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Chapter One

“Doesn't look like a hotbed of satanic activity, does it?” Agent Lachlan Carmichael asked
his partner as he put the SUV in park. It didn't, at all. In fact Rothburg resembled the complete
opposite of evil. Agent Oliver Cardoso gave him a blank look, which, after a year working

together, Carmichael had no problems interpreting. And the interpretation wasn't flattering.
“You should know better by now,” Oliver replied.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Things aren't always as they seem. But are you sure your mystic
antenna isn't on the fritz?” Carmichael looked through the windshield at the only lodging the
town had to offer. He wasn't sure he'd ever used the word quaint before, but it had repeated in his
mind over and over since they drove into town. The bed-and-breakfast was almost terrifying in
its storybook perfection—two-story white farmhouse, lacy crap edging the roof like a
gingerbread house, and complete with a stereotypical white picket fence. The sight of the place

gave Carmichael hives.
“Mystic antenna?” Sarcasm infused Oliver's tone.

Carmichael didn't bother looking at his partner. He still wasn't used to all this paranormal
shit he'd been recruited for. No matter how often he'd tried to convince both his partner and his
superiors at the agency that he had no particular skills in this area, they hadn't believed him. Hell,
he'd spent six years as military police and never heard a whisper of a government agency dealing
with weirdness like this. Despite that, it had only taken one case to convince him that the
unbelievable wasn't. In any case, he'd yet to impress Cardoso with his continued derisive remarks

about both of their livelihoods.

“C'mon, look at this place.” Carmichael gestured in front of them. “This is where rich folk
go to escape the big bad city. This is where they wallow in their bland, orderly existence. There's

no way anyone here would tolerate something as chaotic as satanic rituals.” Every other case
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they'd investigated delved into tenement houses, the projects, the slums. Places just like where

Carmichael grew up. Places he'd been determined to escape by joining the army.

“Stop with the 'satanic' already, Carmichael,” Oliver drawled. “We've been over this.
People into satanic rituals are like children playing dress-up. Satanism wouldn't create a blip on

the agency's radar, and you know it.”
“So what is going on here? How come you never know?”

“Carmichael...” There was an edge to Oliver's voice, the one that told him he'd almost
gone too far. But he couldn't help it. Why couldn't they tune their paranormal receivers, or
whatever the hell they used, properly? Cardoso could talk all day about the effect of open portals
on electronics, but Carmichael had trouble understanding why detecting and tracing those portals

was so inefficient, considering all the gadgets and shit they'd lugged along in the trunk.

With a sigh, Carmichael opened the door and got out. Disappearances. When it wasn't
straight-out dead bodies, it was people disappearing. Trouble was, they rarely reappeared. Well,

alive. The deaths were always ugly, sordid.

“Don't they have a normal motel here? What about back on the highway?” With the white
paint, cutesy frills, and pink trim, if Barbie needed to hook up for a night with dickless Ken, this
was where she'd do it. G.I. Joe would take her to the Motel 8 back on the highway, which was

where Carmichael would much rather be.

“Agent Carmichael,” Oliver said in an exasperated voice reminiscent of mothers
everywhere, or at least Carmichael imagined, especially if one's mother were a six-foot-tall
Hispanic baritone.

“Yeah, I know.” Protocol dictated they stay as close to the center of disturbance as possible
for monitoring purposes. But damn, he hadn't been so out of his element in a long time.

“It could be worse. Trust me,” Cardoso replied, no doubt having a good idea as to what
Carmichael objected. “Go check us in. I'll get our stuff out.”

Nodding, Carmichael did as ordered, hoping the interior would be less...quaint. Seriously,
he'd need a damned thesaurus if he was stuck in Rothburg for more than a couple of days.

A prim older woman, the name Gladys printed on her name tag, looked up over her glasses

as Carmichael walked in. “Can I help you?”
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Carmichael could hear a tone of derision, faint but present, in the woman's voice. Not that
he blamed her. Much. He'd been told he looked sinister dressed all in black, despite his blond
hair. Had something to do with his size, he imagined. But black, camo green, and sometimes
blue were the only colors he was comfortable wearing. Although the clothes were similar in
design to the army fatigues he had worn most of his adult life, he couldn't bring himself to wear
desert colors anymore. Even so, if it weren't for his black trench coat, most would peg him as
military right away. Oliver also dressed in dark, subdued colors. But Carmichael never got the

hang of the dark Fed suits Oliver wore all the time. He'd rather be sinister than laughable.
“Checking in, ma'am. Two rooms under the name Cardoso.”

“Oh, yes. It's kind of late in the year for visitors,” she speculated as she fiddled with her
paperwork. He had no intention of responding to the hidden question in her comment. Deflecting
questions as prettily as Oliver could was not a particular skill of his, but he was adept at ignoring

them.

“Uh-huh.” Carmichael plucked the corporate credit card out of his wallet and placed it on
the counter. With a minimum of discussion, he managed to get keys to the two rooms as Oliver

brought their suitcases inside.

God, this place gave him the creeps. It was so perfect. Too perfect. Now he found he could
imagine this place as the site of the ugly paranormal activity they suspected had been happening
for some time. Rothburg had a very Stepford Wives vibe to it, although only torture would make

him admit that he'd watched that movie. Either version.

Carmichael traded a key for his bag and preceded Oliver up the stairs to the second floor.

“Breakfast at seven, downstairs,” Carmichael said, repeating the information Gladys had
given him.

Oliver nodded and unlocked the door to his room. “Get settled. I'll meet you downstairs in
half an hour, and we'll take a look around. Maybe get a coffee.”

“Yeah, no problem.” Coffee would be good. They'd left at the ass crack of dawn this
morning, on what was supposed to have been the first day of Carmichael's weeklong leave.
Er...vacation. Carmichael unlocked his door, situated right next to Oliver's, maneuvered his bag

inside, then let the door close behind him.
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And felt like he was going to start itching. He wasn't allergic to cats. He liked cats. These
weren't even real cats. But there were an alarming number pictured here. On the walls, in framed
photos. Ceramic ones, in various poses on every available horizontal surface. Plush ones on the

bed and on each chair. Woven into the pattern on the drapes and bedspread.

Oh, he hadn't blinked an eye when that diabolical woman told him that he'd be staying in
the Manx Room. He hadn't known what prompted naming a room after the Isle of Man and
hadn't cared. Cats hadn't crossed his mind for a second, for Christ's sake. Carmichael imagined
his manhood shriveling in direct proportion to the length of time he stayed in this town—and in

this room.

He made short work of unpacking, gave his face a quick splash in the thankfully unshared,
though equally cat-infested, bathroom, and was downstairs in less than twenty minutes, trying
desperately not to glare at the woman behind the counter. He collapsed into an overstuffed chair,

releasing a cloud of rose scent. Yep. Shriveling manhood. It was official.

What had the charming Gladys called Oliver's room? It started with an M too, Carmichael
was sure. He couldn't remember, but he wondered if Oliver's room was as offensively cute.

Five minutes later, when Oliver strode downstairs with a stunned yet amused look on his
face, Carmichael assumed it was as bad as his own.

He struggled out of the cocooning chair to join Oliver. The minute they were out the door,
Oliver turned to him and said, “Ducks.”

Right. The Mallard Room. “Cats,” Carmichael replied with a snort. Okay, it was kind of
funny. “Drive or walk?” It was getting on toward winter, the fall colors in the trees more or less
over as they shed their leaves in preparation for the oncoming season, but it was a sunny day and
more than warm enough.

“Drive,” Oliver said as he unlocked the car. He tossed the keys across the roof to

Carmichael. “Don't know how much ground we'll need to cover in the prelim survey.”
* k%
“See anything suspicious?”” Oliver asked as Carmichael guided the car through midtown.

Carmichael turned to gape at him. Uh, yeah. It was suspicious that there weren't any bumes.
It was suspicious that there wasn't any garbage or graffiti. But that might be a paranormality that

he could get behind. Did they have crime in this place?
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“Turn here. We'll park and walk a bit.”
Carmichael turned the wheel in the direction of Oliver's pointing finger.
“Look out!” Oliver yelled.

Carmichael whipped his attention forward and jammed his foot onto the brake. Adrenaline

twisted his throat shut, and his chest heaved in an attempt to draw in some air.

Damn, that was close. The kid he'd almost hit looked as pale as Carmichael felt. He flipped
his skateboard up into a shaky hand and looked through the windshield, wide-eyed, at

Carmichael. And oh damn. He was young, but not a kid, not really.

Those eyes, in that face, acted like a fist in Carmichael's diaphragm. The kid was gorgeous.
Stunning. The clear green of his eyes was visible even through the windshield and past the length
of the car hood. Eyes the color of old glass Coke bottles, surrounded by thick, dark lashes.

Below, a narrow nose, a pointed chin, all framed in blunt-cut, near-black hair.

Carmichael couldn't have designed a more beautiful man. The faint hint of dark stubble on
his sculpted jaw saved him from appearing completely like jailbait. He was probably legal,
despite the story the skateboard told. Carmichael's dick flexed in his pants as a flame of lust

swept his frame.

No. Damn. He was here to work. Missing people. The Umbrae. Mortal danger. Getting laid
could wait. God knew it had waited long enough already. Used to hiding in the military, he was

never open about his desires. But now he was virtually panting for a different reason than fear.
Oliver rolled down his window and called out, “You okay?”

He got a nod in response, but the kid never took his eyes off Carmichael. The gaze was so

intense, it was like the kid had run a finger up Carmichael's now-turgid erection.

“Sorry 'bout that,” Oliver continued. The kid nodded again and seemed to realize that he
still stood in front of their vehicle. He shook himself and flipped his skateboard back down to

continue along the sidewalk.

Carmichael shifted in his seat, uncomfortable and far too aware his gaze was glued to the

fine, round, bitable ass boarding away.

“Carmichael, can we go now?” Oliver asked gently.
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“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” Carmichael started driving again, looking for a parking spot. He didn't
know if Oliver had any idea which way Carmichael bent. Although Carmichael found his partner
attractive, he knew he'd concealed it far better than his intense, lustful attraction to the green-
eyed kid, who must be close to a decade his junior. Shit. Hidden? Yeah, right. He'd practically
waved a rainbow flag and drooled. After so many years in the military, he wasn't sure he'd ever

be comfortable being open and out, but this was the closest he'd come in, well, ever.

Casting a couple of surreptitious glances at Oliver, he didn't notice his partner giving him
any weird looks. Or any more weird than usual. Oliver wasn't the most normal guy Carmichael
had ever met. How could he be? He'd been dealing with this supernatural shit since Carmichael
had been in high school, trying to pretend that his teammates on the football team didn't turn him

on way more than the cheerleaders.
* %k %

Adam hummed to himself as he walked into the coffee shop. He grinned at Susie, the girl
with whom he shared his shift today. He didn't have any true friends left in Rothburg, but Susie
was a decent person. They got along rather well, and she didn't treat him like the village idiot, the

way most of the townspeople did.

Susie smiled back. “Hey, you're in a good mood,” she said as she lifted the counter to let

him into the back room.

“Yeah, doing okay,” he replied as he set his skateboard out of the way. He had a few
minutes before his shift started, and he wanted to contemplate his elated mood. Technically there
wasn't a good reason for it. After all, he'd come close to being squished. Not for the first time, by
any stretch, but this was the first time he'd been buoyant, excited. The guy behind the wheel—the
reason for his euphoria—couldn't have been as good-looking as he'd seemed through the tinted

windshield. Probably wasn't gay, anyway.

If anyone who lived or visited this parochial, hidebound little town was gay, they'd hidden
it well. Better than Adam did. Of course, Adam hadn't tried to hide at all after high school.

It was one of the reasons he'd left and why a number of the inhabitants treated him like a
leper. Like the gayness would rub off or something. They tolerated him for the sake of his
parents, but Adam knew damn well that some of them had entertained the notion that his parents'

affliction was somehow his fault, that he'd brought it on them by being a deviant.
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So even if the sexy yet shitty driver lived up to the promise of good looks live and in
person, it wouldn't matter. Adam would be left to gape from afar. If he didn't want to get beaten

up, that was.

Adam slipped his apron over his head and smoothed it down. Good thing he was wearing
jeans today, because he was still half hard from his encounter. He'd heard adrenaline sometimes
did that, but having his dick sproing after his near-death experience was unexpected. Probably

had more to do with the guy behind the wheel than anything else.

Since it would be an hour or more before the rush began, Adam took his time in the back
room, hoping that his erection would subside more before he had to go out and face the public.
What he needed was a distraction. Otherwise he'd never stop thinking about that guy long
enough to deflate.

The bell above the door tinkled as he emerged from the back room, but he didn't pay any
attention. Susie could handle whoever walked in. Or so he thought until he heard Susie gasp.

Had her ex showed up again?
Adam looked up, and he couldn't even get a gasp out.

Him. The guy from the SUV. The guy who'd almost run him over. The most
heartbreakingly gorgeous man he'd ever seen. If anything, the windshield had protected Adam
from that devastating sight. Sexier and better-looking than anything Adam could have imagined,

Susie's reaction was no surprise.

Tall, much taller than he'd expected, and muscular. Six-two, at least. Black cotton encased
a spectacular torso like a second skin. Bright blond hair, a touch too long to be military, topped

the square face.

Oh. Oh my. Adam's breath came back. He bit his lower lip to hold in the whimper wanting
to escape. Desperate to take a peek at the package surrounded by black jeans, but given the
disparity in their sizes, Adam didn't dare. The blond could kick his ass without spilling his latte if
he caught Adam checking him out. Instead he glanced at the other man. The sharp suit gave the

older man an official air, but an official of what, Adam couldn't quite guess.

However, neither man was from Rothburg—he hadn't spent enough time away from town

to lose that innate sense.

“I'll take this one, Susie,” Adam said, unable to help himself.
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“You don't say,” Susie said with a smirk. “They're kind of out of place here. Friends of
yours?”’

Oh, if only.

“Nope,” Adam replied. But that didn't stop a guy from hoping. His cock twitched as he
watched the two men scan the interior of the coffee shop and its patrons as they casually made
their way to the counter. Neither of them had looked his way yet, and Adam prepared to paste on
his most gracious customer-service smile, all the while telling his overeager prick to ease off. He

really didn't want to be sporting wood at work.

Who were these two, anyway? The blond hunk's demeanor screamed military, but his
companion's didn't. Yet they both had the same indefinable quality that told Adam they were

there for a common purpose. Which wasn't to get a coffee.

Adam didn't much care why they were there. He'd get the sexy bastard coffee and whatever
else he wanted. As his cock leaped up to agree, Adam clutched the counter. A raging hard-on
might be a little more friendly than most people expected from good customer service. He felt

his smile get a bit tighter and hoped Susie hadn't noticed his reaction.

The other patrons eyed the two strangers as well. Anyone would think they'd never seen a
stranger before. Unless lust punched everyone here in the gut like it had Adam. Somehow he
couldn't quite see old Mrs. Jenkins overcome by lust. If he ever did see that, he'd have to scrub

his eyes out with acid, because yuck.
Okay, good. That horrific thought made his jeans less constricting.
Finally the two men completed their lazy approach to the counter.
“Good afternoon. What can I get you today?”

The good-looking, older man ignored Adam while perusing the menu overhead, but the
gorgeous blond dropped his gaze down to Adam and opened his mouth to order. Adam was able
to pinpoint the exact moment when recognition struck in those...oh, God...stunning blue eyes,

the exact shade of lapis lazuli, Adam's new favorite color.

An adorable flush stained prominent cheekbones, and kissable, mobile lips worked around
words that wouldn't come out. Adam stared, mesmerized. Am I drooling? His unintentional yet
self-imposed celibacy had now lasted about a year and might account for his lust. Or was he in

the presence of a mind-blowing specimen of manhood?
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“Large coffee,” the blond stuttered.
“Anything in it?”
“Like what?”

Oh, nice. Adam had flustered him. He hoped it was for the same reason he flustered Adam.
Could he—should he—hit on this guy in front of his companion?

“Cream, sugar?” Adam made sure his tone was devoid of sarcasm, tempting as it would
have been with anyone else. Wasn't enough to save the blond from further embarrassment, as the
blush heating his cheeks got stronger.

“Oh, sorry. No. Black is fine. And, uh...I'm sorry about earlier.” Big-and-Sexy was having
difficulty meeting Adam's eyes.

“No problem. It's forgotten. Anything else?” Jesus. Had that sounded as suggestive to
anyone else as it had to Adam's ears? Maybe it had, given that the blush somehow intensified.
Apparently his mouth had already decided to try a gentle come-on, without his brain's consent.
While Adam wondered if he should be more overt, the blond's friend broke the moment.

“A medium latte, please.” The older man gave him a pleasant smile and a nod. He'd clearly
recognized Adam, but then, he'd already apologized for the near mishap and undoubtedly didn't
feel the need for any further discussion of the matter.

“T'll go get a seat,” the blond said before he slipped away, still unable to look at Adam.

“I can bring you your drinks,” Adam said as he made change for the older man.

“Thanks. That would be great.”

The older man followed his companion to a table in the corner. Both appeared relaxed, but

Adam was sure that wasn't the case.
His curiosity stabbed him. Something odd was going on here.

Susie returned from busing a few tables. “Serving them too?” She winked. “Find out what
they're doing here. Or, better yet, how long they're staying in town.”

“They're staying in town?” Adam strove for nonchalance but feared he'd failed miserably.
“How do you know?”

“The bed-and-breakfast was expecting two visitors today, staying for an unspecified length

of time. Maybe they're businessmen looking to invest or something.”
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Just a week ago, Rothburg had been crawling with strangers, and the only accommodation
within the town proper, the Sleepytime Bed-and-Breakfast, had been filled to capacity. Most of
the surrounding area motels, as well as the campground of the nearby park, were too. The
sensational riot of color during the autumn turning of the leaves brought tourists flocking every

year. But the season was over, and the town was bracing itself for winter's onslaught.

Summer and fall might be busy tourist seasons, but they meant more money for Adam. The
slowdown in work would be nice if it didn't mean tightening his belt. Grateful as he was for the
job in the café, it could never make up for the hours he worked in the park and campground. In

the off-season, even the hours available at the café were reduced.

The two men weren't tourists, for damned sure. Purpose coiled through them, and Adam
was certain they weren't harmless businessmen. He couldn't believe Susie had made the
suggestion, but then, maybe he was seeing things that weren't there. Adam shook his head. He

had a job to do. Hastily he prepared the two beverages and took them over to the men.

Deep in conversation, the older man said something the younger was not pleased by. As
soon as Adam approached the table, they stopped midsentence. The only thing he'd had a chance
to hear was the blond telling his companion, “No,” in an emphatic manner. Well, that wasn't
going to satisfy any of the town gossips. Adam couldn't work up any remorse, though, since he'd
spent so much time as the subject of gossip. Besides, he had other things to worry about—his

dick was paying too much attention to the blond, more than was healthy.

Adam pasted on another bright smile as he placed drinks on the table. He made sure to
make eye contact with both men as he did so, although those sexy blue eyes didn't meet his for
more than a second before avoiding him. Well, that told the story right there. Not interested. Too
bad Adam could—o# shit—smell him. Clean, musky male under the scent of soap. Irish Spring,

maybe.

The wattage of his smile dimming, Adam spoke again. “If you two gentlemen will be in
town for any length of time, we have great lunch specials every day. And we're open until eleven
each night.”

Blond-and-Handsome looked at him, finally, an unpleasant expression marring his

handsome face, blue eyes challenging Adam to...something. “Why? What do you mean by 'in

town'?”’
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Uh, gee, what could he possibly mean by that?
“Carmichael! Enough.” Apparently his companion thought he was out of line too.

Carmichael. Interesting name. First or last, Adam wasn't sure, but now he had a name to go
with the face. Also interesting was the way Carmichael subsided under the exasperated scolding.
His gaze dropped away, and he studiously ignored Adam once more. One more indicator Adam
wouldn't be keeping this one company while he was in town. Too bad. The best ones were

always straight or taken. Time to beat a strategic retreat.

“Well, if you need anything else, let me know. My name is Adam.” He couldn't resist
giving Carmichael one last bright smile, but the effort was wasted with the man refusing to look
in his direction. Adam shrugged and returned to his post behind the counter, hoping he could

ignore his attraction until the men left.

“What the fuck was that about, Cardoso?” Carmichael was pissed but retained enough
decorum to keep his voice low. He might be the junior partner, and younger, but that didn't give
Oliver the right to talk to him like a bratty kid.

“You can't antagonize the natives, you know. We're going to need their help.”

“Not his.” He was certain. The kid had to be too young and irresponsible to know anything

useful. Carmichael really, really didn't want him to know anything useful.
“You don't know that. In fact, he might be just what we need.”

Need. Yes, need. Carmichael curled his fingers into fists. “What? No! How can you say
that?”

“It's like I told you—we stick out. That's what the kid meant. Look around.” Oliver flicked
his gaze over the rest of the people seated in the café. Unwillingly Carmichael copied him, even
though he'd assessed every single person in there as a potential threat as soon as he walked in.

“Every person here knows damn well we don't belong,” Oliver continued.

Yeah, Carmichael knew it too. Feeling all those eyes on him had made him uncomfortable,
which was saying something, considering he was having inappropriate, lustful thoughts about the
barely legal kid who'd not only served them coffee, but whom he'd almost flattened in the road

not ten minutes ago. Guilt, lust, and embarrassment combusted into a volatile mix of emotions he
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hadn't experienced since he'd left home to join the army ten years ago. Felt like he was back in

basic training, wondering if he had what it took.

Carmichael stole a peek at the kid—Adam—out of the corner of his eye and was treated to
the sight of him laughing at something his coworker said. At the twitch in his groin, Carmichael

brought his attention back to Oliver. No way was this kid going to break him.

“Fine. Sorry. How did you want to start?” Most times he got the answers he needed by
roughing people up. This time, and in this place, that tactic wasn't going to work. But he didn't

know if he had the finesse to get answers any other way.

“I told you this wouldn't be easy. No one's going to want to give us the answers we need. |

think we could use Adam's help, if he's willing.”

Carmichael's jaw locked. Oliver couldn't be serious. Why Adam, of all people? There had
to be someone—anyone—else. He looked suspiciously at his partner, wondering if Oliver had
come up with this ridiculous suggestion to torment him. Maybe he hadn't hidden his attraction as
well as he'd thought. No, that couldn't be it. There was no good reason for Oliver to want Adam's

help if he thought his presence would prove a distraction.

“Why him?” Carmichael knew there was only so much resistance he could put up before
he had to come out and tell Oliver why he didn't want Adam's assistance. God help him, if Oliver

didn't know he was gay, Carmichael wasn't going to tell him.

“Because he's the only one who, despite knowing we don't belong, hasn't given us any

weird looks.”

“Well, he should! We—I almost ran him over!” The effort required to keep his voice low
became greater. “He should be more suspicious and hostile towards us than anyone. And if he's
not, he's an idiot.” Hmmm. That might be true. Adam had done nothing but smile at them.
Carmichael couldn't believe anyone with their full faculties could shrug off an incident like that

so easily. Someone a few cards short of a deck wouldn't be of any help to them.

“Stop,” Oliver warned him. “Listen up. We need to get to the bottom of these
disappearances, and soon. A friendly contact is the best start. There's nothing to say we won't
find someone else, someone more appropriate for what we want. But right now a kid working in

a coffee shop might like to make a few more bucks, you know?”



MIA Case Files: Wolfsbane 13

Carmichael bit his lip. Oliver was right. Everything since they'd arrived in Rothburg had
thrown him off balance. He was so far off his turf, he was surprised he hadn't drowned. They did
need help, but spending time with Adam was going to test his control like nothing ever had, not

even the communal showers in basic, filled with wet, fit, naked men.

An image of Adam, dark hair slicked back, water streaming down his lean torso, slipped
unbidden into his mind, and Carmichael let out a rather undignified squeak as he crossed his legs
to hide the sudden bulge in his jeans. At least Oliver ignored the sound, because the reason

behind it didn't bear explaining.

“Fine, do whatever you want.” Carmichael gave in, not at all gracefully.

“Hey, kid! Adam!”

Adam turned toward the unfamiliar voice. Carmichael's companion waved him over. Well,
they'd made short work of their coffees. A smile slipped back onto his face. Kid, huh? Adam
knew he looked young for his age, but kid might be a little much.

“Need a refill?” Adam asked as he approached the table.

“No, not yet. Have you got a few minutes to pull up a chair?”

Well, yeah. But why? Carmichael didn't want him to, if the tense muscles and averted face
were any indication. But then, sitting with the two strangers in town had to be more interesting
than his job, so...

“Sure, why not?”” Adam exchanged a quick glance with Susie, who nodded to let him know
she'd be fine on her own, and pulled up a chair to sit between the two.

“Adam, we have a proposition for you,” the older man said as soon as Adam settled into
his chair. Adam's eyes widened in shock. Neither of them looked like they were cruising, and
propositioning a random café employee didn't seem as though it would have a high degree of
success. But he had never tried that particular tactic, so how would he know?

“Jeez, Oliver, what the hell!” Carmichael exploded. Oliver looked at Adam first, then at

Carmichael.

“You're both aware that there is a perfectly innocent meaning to the term, right?”
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Adam grinned, amused at Carmichael's extreme agitation. He suspected Carmichael was
never anything but calm and icy, but twice in one day Carmichael had been thrown off his game,

and it was clear he didn't like it.

Oliver smiled back, and Adam became throbbingly aware that both of these men were very
attractive. Maybe an indecent proposition wouldn't be amiss after all.

“Excuse me. That was rather abrupt. I'm Oliver Cardoso, and this is Carmichael.”

“Just Carmichael?” Adam teased.

“Just Carmichael,” Carmichael replied, staring down at his coffee cup.

Okay, then, no sense of humor. Fine. “Nice to meet you both. I'm Adam Farelli.” He held
out his hand, and Oliver shook it. Was it worth trying to shake with Carmichael? Yep,

Carmichael was going to shake his hand whether he liked it or not.

Adam thrust his hand between Carmichael's downturned gaze and coffee cup. It hung
there, obvious and uncomfortable, like a dick joke in a room full of nuns. Adam's smile stretched
farther, feeling more like a grimace. How long was he going to push this before he gave up?

Then Carmichael gave in and clasped his hand for a fraction of a second.

“So you were saying, Oliver?” Adam prompted, giving up on making eye contact with
those spectacular, erection-inducing eyes.

“Yes, we were hoping to hire you to guide us around town.”

“A guide? For Rothburg? It's pretty small, you know.” Not that Adam wanted to give up
the opportunity to get some extra cash, but taking money for that seemed criminal.

“But you live here, yes?”

“Born and raised.” Adam didn't think it necessary to mention his time spent away at
university. Why bother? It had no bearing on his life now, nor on the question asked.

“That's exactly what I was hoping you'd say. We're researching folklore and ghost stories
in small towns, so we want a little more than a geography lesson. More like anecdotes, history of
Rothburg, maybe a little bit on who's who in town. Things like that. I'm sure we can work around

your schedule here at work.” Sincerity shone from Oliver's brown eyes, his hands folded together

on the table.

Folklorists, my ass.
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Chapter Two

Adam had come across a few professors of folklore in his time. Archaeology had enough
overlap that he'd met several. Oliver might be able to pass as a professor. Might. Not
accompanied by Brawny-and-Bristly, though. No way was Carmichael a professor or researcher.
Not that they'd ever said they were professors. What alternative was there? Writers?

Carmichael's demeanor didn't scream writer either.

Adam was a little suspicious, but they didn't seem dangerous or crazy, and helping them
out would go a long way to battling the interminable boredom of living in Rothburg again. He
could use the money, as long as Oliver wasn't lying about working around his shifts at the café.

“So drive around town and tell you stories?” There were a few stories Adam could tell.

“Walk too. And not just in town, but maybe the surrounding area.”

Adam bit his lip, wondering how mercenary it would sound to ask about the pay. Then he
decided it didn't matter. He'd take whatever money they were willing to throw his way. What
else was he going to do with his free time anyway? It would give him something to think about
besides his depressing situation at home.

“Okay, I'll do it. When did you want to start?”

“Don't you have any other questions, kid?”” This was the first contribution Carmichael had
made since giving his name. The frown Adam got wasn't encouraging, but for a change,
Carmichael was paying attention to him.

“Again with the 'kid'?” Adam could understand Oliver calling him that, but despite the
world-weary look on Carmichael's face, he couldn't be more than five or six years older than
Adam's own twenty-six. Carmichael's frown got deeper.

“Why are you agreeing so quickly?” Was that suspicion in Carmichael's voice? If he wasn't

supposed to accept the job, why were they bothering to ask?
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Adam looked over at Oliver. The two were not in accord over this job offer, and Adam

wasn't sure what to make of it. Oliver merely shrugged and didn't say a word.

“You two might be the most interesting thing to happen to this town in a long time. I'm
agreeing because I'm hoping you'll liven things up.” True, as far as it went, but there was more to
it than that. Not that Carmichael needed to know the specifics. But then, would the specifics
cause him to gape in astonishment? If he couldn't have Carmichael, Adam could amuse himself

by trying for that expression. It might be a new goal for him. “So do we have a deal?”

“I think we have a deal,” Oliver said and reached out to shake his hand again. “When do

you finish your shift? We could pick you up then.”

Adam considered that. “Sure. I can call my parents from here, make sure they don't need

anything. As long as they're fine, you can pick me up at four.”

“You have to ask your parents' permission?”” Carmichael sounded appalled. “How old are
you?”

“What the hell difference does that make?”

“Carmichael!” Oliver did not sound pleased. Well, Adam guessed that made three of them.

Carmichael's eyes widened before he looked away again.

Was relieving his boredom worth this antagonism? Adam chewed on his lower lip while he
considered the question and Carmichael's pecs. Adam wondered if he could master that same

tone in Oliver's voice to control Carmichael. Mmmm. Controlling Carmichael. If only.

Yeah. His blue balls wouldn't thank him for the frustration, but it was still the most
interesting thing to happen to him since he'd moved back to Rothburg. He had to try and make

nice with Carmichael.

“I'm twenty-six,” Adam said, intending to answer Carmichael's other question too, but the
strange look Carmichael gave him made him pause. Contempt? Could that be possible? He didn't
have any time to analyze it, though, before Carmichael pushed back from the table and stalked

out of the caf€.
“Do you think you can put up with that?”” Oliver asked.

Adam didn't bother to look at him, still tracking Carmichael's angry departure past the

window and out of sight.
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“Put up with what? Someone who hates me?”” Like that would be a first, especially in this

town.
Oliver snorted, and Adam looked at him.
“He doesn't hate you. He's just a little...rough around the edges.”

Adam got the impression Oliver had intended to say more but thought better of it.
Interesting. The more time he spent in their company, the less he thought they were telling him
the truth. That didn't change the fact that Adam had little else to do with his time except go back

home and take care of parents who didn't remember who he was anymore.

He'd tried so hard to keep them out of institutions, left his whole life behind as soon as it
became clear that they were unable to function on their own. Being able to stay in their home had
helped for a while, reduced their stress. But their deterioration was so rapid, and they required
round-the-clock nursing, which Adam didn't have the skills for. Now he was just waiting for

spaces to open up in a facility nearby.

It had been such a shock when Doc Ridley had called him up, out of the blue. He'd known
his mother had early-stage Alzheimer's, known his father had been taking care of her. What he
hadn't realized was that his father had been in total denial about his own condition. Adam had

been so caught up in his PhD work that he hadn't noticed, not until the call.

Despite the doctor's efforts, his parents were losing the battle. Now their surroundings
weren't enough to connect them with the here and now, and Doc Ridley had convinced Adam it
was time to give in. The insurance, along with selling the house, would cover their expenses, and
Adam could go back and complete his degree.

He'd had a hard time letting go, but between the cost of care, upkeep for the house, stress,
and a lack of viable job prospects in Rothburg for an archaeology doctoral student, well, he had
to admit that Doc Ridley had a point. With the nurses at home, he was at loose ends for the time
being, and even dealing with a surly Carmichael was an improvement over the depressing task of
packing up the detritus of a lifetime in preparation for his parents' impending institutionalization.

“Hey, you okay?” Oliver asked.

“Oh, sorry. Yeah, I'm fine,” Adam replied, realizing he'd sort of checked out of the

conversation for a few moments.

“So are you still in?”
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“Yeah, I guess [ am.” Adam pulled a business card out of his apron. It wasn't his, but it had
the café's number on it. “Give me a call a few minutes before four. I'll let you know if I can help
out today.”

Adam was off all day tomorrow too, but he thought he'd wait to see how it went tonight
before volunteering that information.

“Good deal. Ten bucks an hour work for you?”

Oh, good. Adam didn't have to ask. “Sure thing.”

Oliver drained his cup and stood. “Thanks again, Adam. I think you'll be a great help.”
After pocketing the card, Oliver gripped Adam's shoulder with a friendly squeeze, then left.

Adam sat at the table for a few seconds, pondering, before he grabbed the dishes and took
them back to the dishwasher.

“Well, so? What was that all about?” Susie's eyes were bright with curiosity; she was as
bad as any of the town gossips.

“They're interested in the folklore of the region and want me to show them around.”

“Folklore? Why are they interested in that?”

“Dunno. I guess they're writers. They didn't look like professors or students.”

“Huh. Why you? Because of your degree?”

Susie had a point. If the two knew anything about Adam at all, he wasn't a bad choice for
such a task. God knew if you got him started on his field, he could talk your ear off, or so he'd
been told, more than once. But not many people were interested in excavations of the villages
that housed the workers who built the huge Egyptian funerary monuments, since they involved
neither pyramids nor gold.

Adam had lived in Rothburg most of his life. His parents' interest in the Native American
traditions of the region no doubt influenced his choice of profession, if not his area of
specialization. But Adam didn't think the two men had sought him out for his experience.

“Actually,” he said to Susie, “I think they were trying to make up for nearly running me
over earlier.”

“What? Are you okay?” Susie patted him down the sides, as if she could determine injuries

by touch alone.
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“I'm okay. It freaked me out a bit. Them too, I think. They're going to pay me for my time.

Ten bucks an hour.”

“Oh, well, that's not too bad.” Susie knew how strapped he was for cash, but Adam could
tell from her tone she thought Adam could do better.

“Probably as interesting as any teacher's-assistant position I've ever had, and they said

they'd work around my shifts.”
“Look, be careful, okay? You don't know anything about those guys.”
Not true. Adam knew he'd like to take one of them to bed and not let him leave.
“Don't worry. I'm sure they're harmless.”
“Hey, at least they're hot.” Susie waggled her brows in an exaggerated leer.

Adam nodded. He wasn't sure if that was a bonus right now, especially if his dick

continued to be as unruly around Carmichael as it had been so far.
* %k %k

Carmichael saw Oliver leave the café and crossed the street to meet him. What was the
matter with him? He might be nothing more than an ex-military grunt, but he'd never been so
unprofessional. Oliver was going to bitch, with good reason. There was no acceptable

explanation Carmichael could offer without admitting his attraction to Adam.

He was going to get himself fired if he wasn't careful. Working investigations for the
agency was an ideal job for someone like him, who'd gone into the army right out of school and
been honorably discharged for a shrapnel injury. When he'd been recruited, he'd been desperate,
not knowing what he was going to do with his life. Despite the weirdness, he had grown to love

the excitement of this job and wanted to keep it.
“Let's go,” Oliver snapped as soon as he was within range.

“But—”

“Here.” Oliver thrust a napkin at him. “I got his address. Run a background check if it'll
make you happy.” Uh, no. He had a feeling Oliver would be even angrier if he did so.
Nevertheless, he put the napkin in his coat pocket.

“Look, Cardoso, I'm—”
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“Save it, Carmichael. I don't know what bug crawled up your ass, but you'd better get it out

sometime in the next five hours. Now, we've got some equipment to set up.”

Oliver strode ahead of him, heading for the car. Carmichael knew he'd been an ass. How
could he want someone he didn't think he respected or liked? His attraction to Adam was a
weakness. Like a cornered animal, he was lashing out. For the sake of his job, he was going to

squash his lust, shut up, and keep his head down.

Three hours later, Carmichael had mentally prepared himself to spend an evening with
Adam. He and Oliver had spent most of the time setting up equipment in Oliver's room.
Thankfully his partner wasn't a man to sulk or hold grudges, so Carmichael was able to avoid an

uncomfortable afternoon. For Oliver, the day was like any other workday.

Afterward, with little else to do, Carmichael returned to his room for a nap. Ducks were far
manlier than cats, for damned sure. The Mallard Room didn't make him itch. Well, not as much,
anyway. He hoped Oliver felt the ducks staring at him while he slept as much as Carmichael felt

the cats. It would serve him right for making them stay in this place.

Fifteen minutes after four, Carmichael's bedside alarm went off. A few minutes later, while

he was splashing water on his face, he heard pounding on his door.
He flung the door open. “What?”
“Adam can't make it tonight,” Oliver bit out, foul mood back in place.

“Why?” Carmichael tamped down a quick spurt of emotion. He couldn't tell if it was relief

or regret and didn't want to analyze it. Adam hadn't canceled because of him. Surely not.

“Said his relief at the café called in sick and he had to stay until close. Said he was free all
day tomorrow. But let me tell you, if he cancels tomorrow...” Oliver's forehead wrinkled into a
frown, and Carmichael knew he'd be in deep shit if that happened. Because without a doubt, it
would be all his fault. They could find someone else to do what they needed, but it would take a

lot longer for one of the other townspeople to trust them.

Carmichael still didn't know why Adam had been so willing and open, but he hadn't sensed
any sort of guile in the kid. Kid. Only two years younger, but it felt like a decade or more. Still,
calling Adam “kid” might help keep Carmichael's cock under control. His arousal had never
fully subsided. Even now, all it took was remembering those bottle green eyes, and his erection

threatened to rise up again.



MIA Case Files: Wolfsbane 21

“If he cancels, I'll make it right.” But Carmichael hoped he wouldn't have to.

Oliver nodded, accepting his promise. “I'm going to monitor the equipment. Doubt we'll

see any activity tonight. That would be too convenient.”

“I think I'll walk around a bit, get the lay of the land.” Walking was often better for
scouting than driving, and it would be dark soon, mitigating how much he didn't belong in this

picture-perfect town.
® k%

Through the window, Bill watched Adam stroke his cock, feeling an answering hardness in
his own groin. What he wouldn't give to be in there, smoothing his hands over that perfect body,
instead of up in a tree, peering in. He'd wanted Adam from the first minute he saw him, but never

thought there was a chance. Adam was back in Rothburg and would soon be ready for the taking.

They could be together in ways Bill hadn't ever imagined in those first early days when the
sight of Adam as an eighteen-year-old high school senior sent blood thumping to his prick, hot
and heavy. At first he hadn't understood his reaction. He hadn't understood Adam was meant to

be his.

Bill had thought long and hard about how he'd claim Adam. He might need to be punished,
just a little, for how long he'd made Bill wait for him. All those long hours with his right hand, a

poor substitute for Adam's ass.

After stripping Adam naked, like he was now, Bill would bind Adam's wrists to the
headboard. With ass upraised, straining to be filled, oh, he'd slide his cock into that hot, tight
hole. Be like coming home, and Adam would know it. Adam would push back into the thrusts,
whimpering, begging for a touch to his cock, promising anything in return for being allowed to
come. He'd have to wait, though, wait until his ass was filled with hot spunk, wait until he was
sobbing for release. That's when Bill would grant him permission. Only then would Adam get

the pressure he craved.

Adam's hand stroked a little faster, his other hand snaking down to cup his balls. Bill
licked his lips. With the window cracked open, and his newly enhanced senses, the scent of
Adam's musky precum and the faint sounds of flesh on flesh reached Bill in his perch. The

temptation was too great, and he pulled his pulsing erection from his pants. He gripped it tight,
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like he imagined Adam's sphincter would grasp, trying to keep the hot, hard cock lodged deep
inside.

Oh yeah. Soon Adam would be his. Adam had smiled at him today. Shown Bill he was
ready to be claimed. Before long, everything would be in place, and his long wait would be
rewarded. He could show Adam how much he cared. It was fate. His new abilities, combined

with Adam's return, were fate rewarding him for his patience.

Transfixed, he watched Adam's body buck and shift in preparation for orgasm. What was
Adam thinking about? Who? Maybe Adam was imagining Bill fucking him. Bill's hand sped up;
he wanted to come at the same time. A geyser of cum shot from the end of Adam's long, hard
dick, splattering across the almost hairless chest. With a subvocal grunt, Bill joined Adam in

ecstasy, his cock firing an answering volley.

When it was over, he waited in the tree, watched his semen drip down the branch alongside

the pine sap. Minutes after cleaning up, Adam fell asleep, and Bill climbed down.

It had been days since he'd had time to relax like this. He hoped he wouldn't have to wait

so long before watching over Adam again.
* %k %

Carmichael paced outside by the SUV, the morning already warming up enough to make
him reconsider his long-sleeved black tee. Days like this, he wished he smoked. Might give him
something to do with his hands besides wringing someone's neck. Oliver was taking his sweet
time with breakfast, and Adam was... Carmichael checked his watch. Okay, well, he wasn't late
yet. Damn. Carmichael hated this. Stomach twisted in knots, he'd been unable to eat anything,
although he'd choked down a cup of too-hot, sludgelike coffee. Right now he didn't know if he

was hoping Adam would or wouldn't show up as promised.

If Adam showed, he'd have to spend all day with a kid—a man—he was incredibly
attracted to yet wasn't sure he even liked. The stress of yesterday had to be playing tricks on his
mind. He couldn't accept any other explanation. No way was Adam as sexy as Carmichael
remembered. When he'd woken with his morning woody, it was the memory of those bottle
green eyes along with a few quick strokes of his hand that had pushed him over the edge into

orgasm. And that pissed him off.
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Carmichael's shoulders knotted in frustration when he heard his name called. Turning
around, he felt his heart begin pounding like parade drums. Dammit. Adam was every bit as
gorgeous as he remembered, maybe more so. Today he was dressed in jeans that looked painted
on and a loose red sweater that skimmed the top edge of the belt holding up the low-slung pants.

If Adam lifted his arms a bit, the firm flesh of his abs would be visible.

Cock twitching and threatening to fill in response to that wayward thought, Carmichael
tightened his jaw, pulled his gaze away from Adam's midsection, and frowned.

“You're late,” he growled.

Adam raised a dark eyebrow in response.

“So am L,” Oliver said behind him, a warning clear in the tone of his voice.

Carmichael felt a flush of embarrassment ride up into his cheeks. God. He'd obeyed orders
from commanding officers without question, including orders he hated or that were patently
absurd. Almost ten years in the army, and he'd obeyed well enough, he'd never gotten a
reprimand. Why was this so difficult? Being pleasant and making small talk weren't skills he

possessed, but he was going out of his way to be disagreeable, and that wasn't like him. Usually.

Head down in an effort to hide his reddened cheeks, Carmichael unlocked the SUV and got
in the driver's seat. Adam opened the passenger-side door to the backseat.

Carmichael heard Oliver ask, “Are you sure you don't want to sit up front?” Shit,
Carmichael hadn't considered that possibility.

“Nope, the back is fine. I don't mind,” Adam replied. “Carmichael,” he called into the car,
making Carmichael flinch.

“Yes?”

“Okay if I put my skateboard in the back?”

Carmichael didn't bother to reply, just popped the back hatch. Skateboard. What self-
respecting twenty-six-year-old man rode a skateboard? The thought went a long way toward
dampening the arousal that had, well, never quite subsided, despite his jacking off this morning.
Skateboard. Lived with parents. Worked in a café. Yep, worked like ice water down the pants.

He heaved a sigh of relief but made the mistake of looking in the rearview mirror when

Adam climbed into the car. Those eyes caught his, and Carmichael was back where he'd started.
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At least his overcoat was in the car. Might be too warm out today for it, but it would save him a

shitload of humiliation.

Oliver slid into the passenger seat and slammed the door shut with a little more force than

Carmichael thought necessary. But he didn't dare say anything, not with the mood Oliver was in.
Carmichael started the engine. “Where to?”

“Adam, can you direct us to the library?” Oliver asked, flicking a minuscule piece of lint

from the knee of his navy suit.
“Certainly.”

Carmichael followed Adam's directions without saying a word to either man. He wasn't
sure why Oliver wanted to go to the library, but he didn't feel like asking either. Better to keep
his mouth shut. Less chance of getting into more trouble.

Within a few minutes, they'd pulled into the library's parking lot.

“Drop me off by the door,” Oliver said with a slight wave.

What? “Where are you going?”’

“Research. Towns like this don't usually have back issues of their newspapers online.”

“But...but...” Carmichael knew he was sputtering, but the knowledge did nothing to stop
it. “Aren't you going to need help?”

Oliver opened the car door and got out. Sticking his head back inside, he looked at Adam.
“Are you going to ride up front?”

“Oliver,” Carmichael almost shouted. “Did you hear me?”

“I heard you.” Oliver flicked an icy gaze over Carmichael, leaving frostbite in its wake.
Obviously Oliver had not forgiven him for his attitude. “But we'll get more done if one of us

does this and the other gathers anecdotes with Adam. I know how much you hate library

research.”

A glare accompanied Oliver's last sentence, and Carmichael knew he had to shut up and
deal. He'd spent too long in the military to start defying the man who was, essentially, his CO.
Carmichael gave a sharp nod, and the skin around Oliver's eyes crinkled, a prelude to a smile. He

backed out of the car, leaving the door open for Adam, who bounded out of the backseat and into
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the front before Oliver had even ascended the steps to the library entrance. The car door thudded

closed, confining the two men in the car.

Pulling his seat belt across his lap, Adam turned to Carmichael, a huge smile on his face.
Carmichael didn't smile but allowed his lips to give an answering twitch. It wasn't fair.

Temptation had never been so compelling. And gorgeous.
“So are you going to give me more information about what we're doing?” Adam asked.

Oh holy hell. What the fuck had Oliver told him? Or not told him? Shit. He couldn't
remember. Adam distracted him, and distractions affected his work. He couldn't afford that;

work was all he had.
“What did Oliver say? So I won't repeat anything.”

Adam gave him a look that Carmichael wasn't able to interpret. “Ten bucks an hour. Clock

starts now,” Adam said with a bright grin.

The expression was so genuine, Carmichael's facial muscles were surprised into unbending
enough to return the smile. Although if Adam needed the money that bad, he should consider
getting a job not in a café. Thinking about Adam's irresponsible life choices would make this day

less endurable, so Carmichael shut off that line of thought.
“That's it?”
“And you wanted a guide around town. I'm a little unclear about what's going to take all

day, though. Not much in the way of folklore around here.”
Carmichael pulled out of the parking lot and guided the car back to the center of town.

“Let's start by hitting major landmarks and important buildings in town. I'll learn my way
around, and while we're doing so, we can also cover any stories you might have about...I don't
know...ghosts, weird lights in the sky, mysterious disappearances. Any sort of strange stories

would be good.”

For the first time in his short career with the agency, he was in charge of lying to
informants about his investigation. Carmichael found he hated it. He'd rather tell the truth, but he
had a damn good idea of how well that would play out. Adam would think he was batshit crazy.
Not that he cared what Adam thought of him, but it might make it awkward—more awkward—to
work together. Why couldn't this be like the other jobs? How could Oliver think Carmichael was

cut out for this type of subterfuge? Straightforward brawn, he was good at.
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“Ghost stories? Weird happenings? Okay, yeah, there's a few of those. Why don't we walk

around? Most of the places are in the historic district.”

Historic district. Yeah, could be. Few of the cases he and Oliver had investigated had to do
with anything too modern. Why that should be, Carmichael didn't know and never cared to ask.

“Sure, sounds good. Tell me where to go.”

Carmichael heard a muffled snort through the hand Adam clamped over his face. Yeah,
yeah, he'd sort of walked into that one, but he was glad Adam hadn't taken him up on the obvious
dig. Carmichael had been an ass ever since they'd met. However, he didn't say anything else, just
followed Adam's directions and pulled into a parking spot. Adam bounced, actually bounced, out

of the car and stood on the sidewalk, waiting for him.

Taking a deep breath, Carmichael extricated himself from the car in a more sedate manner.
He ignored his impulse to spend the day five paces behind Adam to admire his rounded ass. But

that would be more overt than he'd ever been, and ever would be, out of the military or not.

Work. He was working. Squashing his desires down, Carmichael drew up beside Adam

and gestured. “Let's get started.”
“Over here...” Adam started walking.

Fumbling in his pocket for his digital voice recorder, Carmichael asked, “Mind if I record
this?” At least he could be up front about this. Recording Adam without permission would have
felt wrong, slimy. As irresponsible and immature as Adam was, he wasn't a shitheel like most of

the people Carmichael encountered in the course of his job.

Besides, a folklore researcher? Would probably want to record everything. What the hell
kind of occupation was that, anyway? Not for the first time, Carmichael wished Oliver had

picked a cover Carmichael knew anything about.
* k%

Four hours later, Carmichael was ready to punch someone, Oliver at the top of his list.
Adam had dragged him past every historic building and had some boring-ass story about each
and every one. Not only was Rothburg tame beyond belief, but it had the most vanilla history

Carmichael had ever heard.
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If he never heard another story about ghostly cats and wailing women... Not one story was
sinister enough, or recent enough, to have prompted the agency to send them out here. If ghosts
existed, they were of no more concern to the agency than satanists were. Harmless, relatively
speaking, compared to the scary shit the Umbrae were capable of. Residual energies had nothing
on possession by evil entities from another world, turning people into some of myth's worst

nightmares.

When Adam had mentioned disappearing pets an hour ago, Carmichael had gotten excited.
Even if they were dealing with something as mundane as a serial killer, disappearing pets might

have been the start of it all. Until Adam told him it had happened a hundred years ago.

Researchers at the agency hypothesized that portals could reopen in the same place over
and over throughout the ages, and there was some suspicion that any portal activity weakened the
barrier between worlds, even after the portals were closed. But with no follow-up, no
continuance of pattern, no dead bodies, well, Carmichael couldn't believe it had any bearing on
the case. Now he was starving, and his knee ached. Adam was a good storyteller, and his voice

was like a caress, but enough was enough.

“Isn't there anything more recent? More...” Did he dare specify what he was after?

“More what?” Adam stopped midstory and looked expectantly at him.

Fuck it. Oliver had left him in charge of this, and he wasn't going to second-guess himself
anymore.

“More sinister. Unexplained deaths or disappearances.”

Adam tilted his head to the side. Sunlight lit up a patch of skin where his neck joined his
shoulder that called to Carmichael's tongue. Dammit. Carmichael draped his trench coat

protectively in front of his groin.
“Can we break for lunch?” Adam asked.

“God, yes,” Carmichael replied. Food. “I haven't eaten since breakfast yesterday.” Which
was his own stupid fault, and partly Adam's, but explained a good deal of his fatigue and
irritation.

“Yesterday? No wonder you're so grouchy,” Adam said with a grin.

Carmichael growled in response. Getting cozy with strangers wasn't something he did well.

So what? Most people weren't worth getting to know.
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Walking into the diner, Carmichael scoped out the table farthest away from any potential
eavesdroppers. The insatiable curiosity of the townspeople had been assuaged this morning, he
hoped. Gossip had flown through the town like it was on a divine mission. After about an hour,
and a brief introduction to five or six people, it had become obvious that all subsequent
interactions were with people who already knew Carmichael's name and supposed purpose for
being in town. Which meant more probing questions as to the nature of his work. Adam had

deflected them with skill, leaving Carmichael surprised and grateful.

Adam amazed Carmichael yet again by leading him to the exact table he'd had in mind.
Had Adam been able to sense how uncomfortable he was with all the attention and nosy

questions?

“Hey, honey, what can I get you?” The buxom waitress was at their table before

Carmichael's ass hit the seat.

Wow. Eager service. “Water and a burger,” Carmichael said. No point in looking at a

menu. Places like this always had burgers, and it was hard to fuck one up.

“No problem, honey.” She continued checking him out, chest to package, and Carmichael
realized why she was being so attentive. What he couldn't figure out was why Adam wasn't

receiving equal or more attention.

“Ruthie, I'll get the same, please,” Adam said pleasantly.

If Carmichael hadn't been watching, he might have missed the look of disdain that
flickered over Ruthie's face when she deigned to glance at Adam.

“Sure.” Her tone lost its previous enthusiasm, and she left. Curious. A bad breakup or
something? Granted, most of the townspeople they'd met today had acted strangely around
Adam, but Carmichael chalked that up to his own presence. None of them had been as overt

about it as Ruthie, though.

Adam was very attractive. Maybe he'd slept around a lot, broken lots of girls' hearts. He
could be the town's bad boy, but his disposition was alarmingly sunny, which didn't equate to
Carmichael's notion of a bad boy. Maybe—

“Carmichael!”

He became aware that this wasn't the first time Adam had said his name. Warmth crept into

his cheeks. Again. Fuck, what was it about this kid?
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“Sorry, I, uh...was thinking of something else.”
“Really? I hadn't noticed,” Adam said with a good-natured grin.

“Well?” Carmichael asked, trying to ignore the way his face heated further at the teasing.
He hadn't realized until he'd rolled into Rothburg that he was still capable of blushing. He'd

always associated it with naiveté, and he hadn't felt innocent in a long time.
“Well, what?” Adam asked.
“I assumed you wanted to say something. Isn't that why you said my name?”
Oh. Nice to see Carmichael wasn't alone in the embarrassment department.

“Er. Yes. Sorry.” Adam's gaze shifted down to the table, and his long, slender fingers
stroked over his cutlery, as though he were considering how to broach a difficult subject. A ring
of braided, silver-colored metal on Adam's thumb caught Carmichael's eye as the well-shaped

hands fidgeted.
Those amazing green eyes looked up at him, filled with apologies.
“Carmichael, I'm sorry. I can't do this.”
“Can't do what?”
“Today, those stories, well, most of them aren't true.”

Ghost stories. No one sane would believe they were true, outside of the agency. A year
ago, Carmichael would have agreed. But he'd learned otherwise. A faint shiver traveled down his
frame as he remembered the first case he'd investigated with Oliver. Probably the most important
moment in his life, when his belief in what was real, possible, shattered.

Whatever. Didn't have anything to do with today. Or this investigation.

He might as well find out why Adam seemed so remorseful. He stared at Adam, silent,
waiting for the explanation he knew would come. Most people didn't deal well with silence.

“Look, you don't have to pay me. I shouldn't have done it.” Adam's gaze dropped back to
the table.

“Done what?” Carmichael was confused, but he found sitting across from Adam's

gorgeous features eased his customary annoyance with that mental state.

“I made everything up. Well, no, not everything, but most of it.”
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It took longer than it should have, but the meaning behind Adam's words trickled into

Carmichael's brain.

“You made it up. Made. It. Up. Four hours of my time, wasted.” Yeah, Adam might be
gorgeous, but that wasn't going to be enough. Carmichael stared, eyes narrowing, wondering if

Oliver would let him get away with pummeling the little shit, just a bit.

“I'm sorry. I couldn't resist.” Adam looked beseechingly at him. “But you and Oliver—you

were both lying to me, so [—”
Carmichael coughed, surprised. “How? I mean, why?”

“Oh, honey, are you all right?” Ruthie raced over and patted him on the back, although it

felt more like a caress than any attempt to aid him.

“I'm fine, miss.” Carmichael didn't miss the flash of irritation in Adam's eyes at the
interruption. Good, they were on the same page. Ruthie needed to get lost so he could get some

answers. She was way too attentive.

“Are you sure? Can I get you anything?” Ruthie was still rubbing his back, making

Carmichael uncomfortable.
“No, thanks. I'm fine now,” Carmichael said.
“Well, okay, you holler if you need anything.”

From her? Yeah, like that would ever happen. Carmichael nodded and looked back at

Adam as Ruthie moved away.

“What did you mean? What were we lying about?” Carmichael didn't want to give any
more away than he had to, but something told him this mission wasn't going to go as smoothly as

Oliver anticipated.

“You're not folklore researchers. That's obvious. I'd guess you're not professors or writers
either. So since you lied to me about who you were, I lied about all those stories. I'm...sorry.”

Adam blushed, eyes downcast, voice more somber than Carmichael had ever heard.

He...lied. Carmichael wasn't quite sure what to think. Fingers drummed the tabletop as he
considered the ramifications. Sure, Carmichael wasn't the best actor around, but damn, Adam
was sharp. That'd show Oliver for coming up with such a dumb cover story. In fact, he couldn't

wait to tell Oliver all about it, rub his nose in it. Screwing up might not be Carmichael's fault.
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The ridiculous stories Adam had told him flickered through his brain. Oh God. He snorted, a

smothered laugh escaping.

It was enough. Adam looked up, green gaze incredulous. Carmichael pressed his lips
together, trying to keep the mirth in, but he couldn't. Another laugh bled out before Adam started
laughing too.

Oh, he was pretty. Carmichael's cock took a more definite interest, but the insane humor of

the situation helped his control. The glares Ruthie shot at the both of them helped too.

Minutes later, she slammed their lunches down. Adam picked up a fry and popped it into
his mouth, eyes still tearing. Carmichael didn't smile at him, but he felt like he'd overcome a
hurdle. He could spend a while in Adam's company. It wasn't like they were going to get
married. Or date. Or fuck. Not that he would mind. Yeah, right. Not mind. He'd fucking love to
spend a whole lot of time naked with Adam, but he didn't know if the kid was straight or not.
And Carmichael never made the first move. Ever. It wasn't prudent for someone lurking in the

closet's door frame.

Oliver might kill Carmichael later, but Adam gave Carmichael the excuse he needed to do

what he considered right.

He leaned back against the wall, reviewing the relative positioning of the people in the
diner. Ruthie was still paying more attention to him than Carmichael was comfortable with. A
police officer, younger than Oliver but older than Carmichael, had come in and sat down at the
counter. Carmichael hadn't missed the searching glance he'd been treated to, but Carmichael had
given him a faint nod, and the officer had accepted the courtesy. Local law enforcement could be

problematic in his line of work, given the secrecy surrounding the agency's activities.

“Look, kid, eat up. I don't want to talk about this here, but I'll explain everything after
lunch. My room, okay?” Still a lie. He couldn't explain everything. Not only would Oliver kill
him, but there was no way Adam would believe him. Hi, I work for a secret government agency.
We investigate dangerous paranormal activity caused by a thinning of the barriers between
worlds, and we shut it down. Yes, that would be the Metaphysical Investigative Agency. No, I'm
not making it up.

What a quick way to get committed. Thinking about trying to convince someone he wasn't

a lunatic made his brain swim. Hell, his colleagues at the agency hadn't even told him that much
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before he'd gone out on his first case. There was a limit to what most rational humans would
accept, unless they had tangible, unequivocal proof. Proof he could not provide to Adam to
support his case.

Adam nodded, swallowing. “So does this mean you still want to work with me?”

Want? A dangerous word. But Carmichael had already decided he could explain some
things to Adam, and once he did, there would be no point in recruiting someone else for this task.

“Sure, no problem,” Carmichael said. Adam grinned at him again. God, he seemed so
young but so damned appealing.

“I'll be back in a minute,” Adam said as he stood. Carmichael nodded and absolutely did
not watch Adam's sexy ass as he made his way to the restroom. Did not.

Adam hadn't quite reached the door when the police officer slipped away from the counter
and slid into Adam's vacated seat.

“Afternoon,” Carmichael greeted the cop. Shit, Oliver was much better at these encounters.

“Afternoon. I notice you're new around here.”

“Yes.”

More than curiosity or small-town friendliness prompted the man's actions. Otherwise why
wait until Adam left the table?

“I'm the chief of police for Rothburg. Know Adam from the city, do you?”

What? Carmichael hadn't expected Adam's name to enter the conversation, even though his
absence had triggered the visit. Carmichael had expected the show of power in the introduction.

Most cops wanted you to know where you stood, right up front, in case you were a potential

criminal. He peered at the nameplate on the brown-haired man's uniform.

“No, not at all, Chief Sarkovsky.” Carmichael made an effort to keep his tone respectful.
The chief could make his job very difficult if he chose.

“You looked chummy.”

This was bad. Not for the first time, Carmichael wished Oliver were there. He must have
walked into some long-standing issue the town had with Adam, and he didn't know what the fuck
was going on. Was the cop trying to protect Adam, or was Carmichael somehow guilty by

association?
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From the piercing look the chief directed his way, Carmichael knew he'd have to cough up

some explanation. He hoped it wasn't going to upset anyone.

“My colleague and I hired Adam to perform a few odd jobs for us while we're in town.”

The chief nodded and stroked his clean-shaven chin. For whatever reason, Carmichael
didn't think the man believed him.

“You know, lots of folks round here don't approve of our Adam.”

Okay, this was totally fucked-up. Had to be a prank. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Just a friendly warning,” Chief Sarkovsky said as he rose to his feet. “If you plan on
spending time with Adam, you might want to be prepared.” The chief returned to his stool at the

counter and picked up his cup of coffee, as though he hadn't dropped the most surreal and
obscure warning that Carmichael had ever received.

He couldn't even tell if the chief was one of the “folks” who disapproved of Adam. Might
have been nice if he'd mentioned why. But then, these small towns had long memories. Whatever
beef the townspeople had with Adam, Carmichael couldn't imagine it would matter; he and
Oliver weren't going to be in town long.

Looking toward the restrooms, he saw Adam returning, a smile on his face, and

Carmichael shoved the bizarre behavior of the police chief to the back of his mind.

“Ready to head out?”
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Chapter Three

In a surprisingly short time, they'd finished lunch, and Adam followed Carmichael to his
room at the bed-and-breakfast. Lunch, not overfilled with conversation, had been less stressful
than any of Adam's encounters with Carmichael yet. Something had happened to allow him to
relax, a bit, in Adam's company. He'd almost laughed, which Adam thought was a huge step
forward. And he'd picked up Adam's tab at the diner, although that might have been part of the
job offer that Adam had missed.

Maybe Carmichael's attitude was the result of nothing more than the concern of the
iiberstraight man that a gay guy would pounce and make unwelcome advances at any
opportunity. Perhaps spending the morning together had convinced Carmichael that Adam could
demonstrate some self-control. Sure, Adam would give his left nut for a chance at that
spectacular body, but few straight men would appreciate an obvious come-on, and Adam had no

desire to get beat up. Would mess up their new working relationship, that was for sure.

Good thing Carmichael didn't know he'd starred in Adam's jack-off session last night.
Beating off to visions of Carmichael naked and fucking him had given Adam the most intense
orgasm he'd ever had on his own. Information like that might put Carmichael in a sour mood. Or
back in a sour mood, anyway. Damn, though, his mind had conjured up images so vivid, he'd had
a difficult time looking Carmichael in the eyes first thing this morning. He'd been afraid

Carmichael would read the lust in his eyes like a flashing LED billboard.

Now, though, Carmichael had unbent enough to invite Adam up to his room. Sure, it was
only one in the afternoon, and they weren't going for a little afternoon fuckfest, but Adam was
pleased by the demonstration of trust. The library closed at four today, so it couldn't be too long
before Oliver called for a pickup. Adam would rather get the explanations out of the way before

dealing with Oliver. His staid, officious appearance made Adam feel like he was back at school,
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waiting for the principal to give him detention. It didn't help that he'd made a mistake in this

case.

Intentionally screwing up a job was not something he did. Wasn't like him. So what if
Oliver and Carmichael had lied to him? It shouldn't have mattered. They were paying him. They
weren't asking him to do anything illegal, immoral, or unethical. He should have done the job to
the best of his ability. The guilt had been eating him up, so he'd confessed. He should be glad his
mother had never been the type to indulge in guilt trips, because he would have been a sucker for

them.

“Hey, you okay?” Carmichael glanced at him as they got out of the car in the parking lot,

voice soft.

“Yeah, fine.” Thinking about his mother made him sad, but he was surprised Carmichael

had noticed anything.

“Come on.” Carmichael waved him in the door. Adam was glad the B and B had a separate
entrance for registered guests. He wouldn't have relished the gossip that would spring up if he

had to walk past Gladys in the middle of the day, with a good-looking man from the city.
“Which room did you get?”
“The Manx.”

Oh, man. Hilarious. Adam swallowed a laugh at Carmichael's curled lip and derisive tone.
That alone might be proof Gladys had a sense of humor, putting a man like Carmichael in that

room.

After Carmichael ushered him into the room, Adam glanced around. Unbelievable. He'd
never been in this room before, but the overwhelming catness more than lived up to the
comments he'd heard. Gladys should be strung up for this offense against aesthetics. Damned

funny, though.

The presence of a sitting room might have accounted for Carmichael's comfort in asking
him back here. Adam could see a precisely made bed through a partially closed door, and he
shivered a little, imagining Carmichael spread out on those sheets, rumpling them. Naked.
No...not naked. Don't think about naked. Adam's pants constricted, and frantic, he focused on

the worst decorating disaster—the drapes.
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“Have a seat,” Carmichael said as he dropped into a chair on the other side of the table. “I
don't have drinks or anything.” He didn't sound apologetic, but then, it amazed Adam he'd

thought about offering refreshments at all.

“No problem. We can always stop by the café, if need be.” Adam settled into the chair,
wondering if the end result of this little powwow would be his never seeing Carmichael again,
never mind having the opportunity for a cup of coffee with him. It shouldn't matter either way,
but money or no, Adam desperately wanted to spend more time with Carmichael. As stupid as

that was.

Carmichael frowned, and Adam got the distinct sense Carmichael was considering how to

edit what he was going to tell him.

“So...you were going to explain?” Adam prompted. If that didn't work, he would try to
find out if Carmichael was his first or last name, and what else went with Carmichael, because it
piqued his curiosity.

“Yes, yes, I know. Sorry, I've never told anyone about this before. I work for an agency

called MIA—"

“MIA? What does that stand for? I mean, other than the usual 'missing in action."”

Oh, that was an interesting look. Adam didn't know how he knew, but Carmichael was
going to lie to him. Again.

“Murrumbidgee Investigative Agency. And as [ was saying—"

“Murrumbidgee?” Adam said. How idiotic did Carmichael think he was? But then, maybe
this line of bullshit would work with most people. “You're a long way from home, then. Why is

it you care about Rothburg, again?”
“What do you mean, 'a long way from home'?”

“Murrumbidgee is in Australia, mate,” Adam said, putting on a heavy Aussie accent. There

was that pretty blush again. Ha. Teach him to underestimate the kid.

Carmichael rubbed his face in his hands before he stared right into Adam's eyes. Gorgeous

blue eyes held his, and Adam knew that this would finally be the truth.
“Look, you aren't going to believe me.”

CCTry me.”
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“Fine.” Carmichael nearly knocked over his chair as he stood and walked over to the

window, then twitched aside the curtains to look out.
“I work for a secret government agency.”

“Really?” Adam couldn't quite keep the sarcasm out of his voice. He'd been so sure
Carmichael wasn't going to lie again. There wasn't any point to this, and Adam stopped feeling

guilty about his own lies. “Never mind. Don't bother trying to come up with anything else.”

Head snapping back, Carmichael glared at him. “Stop interrupting. You wanted the truth;
I'm going to give it to you. I don't care if you believe it or not, but you can't tell anyone else, got
it?”

Okay, then. “Sorry. Lips are sealed and all that. Go on,” Adam said, waving a hand.

Carmichael responded by stomping back to the chair and dropping down into it. Better.
The whole forlorn, introspective, peering-out-of-the-window nonsense didn't suit Carmichael,

not one bit.

“The agency is called MIA. But its full name is—Never mind. I can't tell you. But it
doesn't matter. It's the government. They love acronyms. Anyway, we're closely connected to the
CID, but not actually military. We investigate unusual occurrences with no clear signs of
criminal activity.” Carmichael's speech pattern changed for the last sentence, letting Adam know

he chose each word with care.

Adam sat for a few seconds, but it soon became obvious that Carmichael thought his

explanation was complete. “Can I ask questions?”

Carmichael nodded. “I can't answer all, or even most, of them. I've already told you more

than I should. A lot of what I work with is classified.”

Uh-huh. He didn't look insane, but Adam had never heard anything so ridiculous. He
wasn't the world's best judge of character, but he thought Carmichael was telling the truth, at

least as he knew it to be. Man, oh, man. How could someone so fucked-up turn him on so much?
“Why all the secrecy if there's no criminal activity?”

Squirming a little in his seat, Carmichael opened and closed his mouth a couple of times.

Yeah, Adam wasn't surprised he didn't know how to answer the question. How could he?

“I said no clear signs of criminal activity.”
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“And that makes a difference how?”

“Look, you send a group like the FBI in somewhere, people get freaked out. And the FBI
would be hard-pressed to justify expending budget dollars on investigations that might not lead

to prosecution. We have a little more latitude, but because of that, we're also secret.”

Did Carmichael think this made any sense? At all? Adam thought about getting up,
storming out, telling Carmichael where he could stick this stupid job. Then he remembered.
Remembered his life—his boring, pathetic, lonely life. Did it matter how ridiculous and crazy
Carmichael's story sounded? It was, without a doubt, the most interesting thing to happen to him
since he'd moved home. And he might be able to forget, for a time, the depressing situation with

his parents.

Most people would counsel Adam to forget it. If Carmichael and Oliver believed the
nonsense Carmichael was spouting, they could be dangerous. Adam knew damn well Carmichael
was dangerous, but he also sensed he wasn't in any real physical danger from him. A broken nose
if Adam made a pass at him. A broken heart, maybe. Adam had already endured a broken heart
when Joel dumped him because coming back to Rothburg wasn't convenient or fashionable. He
wasn't going to be foolish enough to fall in love this soon, especially not with a straight man.

Unrequited lust was all he'd allow himself.
“Well, okay, then, secret-agent man. Does this mean I'm forgiven?”
Carmichael directed a glare at him. “Yes, if you'll help out. For real this time.”

“What are you looking for? For real this time,” Adam mimicked. “And why do you need
my help in the first place? I'm not an investigator.” He was an archeologist, or would be if he

ever got the chance to finish his degree.

“I'm sure Oliver could explain a lot better.”

“Why?”

“I've only been working for the agency for a year.”

“Really?” Adam wasn't sure he should allow himself to be sidetracked, but he wanted to
know more about Carmichael.

“Yeah, I was military police for the army, but I got injured. Shortly after my discharge, I

was recruited by the agency.”
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Military police? The army? Hoo-boy! Adam was happier than ever that he hadn't made a
move on Carmichael. He'd have been deader than dead. But it was nice to know he hadn't

mistaken the whole military vibe.

“You were injured?” And badly enough to be discharged? Impossible. Adam didn't think

he'd seen a more fit man in his life. And he'd spent some time searching.

“My knee. Shrapnel. Healed up well, but too much exertion...” Carmichael rubbed a palm
over the knee Adam presumed was the injured one. Oh shit. Shame heated him as he realized

how much walking they'd done, for no other purpose than to extract a little revenge.

“I'm so sorry. I didn't know.” Adam flexed his fingers, wanted to reach out, touch, and

soothe.

“What?” Carmichael looked confused, still rubbing at the affected joint. Adam glanced
down toward Carmichael's knee, and Carmichael snatched his hand back, fingers curled into a

fist. “It's nothing. Nothing.”
“But—”
“No. Forget it.”

Well, okay, then. Jeez, Adam had thought that they'd had a bit of a truce, but grouchy
Carmichael—no, make that grouchy Agent Carmichael—had made an abrupt return. Adam
sucked in a calming breath. Getting pissy wouldn't get him paid. But seriously, Carmichael

needed to relax some.

Adam pasted on a bright smile. It wasn't totally fake, because he'd had a quick flash of how

he'd like to help Carmichael relax. “Fine. You were going to tell me what you're looking for?”

Carmichael stared at Adam, amazed again by how imperturbably happy he was. Whatever
shit Carmichael dished out, Adam took it and smiled. Yet somehow Carmichael didn't get the
feeling Adam was a pushover. Immature, irresponsible, and on occasion childish, but not a
pushover. Just a genuinely happy person, something Carmichael didn't quite understand.

Happiness was not an emotion he had much familiarity with.

“What we're looking for. Right.” So far, the explanation had gone well. Maybe he wasn't as

shit at this covert stuff as he'd thought. However rotten it made him feel to deceive Adam, he
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knew it was necessary. He tried to take comfort in the fact that he'd told Adam as much as he

could, more than he'd ever told anyone about his job.

“Like I said before. Mysterious disappearances. Unexplained deaths. Maybe deaths that
seem too convenient. But I wasn't lying about the weirdness. Sometimes people use existing
stories of the paranormal—ghosts or whatever—to cover evidence of other activities. Dangerous

activities.”

The biggest problem with this covert stuff? All the damned talking he had to do. He might
have said more in the past hour to Adam than he'd said to Oliver in the past week. Oliver was,
without a doubt, better at the talking shit. But then, Carmichael had an attentive and attractive

audience. Made him damned chatty.

Adam nodded and stroked his index finger across his lips, drawing Carmichael's gaze like
a magnet to a lodestone. With deliberate precision, Carmichael placed both of his hands on the
table to prevent himself from adjusting his cock, which responded immediately to the sight. Such

perfect lips. He could only imagine how they'd feel on his own lips, his nipples, his dick.

He closed his eyes against the images as the unruly organ in question leaped at the idea.
Carmichael scooted his chair closer to the table and opened his eyes again. He reached into his
pocket to retrieve the digital voice recorder, taking the opportunity to surreptitiously adjust
himself as much as he could, and placed the device on the table.

“If you think of anything, can I still record it?”

Adam nodded, still looking lost in thought. “The first thing that comes to mind is Allenton
Woods.”

Now they were getting somewhere.
“What about them?”” Carmichael asked.

“People say they're haunted. Been stories about them for decades. Everyone avoids them.
Of the tourists who come to the campground, there's always a couple of thrill seekers who
venture off the trail. Sometimes teenagers on a dare. Usually a broken bone or something keeps

them from going too far.”
Interesting. “That sounds like a lot of coincidence.”

“Yeah, I know. It does. But that particular area is very treacherous, which is why there are

warning signs all over the place. My guess is that it has the reputation it does because of that
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danger. Some have reported loss of memory or strange, inexplicable sights—exaggerations,
probably. The townspeople never go there, and the rangers make a point of scaring the curious

oft.”

“How do you know what the rangers do? Were you one of those curious teenagers?”

“Maybe.” Adam's lips curled into a wicked grin. “Actually, that was part of my duties.
During the summer, I had a job with the park.”

“You're a ranger?”

Compressed lips let Carmichael know Adam had heard his unflattering, incredulous tone.

“No,” Adam said as he looked down at the table. “Another part-time job. With all the
campers, there's too much work for the rangers. I've had some experience outdoors; I'm young,
healthy, and familiar with the area.”

“Oh.” For a moment, Carmichael had been thrilled at the thought of Adam working a
decent job. “Why haven't you tried to become a ranger full-time?” If what Adam said was true,

there was no reason why he shouldn't get hired on. That had to be a better choice than the

unskilled labor he was currently engaged in.

Adam's gaze lifted back up, and his eyes glittered. “I don't want to be a ranger; that's why.”
There was an unexpected bite to his tone, and Carmichael realized he sounded like someone's
father. It wasn't any of his business, and the last thing he wanted to do was set himself up as a

mentor or anything.

“Whatever. It was just a question.” Carmichael brought his hands up, holding them palms

out in a defensive gesture. “Any deaths in this particular stretch of woods?”
“Not that I recall. I mean, hikers disappear all the time.”
“All the time?”

“I don't mean on a weekly basis or anything. But it happens. People don't take the proper
safety precautions, or they have bad luck. Most times the bodies are found, but not always. And

if they venture off state property, well, they take their chances.”
“What do you mean?”

“A section of Allenton Woods is part of the national park. The rest of it is private property.

The rangers know where the divider is, and neither regular patrols nor emergency searches will
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cross it. They won't leave park property, not near Allenton Woods. Don't know why, and it was

never explained.”

Carmichael frowned slightly. He didn't know much about the jurisdiction of park rangers
and how it related to trespassing laws when it came to searching for a missing person. Was it

unusual for an arbitrary line to thwart them in any way?

Unless it was that treacherous. No point in risking a ranger's safety without clear proof a
person had ignored posted warning signs. A little callous, maybe, but it was something Oliver

could look into. Liability and lawsuits made an awful lot of decisions these days.

Either way, he was certain Oliver would want at least one of them to check out the site in

person.
“Hey, can I use your bathroom?”

Carmichael nodded and took the opportunity to watch Adam's gorgeous ass walk away.
God. He adjusted himself again, not having to worry about Adam seeing. They had to get out of

there.

Thinking of anything beyond how much he wanted Adam was impossible. Visions of
fucking Adam, or being fucked by him, flitted through his mind with alarming frequency. The
proximity of the bed increased the chance of Carmichael doing something stupid and
humiliating. He wasn't as grouchy as Adam undoubtedly thought, but it was the only way he
could keep himself under control. Never in his life had he been so tempted to give in, to tell. But

without knowing if Adam swung the same way, it was a chance he couldn't take. Wouldn't take.
The toilet flushed, followed by the tap running. Carmichael tore his gaze off the door,
embarrassed. He'd been staring, waiting for Adam to reappear.

Checking his watch, he realized it could be a couple of hours before Oliver called. Without
any conscious direction, his gaze flipped back to the bed. Yeah, they had to get out of there. A

couple of hours, with no real tasks to accomplish? Way too dangerous for his peace of mind.
“Well, I think that's enough to start with for now, unless you can think of any other unusual
activity,” he said as Adam sat down again.

“Oh. Right. Sure.” Adam sounded disappointed, but Carmichael couldn't figure out why
that would be. “Well, I guess I'll be off, then. Call me if you need any more help.”
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Adam started to get out of the chair. Wait, what? Carmichael's hand shot out and clasped
Adam's forearm. “Where're you going, kid?” God, his skin was so soft and warm. Carmichael
took a deep breath, trying to convince his hand to release Adam's arm and not give in to the
almost overwhelming urge to caress, stroke. Even so, it was Adam's pointed look at his hand that

gave him enough impetus to let go.

Sinking back into the chair, Adam looked at Carmichael, questions in his eyes. Carmichael
was not going to blush again. Not.

“I thought you said we were done?”

“Sorry. You can go if you want. But I thought we could get a cup of coffee, wait for
Oliver, see where he wants to go from here.”

“Oh, okay.” A wide, happy smile followed Adam's words, once again tempting Carmichael
to return it. He didn't. “Want to go now?”

“Sure, why not?”” The sooner the better, as far as Carmichael was concerned.

* %k ok

The bed-and-breakfast was within walking distance of the café, but Carmichael chose to
drive anyway, since he might have to go pick up Oliver. Technically the library was also within
walking distance from the café, and Oliver could meet them there when he was done. If it were
him, though, Carmichael wouldn't want to walk too far in one of those company suits. If Oliver
had brought any other clothes with him, Carmichael would be shocked. Which meant

Carmichael would be checking out the damned haunted woods.

He held the door open for Adam, who gave him a shy smile before ducking his head down

and entering the café.

“Adam, what are you doing here?” The girl who'd been working the counter yesterday
greeted Adam with a grin. With an unpleasant churning in his midsection, Carmichael wondered

if she was Adam's girlfriend.
Not that he cared.
Nevertheless he paid close attention to their interaction.

“Hey, Susie. Just here to get a coffee.”



44 K. C. Burn

An older woman at the counter turned to look at Adam as he spoke, and gave him such a

venomous look, Carmichael almost stepped between them in a protective gesture.

“Hello, Mrs. Saunders. How are you today?” Adam sounded as friendly as ever. Had he
missed the look? Adam had already proved how smart he was, so he couldn't be oblivious. Did
he not care? The woman didn't look dangerous, but if someone looked at Carmichael that way,

there's no way he could have spoken pleasantly to them.

“Adam Farelli. Not working again, I see.” Mrs. Saunders's voice reminded Carmichael of

his high school principal's. Thoroughly disapproving.

Carmichael stepped up beside Adam and brought his shoulders back, widening his stance.
He knew doing so made him look larger and more intimidating, but the harridan didn't glance at

him. Lucky for her, her glare had smoothed out to something less antagonistic.
“No, Mrs. Saunders. Today is my day off.”

“Humph. This is one of the busiest days in the café. Instead Susie and Carol are working.
You're shirking.”

“Oh, I'd love to be working, but I don't make the schedule,” Adam said without a trace of
impatience.

“Hey, Adam, latte?”

“Susie, isn't mine ready yet?” Mrs. Saunders interrupted.

“Carol's finishing it up now. Adam, I know you're not working, but can you give me a
hand with something in the back?” Susie asked. “Won't take but a minute—Carol and I aren't

quite strong enough to move the shipment that came in this morning.”

“Sure thing. And a latte would be great.” Adam flipped up the counter and slid behind it

with practiced ease. He glanced back at Carmichael. “Black coffee, right?”
Carmichael nodded.

“And get Carmichael a black coffee, please,” Adam said as he disappeared into the back

room.
“Such a disappointment to his parents,” Mrs. Saunders said at Carmichael's side.

All of a sudden, Carmichael realized what the odd undercurrents were earlier today when

he and Adam had met various townspeople. Maybe even related to the strange warning the chief
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of police had given him at the diner. Many of the townsfolk must feel the same way as Mrs.
Saunders. To his chagrin, Carmichael realized he was part of that group. He had no right to care
what Adam did with his life, and he knew it was hypocritical of him to despise Mrs. Saunders for

vocalizing her disapproval, when he agreed with her. But despise her he did.

“What? Why would you say such a thing?” Carmichael asked with more force than

necessary for an uninterested party.
Mrs. Saunders glanced at him and blinked. “I take it you're a friend of Adam's.”

“Not really, no.” He might not have known Adam very long, but it felt strange, disloyal, to
say those words. Something about Adam, besides his sheer sex appeal, made Carmichael want to
protect him from everything, including whatever narrow-mindedness caused Mrs. Saunders's

shrewish comment.
She stared at him.

“Don't you have anything better to do than gossip with strangers?” Carmichael asked,
unable to believe the words coming out of his mouth. A further diatribe was rising behind his lips

when Susie interrupted.
“Here's your cappuccino, Mrs. Saunders.”

Mrs. Saunders took it and left without answering Carmichael's question. Not that he
needed an answer. Any parent would be disappointed with a twenty-six-year-old who didn't go to
school, rode a skateboard, and worked in a café. Especially one who still lived with them. But it
didn't change the fact that Adam was gorgeous, funny, sexy, and even-tempered. Carmichael

wanted him in the worst way, making him feel like a hypocritical ass.

“Don't mind her,” Susie said as she placed Carmichael's coffee in front of him.

“What?”

“She's a bitter old woman. Adam's a good guy.” She winked at him. Was she flirting with
him? Why would she care what he thought of Adam? At least she couldn't read his mind.
Because almost every thought he had of Adam was X-rated.

Carmichael shrugged and paid. He waited for Adam's latte and grabbed a seat. After a
couple of minutes, Adam reappeared and spoke to Susie briefly before ducking beneath the

counter to join him. He didn't know what Susie had said, but Adam directed one of those belly-

warming smiles at Carmichael, the kind that made Carmichael want to draw Adam into his arms



46 K. C. Burn

and kiss him. Not that he'd do it, especially not out in public, but the desire became more
compelling every time he saw those full pink lips curl and stretch into that happy expression. The

dimples only made it worse.
“Oh, I could have paid,” Adam said. He dug around in his pockets. “I've got some cash.”
“Don't bother. Consider it part of your salary.”

“Cool, thanks.”

They sat quietly for a minute. Several times Adam leaned forward, just a trifle, like he
wanted to say something. Carmichael's coldness and his grim visage tended to put people off
talking to him. It was useful on the job, both this one and in the army, but most times he dealt
with dangerous criminals or murderous creatures. He didn't know how to turn it off when he was

dealing with anyone else.

Taking pity on Adam, Carmichael gave small talk a try. “What do you do when you're not

working?”” He hoped the answer wasn't getting drunk or high.

Adam didn't launch into a laundry list of activities. Of the few emotions that crossed his
face, regret and sadness were the most striking. And the most unexpected. But Carmichael had

never been great at interpreting emotions.

Finally Adam spoke. “Not too much. Sometimes I do odd jobs, like lawn mowing, but

most people use a lawn service around here. I read a lot.”
No, not what Carmichael had expected. “What about your friends?”
This time there was no mistaking the sadness.
“Most of my friends don't live here.”

Frustration seized Carmichael. Couldn't Adam see that they'd grown up, moved on, left

him behind? Wasn't that enough motivation? What was the matter with him?

Oliver chose that moment to walk into the café, saving Carmichael from saying something
as disapproving as Mrs. Saunders had. Either that, or he'd try giving Adam a hug. Both options
would be mistakes.

Carmichael waved a hand, and Oliver nodded. He headed to the counter to place his order.

Leaning in toward Adam, Carmichael spoke quietly. “Don't say anything yet about what |

told you. I'll break it to Oliver later that you know we're not folklore researchers.”
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“Of course. I wouldn't want you to get in trouble.” Adam looked sincere.

How...sweet. Thoughtful. For all Adam's apparent irresponsibility, Carmichael knew he

could trust him to keep his word.

“Thought you were going to call for a pickup,” Carmichael said to Oliver when he sat

down with them.

Oliver shrugged. “The café wasn't far. Figured I'd have you meet me here. How did it go
today?”

Carmichael gave Oliver a summary of the day, excluding the uncomfortable, probing
questions from the townspeople and Adam's excellent storytelling skills. He glossed over those
details—the subject would be easier to deal with when they were alone. True to his word, Adam

kept his mouth shut, which boded well for his discretion in general.
“Interesting,” Oliver said.

“Did you find out anything at the library?” Carmichael asked before Adam could. Funny
how he could sense that Adam was dying to know. But then, Adam couldn't ask anything
specific without Oliver finding out Carmichael had ditched the whole folklore-researcher cover

story.
“Yes, there were a few items that might be what we're after.”

Carmichael knew Oliver's vagueness was intentional, and he could see Adam's curiosity
eating him alive. Oliver could see it too, because speculation appeared in his eyes.

“Carmichael, you'll have to check out those haunted woods.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Adam, are you available to guide him? I didn't misunderstand when Carmichael said
you'd worked for the park service?”

Adam bounced in his chair. “No, sir, you didn't. I'd be happy to guide him. How's
tomorrow? Would take a whole day, at least.”

“A whole day? Together?” Carmichael knew he sounded horrified, since both Adam and
Oliver turned to look at him. Oliver looked surprised. Adam was hurt, though, no mistaking it.

Shit. Carmichael royally fucked up, no matter what he did. He'd expected to be stuck searching
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the woods; he hadn't expected another whole day alone in Adam's company. His control was

already slipping, and people had surrounded them most of the day.

“Don't you have to work tomorrow?” Carmichael asked, trying to keep his tone mild. How
could he be off Friday and Saturday all day? Weren't those the busiest days in a café, with the

greatest potential to supplement income with tips? Why wouldn't Adam work them?

“I'm still the new guy,” Adam replied. “I don't get the best shifts yet, unless someone needs
time off. But if we're going tomorrow, we'll need to make sure we have the right supplies this
evening.”

“Perfect,” Oliver said, looking pleased. “Adam, if you could prepare a list, Carmichael can

make sure he gets everything.”

Well, that sounded like a joy and a half. If he were Adam, the list would have a bunch of
obscure shit for Carmichael to chase all fucking night, but Carmichael had already learned

enough to believe Adam would not be vindictive.

A few minutes later, Adam had written out a list on the back of a napkin and presented it to
Carmichael. Adam's fingers brushed his. He barely suppressed the shiver of lust that threatened
to shake his body, but he couldn't prevent the hairs on his forearm from standing up due to the
electricity of the connection. Damn. He had never felt anything like it before. He hoped Adam
wasn't aware of the effect he had on Carmichael. It would make—oh God—the whole day

tomorrow more uncomfortable and humiliating than it needed to be.

With a quick look through his eyelashes at Adam, he couldn't see any indication Adam
sensed anything out of the ordinary.

“Carmichael.” Oliver drained his coffee. “Need any help getting the stuff together? Maybe
Adam could help—”

“No,” Carmichael yelped. He saw the flash of hurt again on Adam's face, but right now it
didn't matter. His sanity was at stake if he didn't have some downtime away from the sexy Adam

Farelli.

“That's fine. I've got to get home,” Adam said and pushed away from the table. “I'll meet

you at the B and B at nine tomorrow morning.”

Before Carmichael or Oliver could confirm the plan, Adam left the café, his half-drunk

latte still steaming on the table.
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“What the fuck was that?”” Oliver was pissed off. Again. Carmichael was going to be lucky
to get this investigation wrapped up while he still had a job. At least this time he could divert
Oliver's attention. They had to discuss what Carmichael had told Adam and the way that their
cover story had changed. This time, however, it was much closer to the truth. Of course, Oliver

might still be angry.
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Chapter Four

Adam trudged home. He'd forgotten his skateboard in the back of Carmichael's SUV, but
he couldn't bring himself to go back into the café to ask for it. Home wasn't that far, and he could

always bring his bike tomorrow.

Tomorrow. Why had he signed up to spend the whole day hiking with Carmichael? Oh,
right, because he was an idiot. A horny, starry-eyed idiot completely smitten by a hot, sexy,
masculine, straight man. He'd let his dick make the decisions, knowing full well there wouldn't
be any opportunity, or even desire on Carmichael's part, to indulge. Dumb of him. Dicks weren't

smart, as had been proven time and again throughout the ages.

Sure, the money wouldn't hurt, but damn. Adam was already more wound up over

Carmichael than he'd ever been over Joel, and Joel had broken his heart.

Grouchy, lying, protective, gentle Carmichael. Susie had told him how Carmichael stood
up for him. At the diner, Carmichael had ignored Ruthie's blatant advances to converse with
Adam. Every time Carmichael snapped at him, Adam saw he regretted it. Adam could fall so

hard.

Every time Carmichael did something sweet, he evened the scales by lashing out at Adam.
Which should have cured Adam of his infatuation, but damn it, it didn't. Carmichael's sharp
words weren't malicious or hateful, just...accidental. Of course, the lack of respect hurt. Not that
he wasn't used to it—no one who lived in this town respected him. But he'd never expected to see

the town's attitudes mirrored in a stranger from the city.

Adam looked up, realizing his feet had brought him home on autopilot. He wiped away a
couple of errant and unexpected tears. No man he'd just met should have the ability to hurt him

like that, but somehow Carmichael's disapproval cut more deeply than the whole town's.

Walking in the door, he called to the nurse making tea in the kitchen. “Hello, Jennifer.

How are you today?”
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“Hi, Adam. I'm well, thank you. And your folks are doing fine,” Jennifer said, anticipating

his next question. “They had a good day.”

Oh shit. Had his parents been lucid and he'd missed it? Those days came so infrequently in
the past couple of months; he'd stopped believing the next one would come. Seemed strange that
a genetic disease had a stranglehold on both of his parents—who weren't that old, dammit. Now
they were merely animated bodies, reminding Adam of the many mummies he'd seen during the

course of his studies.

He moved closer to Jennifer, muscles in his neck and shoulders bunching. “Are they

still...”

“Oh, honey, I'm sorry. I didn't mean that. They weren't lucid today, but neither were they
agitated. They're both sleeping now. I know it's early, but I think they might sleep all night.”

The sudden tension washed away in relief, but he wasn't sure what he was relieved about.

Should he offer Jennifer the night off? Not that she wasn't getting paid, but Adam did feel
guilty about not shouldering more of the care of his parents. Of course, if anything went wrong,
he wasn't capable of helping. He was mere months away from being a doctor, but a PhD in

archeology had no practical application when it came to medical emergencies.

Would he ever go back to school? Would he ever manage to finish those few final months
of work?

“Some tea, honey?” Jennifer asked.

“Yes, thanks,” Adam replied, pleased by the consideration.

God, what a lonely life he led. Last year at this time, he'd been a happy grad student, the
beloved of Joel, with friends to party with, living in a part of the city filled with like-minded
people. Now he was grateful for the company of one of the nurses he'd hired to care for his
parents.

Joel had dumped him the minute Adam made the decision to give up his studies and return
to Rothburg. Not that Adam blamed him, much. Joel wouldn't have fit in here, and if the
townspeople hated Adam now, they'd have hated him more with Joel in tow.

Adam had spent time grieving for his failed relationship while dealing with the stressful
and depressing decline of his parents. Now that he was over Joel and could think of him with

wistfulness instead of tears, another man walked into his life and threatened to rip his heart out
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again. Thankfully Adam hadn't spent a year in a relationship with Carmichael. He didn't think
he'd survive a breakup with that man. Watching him leave as soon as his investigation was
complete was going to be harder than anything Adam would have anticipated, but infatuation

was a funny thing.

Well, the best cure for getting over one man was to get under another, or so the saying

went. Maybe not the best plan in the world, but a bad plan was better than sulking.

Adam became aware Jennifer had been talking, bits of nothing, small talk that didn't

require his full attention, which was good because he hadn't been giving it. He smiled at her.
“I was thinking of going out tonight. I might not be home until morning.”

Jennifer gave him a sympathetic look and patted his hand. “You go out and have some fun.

You deserve a break. I know how hard you work, how hard this is for you, even if others don't.”

“Thanks, Jennifer. I appreciate it.” And he did. He had three nurses on a rotating basis, and

they were all so kind. None of them were from Rothburg, though.

After a short nap and a shower, he stood in front of his closet. All his clothes were

crammed into his small childhood room. The rest of his stuff was in boxes in the study.

When Joel had dumped him, Adam had lost not only a lover, but a roommate and an
apartment as well. Today the advantage was that his club clothes were readily accessible. Within
a few minutes, he knew what he'd wear. Might as well go in with the big guns blazing, because
he needed to make the most of this opportunity. The cab fare and cover were an extravagance,

but he needed to get his mind off Carmichael and his life. He needed this, no matter the cost.

That meant the mint green dress shirt that Joel said made his eyes light up. Not too
original, but it always made Adam warm inside to hear it. And despite having bought the shirt at
H&M, it was attractive enough that Joel never ribbed him about how little it cost. Joel was a bit
of a fashion snob and spent a lot of money on clothes. But then, Joel had a lot of money to spend,
much more than Adam ever did, although the past year had been an experience in near poverty

that he didn't want to repeat.

He pulled the shirt and a pair of snug black pants out of his closet and threw them on the
bed. Adam loved those pants. They were so low that without a shirt on, they barely covered his
pubic hair. The sight of him in them had turned Joel into a quivering mass of lust on more than

one occasion. The combination of pants and shirt almost guaranteed he'd score.



MIA Case Files: Wolfsbane 53

Before dressing, Adam returned to the bathroom to style his hair. He didn't know if the
tousled, fresh-out-of-bed look was still in, but he knew it looked good on him, and anything that
made gorgeous men think of him in bed was precisely the image he wanted to project tonight.
Messy though it appeared, the style demanded a fair amount of time. The trick was to make sure
it didn't look as though he'd spent hours making each lock sit just so. It was an art in which

Adam had excelled, and when he viewed the finished product, he knew he'd not lost it.

The other skills he intended to employ tonight were rusty, but he was sure he hadn't lost

those either. Blowjobs, fucking—you didn't forget how to do those. Labors of love, they were.

Adam checked the time. He needed to leave soon. Another skill he'd perfected in the city
was arriving at a club early enough to not have to wait in line, but late enough to not appear
desperate. Tonight he leaned more toward desperate, and he sure as hell didn't want to spend any

time waiting outside in line.

He contemplated the pants, wondering if he should bother with underwear. No need to be
coy, and boxer-briefs, his underwear preference, might show underneath. If the waist were
higher, he'd choose silk boxers. Silk against his cock felt great, but again, he didn't want anything
to ruin how the pants looked. Simple decision—no underwear. Made it easy access, and Adam
had every intention of being easy tonight. Not for any man who asked, but surely he could find
one who could fuck Carmichael out of his thoughts. Adam's mind wandered a bit as he wondered

what kind of underwear Carmichael wore. Commando. Oh, please, commando.

Feeling his dick plump up at the thought, he realized he had to get lucky tonight.
Otherwise spending the whole day tomorrow looking at that fine, muscular, ex-army ass,

wondering what, if anything, was between jeans and skin, would drive him mad.

He ruthlessly pulled on his shirt and pants, thumping his cock to make it lie flat so he could
zip up. Damn Carmichael. This was all his fault. One last task, and Adam could get the hell out
of Rothburg for a bit.

He returned to the bathroom and stared at the bottles of cologne lining the counter. More
than necessary. And he'd never be able to afford to replace them. Not now. He spent more on
fragrance than clothes. Cologne dollars stretched further than clothing dollars. In the dark, no

one remembered what you wore, but scents lingered. Joel used to laugh at how much time Adam
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spent assessing scents, but picking the right cologne was a science. He had four or five favorites,

but the question was which one to choose.

Adam's fingers slid over the cool glass bottles. As much as his libido was driving him, he
wasn't sure he wanted a random fuck. He wanted to go back to the B and B and crawl into bed
with Carmichael, not go out cruising for a stranger. It had been years, long before Joel, since the

last time he'd done it. Clubbing, sure. Cruising? Not so much. But desperate times and all that.

A rhomboidal blue glass bottle captured his fingers. The last gift Joel had given him.
Flipping off the cap, Adam lifted the bottle to his nose, nostrils flaring slightly to bring the scent
to him. This was Joel's favorite on him. In the bottle, it smelled like pipe tobacco and smoke. On
Adam's skin, it smelled like leather-bound books and mahogany, making him think of old-world
libraries filled with wingback chairs, first-edition books, fireplaces, and of course, sexy, arrogant

men.

Not right for tonight, though. He was already wearing Joel's favorite shirt and pants.
Wearing his favorite cologne would be pathetic beyond words. Adam's hand reached for his own
favorite, the curved black bottle containing the woodsy, almost citrusy fragrance of Tokyo by

Kenzo.

Perfect. Light, sexy, masculine. He hadn't worn it since his breakup with Joel, but then,

there hadn't been much call for cologne in Rothburg.

He spritzed it on and inhaled, knowing by the time he got to the club the initial scent would
have faded and transformed into his own. Now he was armed to face the gauntlet of gay men

looking for a piece of ass.

Bill suppressed a sneeze. He'd never smelled cologne on Adam before, and the odor was
almost painful to his enhanced scent receptors. Once Adam was turned, he'd understand. Bill
would never need anything but the smell of Adam. Adam wouldn't need anything but the smell

of Bill either.

It was all Adam's fault that Bill was gay—flaunting that hard little body in front of him,
taunting him. Because of Adam, Bill had finally admitted to himself that he was gay. When
Adam had come out, Bill had rejoiced. He'd known, somehow, that it would all work out. Bill

could come out, and they could be together.
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Then Adam left for university. Left him. It had shocked Bill into the realization that Adam,
as the son of the chief of police, had a freedom Bill might never have. Not in this town. Until

now.

As much as Bill wanted to remain on his perch all night and observe Adam's naked form,
the clothes Adam pulled on announced the show was over for tonight. At least until later.
Unfortunately Bill didn't have the luxury of returning. Not this evening—he had other
obligations. He knew deep in his gut the reason Adam had donned a total fuck-me look. He was
looking to get laid. Bill would volunteer, but Adam didn't know how good they could be
together. And Bill couldn't show him yet.

Too bad killing Adam's one-night stand wasn't part of the plan. He couldn't allow his lust
to overcome his good sense. After claiming Adam, Bill would ensure poaching on his territory
was a fatal mistake. Soon Adam would be his, and there'd be no need for others. He'd already
pulled some strings to get Adam's parents institutionalized faster. Once the nurses were gone and
Adam's parents were taken care of, there was nothing stopping Bill from turning Adam—none of
the pack would have grounds for complaints. Of course, Bill was in a position to overcome any
objections, but he had to put the pack's safety and well-being first. Adam was a luxury, not a

necessity, and right now he didn't fit into the plan. Soon, though, he'd be Bill's.
* %k %

Carmichael hauled his purchases out to the SUV. Half the stuff did seem like Adam was
punishing him, but Oliver hadn't been surprised at anything on the list. He knew Oliver was
trying to punish him, though, which was why he was buying stuff for what appeared to be a
camping trip.

A tent. The damned list included a tent. What the fuck? Weren't they supposed to be in and
out? This shit was going to weigh a ton along with the weapons he wasn't leaving behind.
Carmichael didn't have any intention of dragging the search out overnight. No way was his
control that good. Pouncing on a man who hadn't demonstrated any interest was not in his job

description. Oliver would kill him, of that Carmichael had no doubt.

As much as he hated research in the library, he'd given serious thought to trying to
convince Oliver to take Adam on his camping trip. At least Oliver hadn't been too upset about

Carmichael's coming clean, partially, with Adam. Oliver had dug up some disturbing trends in
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the archives, which Carmichael had every intention of sharing with Adam. Carmichael didn't
think Adam understood the gravity of the situation, and only Carmichael and Oliver knew how

bad it was and how bad it could get.

Adam needed to be careful. Oliver was going to dig further into county records, but what
he'd uncovered was enough. Enough to convince Carmichael there was some seriously scary shit
going on in Rothburg that had somehow failed to hit MIA's radar until recently. If the Umbrae
ferreted out who Carmichael and Oliver were, and that Adam was helping them, Adam could be

in a lot of danger.

Carmichael couldn't let anything happen to Adam. No matter how much Adam angered
him, he made Carmichael want to kiss him, fuck him, smile back at his lopsided, dimpled smile,
have those green eyes look at him with lust. Feelings that Carmichael shouldn't have, but he did,

damn it.

He opened the back hatch of the SUV, preparing to heave his purchases inside, and caught
sight of Adam's skateboard. Ah, fuck. His head dropped down as he realized he'd upset Adam

enough earlier that he'd walked home.

Contemplating the colorful board with the scuffed black wheels, he rubbed the back of his
neck. Maybe he should return it tonight. He checked his GPS. Adam didn't live too far from the
café, but far enough that Carmichael felt like shit for making him walk all that way. He didn't
know why he kept overreacting to Adam. It made no sense, but all these emotions kept roiling up
out of nowhere, and all Carmichael could do was lash out at Adam with it. And Adam had done

nothing to deserve it.

It wasn't Carmichael's place to tell him how to live his life. He was an adult, entitled to
make his own choices, and if they weren't Carmichael's, well, it wasn't even like he and Adam
were friends. After this was over, Carmichael would go back to the city and leave Adam to his
feckless, responsibility-free life. Until then, Carmichael needed to keep both temper and lust in

check.

Sighing, he glanced at his watch. It was getting late, but returning the skateboard tonight
would let him see where Adam lived. Why he wanted to see that, he didn't know, but his decision

was made.
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Turning onto Adam's street, Carmichael saw a cab in the driveway of Adam's house.
Adam, looking more self-assured and sophisticated than Carmichael had seen him, hurried out
the door and slid into the backseat of the cab. It backed out of the drive and headed away from

Carmichael.

What the fuck? Where was he going at this time of night? Didn't he know people were
disappearing around Rothburg? Maybe he didn't know how many. Carmichael hadn't until Oliver
had given him the scoop, but damn. And did Adam think he'd be ready to go on a daylong, or

more, trek at 0900 tomorrow if he was going out now?

Carmichael resolutely pushed the word date out of his mind and followed the cab. He had
an obligation to make sure his assistant was safe, didn't he? If he interrupted anything, well, there
were consequences to irresponsible actions, and it would do Adam well to learn that sooner

rather than later.
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Chapter Five

“What are you doing here?” Grouchy Agent Carmichael struck again.

Adam was torn between telling him to fuck off and asking what Carmichael thought Adam
was doing in a gay bar ogling lovely, available, interested men. In the end, though, Carmichael's
nearness, flashing eyes, and firm grip on his biceps pretty much dried up all the saliva in Adam's

mouth and, with it, Adam's ability to speak.

He dropped his gaze to the tight, oh so heavenly, tight navy blue T-shirt straining across
Carmichael's gorgeous pecs. And hello! It wasn't cold in here, was it? The dancing, writhing
bodies created a warm, sweaty atmosphere. Thinking about tracing his tongue across the stiff

nubs pressing against the thin cotton caused saliva to flood back into Adam's mouth.

Now he couldn't speak, for fear of drooling.

“Well?” Carmichael demanded.

What? Adam broke off his eye-to-nipple contact. Oh, right. Carmichael had asked him a
question. But now Adam had a question of his own.

“What are you doing here?”

Carmichael's lips opened, then closed again. A wet pink tongue slid out to lick those
kissable lips. Might have been a nervous reaction on Carmichael's part, but oh. Oh my. Adam's

cock expanded. His pants had fit much better when he put them on earlier. Not constricting as

they were now. It was a wonder his fly didn't burst from the pressure.

The brief moment of confusion passed for Carmichael, and his lips tightened, along with
the grip on Adam's upper arms. Adam wondered if Carmichael would grip his cock that firmly,

and he bit his lower lip to hold in a moan.

“I asked you a question,” Carmichael said, ignoring Adam's query. No matter. They'd get

to it.
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“Hey, hon. Haven't seen you here in a while.” A slender blond twink knocked hips with
Adam, bringing him back to earth, making him remember Carmichael and he were having this

little confrontation in a crowded bar.

“Oh, hey, how's it going?” Adam couldn't remember the guy's name, but they'd almost
hooked up once, and Adam had seen him there several times. Before Adam had moved back to

his parents' place, he and Joel had been regulars.

“Not as good as you, if this is who's keeping you out of the clubs.” Was it Darren? Adam
was sure it was Darren. Probably Darren. Darren gave Carmichael the once-over and got a
similar glare to the ones Adam received on a regular basis. “Oooh. Possessive. You lucky little

bitch. See you around,” Darren said before patting Adam's ass and sauntering away.

Possessive. If only. Adam had no idea why Carmichael was there, glowering at him, but

for sure it had nothing to do with possessiveness. Carmichael was straight.

“And how were you planning to get home?” Carmichael picked up their conversation as

though there'd been no interruption.

By now his high-handedness annoyed Adam, even if his dick was still straining toward that
built, blond wet dream. So Adam told him the truth. “Get the guy I hook up with to drive me

home, or take a taxi.”

Uh-oh. That answer made someone angry. Stunning blue eyes narrowed, and nostrils

flared.

“You idiot. Don't you know how dangerous that is? Never mind that people have been

disappearing.” Carmichael's voice was low, rough, rubbing against Adam like a cat's tongue.

“What difference is it to you?” Great. Now Adam was reverting to a thirteen-year-old. He
had been going to bars like this for years. Okay, not since he'd moved home, but he hadn't
forgotten how to take care of himself, and Carmichael's scorn stung. He'd known for some time
that Carmichael didn't have a lot of respect for him, but it hadn't bothered him this much until

now.
“C'mon. I'm taking you home now.”

Carmichael propelled Adam through the crowd and out the door. Breath hitching, heart
racing, Adam let him. Adam might have fought, some, but he was getting off on the whole

alpha-male thing. Even knowing the only relief he'd get that night would be from his own hand,
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he couldn't bring himself to sever their contact. But then, the reason he'd come here in the first
place was because Carmichael had gotten under his skin. There hadn't been anyone in the club

who came close to being worth going home with. Not since he'd met Carmichael.
When he got home, he'd stroke off to the way he wished the night would end.
Where was Carmichael taking him?

“Where did you park?” Adam started having second thoughts. Staying and having real
human contact had to be an improvement over pining for a straight man he could never have, no

matter how hot that man was.
They walked farther. “Seriously, I could have walked home already.”

Adam was rewarded by a snort. Carmichael's opalescent SUV practically glowed from the
shadows at the farthest and most overgrown end of the parking lot. If nothing else, the enforced

march created more room in his pants as his lust waned.

After being steered around to the darkened passenger side, Adam reached for the door
handle. Before he could touch it, Carmichael spun him around and pushed him against the

vehicle.

Biting his lip against a gasp at the unexpected contact, he wished he could see better. The
SUV blocked the lights from the club, obscuring Carmichael's expression. God. Should he be

afraid?

There was no doubt in Adam's mind that Carmichael could be one terrifying dude when he
wanted to be, but somehow Adam had never worried about that scariness being directed at him.
Maybe going into a gay bar out of some overdeveloped sense of protectiveness had triggered

Carmichael's raging homophobia.
“What?” Adam asked, tone more provoking than was healthy, considering the disparity in
their sizes.

Carmichael shook his head. Adam imagined he could sense the eye roll. Then Carmichael
brought his lips down on Adam's, firmly, no hesitation, with a nimble, wet tongue seeking

entrance to Adam's mouth.

Adam's mind rabbited a bit with a quick chant of ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod before he

parted his lips and met that thrusting tongue with his own. Zero to sixty, his pants went from
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fitting to viselike constriction. He'd wanted this from the very second he'd laid eyes on

Carmichael, and after getting to know him better, the want had just gotten deeper.

The explosion of lust lighting up Adam's brain made him more sensitive to everything.
Carmichael's roughened hands—no longer gripping his arms, but one stroking his neck, the other
reaching around to cup his ass. The erection pressing insistently against his hip. And those
pebbled nipples shocking Adam's skin right through two layers of cotton. Adam brought
trembling hands up, craving touch, but a little afraid, despite the aggressive, hungry mouth
devouring his. Could this be happening? Really? It would suck so hard, and not in the good way,
if it turned out he'd fallen on the way to the car and hit his head.

Adam placed his hands on Carmichael's back, muscles rippling under his hands like
nothing he'd ever touched. Heat rising from that supple skin threatened to scorch him,
convincing Adam he wasn't dreaming. The sensations dragged a moan out of his throat,
swallowed by Carmichael's amazing, talented mouth. Imagining Carmichael's lips sucking him
off made Adam's cock flex in response. Another refrain of ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod sang

through his brain as he concentrated on not coming in his pants.

Moisture dampened the head of his cock, and Adam hoped it wasn't leaking through, but as
excited as he was right now, he wouldn't bet money on it. Nearly ready to wrap his legs around
Carmichael's waist and hump until they both shot, he couldn't believe it when Carmichael pulled
out of the kiss. Adam could tell Carmichael was looking into his eyes, but the lighting wasn't any

better than before.

He wasn't done, was he? Adam might actually expire if this tantalizing taste was all
Carmichael would allow him. Panting and trying not to squirm in frustration, Adam reached out
a fingertip to trace those beautiful, wet, swollen lips. If nothing else, Carmichael was as out of

breath as Adam.

God. He didn't want it to end. He could touch, kiss, lick Carmichael all night. Carmichael
pursed his lips, a mere ghost of a kiss on Adam's finger, before he dived back in, angling for
Adam's neck. Gentler than his original ferocious kiss, but still determined enough to loosen
Adam's limbs. A moan, unfettered now, escaped into the night, and Adam felt more than heard

Carmichael's answering growl against his throat.
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When hands fumbled at Adam's belt buckle and fly, he wanted to help, wanted to unzip
Carmichael, get him naked or at the very least touch the exciting hardness pressing against him,
but he couldn't make his body obey. He'd never been so helpless in the face of desire before. All
he could do was thank whoever looked out for horny gay boys that Carmichael maintained
enough dexterity to open Adam's pants, releasing a cock that felt like it'd been trapped for an

eternity.

Carmichael's strong right hand delved past the waistband of his pants and—oh heaven—
wrapped around his cock. Using his other hand, Carmichael loosened Adam's pants further,

shoving them down Adam's hips, exposing Adam to the night air.

Under normal circumstances, Adam would have considered the evening far too cold to be
half-naked. But these were not normal circumstances. Between Carmichael acting as his personal
furnace and desire sparking fires all over his body, Adam welcomed the chill. Maybe the cold

could return a little of his control.

It had been so long since he'd had another's hand on his flesh, warm lips tugging and
nipping at his neck. Longer since he'd touched anyone he wanted even a fraction of how much he

wanted Carmichael.

Carmichael's grip tightened, and that thick thumb rubbed through the moisture seeping

from Adam's slit. Uh-oh. A few more moves like that...
“Yes,” Adam whispered, trying to be quiet.

When Carmichael's left hand skimmed from where it had been squeezing the globe of
Adam's ass to slip under his shirt and pinch at Adam's nipples, he moaned again, louder, no

longer concerned about silence.

Hips thrusting helplessly into Carmichael's strokes, Adam tried to halt the rising tide of his

approaching orgasm. This might be the best handjob ever, but he didn't want it to end too soon.

As though Carmichael could sense how close Adam was to blowing, he upped the ante
with more pressure everywhere. Nipples pinched harder. Earlobe and neck bitten more firmly.
Cock—oh God—cock stroked faster, fingers constricted more, wrist twisting on each upstroke as

Carmichael's hand reached the bulbous tip.

Adam made the mistake of looking down at that strong hand, Carmichael's hand,

practically blurring over the length of his erection. It was too much.
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“Gonna come,” he whispered.

Carmichael let Adam's ear slip from between his teeth, moved back an inch, and followed

Adam's gaze down.

“Yes, come,” Carmichael whispered back. Adam obeyed, feeling his orgasm pulled up

from his toes as he shot all over his stomach and Carmichael's hand.

“Oh yeah...” Adam groaned. The earthy scent of male pleasure floated up to his nose.
Carmichael kept massaging him throughout, extending Adam's orgasm for what felt like several
minutes. When his dick stopped jerking and the aftershocks ceased racking his body, Carmichael

uncurled his fingers.

Adam grabbed Carmichael's slick hand and began licking cum off, captivating
Carmichael's gaze. Adam still couldn't see his expression, but he knew damn well he had
Carmichael's undivided attention. That tempting tongue licking lips in anticipation of a feast
gave him away.

Once Carmichael's hand was clean, Adam drew the index finger into his mouth, tongue
swirling like he was sucking Carmichael's cock, which Adam had every intention of doing, the
sooner the better.

Even in the darkness, Adam saw Carmichael's gaze lift from Adam's mouth to his eyes.

“So hot.” Carmichael gasped, and the shocks of Carmichael's orgasm vibrated through the
finger in Adam's mouth.

Had Adam made the big, strong, ex-military man come in his pants? God. That was the
sexiest, hottest thing that had ever happened to Adam. Not even counting the spectacular

handjob. His dick twitched and started to fill again.

Carmichael pulled his finger from Adam's mouth with a soft sucking sound and kissed him
gently. “C'mon, let's go.”

“Go? Where?” Adam bit his tongue to keep himself from begging Carmichael to fuck him.
Or let him fuck Carmichael. He wasn't picky, but now that he'd had a taste, Adam discovered he
wanted to be greedy.

“I'll drop you at your place later. Now we're going back to my hotel room.”
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Adam restrained himself from squeaking in delight or bouncing with joy. Carmichael had
seen him act childishly and might appreciate a little more decorum under these circumstances.

He managed a nod.

Carmichael stepped back and pulled car keys out of his pocket, giving Adam enough room

to haul up his pants.

Climbing into the SUV, Adam found his body humming in anticipation, far hornier than

he'd expected, considering he'd shot hard enough to see stars.

Carmichael didn't know what to say, so he chose to say nothing at all. Tonight was a night
of firsts—a lot of them, so it would seem. He'd never set foot in a gay bar. He'd never made the
first move. He'd never invited anyone to his rooms. And he knew someone was getting fucked
tonight. Coming in his pants... That wasn't a first, but it had been a long, long time. Maybe
tomorrow he'd be embarrassed by it, but replaying the scene in his mind got him hot enough, the

upholstery should be smoking. Not even the damp mess in his pants was enough to cool his lust.

Periodically stealing glances at Adam out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Adam
glancing at him as well. Something about Adam had convinced Carmichael to throw out his

long-standing rules.

He couldn't wait. From the looks of the bulge in Adam's pants, he was looking forward to

1t as much as Carmichael.

A thought struck him. Oh shit. “Hey, Adam, we gotta make a quick stop.” He hadn't
expected to indulge in any sexual activity on this trip, and he didn't engage with other men very
often at all. Lube, he had, for jacking off, but condoms... Well, he didn't carry them around.

Helped avoid temptation, but for Adam, Carmichael was willing to dive right in.

“What for?” Adam asked, his voice almost as breathy as when he'd told Carmichael he had
to come. Sexy bastard.

“Uh, I don't have any condoms.” Carmichael looked over again and saw Adam giving him
an odd look. Not surprising. Most gay men he'd known considered condoms as important as their

wallets, maybe more so.

“Don't worry. I have some,” Adam said with a faint grin, patting his hip.
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Carmichael rumbled low in his throat. There it was. The true reason he had followed Adam
in the first place. The reason he'd gone into the bar. The reason he'd grabbed Adam and yelled at

him. The reason he'd broken his rules.

If Adam wanted sex tonight, it was going to be with him. No one else. Carmichael had
never wanted anyone enough to bother losing his virginity—the risks had always seemed to
outweigh the rewards. But Adam called to him, deep in his bones. Finding out Adam was gay

and wanting was enough to short-circuit Carmichael's common sense.

The smile Adam sent his way was so sweet, yet filled with the promise of carnality.
Carmichael forgot about his jealousy and almost ran off the road. How fucking far away was the
damned bed-and-breakfast? If it weren't for the investigation planned for tomorrow, he would

have been tempted to stop at the first motel he found on the highway.

No, wait. Somehow that thought made it sound sordid, and—God, he was a fool, but he
wanted his first time to be special. Sure, the B and B was a rental and filled with legions of cats,
but it was his temporary home, and he wouldn't have to rush. If he was going to do this, he was

going to do it right, dammit. He was going to have all the firsts he could handle.

His gaze must have given away some of his thoughts, because Adam's expression heated
further, something Carmichael would have believed impossible before he saw it. Adam's
beautiful, slick tongue snaked out to lap over his lips, reminding Carmichael how talented that
tongue had felt licking his fingers. Adam reached out, and those long fingers played up

Carmichael's thigh, ghosting near his burgeoning erection but never quite touching it.

His breathing picked up. How was it possible to be so hard so soon after coming? But he
wanted Adam to touch him, he wanted to touch Adam, and he wanted to know what it was like

to be naked with another man.

Carmichael opened his lips, let out a breath, and closed them again in shock. He'd been
about to ask Adam to touch him, stroke him, something. He'd never asked any man for anything.

Then he realized this was yet another first he could have with Adam.
“Please,” he whispered.

“Yes,” Adam answered, warm pressure stroking up his shaft and down to his balls. Oh,
fuck yeah. That was it. Spreading his legs as far as he could without interfering with his driving,

he humped up a little against Adam's clever fingers. Good, so good. Best ever. Adam knew how
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to keep the fires stoked, never providing enough pressure to bring Carmichael to the edge,

keeping him keenly anticipating their arrival at a room with a bed.

Finally the exterior lights of the bed-and-breakfast came into sight. Carmichael slung the
SUYV into the parking space before scrabbling at his seat belt. Fortunately Adam was also frantic,
and his hands were clumsy enough that Carmichael was able to leap out of the vehicle and meet
Adam on the passenger side after he extricated himself. Powerless against the impulse,

Carmichael pressed into Adam like he had at the club, devouring those soft, intoxicating lips.

Adam fed a whimper into his mouth, along with that nimble tongue, but a few seconds

later, Adam pushed at his shoulders and broke from the Kkiss.
“Upstairs. I need you naked,” Adam whispered between gasps.

Right. Heaving in a great, shuddering breath, Carmichael forced himself to let Adam go.
No point in getting sidetracked this close to the prize. Not a bad way in which to be sidetracked,
but everything he'd experienced with Adam so far indicated that being naked with him would be
explosive, earth-shattering. Carmichael wanted that so bad, he was close to ripping Adam out of

his clothes right here and now.

“Come on,” Carmichael said. They managed to reach the landing before Adam returned
Carmichael's actions by the SUV, pressing him into the wall with a thump, aggressive and
hungry. Hot, so damned hot. Adam smelled like sex and man, with an underlying hint of citrus,
the scent clouding Carmichael's mind and making his cock throb against Adam's firm belly. An
answering pulse, beating in time with Adam's heart, made itself known against Carmichael's
thigh. Instead of capturing his lips as Carmichael expected, Adam pressed his nose up under

Carmichael's ear before he bit down.

“Fuck!” Carmichael said as the sting arrowed from his neck straight to his dick, his hips

flexing restlessly.
“Shhh,” Adam cautioned.
“Why?” Carmichael asked.
“If Gladys catches us, I'll never hear the end of it.”

Carmichael was a couple of years shy of thirty, and here he was sneaking around with his

soon-to-be lover like they were a pair of teenagers, because God knew he didn't want Oliver to
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find out either. Again he should be annoyed or embarrassed. Maybe tomorrow he would be. But

as his lips twitched, the first word that came to mind was hilarious.

His near smirk didn't go unnoticed by Adam, who let a muffled laugh escape. Carmichael
had to bite his lip to avoid laughing himself. If they were going to keep this a secret, being found
in the stairwell, laughing like loons with matching erections, was not a good plan. He snorted, his

amusement increasing as Adam stuck his fist in his mouth to stifle his sounds.

“Hurry up,” Carmichael managed to get out and grabbed Adam's free hand, dragging him
the rest of the way up the stairs. He let go long enough to fumble with the key, the impending
laughter fighting for precedence over lust as Adam wrapped his arms around him from behind,

those magical fingers unerringly finding his groin.

“Stop it.” He breathed out, fighting not to chuckle. Adam didn't stop and bit his deltoid. If
the door hadn't chosen that moment to open, Carmichael might have decided getting to the bed
was too much trouble. Fortunately for Gladys's sensibilities, the door cooperated. Carmichael

hauled Adam into the room, slammed the door shut, and leaned back against it.

Then Carmichael giggled. Adam looked at him, lips parted. Carmichael felt as shocked as
Adam looked—Carmichael couldn't remember the last time such a sound had come out of his

mouth, if it ever had.

Adam grinned at him and bounced through the doorway to the bedroom. His grin turned
feral as he crooked a finger at Carmichael, beckoning. Transfixed, Carmichael watched as Adam
slowly unbuttoned the shirt that Carmichael had rumpled not even an hour before, exposing his
lithe, seductive chest. With measured steps, Carmichael stalked forward, a broad smile on his
face, the hysterical laughter easing. If he could have, he would have mirrored Adam's actions,
but he was only wearing a T-shirt. Instead he grasped the hem of his shirt and leisurely pulled it
up his stomach toward his chest, pleased by the intense attention Adam paid to each inch of skin
exposed.

Adam's fingers stilled as he watched, those green eyes eating him up. Carmichael didn't
think he'd ever had desire like this directed at him, and it pleased him immensely. He finished
stripping off his shirt, edging closer to Adam, enjoying Adam's gaze on him.

Mere inches from Adam, he reached out and finished the job Adam had started on that

sexy dress shirt. Adam didn't try to help but stroked his fingers over Carmichael's skin. God. So



68 K. C. Burn

good. Fingers plucked at his hardened nipples, causing Carmichael to lose the ability to make the
last button on Adam's shirt work. He moaned. With a sharp tug, the shirt parted, button flying off

somewhere behind Carmichael.
Looking down the firm planes of Adam's torso, Carmichael wanted to lick him all over.

“So sexy,” Adam said breathily. “Naked, now,” he said with a tone of authority that made

Carmichael shiver. But naked had to wait for a moment.
“I have no objection. Get naked. I'll be back.”
Shock chased heat out of Adam's expression as he looked up into Carmichael's face.
Carmichael quirked a brow and shrugged. “Gotta hit the bathroom.”

The grin returned to Adam's face as he glanced down at Carmichael's groin, undoubtedly

remembering Carmichael coming in his pants in the parking lot at the club.

Adam backed up toward the bed. “Hurry back,” he said as he flipped his shirt off his
shoulders, hands going to the button on his pants. Carmichael knew Adam wasn't wearing

anything beneath those sexy-as-fuck pants, and his knees wobbled.

Yeah, like Carmichael was going to take his time, with that sexy bastard waiting for him.
He wondered if he should be nervous. He wasn't, just eager. Not eager enough that he'd make an
ass of himself. He didn't think. Probably he'd crossed that bridge already by coming in his pants,

but it hadn't deterred Adam any. Coming once tonight ought to give him a little more control.

Since he couldn't decide what he wanted to do first, maybe he'd give Adam the choice.

After all, it wasn't like he was unaware of the basics. He was well versed in the theory.

Adam stripped in record time. Making sure he had the condom handy, he stretched out on
the bed, languidly stroking his dick, waiting for Carmichael to return. Would Carmichael come
back nude? Adam sure as hell hoped so. He couldn't wait to see that muscular stud in nothing but
skin. Getting to see, and getting fucked by, the package he'd been fantasizing about was the
cherry on the top of this incredible night. At least, he assumed Carmichael would top. Adam
liked both, but he'd be more than happy to bottom for Carmichael. Again and again and again...

When Carmichael sauntered out of the bathroom, naked, with a bottle of lube in his hand,

Adam wondered if he was going to come from the sight. Fucking gorgeous. The shy little smile
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Carmichael sported, an expression Adam had never seen him wear, made Adam almost as hot as
the thick, mouthwatering cock rising from Carmichael's groin. The tip of its fat head was already

leaking precum.

“Get over here,” Adam said, aware his words sounded like a command. But he could hear

the pleading whine underlying them.

“There's something I should tell you,” Carmichael said, suddenly looking down and

refusing to meet Adam's eyes. Worse, not moving another step toward the bed.

Oh shit. Did he have a boyfriend? A husband? Adam had never cheated on anyone, nor
knowingly slept with anyone who was in a relationship. Could he live with himself if he did? He

wanted Carmichael more than anything, ever. He'd never had to make a decision like this.
“I've never done this before.”
Adam blinked. Then blinked again, trying to fit those words into his thoughts.

“What? Never done what before?” Picked up a near stranger and had sex in a hotel room?

Impossible.

“Fucked.” Carmichael moved his gaze from the floor to Adam's dick. Gratifying, since
Carmichael's own dick jumped, but at that moment Adam would have preferred to see
Carmichael's eyes. Because it sounded to Adam like Carmichael was confessing to being a
virgin.

“I'm sorry. You've never...fucked...before?” Looking at the stunning smorgasbord of man

in front of him, Adam found the concept ludicrous. Adam needed clarification. Now.
“Blowjobs, handjobs—that's it.”

Carmichael raised his eyes. Adam read the truth in those lapis lazuli depths and the sexy
blush on those sharp cheekbones. His heart squeezing, heat swept up Adam's torso, leaving him
light-headed and breathless. Oh God. The cherry was going to be the cherry on this fan-fucking-
tastic day. Adam thought he should ask why him, but gift horse, mouth, all that. If it weren't for
the sensation of his hand clamping down on his dick in shocked response, he might have thought

he was fantasizing.

Adam sat up, wondering if they needed to talk about anything. He'd never popped anyone's
cherry. Nothing about Carmichael looked nervous, though.
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“What do you want to do?” Adam asked.

“Everything,” Carmichael said with a grin. He took a few steps closer, but still not close

enough for Adam to touch that beautiful golden-hued skin.
Adam snorted. No kidding. If Adam had waited until the ripe old age of...
“How old are you, anyway?”
“Twenty-eight.”

Twenty-eight. Yeah, if Adam had waited until two years from now to have sex, he'd want

to try everything too.
“Right, well, what [ meant was—"

“I know what you meant,” Carmichael interrupted while Adam searched for the right
words. “And I meant everything. If we have a chance. Tonight, though, I'm in your hands. Your

choice.”

Adam shivered, lust shaking him like a leaf in a windstorm. His choice. Holy fuck. Wet

dream come true.
“Well then, get your ass over here so we can get started.”

Carmichael tossed the lube onto the bedside table before he slid into bed next to Adam.
Adam was so revved, he didn't need much more stimulation, but Carmichael would. If it was
truly his choice, Adam had every intention of sliding inside that awesome ass before the night

was over.

Adam rose up and leaned over Carmichael, taking his lips in a soft kiss. Fingers trembling,
he traced the side of Carmichael's face while he deepened the kiss. Strong hands grasped his butt,
pulling his erection into contact with Carmichael's burning brand of a cock. Did he have any idea
what a gift he was giving Adam? Even if it was nothing more than being tired of being a virgin,
Adam was touched, awed, that Carmichael had chosen him. After all, there were dozens of men

in that club tonight who would have killed to fuck Carmichael, virgin or not.

A complete lack of hesitation on Carmichael's part coaxed Adam into more aggression.
Their tongues tangled and fought with each other, hands stroking madly without any plan but

pleasure. Between them, moisture slicked cocks and bellies, smoothing the hump and glide.
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Panting, Adam tore his mouth away from Carmichael's, pulling his chest up. For a man
who'd never fucked before, he kissed like heaven. Staring into those eyes, the bright blue a mere
ring around pupils blown with desire, Adam realized he couldn't take this as slow as he'd first
thought. Not if he was getting into that ass before either of them came. Carmichael stared back at

him, fingers biting into Adam's biceps as he continued to grind his pelvis against Adam's.

Nope. Not coming this way. This might be a one-time-only offer, and Adam wasn't going

to waste it.

Adam pressed a quick kiss on Carmichael's lips before he separated their bodies. Leaning
over, he moved his mouth along the soft skin under Carmichael's jaw. He nipped and licked his
way down over finely striated muscles to the hard little nubbins that had first caught his eye in
the club. Without giving Carmichael any warning, he opened his mouth over one, sucking

strongly.

Carmichael groaned, deep in his chest, the vibrations transmitted to Adam through his lips.
Swiftly he moved to the other one, this time tugging it with his teeth. Back arching into the
stimulus, hips fucking air, Carmichael cupped the back of Adam's head.

After a few seconds, Adam broke Carmichael's hold, trailing his tongue over Carmichael's
six-pack. Fuck. A thing of beauty. Letting his tongue trace each “pack,” Adam could barely keep
his mind on the seduction. Carmichael's breathy whimpers and moans tried to coax him into

taking what he wanted.

God. He couldn't stand it any longer. Settling between Carmichael's spread legs, Adam

held out a hand.
“Lube?”

Carmichael stared at him, dazed. Then the word filtered through to his brain, because

Carmichael flung a hand toward the nightstand and fumbled for the plastic bottle.

Adam clutched his prize in one hand and pushed Carmichael's right knee up, exposing that
tempting, wrinkled pucker.

First, though, he needed a taste of Carmichael's fat cock. Yep, he'd bottom for Carmichael
whenever he wanted, ruddy prick tempting Adam to change his game plan. Pressing his nose to
the base, he inhaled, smelling Carmichael's strong male scent. Meanwhile he flipped open the

cap on the bottle of lube and squeezed some onto his fingers.
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With the very tip of his tongue, Adam tasted the length of Carmichael's cock, right up to
the flared head. He circled the ridge, teasing, enjoying the salty flavor that was all Carmichael.

“More. Harder,” Carmichael commanded.
Yes, more, harder. Adam had every intention of obeying. Soon.

He pulled his tongue off that tasty dick but stayed close enough that Carmichael should be
able to feel his breath. His finger stroked over Carmichael's hole. He opened his mouth and

enveloped half of Carmichael's length while sliding his index finger into that tight, hot ass.

As expected, Carmichael thrust his hips up, feeding Adam the entire length of his cock.
Yes. Adam groaned around the fat dick stretching his lips and pressed his groin into the bed,

needing a bit of pressure on his achingly hard erection. Fuck, so sexy.

Adam sucked and laved the scorching flesh in his mouth while sliding his finger in and
out, simulating what was to come. He eased another finger in, getting a response similar to what

he had from the first intrusion. Oh, Carmichael was going to love being fucked. Adam could tell.

Wiggling his fingers a bit, he found Carmichael's hot button, judging by the keening,
wordless wail that erupted from Carmichael's throat. Adam didn't want Carmichael to come on
his fingers, though. He wanted to feel that tight hole milking his prick, so he eased off the gland

and slid yet another finger inside.

Pulling back, he continued to love on Carmichael's dick, but only the head, as he

concentrated on stretching that snug hole.
“Dammit,” Carmichael cursed. “Fuck me already.”

Adam looked up and saw Carmichael watching him, face tense and scrunched in a

desperate, horny, gotta-come expression. Oh yeah, this was going to be so much fun.

Adam slid his fingers free, let Carmichael's dick go with a pop, and grabbed the condom.
Sheathed, he smeared more lube on, pushed Carmichael's other knee toward his shoulder, and
lined up. As he pressed in, feeling the tight ring of muscle stretch and give way around his cock,

Carmichael lifted his head, seeking Adam's lips.

Oh God, sweet, so sweet. Again their tongues dueled as Adam slid home. Carmichael
winced and gave a short, pained gasp, but he never softened, which meant Adam had learned

something from his own very painful and embarrassing deflowering.
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“Wait a minute,” Carmichael whispered, pulling out of the kiss before biting his lower lip

1n concentration.

“As long as you need,” Adam whispered back, determined to hold still as long as

Carmichael required.

Beneath him, Carmichael's hips began shifting, and he sought Adam's lips again. Adam
took that as permission to move. He pulled out almost all the way and stroked in again.

Carmichael's breath huffed out of his nose, mouth still occupied with Adam's.

Amazing. Adam had never felt anything as fabulous as Carmichael's tight sheath gripping
him like it never wanted to let go. He began stroking in harder, with long, measured thrusts,

while plunging his tongue into Carmichael's hot, wet mouth.

Finally, needing breath to moan, Carmichael broke their kiss to fling his head back against

the pillows, hips meeting each of Adam's thrusts with equal strength.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God. Adam. So good.” Carmichael grunted, a faint sheen of sweat

breaking out all over his body.
And it was so good. Adam could see Carmichael was close. Adam was close.

Wait. Adam was ready to come, probably harder than he ever had in his life, and he still

didn't know Carmichael's first name.

“What's your name?” Adam asked. He had to repeat himself so Carmichael could hear him

over the increasingly loud groans.
“Carmichael,” he replied in the middle of gasping out his pleasure. “Harder.”

“No, your first name.” Adam slowed his thrusts, backing away from the pinnacle

beckoning to him.

“I...uh...please, fuck me,” Carmichael pleaded, ignoring Adam's question. In response,
Adam stilled his movements altogether. The muscular body beneath him writhed, and he gritted
his teeth, determined to hold out. Adam grasped Carmichael's chin, forcing the other man to look

into his eyes.
“I will be damned if I shout out your last fucking name when I come, understand?”

Carmichael nodded, whimpered, then stuttered out, “Lachlan.”
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“Lachlan.” Adam breathed, letting the name resonate through his mind. Until
Carmichael's—Lachlan's—ass gripped him tighter. In a flash, he was back on the precipice,
poised and waiting for heaven. Adam slammed in and out of that heated tunnel, reaching a hand
beneath to grip a rock-hard ass, tilting Carmichael up. The slight alteration in position was
enough. Carmichael yelled Adam's name, and cum sprayed between them.

Between the hot, sharp smell, the insanely tight grip on Adam's prick, and Carmichael's
sounds of completion ringing in his ears, Adam rocketed over into orgasm, calling Lachlan's
name.

Once Adam could breathe again, and his vision wasn't threatening to blacken around the
edges, he slid slowly out of Carmichael.

Carmichael reached up a trembling hand and stroked the side of Adam's face. “Thank

you,” he whispered and pulled Adam's face down for a soft, sweet kiss.

“Anytime,” Adam replied and meant it more than anything he'd said in his life.

Best. Fuck. Ever.

Carmichael clearly agreed, since he was already asleep, the harsh planes of his face
softening.

After cleaning up and getting rid of the condom, Adam slid into bed beside Carmichael—
Lachlan. Damned if he was going home now. He might be conscious, but no way were his legs
in any condition to walk anywhere. He was totally melted, utterly sated, and—Iike an idiot—

halfway in love.
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Chapter Six

Carmichael woke to a morning woody, the scent of Adam's cologne, and elation. Who
would have guessed the kid had such mad bedroom skills? When he reached out a hand, hoping
for an early-morning repeat, all he found was an empty bed. He lay there, listening carefully, but
he couldn't hear a trace of Adam anywhere. Yet he knew Adam had stayed after fucking him into

oblivion, because he still had the sense memory of holding Adam to the curve of his body.

Both elation and erection faded. Shit. He'd had his night of firsts, but he hadn't expected

Adam to duck out before he was awake, the sexual equivalent of a dine-and-dash.

Hauling himself to the shower, he tried to tell himself it was for the best. No reason for his
emotions to be involved—God, you'd think he was a girl. As he soaped himself under the spray,
he wondered at his sanity. What made him think having sex before a lengthy hike was a good
idea? His ass ached—a good ache, to be sure, but he'd be feeling Adam's dick all day. He'd never
be able to concentrate on his job; this would be way more distracting than anything else on this

double-damned mission.

Dressed, he stood before the door, reluctant to put out his hand to turn the knob. Dammit,
was he going to have to explain to Oliver why Adam wasn't here? Carmichael wasn't even sure
why Adam wasn't here. They'd had sex, sex with no strings, like he wanted. Why did he feel let
down by Adam's absence? He hadn't been nervous last night, but he had doubts about his level of

proficiency if Adam had needed to escape before Carmichael awoke.

Once downstairs, he poured himself a cup of coffee, wondering when Oliver was going to
appear. He took a quick sip and forced himself to swallow. Thankfully there was no one in the
room to observe his disgust. No disguising the fact that it wasn't café coffee. Eyeing the
breakfast offerings, he wondered if he could bring himself to eat anything. He knew he should,

but his churning stomach convinced him otherwise.
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Soft footsteps alerted him to the presence of another person, and Carmichael whirled to

look.
Adam.

“Hi,” Adam said, black lashes shadowing eyes that couldn't quite hold Carmichael's gaze.
But the pink cheeks and upturned lips combined with the coffee and paper bag from the café
dispersed Carmichael's apprehension.

“Lachlan.” Adam's eyes swept up, letting Carmichael see those intense green orbs.

Unaccountably shy and turned on at the same time, Carmichael felt the tips of his ears heat
up. Lachlan. He'd hated the name for a long time, but hearing Adam call it out as he climaxed, as
well as hearing it now in Adam's soft voice, well, maybe he didn't hate it quite so much anymore.

Adam smiled. “Coffee? Breakfast? I had to go home to change clothes, thought I'd stop by
the café.”

Change clothes. Of course. Adam couldn't have gone hiking in the outfit he'd worn to the
club last night. If nothing else, it'd have required explanations to Oliver that Carmichael would
rather not give. A smile stretched Carmichael's face, and Adam took a step toward him, desire
infusing his expression. Carmichael moved forward but stopped when he heard someone coming
down the stairs.

Instead of reaching out to Adam like he'd been going to do, Carmichael looked around and

found a place to ditch the substandard B-and-B coffee.
“Morning, Adam,” he heard Oliver say. “Thanks for thinking of us.”

“No problem,” Adam replied in his normal voice, not the lower, sensual timbre that he'd

used with Carmichael seconds earlier.
Carmichael turned back. “Good morning, Oliver.”
“You're in a good mood today.”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.” He hoped Oliver wasn't going to ask why. He caught sight of Adam's

bottle green eyes over Oliver's shoulder.

Adam was trying not to laugh, and Carmichael felt another smile pull at his face. A wicked
gleam brightened those hypnotic eyes while Adam licked his lips, and Pavlovian-like,

Carmichael's cock began to swell.
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“Here,” Adam said, moving past Oliver, hand extending the cup to Carmichael. That
seductive, breathy voice was back. Oliver was a trained investigator, but Carmichael sincerely

hoped he wasn't noticing anything out of the ordinary, besides Carmichael's good humor.

Nothing like a couple of spectacular orgasms to banish a bad mood. Especially when it

looked like there was every chance to get more.

“Thanks,” Carmichael said, amazed to see Adam shiver. But then, his own voice was more

smoky than normal.

Adam ran his thumb along Carmichael's fingers as the cup changed hands, braided ring
providing a sharp counterpoint of sensation. God. Carmichael wanted to throw him down on the
floor and lick him all over. They hadn't had as much time to explore last night as Carmichael

would have liked. Nor did they get through all the firsts Carmichael had in mind.
“Ready to go?” Oliver asked as he dug in the paper bag.

Appetite having returned with a vengeance, along with his good mood, Carmichael was

ravenous, and he grabbed the bag as soon as Oliver pulled out a muffin.

“Sure thing, boss,” Carmichael said, garnering a thoughtful look from Oliver. Shit. He'd
have to tone down this whole sappy thing.

“Great. I'll drop you at the park entrance. Then I've got more research to do. Carmichael,
you've got the sat phone?”

Carmichael nodded. Good thing he'd explained some of their purpose to Adam, because
how could he explain why folklore researchers would need a fucking sat phone?

“Good. Give me a call when you're done, and we'll arrange a pickup.”

“Where are you going while we're out in the woods?” Adam asked.

“I'm going to the county seat to follow up on some of the leads I got at the library.”

Adam followed Oliver out to the car, and Carmichael made up the rear, allowing him to
assess and appreciate Adam's firm ass. Adam hoisting himself into the seat behind Oliver was a
sight Carmichael could watch over and over again. He moved around to the passenger side,
opened the door, and lifted his foot to the running board. The soreness in his ass made itself
known, and Carmichael hissed. His gaze flew to Adam, who gave him a knowing look and

winked. Fuck. Soreness or not, he'd do it again in a flash. Heat pulsed in his groin, and he hoped
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Oliver didn't notice his erection. This was what he'd been afraid of all along, but somehow he

couldn't work up any distress over it.

He winked back at Adam, who made a teasing show of licking sugar off his fingers.

Asshole. Carmichael glared.
“Are you getting in the damn car, Carmichael?” Oliver asked.
Oh. Right. Carmichael flicked another quick glare at Adam before he hopped in.
* k%

They emerged from the car, and Carmichael handed Adam a fully loaded backpack. Well,
almost fully loaded. Carmichael had tried to take most of the burden when he'd packed, and
Adam didn't have any of the weapons. Didn't know Carmichael did either, he didn't think. He

noted with a bit of discomfort that Adam's skateboard was still in the car.

After slamming the hatch down, Carmichael tapped the car a couple of times with his

hand, and Oliver drove away.
“I've been meaning to ask...” Adam said.
Carmichael swallowed a groan. What did he want to know?

“What's with the car? I mean, aren't you big, bad secret-agent types supposed to be driving

around in black SUVs like they do in the movies?”

Carmichael rolled his eyes. Yes, dammit, they were supposed to be driving around in black
SUVs. No matter what Oliver said, every time he got in the car, he felt like he was sitting in a

target. The only thing lacking was the concentric black rings.

“That's exactly why we don't drive the black SUVs. It makes people suspicious.” Or so
he'd been told.

“So you chose pearlescent off-white to throw them off the scent?”” The teasing sarcasm was

clear in Adam's voice.

“Not my fucking choice.” His words were harsh, but Carmichael couldn't help but be

amused, and he knew Adam heard it, considering he got a sexy, dimpled smile in return.

“Well, this is it,” Adam said, flinging his arm around expansively.
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Carmichael glanced around at the RVs, children playing, sunburned adults with beer. This
didn't fit his idea of a danger zone. At all. If anyone disappeared around here, they were boning

someone they shouldn't be, in the wrong RV or tent.
“Are you sure?”’

Adam chuckled, the sound hitting Carmichael in his balls. Fuck. Was he suddenly going to
find everything Adam did sexy as hell? Oh wait. That wasn't sudden. Most everything Adam did
was sexy. The immature, irresponsible stuff pissed him off, but he was willing to ignore that for
sex like they'd had last night.

“Yes, I'm sure. Obviously it's not right zere, here. We've got a couple of hours' trek ahead
of us. This is the camping version of the bunny slopes. C'mon.” Adam shifted the pack on his
shoulder. His pack was lighter, but out here in the woods, he didn't look as delicate as

Carmichael had expected.
“Lead the way.”
“You just want to look at my ass,” Adam said.
“Shhh.” Carmichael glanced around. It didn't appear that anyone had heard the comment.
Adam rolled his eyes.

Well, that was good to know. Adam wasn't in the closet. Good thing Carmichael wasn't
going to be here for long. He had no desire to be outed by his...lover? Could Adam be
considered his lover after one night? It wasn't like they were going to start a relationship or
anything, but Carmichael had every intention of Adam warming his bed as often as possible. A
sex partner for several days could surely be called a lover.

“Let's go. We need to check in at the ranger station first.”

Carmichael nodded. Common sense dictated you told people where you were going;
otherwise, if you got lost, no one would know when or where to look for you. However...

“Don't mention exactly where we're going.”

“I know. I'm not an idiot.” Adam didn't bother to look back at him. He hadn't meant to
imply Adam was an idiot, but Carmichael believed it was better to be clear up front than to have

misunderstandings later. Although he'd known Adam for a very short time, Carmichael trusted

him. He did not trust anyone else in Rothburg, including park rangers.
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As they moved away from the worst of the tin-can RVs, Carmichael saw a small wooden
sign directing them to the ranger station. He followed Adam, wending their way along a well-
maintained path. Around a curve, a log cabin came into view, secluded and quiet, considering its
location mere minutes from chaos. The scent of beer and burning hot dogs lay thick in the air as

a reminder.

Carmichael had never set foot in a campground or national park—at least not in this
country—but the station didn't look as he'd expected. The door stood open, and Carmichael

could see racks of shelves with Twinkies and bread and other assorted goods.
“This is a ranger station?” he asked.
“Yep. Well, the only permanent, year-round one,” Adam replied.

Carmichael reached out a hand to pull Adam to a stop. “Explain, please.” He hated going

into a situation blind, and he didn't want any surprises.

“There are a few temporary stations scattered throughout the park, but no one lives in
them; they're used by the rangers on an as-needed basis. I know this looks like a general store,
and it is, partly.” Adam paused to wave at the building. “But this place is manned year-round.

The head park ranger lives here. The back of the building extends farther than you'd think.”
“Where do the other rangers live?”

“In town, mostly, along with the cashiers for the gift shop. There's temporary living
quarters not far from here, for short-term rangers transferred from other parks.”

Carmichael nodded and let Adam's arm go. “Thanks.”

Adam smiled sweetly, making Carmichael regret that he didn't feel comfortable expressing
his desires. If he did, he'd have Adam back in his arms in a heartbeat, his tongue giving Adam's
mouth a thorough cavity search. He'd taken a step forward before he realized what he was about

to do, and gestured Adam to continue on to the station.

“Adam, honey, so nice to see you,” the twentysomething buxom blonde behind the counter

called out as Adam stepped through the door.
“Hey, Maddie, how are you?”

Well, after last night, Carmichael could be pretty sure that Maddie wasn't one of Adam's

€X¢€S.
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He moved through the store while Adam chatted with Maddie and did whatever he had to.
Carmichael was leafing through a book on indigenous wildlife when he heard a man's baritone
call out Adam's name. Looking up, he saw a tall, good-looking ranger in his late thirties

approach Adam with a smile.

A strange possessiveness welled up inside. He set aside the book and reached the little
reunion in time to see the ranger hug Adam. This, however, could be an ex of Adam's, dammit.
A growl rose up from his throat, which he quickly changed into a cough. What difference did it
make if this asshole was an ex-lover of Adam's? Or even a current lover?

Carmichael bit the inside of his cheek as shock lanced through him at the thought of Adam
having a current lover. He told himself it didn't matter. Adam was a temporary indulgence,
nothing more.

“Who's your friend, Adam?” Carmichael couldn't see any jealousy over Adam in the man's
eyes, but that didn't mean it wasn't there.

“Smokey, this is Carmichael. He's hired me to take him on a guided tour of some of the
hiking trails. Carmichael, this is Ranger Goldman. He's the head park ranger here.”

Ouch. With an introduction like that, no one would have any reason to be jealous. Not a
hint of the intimacy he and Adam had experienced the previous night found its way into Adam's
words. Like Carmichael thought he wanted. He hadn't realized it would bother him, though.

“Nice to meet you, Carmichael,” Smokey—Smokey—said as he offered his hand for
Carmichael to shake. Carmichael took his hand and pumped it once, not wanting to touch the
man any longer than he must. The ranger was taller than Carmichael, and his hand was larger,
but he was much leaner, less muscled. Which was Adam's preference?

Shit. If he could kick his own ass, he would, for even thinking that question. For the last
time, it didn't fucking matter.

“Adam, are you coming back to work next season?” Ranger Asshole placed one of those

big hands on Adam's shoulder, and it was all Carmichael could do to keep from knocking it off.
“I don't know, Smokey. Maybe. It was a lot of fun.”
“Yep, it sure was. Remember when—"

“We should head out now,” Carmichael interrupted. Damned if he were going to listen to

fucking reminiscing. Thankfully Adam nodded.
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“Don't be a stranger, Adam. We've missed you around here,” the ranger said. Yeah,
Carmichael just bet he had. He hustled Adam out of the store before ol' Smokey could touch him
again.

When the door closed behind them, Carmichael couldn't hold it in any longer.

“Smokey?” he asked, incredulous. “As in Smokey the Bear?”

Adam shrugged. “I know. Silly, isn't it? But he likes the name. And he's a good ranger.”

Carmichael pressed his lips together. None of the words fighting to escape his mouth were

going to be useful. “Where to now?” he asked instead.

Minutes passed as they steadily worked their way along the trail Adam had chosen. Adam
was glad they'd stopped at the ranger station before setting out, for a couple of reasons. First, the
rangers were a little more accepting of him, especially Smokey, than other people in town. Adam
didn't know why that was, but he was grateful for it. It was one of the reasons he had so enjoyed

working at the park.

The other reason was more selfish, but the more people Adam saw Carmichael come into
contact with, the more he realized Carmichael was surly by nature. Which didn't make Adam
happy, but knowing he wasn't responsible for Carmichael's habitual grouchiness lifted a weight

off his soul.

The sounds from the campground faded, leaving his ears filled with the soft sounds of
nature. He enjoyed being outdoors, but he preferred his dusty excavations to this humidity. At
least it was shaded. Even with the majority of the leaves shed in preparation for winter, the

evergreens provided plenty of cover.

Adam was content to walk in silence, for a while anyway. Carmichael had given him a lot
to think about, both last night and this morning. Between sexual exhaustion and nerves, he'd not
had a chance to let his mind play over it. Here in the woods, with the sound of their boots on the
leaf-strewn earth overshadowing all other noise, Adam still couldn't think. Everything that had
happened was like sitting next to a campfire—it felt good on his skin, made him warm and happy

inside, but if he looked too closely, he'd get burned.

The memory of Carmichael's laughter stuck with Adam almost as vividly as the actual sex.

The sounds had been rusty, mixed with shock. Without a doubt, laughter wasn't a sound
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Carmichael made very often. He wasn't sure Carmichael knew how to be happy, and Adam

looked forward to wringing more happy sounds from him.

Never in a million years would he have guessed Carmichael was a virgin. But then, he'd

not pegged him as gay either, so what the hell did he know?

Every time he thought about holding Carmichael's tight, muscular ass as he thrust into that
snug, warm hole, Adam couldn't help but plump up. If Carmichael noticed the increased
frequency of crotch adjustment, he didn't give any indication. Despite Adam's desire to throw
him down on the ground and have an instant replay of the previous night, this wasn't the time or
place, condoms and lube in his pocket notwithstanding. However, the place he planned to stop

for lunch was quite secluded.

Sure, Adam had questions, but he didn't want to voice them, afraid putting anything into
words would make the dream dissipate. That was the last thing he wanted. No one had ever made

him feel this shiny before, and he wanted to keep the feeling as long as possible.

“So,” Carmichael said, voice overloud in the stillness. Dammit. Was this it? Carmichael
didn't look this morning like he regretted anything. In spite of his shower, the man had that well-
fucked look about him, and Adam could swear that if Oliver hadn't shown up, they might have

done more than exchange greetings in the breakfast room at the B and B.
“We need to talk,” Carmichael continued.

Fuck. Really? Suddenly the muffin this morning didn't seem like such a good idea after all.
Adam was getting dumped after what was little more than a one-night stand? That was new. And
sucked. So sex wasn't just like riding a bike, because apparently Adam had not done a good job

of initiating Carmichael.

Carmichael looked over at him, and Adam huffed out a facsimile of a grunt in response,
because he sure as hell couldn't get any words past the sudden ligature around his throat. Getting
ditched wasn't going to change the fact that Carmichael was the sexiest man Adam had ever

seen. So much for that secluded lunch spot.

“Oliver found a few things in the newspaper archives that, well, disturbed both of us,”

Carmichael said, a slight frown drawing his blond eyebrows together.

With a snap, the pressure on Adam's chest eased. He drew in a breath, shocked he cared so

much, but grateful those horrible four words hadn't prefaced what they normally did. It was
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maybe too soon in their altered—Adam hesitated to call it a relationship—interaction with each
other to tease Carmichael about what those words meant to most people. Perhaps Carmichael had

never experienced the dread that accompanied them and was oblivious to their import.
“What did you find?”

“I'm surprised you didn't know about it. There have been a number of disappearances in
the past year, but they were quickly suppressed, or the search was directed to other areas besides

Rothburg.”

Adam considered that for a moment. “Well, sure, I'd heard of some, but we were told they
got resolved. Mistakes, people found later.”

“Of the people found later, all were dead.”

“All dead? That's not possible.”

“All dead. All conveniently discovered several miles away. Most were considered to be
victims of animal attacks.”

“That would have to be a record number of fatal animal attacks. Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Carmichael said. “It would be a record if the bodies weren't spread out over such a
large geographical distance.”

“And you're sure they disappeared from here?”

“Oliver's pretty sure. I know you don't know us well, but Oliver's usually right about these

things. There's some indication the local vagrant population may have been affected, and to my

knowledge those bodies have never been found.”

Adam nodded, processing what Carmichael had said along with the information regarding
the agency Carmichael said he worked for. They both had more expertise in these matters than

Adam, so there wasn't any reason for him not to take them at their word.

Vagrants. A memory tweaked in Adam's brain. He'd had the responsibility of rousting
them more than once from various places within the park. They'd complained about some of
their number gone missing, but Adam hadn't given it a second thought. Vagrants were transient
by definition, weren't they? God, could he have done something to prevent this earlier if only

he'd paid attention?

Adam stopped in the middle of the trail, unable to go forward. “How many?”
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Carmichael took a couple of steps before he turned back.
“How many what?”
“How many dead? How many missing?”” Adam didn't want to know, but he had to.

“Oliver says at least twenty-seven dead that he can connect to Rothburg or this park,

maybe as many as forty-six. That we know of. Disappearances, the numbers are more variable.”

2

“Forty-six? In the last year?”” Adam couldn't quite catch his breath. “I...1I...

Adam squeezed his fingers into fists, trying to force the words out. “You think this is the

work of a serial killer? Not wild animals?”
Carmichael nodded and looked puzzled.

“I... It might be my fault no one knew about it until now. I mean, they told me, but I didn't

listen. I thought they were drunk.” Tremors shook Adam's body.

“Hey, no, it's not your fault.” Carmichael stepped toward him. Adam wasn't sure if he or
Carmichael closed the gap, but next thing he knew, he was shaking, with Carmichael's arms

wrapped around him. Or as best they could with Adam's backpack in the way.

Carmichael dropped a light kiss on the top of Adam's head, so light Adam was surprised he
felt it.

“Calm down. Whatever it is, it's not your fault. Trust me,” Carmichael murmured

soothingly into Adam's hair. After a couple of minutes, the shaking eased.
“Tell me what that was about,” Carmichael said without letting Adam go.

“Early in the season, I was given the job of rousting the vagrants.” Carmichael tensed, and
the grip around Adam tightened. “The park's not a bad place to live, even in winter. Once the
season starts to ramp up, the homeless have to go. Doesn't give the right impression, and I

imagine the park service is concerned about associated crime.”

Adam felt Carmichael nod. He slipped out of Carmichael's arms, dropped his pack, and sat
on a nearby log. Not that he wasn't deriving comfort from Carmichael's embrace, but it was
weird talking about this while hugging in the middle of a nature trail. He was pleased all out of
proportion when Carmichael dumped his own pack to come and sit beside him. There was no
embrace, but Carmichael sat close enough that his thigh and shoulder pressed against Adam's.

The warmth seeping through their clothes comforted Adam too.
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“Go on,” Carmichael said. His fingers twitched, making Adam wonder where Carmichael
was planning to put his hand, but in the end he left it resting on his thigh, a fraction of an inch

away from Adam's.

“I had to do it, move them, several times, because they'd shift their camp around from
place to place. They complained about friends of theirs disappearing. Strange sounds in the

woods, like screams.

“I didn't take it seriously at all. Then they were gone, and as far as I know, no one thought

of it again. Including me.”

And what did that say about him? A gay man ought to have a little less tolerance for labels
and shouldn't be dismissive because of them. Yet he'd done to them what his hometown had done

to him.
“I should have listened. I should have done something.”
“There wasn't anything you could have done.”

“Sure there is. I could have reported it, followed up, something. If nothing else, you and

Oliver might have showed up sooner.”

Fuck. The tremors started again. How many people had died because he'd ignored Western

society's version of the untouchables?

“Hey,” Carmichael said sharply and grasped Adam's chin, twisting his head, forcing him to
look into those lapis lazuli eyes. “Listen to me. The person or persons responsible for this are

dangerous. I know you started helping us on a lark, probably bored.”
Uh, yeah, that was true.

“I understand,” Carmichael continued. “But you need to understand something too. There's
more planning here than we—Oliver and [—expected. You could get hurt if the people behind

this figure out why we're in town and that you're helping us.”
“What do you mean, more planning?”
Carmichael pressed his lips together into a fine line before he spoke.
“Oliver could explain this better.”

“I don't want Agent Cardoso to explain.” He sounded like a sulky child, but Oliver was

such an authority figure, he made Adam feel like he was back in school, unsure and recalcitrant.
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Carmichael made him feel uncertain at times too, but now that they'd had sex—great, mind-

blowing sex—Adam's comfort level with Lachlan had increased.

“As far as I know, this is the first time we've seen such organization, along with what
appears to be a deliberate suppression of potential alarms. Which may be why it took a year for

me and Oliver to be sent here.”

Adam nodded and tapped his lips with a finger. He didn't want to be the target of a serial
killer, but Carmichael made it sound less like a serial killer and more like a murderous

conspiracy. How could they be sure about all this? So far it sounded like a lot of supposition.

Opening his mouth to ask that question, he was halted by the rueful smile on Carmichael's
face. Jeez. Adam's heart and libido were going to go into overdrive if orgasms made Carmichael

smile at him all the time.

“I know what you're going to say. I can't tell you everything I know. I've already told you

more than I should. I need you to be careful.”

Sweet. He wasn't sure if Carmichael's admonition to be careful was a personal desire, but

Adam chose to take it as such.

“So Oliver's, what, checking out some of the disappearances, seeing how big the stories got

nationally? If there's any other connections to Rothburg?”

“Pretty much. The stories stopped cold a few weeks ago. Oliver's also going to find out if

bodies stopped showing up then or not.”
“The stories stopped,” Adam repeated. “Isn't that funny?”

It had never occurred to him until now, but then, he didn't bother with the local paper.

Anything of note filtered through the café as gossip anyway.
“You okay to keep going?” Carmichael asked.
“Yeah, I'm fine now. Thanks.”

Carmichael stood, and Adam followed suit. They picked up their bags and hoisted them

onto their backs.

“We don't want to be out here all night,” Adam continued. Which was true. He had every

intention of spending tonight in Carmichael's bed. Again.
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“Not out all night? Why the hell am I carrying sleeping bags?” Carmichael asked. His

affronted tone made Adam want to laugh, but he refrained.

“We need to be prepared for anything out here, but I have no intention of missing my shift

tomorrow.”

Carmichael nodded and gestured for Adam to lead the way, although he stepped into place
beside Adam as he walked.

“So what's funny?” Carmichael asked as they continued down the trail. Adam had to
search his memory for their recent conversation because, for a couple of seconds, he wasn't sure

what Carmichael was referring to.

“Right. The editor of the Rothburg Review, which I assume is the archive Oliver was
looking through...” Adam waited for Carmichael to give him confirmation. “Well, he had one of
those incidents I told you about. I think it was a month and half ago. Got lost out here for three
days. When they found him, he had no recollection of where he'd been or what happened to him.
They chalked it up to exposure, but it's still odd.”

Carmichael looked thoughtful. “Yeah, that is weird, although Oliver should have come

across it in the newspaper.”

“Nope, wasn't in there. The editor wouldn't allow the story to be printed. Guess he was

embarrassed.”
“Hmmm. I'll let Oliver know when we get back.”
“What, you're not going to call him on the sat phone?”” Adam teased.
Carmichael tossed him a glare. “Emergencies only.”

Oho. Adam guessed he'd used up all of Carmichael's loquacity minutes for the day,
perhaps the whole week's worth. Too bad, because Adam had other things he'd like to discuss.

They stopped speaking as the trail became rougher and soon became no trail at all. The
place Adam intended to stop for lunch was well off any trail, although not as far-off as their

eventual destination.
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Chapter Seven

Breaking through the brush, Carmichael followed Adam into an idyllic clearing. Small but

private.
“Let's stop here for lunch,” Adam said as he pulled off his backpack.

Carmichael's tongue twitched in a mouth filled with saliva. Adam had sweat as much as
Carmichael; his T-shirt hung damply against the firm, lithe muscles in his back. Carmichael's

mouth craved the opportunity to taste those gorgeous contours.
“Sure, sounds good.”

Swiping sweat off his own brow, Carmichael looked for the best place to sit down and get
comfortable for a bit. It wasn't basic training or anything, but he wouldn't say no to a break and

some food.

He dropped his pack to the ground. Humping this shit through near jungle for an hour
would have put him in a super-pissy mood if Adam weren't such good company. Also he got to
follow that bitable ass. Which, come to think, was something he'd not had the chance to do the
night before. On the agenda tonight, for sure, whether or not they were stuck in this hellacious

wilderness. He didn't have a condom or lube—dumb—but there were other safe ways they could

have fun.

Adam knelt underneath some shade and pulled supplies out of his pack. Carmichael

unrolled one of the sleeping bags for them to sit on.

Leaning back against a tree, Carmichael made quick work of the simple meal while
watching Adam eat. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead and upper lip. The black hair that had
looked so artfully messy last night now just looked messy, with bits of bramble and twig sticking

out.

Carmichael assumed his own hair was sporting vegetation as well, but he'd never paid

much attention to his appearance. Not like Adam did.
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Reaching across, Carmichael plucked the biggest twig from Adam's hair, who flushed fire
engine red when he saw it, hands immediately going up to pat down and remove any offending
bits, sunlight glinting off his ring.

Adam glared at him, making Carmichael laugh a little. The glare got worse before Adam
grabbed a bottle of water and lifted it to his lips. Watching those pink lips wrapped around the
bottle, throat working to swallow, combined with the scent of clean sweat, inflated Carmichael's
cock. He'd been sporting half wood the whole damned morning, but within seconds of looking at

Adam now, it became fully functioning, fully grown wood, throbbing in his cargo pants.

Adam finished his sandwich and licked his fingers. Carmichael pounced, toppling Adam—
who grunted in surprise—over backward. Straddling Adam's hips, Carmichael lowered his pelvis
to rub against Adam's—oh thank God—erection. As Carmichael dipped his head, lips meeting

lips, Adam twined his hands around Carmichael's neck, anchoring him in place.

One gentle nibble at those lips was all Carmichael could take before he plunged his tongue
inside, eating Adam up. He tasted like mustard and the addictive taste of pure Adam that

Carmichael had discovered last night.
Adam moaned into his mouth, pressing his hips up.

Carmichael tore his lips away from Adam's succulent mouth and, loving the extra-salty
tang, tasted his way down Adam's neck to his collarbone, where it peeked out of the neck of his

white T-shirt.

He slid his hands up Adam's belly underneath the shirt, coaxing it off. Adam helped by
grabbing Carmichael's T-shirt and tugging it off.

Fucking decadent it was, with the sun warming Carmichael's back through the filter of the

leaves.

Seeing Adam like this, desire clear on his face, nothing hidden in the light of day, made
Carmichael desperate to see all of him. Attacking one of Adam's pink nipples with his lips at the
same time as his hands attacked the fly of Adam's jeans, Carmichael wrestled him out of his
clothes and boots in record time. Adam's sexy moans echoed through the clearing, but
Carmichael didn't care if anyone heard, if anyone saw. Those moans were for him, and if anyone

else came upon them, they'd be insanely jealous of Carmichael's good fortune.
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Carmichael rocked back, pulling his lips away, and stroked the pale, sweat-slicked skin. A
barely there trail of dark hair on Adam's lower belly led the way to his goal—Adam's ruddy,

pulsing cock, already leaking clear fluid.

Sweeping his fingers across the head, Carmichael captured as much of the moisture as he
could. Adam's gaze fastened on him, intent, hot, as Carmichael brought his fingertips to his

mouth and sucked.

Adam let out a breathy whimper, accompanied by a jerky thrust of his hips, and

Carmichael's cock leaped in aching response.

Carmichael pulled his fingers out of his mouth and slid them down Adam's balls, which
were pulled tight against his body. Unable to keep his mouth off any longer, he dived down to
suck on one of those tender balls, causing Adam to gasp and fling his legs wider, giving
Carmichael more room to maneuver. He lavished attention on the other side of Adam's furry sac,

loving the smell of him, so strong here.

Curling his hand around Adam's heated shaft, he didn't provide any friction. In between
rough licks, Carmichael stuck his fingers back in his mouth, then slid one finger down into
Adam's crease, right into his pucker, one of many body parts that had been consuming

Carmichael's thoughts since he woke that morning.

Adam almost shrieked, and thrust himself down toward Carmichael's hand, the hole
fluttering open with ease. Carmichael had to close his eyes and count to ten. Twenty. Fuck. He
could only imagine what that would feel like gripping his prick. Would it feel better than getting
fucked? Because that had been an unexpectedly toe-curling pleasure.

Dammit. Why the hell hadn't he thought to bring condoms?

“I thought...” Adam panted between strokes.

Carmichael eased another finger in, stealing the rest of Adam's words, except for his name
moaned over and over. Carmichael thought he could get used to hearing Adam use his despised
first name, as long as he kept saying it in that lust-filled, raspy voice that told Carmichael he was

doing something very, very right.
Adam propped himself up on his elbows so he could observe Carmichael's labors.

“I thought...” Adam began again. Carmichael started stroking Adam's long cock in time

with his finger fucking. “You...were...a...virgin.” Heaving breaths punctuated each word.
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Carmichael smiled. It felt like a wicked smile. Judging by Adam's expression, he'd given
exactly the smile he'd meant to. God, Adam's eyes were even more mesmerizing with blown-out,
dilated pupils.

He licked the tip of that rosy head bobbing in front of him, tongue slipping around the
ridge.

Pulling away, Carmichael said, “I do have the Internet, you know!”

A look of mild confusion passed over Adam's face. “What?”

“You asked about my virginity.” Hmmm. Saying that word aloud, at least in reference to
himself, would normally make Carmichael squirm. As he'd discovered last night, being this close

to blowing his load superseded any and all embarrassment.

“I have the Internet,” Carmichael repeated. “And I know how to use it.” He punctuated his

words with deep, gliding strokes into Adam's ass. Too bad this was all they could do right now.

Understanding flooded Adam's face before his head dropped back between his shoulder
blades as his hips pushed up into Carmichael's fist.

“Lachlan.” Adam's voice held the same faint note of command Carmichael had heard last

night. “Fuck me. Now.”

Carmichael froze, pushing away his impending explosion by sheer force of will.
Thankfully his cock was still trapped behind his fly, because otherwise he'd have been inside

Adam as fast as he could manage, regardless of any safe-sex precautions.

Helpless, aching to fulfill Adam's orders, he looked into Adam's eyes. “I didn't bring any
condoms or lube.” Fuck, was he stupid. Those orgasms last night must have melted his brains
along with his muscles.

Adam returned Carmichael's earlier wicked smile, with interest, making Carmichael's prick

jump, seeping ever more precum into his boxer-briefs.
“I did.” Adam purred.

Oh thank fuck. It warmed Carmichael inside to know Adam had planned to get into his
pants during the hike. He disengaged his hands from their pleasurable pursuits and scrambled

toward Adam's pack, fingers scrabbling to release his pants.

“Where?” he snapped, all patience for play at an end.
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“Front pocket. Hurry,” Adam snapped back, body shifting restlessly on the sleeping bag.
His hand hovered over his dick, and Carmichael knew exactly what Adam's dilemma was. Torn
between needing touch, pressure, friction, and wanting to wait, to extend the pleasure until they

were fucking.

Carmichael shucked off boots and pants, grabbed his prize, and scooted back over to the
hot, writhing male waiting impatiently for him. He ripped open the package and slid the condom
down his dick, wincing at how sensitive and eager he was. God. What if he hurt Adam in his
desperation? Carmichael understood he wasn't going to be perfect at this, not the first time out,

but he didn't want to...well...fuck up.

Closing his eyes against the delicious temptation in front of him, he took a couple of deep
breaths and listened to his heart pounding like parade drums in his ears. Once again he'd
expected to be nervous, not like a stag in full rut. Feeling the imminent orgasm retreat, he slicked

up his fingers and slid them back into Adam.
“Stop playing around. Fuck me already.” Adam hissed.

Well, he'd have to trust Adam on this, and he wasn't inclined to argue at this point. His

dick was hard enough to carve obsidian.

Lining up to the small, puckered hole, Carmichael had another moment's hesitation. His
dick looked much larger in comparison. Adam's cock was thinner than his, and Carmichael was
still feeling him, hours later. It was a good ache, but an ache nonetheless. Would the burn be

greater for Adam?
“Do it. Now. I can't wait,” Adam ordered.

Adam flipped over, arching his back, legs spread, crease beckoning. Carmichael slid his

palms reverently over the smooth, rounded ass cheeks. Beautiful. Fucking beautiful.

Adam moaned, and Carmichael realized he'd said the words aloud. What could he say?
Best ass he'd ever seen. More bitable than he'd imagined. Leaning forward, he nipped at Adam's
left cheek, leaving a strawberry red mark on that perfect skin. Adam yelped and glanced back at
him, bucking his hips in invitation.

To hell with waiting. Adam seemed to want it as bad as he did. Carmichael pressed in, the
tight ring of muscle giving way, allowing him to sink all the way inside, his balls touching

Adam's.
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Oh holy fuck.

Sweat rolled down Carmichael's temples as he adjusted to the sensation of the tightest
sheath he'd ever imagined rippling around his cock. His fingers dug into Adam's hips. Slowly he
pulled almost all the way out, then thrust firmly back in. Adam yowled and thrust back against

him, back arching so strongly, he looked like a contortionist.

Hips finding a natural rhythm, Carmichael leaned over Adam's back and mapped the
bumps of his spine with his tongue. After a few minutes, Carmichael's orgasm boiled in his balls.
Trying to stop it now would be like trying to stop a freight train with a trip wire. Be nice if he
could hold off until Adam came, but it wasn't meant to be; he no longer had conscious control of

his hips, lost in the heated thrust and glide.

Thrusting faster, Adam started sliding along the soft fabric, grunting and keening.
Carmichael had shifted, hoping to adjust his position enough to reach around to stroke Adam's
cock, when Adam screamed Carmichael's name, a red flush crawling up his spine, cords standing

out on his neck.

Carmichael was surprised enough that it took a second for him to notice Adam's ass
clutching his dick in a near-painful grip, before it yanked his load right out of him.
“Adam!” he yelled and fell forward against Adam's back, hips jerking sporadically as he

rode it out. His lips sought out Adam's neck, and he latched on, sucking at the salty flesh.

Despite the trembling reaction in his arms, Carmichael pushed himself up enough so that
most of his weight wasn't resting on Adam. When the grip on his softening prick eased, he heard
Adam whisper, “Slowly on the way out.”

Carmichael nodded, stupidly, since Adam couldn't see him, and withdrew. He slumped
onto his back, chest heaving. Adam rolled over and snuggled up into the crook of his arm,

pressing soft kisses onto his chest.

“That was spec-fucking-tacular,” Carmichael said as soon as he could form a coherent

thought.
“Uh-huh,” Adam said, still sounding breathless. “Never better.”
Carmichael looked at him, eyebrow raised. “Lying to make me feel good?”

“Nope, not at all,” Adam replied. “You're a natural. But if you're interested in more

practice...” Adam's sentence trailed off as he bit Carmichael right near the join of shoulder to
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pec. The sweet sting made his dick consider taking a renewed interest in the proceedings, but as

much as he might like to practice more, right now they were still working.
A sudden thought surprised a laugh out of Carmichael.
“What?” Adam asked.
“This is the first time I've literally fucked around on the job,” he replied.
Adam stared at him for half a second before he started laughing also. “Me too!”
Carmichael reached down to deal with the condom, and Adam sprang up toward his pack.
“Hang on,” he said.
Hang on? “To this?” Carmichael asked, holding the limp latex. What the fuck?

“You don't think I'm going to let you litter out here, do you?” Adam produced a small,

clean sandwich bag. Carmichael might never look at Ziploc bags the same way again.

Condom disposed of to Adam's satisfaction—in Adam's pack, he could carry it back to
civilization—Carmichael eyed the mess on the sleeping bag. Unbelievable. These damned things

were dry-clean only, weren't they?

“Guess 1f we're out here all night, we'll be sharing your sleeping bag,” Carmichael told
Adam. Adam looked at the same spot on the sleeping bag before he blushed and giggled at the

same time.

“I don't have a problem with that,” Adam said, coming in for a full-body press. Damn, his
skin felt amazing against Carmichael's naked form. But they had to get dressed. He gave Adam's
ass a friendly squeeze before he grabbed his clothes and pulled them on.

With a slight grimace, Carmichael rolled up the sleeping bag, jizz and all, and reattached it
to his pack.

“How much further?” Carmichael asked.

“Depends. The edge of the park is about another hour away. I don't recommend straying
too far out of park property, but how far and how long we do is up to you.”

“How come you know this area so well? I mean, I can see a full park ranger, maybe,
knowing the areas off the trails, but I don't imagine everyone in town would have this

familiarity.”
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Adam made a face that Carmichael couldn't interpret, his features smoothing out before

Carmichael could call him on it.

“My parents loved to hike around here. They brought me here several times when I was
younger. My mother used to be a professor of Native American studies, and she often scoured

the area looking for remains of Native American settlements and such.”
Huh. Somehow that wasn't the answer he'd been expecting.

“What does your dad do?” The question was one Carmichael had never asked anyone
before, partly because he had never cared and partly because he had never wanted the question to
be returned. He didn't know who his real dad was; his mother had been a teenager when she'd
had him and had spent most of his formative years in and out of jail. His grandfather, the man he
was named after and who had raised him, sort of, was an unemployed, abusive alcoholic.

Questions about Carmichael's family life were never welcome from anyone.
“Oh, well, my dad's retired too. Used to be the chief of police.”

Oh. Wow. Somehow neither of those professions meshed with Carmichael's previous
assumption of indulgent, wealthy parents. Adam wouldn't meet Carmichael's eyes, and
Carmichael wondered if that was because he was well aware he was sponging off his folks far

longer than a grown man should. But saying so would ruin the afterglow.
“Huh. Did I mention I met the current chief?”
“No, when?” Adam looked at him, more animated than before.
“At the diner, while you were in the restroom.”
“Really? What did he want?”
“Don't know,” Carmichael answered, still a little puzzled by the interaction.

“He's never liked me much, even when he was my dad's deputy. Maybe he figures I'm a

bad influence on newcomers.”
“Oh, you are,” Carmichael replied, happy and wanting to tease.
Adam looked stunned. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I was in town for how long?” Carmichael let out a short bark of laughter. “You

managed to seduce me and take my virginity.”
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Adam sputtered for a moment before he began laughing. He wrapped his arms around

Carmichael's neck and kissed him, light and sweet. “That's me, seducer of innocents.”

Carmichael rumbled deep in his throat and nuzzled at the accessible cheek, the slight
stubble rasping his lips. He nipped at Adam's ear, enjoyed the resultant squirm, then pulled out of

the embrace.
“C'mon. Work to do.”
% % %

An hour later, the overhead canopy blocked most of the sunlight, and the undergrowth was
thick near the ground but much easier to slog through than the previous pseudojungle. Were
there poisonous snakes in this part of the country? Carmichael didn't know, but he kept a close

eye on where he placed his feet.

Adam stopped moving. “Here it is.”

Carmichael turned around in a circle. He'd expected a fence to demarcate the national park
from private property. He looked more intently and saw it. A small, battered, red metal sign
nailed to a tree, somewhat above average eye level. It proclaimed private property, lack of
liability, and potential danger.

“That's it? That's the notice?”

Adam nodded. “Yep. There's one tacked to a tree every hundred yards or so.”

“Fucking ridiculous.”

“Yes and no. When visitors enter the park, they're told not to venture off the trails. Not one

official park trail crosses any part of this border. But with the reputation of this place, well, there
are a few unofficial trails; that's for sure.”

Hell. If they'd gotten here by using one of those unofficial trails, Carmichael suddenly had
a lot more respect for those curiosity seekers. They had to have a shitload of curiosity riding
them to go through all that work.

“Who owns this property?”

“Don't know, actually. Crazy Mary Winters lived not far from here in a cabin while I was
growing up. I don't know if she went into a home or died, but I heard her cabin was abandoned,

and I never heard about any heirs.”
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Oliver was going to have to keep researching that. “Crazy Mary Winters?”

“Er...that's what we called her. Everyone avoided her, and she rarely came into town.”

“No one visits there?”

“Not that I know of. She lived in the middle of Allenton Woods. The reputation keeps
people away. No reason for anyone to go out there, I don't think. We don't even get a lot of
hunters around here.”

Carmichael wondered if she had been the first victim of the Umbrae. Oliver had a theory
that the portals would open up in the same places over and over again throughout time, that the
fabric of the universe was somehow weaker in those places, and the stories throughout the ages
of werewolves, vampires, and demons were the result of those portals opening.

“All right. Let's keep heading in this direction. You said it was dangerous out this way. [

assume you aren't talking about ghosts. What are we on the lookout for?”

“The area is rocky, and there are lots of hidden crevasses. Deep ones.”

“That's it?”

“What more do you need? Slip and fall out here, you've got a broken leg. And with rangers
reluctant to pass over the boundary, who's going to find you before exposure or animals get
you?”

Carmichael nodded. Made sense, although he'd expected something a little more sinister.
But then, he grew up in the projects. Later, the army only stationed him in deserts. What did he
know about fucking nature and shit?

About five minutes into the trek through the private property, Carmichael felt it. This was
the first time ever he'd been able to sense a significant change in the atmosphere. The idyllic
nature walk became something else, something dangerous.

“Wait up,” Carmichael whispered, reaching out to grab Adam's arm.

“What?”

“Wait a minute.” Carmichael strained his ears. In addition to a strange sense of decay in
the air, like an unpleasant taste in the back of his throat and a film on his skin, there were no

sounds. No birds, no chittering, just the dark stillness.
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Shit on a shingle. Was this what Oliver kept hoping would happen to him? Or was this
why Oliver was always so adamant that there was an open portal in the vicinity when they'd

arrived at a site?

Adam was obviously confused by Carmichael's actions, but he remained still and silent,

waiting. A faint howling reached Carmichael's ears.
“What's that?”” Adam asked, his already light skin bleaching further.
“Don't know. Sounds like a wolf.”
“There are no wolves around here,” Adam said.
“You sure about that?”
The howling got louder but still sounded quite far away.

Adam shrugged. “The rangers said wolves left the area decades ago. I've never heard of a
wolf sighting.”
The wind shifted, and the strange sense of decay was now accompanied by a rather strong

scent of the same. Adam wrinkled his nose.

“Where's that coming from?”” Carmichael asked.

“Why? You don't want to find whatever dead thing it is, do you?”

Nope. He definitely didn't want to, but Carmichael knew he should. He could try following
his nose, but fuck, he wasn't Daniel Boone or whatever nature boy. That was Adam's job,
strangely enough, even though he'd looked so urbane and sophisticated at the club last night.

“If it's close, I think we'd better take a look.”

Adam rolled his eyes but turned and headed toward the sickening rotten-meat smell. As
they traveled, Carmichael realized the area was quite treacherous. The sharp, rocky outcroppings
became larger and more tightly packed the closer they got to the smell.

After about ten minutes, during which Carmichael nearly sprained one ankle or the other
every thirty seconds, he was about ready to call a halt and turn back. It wasn't worth one of them
actually injuring themselves out here on the ass end of nowhere.

Adam stopped and pointed down, holding his nose. “There.” He leaned over an edge, and

Carmichael planted his feet and peered over. The carcass rested about ten feet below, well

decomposed. Carmichael thought it might be human, but at this point it was hard to tell. Given
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that all other potential victims had been disposed of far from Rothburg, this could be nothing
more than a bear cub. Regardless, he pulled out a digital camera and zoomed in on the body,

snapping away. Oliver might be able to determine more from these pictures.

Scanning the area, Carmichael noticed a clear footprint in one of the few earthy sections.

He zoomed in and took a photo of it.

Showing the photo to Adam, he said, “Still think there's no wolves?”

“Huh. Guess not. I mean, it could be a dog print, but...”

Problem was, even though the camera worked now, there was no guarantee the pictures
would still be available for Oliver by the time they returned. Damned portals. Carmichael
inspected the sides of the crevasse. It'd be a bitch, but he was sure he could get down to the body,
maybe confirm it was human, see if there was any identification.

“I'll be right back,” Carmichael said, shucking his pack.

“What? What are you doing? You can't go down there. It's too dangerous.”

“I'm fine,” Carmichael said, making his way down. He could have jumped the ten feet
down, maybe, but he didn't want to land on the corpse.

“Carmichael, come back here,” Adam said, his voice low but conveying his upset.

Carmichael dropped the last couple of feet to the ledge. Fuck. The stink was worse down

here. Inspecting the body as best he could without disturbing it, he wished the skull were present.

Probably rolled even farther down. Skulls were the most distinctive identifiers.

He looked a little closer. No reason for a bear cub to have a shirt collar. Without a doubt,
this was a human corpse. After snapping a few more pictures, he grabbed a stick. Poking around,
he tried to locate a wallet, but without proper tools, he was leery of disturbing the scene too
much. Besides, every poke sent a fresh wave of stink into his nostrils.

“Carmichael, what the hell are you doing? Get back up here.”

Nothing more he could do down here. “I'm coming.”

Carmichael hauled himself back to where Adam was; it was much easier going down than
up.

“So what did you find out?”
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“Nothing. Probably a bear cub.” He shouldn't have lied to Adam, but he didn't want to
upset him. He didn't want to ruin the day they'd had. How fucked-up was that?

Eerily the mournful howl they'd heard before wafted through the forest. “Yeah, that doesn't

sound like a dog.” Adam looked around as though he expected to be attacked any minute.

“Let's get back,” Carmichael said. Because Adam's apparent concern was valid. They

could get attacked. “As it is, we might not get back before nightfall.”

Adam agreed and led the way back to civilization. Sweaty and exhausted, they met Oliver

at the entrance to the park as the sun faded to red on the horizon.
* k%

They took quick, consecutive showers alone, despite Adam's attempts to entice Carmichael
to conserve water. His argument that showering would take a lot longer together was more than
likely correct. Adam had every intention of finding out for sure tomorrow, since his shift at the
café didn't start until eleven a.m., and Carmichael was going to have to shove him out the door if

he didn't want Adam to stay the night.

Adam dressed after his shower and curled up in one of the horrible, cat-upholstered chairs

to wait for Carmichael to finish cleaning up.

What an awesome day. Well, the stinky-weirdness interlude wasn't awesome at all, but the
sex was everything he'd hoped for. He'd always wanted to have sex outside like that. Not that he
hadn't had a quick and dirty fuck beside a building before. Joel and he had done that a couple of
times. But fully naked sex outside, in the sun, was something he'd never done before, and it was

something he'd never forget.

Sex aside, Carmichael had been a great companion for the hike. He hadn't been prickly or
grouchy at all, and he'd been protective of Adam. Again. It was sweet, although Adam was
certain Carmichael would not approve of anyone's applying that adjective to him. He'd also been

entertaining and pleasant.

What Adam wanted to talk about—but didn't—was Carmichael's lack of sexual
experience. Not that Adam thought he was lying about being a virgin. There hadn't been a lot of
hesitation, but there'd been enough, along with a few unguarded expressions, to confirm

Carmichael's claim.
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Once Carmichael got more experience under his belt, so to speak, Adam wasn't sure he'd
survive the experience. Of course, that would be long after Carmichael left Rothburg. The

thought of Carmichael leaving made Adam sad, so he shoved the thought away.

It did explain why he was so quick on the draw that night in the club parking lot. If
Carmichael had just been getting handjobs and blowjobs, probably he'd been with a lot of
strangers and quick hook-ups. Licking cum off your fingers? Not usually on the agenda during

those.

Adam could understand why Carmichael hadn't fucked or been fucked while he was in the
military. He wasn't exactly proper, but he seemed to be a believer in rules, even if forced to bend
or break them. The threat of a dishonorable discharge had likely been enough to keep him from
going all the way.

A year, though. Carmichael had said a year had passed since he'd been out of the army.
Somehow he...what? Never found the time? He was so gorgeous and buff, he could have walked
into a gay bar anywhere and had his choice, with or without anyone knowing about his cherry.
He'd had no issue translating theory to practice; if he hadn't said anything, Adam might not have

guessed.

Which was the source of Adam's confusion. Why him? Adam knew he was relatively
good-looking. Knew they had chemistry between them. But that couldn't be a first for
Carmichael. No fucking way. So what had made him, at the ripe old age of twenty-eight, decide
to lose his virginity with a virtual stranger he hadn't appeared to like until he'd stuck his tongue
down Adam's throat?

Again. Why Adam?

Only problem—Adam wasn't sure he was going to like the answer, so he hadn't been able

to bring himself to ask the question. The question wouldn't have occurred to him if he weren't

starting to care—too much—for Carmichael.

Carmichael emerged from the bathroom fully dressed. More of his “we'll spend too long
fucking, so let's avoid temptation” nonsense, no doubt. Shame. With a bare chest and a towel
wrapped around his waist, Adam would have done his damnedest to tempt Carmichael into a
little—no, a lot of—immediate gratification. He was already tempted, but easy access would

have been key to convincing Carmichael.
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Ah well. Maybe this debriefing wouldn't take too long. They needed to eat too. He was

starving.
“Ready?”” Carmichael asked.

“Whenever you are,” Adam replied, wondering if Carmichael heard and understood the

double meaning Adam had intended.

Carmichael looked away for a second, then handed Adam his key. “I'll have to talk to
Oliver after we talk to you. Will you stay?”

Adam hadn't considered the secretive “need to know” bullshit. If he'd thought that far
ahead, he would have planned to sit outside Carmichael's door. This was better. He took the key

and tucked it in his pocket, trying desperately not to squeal with glee.

“What about dinner?”” Oliver had already eaten by the time they'd called for a pickup, and
both of them had felt too grimy to stop anywhere on the way back to the bed-and-breakfast.

“We'll order pizza when I'm done.”

Carmichael gave him a hungry look, and Adam almost had to sit down again. That look

wasn't for pizza. That look said the pizza was destined to be eaten cold. Yummy.
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Chapter Eight

Adam had never been in the Mallard Room before. The ducks were less obnoxiously cute
than Carmichael's cats, but they were overwhelming in their overt duckyness. The piles of
electronic equipment and cords didn't resemble the image of stodgy hunter in hip waders the
room's decor evoked. Adam couldn't imagine a hunter of any description staying in the B and B

instead of the motel on the highway about twenty minutes out of town.

“What's all this for?” he asked, waving a hand at the equipment. Agents Cardoso and
Carmichael might belong to some super-secret government organization, but their investigation
was so nebulous. A whole platoon of FBI agents wouldn't need this much surveillance

equipment. He didn't think. Of course, he didn't know what MIA stood for.

“Surveillance equipment,” Oliver said. Adam rolled his eyes. Not helpful. He'd already
guessed as much. Oliver's stoic expression led Adam to believe he wasn't going to get any more
information, though. Maybe he could make Carmichael talk later, the same way he'd gotten

Carmichael's first name. Oh fun.

Adam looked over at Carmichael's crotch, then up to his face. Eyeing Carmichael's
pinkening cheeks, Adam was certain if he looked back down, he'd see that tasty dick hard and
pressed against Carmichael's fly. Adam didn't want to join the boner brigade, not yet anyway, so

he made a point of keeping his gaze above the waist.

“Sit down.” Oliver turned his attention back to the computer screen. “I'd like to hear all

about your trip. Give me a minute to finish up here.”

Oliver typed a few more commands into the strangest computer Adam had ever seen.
Looked like something from a movie. Thinking about all this equipment made him wonder if the
agency Carmichael worked for dealt with computer crimes. There were a few people in town

Adam wouldn't be sad to see arrested.



MIA Case Files: Wolfsbane 105

Huh. Computer crimes. Made sense. Maybe. It didn't mesh with the whole serial-killer
scenario he'd been working on out in the woods, but with all this computer equipment, maybe
there was something on the Web connecting the disappearances. Maybe they'd tracked the killer

as far as Rothburg but weren't able to pinpoint his exact location or something.

Adam knew enough about computers to get by, as well as what he saw on TV, but he was
an archaeologist, for Christ's sake. His head was stuck in a time far in the past. He was smart
enough to know the unerring precision with which television detectives were able to determine
the identity and location of computer users might be a convenience for the show rather than

demonstrating reality.

Then again, he was much better at making deductions from the detritus of civilizations.

He'd never make a true investigator.
“So tell me what happened today,” Oliver invited.

Adam heard a choked gasp from Carmichael. He chuckled. Oh, what an opportunity!
Carmichael had better be grateful tonight that Adam was going to pass up on this incredible

chance to tease.

“Are you okay?” Adam asked with an excess of solicitude, desperate to hold in the

laughter.
“Fine,” Carmichael coughed out.

Like Adam would tell Oliver everything. He wasn't sure he wanted to share with anyone

what had happened with Carmichael. He wanted to hug it to himself like a special treasure.

Oliver raised a brow but pulled his chair away from the equipment so that he could pay
attention to Adam. Carmichael took a seat on the far side of the table, as though afraid Adam
might do something naughty. As much as he'd like to, Oliver was Carmichael's boss. Adam had
too much respect for people's work and careers to do something inappropriate in front of Oliver.

Like fuck Carmichael on the clock.

Adam bit his lip. Well, that wasn't in front of Oliver. Technically it was a loophole.
Besides, he'd never done anything like that before, although he was more than willing to try it

again. With Carmichael. Lachlan.

Considering how close to the vest Carmichael kept his sexuality, Adam didn't know if

Oliver knew which way Carmichael swung. Adam would be more likely to whip out his dick and
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masturbate in front of the police station than out someone on purpose. Fucking in public was one
thing; getting arrested for public indecency was quite another. The thought of the chief of police

catching him jerking off was a guaranteed dick shriveler.

He already had a sharp, bitter taste of how painful narrow-minded derision could be when
he'd come out before heading off to university. His parents had been supportive; most of the
townspeople had not. He'd not been able to get out of town fast enough, and he wouldn't subject

Carmichael to the possibility of that when he didn't know how Oliver would react.
“Whenever you're ready,” Oliver said.

“I don't know what help I can be,” Adam replied. “I didn't see anything unusual except for
the decomposing animal. We heard some strange sounds, like howling wolves. I'd always been
told there weren't any wolves in the area, but with the sounds and the paw print Carmichael

found, well, I have to consider that might be wrong.”

Oliver rested his forearms on his knees, brown eyes intent on Adam's face. He was a good-

looking man, although he was a little older than Adam went for.

Too bad his air of authority made Adam want to confess to every minor indiscretion. Until
these agents from MIA had stepped into his life, there hadn't been any indiscretions for a long
time, well before his relationship with Joel. His reckless and irresponsible actions over the past

few days were unlike him.

“Lach—I mean, Carmichael has the photos.” Ooops. Adam had to be careful. Until he
knew why Carmichael didn't like to tell people his first name, it was a word best left in the
bedroom. “There's not much there. I didn't take a close look, but I'm guessing the dead animal we

found was a wolf kill.” Lachlan's theory did seem reasonable, given the paw print they'd found.

The only corpses Adam had dealt with were long, long dead and hadn't smelled so
hideously foul. Adam's stomach rebelled slightly at the memory. Thank God he hadn't heaved up

his lunch in front of Carmichael. That would have been humiliating beyond belief.
“You okay?” Oliver asked.
Adam nodded. He hadn't realized his distaste had been so obvious.

“I can see why rumors sprang up about that area being haunted,” he said, wanting to think
about something else. “It was pretty creepy. But if there're hungry wolves in the area, I'd want to

steer clear t00.”
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“So that's it? Nothing else out of the ordinary?”

Adam shrugged. Besides your partner's fine, fat cock? Between that, Carmichael's hot, wet
mouth, and his talented fingers, Adam wasn't sure much else could have made an impression.

His brain could only handle so much sensory input at a time.
“Fine, then,” Oliver said and sat back in his chair. “I think we can call it a night.”

Weird. Maybe Adam's theory about computer crimes was wrong. No one was using

computers out where they'd been traipsing around today. Drugs? Could be.

Whatever. Adam nodded and stood, ready to return to Carmichael's room. He imagined he

could feel the key branding him through his pocket.
“Hold on,” Carmichael said. “You need to tell Cardoso about the editor.”
“The editor? Oh, right.” Adam dropped back down.
“What editor?” Oliver asked, intent gaze back on Adam's face.

“From the Rothburg Review. The paper you said stopped writing about the

disappearances.”
“Yes?” Oliver prompted.

“It's gossip. I mean, I'm not friends with Arthur or anything, but I'd heard about a month
and a half ago he'd been hiking up there and he himself disappeared. Was found wandering a

county road three days later, disheveled and suffering heat stroke.”
“Three days, you say,” Oliver repeated.

“Uh-huh.” Adam nodded. “He's the closest person I know to have experienced all that

hokey alien-abduction stuff.”
Oliver's eyebrows climbed up his forehead.

“Alien-abduction stuff?”” Oliver sounded more surprised than Adam would have expected,

even for a total skeptic like himself. “What do you mean?”

“Just that he couldn't remember anything about those three days. Not where he was or why

he was there.”
“Three days. Amnesia. Interesting,” Oliver mused.

“Yeah, it sounded like total bullshit at the time, and I didn't think anything of it until

Carmichael mentioned that the stories in the paper stopped about that same time. I remembered



108 K. C. Burn

thinking the whole thing had been made up. No one wrote about his experience in the paper. And
it's not like a lot of fascinating stuff happens in Rothburg. Not even purse snatchings, usually.”

“Shit,” Oliver said. He exchanged a cryptic look with Carmichael.

More secret-agent shit, no doubt. Adam didn't know why the story bothered Oliver, but
judging from his new twitchiness, it did.

“We might be looking at this all wrong,” Oliver said.

Carmichael nodded. “Yeah, I was starting to wonder about that myself.”

Oh, if only Adam knew what they were talking about. Sooner or later he'd make
Carmichael tell him. Or at least he'd have fun trying.

“Forget the haunted-woods, ghost-story crap,” Oliver said. “I think it's a given someone's
using that as a cover. Adam, think carefully. In the past year, can you remember anyone who's

been 'out of town' for three days?”
“And hasn't remembered where they were?”

“No, no. I think that was an isolated case,” Oliver said. “No, I'm wondering about people,
possibly influential people, who had a legitimate reason for leaving town and were gone for three
days.”

Was he serious? Adam looked over at Carmichael for confirmation. He also looked eager
for an answer. Were they both on crack? Adam was barely accepted by the townspeople; most of
them blamed him for his parents' ailment. He sure as hell didn't pay attention to their fucking

social calendars.

And over the past year? Hell no. He had no reason to know, no reason to care, no reason to
remember.

“Why would I know such a thing? Why would I care?”

“It was a bit of a long shot. What about people who regularly hike or camp overnight in the
park? Maybe a three-day trip about a year ago?” Oliver wouldn't let it go.

Maybe Adam would have to revisit his decision regarding the sanity of these two. “You'd

have to check with one of the rangers. I wasn't working in the park a year ago.”
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A year ago he'd moved back home after losing the man he had thought he'd have forever,
to prepare for losing his parents. Sure as he was gay, he wouldn't have given a flying fuck who
was going on a camping trip.

“Hey, calm down,” Carmichael said softly. Oliver looked from Carmichael to Adam before

giving Carmichael a questioning look.

“Can't you see you're upsetting him?” Carmichael said. Protecting him again. It made
Adam feel all warm inside. And like he wanted to lick Carmichael all over, but that had been a

constant desire since meeting him.

“Sorry.” Oliver turned back to Adam. “Look, I know these are strange questions. You'd
have no reason to remember. But please, think about it. Because the more questions we have to
ask, the more people we have to involve, the more likely someone will figure out why we're

here. I'd like to delay that as long as possible.”

“I'll think about it,” Adam promised. He knew it didn't matter. He didn't know anything

and wasn't going to remember any more.

Carmichael watched Adam leave, focused entirely on that ass and what he wanted to do
with it. He couldn't believe he'd asked Adam to stay, handed over his key to a guy he'd known
less than a week. As long as he didn't fall to his knees and beg for those spec-fucking-tacular,
Adam-induced orgasms, well, he'd probably be okay. Unless Adam cut him off. Carmichael was
becoming addicted to the pleasure he experienced with Adam. If Adam ever said no, Carmichael

might beg or plead or do something embarrassing and unmanly.

Leaving Rothburg after this investigation was going to take a shitload of willpower. But he
didn't think Adam would be interested in occasional covert hook-ups. Adam seemed more the
relationship type. If Carmichael had any intention of stepping out of the closet, he sure wouldn't
do it for a man he couldn't respect, no matter how intense the orgasms. Driving out here regularly

because Adam didn't have a car would piss Carmichael off anyway.

He did like Adam and enjoyed his company in and out of bed, but building a life required
similar goals, similar life views. Opposites might attract, as he and Adam proved, but it was lust,
not something lasting. For something solid, Carmichael would be willing to come out. Probably.

He'd spent most of his life alone and was accustomed to it.
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“That was interesting,” Oliver said after the door thunked shut behind Adam. Carmichael

turned his attention to his partner.

“Yes, it was.” Carmichael wondered if he'd concealed his avid interest in Adam's retreating

form.

“You've been awfully pleasant,” Oliver commented. “Glad to be ditching the groundwork

and actually doing something?”

Carmichael smothered a cough. “Yeah, sort of.” Do someone—definitely do someone.
Oliver was going to draw some accurate and unfortunate conclusions if Carmichael couldn't get
this happiness thing under control. Happy felt so good, though. He wasn't sure he wanted to hide
it.

Oliver nodded and fiddled with the equipment again. “Well, what do you think?”” he asked.

Carmichael knew this was part of his mentoring as an MIA operative. He had no doubt
Oliver had everything figured out, but the question was how closely Carmichael's deductions

matched Oliver's. Carmichael thought he'd put it together. Most of it.
“Werewolves, right?”
“Yes, I think so. They're acting a little out of character, though.”
“I noticed that. This time it seems as though they're planning. More than normal, anyway.”

Oliver nodded. “The werewolf manifestation is always cunning, but you're right. I can't tell
if this is a new tactic or if it's related to the first person turned, since the pack will take their lead
from the alpha. I'm hoping Adam can remember something helpful. Either way, I think you're

going to have to go back.”

Fuck no. Carmichael couldn't go back to the city. He wasn't ready to give Adam up. Not
yet.

“Back?” Carmichael asked, ready to argue why Oliver needed him here.

“Yeah. Don't tell me those woods and one dead body freaked you out. You've seen worse.”
Oh. Back to the haunted woods. Sure, Carmichael could do that. No problem.

“No, it's fine. I was thinking of something else.” Thankfully Oliver let it go.

“How come Adam doesn't know it was a body?”
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“He didn't get close enough to it to see for himself. I told him it was a bear cub. I didn't

want to upset him.”

Did he just admit that to Oliver? Out loud? Shit, he might as well paint a sign on his
forehead: I'M FUCKING ADAM.

“Good. After this is over, we'll retrieve it, see if we can make an identification, but for
now, no harm in leaving it there. The closer our scent is to the kill, the more dangerous it will be

for us.”
Right. Those damned heightened werewolf senses.
“You mentioned going back to the woods?”

“I found some old surveys. I haven't tracked down the owner of the land yet, but there's a

building on site. We need to check it out. Might be a den.”
“We? Or me?”
“Depends. Finding out who owns the land might help us figure out who was turned first.”
“I'll go on my own,” Carmichael said, dreading another hike in the goddamned woods
without the sexy interlude he'd had earlier.
Oliver frowned.

Carmichael frowned back. “You can't mean for Adam to go with me? We both agree it's
werewolves, yeah? It's not like we can explain that. How can you suggest exposing Adam to that

kind of danger without letting him decide if he wants to?”

Carmichael stood up, tipping his chair over. Heat warmed his cheeks as he realized how
emotional he must appear to Oliver, but he couldn't help it. The thought of putting Adam in

danger made him anxious, which also pissed him off.

Werewolves were one of the most dangerous manifestations of the Umbrae. They killed

first, without bothering to assess the consequences.
“Hey, hold on,” Oliver said, hands out in a defensive gesture.

“Sorry, sorry.” Carmichael knew Oliver wasn't literally trying to throw Adam to the
wolves, but he'd been damned protective of the guy since meeting him. Was it because he
seemed so much younger than Carmichael? Or was it something else? Adam wasn't weak or

fragile.
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“Normally I'd go with you, watch your back. And normally I'd agree that we'd have a
better chance at playing dumb, assuming anyone tried to ask questions. But the Umbrae are
covering their tracks more thoroughly than usual. The presence of a native townsperson might be
a form of protection. In fact, you might be able to drive right up. There's a dirt road, I think.

Adam could stay in the car, see if he recognizes anyone.”

“And what's wrong with surveillance photos? He could identify people from those without

any danger. Besides, what if he sees someone transform? How am I going to explain?”

Oliver shrugged. “You know you're lucky your camera worked at all so close to the portal.
You might not be as lucky next time. Up close and personal is best, and we need to know who's
behind this, and fast. We can't wait too long; Adam's scent is all over the border between private

and public land.”

Oh fuck. Would it be better, in spite of the danger, to have Adam by his side, where he
could keep an eye on him, or not? That was the million-dollar question. One that he had to
answer the next day. He knew Adam wouldn't agree to taking a day off from the café with no
notice, so if Carmichael intended to bring Adam with him back to the wilderness, he'd have to

wait until the following day.
* %k %k

Twenty-two-fucking-hundred. About time Oliver halted their stupid meeting. Carmichael
left Oliver's room, anticipation ratcheting up as he wondered what he and Adam would do
tonight. Today would be a hard act to follow, but Carmichael was up—in more ways than one—
to the challenge. He almost regretted not doing this sooner, but he couldn't recall any man who'd

come close to making him want to risk his military career.

He should be thankful he'd not encountered Adam earlier in life. Inviting Adam to stay in
his room had been easy. One of the easiest things he'd ever done. If he had met Adam while he
was still in the army, he would have spread his legs as quickly. Carmichael had spent the last
twenty-eight years thinking he had control of his own cock, but this mission had disabused him

of that notion. His prick was all Adam's to control, whether he knew it or not.

Carmichael adjusted his pants and raised his hand to knock, then noticed the door was not

completely closed.
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Shit. Blood pulsed in his temples, and his lungs clutched together like a maiden's knees in
a room full of sailors. More afraid than he'd ever been in his life, afraid for someone else, he
reached for his gun, only to find his shirt—no holster, no gun. Fuck. His gun was in his pack,
inside the room. He had to get his mind back in the game before someone—Adam—got hurt or

killed.

After considering for a moment getting help from Oliver, he discarded the notion. If he had

to fight a goddamned werewolf, Oliver would hear it and come running.

Slowly he opened the door and edged into his room. The only eyes he saw were the spooky
cat eyes staring back at him. He closed the door behind him with a soft click. Sniffing the air, he
didn't notice anything out of the ordinary, just the lingering scent of soap from their earlier

showers. No blood or other worrisome scents.

No physical evidence of a struggle, but Carmichael liked to think he hadn't been so
engrossed in his conversation with Oliver that he would have missed the sound of fighting. Had

Adam been ambushed? Was he here, unconscious? Or had they taken him away?
Moving a little farther into the room, he saw his bedroom door ajar, dim light seeping out.

Huh. Carmichael would have left the entire place dark and, if he'd had the time,
disconnected the light switches. Dark was better for surprise attacks. He crept closer to the door

and peered through the opening, tensed and ready to repel an attacker.
Oh, fuck him blind. Soft yellow light was perfect for the tableau in front of his eyes.

Adam stretched out on the bed, naked, eyes closed, dark hair splayed out on his pillow.
Most eye-catching was the long cock, hard as Adam lazily stroked it. Condoms and lube sat on
the bedside table. Adam gave no indication that he knew Carmichael was there. Fucking
gorgeous. Blood responded to Carmichael's instant hunger, surging into his dick, swelling it

painfully in his pants.

God, he needed to get laid more. The scenario of a sexy, naked man in his bed hadn't
crossed his mind once he'd noted the open door. He grinned. So many possibilities. Get naked
and pounce? Pounce now, strip later? Stay right here and watch? Oh, the agony of indecision. He

pressed the heel of his hand against his throbbing prick.

As he watched, Adam's strokes picked up speed, got a bit firmer. A drop of moisture

appeared at the tip of the engorged head, making Carmichael's mouth flood with saliva.
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Mesmerized, he followed the drop's path as it slid down the head to the ridge, ready to fall.
Adam swept his fingertips along the flared head, catching the slick fluid and bringing it to his
lips.

Oh my fucking God. Carmichael's faint moan was drowned out by Adam's rapid

inhalations. No fucking way was Adam finishing without him.

Carmichael slammed open the door and dived for the bed. Adam's eyelids lifted, and in the

dim light, Carmichael saw no surprise in those lust-filled eyes.

“About time you got here,” Adam said in his breathy, husky voice Carmichael would

forever associate with sex.

Carmichael didn't bother to respond. He knelt on the bed and spread Adam's legs apart,
shoving his knees to his shoulders. Flinging Adam's hand away from its plaything—that was

Carmichael's now—he opened his mouth and swallowed Adam's cock, almost to the base.

“Oh shit,” Adam whispered as his hips jerked upward, shoving the last inch of his penis
down Carmichael's throat. The shock overcame any gag reflex; Carmichael could deep throat

when he wanted, and had done so several times. Today he wanted. Wanted badly.

Adam began sawing in and out of Carmichael's mouth, immersed in the sensations

Carmichael provided, whimpering and moaning his name.

So fucking sexy. He had never seen anything like Adam, never been turned on like this.
Never been so completely under someone's thrall that their pleasure mattered more than his own.
Yet here he was. He wanted Adam to come, content to wait for his own orgasm. Nothing

mattered but Adam's pleasure right now.
“Lachlan, dammit,” Adam panted out.

Carmichael looked up but didn't stop sucking and swirling his tongue around the burning,

salty treat filling his mouth.

Adam thrashed on the bed, anchored by his dick lodged deep in Carmichael's mouth. He
had done this before, Adam could tell. Best blowjob he'd ever had. Everything Lachlan did was
the best.
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Looking down the length of his naked body, he wasn't sure he'd ever seen anything as hot
as Carmichael's eyes gazing back at him. Until his gaze moved past those plumped, wet lips
wrapped around his dick. Carmichael giving him fantastic head, fully clothed in contrast to
Adam's complete nudity, had him close to blowing his load way too soon.

Decadent? Kinky? Adam couldn't think of the right word. Wasn't sure he could think at all
with Carmichael vacuuming his brains out through his dick.

“Oh God,” Adam whined. He fucking whined. Couldn't help himself. So good. He lifted up
on his elbows to get a better look and moaned as he noticed Carmichael humping the bed. Was

there anything better than a man who got off on giving head? Hell no.

Tide rising in his balls, Adam ignored the temptation to empty himself down Lachlan's
throat in favor of a new idea that had taken hold of his brain. Shivers rippled through his body as
he thought about it.

“Stop, stop.” Adam panted, pushing Carmichael's head away.

Carmichael complied, those blue eyes looking at him questioningly. “Everything okay?”

Goddamn. Adam grabbed the base of his dick and squeezed, the breath from Carmichael's
words almost setting him off as he thought about how much more than okay everything was.

“Fuck me now. [ want to come with you inside me,” Adam said.

Carmichael smiled, happy and lustful at the same time. He grasped the hem of his T-shirt
and began to pull it up.

“No. No. Just unzip. Please, now.” Adam couldn't tell if he was begging or demanding, but
he didn't care as long as Carmichael did what he asked.

Carmichael's eyes dilated farther, and he let go of his shirt to direct trembling hands to his
fly. One zip, one slight adjustment, and Carmichael's incredible, fat cock was poised and ready,
moisture leaking from the tip.

“Oh shit,” Adam said. Whimpered. Definitely a whimper.

Carmichael looked horny, depraved, panting for him, and that was a bigger turn-on than
anything. Adam flipped a condom at Carmichael and grabbed the lube. Carmichael's movements
stilled as he watched Adam slick himself. His face flushed dark red, Carmichael's tongue flicked

out to wet his lips.
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As much as Adam got off on teasing Carmichael, putting on a show, he wasn't going to be
able to wait. He didn't even want much prep. Adam wanted to feel the burn as that thick penis
slid inside. He wanted to feel it the next day and the day after. Make him horny all day, sensing

that empty ache in his ass.

Whipping his fingers out of his hole, Adam pulled his knees back to his chest, offering up
his wanting, hungry anus.

“Now,” Adam said.

“Are you—" Carmichael asked, clearly entranced by Adam's slutty display.

“Now,” Adam repeated, louder. His dick quivered, a steady stream of precum dribbling
onto to his belly, and he knew it wasn't going to take long.

Carmichael crawled forward, the dark clothing a fascinating contrast to Adam's pale skin.
As he moved in, his jeans brushed against Adam's thighs. He bit his lip, waiting.

“Lachlan, please,” Adam couldn't stop himself from saying.

“Don't worry, baby. I'm here.”

Baby? Oh God. Adam's orgasm boiled closer to eruption.

Carmichael slid home in one long thrust. Adam arched and gritted his teeth to keep in the

moans. Oh, exactly what he'd wanted. He grabbed Carmichael's neck, pulled him down, and

pressed their lips together.

Moving his hips in short, staccato bursts, Carmichael plunged his tongue into Adam's
mouth in the same rhythm. If Adam's mouth were free, he'd be yelling, crying, screaming out his

pleasure to the entire bed-and-breakfast. So fucking awesome.

Carmichael's large hand slid into the small of Adam's back and pressed him up, tilting his
ass. Carmichael's next thrust caught his sweet spot. Once, twice... Adam's whole body stiffened,
his ass clamping down on Carmichael's invading prick as his cock erupted, splattering cum all

over his neck, chest, and chin.

Carmichael fed him a groan in return, and he felt Carmichael's penis pulse as he came in

Adam's well-fucked, tender, happy channel.
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Pulling his lips away, Carmichael dropped his forehead to Adam's, their breath mingling as
they panted. Relaxing further, Carmichael fit his head into the crook of Adam's neck, placing

gentle kisses underneath Adam's ear.

“So good, baby,” Carmichael whispered.

Adam shivered. He could so get used to Carmichael calling him baby.

Carmichael slid his softening prick out of Adam.

“Okay, naked now,” Adam said, feeling a wide, goofy smile stretch his face.

Carmichael rolled his eyes, but he grinned back. “Good idea. I seem to have cum all over
my shirt.”

Adam giggled as Carmichael went to the bathroom to divest himself of the condom.

* %k %k

Adam snuggled into Carmichael's chest, enjoying the warm arm around him, holding him
close. They were both slick with sweat and cum from their recent exertions and needed a shower,
but Adam was content to wait or fall asleep like this. He'd never known this kind of contentment
with anyone, not even Joel. He wondered if there was any way to continue seeing Carmichael
after this case was done, because he couldn't imagine giving this up. He had never dated anyone

in the closet, which he assumed Carmichael was, given his skittishness.

“So where do you live? [ mean, do you have an apartment or anything?” Adam wasn't sure

if Carmichael would tell him anything personal or not.
“Yeah, I have an apartment about twenty minutes north of the university.”

Oh. That could work. “That's not too far,” Adam said. Might be near the same area Adam
would look for an apartment when he went back to school. And not too far from here. Seeing

each other would be possible.
“Not far from where?”” Carmichael asked.
“Here. That's, what, a little over an hour's drive?”
“More like two hours.”
“Still, it's doable.”

“Doable for what?”” Carmichael tensed up beside him.
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Loath to give up the comfort of Carmichael's warmth, Adam thought it might be better if
he sat up. God, this was hard.

“Well, I thought, maybe... We're having a good time, right?”
Carmichael nodded, but his eyes narrowed.

“So no reason for it to end after you go home, right? We could still talk, hang out...”

Adam gestured to their naked bodies. “You know...”

Carmichael sat up, drawing the sheet up over his waist. “Look, kid, yeah, we're having a

good time—"

“Kid? Again with the kid? I'm two years younger than you.” Was Carmichael making

excuses?

Turning his face away, Carmichael swung out of bed and pulled on his pants. “It's been

fun, but there'd be no point in continuing after I leave.”

It's been fun? Like a phantom fist had plowed into his midsection, all the air left Adam's

body. Somehow he'd never imagined this response. Not after the best sex of his life.

They'd only known each other a few days; it shouldn't hurt like this. But it did. He'd never
felt so comfortable, so right, with anyone else. Carmichael had to feel the same, didn't he? Why
else would he have given up his virginity to Adam? Why would he have been so sweet and

protective?

Adam pulled on his jeans, his nudity making him feel vulnerable in the face of
Carmichael's clothed state. A complete about-face from their earlier, sexy...fuck. Just sex. That's

all.
“Why? What would be so terrible?”

“Look, you need to grow up a bit. You may be almost my age, but you're so young. I'm
sorry, but you need to go to school or figure out what you want to do with your life. You need a

plan. You're a little old to be working odd jobs, aren't you?”

Adam blinked, unable to formulate words. What the fuck? Somehow he'd expected the
biggest objection would be Carmichael's wanting to stay in the closet. Not that Carmichael

apparently disapproved of him. Like the rest of this stinking town.
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“What the fuck does that mean? That I'm irresponsible? That I haven't done all the things

you have, so therefore I don't have the right to choose how I live my life?”

Carmichael shrugged, still refusing to meet his eyes. “I've heard from more than one
person that you've disappointed your parents. Can't you see they're right? You're a smart guy.

You could do so much better.”

Asshole. Not that Adam had explained about his parents, but still... “Leave my parents the
hell out of this. They have nothing to do with us.”

“There 1s no us.”

“You've made that clear, you self-righteous prick.” That caught Carmichael's attention. He
actually looked at Adam. “You know next to nothing about my life, and you come in here and
judge the choices I've made. Choices you know shit all about. I shouldn't have to explain myself

to you or justify myself.”
“No, you don't. I'm explaining why it would never work.”

“Those flimsy conclusions are why you think you couldn't see yourself with me? I'm good
enough to fuck but not spend time with? Not hang out with? I guess you'd be embarrassed to tell
your friends what 1 did for a living. Because that's what should matter in a relationship.

Superficial details.”
“A relationship?”
The disgusted tone was not flattering. Why wasn't his being Adam enough for anyone?

He could see he wasn't making any headway. He wasn't sure he wanted to anymore. After
all, he was on the verge of begging Carmichael to date him, and how pathetic was that? It was
like getting dumped by Joel all over again, but for some strange reason it hurt so much more. He
hadn't realized how many men didn't care for the man he was, as opposed to whatever
appearance they wanted. His eyes started burning, and he realized if he was going to leave this
room with a smidgen of dignity, he needed to get out before the tears started. Damned if he'd let

Carmichael see how much he'd flayed Adam's heart.

He grabbed his shirt from the back of the chair and headed toward the door. “Fuck you,”
he spat out before he flung the door open and left.

* %k %k
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Adam managed to avoid any actual tears on the walk home, but they'd threatened to spill
the whole way. Standing in his driveway, realizing Carmichael had no intention of coming after
him, of apologizing, he couldn't stop them any longer. Wetness tracked down his cheeks.

Scrubbing the tears off his face didn't help—there seemed to be an endless supply.

At least he was home. He could sneak past Jennifer or whichever nurse was on duty; he
didn't want to have to explain his upset to anyone. Now if he could avoid both Carmichael and
Oliver for the remainder of their investigation, he might be able to pretend this had never
happened. Might be able to pretend he hadn't opened up his heart again—stupidly—after Joel

had stomped all over it.
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Chapter Nine

Carmichael woke with gritty eyes. He wished he could blame hunger for the yawing
emptiness in his gut, but he wasn't willing to lie to himself. Not about that. He missed Adam.
He'd only known Adam for a few days, but he didn't want to leave things this way. He wanted
Adam in his bed as long as he could have him. And the hurt in Adam's eyes, like he'd kicked his

dog... God, he never wanted to put that look in anyone's eyes again.

Those pained green eyes had haunted him all night, enough so Carmichael was amazed

he'd slept at all. He wasn't going to be at his best today, and he hoped Oliver wouldn't notice.

He knew he needed to apologize. Adam didn't have to live his life to suit Carmichael; he'd
been right about that. But Carmichael had panicked at the suggestion of a long-term affair. He'd
never had a relationship before and wasn't sure he was ready for one now. Not with someone so
irresponsible, anyway. He still needed to apologize for the things he'd said, but he also needed to

be clear there wasn't anything beyond sex for the two of them.

What did he know about relationships? Even if he decided to keep coming back here for
sex, the gossips in this town would know sooner or later. He couldn't deal with everyone
knowing he was gay. Didn't know if he ever could.

He stretched out, and a couple of joints popped. He turned his head to look at the bedside
clock. Damn. Oh-nine-hundred already? He never slept that late.

Oliver expected him to check in soon. No way could he slip over to Adam's place to get it
over with. He'd have to wait until Adam's shift started at the café. Noon, he thought Adam had
said yesterday.

Carmichael hopped out of bed and took a quick shower before pulling on his clothes. How
could he long for company in his shower? Now he regretted refusing Adam's suggestion to

shower together. If he hadn't, he'd have a sweet memory of a naked, wet Adam in this shower.
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A vision of Carmichael's shower in his own apartment flashed through his mind. Empty,
cold. He wasn't sure how to transplant the mental picture of Adam's slick, slippery warmth into

that frigid loneliness. Why hadn't he ever realized how dreary and lifeless his apartment was?

This was not the way to get his head back on straight. Werewolves were too dangerous to

fuck around with. If he wasn't paying enough attention, they could kill him.

Finished dressing, he took one last glance at his rumpled bed, wishing it had been messed
up only from frantic, mind-blowing sex with the hottest man Carmichael had ever seen. Instead
he knew the sheets were twisted more because of his lonely, guilt-ridden, restless night.

Whatever. He was going to fix that. At noon.
Carmichael walked over to Oliver's suite and hammered on the door.

“You're late,” Oliver said as he opened the door, attention on the equipment on the table,

not on Carmichael at all. Thankfully.
“Yeah, sorry, boss. What's up?”

“I'm getting some spikes on the readout. Not sure what they mean. We've never had to stay

this long near a portal creating werewolves before.”

“Huh.” Carmichael sat down and tried to interpret the data streaming across the screen. He
was no slouch when it came to computers, but he couldn't shake the feeling logic had very little
to do with assessments of the Umbrae. Of course, he didn't have an enormous amount of

experience yet.

“Usually werewolves are violent, impulsive, and all about instant gratification. They come
to our attention quickly, and as dangerous as they are, there's often not enough of them to cause

much of a problem when we go in and shut them down.”

“Shut them down.” Made it sound innocuous, and yet Carmichael knew from experience
that innocuous was so far removed from how it would go down, it might as well have been on

Mars.

“So what do we do now?” He looked up at Oliver, who was still engrossed in another

screen.

“Well, I've been comparing the data to other Umbrae breaches in the past. Maybe you can
check out the satellite imagery around that structure we found, see if you can somehow

determine how many of them there are.”



MIA Case Files: Wolfsbane 123

“Shit, Oliver, how many could there be? We should be fine. We've never encountered a

nest of more than three.”

“There's a first time for everything. I'm not comfortable with the differences I've been
seeing in their behavior. I'm worried we'll encounter something unexpected. We may need to

bring in a couple of other teams.”

No fucking way. Sure, werewolves were vicious fucks, and the Umbrae endowed the
possessed with many of the unnatural attributes in werewolf mythology, but that whole silver-
bullet thing worked like a charm. It wasn't that difficult. And if you closed the portal, you could

sometimes save those who'd been turned.

“Don't discount the possibility, Carmichael. It might be a big nest, bigger than we've seen.

Or possibly a werewolf-and-some-other-creature combination.”

Carmichael shrugged and pulled the screen with the satellite images closer, peering
intently at it. Heat-signature data would be a fucking bonus, but the damned portals did a real

number on electronics.
When his eyes started to throb, he pinched the bridge of his nose and looked up.
Shit. Past 1200 already?

Gaze glued to the monitor, Oliver muttered and made notations on the pad of paper beside
him.
“Gotta take a break,” Carmichael said, interrupting Oliver's droning. “I'm heading to the

café, maybe talk a walk.”

Take a walk. Sure. Maybe convince Adam to return with him to the bed-and-breakfast for
a horizontal lunch break. Assuming Adam accepted his apology. Which he might not.

Apologizing was not a particular skill of Carmichael's.

“Need anything before I leave?” Judging from the muffins and pastries Oliver had
appropriated from the breakfast bar this morning, though, he could survive a week without
leaving this room. Assuming the damn ducks didn't make him lose his mind. Carmichael had

gotten used to his cat decor, especially since it made him think of Adam's catlike green eyes.

“No,” Oliver replied, the first intelligible word Carmichael had heard from him in hours.

“Ask Adam when he can go back to the woods with you.”
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Sure, yeah. No problem. Assuming Adam would even talk to him.

Carmichael slid out the door, determined to make things right—as right as he could—with

Adam.
% k%

“Hi, Susie,” Carmichael said as he approached the counter. She looked at him strangely.

“Can I talk to Adam?”
“Isn't he with you?”

Carmichael's brows drew together. What the hell had Adam told her? One more aspect of
Adam's irresponsibility. Which Carmichael had already decided shouldn't matter to him, but shit.
Surely Adam could have kept his mouth shut about the sex.

“I mean, I thought he was doing some work for you and that other guy. I assumed he was
running late and hadn't had a chance to call me,” Susie continued, probably explaining more than

she intended in the face of Carmichael's obvious irritation.
Carmichael stared at Susie, letting the words filter in, concern replacing his anger.

“He's not with me. Er...doing a job for me. Are you saying he hasn't shown up for his

shift?”” Concern transformed into a fiery blaze in Carmichael's gut.

“No, he hasn't. I was getting worried. He's never missed a shift without calling, and he's
only ever called in when he's been very sick. This isn't like him at all, but he was so excited
about working for you, I thought maybe he was distracted.” Susie looked like she wanted to
nibble on her thumbnail, but glanced around and settled for squeezing her hands together. She

looked distressed, which scared Carmichael like nothing ever had.
“Okay, so he's half an hour late. Surely that's happened before.”
“No, Adam's never been late for his shifts. Ever.”

Ever? Adam's job might not be up to his potential, but he had a good work ethic.

Carmichael had noticed that before but had chosen to ignore it, like an ass.
“And it's been an hour and a half,” Susie added.

“What?” Jesus fuck. An hour and a half? Carmichael had thought Adam started at noon

today, not eleven. Fuck.

“Did you try calling his parents?”
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“His parents? They wouldn't know anything, and I wouldn't want them to worry.” Susie

progressed to wringing her hands.

Wouldn't want to worry them? Why not? Adam was their son, for God's sake. Okay. Don't
panic, don't panic. 1t'd been ninety minutes. Maybe Adam overslept. Or had an accident on his

skateboard—Wait, that thought caused panic too.
Besides the skateboard was still in the SUV.

Shit. Remorse scalded him. He'd upset Adam enough that he'd walked home—again. What
an asshole Carmichael was. He squashed the guilt down. There'd be time for him to wallow in it

later. Right now he had to figure out where Adam was.

Without the skateboard, he could have had an accident on his bike. He could be hurt on the

way to work, unrelated to the existence of werewolves in the area. Either way...

“I'm going to go look for him. Can you call my cell phone if he comes in or you hear from

him?”” Carmichael slid one of his plain business cards across the counter to Susie.

“Sure, yeah. You have the number here, right? Call me and let me know what you find
out?” Susie's eyes looked suspiciously shiny, and Carmichael nodded before getting the hell out
of the café. The fiery ball in his stomach gnawed at him, even more now that Susie was on the

brink of tears.

He leaped into the SUV and slowly drove toward Adam's house, peering along the
sidewalks for any evidence of an accident, a bike, or some sign a bike had left the road or

sidewalk.

Nothing. He saw nothing unusual. By the time he reached Adam's house, his stomach was
fluttering. He'd never felt trepidation like this before, and he'd seen some scary shit overseas.
Fuck, getting his leg damn near blown off hadn't freaked him out as much as the thought of

Adam in the hands of those damned werewolves.

Once parked in the driveway, Carmichael jumped out of the vehicle. He stopped himself
from pounding frantically on the door, because he didn't want to frighten anyone inside without
reason. There was no evidence on the door or flanking windows of unlawful entry. Taking a deep
breath, he tried to tell himself there was nothing to worry about. Because if he couldn't at least

pretend to believe that, his agitation would upset Adam's parents.
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With a reasonable facsimile of Oliver's official agency cardboard demeanor, Carmichael

calmly knocked on the door.

A woman in nurse's scrubs opened the door. She didn't look anything like Adam, and not

what Carmichael had expected Adam's mother to look like, but what did he know?
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Farelli. I'm Carmichael.”

Lachlan. A soft voice that sounded like Adam's whispered his name in his mind. Hearing
Adam cry out his name in ecstasy had obliterated Carmichael's hatred of his first name, but he

wasn't up to using it himself yet.

The blonde woman snorted. “So you're the one,” she said with derision.

“I'm...the one what?” Carmichael asked, although he suspected he knew what she was
going to say.

“You're the one who lit Adam up like I've never seen. Until yesterday, that is.” Mrs. Farelli
clucked disapprovingly.

Shame heated his face. Oh no. He had never met anyone's parents before, and the day after
fighting with his lover—oh God, Adam was his lover—might be the worst possible scenario.
Regret scorched its way up his throat. None of it mattered now. He no longer cared if
everyone—even Adam's mom—knew Adam was his lover, if it meant Adam was safe, here,
sulking.

“Look, Mrs. Farelli, that's why I'm here.”

“Oh, son, I'm not Adam's mom. Call me Jennifer.”

Not Adam's mom? Then who was she? Stepmother? Boarder?

“But...”

“Didn't he tell you about his parents?”

“Uh...” Carmichael tried to remember what Adam had said, if anything, about his parents,
but nothing came to mind. Nothing beyond their heated words last night and Adam's continued
need to check in with them. No matter how confused he was, though, there were more important

issues at stake.

“Jennifer, ma'am, I'm looking for Adam. I need to apologize...” And make sure he was

safe.
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“Uh-huh. I should think so.”
Carmichael's ears burned as his flush flared hotter.

“Is he here?” Carmichael was almost afraid to ask, but Jennifer, whoever she was, didn't

seem concerned.

“I thought he was supposed to be working at the café this morning, but since he hasn't

checked in, I assume he's in his room.”

Carmichael blinked. He wasn't ready to let go of his anxiety, and as much as he wanted to
run to Adam's room and check, there were too many oddities in his conversation with Jennifer so

far.
“I thought Adam checked in with his parents. He never mentioned you.”

“Oh, that boy. I swear, this town has him twisted up tighter than a pretzel.” Jennifer shook

her head. “I shouldn't butt in, but he's such a good boy.”

Carmichael cringed at her use of the word hoy. Adam was a man, a very sexy man, but

Jennifer was starting to make Carmichael feel like a cradle robber.
“That boy doesn't get the credit he deserves, partly because he doesn't talk about it.”
Okay, enough cryptic statements. “Who are you? Are you a relative of Adam's?”

Carmichael was itching to head up to see Adam, and he'd meant to ask where Adam's room
was. Getting sidetracked by the chatty, disapproving Jennifer wasn't getting him any closer to his

goal.
“Never mind. It doesn't matter. Where's Adam's room?”
Jennifer raised her brows at him and took a step back. “Yes, he mentioned that about you.”

A brief spurt of pleasure warmed Carmichael's belly, knowing Adam had talked about him,

but he wasn't sure what Adam had said, good or bad, to prompt that odd statement from Jennifer.

“His room?” Carmichael asked again, unwilling to waste any more time. Figuring out

Jennifer's role could wait.
“Upstairs, first door on the left.” Jennifer turned and headed back into the kitchen.

Carmichael took the stairs two at a time and wrapped his hand around the doorknob,

halting himself before he flung the door open. Should he give Adam a chance to prepare
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himself? No. Under normal circumstances, he would, but he couldn't shake the feeling that Adam

wasn't in his room.

Fuck it. If Adam was naked, well, maybe they'd have sex before Carmichael apologized,

but he need to know—now—Adam was safe.

Carmichael turned the knob and opened the door forcefully, slamming it into the wall.
Striding inside, he raked his gaze over a room that appeared frozen in time. High school,

specifically.

No sign of Adam anywhere. Carmichael couldn't tell if Adam had slept in his bed or not.

The bed was made, somewhat haphazardly, but no Adam.

He crossed the room and opened one of the doors he saw there. A tiny bathroom met his
gaze, the shelf above the toilet covered with bottles, including four or five colognes. Carmichael
didn't know why, but he grabbed the nearest one, a black one with fine streaks of orange and red
on the label. Bringing it to his nose, he sniffed, and his legs nearly gave out. Adam had been
wearing this cologne, smelling clean and sexy, the night he'd broken Carmichael's resolve, the

night they'd first had sex.

Fingers trembling, Carmichael replaced the bottle. The silver ring he'd seen on Adam's
thumb rested on the shelf as well. Carmichael picked it up. A strange impulse prompted him to
slide it onto his hand. It fit on his middle finger, and somehow he felt a little closer to Adam. He

backed out of the room.

Determined to make a thorough search, he opened the other door. The closet was packed
full. So many clothes hung from the rack, Carmichael was amazed they hadn't exploded into the

bedroom.
Leaving the room, he began calling for Adam.
Jennifer rushed out of the kitchen, hands on her ample hips.

“You hush now! You're going to disturb my patients. I just got them down for their nap

after lunch.”

What? Carmichael's mouth opened, ready to yell back, but he didn't want to wake whoever

it was up. This was all too fucking weird.

He had to find Adam. Living with his parents, acting like a kid, his complete lack of

ambition—irrelevant. None of it mattered, because if someone hurt Adam, they would
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irreparably damage a piece of Carmichael he'd never known existed. And maybe it hadn't existed

before Adam.
% % %

Adam thought about opening his eyes, but he didn't want to. Someone wasn't actually
flailing a tire iron against his head, but it sure as hell felt like it. Was he hungover? He didn't
remember getting super drunk last night. Pain squeezed his heart. Alcohol might have been the
answer after his vicious fight with Carmichael, but he couldn't even remember taking the first
drink. Burrowing his face into the pillow, he sifted through his memories, uneasy, with nothing

specific to give him the information he needed. God, he felt like shit.

As consciousness seeped back into his mind, the pain in his head localized at the base of
his skull. He must have hit his head somehow. Raising a hand, or trying to, shocked Adam into
full wakefulness. What the fuck? Why couldn't he move his hands? Shit. Had he been in an

accident?

When he lifted eyelids masquerading as hundred-pound weights, it took a second for
Adam to focus and realize he was looking at the walls of a log cabin, not the sterile whiteness
he'd expect from a hospital. And his wrists were tethered to the wrought-iron headboard of the

bed he was lying facedown on.

Fuck! Adam pushed himself up as far as he could, vision blurring, and swung his head
around as much as his limited range would allow. He'd never seen this place before in his life.

Where was he? How long had he been here?
More importantly, why the fuck was he naked? Had Carmichael done this to him?

His stomach lurched, and he forced himself to relax as best he could. He eased himself

back down to the bed, careful not to jostle his head too much.

Flashes of memory filtered back, and he remembered going home, alone. Shit. Carmichael
had totally freaked out when Adam suggested their little fling might extend once Carmichael's
job here was done. Then Adam found out what Carmichael truly thought of him. It wasn't as
though he hadn't suspected. But hearing it confirmed had hurt, even though Carmichael was

wrong about him.

However, Adam didn't think Carmichael was responsible for his situation now. Carmichael

wouldn't do this to him, no matter how much he wanted to dissuade Adam from wanting a long-
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term relationship. Adam couldn't imagine Carmichael following him home and ambushing him.
After those hateful words Carmichael had spoken, Adam assumed Carmichael would be happier
never seeing him again. Returning to the city would accomplish that. And ignoring Adam while

in Rothburg.
No, Carmichael had not done this.

Fear and a hint of anger superseded the disorientation. Adam didn't know where he was,
and some unknown person or persons had tied him to the bed, naked. No way was this a good

scenario, unless one was in a porno. He would have remembered signing up for that.

Adam ignored the pounding in his head for more important issues. He tugged at the rope
around his wrists but couldn't get enough leverage to stretch the ropes, much less break free,
assuming he had the strength. Shit. He twined his fingers into the headboard and tried pulling

back on his haunches, but the damned thing didn't even creak.

Should he call for help? No. Better if his unknown captors were unaware of his return to
consciousness. Adam flipped over to get a better look at the room. He was able to endure the
painful, twisted position only for a few moments before he returned to his former belly-down

pose.

With the closed bedroom door behind his naked ass, vulnerability loosened his guts.
Regardless, the position was marginally better than the cock-up, pretzel position he'd been in on
his back. Sure, he'd be able to see whoever came in the door, but he had no leverage for kicking
or fighting or anything. Because damned if he wasn't going to get himself out of this, somehow.

No one was coming to rescue him. Fuck, it was possible that no one knew or cared he was gone.
* k%
“Patients?”” Carmichael stared at Jennifer, confused as all fuck. “What patients?”
“Adam's parents, of course,” Jennifer said, her tone implying Carmichael was an idiot. She
wasn't far wrong.
“What's wrong with Adam's parents?”
Jennifer curled her lip and treated him to an assessing look. She shook her head in

resignation. “I shouldn't be the one telling you this, but I think you need to know how badly you
misjudged that boy.”
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Misjudged? Adam must have confided an awful lot of details about their fight last night.
Carmichael needed some explanations, though, and he needed them now. He wasn't sure if this
had anything to do with Adam's disappearance, but given how fucked-up his head had been since

he'd arrived in Rothburg, more information had to be useful.
“So tell me,” Carmichael said, just shy of belligerence.

“His parents both have Alzheimer's. Adam pays me and two other nurses to take care of
them, hoping familiar surroundings will stave off the inevitable. The insurance covers only a
fraction, their savings are gone, and Adam had to move back home and sell his car to make the
payments. But they're both too far gone now. Within a month, they'll be institutionalized, and

Adam will need to sell the house to afford their care.”

Fuck. As if he needed proof he was an ass, here it was, served up by this nurse. Carmichael
had no idea how to reply to that bomb. Saying, Guess that explained the skateboard, sounded
flippant and insensitive even in his head. Adam might be one of the nicest, most selfless people

Carmichael had ever met, and the urgency to make sure he was safe increased further.
Hold on. Alzheimer's? Both of them?
“How long?” Carmichael asked.

“Adam moved back here a year ago. I was the first nurse he hired on, but as they got

progressively worse, he needed more help. Now one of us is here around the clock.”

“And they're both getting worse at about the same rate?”

Jennifer pursed her lips. “Normally talking about it is a breach of privacy, but the whole
town knows about it, so yes, I can confirm that. One of the strangest cases ['ve ever seen.”

Jesus. He needed to tell Oliver about this. More than likely, Adam's parents were one of
the first aborted attempts the Umbrae had made to possess someone in this area. They weren't
able to fully possess everyone they came across, and failed attempts manifested as some sort of

neurological disorder.

“I'm going to look around a little more, see if I can figure out where he's gone,”
Carmichael said to Jennifer, choosing to ignore the pain her revelation caused. From the look on

her face, though, Carmichael didn't think he'd fooled her any.

Jennifer shrugged. “Do it quietly. My patients need their sleep.”
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Carmichael moved through the rest of the house. There was little out of the ordinary except

for the study.

Cardboard boxes, some with Adam's name on them, were piled haphazardly around the

walls. Flipping open the top of the nearest box, Carmichael glimpsed a couple of brown frames.

Wondering if he could convince anyone he had a good reason for snooping, besides his

rampant curiosity about the only man he'd slept with, Carmichael pulled out the frames.
Oh fuck.

Degrees. Adam's degrees. A bachelor's and a master's. A letter fluttered out from between
the two frames. Carmichael snatched it from the floor and had to read it twice. Both times it said
the same thing: due to a family emergency, Adam was granted extra time to complete his
doctorate. In Egyptology. Could Carmichael have fucked this up any more? He deserved to be
beaten for the assumptions he'd made about Adam. Assumptions a trained investigator shouldn't

have made.

Acidic guilt burned his throat as he stumbled backward into the desk chair and sat down
heavily, hands still gripping Adam's degrees and the letter from the university. The cutting words
he'd slashed at Adam the previous night replayed in his mind. What a bastard he was. Why the

fuck had Adam wanted to spend any time with him, much less continue to do so?

It was bad enough Carmichael realized his contempt had no place in his relationship with
Adam, whatever that ended up being, but to know he'd flung those hateful words at Adam when
they'd had no basis in truth... Once Adam was safe, Carmichael could worry about how to

apologize, beg Adam's forgiveness.
Under the desk, a bright blue flyer caught his eye.
* k%

Adam scrunched his eyes shut as he tried to piece together what had happened after his
fight with Carmichael.

He'd gone home in tears. He hadn't expected their affair to end that badly after so few days.
But Carmichael had opened a heart Adam had thought locked down after Joel. Carmichael was
vulnerable, sweet, protective, sexy, a giving lover—Adam could have worked on the respect
thing. Too bad he hadn't been as appealing to Carmichael as Carmichael was to him. Jennifer had

been on duty again when he'd arrived, and although he'd tried to avoid her, she'd drawn him out.
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Got him to talk about it. Been supportive. Almost like having a mother again. Bittersweet, but a

welcome sensation all the same.

Once more in control of himself, he'd gone to work on packing and sorting his parents'
things. He had been putting it off, and he sure as hell wasn't going to sleep after the emotional

firestorm with Carmichael.

Adam's eyes flared open again. The flyer. There had been an old blue flyer in his parents'
study for a three-day law-enforcement retreat. Took place approximately a year ago. Close to the

wolf kill, by old Mary Winters's place, he thought. Three days. It couldn't be coincidence.

Early in the morning, he'd decided to check it out; it wasn't like he'd been able to sleep. He
remembered approaching the cabin, looking much less run-down than he'd expected for a place
abandoned for years. He got closer, intending to look inside. Adam remembered the smugness

when he thought about taunting Carmichael with any discoveries he made.

Stupid of him. He should have told someone, even Carmichael, where he'd been going. If
Carmichael and Oliver intended to check this place out, it might be too late for him. Adam didn't

know why the three-day time frame was important, but he was afraid he was going to find out.

The door creaked open, and Adam tried to jump up. And failed. Sweat broke out all over
his body. He hadn't anticipated how terrifying this position would be with an unknown behind
him.

“Beautiful,” a familiar voice said in the same reverent tone Carmichael had used to say that
very same word. But it wasn't Carmichael speaking. Adam heard the solid thunk of the door
closing. He tried to turn his head around but couldn't see his captor. Despite its being familiar,
Adam was unable to place the voice. His stomach clenched. This was scarier than anything he'd

ever experienced.

“Why are you doing this?” Adam squeaked as a man straddled his legs on the bed.
Heaving himself up, he tried to thrash around enough to throw off the stranger above him, but
the man pressed him forcefully into the bed and moved higher on Adam's body, immobilizing
him.

With his hips locked between two incredibly strong thighs and two strong arms holding
down his back, Adam began to hyperventilate. The hands stroked along his spine, like a lover's.

But this wasn't his lover, and Adam was so far from turned on, it wasn't funny.
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“Oh yes. Better than I imagined,” the low voice crooned.

Better than he imagined? Who the fuck was this? Adam couldn't stop his frantic breathing,
and his vision started to gray at the edges. Damn it. He couldn't black out. Not when some

stranger was touching him like...well...like he owned Adam.

The sound of a zipper opening and the unmistakable sensation of a hard cock nestling in
the small of Adam's back shocked him enough that he stopped breathing for a moment. This

bastard was going to rape him!

When Adam drew in his next breath, the panicky feeling receded, leaving anger. Fuck no!

He wasn't going to let this happen without a fight.

“Get off me, asshole!” Adam bucked as hard as he could, hoping to move the guy above

him enough to get a foot or knee up into his assailant's groin.

Too bad it was like trying to buck a tank off his back. His captor let him flail about, riding
him like a bronco, although thankfully with no goddamned penetration, before Adam sank,

exhausted, into the mattress.

“Mmmm. A fighter,” the voice purred before a tongue sank into his ear. Adam couldn't

have prevented the whole-body shudder if you'd paid him.
“Who are you?”
“Someone you've never looked at twice.”

His voice was so fucking familiar. If he'd speak in a normal tone, not that low voice Adam

presumed was supposed to be seductive but was only succeeding in giving him chills...
“Just let me go. I won't tell anyone about this.”
“No. I've waited and watched too long.”
Watched? That was worse than imagined.

Adam heard a huffing by his ear, as though the man astride him was sniffing him. His
captor's hands slid along Adam's biceps before coming to rest on his forearms. The naked skin of
his chest pressed against Adam's back, and his throbbing cock was leaking precum along Adam's

spine. Revolting. Terrifying. Was Adam going to survive this?

“As much as I want to take you now, it'll be better when you're willing.”
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“Yeah, right.” Adam couldn't stop the derisive words from slipping out of his mouth. He'd
never be willing to spread for this sick fucker.

“Oh, you'll be willing,” the voice purred. Adam could feel the rumble of his captor's words

directly in his chest. “In three days, you'll give me whatever [ want.”
“What happens in three days?” What the fuck was the significance of that?
But the man didn't answer.

Instead the hands holding Adam's arms began to morph right in front of his eyes. Light
brown fur sprouted, and the fingers lengthened into claws. Heart trying to escape his chest,
Adam was distantly aware of the man—creature—humping against his back, but he found
himself unable to focus on anything but the impossibility of a man shifting into a beast.

Werewolf? Was that possible? Or was Adam delusional?

Fangs sank into his deltoid, and he screamed from the shock and pain. The mouth gripping
him shook back and forth, feeling like it was trying to rip out a chunk of his shoulder. Pain shot
out from the bite, radiating throughout his frame. Endless seconds later, the bite eased, and the

creature on his back howled as cum sprayed up Adam's back.

Pounding on the door gradually entered Adam's awareness, overcoming his focus on the
heated throbbing of the wound on his shoulder and the deadweight of the beast panting on top of
him.

“Bill, get the fuck out here! We've got a problem.” Adam thought he knew that voice too.

Wait. Bill? No fucking way. Adam didn't know exactly when it had happened, but his
captor was human again. Bill lifted himself off the bed.

“Be right out,” the man called in his normal voice. It was Bill, that asshole.
“Don't go anywhere,” Bill said as he patted Adam's naked ass. “I'll be back later.”

The door opened and closed, and Adam was alone again. Fuck if he'd be here later for Bill.
No telling what he would do next time. Adam glanced to the left and saw blood smeared across

the sheets. That bastard bit him! Adam tugged and pulled at his bonds as hard as he could.
He couldn't fucking get free. No way was he going down like this.

Sobbing in frustration, Adam pulled once more, muscles protesting, and heard a faint ping.
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Chapter Ten

Carmichael tore into Oliver's room, brandishing the blue flyer.
“Oliver, we have to get out there.”

Oliver looked up from the equipment. “Hmmm? Oh, you're back. Good. We need to call in

a few other teams.”
“No! We can't.”
“Why not?”
“No time. They've got Adam.” Carmichael couldn't remember ever being this agitated.
Oliver rose from his seat. “Hey, calm down. How do you know?”

“He's gone, disappeared. He didn't show up for his shift today.” Carmichael didn't want to
acknowledge that this was all his fault. If he hadn't freaked about having a relationship with
Adam, he would have stayed in bed with Carmichael until it was time for his shift.

“Well, he works in a café; it's not brain surgery. Maybe he's playing hooky,” Oliver
offered.

Carmichael's chest squeezed. Even without knowing about Adam's secrets, he'd known that
wasn't like Adam. Why hadn't he let that knowledge guide him? Why had he automatically

assumed a skateboard meant Adam was irresponsible?

“He wouldn't do that, Oliver. I know it. And Susie, at the café, says he's never missed a
shift before without calling.”

“Did you check his home?”

Did Oliver think he was an idiot? He was a trained investigator, despite having missed

some very clear signs about Adam that should have made him dig deeper.

“Yes. He's not there, but I found this. I think Adam found it last night or this morning.”
Carmichael handed over the flyer.
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Oliver skimmed the contents. “Shit. This is bad. I was able to get some images on the
satellite photos today, blurry as usual because of the portal, but I suspect the pack's at least ten
strong.”

“Ten? Shit,” Carmichael echoed. “And the alpha's either law enforcement or a park ranger,
based on this flyer.”

Oliver nodded. “Best guess? He's been methodically turning anyone of influence in the
town, as needed, which is why we're seeing the different pattern of behavior.”

Carmichael filled Oliver in on his suspicions about Adam's parents. Which meant closing
the portal might kill them. It could go either way.

“Carmichael, I don't think we have a choice. We can't go after ten werewolves without

backup. I can get another team here within forty-eight hours.”

Carmichael shook his head. “That might be too late. If he's still alive...” Carmichael
fought nausea as he tried to convince himself Adam wasn't dead. “If he's still alive, they're going
to turn him. You know closing the portal before he's turned will save him. We can't guarantee it
if the transformation's complete.”

“It'll be suicide going in there now.”

“I don't care!” Carmichael slammed his fist into the wall, sending a framed duck print to
the floor and spraying glass shards across the room. “I'm going in after him. Now. I can find the
portal and shut it down.”

Oliver grabbed his wrist and squeezed, his grip much stronger than Carmichael would have
expected, but the pain gave Carmichael something to focus on. “Calm down,” Oliver ordered.

Heaving in a deep breath, Carmichael forced himself to relax. Emotions could get him
killed, but he couldn't stand the thought of Adam at the mercy of those monsters.

“Sit.”

Carmichael obeyed.

“You're sure you can sense the portal well enough to set the charges?”

“Yes.” In fact, he realized he'd never stopped feeling it after he'd first noticed the sensation

out in the woods with Adam. It was like an aching sickness throbbing at the back of his brain. He

knew without a doubt this was why he'd been recruited for this job, and he knew he could use the
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sensation to find the nexus of the portal. The only way they'd discovered to shut down a portal

before it closed on its own was to hit it with sonic charges.
“We've got enough charges. I can't—won't—wait until you get another team in here.”
Oliver sighed. Stood up. Paced for a few seconds.

“Fine. I'm still calling in the cavalry, because if we both get killed, someone's going to

have clear out that nest.”
“You don't have to go with me.”

“Yes, [ do. You're my partner, and I'm not going to let you die if I can help it. I'll create a
distraction. Hopefully you'll have enough time to get in, set the charges, and get Adam out. Make

sure you take a weapon for him too.”
Carmichael stood. “Right, let's go.”
“Now?”

“Shit, Oliver, I had my pack portal-ready when I went out there the other day...on the off
chance. I'm ready. Grab what you need for a diversion, and you can drop me off partway to the
cabin. We'll plan the rest in the car.” Adrenaline slid through Carmichael's veins, sharpening his

senses, preparing him for the battle to come.
* k%

Adam looked up, as best he could, searching for the source of the faint noise he'd heard.
There it was. His struggles had snapped the welding on one of the spokes of iron, leaving a sharp
edge. Maneuvering his hands, he began the arduous task of scraping the rope across the piece of
metal. With excruciating slowness, the ropes parted. He didn't know how much time had passed,
although the frantic babble of voices had long since faded. The voices that sounded like
howling? Those he pretended he couldn't hear. Certain things needed to be ignored, or he'd not

keep his sanity long enough to get the fuck out of there.

When his bonds finally separated, he slumped facedown onto the bed, muscles shaking and
spasming from the effort, chest heaving. He tried to tell himself he had to get out of there, which
he did, but he couldn't make his body obey. Not yet.

When Adam felt he could move his muscles without screaming, although the bite—the

fucking bite—ached like a bitch, he tumbled out of the bed, almost falling to the floor.
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Righting himself, he looked around. No closet, but a wardrobe stood on the wall to the
right of the door. He flung open the door and scrabbled through the clothing. All of it was

women's clothing, probably been there for years, and too small for him.

Shit, shit, shit. He didn't much relish the thought of trying to escape in the nude, but he'd
do what he had to.

He reached up with a gentle touch and pressed his wound. Ow. Fuck. He'd need a damned

tetanus shot. Or rabies.

Adam pulled open the bottom drawer and found a pair of sweatpants. Oh thank God. They
were too short, quite snug, and fucking pink, but they covered the important bits without too

much vascular constriction.

Next, Adam looked around for anything he could use as a weapon. Not a damned thing in
the room, not even under the bed, that would work. Somehow he didn't think a hanger was going

to be of much use. Stealth, then, would have to do.

Window or door? Adam considered the choice for all of two seconds before he decided

that he was less likely to encounter Bill or any of his friends if he went out the window.

Too bad some asshole had barred it. Adam banged his fist against the window of his
prison. Staring out, he considered his next move. All he could see outside were trees. He didn't

even have anything to hit Bill over the head with the next time he came through the door. Shit.

Maybe he could use a hanger to pick the lock. He grabbed one of the hangers from the
wardrobe and dashed over to the door. On a whim, he tried the knob. It turned in his hand. Bill
must have thought there was no way Adam could escape his restraints. Made Adam's life a little
easier, though.

Pulling the door open slowly, he peered through the small crack. No one appeared to be in
the hall. He opened the door all the way and stepped out, shutting the door behind him.

The place didn't look familiar, but he assumed he was in the very cabin he'd been spying
on. Crazy Mary Winters's place. At least that meant he knew in which direction to seek help.

He headed to what he hoped was the kitchen, keeping an ear open for Bill's return. Or

anyone's return.
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Oh thank fuck. Knives. If only he had a belt to tuck it in, but a knife in the hand was better
than nothing. Now he had to get out of there and out of the clearing around the cabin before he

was Seei.

Before he got to the door, the smell of smoke reached his nose. Smoke? He'd spent enough
time with the rangers to know that smell in the woods was usually a bad thing. A brush fire
would complicate his escape. But then, that might be why there wasn't anyone in the cabin to
stop him.

The front door burst open, and the first thing Adam saw was a large black gun aimed in his
direction. He brandished his knife in front of him, realizing how futile it was but needing to try to

protect himself all the same.
“Adam! You're alive.”

He looked up to the face of the man holding the gun. Carmichael. Big, blond, and

protective. Adam's muscles sagged in relief, and the knife clattered to the floor.

He wanted to fling himself into those strong arms for comfort, but he didn't dare. They
needed to get out of there before Bill—the creature—came back. Carmichael wouldn't be

prepared to face that.

“What the fuck did they do to you?” Adam saw near rage in Carmichael's eyes as he
looked at the blood smeared on Adam's neck and chest. Adam reached up to touch the tender

area again and noticed Carmichael's face get even darker.
“Doesn't matter. We need to get out of here.”
“We've got a few minutes. Oliver's creating a diversion.”

After tucking the gun back in his holster, Carmichael strode to him and grabbed Adam's
hand. He stroked a finger lightly over the raw stripes on Adam's wrists before inspecting the

wound on his shoulder.
“Those bastards. Who did this to you? Did you recognize them?”
“Bill. It was Bill.”
“Who is Bill?”

“The chief of police.” Adam could see his shock at the statement. He couldn't feel more

shocked than Adam did, though. How could a lawman act the way he had? Do what he had?
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Never mind that Adam had known Bill for years. He'd never noticed a whiff of the sick
infatuation Bill had hinted at. Adam felt the tremors start as reaction set in.

“Hey, it's okay. I've got you.” Carmichael wrapped his arms around Adam and squeezed,
tight enough that Adam felt safe. Kisses rained gently in his hair. “What the hell is this?”
Carmichael asked, bringing one hand away from Adam's back.

Adam looked down and saw dried cum. Shame and humiliation swept through him like a
tsunami, the flush so vicious, he was amazed his chest and face hadn't blistered. Adam twisted
away from Carmichael, unable to look him in the face.

“Hey. Look at me.” Out of the corner of his eye, Adam saw Carmichael wipe his hand on
his jeans. Thankfully, he used his other hand to cup Adam's chin, forcing him to obey.

“What happened?” Adam saw determined resolve in those lapis lazuli eyes, saw the soldier
Carmichael had been when he was preparing for battle. But there was anger too, on his behalf,
and no judgment. “I'm going to kill whoever did this to you. Bill, you say? I just need to know if
I'm going to castrate him first. Were you...?” Carmichael was having difficulty saying the word.

Adam had difficulty thinking it.

“No. It...it might have happened if it wasn't for the diversion. But no, it never got that far.”

Thank fucking God.

Carmichael gave a sharp nod and looked as though he were going to kiss Adam, but didn't.

Wasn't a good time.

“We're going to have to wrap that good before we leave,” Carmichael said, tipping his face

at Adam's shoulder before dragging him toward the kitchen.

“I'll be fine. Can't we get the fuck out of here? It's not safe for either of us.” Adam didn't

know how to explain Bill's transformation.

Carmichael shook his head. “We don't want them to be able to track you. It'll just take a

minute.”
Track him? How? The blood had all but dried up.

A couple of minutes later, tea towels were wrapped around his shoulder and under his

armpit, and his back had been wiped down with a damp towel.

“Are you happy? Can we go now?”
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“Here,” Carmichael said, brandishing a weapon similar to the one in his holster, a large

gun with a silencer.
“Um, what am I supposed to do with this?”
“Shoot bad guys.”

“I'm not much of a shot.” His father had tried to teach him how to shoot when he was
younger, but to no avail. Adam was hopeless, which had been a little embarrassing as the son of

the chief of police. “And these bad guys—they're not normal.”

“Don't worry. Aim for the center of the chest. The bullets are silver. Hitting them

anywhere will take them down.”

Oh. That explained...nothing. Silver bullets? Were they suffering some sort of mass
delusion? The word werewolf had whispered through Adam's head during his assault, but he'd
been able to convince himself it had been the stress of the situation playing tricks on his mind.
Now Carmichael was here, giving him a gun with fucking silver bullets. Adam didn't know what

to think.
“I'll explain later. I promise. But we have to get moving. They won't be fooled for long.”

Adam nodded and moved to the front door. Exactly what he'd wanted. Once they were out

of there, though, Carmichael had some explaining to do.

Carmichael opened the door cautiously and peered out, one arm stretched behind him,
making sure Adam was within reach. He couldn't see anything in the clearing surrounding the
cabin, but one of the creatures could be in the shrubbery beyond, and he might never know. The

Umbrae gave their possessed plenty of favorable attack and survival skills.

Gun cocked and ready, without turning around, he beckoned for Adam to follow him as he
stepped out onto the porch. A short sprint took them into the trees, and Carmichael paused for a
moment to get his bearings before heading for the place where they would rendezvous with
Oliver.

Carmichael couldn't stand the way the forest felt; the effects of the open portal oozed into

the entire vicinity. If others felt even a fraction of the bleakness pulsing at the edge of his

awareness, it was no fucking wonder the place had the reputation it did. This had to be a



MIA Case Files: Wolfsbane 143

recurring portal, one that had shown up enough times over the years to inspire stories. Even after

a good fifteen-minute hike away from the locus of the portal, the effects hadn't dissipated at all.
“Ow, fuck,” came the muttered curse behind him.

Carmichael stopped and turned to see Adam, torso scratched in various places, tea towels

already dirty, limping slightly as he struggled to catch up.

“What's wrong? Did you sprain something?” Carmichael whispered. They weren't far away

enough.

“Uh, no, I stepped on something,” Adam whispered back, lifting a bare foot to inspect the

sole.

Oh shit. Where the fuck were his shoes? Carmichael had been so blinded by the damned
bite on Adam's shoulder that he hadn't noticed much else. Fucker had tried to turn Adam. Which
wasn't going to happen—assuming Carmichael had set the charges correctly before coming to

find him. Carmichael took a closer look at Adam's current state of undress.
“Those aren't your sweatpants, are they?”
Adam shook his head.
“Where are your clothes?”

Another flush swept up Adam's chest, and he shrugged. Carmichael's jaw locked. Between
the raw restraint marks on Adam's wrists and the goddamned fucking cum on Adam's back,
Carmichael was getting a pretty good image of what that bastard Bill had done and intended to
do to Carmichael's lover. He was fucking certain Bill wouldn't survive the day, whether or not

they could exorcise the Umbrae.

His nostrils flared, and it took some severe willpower not to tighten his fist around the grip
of his gun. He wanted to go back there, find Bill, and beat the shit out of him. But he couldn't.
Not yet.

While Carmichael was strong and trained in hand-to-hand, people possessed by the
Umbrae were stronger than normal humans. He might be able to hold his own against one of the

creatures in combat. Maybe. But it wasn't safe for Adam, and he had to protect Adam.
“God, Adam, I'm sorry. I didn't realize you weren't wearing shoes.”

Adam gave him a wry grin. “Me neither. Not until now.”
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Carmichael took a quick look at the bottoms of Adam's feet. They were scraped and
bloody and probably had been for the past few minutes. He wasn't sure if they had time to try to
wrap them. It might be a moot point, depending on how long Adam had been leaving a trail the
werewolves could track. The scent of smoke in the air, strong even to Carmichael's merely

human senses, would confound them, but maybe not enough.
A shrieking howl arrowed through the stillness.

Shhh... Carmichael mouthed the sound at Adam and swept his gaze across the verdant

shadows. “Don't move.”

Another howl, coming from another direction, rang through the forest. A third howl, closer

than the other two, told Carmichael that not everyone had been fooled by the diversion.
Oh, this had all the earmarks of a major goatfuck.

“That doesn't sound like a serial killer,” Adam said. Even with dusk falling, Carmichael
could see the terror in Adam's eyes, but thankfully he didn't seem incapacitated by it. Carmichael

was so proud of the way Adam was holding up.

Another mournful howl rose up. Fuck. One of the werewolves, at least, was tracking them.
Oliver had been right—possession by the Umbrae did not make them stupid animals. At least
Carmichael had listened to Oliver and brought Adam an extra gun as a precaution. A decent shot
between the eyes, well, it didn't matter if the bullet was silver or lead. But silver was crucial to

taking down a werewolf with any other type of shot.

“Listen. We're going to go slower, but we're going to keep moving. When I say, we stop

and stand back-to-back, got 1t?”” Carmichael asked Adam, who nodded his reply.

They continued moving through the forest at a much slower pace, the howls getting closer
with every minute. The smoke probably confused them some; after the first howl sounded,

Carmichael had expected them to be discovered much sooner.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Adam's life was in danger all because of Carmichael's idiocy. The fight,
the lies—all Carmichael's fault. He'd never been so stupid about a piece of ass before. Although
to be fair, he'd never been tempted by such a spectacular ass, ever. Against his better judgment,

he hadn't warned Adam, because he hadn't wanted Adam to think he was crazy.
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He'd wanted Adam's good opinion, even though he'd never returned the sentiment. He'd
never thought it would come to this suicide mission to try to save Adam from Carmichael's

behavior.

Carmichael could only blame the regular, repeated, and brain-melting orgasms he'd had
since he and Adam had started fucking. Allowing them to affect his common sense was

inexcusable.

A branch whipped against the side of Carmichael's face, bringing his focus back to the

forest.

How many werewolves were on the trail? He didn't have Oliver's experience, and he
wished his partner were there to guide him. He was fucking terrified for Adam's safety.
Previously any casualties, any innocents, were usually not so innocent. In Carmichael's
experience, they'd all been criminals or murderers, not sweet young men seeking relief from
small-town boredom. Although innocents were never considered expendable, this was the first

time Carmichael needed to keep one of them alive.

If they got out of this, he would go down on his knees and beg Adam's forgiveness. He had
a laundry list of grievances he'd committed against Adam.

A flurry of motion and sound exploded at Carmichael's five o'clock. He spun, but not fast
enough. The werewolf, snarling and hairy, knocked Adam flying.

Carmichael heard him grunt as he landed a few feet away, the sudden limpness in his form
suggesting he was unconscious.

Or dead.

“No!” Carmichael shouted, drawing the attention of the beast straddling Adam's prone
body, teeth bared and claws raised to strike. He aimed the gun at the werewolf's head.

Mulch flew up as the creature dug into the earth to launch itself at Carmichael. He shot, but
the werewolf was too fast, plowing him into the ground, flipping the gun out of his grasp.

Carmichael flung the monster off him and dived for the gun. He had to kill it before the

noise attracted any others.

His fingers had almost touched the barrel when claws dug into his back. He bucked

frantically and rolled, slinging the werewolf off. It bounced back with horrifying swiftness, jaws
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gaping. At least Carmichael shouldn't have to worry about being bitten. The ability to sense the

portals conferred an immunity of sorts.

He managed to get his right hand around the creature's neck when those snapping canines
aimed for his throat. Keeping his arm stiff, he was able to hold back the animal. Just because
Oliver said he couldn't be transformed by a bite didn't mean he was in any hurry to test the

theory.

As he squeezed, claws scraped at his chest and legs, eyes bulging out of the furry face with

the elongated snout.

He had to finish this soon, or he wasn't going to have to worry about bites. The creature
was going to gain enough purchase to disembowel him, and then where would Adam be? Just

another nameless corpse dumped miles from here.

Nope. Wasn't going to happen. Carmichael stretched his hand out, feeling one of the
clawed appendages digging deeper into his side, and managed to grab the gun. Using his left
hand to shoot wasn't ideal, but at this range it shouldn't matter. He lifted the gun and shot his
attacker through the heart.

Immediately the snarling, wrestling thing went limp. Carmichael heaved it off, noticing the
body reverting to its human form as he did so. The dead man was much smaller than Carmichael.

He wondered for a second who the man was, but he wasn't Bill, so Carmichael didn't much care.

Taking quick stock of his injuries, he decided nothing was too serious and stumbled over
to Adam, who was still unconscious.

Carefully assessing Adam, Carmichael decided he'd hit his head on the way down. Not that
Carmichael was a medic or anything, but the large goose egg on Adam's temple and lack of any
other apparent injury supported that hypothesis. Hopefully it wasn't anything more severe than a

concussion. Either way, they had to get the fuck out of there.

There was at least one more of the werewolves close by.
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Chapter Eleven

Carmichael pulled out the knife strapped to his thigh. Cutting strips off his shirt to bind the
worst of his injuries, he debated the wisdom of trying to wake Adam up or carrying him the hell

out of there.

Screw it. He could carry Adam a ways, enough to remove them from the immediate

vicinity of the dead creature, before he tried to wake him up.

Retrieving Adam's gun, he tucked it carefully into the waistband of Adam's sweatpants, put
his own into the holster, and tossed Adam over his shoulder in a fireman's carry. He groaned as
his abused muscles protested. Thankfully he wasn't planning to go far, but it took him rather

longer than he'd thought, with his added burden.

No hope of hiding where they'd gone, though. A retarded elephant could track them with
the trail they'd left.

Carmichael knelt and gently placed Adam on the ground. If they were being tracked, they
were in trouble. Adam needed to wake up now, because they needed to hightail it out of there.
The sonic charges would be detonating at any minute, and they were close enough to feel some
of the negative concussive effects. If the closing portal didn't cure or kill the possessed

werewolves, it would drive them insane, making them doubly dangerous.

The sound of growling caught Carmichael's attention. Rising to his feet, hand going to his
gun, he stood protectively over Adam. Unable to pinpoint the location of the growling, he spun

around.

And kept spinning. The monster had appeared out of nowhere, slamming a fist into

Carmichael's head. The gun flew out of his hand as he braced himself for a hard, fast landing.

As the world tilted, Carmichael thought dizzily that it was a good thing the werewolf had

curled its claws into a fist, some remnant of the human it had been. Otherwise he'd be dead.
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With half-lidded eyes, he watched as the werewolf touched Adam's face before turning to
stalk Carmichael. Werewolves were still humanoid. Even with the claws, the excess hair, and the
toothy muzzle distorting its face, Carmichael recognized the general build and hair color of the

chief of police.
Damn it. He needed to get his shit back together, or he was going to die right here.

The werewolf's—Bill's—elongated jaws opened. “Mine,” Bill rasped out, pointing a claw

behind him.

Adam? He thought Adam was his? Carmichael hadn't known the werewolf muzzle could

form words.
“] don't think so.” Carmichael launched himself at Bill's midsection.

The beast grunted and staggered back. Carmichael pulled out his knife. If he got out of this
alive, he'd get a custom-made KA-BAR that somehow combined silver with the steel of the

blade.

He'd expected Bill to fall over, go flying, something other than the quick recovery he
demonstrated. Damn him. Carmichael circled, wary of the claws. With those sharp tips, Bill's

reach probably exceeded Carmichael's.

They tested each other, each receiving defensive wounds on their forearms. Crimson
streaked Bill's arms and chest. Carmichael could only imagine he looked as rough or worse. But

at least he didn't have the god-awful snout. The teeth would be handy, though.

Bill growled and lunged, swiping at Carmichael's face. Carmichael ducked, and those
damned claws ripped lines of fire down his deltoid. Another couple of inches and they might

have snagged his carotid artery.

Grunting, Carmichael knocked Bill's forearm up with his own and blocked the incoming
claws from the other hand with his knife. The blade slipped into an opening and caught Bill a
glancing blow across the sternum. Carmichael was rewarded by an immediate flow of blood
before a clawed hand gripped the wrist of the hand holding the knife. The claws got in the way of
the move Bill was trying to execute, bending Carmichael's wrist upward, but the pressure was

enough to send piercing pain lancing up to his shoulder.

Not quite a tactical advantage, but Carmichael would take what he could get. With effort,

he braced himself and forced the pain away.
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Bill drew him closer, jaws gaping, saliva dripping from sharp white fangs.
Hell no.

That fucking asshole wasn't getting a piece of him. Carmichael tried to pull his arms free,
but Bill's grip was strong, especially the one on his knife hand. As it was, he could barely feel his

fingers.

Losing his grip on the knife, Carmichael was able to free his left hand and drew it back,

aiming a punch for the opened wound on Bill's furry chest.
The blow connected. Bill shrieked and stumbled back.
What the fuck?

The werewolf clutched his fists protectively over his chest. Carmichael turned his fist over.

Under the smears of blood, he saw the glint of metal. Adam's ring. Real silver. Perfect.

Carmichael advanced, fist ready to capitalize on his razor-thin edge. Almost faster than
Carmichael could track, Bill sprang and grabbed both of Carmichael's fists, sending them both
tumbling to the ground, Carmichael pinned below. He couldn't maneuver enough to get the silver

in contact with Bill's skin or wounds.

Between Carmichael's blood and Bill's, everything was slippery, and Carmichael wasn't
sure how long he'd be able to keep the creature from ripping out his throat. Fuck. If only he'd
been able to locate the gun during their grappling.

Muscles straining, he pushed against Bill, fingers interlocking with claws. Bill hissed, heat
flaring against Carmichael's skin around the ring. If only Carmichael were able to get the silver
in contact with an open wound. Right now the werewolf might be able to ignore his intolerance
to silver long enough to kill Carmichael. He'd been a little older, a little smaller, a little less
muscular than Carmichael. If he'd been human, Carmichael wouldn't have won easily, but he
would have won. With the Umbrae increasing his speed, strength, and healing, Bill had the
advantage. Carmichael was no match for him. Concern for Adam's welfare had kept him going

this long.

“Mine,” Bill growled out again, his obsession clear enough. Carmichael couldn't figure out

why Bill hadn't turned Adam sooner if he cared that much.

Movement caught Carmichael's notice, but he didn't dare take his concentration off the

creature pressed over him, trying to kill him.
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A gunshot, silenced, whispered through the clearing. Bill jerked in his grip before
slumping on top of him.
Carmichael looked up and saw Adam standing over him, gun in hand. “I'm not his; that's

for sure. Are you okay?”

Doing a quick mental tally of his assorted contusions and wounds, Carmichael figured he'd

live. As long as he didn't have to face any more werewolves without his gun.
“I'm okay. How are you?”” He pushed Bill off to the side and stood up.
“Head hurts,” Adam said, touching his temple and wincing. “But I'll be fine.”

Carmichael didn't mention that Adam's wound had reopened from the fall. The blood
seeping through the tea towels wasn't enough to worry him. Any psychological damage from

killing someone Adam knew would have to wait.
As they watched, Bill reverted to his human form.

“Okay, you need to tell me, now, what the fuck is going on here.” Adam stared at Bill's
body, anger radiating from every clenched muscle, looking as though he was going to fire more

shots into the corpse.

“No time for that now. We need to keep moving,” Carmichael said. Staggering, they

moved away from Bill's body.
An explosion rocked the forest, throwing them both to their knees.

The tension in Carmichael's head, caused by the open portal, vanished. Good. The sonic
charges had worked. Gave them some breathing room, maybe. He could take the time to bind
Adam's feet and give him the explanations he deserved. If he waited until they connected with

Oliver... Well, the information was still classified. Adam deserved to know.

Startled by the unexpected explosion and resultant fall, Adam tightened his finger around
the trigger and felt the gun's recoil. Carmichael plunked down to the ground. Adam dropped the

gun.

“Oh my God. I didn't shoot you, did I?”” A miserable bundle of emotions—gratitude, anger,
frustration, humiliation—filled Adam, but none of them meant he wanted to shoot Carmichael.

Not literally, at any rate.
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Carmichael huffed out a small bark of laughter. “No, I'm okay.”

Okay? Adam hadn't known it was possible to have that many wounds seeping blood and

still be conscious.
“Sit down. Let me take care of those feet,” Carmichael said.

If that asshole Bill had been wearing shoes, instead of—oh God——claws, Adam would
have stripped them right off the body.

“I thought we needed to keep moving.”

“The portal's closed. We should be safe.” Carmichael didn't have a lot of shirt left after the
fight with Bill, but he shredded into strips the cloth that remained.

“The portal's closed? Should be safe? You need to tell me, now, what's going on.
Remember, I'm the one with the gun here.” Like Adam could use it to threaten Carmichael. But
he could see Carmichael was remembering the much more pleasurable way Adam had demanded

something from him. Filthy, aching, wounded, and his cock still twitched at the memory.

As he gazed on the feast that was Carmichael, three little words leaped into his throat,
words Carmichael wouldn't want to hear, words Adam never thought he'd say again, never mind

feel again. Shit.

“So talk to me,” he said instead as he remembered that Carmichael wasn't even interested

in a regular fuck buddy. Certainly a relationship with feelings and all was out of the question.
“Fine. Put your feet here.” Carmichael patted a thigh. “But first, the other werewolf—"
“The other one?”
“The one that knocked you out.”
Oh. Bill wasn't the one that knocked him out. “What about him?”
“Small guy, fifties, dyed black hair. You know him?”
“Bushy unibrow?”
Carmichael nodded.

“Sounds like the mayor. Was the mayor one of those things?” Adam wasn't sure what to
believe anymore. This stuff didn't happen in real life, but he had a damned werewolf bite on his

neck to prove otherwise.

“Could be. We'll send out a cleanup crew later to retrieve the bodies.”
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Adam sat down and placed his feet in Carmichael's lap to await both foot tending and

storytelling.
“You remember I told you I worked for a secret government agency, right?”
Adam nodded.

“Well, that's true, but we investigate paranormal activity. More precisely, paranormal

activity arising from portals opening from other worlds.”
After the shit Adam had seen today, he could believe that statement, as strange as it was.
“So what does MIA stand for, then?”
“Metaphysical Investigative Agency.”

“Oh yeah, I can see why you went with an alternate. If I hadn't seen Bill, I might have
thought you were a nutcase.” Adam couldn't help being sarcastic. If he became too serious, he

might not be able to deal with this.
Carmichael grimaced. He must get that a lot.

“Anyway, there's a lot we don't know about the portals. We don't know if they all open to a

single world or dimension or time, or different ones. We've never been able to pass through.”
“What about probes or something?”
“The portals play holy hell with electronics.”

“Oh, I see,” Adam said. Then he remembered all that weird-ass computer equipment in
Oliver's room. “Wait...”

With a faint smile, Carmichael held up a hand to forestall Adam's question. “We have
equipment that can read some information about the portal from a distance, but there was a good
reason | didn't bother using the sat phone during our hike until we were much closer to the ranger
station.”

“Okay, noted. Go on.”

“On the other side of the portals are entities MIA calls the Umbrae. When they cross over,

they possess people, turn them into monsters.”
“Werewolves, you mean.”

“This time, yes. We're not sure how it works, but MIA has seen just about every type of

horror-fiction monster develop from possession by the Umbrae. They tap into some primeval
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part of the brain and pick up on the mythology or legends surrounding the creatures, giving the

possessed person many of the creature's strengths and weaknesses.”

“Or the legends grew out of what the portals created,” Adam offered, intrigued. It wouldn't
be the first time myth grew out of reality.

Carmichael nodded. “That's one theory.”

Fucking bizarre. But kind of cool at the same time. “So there could be vampires too? How

many are there?”
“No, this nest is likely all werewolves.”
“Nest? Not pack?”

“They're all Umbrae. Easier to have a single term. Sometimes we use den, though. The first
person turned determines the species, and each possessed afterwards becomes the same. The
transformation is often precipitated by biting. The bite provides a channel from the portal into the
possessed. We don't know for sure how the Umbrae possess the first person they attack, nor what
determines the species of the infection. And this is probably the biggest nest we've ever

encountered. Oliver thinks there might be up to ten werewolves.”
“Holy fuck. Bill bit me!”

“I know. It's okay. We closed the portal before your three days were up. The infection
needs three days, for some reason. Maybe it takes that long for the Umbrae to stimulate the
appropriate physiological changes.”

Adam exhaled and tried to will his racing heart to slow. Scary shit. Bill had been trying to
turn him into a werewolf. Probably figured Adam would be more...accommodating once he'd

been infected too.
“So the explosion closed the portal. What about those already infected?”

“For some, the shock of the portal closing will stop their hearts. Others will be driven
insane, but the physiological changes reverse themselves after a couple of hours. A few recover

fully, with a form of amnesia.”

Carmichael's phone rang, and he stood to speak. Adam remained silent while Carmichael

arranged a pickup with Oliver.
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Huh. Rothburg might return to normal. But then, he had had no idea that Bill, a deputy for

several years before Adam's father retired, was anything other than normal. He shook his head.

The movement pulled the bite wound on his shoulder, and as he cataloged his aches and
pains, sharp, burning anger pulsed in his stomach. Carmichael hadn't trusted him with the truth,

lied to him wherever possible, almost gotten him killed, and thought he was a fuckup.

Oh, and let's not forget, he'd also practically been shoved out of bed for thinking
Carmichael might want more than a temporary diversion. Why, exactly, was Adam being so
accepting? He hadn't even gotten a fucking apology. And he'd still almost told the bastard that he
loved him. Didn't Adam have any self-respect at all?

“What's wrong?”” Carmichael held out a hand to help Adam up, but Adam struggled to his
feet without assistance.

“Now I've seen all this, this is when you trust me with this information? I could have been
killed, and you didn't think a little warning might be in order?” Gaping black sorrow engulfed
Adam's soul, making it difficult to remain upright. The man he loved didn't give a shit about him.

Carmichael had the sense to look chagrined. “It was all classified. I couldn't tell you.”

“Oh, and it's unclassified now, is it?”

“Well, no, but I felt I owed you—"

“For what?” Adam could feel blood heating his ears. “For dumping me? For fucking me
under false pretenses? For thinking I was a total screwup who couldn't be trusted?”

“No! Shit, Adam, I... It wasn't like that. I'm sorry. I found out about your parents and
everything...”

Asshole. He'd found out about Adam's parents—and Adam's schooling too, by the looks of
him. Adam wanted to punch someone. Specifically Carmichael. Anger camouflaged everything
else. Like with Joel, it was the trappings of Adam's life that mattered to Carmichael, not the

person he was inside.

“Is that supposed to make me feel better? Somehow I'm suddenly more reliable or

trustworthy?”

“Adam, no, I meant—" Carmichael reached out a hand, but Adam evaded it.
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“Save it, Carmichael. I don't care. Oliver said he was meeting us at the end of the old
county road, right? It's this way.” Adam began hauling through the brush, heedless of the pain in
his feet, the stinging wetness in his eyes. Amazingly the sound of his heart shattering didn't echo
through the forest. He wasn't going to bother picking up the pieces this time. In the future, he'd
be as heartless as Carmichael, feel no remorse.

Carmichael wisely kept silent throughout the trek.

In a surprisingly short time, Adam broke through the brush to a small gaggle of
pearlescent, off-white SUVs. If he still had a functioning heart, he might have found amusement
in it.

Oliver spotted Adam.

“God, you two look like hell. Kath will get you fixed up in no time.”

“How'd you get the other teams here?” Carmichael asked. Adam imagined his voice
sounded rusty from disuse, but it hadn't been an hour since he'd told Carmichael to shut up. He
risked a glance behind him and noticed Carmichael's heavy limp. Shit. His knee must be acting
up. Adam had moved fast, and he hadn't considered Carmichael's injury.

He refused to feel guilty. Carmichael didn't have to keep the same pace. Adam would have
been happier if he'd lagged behind. Maybe not happier. Less angry.

“They finished up earlier than expected and were close by when I called in. We're
rounding up the last of them. Looks like the two park rangers are going to make it, but most of
the others died. I can't tell who the pack leader was, though.”

“Probably Bill,” Carmichael replied.

“Who is Bill?” Oliver asked. “And what makes you say so?”

“Bill is—or was—the chief of police,” Carmichael said. Adam didn't think he'd be able to

utter Bill's name without a shudder—ever.
“Oh, of course. Yes, you're right.”

Just like that? Carmichael was right? Well, there went Adam's resolve to ignore

Carmichael. “How does that make sense to both of you? And which park rangers?”
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Oliver gestured to the row of four black body bags. Who were they? Including the two
now-dead werewolves he and Carmichael had encountered, that made eight. Was Oliver wrong

about how many were in the nest, or were there more corpses waiting to be discovered?

Oliver took his arm and guided him to a woman who Adam assumed was Kath. Adam took
a seat in the back of the SUV and allowed her to tend to his wounds, waiting for Oliver to answer

his questions.
“You know this is all highly classified, yes?”
Adam nodded. “I'll sign whatever you need me to sign. I just want some answers.”

“I've already explained most of it, Oliver,” Carmichael said behind him. “We killed two of

them, and he watched one revert. I didn't have a choice.”
Oliver gave him a wry grin. “Good to know.”
Adam waited for Oliver to continue.

“You do realize, though, given the subject matter, you could talk about it all you want. No

one would believe you. They'd believe you'd lost your mind.”

Uh, yeah. Probably true. Adam hadn't considered that angle. He had no intention of trying
to make people believe him, but he had an academic's urge to play the devil's advocate. “But

won't there be these poor dead people as proof? What about the bite on my neck?”

Oliver was still smiling, and it looked genuine. “The government will cite some strange
disease, food poisoning, something. Your wound could come from a wild animal. Fever and

exposure can make even the most reliable witnesses unhinged.”

The stress Oliver placed on the word reliable made Adam remember that most of the town
shared Carmichael's preconceived notions about his integrity. The government wielded a lot of
power, and if Adam had a notion to press it, his rumored instability would adversely affect his

life, even at the university.

“Fair enough.” Adam conceded the point with good grace since he had no intention of
talking about this with anyone. Thinking or talking about it would only remind him of what an
idiot he'd been. The sooner this was over, the faster he could forget Carmichael. “What about the

park rangers?”
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“Most of the possessed had their picture in the paper at one point or another. I recognized

all of them, included the editor you spoke of.”
“Arthur's in one of those bags? Who else is in there?”

Oliver nodded somberly. “Dr. Ridley, the deputy mayor, and one of the rangers. I suspect

the two we're tracking are police deputies.”

Holy shit. The Umbrae had possessed the entire police force and all the full-time park

rangers? Monstrous. Devastating to the town.
“Which rangers are alive? Where are they?”

“The head ranger, Ranger Goldman, and Cass Harris will recover. They're headed to the
hospital right now.”

“Ranger Goldman? Smokey was one of those things? Shit. I had no idea.”

“No one did. Werewolves are very crafty, very secretive. As | was saying, I recognized
everyone. They all held some important role in the town. To ensure the nest could operate in
obscurity, the chief of police must have chosen his victims with deliberation and care. Maybe the
strongest foothold the Umbrae have made in this world. All because the alpha of the nest was a
smart person in a position of power. If the Umbrae are ever able to control the placement of their

portals, we could be in some serious trouble.”
“How did they get Bill, though?”

“Who knows? Maybe he came out for a call, looking for kids making trouble... In the

wrong place at the wrong time.”

Adam thought he should be more boggled by this information than he was, but he listened,

filed it away, and wanted nothing more than to get back his regular life.
“We done here, Kath?”
“All set, Agent Cardoso.” Kath shifted her attention to Carmichael.

“Come on, Adam. I'll drop you at home. The rest of them are capable of finishing up here.”

Oliver shook his car keys.
“But, Oliver—" Carmichael began.

Oliver shook his head. “No, I need you here.”
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Adam slid into the SUV Oliver directed him to, without a backward glance at Carmichael.
Adam didn't want to look at him. He was tired, cranky, dirty, and the anger had receded, leaving
a fragility that wanted only one hangdog look from Carmichael to prompt Adam into doing

something brainless and girlie, like crying or forgiving him.

“Can you give us a minute, Kath?”” Carmichael ignored the odd look Kath gave him before

she shrugged and moved out of earshot. “I'm okay,” Carmichael said to Oliver.
Oliver's skeptical gaze flickered over Carmichael's assorted wounds.
“I'd like to be there.”

“I know. You can come back for him.” Oliver gave him a look that made Carmichael's

stomach lurch. What did he know? How could he know?
“Come back? For who?”

Oliver gave him a sad little smile. Carmichael couldn't think. Didn't want to think. He

didn't allow himself to blink, because tears might start falling.

“Okay, then, if that's how you want it. I'm going to run Adam home. After that, we're done

here. Wrap this up, and I'll meet you back at the B and B.”

Carmichael couldn't speak. He twisted Adam's ring around his middle finger, still tacky
with Bill's blood. Adam didn't know he had it. He should return it...but he knew he wasn't going

to.

Kath moved back in to provide first aid as soon as Oliver walked away. Her head was

down, so Carmichael took a chance and swiped the back of his hand across his eyes.

Oliver got into the driver's side of the SUV and sped away. Carmichael watched until long
after the dust from the tires lingered in the air. He didn't know how he was going to let Adam go,
but Adam had been so angry, so withdrawn. Carmichael had lost him before he'd had the chance

to figure out if he could come out, if he could be open about his desire for Adam.

Shit. He couldn't even stop himself from lying to Oliver, when it was obvious to anyone
with eyes that Oliver knew something had happened. Carmichael might not be able to read

people well, but he did know his partner. This time it wasn't paranoia. Oliver knew and gave him
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permission to return here, to see Adam. Didn't matter now. Carmichael had fucked up that

chance, damaged it beyond repair.

He looked down at the silver ring on his hand. A token, a reminder of how stupid he'd
been. Maybe next time he wouldn't let his fears get in the way of something special. Next time.
Yeah, that'd be a long way off. Though he'd never been involved in a relationship before, he

knew with certainty that getting over Adam was going to be a long and painful process.
* %k %

Before they reached the outskirts of town, Oliver spoke. “There's something I have to tell

bh

you.

Oh God. Adam's palms began to sweat. Oliver knew about Adam and Carmichael. Worse,

had Oliver ordered Carmichael to seduce him, make him more pliable?
“It's about your parents.”

His parents? His parents wouldn't care if Adam had been fucking Carmichael on the

kitchen table, nor would they notice. “What about them?”
“Their illness started a little over a year ago, correct?”

“Yes.” Adam was aware of the surliness in his tone. Too much had been thrown at him
today. And he'd hit his head pretty fucking hard. What the hell was Oliver getting at?
“Sometimes aborted or incomplete possessions can manifest as neurological conditions

such as Alzheimer's.”

All of a sudden there wasn't enough air in the world to fill Adam's lungs. At the edges of
his consciousness, he noted that Oliver had pulled into his parents' driveway and parked the
SUV.

“You need to prepare yourself.”

“Are they dead?”

“I believe so.” Oliver stretched out a hand, placing it comfortingly on Adam's arm. “I have

to go in with you. If I'm right, they'll need to be part of the cover story the agency is creating.

Their condition may be the reason the doctor was turned.”

For all that Oliver's words were cold and matter-of-fact, Adam saw sympathy in his eyes.
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No sense in putting it off. Adam unbuckled and got out. In front of the door, he paused for

a moment before opening it.

“Honey, I'm glad you're home,” Jennifer said, hugging him. “I've been trying to page Doc
Ridley for the past hour.”

“lI...” Adam didn't know what to say. Announcing Doc Ridley's death was not his
responsibility.

“Who's your friend?”

“This is Oliver.”

“He treat you better than that other one?”” Jennifer nodded a greeting in Oliver's direction.

Adam blinked at Jennifer, amazed that she could think about his love life at a time like

this. “My parents?”
“Oh, honey, your parents, I can't believe it.”
Tears welled up in his eyes, and he sniffled.

“Are you catching a cold? Your parents may appear much better, but they're still weak.
Don't you go getting them sick, now.”
“What?” Adam looked back at Oliver, who was smiling. He hadn't noticed, until it was

gone, how tense Oliver had been. “What are you talking about?”

“I can't begin to explain it,” Jennifer said. “You're going to have to get the doctor to check

them out, but I haven't seen them this lucid in the entire year I've worked for you.”
“Can | see them?”

“They're asleep now. And, honey, what happened to you?” Jennifer seemed to look at him

for the first time. “You need some rest too, from the look of you.”
“Skateboard accident,” Oliver said. “I drove him home.”

Jennifer tsk-tsked. “I'm going to make you some tea. Then I'm ordering you to bed. I'm a

nurse; [ know what I'm talking about.”
“Fine, thanks. I'll just walk Oliver out.”

The second the door shut behind them, Adam turned on Oliver. “What the fuck is going

on?”
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“I didn't want to get your hopes up, but cases like your parents' end the same way as

everyone else possessed by the Umbrae—insane, dead, or recovered.”

Relief. Happiness. Adam's eyes welled up again, for a different reason. He hugged Oliver,
pleased to feel Oliver's arms tighten around him. Made him feel almost as safe as being in

Carmichael's arms.
“Thank you,” he whispered in Oliver's ear.

“Get inside. Your nurse is right. You need some rest. Act amazed at your parents'

miraculous recovery. Play dumb about the cause. It'll all work out.”

A debilitating lassitude crept through Adam's body. Rest, real rest, sounded like the best

idea anyone had had in a long time.

The next day, after a happy reunion with parents Adam had resigned himself to losing, the
news exploded with stories of a bizarre case of food poisoning that affected brain tissue and

neurological function, killing several prominent citizens of Rothburg.

When Adam went to the B and B to congratulate Oliver on a cover story well executed—
and not to see Carmichael, nope—all he found was his skateboard in the care of Gladys at the
front desk. A dark cloud shadowed the happiness he'd been feeling. The two MIA agents were

gone as if they'd never been, without even a note.

A clean break. Enforced by no forwarding address.
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Chapter Twelve

Over two months had passed since that fateful day Carmichael had returned Adam's
parents to him and walked out of his life without a word. Christmas had been bittersweet. His
parents, whole and sane, had been a gift. But the empty ache in his heart with Carmichael's name

on it made it hard to enjoy the season. Now here he was, ready to ring in a new year, alone again.

Adam looked around his tiny new apartment. Maybe its small size would help hide how
alone he felt. Not that he'd had a lot of choice. If he wanted to finish his doctorate as soon as
possible, he needed to take one of the few crappy apartments available close to campus. January

was a shitty time to resume school.

The apartment was part of a large, old house cut up into small, oddly proportioned living
spaces. Adam had hoped he'd eventually find it charming, but now, without any enthusiasm or
energy for unpacking even the bare necessities, it was simply depressing. The musty smell didn't

help matters any.

A far cry from the slick, modern apartment he'd shared with Joel what seemed like a
hundred years ago. Now his bedroom, living room, and kitchen were all one room. He could

practically cook dinner without getting out of his futon.

Adam took a box of toiletries to the bathroom and started unpacking colognes. Once, the
scents made him think longingly of Joel. No longer. Joel had visited a couple of days ago.
Wanting him back, of all things. Adam hadn't experienced a twinge, no resurrection of those
long-dissipated feelings. Six months ago he would have taken Joel back, no questions asked. But
Adam's feelings for Joel were washed out compared to the stinging, heated lashings of pain
thoughts of Carmichael caused. Which was far too often for some asshole who'd treated him as

little better than a one-night stand.

Adam blushed at the uncharitable thoughts. No one had promised him anything. It was his

own fault for falling so hard, so fast. He finished emptying the box and escaped the confines of
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his minuscule bathroom, managing to avoid looking at himself in the mirror. He knew he looked
like shit and didn't need the stark reminder. He wasn't vain, but gaunt was not a good look for
him.

How could he still have such strong feelings for Carmichael? After all this time? What
kind of idiot held on to a torch for so long? Especially when the relationship numbered in days.

An idiot like Adam Farelli, obviously.

Adam opened another box destined for his bathroom. Great. Condoms. Lube. He'd not
needed either of those since Carmichael. He couldn't bring himself to find an anonymous hook-
up, and every time he tried to jerk off, the only image that came to mind was Carmichael. Which
made him lose all enthusiasm for the sport, damn Carmichael anyway. Fucking ruined him,
Carmichael had, with his brand of hit-and-run sex. Yet another thing to blame him for.

Carmichael had done a lot for Adam's family. It wasn't that he wasn't grateful. He was. But
a whole slew of less favorable emotions tainted his gratitude, and fuck if Adam knew how to
shut them off.

A knock sounded at the door. Probably Joel again. He hadn't taken Adam's rejection well.
None of Adam's other friends knew he was back, and telling Joel had been the height of
stupidity. He threw the condoms and lube to the back of the cabinet under the sink, where they
could rot, and hoisted himself to his feet.

Another knock sounded, more rapid and impatient than the previous one. How many times

did he need to tell Joel there was no chance of reviving what they'd had?
He unlocked the door and flung it open as he spoke. “What do you want now, Joel?”
Oh shit. Carmichael.
Adam rubbed his eyes, wondering if he were dreaming.

Nope. Carmichael was indeed standing in Adam's doorway, looking as edible as ever. He

gave Adam a bashful, shamefaced smile.
“Well, I'd like to know who Joel is, but I'm not sure I have the right to ask.”

Too fucking right. Carmichael's stunning blue gaze, brighter than Adam remembered, kept
flicking over Adam's form but didn't stay in any one place long, and he seemed reluctant to meet

Adam's eyes.



164 K. C. Burn

Adam sternly told his dick to behave. No way was he letting this man tie him up in knots

again. Or still. More? Whatever.

“What I should have said was: what do you want, Carmichael?” Adam's tone was less
exasperated than before, but if Carmichael thought he could show up on Adam's doorstop

whenever he wanted, looking for a bit of easy tail, well, he'd come to the wrong place.
“Can I come in? I'd like to talk to you.”
Really? After more than two months? Adam felt his eyebrows climb his forehead in

surprise, but he stepped out of the doorway and swept his arm out, gesturing for Carmichael to

enter.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Never let it be said he was a bad host. He couldn't
bear it if Carmichael knew how much he'd been hurt by the man's silent and abrupt departure

from Rothburg. “Beer? Water?'

“Beer would be great.” Carmichael followed Adam into the kitchen and leaned against the

counter, which was small enough that Carmichael's large frame obscured about 90 percent of it.

Could he really feel Carmichael's body heat? Surely not. Just in case, though, he leaned

farther into the fridge than necessary, hoping to armor himself as best he could.

Unable to put it off any longer, he swung away from the fridge and handed Carmichael one
of the two beers he'd grabbed.

“It's good to see you, Adam.”

Well, at least he hadn't said Adam looked good. Because that would have been a big, fat
lie. Carmichael looked great, though. A little tired, maybe, but great. Not that Adam was going to
tell him.

“I'm glad you stopped by,” Adam said, striving for nonchalance. “I never got a chance to
thank you.”
“I don't want your fucking gratitude,” Carmichael snarled.

Whoa. He looked surprised by the vehemence of his words. Adam waited a moment while
Carmichael breathed deeply and closed his eyes. When he opened them, Adam could see he was

calm again. Calmer, at any rate.
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“What do you want, Carmichael?” Not that he was going to get it. Seeing Carmichael like
this wasn't going to make it any easier to get over him. “And how did you know where to find
me?”

“I'm an investigator,” Carmichael said with a cute smile. No. Not cute. Adam couldn't

think like that. It was dangerous. “Besides, Joel knew you were here.”

“Yes, well, I told Joel I was here. You...I didn't. If I'd wanted to, I didn't even have an e-
mail address for you. So why are you here?” Anger overshadowed other, less welcome emotions.

Anger was safer for his heart.
The bluster drained out of Carmichael, and if Adam wasn't mistaken, he looked nervous.

Carmichael set down his untouched, unopened beer on the counter and moved the couple
of steps to look out Adam's kitchen window—a painful reminder of Carmichael in this exact

pose in the dreadful Manx Room. Which was not helping any.
“I've missed you.”

Uh-huh. Booty call. As he'd thought. His dick, of course, didn't care. It was poised and
ready to experience, again, the best sex he'd ever had. His dick didn't make the decisions around

here, though.

“Look, whatever impression you formed about me, I'm not some easy lay. You think you
can waltz back here after eleven weeks without a word, an e-mail, nothing? No government
office would even admit your agency existed.” Oops. He hadn't intended to let Carmichael know

he'd tried to contact him. Or that he'd been counting weeks. Oh well.

“You think after that, I'm going to spread for you, just because you ask nicely?” Adam was
shouting now.

Carmichael colored a dusky pink under his tanned cheeks. His hair looked blonder too.

Hope he had a good time at whatever tropical destination he'd been vacationing in.

Then Adam noticed the shadows under Carmichael's eyes. Looked a lot like the ones

Adam sported. And he didn't look at all relaxed either.

“It's not like that, I swear. I'm sorry.” Carmichael's voice trailed off, and those gorgeous,
erection-inducing eyes gave him such a doleful look that Adam almost said, 7o hell with it, and

leaped into Carmichael's arms. Almost.
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Self-respect. Dignity. Remember those, Adam? Was a time he had 'em—a time before
Carmichael, obviously.

“I'm sorry,” Carmichael said again.

“For what?”

Carmichael glared at him, then realized he didn't have a right to be angry, and his blush
intensified as the glare receded.

“I'm doing this all wrong. And that's one of many things I'm sorry for. But please, let me
say what I came to say. Please.”

Adam nodded, not sure he wanted to hear it. He couldn't get any words past the emotion
clogging his throat, though.

“Yes, I miss the sex. It was fucking unbelievable.”

A sliver of pride slid through Adam, defrosting some of the coldness settled in his belly.

“But more than that, I miss you, Adam. You know I've never had a relationship before. I
joined the military as soon as I could, and a relationship wasn't prudent. I don't know how... I've
never... Look, I know I fucked up. Bad. I know you think I didn't trust you, respect you, and you

think I deliberately put you in danger. But...” Carmichael seemed to be at a loss about how to go

on. Adam stayed silent, wondering what the point of this was.

After several seconds, Carmichael nodded, as though he'd come to a decision after a fierce
internal debate.

“Okay, first. I was trying to do my job. Without getting fired. Which could have happened
after everything I told you.”

Remembering everything Carmichael had told him, all the classified information, it was as
though their weeks of separation had never occurred.

“But in reality, when it sounded like you wanted something long-term, I panicked. And in
doing so, I failed to take the proper precautions to keep you safe. You're right to blame me for

that. As for not respecting you... I never told you why I dislike my first name, did I1?”

No. Adam had wanted to coerce it out of him, maybe the same pleasurable way he'd wrung

Carmichael's name out of him, but the Umbrae had intervened.

“I've never met my father. I don't think my mother knows who he is.”
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Adam's eyes widened. Whatever the reason for Carmichael's avoidance of his first name,

he hadn't thought the story would start like that.

“My mother was sixteen when she had me. A high school dropout, she cared more for
drugs and booze than she did for me. She was in and out of jail during my childhood, and my
grandfather raised me. His name was Lachlan too. My grandfather was also a drunk, and he
spent his days drinking and out of work. He'd work a few low-wage jobs, but the booze and the

inability to control his tongue got him repeatedly fired. His...”
Carmichael clenched his fists, knuckles turning white.
“Did he hit you?” God, Adam had never expected this.
“Yes. And the booze made him meaner.”
“Y our mother didn't stop him?”

“My mother was never home enough to notice. Even if she had, where else would she get
free child care? As soon as I turned eighteen, I enlisted. The army saved me. My grandfather
died while I was in basic, and my mother killed the clerk of a convenience store she'd been

robbing shortly thereafter. She's still in prison.”

Carmichael looked him in the eye again, but Adam could almost see the expectation of a

blow. Like Adam would ever do that.
“I'm sorry. I had no idea.”
Carmichael shrugged, as if it meant nothing. Adam wasn't fooled.

“That's why I had such a negative reaction to what I saw as your life choices. Please
believe me, though. Before I'd gone to your house, before I found out what an exceptional person

you truly are...”
Adam felt a blush equal to Carmichael's rise up his neck.

“I'd stopped caring,” Carmichael said. “About that. You were nothing like my family, I

could tell. All I knew was that I wanted you safe and in my life as long as I could have you.”
What? Adam forgot to breathe. He couldn't have heard that right.

“Why did you...” Adam's shock had stolen his words.
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“Leave? I thought it best. You were so angry. So cold. I thought you hated me. I thought a
clean break was best. But”—Carmichael's voice became broken, anguished—"I can't stop

thinking about you. I can't sleep. I can't eat. I can't function...”

Were those tears shining in his eyes? Shit, how many times had Adam dreamed of
Carmichael coming back, begging for forgiveness? Now he was doing it, and Adam was torn. It
was the most beautiful thing anyone had ever said to him. It was everything he wanted, and he

couldn't quite bring himself to believe it was happening.
“Oliver thinks I'm an idiot for not coming sooner.”

“Oliver knows?” Carmichael was out of the closet? Adam felt the faint stirrings of hope in

his chest, but he wasn't sure hope was a good idea.

“What do you want from me, Carmichael?” Adam leaned back against the counter. He
needed more. Carmichael had broken his heart and stomped on the shards. He needed to know

exactly where he stood with Carmichael.

Carmichael dropped to his knees in front of him. “I'm sorry,” he whispered and pressed a
kiss on Adam's fly. No mistaking the bulge there for anything else. No matter what his dick
thought, Adam was still angry and hurt. Carmichael opened Adam's jeans, yanked them halfway
down his thighs, and sucked his cock into that warm, talented mouth before Adam could process

what was happening.

With a groan, Carmichael closed his eyes and pressed the heel of his hand to the
impressive erection under his cargo pants. Oh shit. How could Adam think with those sexy lips

wrapped around him?

Frantic suction and frenzied tongue action, focused on the pulsing tip, dragged Adam to
the edge faster than anything he could remember. He reached up and grabbed the handle of the
cupboard door to steady himself, his other hand going to Carmichael's blond head.

“Oh fuck... So good.”

Carmichael moaned his response around the mouthful of cock, the vibrations causing little
shivers of ecstasy to ripple up Adam's spine. He couldn't help himself; he began thrusting into
that wet mouth, holding Carmichael's head where he wanted it. Carmichael could break the hold

if he wanted, but the hands clutching Adam's hips indicated he was more than happy with
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Adam's attentions. Dimly Adam heard a crack, but his attention was focused on nothing but his

dick and Carmichael's tongue.

One hand released its grip on Adam to slide into his crease. A finger pressed dry into
Adam's opening, and without warning, his orgasm erupted from his balls, firing volley after

volley into Carmichael's greedy mouth.

Carmichael crawled up his body and pressed his lips to Adam's neck. God, he smelled so
good, so right. Adam felt a revival in his dick, but the orgasm had cleared his mind. He still
wasn't sure what Carmichael wanted, but if it was occasional sexual relief, he wasn't interested.
Despite what had just happened. He pushed at Carmichael, wanted to look at him. He knew

Carmichael hadn't gotten off, but right now he wasn't concerned about that.
“What's wrong?” Carmichael asked.

“I don't know if I can do this.” Carmichael was out, at least to Oliver, but that didn't mean

he wanted what Adam did.
Carmichael's eyes widened, and Adam saw, clear as day, pain in that beautiful blue gaze.
“I think I love you,” Carmichael said and flushed before looking away.

Oh God. From anyone else, Adam would have considered that a half-assed declaration, but
he sensed the power behind words he knew Carmichael had never said to anyone else. An inner
warmth, like he was filled with sunshine, burned away the icy fog of his anger and upset. The
peace and contentment left behind were better than anything he could have imagined, and Adam

took a moment to savor it, to bask in the realization that this wasn't merely a spectacular dream.

“I'm sorry to have bothered you. I'll just let myself out,” Carmichael said, head down as he

angled himself to move around Adam.

“No!” Adam closed the gap between them and cupped Carmichael's smooth-shaven cheeks
with his palms. “I love you too,” he said softly before he tilted Carmichael's—Lachlan's—face
down for a kiss, mouth still flavored with Adam's cum. For a fraction of a second, the kiss
remained sweet, gentle, a beautiful expression of love. Then it transformed into a hotter, fiercer,

sensual expression of loving passion.

Panting, frantic, they roughly stripped clothes from each other's bodies. The clean scent of

soap and male skin hit Adam's nose, making him salivate. He was damned glad he'd had a
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shower that morning. Adam was desperate to have naked skin-on-skin contact after months of

longing, and Lachlan seemed just as desperate.

He grabbed Adam by the waist and turned them, stretching Adam out on the futon. With a
smile, he swept fingertips along the length of Adam's body, as if assuring himself Adam was
really there. Then he straddled Adam, taking his lips again in a sweet kiss, while his fat, drooling
dick rubbed against Adam's renewed erection.

No matter what Adam had thought he'd felt with Joel, it was a pale shadow to this
overwhelming joy. He was making love for the first time in his life, and he squirmed in

anticipation.
“In me, now,” Adam demanded.

“Lube?” Lachlan panted in his ear, fingers clutching Adam's hips hard enough that Adam
knew he was going to bruise. Knowing he'd be wearing Lachlan's marks made him even more

excited.

Adam looked up and saw a bottle of olive oil. “There.” He pointed. He hadn't known when
he unpacked it that it was going to become a necessity as required as breathing, because his

actual lube was too damned far away.
Lachlan leaped up, grabbed the bottle, and returned to Adam.

“Oh fuck.” Lachlan whimpered as, with shaking hands, he opened the oil and smeared
some along Adam's crease. Adam couldn't help him; he was too busy relearning the hardened
planes and dips of Lachlan's chest. The bottle dropped from Carmichael's hand, and he nudged
Adam's legs farther apart.

A blunt head pressed against his hole, and Adam spread his legs wider, drawing his knees
up, knowing he was going to blow any minute.

Carmichael stopped, arms shaking with strain.

“What?” Adam hissed, twisting his hips but unable to get enough leverage to impale
himself. There'd been no stretching, and he didn't want any. He wanted to feel every solid inch of

Carmichael's fat cock sliding into him, and he wanted it now.

“No condom.” Lachlan's voice was strained. “I... You don't have reason to believe me, but

I'm clean. There's been no one since you.”
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“Me neither. I'm clean too. Now fuck me. Love me.” Adam knew in his heart he wasn't
making a mistake putting his trust in this man. Going bareback for the first time in his life with

the man he loved, and who loved him, was symbolic. And hotter than hell.

“Love,” Carmichael said softly as he pressed his hips forward, Adam meeting the thrust

with one of his own.

Adam wailed, the pleasure more intense than anything he'd ever felt. Carmichael groaned,
and his hips snapped back and forth. The futon moved a couple of inches, and Adam heard it

banging against the wall in time with Carmichael's strokes.

Ohgod, ohgod, ohgod.

“So fucking good,” Adam heard whispered in his ear.

“More,” he ordered. Carmichael pulled his left hand free from Adam's hip, shifted slightly,
and then grabbed Adam's dick, rigorous strokes matching rhythm to the cock pistoning in and
out of Adam's ass.

The feel of metal on his overheated dick made Adam look down. When he realized what
he was looking at, his urgent need to come was superseded by his need to know something else.

“Is that my ring?”

Carmichael's hips didn't pause. “I took it. When I was trying to find you.” Lachlan's breath
heaved out in pants between the words.

The notion that Carmichael had taken something of his, kept it all this time... All traces of
doubt evaporated. Carmichael had meant every word he'd said. Adam's balls hitched up against
his body.

Lachlan shifted again, nailed his gland, and Adam screamed Lachlan's name, cock pulsing,
spraying cum everywhere. Lachlan yelled and bucked, the sensation of warm spunk bathing
Adam's channel making his dick flex again.

Lachlan slumped on top of him, panting. Adam had difficulty getting his own breath back,
but he wouldn't have moved Lachlan's solid weight for anything.

Arms curled around Carmichael's sweat-slicked back, fingers stroking along his spine,

Adam surveyed the mess. The futon had battered a hole in the drywall. Oil covered the kitchen
floor and had splashed on the wall, leaving large, greasy stains by the baseboard. He looked up
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and saw he'd managed to get cum on the wall above his head. Go, him. Did jizz stain paint? He
had no idea but guessed he would find out. He tilted his head and noticed the cupboard door he'd
been holding on to during the blowjob had pulled partly away from its hinges.

Huh. Probably wouldn't get his security deposit back.

Years later, or so it felt, Lachlan lifted himself from Adam and gently disengaged, drawing
Adam's attention back to where it belonged. In no rush to leave the comfort of Lachlan's arms,

Adam curled into the warm body next to him, pressing their chests together.

“I love you,” Carmichael said, those blue, blue eyes looking straight into his. Nothing else

mattered, nothing but what they shared between them. “Move in with me, please.”
Adam nodded and kissed those pink, swollen lips.

Fuck the security deposit.

W THE ENDE s
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