gas. Taylish was a good ten feet from them when he got his pistol out and put a slug fast in the front tire, then the rear. The car spun, it's back end going straight for a light post. The adult bookshop's door slammed shut and Taylish held his position, both hands on his pistol, red dot dead in the
center of the suspect's forehead. “LAPD! Stop where you are!”
Maya had her gun out too, hand shaking, eyes hard and no longer childlike. “LAPD, you bastard! Foot off the gas! Hands up!”
He backhanded her and her pistol flew towards the back of the car. Taylish put another round in the engine. “Step out of the car!” Taylish yelled. “I will shoot your sorry ass!”
And then the man, lean as a wolf and rabid as only a man can be, had a pistol aimed point blank at Maya's head. He kicked open his door, motioning for Maya to come out with him.
Nervous desperation sparkled around him, but no matter what Tay had said, he wasn't carrying armor piercing bullets. The windshield might have slowed his shot down or even stopped it. He wanted a clean shot.
“Let's calm down,” Taylish said, feet wide, voice soothing.
Maya was anything but calm. Her eyes were wide and white, hands shaking. Whatever the future homicide detective had seen in the backseat of that car probably put a simple soliciting charge out of the question.
“You don't want to shoot a cop,” she said, voice level, more level than Tay thought his would have been on his first wet bust.
They stood there for a moment bathed in angry neon. Sirens screamed towards them. Back up, and they'd need it, but Taylish wanted everyone still breathing to keep breathing.
“Gun down slowly. We can all get out of this alive.”
Calm is not always a good thing. Resignation settled over the man like a shroud, and Taylish read body language like a Minnesota Fats reads a loaded table. He fired and the man's gun fired, but it was in the air, along with a spray of blood. Taylish's shoulder hit the man in his chest, driving him back against the car.
“You're under arrest,” he growled, a knee between the suspect's legs, his forearm against his throat.
Red and blue was there, flashing in the street, guns drawn and cocked, and Taylish held the man, not wanting any sudden movements to change the outcome.
Maya held her badge up over her had. “LAPD! Detective Morgan has the perp restrained!”
Taylish stepped back, both hands up. Experience had proved, cop or not, if you looked like you belonged in the street, you'd get shot before someone looked at your badge. And uniforms swarmed in on them. Hands over his head, Taylish backed away from the young natural blond aiming the pistol at him.
“Back pocket, right side, wallet. Badge there.”
Maya was just getting her own badge back, which she took with a snatch. “Perp!” she growled, pointing at the john who'd pulled her into the car. “Careful with the car! It's a crime scene. There’s a victim in the back seat. Get your gun off my partner!”
Taylish laughed as she pulled his wallet from his back pocket. She didn't sound like a rookie or a child. “Tell me someone called for medical aid!”
With that she had the she had the scene in-hand. Their serial killer was just about to step into the backseat of a black and white. Maybe it was the oozing blood from his bullet wound that let his hand slip free, maybe it was some deep insane need, but one moment he was getting into the car and the next he had a police issue pistol in his hand.
“You're my little girl, still!”
He fired. The cop next to him hit him full body, taking them both to the ground. Taylish had one hand on Maya's shoulder jerking her in his direction when the bullet grazed his shoulder, throwing both Maya and him to the pavement.
“Shit,” he complained, rolling off of her, his arm numb. “That didn't go how I planned it.”
“Oh, God,” she said, touching his shoulder. “You're bleeding.”
“Oww,” he said, a smile masquerading as a smirk on his face. “That is how not to do it, rookie girl.”
“The ambulance is on its way.”
“You're not going to just kiss it and make it all better?” he asked, still happily in shock.
“No kisses for you until you get better. Then we'll talk about it,” she said, reaching for his hand.
“Tay, is that you again?” Taska asked, setting her big blue Emergency Medical Technician’s bag down on the road. “Didn't I tell you to stay out of the way of bullets? You got a boyfriend yet, sweetheart?”
“Tassy,” Taylish said giving the powerfully built Russian girl a genuine smile. “This is my new partner. Don't give her a load of crap. This is the first time I've been shot and you know it. At least more than just a little flesh wound.”
The dark haired woman held out a hand. “Taska Romana,” she said holding out her hand. “I attend Pastor Morgan's church. That's how I know Tay.”
“Officer Maya Bowlan,” Maya said, shaking Taska's hand.
“Okay, Detective,” Taska said. “How are you feeling?”
“Like the wrath of God hath descended upon me,” he said, only half smiling, “Seriously, I think it's starting to hurt, Tassy.”
It might not have been the wrath of God, but darkness did descend on him shortly, before they'd even gotten him onto the gurney. It was just a soft warm sinking, but he didn't think she'd needled him or anything. 'Kinda nice for the wrath of God', he thought, and after that he missed all the good parts at the hospital.
* * *
Los Angeles is about as close as a person can get to old Rome. Gladiators and senators, a place where any thing's for sale and money buys freedom and citizenship. Rome didn't fall. It just took a vacation.
Chapter Two
College was like a work release program. Daniel made his current patron happy and she paid for college classes for him. He was pretty sure she was paying Royal extra to get him agree to those college classes, and the time it took. It cost Royal money, after all, if he was only seeing one patron. She was the only patron he was required to service right now though. She was easy. So as long as he kept Royal happy, well then, he got to go to class. It was hope.
The tracking bracelet on his ankle always kept him in mind that he belonged to Royal. Everywhere he went, the length of time he was there, all his movements were tracked and recorded, but at this very moment that didn't matter. Standing on the inside of his apartment door, he was waiting for the doorman to let him out.
If it were Li, he'd be let out a few minutes early. If it were Jan, then it would be on time, but he ran the risk of having to give 'favors' before he could get out of the building.
And so he waited, a slender redheaded man, pale as an Irish elf, fine red hair clinging to freshly shaved cheeks. In the world that Daniel lived in, he had one great advantage. He was beautiful, with stunning blue-eyed Irish androgyny.
Daniel had another secret. He had money that he wasn't telling anyone about. He had learned that people would give him money if he wrote papers for them. His current client didn't even mind giving him paper and pens. He'd done it twice now and while fifty dollars wasn't enough to buy him an ID or a plane ticket, a thousand would buy him a boat ride to South America.
Daniel didn't know what South America was like, but it had to be better than being a slave in Hong Kong. Freedom was more important to him than love or sex, though the third was all he believed in. There were no heroes. No one took bullets for someone else, no blond cowboys.
The door opened five minutes late and Daniel was about ready to start kicking it down. When it did open there was a woman, solidly built like a vixen just stepped out of a video game, dressed like a professional chauffeur.
She handed him a dark blue linen envelope. "Good evening, Sir. I'm to drive you to you're class and wait for you. Don't worry about packing."
Daniel's heart dropped twenty-three floors to the pavement. Royal was going to sell him. A dark blue polished nail sliced through the seal and he pulled out the card.
We are going to L.A. for a week. Pick up your homework. Charlotte wanted you to bring it so you wouldn't get behind. She said to let you know that she has a surprise for you when we return. Royal.”
Not sold. Just--something. Somehow... It felt like a big something. School bag over his shoulder, he moved towards the elevator like he was someone, chauffeur behind him. L.A. It just held so many possibilities.
Chapter Three
Taylish was sprawled out on his bed, summer warmed white cotton sheets twisted around long, lean legs. The exit wound on his shoulder was fresh, pink at the edges and still scabbed in the center. One arm held the pillow close under his chest and sunlit dreams held him. His roots were showing a little, dark chocolate softness and then golden honey bleached rebellion.
Getting shot can get a person a few weeks off work. And so it was the middle of the day, warm and deliciously decadent, if a touch lonely when the phone rang. Taylish had two numbers, both unlisted. One was for work, a cell phone that was with his pistol on the dresser. The other was on his nightstand. He reached out for it around the tenth ring and dragged it to him, wincing slightly.
"Dad."
"Good afternoon, Tay," his father said cheerfully. "I trust your day is going well."
The problem between them had started over Taylish's gender preference in a lover. It wasn't something that could be fixed just by Taylish never dating anyone. That little issue had grown though and there wasn't much father and son did talk about. So Taylish did nothing to hide the pain in his voice.
"Doing great, Dad. Almost don't have a hole in my shoulder. How can I help you?"
There was this pause between them and old familiar guilt heart-burned up Taylish's throat. Once upon a time he was going to be a police officer in a shiny car with a pretty redhead on his arm every Sunday. Some Sundays he still wanted to be that shining hero for his dad.
"Taylish, you were shot? Are you okay? Where are you?"
Genuine concern, deep love enfolded Taylish from his father's voice. He loved his father so very much. Sighing quietly, he sat up, wrapped one arm around his knees as he drew them to his chest.
"Dad, I'm at home. I'm okay. My shoulder is almost healed."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
No body can pull off hurt like a parent.
"I was kinda out of it while I was in the hospital and then it didn't seem like such a big issue. Just a little hole and it went right through. No big deal."
"Praise the Lord! Just praise the Lord. I love you, Taylish. You know you're always welcome at church. The Lord loves you very much. We're all sinners."
"Yeah, Dad," Taylish said. "We're all fucking sinners, but I'm a fagot too. Me and my candy-haired boyfriend will so be there."
The pause hurt and a wish to be straight flared in Taylish. He really wished he was that shiny hero.
"What's his name? Bring him to dinner next week!"
Now full of nervous energy, Taylish threw off the sheets and made three steps to the end of the bed, agitated in his own moment of silence. He didn't have a boyfriend. He didn't even have the memory of a first kiss. He was a miracle, a twenty-eight year old virgin.
"Sure, Dad. Maybe. What was it you wanted?"
"You're a cop," his dad said. "You help people who are in trouble."
Taylish hadn't had a smoke in six months. Now he wanted one. He made it to the window and a lovely view of the sun-baked parking lot.
"Christ, Dad. Are you in trouble?"
"Do you know about an illegal street fighting tournament here in LA?"
The question was in a soft voice, the kind of voice that smelled like sun-warmed cotton, comforting like all that was good in nature would squish up between one’s toes. It was his dad's voice, the voice of safety and hope from his childhood.
Taylish's shoulder ached as he shifted the phone to his other hand and rested his forehead against his wrist, both propping him against the sliding glass door. He knew about this death-fest that LA was hosting this year.
"Dad, please don't get involved with that mess. Please. Not everyone wants to get saved and those bastards will kill you. Dead, Dad. You'll save more souls breathing than dead."
Another pause and Taylish's heart was beating like a frightened snitch in a gang- banger club.
Then it all came out in a rush, as if some decision had taken down the dam. "Amy Malone has been abducted. Her beau was drag racing some visitors from back east and there was an altercation. Their contestant for this tournament was injured and so they took Amy and Renji. I fear they will make Renji fight. I fear for their safety."
Taylish squeezed his eyes shut. Taylish squeezed his eyes shut. He thought, 'Pick out a nice coffin 'cuz closed box funerals are nicer that way.' What came out had to have come from the shining hero he wished he was.
"Can you get me photos of them?"
"I don't want you doing anything dangerous," his dad said, and Taylish could hear the conflict in his father.
Taylish wished the hint of fear in his dad's voice didn't feel so satisfying. "Dad, I am a cop. Protecting people is what I do. Let me get dressed and I'll be by. Half an hour, okay Dad?"
"Come to the church, Taylish. It’s Wednesday and there is a middle of the week Bible study."
"Sure Dad, but I'll just be in and out. Talk to you soon." Taylish ended the call with his father still speaking. He was a crap of a son and he knew it, but he didn't want to deal with his dad's second thoughts, or his own.
He threw the phone towards the bed and made for the shower. Water was the best witness of the world, at least Taylish thought so. It ran through his hair, cool filtered water that hit his scalp like rain in the desert, soaking into his skin, parting defiant bleached hair. It ran down over his sun-heated skin, over the tattoo on his neck that it could never wash away.
He'd gotten the tat when he was fifteen, only a week after Mickey had floated up on the beach. Sin. Sin etched in dark prison blue ink. It was a part of him, this deep blue stain on his skin, a reminder of the Japanese gang he wasn't part of now, a reminder of who he still felt he was on some days. His hands on the shower wall, Taylish wished he still had a God to pray to. There were just too many ways to fail with going into a situation like this one. It wasn't like a God anywhere had made someone to love him.
Chapter Four
Royal didn't own the jet, but it was in his name. Many things that belonged to Paradise Dragon Enterprises were in Royal's name. The world was a very good place to do business in.
The steward of the jet was a graceful Thai man who could pick up where Daniel left off. He bowed as Royal swept into the open cabin and eyed Daniel like he was an un-spayed tomcat coming into a plush white bedroom. Royal was the dog in the room though and he wasn't white, but more of an understated gray. He threw his coat on one of the big tan leather chairs.
"Get Dani'el a pop and I want a vodka blue. Dani'el, your toy was brought aboard. Would you like to see that it was set up correctly?"
Royal was a big man with hands that could strangle a wrestler. Lazy brown dog eyes made it easy to think he was just some hound, not the Hellhound that he was.
Daniel never forgot and it still didn't always save him. He nodded his head, curt bow and agreement. He was on his way to America and he had fifty dollars, US, in his bag. If he could stay on the sweet side of Royal, he could forget South America. There was the ankle bracelet, but one solved problems a little at a time, not all in one go.
The jet had three levels. The only one Daniel had ever been in was Royal's. At the top, it had two rooms. One was the large open area with comfy leather chairs and a fully stocked bar. The other was sound proofed and Daniel knew for certain that bodies jettisoned over the Pacific Ocean haunted only those that had not been able to save them.
Right now it was done up with a nice bed and a welcome lack of Royal's favorite whipping post which had been replaced by a video gaming system Daniel had expressed interest in. He dropped his bag on the floor and forgot all about Royal.
Royal was a violent bastard, but Daniel had learned early in his life to completely shut out pain and fear when he could. There was plenty of time when he couldn't. So he gave his whole attention to the new Japanese game system. It is an odd state to be both hyper-vigilant, and completely absorbed as he was by the shiny new video game system.
Almost as if he were two Daniels, part of him examined his game while part of him heard Royal berating the steward for sneering at Daniel, heard the man whimper as Royal dislocated one of his fingers. This was another new hobby of Royal's.
And so the new game system became very appealing. It was a prototype, clunky and gray, but when it powered up, projectors on the ceiling crossed each other bathing him in the holographic arena.
The pad he stood on shifted under his light soled black cotton shoes and he skipped back out of the gaming area. From the outside it looked as if the mat had become uneven stone paving. It was one thing to read about it, another to feel it change under you.
"Fantastic, isn't it?" Royal asked, wiping blood from his hands. Daniel hated the scent of blood, but it made the game console so very interesting.
“This is wonderful." He stepped back into the game area. It was fully drawn now, a perfect Irish street from the turn of the last century. The best part was that it almost felt like a different world, one without Royal.
But it wasn't.
"Take off your shirt," Royal commanded, anticipation in his voice. "It makes the game better. You can feel the damn wind on your skin, feel the punches better, if you've got bare skin."
It was that dual feeling again, as it were someone else taking off his shirt, someone else feeling Royal's fingers trace down a dark bruise from the caning Royal had given him the week before.
"I'm sorry, Baby. You know I'd never hurt you really bad, you know that, don't you Dani'el? You know I love you. You're my favorite bitch."
L.A. was coming. They were already airborne and there were lots of white people in LA. It would be easy to disappear.
Chapter Five
Pastor Morgan's church was the kind of place a person could mistake for a cathedral. It even had spires and stained glass. It wasn't the kind of place a pony-tailed blond in sunglasses and baggy jeans, a NIN t-shirt and a sleepy stride usually showed up.
There must have been five hundred cars in the parking lot. It was the kind of church that came with a three-story parking garage and its own homeless shelter. Taylish fingered the keys to his motorcycle and let the afternoon heat wash the nervousness out of him as he headed towards the coolest of his personal hells.
He'd grown up with this church, with hearing how much like his mother he was and how she'd been such a wonderful woman. He’d been a straight A student and an eagle scout who'd memorized more verses than LA seemed to have happily-ever-afters, but it all turned to ashes with one fifteen-year-old’s note to his best friend.
The memory came back like an acid peel for his patience as he paused in the main foyer. The deacon had been tall and a little portly, a kind man who had often taken Taylish fishing at his cabin in the foothills. He'd been the one who took Taylish in for nearly all of his thirteenth year when Pastor Morgan had spent time in Africa with Amnesty International.
Pastor Morgan was a good man, but it had been Deacon Mavely who had been there, reading the note that Taylish had dropped. Standing there, his sunglasses in one hand, the scene replayed as if it were happening right that moment.
Deacon Mavely had picked up the dropped bible and the note on blue linen paper that had fallen out. He'd smiled and waved the note at Taylish.
“It's natural, son,” he'd said.
Taylish could feel his heart beating fast, his hands behind his back, just a skinny little dark-haired boy with one foot in the Japanese world and one foot in his Daddy's perfect Christian world. His chin had touched his tie and he'd hoped. He'd prayed, he had. And he felt what he felt and he'd asked God for a sign.
Mickey had such a great laugh and when Taylish looked at him, sometimes the world just didn't reach high enough to touch the souls of his feet. Mickey was a little East Indian boy with dark brown eyes and a shyness that Taylish could feel, standing there, years later and worlds torn in half.
Innocence is fatal sometimes. His words came back and he wanted to snatch them out of his memory, make them as if he'd never said them. Ten years later, he was still chasing those words.
“I prayed about it and I still feel the same. Really liking someone isn't a sin if you mean to do right by them.”
“No, of course it's not, Tay,” Deacon Mavely said, handing the bible back.
Arrogance is a sin. When Taylish looked up to take back his bible, the note was open and his cheeks flamed all the way to the present.
“Who is the lucky girl to get such a pretty poem?”
Taylish's smile from then felt like poison now and hurt deep into his soul. He'd smiled, green eyes wide with trust and admiration, with gratitude.
“It's Mickey, but Deacon, please, don't tell him yet. He doesn't know I like him and I want to do right by him. I want to....”
Words dwindled as his precious note dropped to the foyer and twisted under the polished shoe of his hero.
“Sodomites go to Hell,” Deacon Mavely sneered. “I will tell your father about this.”
And he came back out of the memory, un-vented rage making his hand a fist, holding back tears that he hadn't cried then and he wasn't going to cry now. He'd written his father that night, and confessed his soul’s disfigurement. If Deacon Mavely had told, Taylish didn't know, but ten years and countless nights catching bad guys had not made coming home easier. Mickey had been dead a month later, but at least Taylish had stopped believing it was God's judgment against him. Taylish had stopped believing in just about anything. It was better that way.
“Hello,” a gentle female voice said, holding out her hand. “I'm Nora. Welcome to Angel's Haven Chapel. I'm glad you came. What can I help you with?”
Taylish took a deep breath, smiled. Maybe it was not believing in anything mixed with years of sexual abstinence that gave him enough pent up electricity to seduce anyone, any gender, anyone he wanted something from. Before the charm could start jumping, her genuine smile touched him. He took her hand and smiled, half bitter, half already-kicked-the-dog today.
“I'm Taylish Morgan. I'm looking for Pastor Morgan.”
“Oh, how nice that you have the same name. Are you related? He's working with a baptismal class. They should be finished in a few minutes,” she held his hand a little longer than needed, but it wasn't that touching his pent up sexual reserves, more the kind of handshake that was just genuine friendship, caring. “You looked troubled when you came in. Angel's Haven welcomes everyone. God does love you.”
Spite came back like a diamond-headed kiss, and he turned her hand in his, drew her knuckles to his lips as he bowed.
“Nora, you're so sweet,” he said.
“Yes, she is,” another woman said, dark hair, a gold band around her wedding finger very visible as she put her arm around Nora's shoulders. “Have you signed our guest book?”
Taylish straightened, fingers lacing behind his head, sheepish smirk on his face. They looked like a couple, but he didn't believe that either. If they were, they wouldn't be here long.
“Not since we put the first one out about twenty years ago.”
“I haven't seen you here before,” the other woman said, arm still around Nora, who was smiling comfortably.
Taylish winked. “I'm Pastor Morgan's own prodigal son, except that I haven't spent all the gold yet.”
Nora blinked. “Pastor Morgan's son? You're gay, right?”
The sucker punch slipped in and dropped Taylish's mouth open. “What, do they have it written on the sanctuary wall now?”
Nora's friend now had both arms around the little brunette and shields in her eyes.
“You've got a really crappy attitude.”
“Ana! Watch your mouth!” Nora exclaimed.
“Sorry! But he does. Do you have a problem with homosexuals, Mr. Morgan?”
He smirked. “So? You been here in the stained glass Camelot long?”
“Tay! Is that you?” His father called and the argument was averted by his father's smiling embrace. “Which side? Where did you get shot? Are you sure you're okay? Tay! I can't believe you didn't tell me! I'm so glad to see you!”
And those strong arms went around him, pulling him close and holding him for all a parent's love could give.
“Dad,” Taylish protested as his own arms went around his father.
His father had met his mother in the Peace Corps. He was still the same, out to save the world, kicking into the places where angels knew better than to go to. He was shiny on the top and gray at the sides. When they pulled back from the hug, his dad's hands still on his shoulders, holding him, the smile was so full of love that Taylish promised himself he'd come back soon. He'd come back for that dinner they'd talked about.
He'd even tell his dad that there wasn't anyone in his life. Hell, maybe his dad even had answers, but it was Deacon Mavely there sneering back, even if only in his mind, that pulled Taylish away.
“Dad. Did you tell everyone I was,” and he almost said 'a fagot', but then softened it to, “a homosexual?”
Taylish got that eye-rolling guilty look from his father. The hands still held his shoulder, but his dad was looking at the ceiling for a moment.
“Well, we started an outreach about a year and a half ago and I have mentioned you a few times. I'm very proud of you. I know you're careful, so I didn't mention your name. I was hoping you'd come back and introduce yourself.”
“You started an outreach? Is that like some kind of twelve step group?”
Taylish caught Ana's look out the side of his eye and if her hair could have caught on fire from words she wasn't saying, it likely would have. She smiled as she pulled Nora away, but 'bastard' was written clearly in her eyes.
“Taylish Hiro Morgan,” his father said sternly, “We are going to talk when you get home. Do you understand me?”
“Sure, Dad,” he promised, absolutely hating how he felt like a little kid still the moment he set foot in this place. “Whatever you say. You got some photos for me and some descriptions? I got bad guys to chase, you know?”
“Come to my office,” his dad said, arm around Taylish's shoulders, holding him like he was the first sunlight in a year. It was confusing and Taylish didn't know how to respond, how to get past his own shame.
Once they got to the office though, the police officer inside kicked in with a vengeance and the little boy in him went to play elsewhere.
The woman waiting for them was elegance incarnate, like she'd stepped out of a Japanese magazine on flower arranging, and yet she rose and held out a perfect lady hand to him, a mix of Western forwardness and Japanese honor.
“I am Fujiwara Kieko. I am the daughter of Watanabe Namito. I tell you this not because I expect you to recognize it, but because when you research the name, you will know that I have the funds to pay you for returning my son to me.”
“Fujiwara-san,” Taylish began, bowing after he'd released her hand, before continuing in Japanese, “I will seek your son because it is what I do. I am a police officer. Please allow me to assist you in this matter.”
She replied in Japanese, not a shiver of surprise showing on her delicate face, "My husband refuses to involve the police. Honor is deeper than breath in Japanese blood. I do hope your own heritage can allow you to understand this." She leveled a look at him. “You can not help me as a police officer.”
“Then I shall help you as a man of honor, if you will allow me, Fujiwara-san,” he said, switching back to English, “So tell me everything, please.”
His father handed him a file and sat down in pale blue mesh chair with “I love Jesus” finger painted along the hard plastic frame.
Taylish sat down in the other guest chair and opened the file. Renji Fujiwara was a nice looking kid, 18, and looking like an escapee from an anime with big eyes and spiky hair. A local kendo champion and a history student looking to go to law school, he'd only been in the US a couple of years, doing private school, and then Taylish paused at the car the kid had been driving. He had to bite his tongue to keep back words that weren't fit for Camelot. He held up the photo of the sleek black thing, some hybrid cross of a Ferrari and something out of a race movie.
“My son was very responsible,” she said, eyes hard as she looked at the picture.
“I'm guessing,” Taylish said, a bit stunned as he flipped to the next photo. “These are police photos? How did you get them?”
“My husband is the Japanese ambassador,” she said. “The car was recovered, undamaged. If you like the car, you may have it.”
“Wow,” Taylish said, looking at crime scene photos of a really sweet nitro injection system. “Your son liked to go fast.”
He wasn't going to bite on the car offer. He didn't need a car worth a quarter of a million dollars.
“He is a competitor.”
Then on to the photos of the girl. She didn't look anything like he'd expected. Maybe ten pounds too soft, dark brown hair, a generous smile, and so 'gajin' it almost hurt to think of the two of them together.
“How do you know he didn't choose to compete in this then?”
“Because the man he left on the pavement said his friends took my son and Amy-san at gun point. Also, he left his car unlocked and he would not have done anything intentionally to put Amy-san at risk. He is in love with her.”
And then the whole story came out. It had not been a happy night at the Fujiwara home when number one son had brought home a sweet and very Christian nursing student, who handed out flyers on Christ and didn't remember to take her shoes off. Domestic problems start with small stupid things. Then there had been a little understated yelling and some stalking off.
Number One father had been more than a little unhappy with his son's choice of bride. Amy really liked the tea. Then Number One son had gone off, had a bit to drink and got behind the wheel of more money than even the Angel's Haven could spend in a year. It wasn't a real big stretch to imagine him finding his way to completely piss off and humiliate some back east yokels. If they'd known much about cars, they wouldn't have been so offended. There wasn't anything built for the money a mortal could make that could have taken Renji's crotch rocket in a clean race.
If Renji hadn't been a little smashed, he probably would have noticed he was being followed. He probably wouldn't have been outside Amy's apartment at midnight screaming for her to run away to Las Vegas.
Responsible. Yeah. Taylish could sure see that.
It was more than Taylish would have chosen to take on by himself and he knew that the feds had said hands off by the time word had even hit the street about the damn thing. It was in LA. A lot of things were in LA that he couldn't do much about.
“Dad? The girl?”
“Her family is from Wyoming. She's here on a scholarship, studying nursing. She's a good person, Tay,” his dad said. “She was here when she was younger, too. You might have met her, back when you still came to church.”
Tay shrugged. It didn't matter to him if she was good or not, well, maybe that wasn't true, but he expected that it mattered to his dad. God was supposed to save the good ones, right?
“Okay. This is what we're going to do. I'm on medical leave for another two weeks, so I'm going to enter this game and look for them. When I find them, I'll get them and bail. I need the five thousand dollar entrance fee. I don't need anything else. If all goes well, I should be back tomorrow.” He closed the file.
“It is that easy?” she asked. “You can do this?”
“I can do this. No problem.”
Chapter Six
Daniel woke as the plane was making its decent, alone in the bed with aches that he didn't remember the source of. Shaking fingers moved to a tickle at his lip and wiped away blood. Despair bled from him too, coming from whatever he couldn't remember. Just then the jet caught a bit of turbulence on it's decent and he sat up, both hands grabbing the sheets around him. LA! Everything was possible in LA! There were cowboys in LA and movie stars and streets that never ended. He could run, run all the way to Canada or New Zealand, run to the Antarctic and no one would ever chain him again!
Plans propelled him out of the big bed and to the bathroom. He had to have Royal happy with him--very happy with him. He so wished he could remember what he couldn't remember. Royal couldn't be that unhappy with him. He was on the plane still and it was landing in L.A.!
With both hands he brushed limp red hair back from his face and studied himself in the mirror. He looked like someone who belonged in LA! Sure he did! No bruises, just a little busted lip, that's all! His make-up bag was already on the counter with the small bottles of shampoo.
Rushing, he washed his hair in the sink, dried it with the thick dark blue towel. Heart pounding, he lined his eyes with black, accentuating the exotic occidental-ness of them. A sealer for his lips to keep them from bleeding through his gloss, and that was it, nothing overdone. He wanted to fit in.
He pulled a fresh leather strip from his make up bag and stretched it a bit before sitting down on the toilet, his bracelet-ed foot against the wall. The bracelet was titanium, expensive, and lacked an opening. When he'd turned fifteen, they'd had to put him under so they could saw it open and expand it. The very hopeful thing about that was that it did open--it could be gotten off. With experienced fingers he wrapped it with the soft black leather, round and round, covering up the metal until all that touched his skin was soft black doe skin.
One thing he’d learned early about metal that you couldn't take off was that if it was hot, it burned. If it was cold, it wasn't much better, but that there wasn't a leather wrap that was thick enough to keep Royal from hunting him down if he wanted. As he tied off the leather, doubt whispered around him. Royal would kill him if he failed and he wouldn't have the luxury of not remembering. Of course, in the arms of death, he guessed, there wouldn't be any remembering anyway. He tied off the tails of the leather strip, wanting a different kind of memory, a different kind of life. He longed for a kiss that he wanted to remember.
He wanted to be a free man.
And so he refreshed his lip-gloss and pulled a curl forward, finger curling it. There was nothing he wouldn't spend on freedom. LA was the land of Angels and all he had to do was run until he found a few of them.
The plane was leveling out for the runway when he opened the door, one hand on either side, red hair like a sinful halo. Royal motioned him forward to the other large seat in the main lounge.
“Are you feeling better, Baby? You look wonderful,” Royal said, voice gentle as if they were really lovers.
Daniel smiled, unable to keep the glitter out of his eyes. “I'm feeling fine now, Master,” he said, in French, which he knew pleased Royal.
“Baby, I want you to have a good time while we’re here. No worries. I've arranged for a guide to meet us and she'll take you to salons, shopping. You may have anything that appeals to you, Dani'el.”
He knew Royal well. It was a life sport knowing his captor, and so he pushed a little, wanting Royal to feel that he was trusted, that he was being obeyed.
Still speaking in flawless French, Daniel asked, “May I get a blue streak in my hair? All of the Americans do things like that and I want to fit in while we are here, Master. I don't want you to feel ashamed of me.”
“I could never be ashamed of you. You're beautiful, bright, and you cry so pretty. Do your hair, Baby. Anything you like.”
Daniel settled back into the chair even as the jet touched down in America and his soul soared back into the clouds.
“Thank you so much, Master.”
Daniel wanted things, oh, yes, he did.
Chapter Seven
Taylish nursed his fourth beer as he lined up his next shot. He was wearing the same clothes he'd come from his father's church in. NIN went with everything. He'd never come to this bar without his badge though, and he didn't really think he could shoot someone without that. It put an edge to everything, being here on his own, and his pistol's weight on his ankle was familiar, reassuring.
And then his asset walked through the door.
Female, Caucasian, twenty-three with two children, one of which was born blind and addicted, she spotted him and melted into the bar like it was Christmas.
“Cory!”
He set his beer down on the table near his table and held open both arms. “Janie! Where you been?”
“Where have you been?” She launched from the couple of steps above the poolroom into his waiting arms. “You didn't just get out of jail, did you Cory?”
He laughed his best evil overlord laugh as he spun her around and set her down. “Janie, I'm too good for them. No one will ever catch me! And I have to tell you a deep dark secret.”
She leaned closer and tried to catch his lips in a kiss. “Come on, Cory! I'm happy to see you! Your deep dark secret is that you're in love with me, isn't it?”
They'd met when he was working an undercover job in North Hollywood. She'd been younger then, strung out and pregnant with her second baby.
“Janie, I would fall in love with you, but I told you, I'm psychic and I have seen that a knight comes for you. You just have to hold it together until then. You're keeping up with your classes?”
Sitting on the side of the pool table, her hands on his shoulder, her legs trying to wrap around his hips, she nodded.
“Sure am. I graduate in six months. You are going to come, aren't you? Cory, come on, tell me where you've been? Damien's doing better too. You should come by he'd love to see you.”
Damien had been three weeks old the last time Taylish had seen him. “Janie, I need something serious from you.”
She sighed and pushed him away. “I've put on some weight, uh? I'm looking pretty good!” Suggestively, she squeezed her arms tight over her chest, trying to amplify the effect of nice full curves.
“Sweetheart, you are a very beautiful woman and I'm glad we're friends. You know I'd do anything for you.”
And with that she reached out and caught his family jewels in one hand, massaging as she watched his face. He didn't pull back, but just let her hands kneed him through his worn jeans.
“Christ, Cory, come on, honey, I ain't got no STDs, nothing. I've been clean for a year and am negative. I even got condoms. I just want you once.”
“Geeze, Janie,” he said, finally pulling away, since she didn't get the idea by a softness that didn't fade under her hand. “Not every thing's about getting a good fuck.”
She scowled, arms folded across her chest now, as if she didn't know what to do with a man that didn't want what she knew how to offer. “What do you want then? I know you didn't come down here to tell me you were jacking off to thoughts of me. What the Hell? Why do all the nice men have to be gay? All the gay guys are so cute. I should have known. I'd be a guy for you, Cory. Would you want me then?”
Taylish sighed and picked up his beer. It would solve so many problems if he were just ... straight. Or even bi. Or a woman. The beer disappeared and he turned back to Janie, holding the empty in his hand, leaning back against the table and imagining her as a guy. A little flatter, jaw stronger, shoulders wider, and then she had Micky's eyes, dark and soulful, and dry, milky wide and God, he wanted another six pack.
“Janie, if you were a boy, we'd still be friends. It's not you. It's not that you're a girl or if you're a boy. It's me. I'm just... broke. My father's been praying for me for a decade and it ain't helped yet. So I figure what's broke is broke, but Janie, I'm your friend and I'll always do what I can to help you. That's what I do. I help people, protect people, and Goddamn, I want another beer. Look, Janie, I'm a little drunk here.”
Smiling now, she slipped off the pool table and crossed to him. A hand combed through his blond hair, a thumb lingering over the dark roots.
“Shut up, Cory, not so loud at least. You want everyone in here knowing you're a cop when you can't even arrest your tongue? Do your cop buddies know you're such a fucking knight in shining armor?”
Her other hand came up and laid a finger over his lips. “I just figured it out, that's all. You must want something pretty important for you to lose your cool so bad.”
“Janie, I need to get into the tournament, the big one, you know? You told me a couple weeks ago, there was a guy in your club bragging about it. Tell me what you know?”
“Oh, Hell no, Lancelot. So you can ride off and get your ass ripped sideways? You're one of the good guys and I want you around for when I do find that knight who can get it up for me.”
“No, you don't understand,” he said, letting her push him back into the chair so she could sit down in his lap. He was whispering now, and surprised at how damn drunk he'd gotten. Okay, maybe it had been a couple more beers than he'd thought. Going to that church always put his head in the ozone layer. “I'm not going to fight. I just have to get in. There's a Japanese kid and a girl from my dad's church. I just want to get them out.”
With her straddling his lap, hips rocking over his, her arms around his neck, they kind of had the back poolroom to themselves, for a few minutes anyway.
“Listen to me, Lancelot. Or maybe Gawain, he was the virgin, wasn't he? Gawain, that's not the kind of place you walk into and just walk back out of. Did you get sunstroke today or something? And look at you! All fucked up like this! Who are these people that you want to risk your life for them?”
Maybe he had gotten sunstroke. Or maybe it was the ache in his shoulder reminding him of his own mortality. Legs stretched out, hands on her hips, her lips so close to his when she whispered he could feel her breathe. He wanted a connection with her. How he wished to be that knight in shining armor, a hero for his dad, and a lover for her, and something other than what he was.
“I want Dad to forgive me for being a fagot.”
“Cory, hell, your dad ain't got nothing to hold over you. He's a preacher?”
Taylish nodded. “I'm going to hell.”
“You're fucking drunk,” she said, blinking.
* * *
Reaching behind him to the empty beer bottle, she made like she was taking a drink, but only touched the tip of her tongue to the rim. As a former drug addict, she knew just about every drug a person could spike anything with, and she'd tried them all too, pretty much. It was in the aftertaste, a very, very slight cinnamon taste. She dropped the bottle back on the table and let it spin as she wrapped both arms tight around his neck.
“I finished your beer, honey,” she said, louder than she'd said anything else, before whispering, as her long, strawberry frizzed hair hid that she wasn't really kissing his ear. “Cory, you been drugged real proper, professional. You piss off any feds recently?”
She ran her fingers through his hair, giving the impression of the best lap dance gone too far.
And it seemed to click for him. “Janie, I'm trying to save the Japanese ambassador's son.”
“Okay, put your hands on my ass, stand up and walk towards the back.”
Sober wasn't coming for him and he wanted it to, really bad. Dizzy, finding his thoughts was like trying to find one last blue lego in a really big bin. He could do undercover though and she wrapped her legs around his waist as he stood, her head on his shoulder.
“Marv! I'm gonna use the back room for a while.”
He pinched her ass hard. “I thought you were only dancing.”
She repaid him with a bite to his neck, sucking hard enough to leave a mark. “Bad girls get to go places. You can spank me if you want.”
He didn't have to fake staggering. Whatever was in his system was gaining fast.
“Suit ten o'clock, out of place in a t-shirt. Gawain, you got dragons,” she said.
He ran her back into the wall, knocking her breath a bit and she slipped out of his arms, a hand fisting in his shirt as she laid a real kiss on him. Responding to the kiss, he groaned and let her tongue into his mouth. His first kiss ended abruptly as her hand shoved him into the back room, which turned out to be an office with a big, very cleaned off desk.
“I hate feds,” she snapped. “Come on, Cory, snap out of it.”
“You do kind of look like a guy,” he said and she caught him as he slid backwards towards the desk. “Kiss like one, too.”
“Well, you'd know, wouldn't you?” And then she was searching Marv's desk drawers. “Shit, shit, shit.”
“Actually,” he confessed, leaning back on the desk, soft golden hair dangled off the edge and into her way, “That was my first kiss.”
“Great. It's going to be your last too. I don't trust feds who drug a person's beer. Hell, you're going to end up being questioned in some other country.”
“I love our country! I love America! I'm a cop. What are they going to do to me, Janie?”
“Fuck if I know, but if you want to save your little Japanese friend, we have to get out of here before they realize we're not screwing like rabbits, huh?”
She reached towards a flash of silver at the back of the desk and came up with a key. The window was a bit of a pull, but then she was on the ledge and unlocking the padlock holding the window closed.
“Come on, Cory. We're going to go save your Japanese boy, okay?”
“He likes girls. We have to save her, too. It's terrible to lose the one you love.”
Snarling, she scrambled back down from the window, grabbed his shirt and pulled him up. “Do you want me to kiss you again?”
“Not really,” he said, not sure why he shouldn't be watching the room spin round.
“Do you want to help me find my knight and yours? We're going to go looking for a couple of cute guys, okay?”
“Together?”
“Together. You have to help me and we have to go out this window here.”
“I don't run from anything. Let them bring it on. I haven't run since that night.” A hand in her hair like he was going to pull it out. “That night that Deacon Mavely was yelling at Mickey.” He was confused, spinning in memories and the present.
“Cory,” she pleaded, and then the doorknob was turning. “Christ, Christ, Christ.”
She patted him down, looking for something and he started laughing. “It ain't gonna get up now either, Janie. God gifted me with endless virginity. Wasn't that nice?”
“God, help me please,” and she wasn't cursing, now, but pleading. “Come on, Cory, what kind of fucking cop goes around without a gun?”
When she found it, he just watched her pull the body warmed metal from its holster at his ankle. “I am not going to let you shoot me, Janie. Being a fag isn't that bad. Really.”
“Fucking idiot,” she snapped, pulling the clip like she'd done it dozens of times and shoved it under the desk, “If you hadn't saved my life, I'd let them hijack you.”
“The feds aren't going to hurt me,” he protested as she jerked him to his feet.
“Good guys do not drug nice cops stupid, do they?”
He swayed and the door buckled as the person on the other side kicked. She spun him around, a hand holding a fist full of his shirt and keeping him on his feet, unloaded pistol at his neck. He started giggling.
The door flew open and she screamed. “I'll shoot his sorry ass! Back up! Hands up, fuckers!”
The suit out of his element was a big Hispanic guy and he looked like he wanted to hit the wall, or shoot them, or both.
“Don't shoot him.”
“That's right,” she said, “You don't give truth serum to someone you want dead, do you? Now back up, bitch!”
“What are you going to do? Walk him out of here and do what? He's going to need the anti-toxin for that treat and you know it.”
“Just back up, or whatever he knows is going to paint Marv's wall.”
“You've seen too many movies, little girl,” the guy said. “And you ain't his type. Didn't your people do your research? What kind of crappy country do you work for?”
“I'm American,” Taylish said, eyes crossing. “I love America. I'm a fagot.”
“Tell me something I don't know. Shit!” The agent snapped. “I'm not letting you take him.”
“You want your chance later? Then get out of the way,” Janie growled. “And if you don't want him dead, give me the anti-toxin or I swear I'll cap him here and now. I've got nothing to lose.”
Taylish turned to her, swayed, smiled, “OH, fuck. You're good. You could be a cop. I'm a vice cop. Did you know that? I have a pet rat.”
“Shut the fuck up, Cory!” She snapped, clicking the safety off.
Moving really slowly, the agent pulled a small eyeglasses case from his hip pocket. “I'm going to open it, okay? It's the anti-toxin.”
“Open it.”
He did and showed it to her. Just one simple syringe lay inside, filled with a golden fluid.
“Aw, Janie, you promised no more drugs. Are you whoring and drugging? That really makes me sad,” Taylish said, “You should go to my dad's church. They used to have potluck's every Thursday.”
“Put it on the ground, you bastard. Slide it over to me,” Janie said.
“First I get to ask pretty boy some questions, just a couple, and I'll give it to you. No harm in a couple questions.”
“I like questions. I get to be the bad cop,” Taylish said, scratching his neck on the muzzle of his pistol. “Careful with that, Janie, uh? I just remembered there's one chambered.”
“Taylish,” the agent said, and Taylish gave him his attention.
“Uh?”
“Your name's not Cory?” Janie asked, offended.
“Nope, my name's Taylish Hiro Morgan, detective at large.”
“Taylish, what did the ambassador's wife tell you? Did she mention the Kevander Project?”
“Nope, just wants her kid back, that's all. I'm going to go get him back for her and then my dad will be proud of me.”
“Great,” the agent said, “So you're doing this to make your dad proud? Tell me how that fits with our profile of you?”
Taylish's eyes crossed. “I'm an undercover vice cop. If I was easy to profile, everyone would know who I was.”
Agent-boy looked like he was seriously thinking about shooting a kneecap.
“He can't lie to you, can he? Christ! You gave him enough of that shit to give him a stroke! Give me the damn anti-toxin!”
“What are you getting out of getting this kid back?”
“She offered me a car,” he suggested, “And her heart rate was too low for a 40 year old woman. Good skin tone, too. She was telling the truth--pulse didn't miss a beat the whole time I was talking to her.”
The anti-toxin slid across the floor. “What else did you notice out of place about her?”
Taylish tilted his head, tried to think. “No, she was just a mother worried about her son.”
Janie squatted and grabbed the sunglasses case.
“Listen to me, Mr. Morgan. The woman you spoke to died nine months ago.
Not even her son knew. Stay out of this. The tournament is small crap. And you,” he said to Janie, “Next time you hold a gun to someone's head, you click the safety off, not on, when you mean it.”
“Oh shut up! I got one chambered still!”
He nodded his head and left them standing there. Taylish sank to the floor, looked up at her, and smiled. “You're really pretty.”
“Oh, and now I suppose I have to believe you. You got a favorite vein, Cory?”
“Uh?”
“Right,” she set the pistol down and uncapped the syringe. “This is going to bring you down sooo fast. Sucks to be you.”
She gave it to him in the back of his hand, and stayed with him. Friendship counted. It did.
Chapter Eight
As soon as they were in the car, a nice cream-colored Cadillac, his guide pulled out her PDA. She was a real piece of work, as if she'd worn a suit so long that there was no flesh underneath. “So where are we going, Daniel?”
“My name is Daniel,” he said, arms across his chest, fingers tucked under his arms. They were speaking Cantonese, and hers wasn't bad, but it had the stiffness of schoolbook pure. Maybe that's what made her seem such a suit. “I want to get a blue streak in my hair.”
“I have appointments for you at the best spa. And a Versace representative is bringing over clothing for you to choose from.”
The car took to the highway, gliding quickly from the more clogged lanes into the faster one at the far right. “I want to see an American movie and is there a museum?”
Her stylus paused. “A museum? What kind of a museum?”
Daniel had changed clothes once they'd gotten to the hotel, before she'd come to get him. He wore very western clothes now, black slacks and polished shoes, a button up shirt with a green silk tie. His eyes were still lined in black though, lip gloss still lavender on his lips, but he sat up and met her stare. He was more than what he feared she thought he was.
“A museum, a big building with art and old things? How about the Getty?”
“I must return you by seven o'clock. If you also wish to have your hair colored, there will not be time for anything else if you are to see the J. Paul Getty museum. Is this what you wish?”
No movie. Movies were forbidden to him in Hong Kong because they were such a big security risk. He was a valuable asset and really, he hadn't expected to be able to go to a movie here either. Museums he had been to before. Once he'd had a patron who liked those kind of places for 'visits' and maybe it had been those times that had caused him to think of freedom and of the nature of being a person in the first place.
He couldn't make his escape on the first day, regardless. Royal worked on a schedule, a tight one, and Daniel knew that he needed to be back in Hong Kong in five days, so if Daniel were still missing when the time came to return... Royal would send assassins, pay someone else to take care of his mess, and they would be easier to deal with than Royal.
And another thing about museums, humanitarian organizations put up information there. Not that any of them would be willing to help a Hong Kong whore, but he could always lie long enough to get away from Royal, and then find his own way. Amnesty International would be easier to walk away from than his master by a great deal, he figured.
“Yes, I'd like to go to the museum of J. Paul Getty, please.”
If Daniel had a real weakness, something that slipped under his guard and seduced him into forgetting the real world he lived in, that would be the past. Maybe it was because he didn't know his own -- well, other than he wasn't Chinese and that Daniel was a Jewish name. He was pretty sure his parents hadn't been Jewish, but one could never tell.
His keeper followed him quietly, her PDA constantly out, but he was in heaven. He had to see everything, but some things drew him in, made love to his soul. Monet was so beautiful. It was as if the colors were each part of the other, laying a human soul out in purples, violets, and greens that slid between each other, deeper and cool as if he could feel the water they touched, feel the freedom of the fish that must live below the surface. The tips of his fingers tingled with a need to feel the painting -- to feel the edges left by the strokes if there were any, to be closer to that moment when the long dead painter had touched color to canvas.
“You have been staring at that painting for twenty minutes,” his guide said, not in judgment, just a statement. “What do you see?'
“The colors are free,” Daniel said. “The way they slide one into another, shifting, overlapping, and I love it. It's like a song where the words are subtle and you have to listen really hard to find the meaning.”
“I have ordered you a print of it. We will pick it up in the guest shop on our way out. We have one hour remaining before we must leave for your hair appointment, Mr,” and she paused, as if she'd tripped over her tie. “Daniel.”
The world was too good of a place to care about anything today. “It's just Daniel,” he said. “I don't know what Royal put on my passport.”
“Daniel,” she confirmed. “Do you enjoy art nouveau style?”
“I don't know. Is it like this one?” He shoved his hands into his pockets, and almost smiled at her. His hair had dried curly around face, and he had no idea that his eyes, green and exotic in Hong Kong were still vivid enough to be unusual here.
“I have made arrangements for a special showing for you. A steward should be meeting us shortly. The museum has made a recent acquisition of never-before displayed Tiffany works. Would you like to see them?”
“Oh yeah!” Daniel had no idea what Tiffany works were, but yes he wanted to see them.
The steward that met them was a Hispanic man in his late fifties, tortoise shell colored glasses, and a bit of green paint under his left thumbnail. Daniel liked him already. Maybe it was the green, or maybe imagining the man to be a painter like the one named Monet.
It took a key card to get them into the elevator and his guide actually turned off her PDA after the steward mentioned that there were no cameras allowed.
They must have been nearly on the top floor of the place when the doors opened, and Daniel forgot to breathe. At the far end of the room hung a stained glass window with lights adjusted behind it.
“Tell him that it's Lancelot, from King Arthur,” the man said in warmly accented English. “There is a matching Arthur, but we have not hung it yet. When they are hung side to side, their outstretched palms seem to reach to each other. It is a powerful testament to friendship.”
Breathless, looking up at the huge window that seemed to float at the end of the room, he said, “I speak English.”
“Oh, my apologies, sir,” the man said. “These were acquired from a private collector and we have not verified the authenticity of them.”
Light came through the window, bright through the golden moon, seeming to stretch out in curving rays of light. So distinct with the dark lines between the colored shapes, and there was a man in that moonlight, in gray and silver armor, hair pooling around his shoulders and the shapes of the color at first seemed all that separated in.
But as Daniel fell into the colors, they spoke different feelings, gold for hope and yellow for joy, cream for the life in the man's face. Silver, gray, granite, black, onyx, raven, for the sword and armor, greens, reds, blues, and amethyst for the grass and ground, for the blood splattered over the ground, dripping from his sword.
As he neared, he felt as if he could step right out of his world and into the world of the man in the glass, like some storybook. The man's face was painted with his lips parted, a small lift to the sides of his eyes, forever frozen in a smile about to happen.
A hand touched his shoulder and he jumped, falling back away from the world in the glass, cowering almost. A look of near horror flashed over his guide's face. In her hand she held a tissue. “You're crying.”
“Am I?” he asked, back to Cantonese. “I'm sorry.”
“No, it's alright.”
“It's just so beautiful, so many colors and so much life. It just,” he paused, “is so beautiful.”
The steward moved to a large object covered by a clean gray tarp. That fell as he pulled and there was Arthur. In a wooden shipping frame, without light, the colors were dark, heavy, and Daniel wiped his face with the tissue, knowing his liner wouldn't run. He used the kind that didn't.
“That's me,” he said, in English. “I am a man that the light never touches, but unlike this man, there is no other reaching for me through all of eternity.”
There wasn't much either of the strangers he was with could say to that and he didn't have much to say either, as they left for the salon. Blue. He wanted blue in his hair. Really he wanted colors, wanted them as tattoos over his body, dyed in his hair, hundreds of colors, because color could say things that could never find a voice in his life, but one blue streak was a start.
Chapter Nine
He was dressed to kill, literally. Who he would have been, how he'd been planning on being, and whom he actually came to the party as were not the same. He was a vice cop, a spirit of the night that moved through the underworld like a reverse demon, outing the bad guys and slipping away.
He'd never make an angel of himself, but maybe his feathers would turn white one of these days. Some lingering truth or just being righteously pissed off clung to him though as he moved into the club.
The Dark Night was a gothic club, popular and big. It was the kind of place that people who thought they were vampires hung out. No one ever disappeared or got hurt in The Dark Night. Taylish had been there before, gliding through the dark poetic wasted-ness of the space like he was his own kind of vampire. Tonight though, he was more of an indignant angel than the demon, even if he didn't realize it himself.
He wasn't going to expand his mission. The desire to hunt down the feds and feed them their own poisons faded back as his hangover had given up the ghost, but he damn straight was going to do what he'd meant to do.
Renji and Amy hadn't committed any great international crimes and if they had, then the feds could come get them if they wanted, but he wasn't leaving them to the wolves.
An angel in black leather pants, skin-tight and so familiar they moved as if they were a part of him. He passed into the black neon of the club like one descending into Hell. Techno rock, throbbing and sensual in a primal kind of way embraced him.
Black mesh shirt, torn at the side, revealing a lean muscular belly, midnight sunlight-deprived skin. His hair was tight at the nape of his neck with a black leather thong. He just couldn't pull up the cover of androgyny that he would have normally had, of being someone safe and harmless tonight, though. Tonight, he wasn't harmless.
As the hangover and the rage had faded back, he'd worked on burning them out with the weight set that Janie had in her garage. His body was still tight and pumped, vibrating with anticipation. In his pocket he had a chit that was worth his five thousand dollar entry fee, and maybe it was part of his persona he'd assumed for this, but he wanted to fight, wanted to lay someone out and stand there like a hero. He wouldn't. He'd survived as long as he had in what he did because he never broke the number one rule: Do what needs doing, and no more.
He'd stolen that from the Red Baron. The Baron had died when he'd finally broken his rule and went after someone when he should have broken it off.
Taylish moved towards the bar where a blond man poured drinks. The man seemed a little stiff, a little uncomfortable with his job. The ice in the three cups in front of him was unevenly filled and Taylish wanted to say hello. The spot out of place is often a very good place to start.
The man looked up, looked right at him, and Taylish's hair stood on end. The man was pale, lean, green eyes of a muted color. There was something that told his cop instinct that the man was a person of interest and his man instincts that the man was a-turn-around-and-walk-the-other-way sign.
Taylish was more cop than man anyway. He took a stool, one foot still on the ground, and gave the man a smile like they were at a boy scout meeting -- nothing at all, really.
“Can I get a coke?”
“Certainly,” the man said, ice in his blood-British accent. “Are you looking for something special tonight?” The Coke materialized in a can still, chilled and condensing itself wet uickly in the humid air.
“Always looking for something special,” Taylish said, popping open his own soda.
“Will Sir be staying after closing tonight?” Blond and predatory asked.
The man had such an odd way, gothic prince of hell look, as if he'd not quite come forward from the last century.
“Sure thing. Always up for a good game.”
“I see,” he said, and what had been predatory before became much more appraising, barely keeping a hunger under the sheets. “And will Sir be playing or betting?”
Taylish held out his hand. “Cory Bainbridge.”
“Very nice to meet you, Cory Bainbridge,” the man said, and when he took Taylish's hand, there was a chill that Taylish did not believe. “Valentine. Good luck, Master Bainbridge. I shall look forward to your company at another time, perhaps.”
As Taylish drew his hand back, his heart was racing and his soul had found a new mantra of, 'Shit, shit, shit, shit.' “Yeah, sure. Are you playing or betting, Mr. Valentine?”
Valentine's smile was so very faint that Taylish wasn't sure he hadn't imagined it. “I'm in clean up. I'm sure I'll be seeing you again, Master Bainbridge.”
Some people took the gothic crap way too far, Taylish decided. “Well, good luck,” he said, slipping off the stool.
It would be another two hours until the club closed and the tournament officially opened. It was possible that Renji or even Amy could be in the club, and that would mean a possible exit before the club closed even. So Taylish went on the prowl, dancing and flirting his way through the club.
It took him distant from who he was, from his guilt and wishes, leaving him just a shadow of wishes to remember who he was. And that shadow became a well of gravity before he'd even known he was off course.
The music settled deep and humming, a plaintive love song, lights shifting to dark blue and gray tinted strobes. Hands, firm, inquisitive, very male hands moved over his skin, leaving goose bumps, and he told himself he was just dancing, just playing his part.
And then the hands were under the mesh of his shirt, sliding over sweat dampened skin, and everything up until that moment felt like a haze of waiting for this moment. It wasn't just dancing as strong arms held him, pulled him close to a hard body behind him.
Trembling, Taylish figure-eight'ed his hips in sync with those behind him, with an arm around his waist still holding him. He tried to turn, but the arms held him, a leg between his, thigh against thigh.
When the voice spoke it was sing-songy with a slight Chinese accent and perfect English, “'Hello, Angel. I saw you come in and I thought, 'here is a man who is an angel.' Are you an angry angel?”
No voice had ever reached into Taylish and swirled his soul around like he had sparkling stars dancing in his belly. “Maybe,” he said, words scattered among the stars. “Maybe I was just looking for you.”
Such light touches swirled around a nipple, so slow, and he could feel the tingles as it tightened, and then the other hand soothed down his belly, over the waist band of his pants, and Taylish closed his eyes as the other man's hand cupped his hardness, rubbing through the leather.
Confident fingers sought out below his hardness, to cup balls through the defending leather. “You can't have been looking for me,” the voice whispered. “I can't even find myself.”
Taylish pressed back against the knee between his legs as the song wrapped them in an aloneness that only a slow song can do. It didn't make sense to suddenly have someone so deep inside his boundaries, so intimate, but Taylish reached back for the man's face, wanting to 'see' him with his fingers. He found jelled waves, softer at the roots, strong hungry lips that kissed his hand, that sucked a finger into a warm mouth and held it, tongue circling, suckling, and he groaned.
The gap of aloneness that had kept him aloof and untouched for so many years felt so far away as this man's teeth gently held his finger. It was as if this man knew him, knew him in all his soul, and accepted and loved him, and Taylish knew it couldn't be. He knew things like that didn't even happen in books, let alone gangster infested gothic nightclubs.
“Who are you?” Taylish asked, now trying to turn in the man's arms, but finding himself easily pinned against the leg between his, the hands massaging nipple and crotch.
“I'm no one,” the voice said, sad, a sweet, heart breaking song of a voice, “I am no one. I existed only in this moment because I fell in love with you when I saw you. I'm nothing but a painting with no light, and for this moment you were my light. Angel, I hope you get what you came for here.”
Already he could feel the man withdrawing, the touch was lighter, softer, and Taylish spun. Arms went around the slender man he found there with flame red hair and one blue streak that curled around by his eye. Taylish sank his fingers into that hair, his other hand at the back of the man's head, and he kissed him. It was a clumsy kiss, lips to lips, like a teenager's first attempt, but Taylish put all the light he could find in his soul into it.
The little demon in his arms returned the kiss, teasing his lips open with a fast flickering tongue. Heat radiated into Taylish, throbbed in his manhood that he really had some idea of what that was for now, holding this man in his arms. The stranger's tongue took his mouth, tasting, painting an entire relationship into one kiss, knowing every spot, every nerve, until Taylish pulled away, gasping for breath.
Tears trailed down over the blush on the man's cheeks. Taylish reached to touch them, to wipe them away, maybe to make sure he was real, that this was not some drugged dream.
“Can I fall in love with you?” Taylish asked, an innocence in him still that no vice cop should have.
“No,” the man whispered, music, violent and banging, throbbing around them again. “No one can love a stained glass window.”
Chapter Ten
Lipstick, thick and sweet scented painted across his lip, gliding over sin and a secret, laying bright red promise down over curved lip with a shaking hand. Daniel had had many kisses. Thousands more, so many that he could not even remember the first.
He'd known rough kisses, gentle kisses, kisses where the client believed in love, kisses where he believed in love, bloody kisses and panting kisses. Yet this one inexperienced kiss from unsure and nervous lips, and his hands shook. Eyes closed to the vanity mirror in front of him, he felt those hands at the back of his head again, felt the innocence and hunger in his angel's lips and tongue, the pure humming desire in the body that had pressed against him.
Red smeared from his lip, slowing but trailing from his mouth to where it skidded into a tear. That man had held him and kissed him as if they were equals. He kissed him as if they were both men, both free, and he'd accepted the kiss, drawing it in like he'd found the freedom he was looking for.
The lipstick dropped to the hotel vanity, breaking, blood red lies that he couldn't hold anymore. And he was there, sitting before a mirror that only showed him lies, pretty perfect, happily willing lies. He wanted to know how much survival was worth if he couldn't have freedom as well. He laughed, tight, edged with hysteria.
The meaning of freedom had changed so quickly from just being safe from Royal and not having to do what he said, to feeling what he'd felt when his angel had held him. His pretty American angel. He needed to think of how he could make that happen, not only win not only free from the ankle cuff that would allow Royal to track him, but win the respect of his American angel.
“Did I tell you that you could get wasted?” Royal asked, all the sweet gone from his voice.
Daniel jumped, tense as a spooked stag, as his hands reached for a tissue.
“Hello, Master,” Daniel said, using the name Royal preferred to deflect the anger he could hear building in Royal's voice. “I did what you said, mingled, flirted.” Tissue still wiping at his mouth, knowing it would never wipe away the knowledge of his angel's kiss.
“Oh you did good,” Royal said, taking a fist full of short red hair and jerking Daniel to his feet. “Everyone wants to fuck you. Doesn't that just make you feel so hot, Daniel? Ready to rut like some damn little bitch? One of my business partners is having unexpected expenses, so we had to raise a little extra funding. God damn American feds, one hand doesn't know what the other's doing and so costs go up because they can't just cap the heroes. I'm really sorry, baby,” Royal said, fist still tight in Daniel's hair.
It wasn't the first time murder had crossed Daniel's mind. If he had a blade, he could stab, just stab and stab, and stab, but he didn't, and it probably wouldn't be the heroes that arrested him anyway. No one would believe a nasty whore.
It was Royal's calloused fingertips that wiped away Daniel's tears, comforting in a twisted hateful way.
“What's going on?” Daniel asked.
“You really liked that blond you kissed, didn't you? Really got into that kiss?”
“No,” Daniel whispered, “I was just doing what you told me to do!”
The backhand struck hard, giving Daniel's lips a very different, not so sweet smelling red. “Don't lie to me you damn bitch. I saw your little kiss and now you're sitting here like a love struck schoolboy. Do you think he's going to help you? Did you know he was a cop? You were kissing one of the idiot American heroes, did you know that? It's his fault that expenses went up and as you like him so much, you can help pay for those expenses. You're part of the prize now, Daniel.”
“What?” Panic makes one not feel pain, not think straight. “What do you mean?”
“Every night of the tournament, you'll get to take care of the needs of the winner. Whoever wins the whole tournament gets your sweet little ass to keep. And that's what you get for your cop boyfriend causing one of my backers to pull out.”
“No, Master! Please don't sell me.” Hong Kong wasn't where he wanted to be, but it had its safety and it's hope and his college and the days that Royal was nice, and he might escape, he might.
“Already done, Daniel. You be a good little fuck and I will not have your boyfriend's balls cut off. Of course, if that doesn't matter to you, maybe we could sell him instead of you? What do you think, Daniel? If you can drug him, I'll let him take your place. You're getting a little too old for your current position. Want a promotion? You must be tired of living in that small apartment. Want to do a different kind of work?”
A surer path to freedom, the best he could really hope for, but he couldn't do it. He had no choice in what he did now, but he would not work for Royal willingly.
“Very different. I'm going to be an historian.”
“A fucking historian? What the fuck does one of those do? You think I let you go to school so you get a degree and be a professor somewhere? You're just an ungrateful little bastard. Don't think I'm going to give you a place in the business again.”
Daniel knew what came next, knew the cycles of Royal's rage and sweetness. It was like a strobe light, dark, bright, dark, skipping time by. Some other man's voice screamed as Daniel hit the floor, scrambling towards a door he knew wouldn't open. Royal's belt snapped, slender snake like leather, braided and already stained with past trainings. Some other man, voice high and frightened, begged, begged with Daniel's voice.
“You little shit. You think you can defy me? I've owned you all your worthless life and I'll do what I fucking want with you!”
He'd made it into the corner by the door, both arms shielding his face, heels dug in! He wasn't going to cry. He wasn't.
When it was over, Royal left him bent over the bed, welts risen in red strips on his back, bleeding in shame and rage. His stolen kiss though, with his American angel, promised him that freedom wasn't a lie. It was real. He'd touched, kissed it.
“Mother, mother, mother,” he prayed.
The Catholics got help from Mary, the Mother of God, and years before, Daniel figured that his own mother's spirit was about as close as he was going to get. He didn't figure if there was a God somewhere, that he'd be hearing the prayers of a worthless little redhead anyway, but he wished with all his heart for a real angel to come for him and mixed with that, he had to find a way to warn his American angel. They knew he was a cop, and they'd kill him in the tournament.
“Someone please help me.”
Chapter Eleven
Taylish could have floated if the place had flooded, floated around with little cupid angel wings and hearts in his eyes. He was still moving around the club, looking for clues, but his mind kept dancing back to those strong arms, the truth he'd found in violet eyes. At least no one would suspect he was a cop as he wandered, feeling like the world had restarted.
Words like straight and homosexual, fagot, sinner, lover, they all had some meaning, some expectation. Taylish leaned on the railing watching the dancers writhe with each other, elbows on the railing, a half smile on his face.
It wasn't about being some role, about being what some word implied. It was about that moment when you were touching this other person and there was nothing between you, only your soul reaching out to theirs, like you break in half for joy just because they were near you.
Taylish didn't believe that God didn't create that feeling. Only God could make something that good. Feelings that he'd killed off years before came back, resurrected in some miracle of hope and faith. Love can happen so fast, so much faster than any man can decide.
His mystery man was wrong. He could fall in love that fast, with a gothic flame-haired beauty. Everything seemed possible. He'd find Renji and Amy, find Red, and they'd all go for pancakes. In his gut, he knew it wasn't going to be that easy.
Kidnappers didn't just change their minds and for all he knew his little gothic beauty was a member of the tong, but his mission was narrow, simple, just a grab and snatch. He didn't need evidence, didn't need to make any arrests, all he wanted was Red and a good breakfast between them, learning the other man's name, to give him anything he wanted, and to give Amy and Renji back to the church.
“Come on, God, let's just work this one out good,” he prayed quietly.
The club was getting empty and his internal clock told him that it was close to two in the morning. His Dad would just be getting up to start his morning prayers, and Taylish stretched, surprised at how much distance he could see between himself and his father.
Had his father felt for his mother what he'd felt for the red head? So fast, somewhere in the middle of Africa, an American missionary and a Japanese aide worker, and Taylish knew that hadn't gone over well with either of their families. His mother had died in a civil war where all his parents had been trying to do was help people survive. Shot by some boy with a gun and too much anger, she'd left Taylish to wish he'd known her better. He wished he knew how his father hadn't hated their God for her loss, how he hadn't hated people in general.
“Hello,” the bouncer girl said, the lines of her abs tight and bare under the leather crop top, enough beautiful bare flesh that she probably stunned people that way before throwing them out. “We're closing. Unless you have a get out of jail free card?”
Thoughtful camouflage funneled into tight cop thoughts fast, and he smiled, pulling the small gold coin from his pocket.
With a cocky smile, he teased, “I rather thought I'd fight my way out.”
She smiled and before he knew it, she was on him, a leg around his, her fingers in his hair, glossy lips by his ear, “An acquaintance of mine, pretty red headed courtesan, suggested you might wish to rethink your participation, Mr. Morgan.”
He peeled her off. “You got the wrong man,” he said, his voice a passable Bogart impersonation. “I'm Cory Bainbridge.”
And he had grave doubts about her being a bouncer then, more like a demon, with dark eyes and seductive brimstone for blood. “Sure, Cory. He's right though. Angels should know better than tread in the wrong places.”
Entry coin between his fingers, he held his hand out like it was a pistol and imitated firing. “Don't know what you're talking about. I just came to kick some ass and I promise, I'm no angel.”
“Cory,” she said, and he was suddenly surprised that her tongue wasn't forked. “He's not a nice boy, you know? Not someone you can take home to your mommy. I doubt you're up to his speed, little cowboy.”
Coin between his fingers, he knew, this was his own river Styx and if he was going to the underworld to get Amy, Renji, and Red, it was now or never. It wasn't his business, really, was the domain of the cops, and these bastards knew who he was already. If they knew his name, they knew he was a cop, and her warning was God giving him a second chance to save his life. The world wasn't all like Sunday School. There were places so filled with rage and pain that being dangerous would have been in an improvement to the condition. He hadn't believed in the Holy Spirit for a long time either and he didn't know that he trusted any of those old ideas now, but he did know that he couldn't help anyone if he walked away.
“You don't know who I'd take home to my Mommy. And I'm not a nice person, sweetheart,” Taylish said, giving his best bad-ass smile.
She arched an eyebrow, giving him a feeling as if he were being sized up like a pair of shoes at a Saturday sale. “You are a stupid cop,” she hissed. “You're not worth the trouble he got himself for your ass.”
Chapter Twelve
There were maybe twenty-five of them, and they all looked like the kind of people Tay could find rap sheets on long enough to write a novel. Without the music the place looked much more like a warehouse. Taylish moved back to the bar, far from the crack-head blond who'd been drying the same glass for the last fifteen minutes.
The black leather padded doors were closed, locked, and the rainbow kaleidoscope lights became spotlights, following a platform that descended from the dark shadows of the catwalks above them. Music started, hard and throbbing, and Taylish had the eerie feeling he'd woken up in reality show. He hated reality shows.
“Welcome to Brutal Exposure Six! Welcome fair viewers, discriminating fight connoisseurs, we have the cutting edge in personal combat displays!” A powerful black man in an elegant tuxedo stood in the center of the fancy clear acrylic gondola. Three cameras rotated slowly around him, and then two of them, on fluid and precise dollies, spun and made a slow orbit of the gathering contestants. “Now take a good look at our guests! Come on warriors, introduce yourselves!”
The camera found Renji for Tayish. He stood in the middle of two powerfully built men, cowboy boots and rolled t-shirt sleeves. The gondola turned, and the man extended one hand. There next to him, kneeling, head bent, one possessive fist holding a handful of his red hair, was the man that Taylish had kissed. He wore tight black leather pants and no shirt. At least five red and purple bleeding strips crisscrossed his back. Taylish pressed his tongue against his teeth. These people were bastards. Red wasn't stained glass, and a promise to get him out, too, formed in Taylish's heart.
“Tell us where you come from and about your entrant, boys,” the emcee invited, jerking hard on the hair of the man next to him, so they were both looking at Renji and his captors. “He looks rather unwilling! Tell us how you got him. Is he a worthy competitor?”
“Oh hell yeah!” One of them said. “He laid Bobby Jim out like he was nothing more than a big sack of taters! Bobby Jim was built like a John Deer, too! This boy's gonna clean the floor with these other fucks!”
“Is that so,” the emcee said, flawless English, a little too British to be American. “Does everyone hear that? This little Japanese shit is going to wipe the floor with you! And what does he get out of it, boys?”
“He gets his little virgin girlfriend back with her cherry intact!”
“Oh my!” The ringmaster of the coming circus said, “Let's have a look at the pretty girlfriend!”
The cameras shifted and up on the a wide screen now descending from the same darkness of the ceiling that the announcer's platform had come from, on that screen there was a girl, crying, wearing a bikini that would have looked right at home in any sports magazine.
“My dear excited viewers! This is the lovely virgin Amy! What's a reality broadcast without some reality to it? She goes home with the winner! Say hello to your adoring audience, Amy dear,” he said and someone put a black old style microphone closer to her mouth.
“Renji! Don't fight, Renji! Please! The police are going to get you for this! Don't touch me!”
Taylish knew that voice, knew her. He hadn't realized he'd known her from the photos. He hadn't been back to the church for anything more than the occasional theft of blessed grape juice in years, but in his senior year of high school he'd taught Sunday school on a fill in basis.
He'd known her then and he was going to kill the owner of the hand fondling her breast. Yup, police brutality. Except, he wasn't on duty.
"Our winner is going to go home with many prizes! Yes, they are!" The emcee announced, sounding like a game show. "Five million dollars, a new identity and passport to any country in the world, and the lovely Amy, as well as this little bastard here!"
A strong jerk brought Red to his feet and Taylish pushed away from the railing he'd been leaning on. “This boy is trained to suck better than a wet dream. He's worth over a 100,000 dollars US, and he's going to the winner! Say hello to our audience, Dani'el!”
“Fuck you,” Daniel groaned. “Fuck you and everyone watching this damn show!”
“Oh, we might find a way to make that possible, but it'll be you getting fucked!” The platform turned slowly so that Daniel and Taylish were just in sight of each other when the announcer pointed his finger at Taylish. “We have all kinds here to fight for your pleasure! Better than old Rome by far. What's your name, pretty boy! You don't look like a fagot, but you sure seemed to be enjoying kissing my Dani'el. Do you think you'll win him? Will you give him his freedom or fuck him up the ass if you win?”
That hand full of hair made a good handle and Taylish found himself staring into frightened green eyes, and he found his own smile, found a warmth that had been gone so small.
“Don't be afraid. I'm going to get you out of here. You're not stained glass.”
“Oh ho! One kiss and the bleach blond half-breed is already smitten! Place your bets now, Viewers! Tell us, big boy, do you really think you're a hero?”
“Tell me, asshole,” Taylish replied, “You really think you have viewers for this illegal bullshit?”
“Well, don't you just scream police officer? But that's okay, isn't it, Viewers?” And some video genius threw up a picture of a muscular army type getting a kick to the face. Small white flew from his bleeding mouth in some slow motion replay. “It's okay! We like cops don't we? They just don't pay you enough, do they, Candy Badge? Then there's Dani'el here, isn't there?”
The image of their kiss was up on that screen now, so tender, as if the world hadn't existed at all. Taylish's hair stood on end. Daniel covered his face with both hands.
The platform was barely ten feet away from the club floor, just about as high as a basketball hoop, with the mouthy announcer's back to Taylish.
“Now here's a lady of a different stripe! Tell us a little about yourself!”
The woman who spoke was Chinese, maybe, with short dark hair and protectively thick black leather pants and top. “My name is Ai Ying and I like to kill people.”
“Well, it's a damn good thing there is a sport for everyone!”
“Yes, it is,” Taylish thought. Hesitation was a bad thing, sometimes. Put a frog in a pot and heat it slow and that poor froggy could be boiled before he realized he was in trouble. Over the railing he vaulted, running for the center of the circus. Shouts followed him, flash as the cameras re-targeted him, but he was all about where he was going.
“Get it all on film, you assholes,” Taylish thought as he jumped, reaching for the top of the cabling on one corner.
Cantonese cursing had always sounded so musical to Taylish. Hand over hand he went up the cabling until he could get his feet on the edge. The cameras were all on them again, and where he squatted, he could get to his pistol easily.
In Japanese, he yelled, “Renji, your mother sends her greetings!” Then back to street American, “Hello fuck face. Get your hands off my boy!”
“Oh is that so?” The larger, vicious man growled, hands powerful with a grace like a boa constrictor slid up Daniel's throat, until there was one hand on his chin, one on the back of his head. “Hands on your head, hero, or I'll break his pretty little neck. That's about all he’s good for now anyway. Perfect crying little snuff movie star! Isn't that right, Dani'el?”
“Fuck you,” the red head snapped, eyes closed, waiting for the end.
Taylish re-aimed at one of the cameras circling them, putting a nice red dot on the lens. “Well, how much is one of your cameras worth? They look pretty fancy and it would be damn hard to make your broadcast without them. You're a betting man, right? Your viewers love a good chase? I propose a new game.”
Sweat on the man's face, the white in his knuckles told Taylish that the cameras were important to him, one hand still full of red hair, Royal pulled a pistol from inside his jacket. “Always up for a new game, Pretty-boy.”
“Amy, Renji, and Daniel and I are leaving.”
“That's not a game, that's a prize. How about I just have my people shoot you now?”
“That's not a game,” Taylish said, and he fired, not at the camera, but at one of the other cables holding the other side of the platform. It tipped and Daniel broke free of the hands around his neck, spun and pushed, both hands on his abuser's chest, and shoved for all he was worth. One of the cameras zoomed after the announcer, and Taylish grabbed Daniel's hand.
“What are you doing?” Daniel groaned, hands on Taylish' face. “I paid Clair to warn you!”
Taylish's hear fluttered, even as he jumped down behind the apparently bulletproof plastic, pulling Daniel with him. “I'm on a rescue mission. I thought I'd save you, too.”
“You're insane,” Daniel said, as another bullet hit the plastic protecting them.
Taylish grinned, one hand holding the cable behind them, the other his gun, he winked, flirting with some primal instinct that made sure he wasn't an angel, “I told you I was going to get you out of here.”
Daniel held to Taylish, and the kiss that hit between them was a life line, disparate tear salty lips to smirking daring hero lips, smearing, lip bending and then Taylish opened his mouth and Daniel had him. No walls between them, a kiss that was as if Daniel could pour his soul into Taylish.
It was a short kiss though, ending slowly as well, as the platform hit the ground and Taylish aimed over Daniel's shoulder, eyes watching around the side of Daniel's head. Hesitation is really bad. Taylish fired and the man who'd hurt Daniel flew back again, blood soaking his pretty white tuxedo. Still holding Daniel's hand, he kicked open the gate to the little platform and aimed at the people holding Renji.
The nice thing about bad people is that they tend not to be all for one, and one for all. “Let him go, fuck-heads! Or I'll give you an extra hole too!”
They both backed away as Taylish put a foot on Announcer's pistol and kicked it towards Renji. “Now, you bastards want us to go away? Give up the girl, nice and peaceful-like, and we'll leave you to your felonious little games!”
“Well, ain't that a big word for a pig,” one of Renji's captors complained.
Renji grabbed the gun and spun on them. “Stupid insects! Where is Amy?”
“Here! Renji!" Wearing little more than a ragged blue satin jacket like something out of the 70's, she ran right for him, and then the mood shifted. It's like the last stretch before the finish line, and you see someone else winning, and realize your ass is on the line.
“Are you dudes going to just let them walk out of here? Back where I come from, we don't let some faggots tell us what to do!”
The problem with half winning is that you're half losing too.
“Will you shut the fuck up,” Taylish growled, firing again. Loudmouth's knee was going to be metal before it worked again. He wasn't any quieter, but at least he wasn't understandable anymore.
He had fifteen shots in his pistol, total. “We're leaving now, and if you had any fucking brains, you would be too! I am LAPD, people! Do you think I'm going to be alone for long? That's just want you want isn't it? Do you know what they do to people who kill cops? Think people!”
Someone opened the door, and there was silence, deadly and hateful, except for the guy with one working knee left, who probably wouldn't be silent for a while.
Amy and Renji ran for the door. Taylish backed towards the door more slowly, drawing Daniel along with him. Once they reached the stairs, Daniel was running faster than Taylish and dragging him by the arm. Then out into the night, the neon smoggy night – they were out.
Daniel screamed, joyous, arms over his head, the neon making the pale of his back stark against the dark bruised strips.
"Freedom!" Daniel screamed again. Taylish clicked the safety on and shoved his pistol into the custom cloth holster at the back of his pants. Amy had waved down a cab, of all things, and the totally mundane felt so sweet as Taylish slid in with them, pulling Daniel in as well. Amy cried and held to Renji, who was crying and holding her.
Taylish gave the address of the Japanese embassy and reached for Daniel's hand, fearful maybe that his touch wouldn't be welcome now, in the wake of freedom. Daniel caught his hand and laced his fingers through Taylish's.
“I can't go into the embassy of any country,” Daniel whispered, eyes entranced by the passing nighttime city, lights and buildings and people. With Royal dead, he could go anywhere he wanted. No one would come after him. Free. “I have no passport. I have no last name.”
“It's okay,” Taylish promised, squeezing his hand. “My father works with Amnesty International. He can help us.”
“Us,” Daniel said, amazed. “Us.”
Chapter Thirteen
“Are you afraid of me?” Daniel asked, turning so his back was to the sliding glass window in Taylish's bedroom.
The apartment was small, clean, and askew, just like the bed with sheets tangled and touching the floor. The whole place looked like someone had waited until the last minute to start his life, rolled out of bed at the last possible second. The sheets were clean though and the dishes washed in the drainer, and best of all nothing in the entire place spoke of danger or darkness about Taylish Morgan. He was an angel. No porn, no out of place visitor underwear, nothing angry, nothing dark, and Daniel was almost confused by that, by the sheer niceness of the man just coming out of the master bathroom.
Said nice man stopped, his lips parting softly, as if his thoughts were gentle kisses, and that made Daniel smile. “So are you? Are you afraid of me?”
“Not in the least,” Taylish lied. Daniel knew he was lying. They'd only known each other for such a short time, but the connection between them was as if they'd known each other forever, for lives past, and planned for future lives. Standing there in the thick white towel, the last of his shower washing cleanly between the well-defined muscles of his chest, he looked like a lying angel to Daniel.
“I think I've known you before, in another life. Do you believe in other lives, Taylish?” Daniel stood there, the rising sun behind him, making gold in short drying red hair. His own chest was smooth, not as muscular, the hair around his maleness damp and dark red.
Two steps to the corner of the bed, and Taylish sat, one foot to each side of the corner, his hands between his knees, not hiding his interest well. “You're safe here, Daniel. You don't have to give me anything.”
“You're so innocent,” Daniel said, leaning over a little, a strangely unfamiliar and happy smile on his face. “Is it okay if I fall in love with you?”
* * *
“If you want to, but it's okay if you don't. We can be friends. You've been through a lot.” Daniel was the most beautiful person Taylish had ever seen. Exotic, pale and red-golden, emerald eyes, soft lips, and invitation in every movement of his body, like he as a siren, an incubus of some kind.
The very scent of him, after shower, musky and sexual like some lingering perfume and Taylish wanted to rise, take that slender body in his arms and kiss him the way they had before, deep, so deep. But he wouldn't.
He would not take advantage of this beautiful abused person. He would wait, give it time for relationship to grow. He was going to keep looking into those bright eyes and not look at the hard curve of manhood that swayed as Daniel moved.
“We can be friends, Daniel. Why did you kiss me in the club?”
“Friends,” Daniel asked, doubtful, “Maybe you can teach me how? I kissed you because you looked like an angel, an angry angel out to take vengeance on someone. Why did you help me? If you came for those other two, why did you take extra risks for me?”
Taylish looked down then, at his bare wet feet, the edge of his towel and the last flakes of black nail polish on one thumb. “I just,” he said, voice deep and husky, holding back passion he hadn't ever had to fight before. Tight in his belly, tingling at the tip of his cock, tingling all the way back to somewhere secret that he'd only daydreamed about someone actually touching. “I just loved you.”
When he looked up, Daniel was a step from him and he had to tilt his head back. “I look at you and I feel like I could float, like I'm filled with light inside.”
“Like you're filled with light inside?” Daniel said, putting a knee on the corner of the bed, between Taylish's legs, knee pressing down very close to something very sensitive. “Filled with light when you think about me? Your skin gets all these little bumps when I touch you and your cheeks are filling with color. Are you embarrassed?”
Skilled fingers circled Taylish's nipples, around the tight jewel-hard little spots, gliding over goosebump skin, and then one hand moved up to take hold of Taylish's chin and lift it.
“You want me. You'll ache if you don't get me, but you'll just get up and walk away, shove that hard-on back into your jeans and take me to visit your dad? Wouldn't you just want me to put my mouth around your cock, slowly circle my tongue and suck you into heat that wants you?”
“Oh crap,” Taylish whispered. “Don't, Daniel. Oh yeah, I want you, but I want you when--when you know you don't have to.”
Daniel pushed against Taylish's shoulders, his other leg coming up, pushing the towel up and away, so there was bare skin over naked hip. “What makes you think you intimidate me, Taylish Morgan? What makes you think I'm afraid of you?”
Color flamed over Taylish's cheeks as his hips arched up against the powerful hips above his. His body knew instinct, pairing, bonding, passion, deeper and older than any law he might will on it.
“I don't know how,” Taylish defended, pushing against the floor with one foot, scooting back, away from the red panther above him. Daniel let him, but his knee kept the towel to the bed.
“See, you are afraid of me,” Daniel purred, teeth clamping on one of Taylish's hard nipples so he could brush it with his tongue, wet and warm. Then smiling, he produced a small black plastic packet on his tongue, which then disappeared back into his mouth. “I don't think you've ever owned a condom, Taylish Morgan.”
“I did too!” Taylish's eyes had gone wide as a virgin groom on his wedding night as Daniel moved down between his legs, strong hands holding Taylish's hips. First there was his tongue, circling, warm, stroking, right at the point of pleasure, then sinking deep into heat and tightness. Taylish groaned, fistfuls of tangled bedding in his hands. “Daniel! Oh my God!”
Daniel took him in deep, sucking, pushing the thin black condom all the way to the base with his tongue. Painting the sensitive flesh of his first real lover's cock with his tongue, he moved slowly back up, sucking, swirling. Taylish pushed at the bed with his heel and came so fast, before Daniel had even fully gotten started. The suicide-blond cop lay panting, toes twitching, eyes half rolled back in his head.
“Oh my God, Daniel. Does it always feel that good?”
Laughter bubbled, happy and free. “You are a virgin,” Daniel said, incredulous. “That was your first blow job?”
Lifting his head from the bed, face sweaty and flush, Taylish gave in, stopped all resistance. “You have to teach me how to do that! I want to do that to you!” He curled up and sank his fingers in to damp red hair. “You're so wonderful! So brave and full of life and I love you!”
* * *
Daniel crawled forward and tackled Taylish back to the bed, kissing him, needing him. Strong arms went around him and Daniel let those arms hold him -- let his fears slide away. This was a man unlike any he'd ever dreamed of, a kind and passionate man who might even love him, and the kiss was everything, silky lips to drier ones.
For Daniel, passion had always been something that rose when he needed it to, like the way he imagined some people going to work. It was the smile he put on that saved him from worse pain, and now, now the beautiful gentle man moaning into his kiss woke something in him.
As he broke off the kiss he rubbed his cheek against Taylish's just shaved face and whispered, “I trust you. I trust you with everything I am. If you think sex is bad and we shouldn't, I'll be just your friend, but I have never wanted anyone like I want you. I feel alive laying here with you and I want to fuck you. I want to make you cum again and I want this to be forever.”
“Marry me,” Taylish said, so fast, before he'd had time to think about it, about the right or wrong, or laws. All he knew was that love was forever, sex was for marriage and he loved this man he held in his arms.
They rolled and with Taylish above him, the sheets burning against the welts on his back, Daniel looked up into eyes that were a different green, but the same as his, the same and he trusted. “Marry me, Daniel. I'll pledge my life to you and I'll be with you in sickness and health, poverty and wealth, I'll grow old with you and I'll cherish you. I love you.”
Tears burned and Daniel reached to touch Taylish's face, and then the mostly healed bullet hole. “Does that mean I'm only going to have sex with you for the rest of my life? And you'll give me a last name? I don't have one of my own.”
“Yes, only with me for the rest of your life, if you want to marry me, and you'll have to teach me everything! So I can make you feel what you just gave me! You can be Daniel Morgan and I'll take you with me to all the stupid Christmas parties.”
“You're a cop. Don't you arrest whores like me?”
Taylish slipped an arm under Daniel and pulled him so that his head rested on Taylish's arm and they could lay side-by-side, eyes locked. “I arrest people who hurt other people. I would arrest the people who hurt you, but Daniel, I know you didn't chose what they did to you. You are innocent.”
“I'm innocent?” Daniel asked, though he already believed it, already knew it true. Taylish would not lie to him. “Taylish, am I really free?”
“You're really free. I promise. No one can hurt you anymore.” Taylish kissed at tears, wiped them away with his own face. “You can do anything you want to now, Daniel. Anything.”
“I want to marry you and I want to go to school. I want to study history.”
“History. Okay,” Taylish said, rising up on one elbow, grinning crookedly. “I want to be a cop who comes home every morning to you. I work nights. Is that going to be a problem for you?”
“Touch me, Taylish? Touch my cock?” Daniel asked, back arching pushing himself towards his lover, now his husband.
“Touch this?” Taylish said, shivering as his fingers wrapped around the most private and special place he could imagine on Daniel, stroking the silky hardness of him. “How do I do it right?”
“Put your fingers around the head, real light like, then you know, like you were jerking off.”
“Okay,” Taylish said, drawing the word out, unsure.
“Oh great fuck, you do jerk off, don't you, Taylish? Touch me like I was you. Oh, shit, you're so pretty when you're blushing. How do you jerk off?”
“I, uh,” and the rest was mumbled.
Daniel caressed Taylish's face, snuggled closer. Maybe there was something deep within him that could not believe in this. It was so fast, suddenly lightening had stuck and he was not only free, but loved.
Love was not for such as him. He was an object to be owned, always had been, and if that wasn't true, then why had all his life happened? Only he felt so overwhelmed, that he was crying again as he struggled up to where he was straddling Taylish's hips.
“I don't know this feeling, like there's light in my chest, like something in my chest is hurting there's so much light. I look at you, feel your heart beating under my hand, and I think I can live forever.”
Taylish grinned, huge and cocky, as his fingers wiped at the tears on Daniel's face. “Daniel, that's love. You love me! Isn’t it wonderful?”
“No,” Daniel whispered, stretching out over Taylish. “It scares me. It scares me so much. What would you think if this were the first time you felt this feeling?”
And they rolled again, Taylish holding himself up over the slender man he was going give half of his life to. “I would say that I'm going to work very hard to make sure it's not scary anymore. I'm going to do my very best to make sure that you get to feel all the good things, Daniel. Life is good. Freedom is good. This is America and if you want to be a historian, well that's what you'll be. What does my beloved want right this moment now?”
Blush colored Daniel's cheeks and flutters danced around him, danced up his spine. “God I feel like a virgin, like I've never done this before!”
“Have you? Have you ever made love to someone you love before?”
“No,” Daniel whispered.
“What else have you never done?”
“I've done everything. I've been taken nine ways from Sunday. I'm not really a virgin Taylish Morgan,” Daniel said chin tucking towards his chin.
“You are beautiful and clean and I love you, Daniel Morgan. You are my Daniel in the Lion's Den. So have you ever taken anyone else?” Taylish lowered down to his elbow, body resting on Daniel's so he could reach for his chin, and lift him out of hiding. “You are so cute when your eyes get all big and surprised like.”
“But it hurts the first time,” Daniel protested.
“Does it feel better later?”
“Yeah, but it feels better if you're stoned.”
“No drugs. Promise me, please. I want years and years of getting to know the man behind those beautiful eyes and drugs scare the shit out of me. Promise?”
It was such a small thing to give. No drug had ever made him feel this good anyway. “I promise. No drugs, not as long as I can have you!”
“Good,” Taylish said, breathe against Daniel's lips as he spoke. “So tell me what to do?”
“What do you have for lube?”
“There's oil in the kitchen, or some lotion in the bathroom.”
“Go get the oil then," Daniel said, shifting a bit as he sat up, back against the headboard.
“Oil. Some orange juice. Do you want something to eat?” Taylish crawled off the bed backwards, grinning, and Daniel decided he loved that grin, loved the way sunrise played in Taylish's hair, made him look so beautifully tarnished.
“I really think,” Daniel said, moving forward, now on his hands and knees too, “that you look like some angel pretending to be a person. I'm more of a fire demon. We're doomed.”
Laughing, Taylish surged back and forward, caught and spun Daniel so he was on his back, connected like the ying-yang, Taylish kissed Daniel's chin. “We are not doomed. Everyone can be redeemed and my Daniel in the Lion's Den, you're proof.”
“I'm not stained glass anymore.”
“Nope,” Taylish said, his kiss moving towards Daniel's lips. “Very much warm, alive, flesh and blood, the man who woke my heart.”
Daniel broke the kiss, giggling softly. “You're a poet. Go get the oil so I can fuck you.”
Taylish shivered as Daniel's hands skimmed across his shoulders. “That's how I jerk off,” he whispered, closing his eyes as his cheeks burned and delicately cool fingertips caressed across his cheeks. “I close my eyes and lay on the bed, and pretend someone is pounding me. I’ve never told anyone that, ever.”
“My secret then,” Daniel promised. “And I'll pound you into the bed, hero. Hurry, get the oil.”
* * *
When Taylish came back from the kitchen, he had a tray, of all domestic blessed things, with a vase and a flower, a plate of buttered toast, oil in a syrup pitcher, and two glasses of orange juice. Daniel had made the bed a bit, piled the pillows in the middle and was stretched out beside them, one knee bent, stroking his own hardness. His hair was dry, but clinging to his beautiful face, tongue slowly along this upper lip.
“Oh God.” Taylish groaned, then looked down at his own very erect penis. “Look what you did to me.”
“I bet it'll fix when I pound you into the bed,” Daniel said, his fingers light around the shaft of his cock, slowly stroking. “Put that down and come lay here on the pillows.”
As he tilted his head, wavy blond hair hid his face. Laying down where Daniel wanted him, the sheets felt cool against his burning checks.
“Ever wanted to be spanked, Taylish? You have a great ass, smooth and firm. Lay still for me, baby,” Daniel said, running right over Taylish's denial of ever wanting to be spanked. “Move your knees apart. I love just showered.”
Strong hands pulled his cheeks apart and he hid his face in the bed. Cool breath blew over the hot little puckered entrance he kept hidden there. And then he groaned, helplessly as warm wet pushed into him, hard and soft, fucking him slowly as he slowly fucked the pillows.
Floating in the sensation of Daniel's tongue fucking him, it took him a moment to realize it had been replaced by something small and harder.
He'd always thought all his nerves were in his cock, but with Daniel's finger moving in that tight entrance, he knew he was wrong. Slick and rotating, he groaned, hips thrusting into the pillows below him.
“That's good, beautiful, fuck the pillows, just like it was my skinny little body under you, and your cock deep in my ass. I want to see you move, Taylish. Does it feel good?”
“Oh yeah, it tingles and God, it's good!”
“Making it two now,” Daniel warned. “You're so relaxed already. How do you trust me so much?”
“Just do. No more fingers. Just you. I want to be joined as one with you,” Taylish moaned as he ground his hips into the pillow.
“Do you want to take me?” Caution, almost fear in his voice, and Taylish rolled off the pillows, and caught Daniel's hands.
“No, I want you to take me, but I want to see your face when we join.”
“Okay,” Daniel said, nervously tucking hair behind his ear. “I don't want to hurt you, ever.”
“You're not going to hurt me,” Taylish promised, pulling the shivering red head into his arms, holding him, comforting. As his hands moved across Daniel's back, the broken skin and puffy welts, he remembered the strips. “Who did this to you?”
“It doesn't matter. It will heal.” Daniel murmured, kissing Taylish's chest. “Here, let's do it like this. I'll lie on my back. You rub some oil on me real good, straddle me, and slide down, if you like?”
“I don't want you lying on your back right now. This time, we'll do it your way. We'll try it a dozen ways as we think of them.” It could have been awkward. It had that feel like it could be awkward, moving around and offering very private body parts for penetration, but it wasn't.
Caressing each other as they moved, it was like they were made for each other, as if their bodies could never have connected with anyone else. Slick and relaxed, ready, Taylish couldn't really tell which sounds he was making or which Daniel was making as his body opened for his lover. The tight circle of his entrance relaxing now, trusting, screaming with sensation and passion as the hardness that was Daniel, slid into him.
Primal, all civilization lost, they joined, Taylish holding Daniel's hand to his chest, gripped like they held to each other for dear life. Daniel wrapped a hand around Taylish's cock so they fucked the pillows together.
Human needs, hungers, love, passion, and they danced with each other there, thrusting and groaning and it wasn't like anything Taylish had ever imagined. Dirtier, more primal, not something he could just stop and take a call during, like his whole being was meshed with Daniel's and they were just one person, one soul.
He was more alive, 'realer'. He felt needed, part of what they were doing, not just an ornament. It was his soul and his body, moving in and out of Taylish, causing pleasure, feeling pleasure, and he belonged!
Himself, as himself and they both cried there, tangled in sweat and sheets and the rising sun, until the need reached as tight as it could get and pressure screamed from them both, hot and thick, spilling into Taylish and out of Taylish, over shaking fingers.
Time didn't matter. The new day didn't matter. All that did matter was laying there with each other, arms around each other, pillows kicked off the bed, or brought back up to share, and so entwined and close, they lay there, not knowing what to say or how to say it. Taylish's fingers petted Daniel's hair, repetitive, just through and through again, until Daniel's breathing deepened, slowed and tucked safely in Taylish's arms, the little redhead slept.
“I promise,” Taylish whispered. “No one will every hurt you again.”
Chapter Fourteen
“What I do with my slaves is of no concern to you,” Royal said, eyes like diamond rattlesnakes, sharp, hard, coiled violence. “I will recover him, myself. Him and that fucking cop who stole my property! He can't take a virginity he hasn't got. I promised the winner trained, not virginal, but that cop's got to see him as so damn sweet. I don't give a damn if he fucks that idiot cop sideways. He's still my property! In fact, it'll be even better if he does. Think of the drama as he watches his pretty cop get sold right along with him. Hell, I don't know if I want to sell that damn blond bastard to a brothel or just kill him myself. I might just fucking kill him myself!”
Royal wore a simple cotton caftan, the bandage on his shoulder showing under it. They were back at the hotel. Daniel's college books, along with his hard won fifty US dollars were on the floor, victims of a multiple stabbing attack, a couple of knives still stuck in the thick history books.
“I think I'm just going to kill them both,” Royal growled, pulling one of the knives free and flinging it across the hotel room so it buried itself into the wall. “I'll make Dani'el watch me castrate his fucking hero! I can still sell him if he's castrated!”
“Boss,” Clair said, pulling the dagger from the wall, “Have I ever given you bad advice?”
“No,” Royal admitted, “but you haven't found me that ungrateful redheaded shit either.”
“Americans can be very protective of their cops. I suggest you let me handle the runaway. I'll get him back, castrate him myself, send him on to Singapore to work the streets for you. Whatever you want. I'll skin him alive, and send you live video feed, but let me do it. You worry about the rest of the net-cast. I will find him, and drag his ass back so you can give him to the winner, if you want.”
"You're right, Clair. I have to calm down," Royal took a deep breath. "We'll kill the cop and bring Dani'el back. He's so pretty when he's crying. I was so good to him," Royal complained. "That makes it personal, Clair. Very personal. Find him for me."
Outside the hotel, the sun was just coming up. They only had another twelve hours until the net-cast would be continued. Failing to provide a profitable event would piss off Royal's backers and they were the kind of people he really was afraid of. “Find him for me, Clair.”
She bowed and stepped backwards out of his hotel room.
* * *
Mara picked up her desk phone. “Detective Morgan's desk. Oh, good morning, Pastor Morgan. No, haven't seen him. He did what? Oh, Christ. Sorry.”
She closed the folder she'd been working on, as if to keep her Pastor from seeing it through the phone. “Yes, I am still his partner, at least until he gets back from medical leave. Sure! I'd be happy to go with you to his place later today. He has a boyfriend? Since when? Oh well, like I'd know. How about closer to noon? I've got to finish up some things, then I'll meet you at that cafe by his house, will that be okay?”
She nodded, nodded again, got a very interested look on her face. There was just some gossip that could only be had from well meaning people. “Yeah, sure! I wouldn't want to interrupt them and I know Taylish sleeps late. You're such a great father!”
* * *
The nightmare was so real, painful, ripping, and Daniel clawed to get away, punching, crying, but arms held him. “Shhhh! Daniel. It's okay. You're here. You're safe. I love you.”
Not Royal's voice. Not a client's voice. Taylish. Then real tears started, an endless stream of them and Taylish held him, rocking him gently, singing some in English words that Daniel didn't understand, but it was comforting, deeply, and he fell into the rhythm of the slow rocking.
“It's okay,” Daniel agreed, trying to soothe both himself, and Taylish. “He can't hurt me. He's dead.”
“Who's dead, Daniel?” Taylish shifted up onto his elbow.
“Royal. The man you killed when you saved me.” Daniel took at deep breath, slow, cleansing.
“I'm a cop. I didn't kill anyone. I shot him in the shoulder and he knocked himself out when he hit, I guess.”
Daniel froze, suddenly pale. “I've got to go!” And out of bed he scrambled, searching for his pants that he'd been wearing. “Give me cab fare?”
“Where the fuck do you think you're going? Why?” Angry, Taylish rolled out of bed, nothing shy or innocent about him now, all vice cop and pissed. “What the fuck is going on?”
“This!” Pants in his hands, Daniel put his foot on the bed, and pointed to the titanium cuff. “I'm a slave, Taylish. This has been welded on me for the last years. It's a GPS locater and he's going to come and kill me! If I'm here with you, he'll kill you too! Now get out of my way!”
“No,” Taylish said, blocking the door as he pulled on his own pants. “We'll go to the police. He can't get to us there.”
Screaming now, Daniel fastened his pants, and then grabbed an abandoned tee shirt of Taylish's from the floor. “I do not have a passport. I don't have a country and I don't think it would take them long to place me as part of the Hungry Dragon organization. I'm not getting sent to some prison somewhere where no one will ever hear from me again. Do you think I have family or lawyers or something that's going to help a worthless whore like me? Taylish, please, I've got to go before he catches me!”
Catching Daniel's shoulders, Taylish forced him to slow down, to stop vibrating for a moment, as he looked into his eyes. “You have family. I'm your family.”
“Fine. Okay. You run with me. We have to go, now! He's going to kill me and before that, he'll make me watch him killing you.”
“He's a monster,” Taylish snarled, and jerked Daniel to him and held him tight. “I'm so sorry, Daniel. He's a monster.”
“Taylish.”
“Dad?” Taylish turned and froze. His father stood in front of the man he'd shot yesterday, a pistol at his head. “Dad.”
“Oh, I see I've got your attention,” Royal purred. “What say? A bullet for a bullet?”
“Don't hurt my dad,” Taylish said, hands still holding Daniel behind him.
Daniel shoved his way around Taylish and fell on his knees before Royal. “Please, Master! Please do not hurt this old man. I crave your attention for myself.”
“Lying bitch!” Royal gave a satisfied grunt and stamped the heel of his boot down on Daniel's outstretched fingers.
Daniel screamed, pressing both his face and his scream into the carpet.
Taylish rushed both his dad and Royal, knocking them back. He shoved the pistol wielding hand up and palmed Royal's chin hard, shoving his head back. They hit the hall wall with a thud that shook the door. Enraged Taylish punched the shoulder where he'd shot Royal before. He couldn't even see straight, just wanted to beat this man to death.
“You fucking monster!” He screamed, his next punch taking Royal in the jaw. “I'm going to kill you!”
The gun fired. Taylish didn't even feel it; he was just staggering back, his dad calling his name. The gun fired again and Taylish dropped to one knee, blood down his thigh, red over his belly, Royal's laughter echoing around in his apartment.
“You dumb fucking cop! Don't move, preacher, or I'll put the next one between his eyes!”
“Shhh, Taylish,” Daniel said, kneeling in front of him, a shaking thumb wiping blood away from his lover’s mouth. “It's okay, baby. You did everything right and you're my hero. Please, Master, please don't kill him!”
“You're a good dog, Dani'el, you always have been, but I need my dogs loyal. So I'm going to give you one more chance.”
Taylish swayed, a disbelieving hand touching the wetness on his belly. “Leave him alone! Daniel doesn't belong to you! He's free.”
Pastor Morgan knelt by his son and wrapped an arm around his shoulder, pulling him close. “Forgiveness is available to everyone. Sir. Pray with us while we wait for the police. Jesus loves you.”
“God, Dad,” Taylish whined.
“Your church is for fagots and cowards, not real men. Here,” he said, tossing a nasal spray to where Daniel knelt. “Dani'el, here's your choice. Your boyfriend's father likes choices. Free will, isn't that what you Christians call it?”
Pastor Morgan nodded, “Free will. You have your free will to choose to be a better person.”
“You listen to him, Dani'el. You can take your place as a member of the Hungry Dragon by killing this cop, or you can kill yourself. You choose. One of you is going to die. Trust me, Dani'el. Have I not always been there to take care of you? Did I leave you on the streets to die? You're part of us. Kill him and come home.”
Daniel picked up the white plastic thing. “And if I do myself? You'll leave him? Just let him and his father alone? Swear on your honor.”
“I swear. Do you want to die, Dani'el? Kill him and you'll be forgiven.”
“The cops will come soon!” Taylish said, dizzy, “You're screwed! Daniel, don't listen to him!”
The kiss was fast, stolen, loving desperation against bloody lips. Taylish's blood over his own lips, Daniel pulled the lid from the sniffer. “Call medical now, Royal. Let someone come to help him.”
“You're going to choose his life over yours?” Royal asked, disgusted. “I told you, kill him and you can come home.”
“You swore,” Daniel reminded Royal, then stood and moved away from where Taylish reached for him.
“No! Daniel! Don't do it! Dad! Don't let him! Daniel, I love you!” Royal held the pistol aimed at Taylish's head, following him as he tried to crawl to Daniel.
Pastor Morgan, just prayed, holding tight to his faith.
Daniel pushed the smooth plastic tip into one nostril and fired it. Fire flashed up into his brain, faster than it could hit via blood or mouth, and he staggered back, the poison falling from his fingers. The image of the stained glass window came back to him, so very beautiful, as lights flashed before his eyes, so many lights, and he could feel Taylish's arms around him, holding him tight, protecting him. Safe. Forever safe in the dark night.
“I'll always be with my angel,” he said, voice slurring, and then there was just darkness, so dark, as his angel wrapped him in warm, thick wings.
“No! Daniel!” Taylish screamed, unable to crawl, as his own father held him. “Daniel! I need you.”
“So, stupid cop, shall I shoot you or your daddy first?”
“Your swore,” Pastor Morgan shamed him.
“And? I'm not a nice man. What do you think, priest? Do you want to die first or your son?”
“You will face God for this.”
Royal aimed at Taylish's head again. “It's the least I can do, send you to be with him.”
Gunfire cut through the apartment and Pastor Morgan screamed, grief and rage, but Taylish reached over his shoulder and grabbed his father's shirt.
Maya, pistol out and held in both hands moved over Royal's fallen body, cautious and in perfect academy style. "You're under arrest," she said, just in case he wasn't dead. “Sorry I was late, Pastor Morgan. Sorry to kill someone in front of you!”
Pastor Morgan was helping Taylish move, half carrying him to where Daniel had fallen.
“Ambulance already on it's way,” Maya said, sounding a little lost now.
For Taylish there was only Daniel and as his father lowered him back down, he reached out, pulling his mate to him, searching for a pulse with bloody fingers. “Daniel, Daniel, don't die,” Taylish said, holding his fingers over the racing pulse he found.
“Taylish? That feeling I felt, the scary one?”
“Yeah,” Taylish said, “I know. It'll feel better after you know I'm okay. I'm a good person, not like the people who hurt you.”
"I know that," Daniel said, lying limp in Taylish's arms. "It's that it's not scary anymore. I love you and I could never stop," voice tapering off, "It's not scary anymore."
“Daddy! Marry us? I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I wanted to be straight. I wanted to be a hero and a good man, but I love him and please, Daddy. He can't die if we're married. He can't die without a last name.”
“Tay,” his father comforted, holding both his son and this new man. “God is not so small that he can't see the love and purity between your hearts. When you are both well, we will celebrate that publicly. Don't talk like either of you are going to die. Have faith.”
“Daniel, do you hear that? Daddy, I told him he could be Daniel Morgan, too.”
“Daniel Morgan is a wonderful name,” Pastor Morgan said, “Daniel and Taylish Morgan will always have a place at the Haven of Angels.”
“See, Daniel? Everything's going to be all right. Daniel? Daniel!”
Darkness was finding Taylish too, though, and he half floated, as strange hands pulled him up and away. “No! I don't want to leave Daniel! He's not dead!”
“What's his name? Taylish? Taylish, listen to me, no one is dead. We're here to help you.”
“Dad! Stay with Daniel! Don't let anyone take him away!”
“I'll stay with him! Let them help you.”
A peace settled over Taylish. In his mind he was laying in bed with Daniel still, arms wrapped around him and he whispered, “I'm not afraid anymore either.”
Epilogue
Daniel had white sunglasses for the day, a white tuxedo, perfect and brand new, and he was still as an angel.
They'd delayed for quite a while, the ceremony.
It had been touch and go for Taylish for nearly a month. The human body is not meant to shot three times in a month. It was not meant to have exit wounds the size of a tennis ball.
And no one had the nerve to tell Taylish about Daniel.
In his dreams, he heard Daniel reading to him, singing to him, felt him holding his hand. He hadn't been awake enough to really know what was dreaming and what was waking though. He'd dreamed Daniel was an angel and was watching over him. He'd dreamed twice that he was pulling out his IVs to go look for Daniel, but his dad told him very emphatically that those hadn't been dreams.
In the end, Taylish had been more upset than Daniel.
So there were white sunglasses for Daniel. Always.
It had been a nerve toxin in Royal’s little bottle and it had had so much time to work, met with so little resistance in Daniel. Taylish's father had stayed with him, held him, prayed with him. The damage was permanent.
They couldn't have stopped it from killing him at all without the help of a visiting medical biochemist. Dr. Vanko Ambrozak saved Daniel's life, pulled him back from Royal's murderous rage at the very last moment. Nothing is impossible in the land of the free. Nothing was impossible, except colors for Daniel. Freedom had cost him his sight.
Pastor Morgan's connections had identified Daniel's mother as a missing American woman. Daniel was American, but when his documentation was created, Pastor Morgan helped him and they kept his last name Morgan. He was legally and heartfully Daniel Morgan.
Slower, Taylish had healed, but Daniel had been there when Taylish woke, his stubbornness beating back coma and painkillers, doubts and infections. He'd smiled, and Daniel had seen it with his fingertips. Taylish cried for the loss, Daniel cried for Taylish's recovery.
And what was delayed had come together.
Behind the church, on a sunny Sunday afternoon, Daniel waited, white tuxedo, red rose in his lapel, hair curling around his face.
There was a white arch with flowers, lilac and roses, woven over the doorway it made.
He could have been inside the church, listening to the sermon, but he still found too many people a bit stressful, so he was there, alone.
Taylish had gone back to work after he'd gotten out of the hospital. It had been a few weeks and then to a desk job for a while. Deskwork was like trying to play a first person shooter without a controller, just yelling at the paperwork to go arrest someone. It seemed to make his father happy though, and Daniel threatened to follow him around if he tried anything more. It was a bullet hole, not a mental breakdown, so waiting was hard for Taylish. That wasn't the only kind of waiting he'd been doing though.
His father had insisted that both of them stay with him, in separate rooms, at the Morgan home. That only made Taylish know he was right not to have told his dad about the first time he got shot. One did not just laze about with a beer at the Morgan home. As much as he hadn't wanted to admit it, the separate room idea was probably very good for Daniel though. Marriage was more than sex, and as Daniel really soaked in the idea that he was wanted for much more than his cute ass, Taylish found staying up watching TV till four really great, as long as he could sit with Daniel, arm around his shoulders, just holding him.
Pastor Morgan had not understood, until he'd stood there, on the steps and listened one night, as Taylish retold the story, one arm around Daniel's shoulders, hands held, as he brought the show off the screen. He'd never known his son to have such creative or nurturing impulses.
But back to work he had gone, and work kept it's own hours, so that perfect Sunday afternoon, the ceremony was short one person. The sermon ran over by twenty minutes. Pastor Morgan's sermons never ran over.
And just as the choir leader was clearing her throat that it was time to go into the final song, Taylish skidded, literally, on polished black shoes, in his dress blues, as polished as a police officer could ever get. Hat under his hand, hair pulled back in a ponytail, he coughed and blushed, standing at the end of the isle, his dad at the podium.
“You're late,” his dad teased, affectionately.
“There was a robbery on Franklin, and...”
His words were drowned out by the laughter in the church, until someone yelled, “You're late for your own wedding!”
Taylish scratched behind his head, and sucked his cheeks in.
The benediction was the fastest Taylish had ever seen, and then he was embraced, it seemed by the whole church, by people he'd known all his life and people he'd just met that moment.
Weddings are not things for two people alone, or it would have been enough, the first time they made love. But today was the day.
Taylish found himself in a room off the side of the baptismal and more nervous than he'd been at his academy graduation. “Do I look okay? Are you sure, Dad?”
“You look perfect. Your mother would be so proud! I'm so proud. Why don't you know how to tie a tie? Who did this?”
“Maya. I hope she gets here. I hope there wasn't too much paperwork. Daniel wasn't worried, was he? He's didn't get frightened waiting?”
“He didn't get frightened. He always worries. Good heavens, how many times did you brush your teeth? You smell like a mint factory.”
“Dad! Come on.”
“Put your hat on, son. The renovations to your apartment were made right? They're finished? I don't see why you can't both just live with me. There's plenty of room.”
“Because we can't. That's why. Dad, does he look good? The rose I sent got here, right?”
“Yes, yes it did, and he's beautiful.”
Wedding march started and Taylish froze, green eyes wide. “It's forever. Why does forever look so big right now?”
“Because it's forever,” his dad said, smacking him on the shoulder. The double doors to the baptismal opened and they stepped out, shoulder to shoulder, the Morgan men, forces of nature, power, justice, love, and peace. Gray and blue, love and strength, they walked between the seated guests, between those that wished the new marriage well and those that had their doubts.
The guest pastor, a woman with silver hair, looking a little prim for anything Taylish would have wanted, like a retired nun with the wrath of God hidden in her bible. She smiled at him and he trembled at the sacrament. He still wasn't sure, not quite sure where he stood with God. So many people said God couldn't accept him as he was and they must know something, but then, today, so many people were here and the light of love and connection burned in him. He belonged.
The Pastor about to marry them reached to gently touch Daniel's arm and he turned, so beautiful behind white sunglasses and a bright smile. Taylish wanted to run, wanted to grab him up into his arms and be damn all ceremony, hold him and spin him and know the world was right.
But they were there, standing before her and his father handed his hand to Daniel, guiding Daniel's hand to his, and bowed, stepped back and it broke Taylish's heart, just a little, the change. His father had so much pride in his face though, so much love.
Daniel squeezed his hand.
“It is the path of two hearts to join. The bible says and they shall become one flesh. There is no controversy in love. There is only blessing and union. A marriage is more than just an occasion for cake. It is the indissoluble ties between two hearts. Do you pledge to each other that sickness, health, wealth and poverty, darkness and fear, joy and triumph, together shall you always stay? Do you pledge this to each other, to this church, to God, that you shall nurture and heal and care for that which is the spirit of God within each of you?”
“Daniel,” Taylish began, “I swear to cherish you for all our lives. In sickness, health, wealth, and poverty, I will always be by your side.”
“Taylish,” Daniel responded, still holding Taylish's hand. “I swear to the same. Always.”
“By your own words, you have sworn your union. Let it always unbroken be. Take dear your responsibility to the community you live in, to the country which you call home. Freedom is had only by the courageous. You may kiss your mate.”
Taylish pulled his love close, one arm around Daniel's waist, the other in his hair, and there in front of all he's feared and wished for, he kissed his soul mate, deep and tender. Always forever.
The Theater of Emerald Tears
Chapter One
A little before midnight, early November, 1933
Jimmy 'Irish' De Luca's fingers caressed the steering wheel, lightly, so lightly over the smooth black leather. Not much more than a shadow himself, hidden by trees and shadow, dark hair, dark car, he imagined himself like a panther, waiting to strike down the hill when he got the signal.
His Pop had owned a pub in Jersey and his Pop would never had turned to rum running. Then his Pop had said that Thomas Jefferson wouldn't have respected this law and neither was he. Jimmy thought about that the warmth of the big fireplace and the heat of the discussions in his father's pub often when he was waiting, engine cooling, waiting for the flash of light that would tell him to cross back into New York. Neither his Irish blood nor his Italian spirit was much good at waiting. The American in him wasn't real keen on joining his Pop in prison though. His Ma'd kill him, if she ever found out. She'd kill him if she knew the money he gave her came from rum and whiskey slipped over the Canadian border too. There were a lot of things she'd have his head for. And still he waited.
No moon rose over the river at the bottom of the hill. Moonless night, and yet he could replay the route in his head so cleanly that he wondered sometimes if he'd been here before this life, if he'd been an Indian running through these forests. Too dark to read, his book lay on the floorboards of the passenger side. James Fenimore Cooper, Indians and men being men, running, racing, fighting, winning. Lively ideas for a man who would have been a teacher, if his Pop hadn't gone to prison for a bit of rum and a loud mouth. The summer his Pop's pub had burned, Jimmy had just graduated from Fordham University. That was fourteen years ago and he never got a teaching job, so his students were coppers that couldn't catch him.
Light flashed and his mental history taking ended. He turned the key in the ignition, keenly aware of the deep rumble of his engine, perfect metal and oil and metal, precision power. He could outrun anything, not because he outran, but he just didn't get noticed.
Gravel crunched under tires, unconsciously he leaned a little closer to the wheel as the car picked up speed towards the river. No gas, not yet, just roll down the hill, no lights, ten grand of booze in the boot, he was Hawkeye, racing through the woods. One hand on the wheel, one on the stick shift knob, feet making love to the petals, he was doing at least fifty when he hit the bridge. Once inside the covered bridge, he gave his baby a little gas and came out the American side doing sixty on a straight away. Farmington was a little over thirty miles away, a little nowhere town where he'd get gas and some breakfast, before heading towards the city with his booze. Biagotti didn't expect the load for another two days, so he had some time if he ran into trouble, but Biagotti also paid a bonus if he got his product early.
Leaning back now, hands light on the wheel, he laid into the gas. He was thinking biscuits and gravy, a couple poached eggs, and coffee when the hair stood up on the back of his neck. A black car showed in his rear view mirror, silent and as hard to see as Death on All Hallow's. Jimmy cursed his Irish ancestors. It was always their fault. The black Nash rolled out onto the road without engine. It was the perfect place for a little piracy, thirty miles till Farmington, no cops, and a large creek to slow down the unwary. Jimmy was gonna bet the bridge was blocked. Biagotti paid in bullets if you lost your load too. He could just imagine the Banshee wailing his name. "Not tonight my lovely Irish," he purred.
Headlights flashed on the Nash. It and its twin, who was farther down the road than the first, broke their silence, roaring onto the road after him. Eighty was about as much as Jimmy's Alfa Romeo could pull, especially loaded like it was. Against cops, that would have been enough. Against bullets, maybe not.
Glass shattered over the cases in his back seat, over the front seat. Blood flowered up against the dark wool of his sweater. He swerved, fish tailed, didn't feel a thing from the glass in his arm. "Bastards," he screamed, the word tinted with his mother's Irish rage and accent.
He didn't have any firearms. He didn't have a second driver to fire them anyway. What he did have was an alternative path home. Teachers weren't supposed to run rum, but they weren't stupid when they did. Another bullet went through his car, through the passenger seat, out the floorboards to kick up the gravel below.
"Ya blighting bastards!" he screamed, turning onto a side road that hardly counted as more than mostly flat field. His car took the rougher road easily and he pulled forward of his pursuers, who at the least may not know the route he was now on.
They followed, both of them, pumping lead like it could put out the fire of his escape. He leaned forward, hands strangling the wheel, bottles clicked as the back end caught a bump. He laid on the horn, startling late turkeys from the brush. Bullets took out his side mirror. Sweat ran down his back and the car flew over the last hill, tires spinning and he hammered the brakes on the downhill. Break pads screamed against wheels. Sparks flew.
His personal ferry, little better than a fancy raft, waited for him, held where it was supposed to be. The boy he'd paid to be there had eyes with so much white showing Jimmy thought he could see them with a good fifty feet to go.
So much for planning, he thought, his life resting on the brake pads, on the balance of inertia and sheer will power. He lived to cheat the Banshee. Cars behind him flew over the hill too, but didn't know enough to slow. Jimmy's Alfa Romeo screeched onto the ferry, fishtailing only a little as the ferry shoved off hard and fast. The pirates hit the drink, engines frying steam in the creek. His accomplice lay flat on the raft, shoving hard with the pole as they crossed. Jimmy's pursuers screamed and cursed. Even lead couldn't do the work of the devil now.
On the other side, the boy slipped into the passenger side and Jimmy threw the Romeo into gear, splashed as they hit the other side and dug their way up the little hill. At the top, Jimmy stepped out, too exhilarated to even notice that his arm was bleeding, and waved to the six men stuck with so much scrap metal for cars. Too bad about the Nashes. Jimmy did like those cars. "Bye boys!"
Jimmy 'Irish' De Luca did not lose his loads to goons like those!
Chapter Two
The tip of Sunny's finger lingered on the ten thousand bead, pushing it up, pushing it back down the rung. The weekly transfer to the Canadian bank fluctuated between 30,000 and 40,000 as the abacus bead rose and fell. Sunny's mind was worlds away, wondering if the money he'd sent to Seattle had gotten there, if the papers proving he owned the theater were even at that moment riding a train towards him. Sunny Diamond had bet all his money on a theater he'd never seen. It was going to be his Theater of Emerald Tears.
Nothing would really change when the papers arrived, not right away. He'd take the big envelope from the mail, let himself run his thumb over the stamp, then he'd take the key on his watch-chain from his pocket and open the drawer.
The envelope with deed to his theater would slide into that drawer, under the false bottom with the newspaper clipping of Valentino, the letter from his mother, and a jade prayer bracelet a girl from India had sent him. The deed to his theater would rest there, until he figured out the rest of the solution. It was 1933, but his real life was that he belonged to Marko Biagotti.
Biagotti would dust him flat if he tried to leave, but if Sunny had faith in anything it was his own ability to think his way out of a jam.
"Hey Sunny," Biagotti's voice suddenly colored the small office like the scent of burned coffee. "That bead polished enough yet?"
Sunny's cheeks felt like they could have burned coffee. Biagotti stood in the doorway, elegant as a sawed off shotgun with an ivory handle, a short man with pock marks and snake eyes.
Right next to him stood a man with hair so dark Sunny thought there could be stars hiding in the disorder and eyes like emeralds. Sunny's hands disappeared under the desk.
"Hello, Mr. Biagotti," Sunny said, but he was watching the man standing next to his boss.
Dark green eyes, a tie only half done, hands in his pockets, the man grinned, looking Sunny in the eyes. Sunny smiled back, forgetting to politely look downward. The man rocked back on his heels, winked, and Sunny's cheeks caught fire. He broke eye contact, one foot tapping nervously under his desk.
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