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"Good," he said, so very
softly. "Look at how far we've come. It wasn't that long ago I'd
have you going all to pieces on me just for a little tie-up. But
you've learned I can be good to you, haven't you?"

"Yes, sir," she breathed.

"And you've learned I don't have to be,
too."

The answering shiver, nervous and aroused and
eager, jerked through the leather strap of the belt tied at her
throat. "Yes, sir." Her voice was barely audible.





Sometimes it feels like he runs the world. In a breath he can win
your heart or break your will. No matter how painfully sexy and
honest and right he might seem, Heather has never let herself
forget how dangerous he really is.

But against all her better judgment,
against a thousand repeated promises, she's started to let herself
fall in love.

Troy never meant things to go this far. He
never meant to let anyone get hurt, but there's something about
Heather that won't let him let go. He knows he's the man she dreams
about and the man she fears. He'd give anything to be able to
choose which one, but some days it feels like that choice has never
been his.









Preview






She entered with small steps, tentative and
beautiful. When wasn't she beautiful?

She was wearing his favorite dress. A peace
offering. It was a light green, dashed with white at the thigh and
cut low, wispy and light. It suited her perfectly. Her beauty was
marred only by the anxious expression on her face. It made his
heart break, seeing her like that. He never wanted her to be
anxious again. Why did she have to push the way she did, only
making problems where there hadn't been any?

"Hey," she said.

"It's good to see you," he said. "You look very nice
this evening."

A little smile broke through her serious expression.
"Thanks."

"I'm not angry," he said. "I'm done with that. I
should have been done with that a long time ago."

She seemed to relax a little. "I'm sorry, too. I
never meant to upset you. If I'd known ... I mean, I never should
have brought it up in the first place. Let's forget it."

Troy appreciated the sentiment, but he shook his
head. "We're not really going to forget it, are we?"

She tilted her head ruefully. "No, probably
not."

He sighed. "I didn't think so." He offered her the
glass of wine and led her out onto the covered balcony. The rain
fell with a dull rushing sound on the roof and sides of the
building. The air had a damp taste to it.

She was quiet, waiting for him to speak.

"I always love this city in the rain," he said.
"Isn't that strange? I love the sound of it falling, the smell of
wet pavement. It's at its best in the rain. The sky is dark and
threatening, but the city's still full of light and warmth, beneath
all that concrete, shining out through the glass."

"It can be really beautiful," Heather agreed.

"Comforting, maybe," Troy said. "I remember ...
well, I wasn't always on this side of it, looking out. I remember
what it was like to be wet and cold, on a night like this. It's not
something you forget."
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Part One









Troy sat looking out through his reflection in the
floor-to-ceiling window behind his desk. The view was of the
southern skyline of downtown: glass-and-steel towers rising out of
the sprawling muddle of five to ten story brick and stone
undergrowth. The day was overcast. There was just a hint of rain in
the air but no drops to show for it, at least not so far that
afternoon.

Sometimes his eyes would lose focus and come back to
rest on his own faint image in the glass: his face slack in
thought, his collar open, his dark hair pushed back. It wasn't like
him to be so distracted, losing track of what he was doing, his
mind a thousand miles away. He could deny the reason, but it would
be an empty lie, one of several he had been telling himself
recently. Given a minute or two of freedom, his mind kept wandering
restlessly back to her, even though her name hadn't passed his lips
in two days.

He turned back into the room at the sound of a beep
on the phone system. His finger clicked the button. "Tell me," he
said.

"You have a phone call from Randy Atkins. He says
-"

"Tell him I'll be in touch tomorrow," Troy cut off
the voice.

"I will, sir, but you know he's tried three times
this week, and all because you asked him to get back to you about
-"

"Not now, Jenna."

"Yes, sir." The receiver clicked off, and Troy eyed
the black device thoughtfully. It wasn't his usual intercom. In
fact, this wasn't his usual office. He was a squatter - making use
of the office of one of his vice presidents at the Group while his
own office a floor above was being renovated. That certainly had to
do with why everything seemed a little bit off. The VP was an older
woman, and her tastes couldn't have been more different from
Troy's.

With its several broad sofas and rich oriental rug,
it just didn't feel anything like home. Troy liked sleek and
minimal. He liked modern. He liked big open spaces where new ideas
could get up and dash around, whirling and banging into each other.
He liked the harsh silence of an empty room full of hard surfaces,
not this soft, muted quiet of upholstery, where every sound was
muffled. Where every thought felt muffled.

It was as if the woman who had decorated this wanted
people to be ... comfortable. Comfortable people didn't take risks.
Comfortable didn't care if they made mistakes.

But there was only so much he could blame on the
temporary change of scenery. Truth be told, he had been avoiding
his real problem. Avoiding her name, even. Heather. The business
trip that had taken him out of town for three days had been
unnecessary. It really hadn't mattered if he was personally present
for the ground-breaking on the new development out in Los Angeles.
He hadn't needed to swing through Sacramento on his way back - his
business there could have just been done with a few phone calls. He
certainly could have been back last night, instead of this morning.
But he had needed more time before he saw her again.

He had endured a terrible two weeks, thinking his
pride might have let her slip away forever, that she might never
come back. When he had seen her standing on the tarmac, waiting for
him, it had been ... like the world had started turning again. Like
everything had been hanging frozen, and now he could breathe
without shattering it.

He had never expected to feel that way about another
person. He was afraid to feel that way.

And as if the universe were fulfilling his fears the
moment they popped into his head, that very night when everything
seemed healed, everything had changed again instead. He had caught
her in the doorway of his private office, and for a terrible moment
he'd lost everything, forgotten everything. It was as though ten
years had never passed.

He had lost control. For one terrible moment he had
lost control, and he had seen the look in her eyes. He knew the
emotion he'd seen there too well to pretend he didn't know what it
was. He had seen it in the eyes of so many people over the years as
they looked at him: fear. He had worked to make people fear him,
savored it, loved it, reveled in it.

But ... not anymore. Not with her. That was not what
he wanted. Why was it there, of all places? And why did it still
effect him the same way? Why had it stirred all those old
instincts? Why could that look still pump adrenaline into his veins
and make him feel so powerful.

He shouldn't want that. He didn't want that.

But seeing the fear there had stirred something he
wasn't comfortable with. Something he had never been comfortable
with, and recently had begun to dare think he had finally
escaped.

It was a trick of the light, a trick of the light
that brought up old memories - that was all. And he'd needed time
to recover from a shock when he had least been expecting one, when
he had allowed himself to get too comfortable. Too vulnerable.

It was a simple thing, really. Something to be
forgotten, and three days was enough. He was over it. It wouldn't
be a problem. He could forget he ever saw it. She had hidden it
quickly enough, after all, and the rest of the evening had quickly
reminded him why he had missed her so much.

He looked at the clock. Five-thirty. Late enough.
With a deep breath, he became a different person.

He clicked the intercom. "Jenna, could you dial
Heather and put it through?"

There was a click, and then the sound of a ringing
telephone answered his request.

There was another muffled click and the sound of air
in a microphone. "Hey," Heather's breathless voice answered. "I was
hoping I'd hear from you. You got back today, right?"

"Heather," Troy said, his eyes closed as he savored
the sound. "Do you know how crazy it's been driving me to be away
for three days?"

Heather laughed a little, the way she did when she
was blushing. "I have some kind of idea," she said. "Are you
working very late tonight?"

"No, I don't need to get much more done, actually.
Not tonight. Tonight I need something else."

He could hear her breath tighten a little on the
other end. "What kind of 'else' did you have in mind?"

He felt himself smiling into the receiver in spite
of himself. Sometimes it wasn't really as hard as he let himself
make it out to be. "Well, all the time I was away I was having
these fantasies of what I might find waiting for me at home. If a
beautiful woman had happened to wander in off the street, lost
track of all those clothes she normally wears, and just needed
someone to be good to her. I'd be good to her, of course."

"Of course."

"But only if I really knew she was mine. There's a
specific woman I know who I put a collar on a few weeks back. I've
been out of town long enough she might have forgotten, but if she
happened to turn up, I would certainly reward something like
that."

He could hear her breathing was tight. "I think I
know the one."

"Good. I'd hate to think I was coming home to
someone else's toy."

"She certainly isn't that, sir."

"Well," he mused. "I'll have to make sure she proves
it."

 


 


 


 


An hour later - almost to the second - Troy stood
poised before the heavy doorway to his suite in the Williams Tower.
His hand felt the cool grains of wood, and he breathed in a long,
deep breath that filled his lungs with slow, frigid ecstasy. He
always felt this way before he saw her, so powerfully alive and
ready and turned on. It was like slipping into another self, an
extreme, perfect mindset: animal and aggressive but controlled,
controlling.

He flicked the door open easily, letting it bang
deafeningly into the wall of the hallway beyond. He could tell she
was already here, waiting for him. He had given her a little extra
time, just to be sure. She needed a few minutes to prepare for him.
He didn't want her distracted or restless or out of breath. He
wanted her calm, meditative, fixated on what was about to happen.
It made it so much better when he could tell how she had been
dwelling for hours on what he would do to her - how he would take
her, how he would use her.

He set down his coat by the door and walked into the
side hall where he had once trained her to wait for him. She had
heard him come in, of course. She was already there, kneeling: her
face flushed, her body naked, her thin silver collar fastened
around the base of that perfect, delicate throat.

He stood in the doorway for a moment, savoring the
sight and savoring her intense anticipation. He felt his cock
harden in his pants. God but she was beautiful when she was like
this. The light was dim, accentuating every shape and contour of
her body. Her soft, bare breasts swayed a bit as she looked up at
him. Her face was flushed, and her shoulders trembled slightly.

"Sir, it's good to have you back."

"It's good to be back, Heather. It's very, very
good." He stepped into the side hall and approached her. He brushed
aside a lock of auburn hair that had fallen across her face. "Did
you miss me very much?"

"More than you could possibly know, sir."

"And were you a very bad girl when you were thinking
about me?"

"No, sir. You know I save myself for you."

"Really? Three whole days and not a single bad deed?
You'll be so much fun to play with, all pent up like that. It'll
almost make up for not having anything to punish you for." He ran a
finger up the side of her neck and felt her shiver a little in
anticipation.

"All pent up, sir," she agreed, the shiver even
audible in her voice.

He took her right nipple between his fingers and
rolled it slightly, experimentally, and was rewarded with a slight
gasp. With a slight pull upwards, he prompted her to stand, and she
scrambled to her feet as best she could with her breast in his
grip.

His other hand found its way around her head. He ran
his fingers through her hair, his face close to hers. Her breath
was tight and shallow, and he could see the wetness of her mouth as
she ran her tongue over her lips.

He kissed her just to feel that wetness against his
own mouth, the hot, shallow breaths, the soft trembling
anticipation. Her body fulfilled every possible fantasy, the way it
responded so exquisitely. She softened in his embrace, conforming
to his body and pressing against him anywhere she could be touched.
He loved the way she tasted, the way she smelled, the way she felt.
The way she felt, especially.

His hand left her breast and wandered downward,
tracing over her abdomen, taking a detour to squeeze her
deliciously tight ass, and then down over the sensitive mound of
her groin. He felt her stiffen as his hand cupped her pussy, and
even before his fingers were at her hole, he could feel how wet she
was for him.

"So wet already, Heather?" he breathed. "Is that all
because of me?"

"All, sir. I'm - I'm always wet when I'm with
you."

He had ample evidence that that was true, but it
didn't make it any less exquisite to feel her sex soaking with
juices, ready for his cock whenever he wanted to take her. It never
got old. Seeing the effect he had on her never, ever got old. He
felt another throb in his shaft, by now standing at complete
attention against the tight cloth on his crotch, but he wasn't
about to rush through this and miss out. The best part was always
watching her squirm.

With a satisfying click, he opened the buckle of his
belt. Heather's hands flew to his zipper at the sound, over-eager
and hopeful it meant he was about to take her. But he pushed her
hands away, and instead raised the belt to her head, threading it
back through itself in a loop. He heard her breath stop as she saw
what he was doing. He brought it up and she bent her head slightly
to let him slip it over and down to her throat, where he tightened
it with an easy little flick.

It wasn't tight enough to choke her, at least for
the moment, but she wouldn't forget it was there, that was for
sure.

He reached into his pocket and found his silk
handkerchief, still crisp and pressed since the morning, and put it
up to her eyes. She stilled, her body taut and at attention, as he
tied the little cloth off with a firm knot.

"Good," he said, so very softly. "Look at how far
we've come. It wasn't that long ago I'd have you going all to
pieces on me just for a little tie-up. But you've learned I can be
good to you, haven't you?"

"Yes, sir," she breathed.

"And you've learned I don't have to be, too."

The answering shiver, nervous and aroused and eager,
jerked through the leather strap of the belt tied at her throat.
"Yes, sir." Her voice was barely audible.

He tugged forward slightly on the leash, bringing
her lips forward to press against his. His free hand found its way
back between her legs, and he kissed her tightly as his finger
wrapped around into her tight, soaking hole. She gasped against his
lips, her body tensing. He pushed deeper, his thumb circling her
swollen clit.

She was breathing in shuddering gasps. In only
moments it seemed like she was on the verge of orgasm. It had been
an understatement to call her pent up. His fingers pushed into her
and slid slowly back out, touching only the most sensitive places.
He had pushed her back against the wall, and she moved weakly
against him in anticipation of what was coming. Or rather, what
wasn't coming. Just as he felt her body quivering on the edge of
release, he stopped, held his fingers against her wet, hot flesh,
feeling the pounding rush of blood in her body, but not giving her
that last inch. Not letting her go over the edge.

It took her a second to understand what was
happening, and he could feel the desperate shudder as she realized
that he wasn't going to let her come yet. Her breath was ragged in
his ear.

"Would you like to come?" he asked her.

"Yes, sir. Please let me come, sir."

He let his lips find hers again, savoring how
helpless she felt. She could barely focus on his mouth, preoccupied
as she was with the fingers that possessed her body by another
route.

After a few moments, she had started to regain
control of herself, and it took another caress to bring her back to
that desperate, quivering edge. Again he didn't let her over,
didn't let her come. One more, maybe two, until he was satisfied.
Until she begged.

And when it was enough, when it was time to make her
come, he slowed down even more. He wanted to feel her locked in
each moment, lingering an eternity on the edge, writhing helplessly
to feel it pour out through her body.

"Oh, fuck," she gasped tightly. "Fuck."

"Thank me, Heather."

"Thank you, sir," she choked out. "Thank you for
letting me come." Her hips thrust forward, pushing her pussy down
onto his fingers, grinding at him desperately. And then nothing:
limp, helpless ecstasy. He could feel the lock of her muscles as
she came, impossibly tight, and how the muscles one by one
released. She sagged against him, pinned to the wall.

Now.

He let her go slowly, and she slipped down for a
moment before she remembered how to use her legs. She stood
swaying, blind, flushed, gasping. He pulled the leash taught and
led her out of the side hall, through the kitchen. She followed him
weakly, her body still throbbing with the rush of orgasm.

God but she was sexy when she came. He had intended
to take her all the way to the bedroom, but he had held out as long
as he could. He had been gone three days, after all, and here she
was, impossibly wet for him, leashed, ready to be taken. The
bedroom was at the far end of the apartment, and he was just a man,
wasn't he?

He pushed her down against the low kitchen table,
the belt tightening as she fell forward against it. His hand pushed
into her back, forcing her down and her ass out. He would never
stop loving how it felt to take her from behind.

His cock ached with readiness as he pulled it out
and pushed it in between her legs, feeling the slick, hot flesh of
her inner thighs where her juices had leaked out to coat her groin
and legs. He drew once along the outside of her lips, feeling her
body pulsing for him, and then he put the head of his cock right
against her hole, eliciting another sexy little gasp that made his
balls tighten.

He pulled a little on the belt, pulling her back
towards him and sliding her down his shaft. Jesus she was tight.
Wet and perfectly, exquisitely tight. He could feel her body
stretching slightly to accommodate him, but she was so wet that he
could slide into her easily, all the way, until his cock was
completely inside her.

He looped the belt around his hand to get a strong
grip, pulling it back a bit harder - enough to make it hard to
breathe but not enough to stop it completely. Just the right amount
to force into her every thought how totally and completely she was
in his power.

Every moment was both an ecstasy and an agony. She
made it so hard not to come right away, the perfect sounds she
made, the way her pussy massaged and squeezed at him in response to
his thrusts, the sight of her flushed, perfect skin in the dim
light.

She came before he'd really gotten started. Her body
clenched around his shaft, and it was almost enough to make him
come right there and then, but he managed to resist. He wasn't done
with her.

He pounded into her harder, faster, pushing to the
limit of what she could take. And she was coming again, moaning
weakly into the tablecloth, her hands balled into fists.

Finally, he knew he couldn't hold off any longer,
and he let himself explode inside of her, pumping his seed deep
into her body, surge after surge, seeming like he'd been holding it
in all his life.

He stood, chest heaving, blood surging. God, this
woman made it feel so good to be alive.

 


 


 


 


An hour later, Troy lay holding Heather. Between the
first and second fucking, Troy had managed to find them the
bedroom. Now they lay in the soft sheets, her head resting on his
chest, her breathing light and slow. She might have been asleep, or
maybe on the edges of it.

He always felt a little conflicted after such an
intense episode. He couldn't entirely escape the idea that it was
wrong to enjoy treating her the way he did. The fact that she
enjoyed being used and toyed with and tortured didn't really
absolve him of guilt. That sweet, sadistic impulse was never
entirely acceptable. It would never not be at least a little bit
wrong.

But the sense of power over something so delicate
and beautiful was overwhelming. She was his, this gorgeous,
vulnerable woman. She was his in every sense of the word. When he
loved something, he wanted to possess it. The more he possessed it
the more intensely he wanted it, over and over, until he breathed
and felt through it and was consumed by it.

That's how it was with Heather.

He dominated her, owned her, possessed her, savored
her fragility and vulnerability. And she was perfect in response,
quivering in all the right places, gasping and moaning at the right
times, orgasming whenever he wanted her to, coming so intensely
that he could actually see that soft helplessness in her eyes as he
unleashed her body's intricate wiring of pleasure and pain.

When he backed away, when he regained control of
himself, he could remember who each of them were. She was a
beautiful, intelligent woman, someone he could respect and whose
company he could enjoy. He was just a man, and he tried to be good
to her and do right by her and remember that she lived a life, her
only life on this planet, and that it did not belong to him. But
... God, did it feel good to forget all of that for a fleeting,
exquisite moment.

When he had first seen her in the back hallway of
the club on Cross Street, he hadn't expected anything like this.
She had seemed like interesting prey. It wasn't any one thing in
particular; there was just this odd sense that she wasn't like most
of the women he spent time with. There was something different and
unplaceable about her: a mystery, and Troy had always been a sucker
for mysteries.

How little he'd expected to fall for someone at all,
let alone a chance encounter in some downtown club. It had taken
him a bit long to realize it. Perhaps a bit too long, but that was
a mistake gone by, now. He recognized her for what she was:
well-disguised perfection. He'd never known what he was missing
until he had unlocked her, an exquisite, blossoming spirit that had
just been waiting for him to find her.

It was funny how the world worked. A long string of
women - beautiful, often famous and wealthy, too - had all assumed
his world would revolve around them, and he had never managed to
care. Heather came along and captured him in a way he'd never felt
before, and she was terrified that she meant nothing to him, even
tortured herself over it.

He bent slightly to put his face in her hair,
breathing in her smell and the lingering scent of their passion
still strong on her. But I won't lose myself to you, Heather, he
thought. You're too dangerous for that.

She stirred at the contact, and her eyes opened. She
smiled as she looked up at him, and then bent to brush her soft
lips against his cheek. "Don't go away for so long next time," she
said softly.

Troy ran his fingers through her hair. "You're
making rules now?" he asked, smiling.

"Just a request."

He considered it. "If I have anything to say about
it, I won't."

She sighed happily and nestled in tighter against
him. "Good."

"Now let's have something to eat."

"One more minute?"

"Just one. If I let you waste away on me, I'll never
forgive myself."

 


 


 


 


The following day, Troy sat in the limo, drumming
his fingers on a glass of soda-water as he scrolled down a screen
of the latest headlines from Beijing. For a state-controlled press,
there sure was a lot of bad news leaking out of China these days.
It was almost enough to make an honest capitalist wonder about his
supply chains.

He looked up at the sound of the partition
lowering.

"Alright, this is the address, boss," the driver
said back through the crack in the barrier.

Troy peered curiously out through the window at a
quiet residential block, lined with small houses and green little
lawns. They were about thirty minutes out of the city, in somewhere
called Bilverton. "Which one?" he asked.

The driver pointed at the small grey cape house
directly to the right. "That's it. Carlisle Road, number 224."

"Alright, thanks."

Troy got out, jumping a little to avoid a puddle
under the door. The house had a quiet, homey sort of look to it.
The paint was a bit weathered on the southern face, but overall it
seemed in good shape. He made his way up the brick walk to the door
set into the front.

He gave it two solid thuds and waited. No one
answered. He tried the doorbell, and again nothing. He checked his
watch, and then stepped back to reread the brass numbers set above
the garage. This was definitely 224. He tried one more time,
pounding on the door and the frame. "Mary," he yelled. "It's your
brother. Anyone home?"

There was a clatter from above, and he looked up to
see a familiar face looking down at him through an open window. Her
face was flushed with exertion, but she had a smile on her face
that seemed to go a mile. "Hey!" she called out. "Up here. We're
just the second floor. Sorry, I should've said something. The
stairs're around back."

"Oh. I'll be right up."

Troy circled around and found the old stairs, red
paint peeling to reveal an older yellow coat and the bare wood
beneath. His foot was barely off the top step when a small,
dark-haired woman hurdled into his arms.

"Troy!"

Troy struggled not to let the momentum carry them
over backwards down the stairs, and after a long, sickening moment,
was able to regain his balance.

"Mary. Do you always have to do that?"

Mary gave him a final squeeze and stepped back.
"There you go again, pretending like you haven't missed me."

"Of course I've missed you. I just, well, never
mind. This is the new place?"

Mary stepped back into the doorway and waved an
artfully bent arm across the facade. "This is it. Do you like
it?"

He stepped over the threshold and looked around.
Boxes of all sizes stood lined against the near wall. The interior
had the same, sort of cozy feel as the outside. There was already a
couch and table placed in the little living room, and in the
kitchenette beyond he could see several towers of mismatched dishes
on the counter.

"It's crazy what you can get at the thrift stores
around here," Mary said exuberantly, following his eyes. "All those
plates and the glasses in the cabinet for ten bucks."

"I'd say you did pretty well."

"Come on, I'll show you the bedrooms." She gestured
him down the little hall leading to the right.

"Are the girls around?" Troy asked as he started to
follow.

"They're across the street. There's another pair of
kids about their age in that rust-colored house, and the pack of
them are already practically inseparable. Can you believe it, two
days moved in and we already feel like the neighbors are family."
She paused to gesture in to the first door. "This is the girls'
room. We're going to try to find a bunk bed so they can have more
space for other stuff. And then that's me at the end of the hall."
She pointed into the door separating them: a small bathroom already
looking a bit cluttered. "Three little women on a mission, the pack
of us. We sure can make a mess quick, huh? And really it's just me
and Samantha; Katie's still too young. Just imagine what it'll look
like when they're both teenagers."

"I've seen worse," he assured her.

"Give us time, believe me." She attempted to push a
pile of cotton balls back onto the counter and inadvertently sent a
hairdryer on the far side of the sink crashing to the floor. She
winced and backed away, her hands in the air. "You want something
to drink? I just unpacked the coffee maker."

"Sure, that sounds great."

He let her squeeze by him in the hall and followed
her back to the kitchenette.

"This is all really coming together," he said.

"It's going to feel like home in no time."

"Well, I'm just glad to see you all settling in so
fast. And ... well, I know you just got here, but I just want to
let you know my other offer still stands. Down the line, I
mean."

"About the job?"

"Yeah."

Mary shook her head. "Look, you know how much I
appreciate ... everything, I mean - where to start ... but I can't
come work for you. I've got to do my own thing."

Troy waved his hands. "Sure, I understand. I just
wanted to make the offer. You know I'm always there, whenever
you'll let me help."

"Thanks. You've done too much already."

He shook his head. "The money's just sitting there,"
he said. "What am I going to do with it if I can't give you a
little breathing room."

"You have." She said, gesturing around. "This is
breathing room. After what me and the girls have been through, this
is a little spot of paradise, believe me. We'll be happy here. I
don't want more than this."

Mary went to fiddle with the coffeepot, and Troy
took a seat on the couch. Looking down, he realized he recognized
it.

"This was Mom and Dad's," he said.

"Yeah, it was. They let me take it after the
wedding. It figures; it was the ugliest piece of furniture in the
house. Even Mom knew it, and she has the single worst sense of
style of anyone I've ever met."

Troy nodded in agreement. "How're they doing these
days?"

"Don't you all talk anymore?"

"No. It's been years. You know how it is. I haven't
spoken to either of them in years." He looked up to see her look of
surprise. "Three years ago I sent them a check, not much, just
enough to make sure Dad wouldn't have to go back to work after the
surgery. Maybe they thought it was a bad gesture from a son, but I
don't care. Not after how they treated me, and certainly not after
how they've been treating you. If that means I don't have a word
with them the rest of my life, so be it."

It was Mary's turn to nod in rueful agreement.
"Well, I'm not a great source of news on them, either, now. But
they moved into town. You know Mom still does those little stencil
woodcuts to hang on people's walls. She's trying to sell them now -
just as a hobby I think. Lord knows there's enough kitschy little
roadside shops in that part of Ohio that at least one of them would
try stocking a few."

Troy nodded thoughtfully. "And Chris is finally
leaving you alone at this point."

Mary's face grew dark. "Yeah." She glared at the
coffeepot for a long minute of silence, and Troy kicked himself for
mentioning the name. But just before he could apologize, Mary was
talking again. "You'd have to ask Mom and Dad how he's doing. He's
still at all their little family get-togethers." She shook her
head, biting her tongue.

She only managed to last a few seconds before she
burst out again. "That's healthy, right? Disown their daughter,
adopt her abusive ex-husband as their own. That's, like, chapter
six of all the good parenting manuals, I think. I just - I mean, I
almost get them saying divorce is a sin. Almost. But that ..."

"Sorry, I shouldn't have said anything -"

"No, it's okay. I'm not scared of him. You can say
the name all you want. It doesn't affect me."

It was a transparent lie, but if repeated often
enough Troy recognized it might be true one day. That was the hope,
after all. He could understand that kind of thing. Stubbornness
wasn't an endangered quality in their family, that was sure.

"Well, you're here now," he said. "Things are
looking up. We've got our own little Baldwin exclave. The Baldwins
non-grata."

She nodded, a fierce look in her eyes. "Thank you. I
- I know we haven't always been close. But ... the way you've
helped me. You've saved my life. You know that, right? Me and the
girls - you saved our lives, when you came in and got us out of
there."

"I just did what any brother would have done. You
had to do all the hard parts."

She turned away, and he saw her wipe a tear from her
eye. She recovered quickly. She always had. "Well, forget all
that," she said, turning back around and bringing a cup of coffee
over to Troy. "Here's to the future."

"The future," Troy repeated smiling, taking a sip of
the hot liquid.

She sat down next to him with a sigh of contentment.
"I'm thinking a painting right there," she said pointing at the
wall opposite them. "Something with a lot of deep browns and reds
to match the table."

Troy nodded. "That would look nice."

"But then I was also thinking of maybe hanging a
wall lamp there instead. Does it seem too dark in here to you?"

"Well, definitely not during the day," he said. "You
get a lot of good sunlight in here."

"We do, don't we?" she agreed happily. "I was so
proud of myself for finding it." She took a sip of her own coffee.
"You know, is it weird to say I kind of liked the process?"

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah, like all that poking around off the beaten
path. Talking to people, negotiating. I've been thinking maybe I
could get into that sort of thing."

"Real estate?"

"Yeah, I hear it doesn't take that long to get a
license. I think it's something I could be good at."

Troy nodded. "I could see that being you. You should
talk to a friend of mine who owns a few agencies out here. I'll
give you his number. I'm sure he's got people who are looking for
people - " He fell silent as he caught sight of Mary trying not to
laugh.

"You just can't help yourself, can you?"

Troy shrugged a little self-consciously. "I don't
know, it's just what I do."

She squeezed his arm affectionately. "Don't ever
change."

They were quiet for a minute, brother and sister,
together against all odds after years on two very different
paths.

Mary coughed a little, and got up and started
bustling around. "But that's enough of that. Did you just stop by
to compliment my dishes, or are you going to help me unpack?"

 


 


 


 


There was something wholesome and exciting about
unpacking boxes. Everything seemed fresh and new. Everything seemed
possible. The emotion of the act was infectious, and Troy was still
in a good mood that evening as he found Heather waiting for him at
a table at the Bistro La Ripaille. She was looking beautiful in a
small brown dress and delicate, crystal earrings that caught the
light as she turned to see him. They had been a gift in Florence,
and the memories they brought back brought a smile to his face.

"Sorry I'm late," he apologized. "I was out of the
city."

She rose to her feet as he approached, and he
slipped an arm around her waist and kissed her. It was a soft,
lingering kiss, the kind that made her go to pieces in his arms. He
loved feeling the way her body weakened in response, the way her
she trembled slightly and her balance swayed. "You look stunning,"
he breathed before releasing her.

She stammered for a moment, never entirely ready for
the effect Troy had on her. "I - ah, thank you. I wasn't - it
wasn't a long wait." She put a hand to her mouth and sat back down.
"It's good to, I mean, you look incredible, too."

He lowered himself into the seat across from her and
motioned to the waiter with the bottle of Bordeaux he had brought.
They had a decent in-house selection here, of course, but what was
the point of the wine cellar he rented if he wasn't going to use
it?

 


As the waiter uncorked the bottle and poured out two
glasses, Heather's eyes never left him. "Out of the city on
business?" she asked.

"Running out to see my sister, actually," Troy said.
He normally evaded these sorts of personal questions - more out of
habit than anything else at this point - but he was in a good mood.
Maybe it would be nice to talk, just talk, the way people did. "She
just moved into the area. I've been ... well, I've been helping
out. I wanted to make sure she was getting set up alright, settled
in and everything. She's got two daughters and enough else on her
plate. It gives me peace of mind to know she's nearby if she needs
something."

"That's really nice of you. Where was she before
this?"

"Not too far from where we grew up, near Cincinnati.
It's ... it was for the best to get her out of there. But she seems
to be doing well now. I can't remember the last time she seemed so
... okay."

"There were problems?"

Troy shrugged. He didn't like airing his family's
dirty laundry. They weren't all his secrets to tell. "Just issues
at home. Well, issues in a couple homes. It's funny, because I was
always the one my parents had a problem with. She was the dutiful
daughter." He took a long drink. "But in the end, loyalty only gets
you so far, especially where those people are concerned."

Heather's face was troubled. "I'm sorry. I didn't
mean to ask about a difficult subject."

"No, it's fine. I just ... they aren't all happy
memories. But I think my sister's going to be alright. I haven't
seen her that much in recent years. It's not always easy to tell,
but she seemed good."

"Can I ask her name?"

"My sister's?"

"Right. What's your sister's name?"

"Mary."

"Mary. I always liked that name. It's so strong. And
she has two daughters, too. You're an uncle."

"I am. Two little girls. Samantha's ten and Katie's
seven. They barely know who I am, but I'd like that to change."

"I bet they're adorable. I was a little monster at
that age, but I was always an exception."

"They're wonderful. They really are. They take after
their mother."

Heather was smiling. "You know, I love hearing about
your family. Or just ... about you. I never hear you talk about
yourself, and I wish I could get you to do it more often." She held
her hands. "Don't get me wrong, the enigmatic aristocrat thing is a
lot of fun, but at some point a girl starts to get curious about
the man who's trying to make off with her heart."

Troy snorted. "I'm very, very far from an
aristocrat."

"Well, alright. What are you, then? What did you get
your start in? You weren't always in business were you? You're so
well traveled, I'd almost think you must have been in some kind of
foreign service. Like diplomacy or something."

"Well, I guess not always in business; I just wound
up ... " Troy fell silent as her oddly specific suggestion finally
registered in his brain. What had she just said? "At a certain
point, everything becomes business, I suppose," he finished a
little hesitantly. There were alarm bells going off somewhere
nearby.

"That's a very -"

"Something brought this up," Troy said suddenly,
cutting her off.

"What? No, it didn't. I just want to know more about
you. Isn't that normal?"

"You're trying to find something specific out.
You're doing it very artfully, or at least you were up until now,
but I can tell. Don't play coy with me."

She started to deny it again, but when she looked up
and encountered his gaze, she fell silent. He held her eyes. His
expression was cool and calm, a decent mask.

"I saw something I didn't understand in your desk,"
she admitted after a long minute.

He felt a cold surge of adrenaline. It was almost
better now that it was out in the open. "I thought so. Four nights
ago."

"I didn't see much, it was just - "

"What were you doing in there?"

"I told you. I was just looking for a pen. I didn't
mean -"

"Bullshit."

"What?"

"You were snooping. Going through my papers. I was
almost ready to think I'd imagined it. I almost gave you the
benefit of the doubt."

"Honestly, Troy, I just wasn't thinking about it.
All I needed -"

"We've been taking things pretty fast." He said
shortly. "Maybe you were just getting a little ahead of yourself.
I'll take the blame. I must not be clear enough. We're not at the
what's-mine-is-yours stage of this relationship."

"I'm sorry I stumbled across it. I really am. I
won't so much as look at that door again. I just ... what did it
mean?"

Was this woman still pressing? Troy's annoyance was
very close to becoming anger. But that was obviously not what was
happening, because Troy didn't get angry. He didn't lose control.
He wasn't angry about this. Everything was normal. Calm.

"There was a medal from the Director of Intelligence
or something," Heather pressed on. "How can I just pretend I didn't
see it?"

So that's what she'd found. And probably Mitchell's
letter. It explained the look in her eyes that night, easily
enough.

The clamor of other diners around them suddenly
seemed very loud. Chaotic. Troy tried to shut it out, to just have
a moment's quiet. What was this stupid obsession he had with public
places? He could have hired a dozen personal chefs and be eating in
peace ...

"Don't ask me about that," he said. "That's ...
that's a different time in my life. It's behind me. It's staying
behind me."

Heather's pale, dismayed face made it all the worse.
He needed this to be over. He took a deep breath and forced an
apologetic smile.

"I'm sorry," he managed to say. "That was just a
very long time ago. I was different in those days. It's not
something I want to ... well, you just saw the thing by accident. I
shouldn't have reacted like that. Let's not make anything more of
it."

Heather lapsed into silence, and looked down at the
menu.

"Try the duck," Troy suggested. "It's
incredible."

There was that look again. Fear. He knew he'd gone
too far. Again. But there was no unsaying it. Heather was quiet,
but over the course of the meal he brought her back. Slowly,
surely, finding little ways to coax her back.

Maybe that was all his charm was good for these
days: undoing his own mistakes.




Part Two







"You can't be serious."

"I am. I've had people on the idea for three
months."

"I'm thinking of the right VSP? The electronics
manufacturer that everyone remembers from the nineties? They built
those laptops with those annoying rubber nubs in the middle of the
keyboard. What's next, Yahoo? You're either a lot dumber or a lot
crazier than I always thought you were."

"As a good friend of mine, I'd hope your opinion of
me has a lot of room beneath it," Troy said.

Jake laughed. The man was sunk a little
off-centeredly into one of the deep-cushioned couches of Troy's
borrowed office. His broad, open face was split into a grin, and he
ran a hand through his tousled blond hair. "The first lesson of
business school is never waste as a friend someone who could
instead be a worthy opponent. Don't flatter yourself."

It was Troy's turn to laugh. Jake was infuriating at
times, but Troy had never been able to help himself from liking the
man. They could trace their friendship back to their days as VPs at
Dockson-Crick almost a decade ago, and in all that time, Troy had
never known him to miss the chance for a good argument. On this
particular day, he had dropped by to poke holes in a business
venture Troy had floated by him a week ago.

"I've looked at this stuff. Their server
architecture is incredible. Cutting edge. But all of the division's
profits are getting pumped into propping up the consumer products
division. It's insane. It's a company living in 2004."

Jake held up his hands. "Hey, Troy, I understand a
fun little pet project as much as the next guy. But a pet project
usually isn't listed on the Fortune 500. I mean, go buy some nice
little R&D firm. Don't sink yourself into a sixty billion
dollar company."

"But it's a sixty billion dollar company for a
reason. There's an enormous amount of potential for someone who
actually recognizes where they fit into the world these days. Give
me two years. We rebuild its cloud hardware and relaunch as a
datacenter powerhouse. That's the future of processor development.
Mammoth server hubs and portable access devices like cell phones.
Its science fiction going on all around us, and -"

"Troy, VSP hasn't turned a profit in six years. It's
a Titanic that's been sinking for a decade. Do you understand how
much money you stand to lose if this doesn't work out? I mean, the
mind boggles. If you bet the farm every time, you can win every
time except one and you'll still end up broke."

Troy flashed him a grin. "That's what makes it so
fun."

Jake shook his head. "I haven't heard anything about
a sale getting floated around. What makes you think you can get any
meaningful equity anyways?

"I'm just getting things started, but I can put my
hands on a thirty percent share without so much as opening a phone
book. I know the Wheeler Group. I know Simon at Carthouse and Mary
Clarke at LLK. They all remember the favors I've done for
them."

"Thirty? That's not a takeover. That's going long on
a failing company."

"That's why I've got Randy Atkins dropping by to see
me this very afternoon. When I've got him on board, it's a sure
thing."

Jake snorted. "That nincompoop?"

"He's running BGH, you didn't hear? What kind of
word is nincompoop, anyway?"

Jake waved his hand. "Listen, Troy, forget all that.
I'm tired of hearing about this overgrown laptop company. We're not
getting any younger, you and I. Forty's well past time to retire
for men like us. Get in with me on this Puerto thing. We can own
the goddamn Gulf of California if we do it right. Sandy beaches.
Margaritas. Senoritas from half of South America, as far as you can
see. Dark hair, soft brown eyes, that perfect mestiza skin," he
kissed his fingers. "Any man should be so lucky."

"I'm thirty-three."

"Thirty's the new forty. Why not?"

"You want to sit in on this meeting, don't you?"

"Sure, what else do I have going on? When I call you
up and tell you I told you so, I'll have good old Randy Atkins by
my side in a beach chair. You're going to make him rich while
you're pissing away your a respectable-sized fortune. I mean,
you're lucky you can afford it, but still."

Troy ignored the last comment and clicked the button
for the intercom. "Jenna, is my one o'clock here yet?"

"Yes, sir."

"Okay, send him in."

After a minute, the door clicked softly open and a
balding man in a grey suit poked his way into the room. Troy stood
up to shake his hand, and the man took it a bit hesitantly.

"Randy, it's good to see you. Thanks for coming
down. I hope I didn't keep you waiting long. I know it's not the
most comfortable place to cool your heels; I'm just having some
work done upstairs. Come in. Did my secretary get you anything you
wanted? Something to drink? This is my associate Jake Waltham."

"No, I'm fine," the man said. His voice was
low-pitched and soft, velvety. He seemed like he should be doing
voiceover for public radio, not trading on Wall Street.

"Look, Randy, I've been working so hard to track you
down because we've got a problem."

"I tried to return your call six times -"

Troy waved him off. "You know how things can be,
Randy. Business is always business, isn't it? But I've managed to
get you in here for this little talk, and it's really fortunate for
both of us I pulled it off. Now, about this problem: it's your
stake in VSP Systems."

Randy looked confused, and was still hovering behind
the chair to which Troy had led him. "Why is that a problem?"

Troy shook his head sorrowfully. "It's not even just
a problem, Randy, it's a disaster."

"Well, why is it a disaster, then?"

"Because, Randy, this probably hasn't gotten out
yet, but I'm taking VSP. I've got big plans for it."

Randy's eyes widened a little and he rocked back on
his heels, thinking. "Alright, and why is that a disaster?" he
asked at last.

"Look, Randy, you're managing a nice, middlegrowth
firm. Your investors like to see nice, sustainable gains. They're
not in it to bet the house. They're not in it to change the world.
I'm not telling you anything you don't know. When you walk into
that annual meeting and tell them they have their money in the most
boring fund on Wall Street, they cheer their heads off, don't
they?"

"And we like VSP. It's a nice, diversified blue chip
in a strong industry."

"It's been losing money for twenty straight
quarters. It's embroiled in patent lawsuits. It's hemorrhaging
money into bloated middle management. What do you like about
it?"

"The market's settling right now," Randy said.
"Margins have gotten razor thin. Almost no one is making money. But
big, stable companies ride out the rough spots."

"No one's making money in the tech sector? Be
serious, Randy."

Troy stood up and walked over to where Jenna had
just entered the room with a cup of coffee, took it from her and
pressed it into Randy's hands.

"You need to start thinking about VSP from my
perspective," he went on. "I'm not in the business of riding out
the rough spots. You know that. Jake knows that. The guy who sold
me a newspaper at the stoplight this morning knows that. I'm going
to leverage it to the hilt and take it for a spin. Those little
losses are going to get a whole lot bigger for a little while, and
all of your nice sleepy investors are going to wake up howling. Do
you really want that big red mark on your annual report?"

The frumpy-looking fund manager was starting to look
a bit unhappy. He shook his head. "You know, I remember a time when
people didn't think doing sound business was boring. Everybody's
flying around with their big ideas these days. Everything has to be
complicated. What's so boring about making money?"

"A very good question," Troy agreed. "There's
absolutely nothing wrong with making money, so why not make
yourself some money right here and now? Unload your stake before
everything goes to hell. I can be very generous. Every last one of
your fifty-thousand shares, paying ten percent above the market.
You walk home five and a half million dollars richer than the
ticker said you were when you woke up this morning."

Randy considered him. "VSP's a big part of our
portfolio. I'll have to mull this one over."

Troy smiled. He recognized a yes when he heard one.
Jake was rolling his eyes on the couch. "Of course."

Randy shook his head sourly. "I was having a pretty
nice, quiet morning before you dropped this on my toes. A good
day's a day when you don't have to make any hard decisions."

"So they tell me."

Randy glanced over at Jake. "How much of what comes
out of his mouth do you believe in a given conversation?"

"If he doesn't have a reason to lie? About thirty
percent."

Randy snorted. "Right. Well, we'll have to look into
this ourselves, if you don't mind." He turned back. "Troy, it's
always a pleasure," he said with a mild tone that Troy would have
almost read as sarcasm.

"Likewise."

They shook hands and Randy turned to leave.

"Hey, Randy, if you're looking for a new place to
put all that money, I've got two words for you: Puerto Vallarta.
Jewel on the Pacific. Rebrand its northern resorts and ..."

"Not interested," Randy said, pushing through the
door.

Jake shrugged. "Have yourself a nice afternoon." He
turned back to Troy as the door closed. "One day someone's going to
call your bluff on that old routine."

"Nothing's perfect," Troy admitted.

"In about three hours it's going to occur to him
that if you were already in a position to buy out VSP you wouldn't
be making him an offer."

"Randy's not as dumb as he looks. The thought's
already occurred to him, but he can do the same math I can. VSP's
an old company, and he knows there's enough equity out in the weeds
that there's really no telling what might happen if I start pushing
through big orders on the exchanges."

Jake wagged his finger. "You've got answers to
everything. I tried to warn you if you kept up that way you'd find
yourself obscenely rich." He shook his head in mock disgust. "Just
look at you. Let's have the Businessman's Weekly photographer in
for your cover story and just get it over with."

Troy made a face. "Bite your tongue."

"Face it, Tee, you're the suit to end all suits. If
you tried to walk within a block of a Grateful Dead concert the
hippies would shoot you on sight. Most of us could get off with
just a tar and feather."

"Alright, alright. That's my two blotters of reality
for the day. If you'd excuse me, I've got some calls to make."

Jake stood, bowed generously, and left. Troy noticed
a 'Paraiso de Puerto' brochure tucked neatly behind the pillow
cushion.

He chuckled and shook his head, but it didn't take
long for the smile to fade from his face as he considered the phone
on the desk in front of him. He'd been putting this one off all
day. This wasn't any way to live: dodging calls and taking
unnecessary business trips. He took a deep breath, and had Jenna
put him through.

Voicemail. Five seconds to decide how to word
it.

"Hey, Heather, it's Troy. I'm just calling to
apologize about the way I acted two nights ago. I shouldn't have
accused you of anything. I know it was a mistake, and I understand
why you're curious. I ... used to do some contract work for the
federal government. One of the deals got bungled up, and they gave
out a couple medals to pretend everything had gone according to
plan. The incident wasn't a whole lot of fun, and that's why I
reacted the way I did. I've tried pretty hard to put it behind me.
If you want, we can talk about it - tonight, maybe, if you're
free."

He hung up, his eyes not leaving the phone, lips
pursed. He'd have to be a bit honest with her. He could have
handled it correctly from the start and maybe avoided all of this,
but his overreaction had tipped his hand. It would be an issue
until he laid it to rest. Was that really the position he had
maneuvered himself into?

"Four weeks with this woman and already she's got
you spilling your secrets, Baldwin," he muttered at himself in the
empty room. "When did you lose your edge?"

Well, one victory and one concession on the
afternoon. He balled up a piece of paper and threw it into the
trash can, watching it go in with a satisfying bounce off the rim.
There: 2-1, Baldwin on top, the natural order of things.

With a start, he realized which piece of paper he
had just thrown out and got up to retrieve it.

 


 


 


 


That night, he watched through a window in the
Williams Tower as, far below, his own distinctive white limo pulled
around the corner and approached the building.

It had just begun to rain. As he watched, droplets
spattered the glass, morphing the city beyond into an infinitely
refracted mix of lines and points of light. He watched the
transformation for a moment before turning away.

He moved to look over the table, where he had had
his staff lay out a table setting for two. His hands shook slightly
as he poured himself a finger of scotch and drank it down in a
single, long draught. It burned warmly down into his stomach.

There were questions he very much hoped she did not
ask. Without a drink or two to calm him, it would be hard to hide
his nerves.

He knew from experience that it took around four
minutes for a passenger to get out of a limo at the front entryway
and ride the private elevator up to the 63rd floor. Before that
length of time was expired, he had rinsed the scotch glass, placed
it out of view, and poured two glasses of wine. He took a single
sip and swirled it in his mouth. Calm. Pleasant. In control, as
always.

There was a knock at the door.

"Come," he said.

She entered with small steps, tentative and
beautiful. When wasn't she beautiful?

She was wearing his favorite dress. A peace
offering. It was a light green, dashed with white at the thigh and
cut low, wispy and light. It suited her perfectly. Her beauty was
marred only by the anxious expression on her face. It made his
heart break, seeing her like that. He never wanted her to be
anxious again. Why did she have to push the way she did, only
making problems where there hadn't been any?

"Hey," she said.

"It's good to see you," he said. "You look very nice
this evening."

A little smile broke through her serious expression.
"Thanks."

"I'm not angry," he said. "I'm done with that. I
should have been done with that a long time ago."

She seemed to relax a little. "I'm sorry, too.
You're right that I had no business going through your desk. I
never meant to upset you. If I'd known ... I mean, I never should
have brought it up in the first place. Let's forget it."

Troy appreciated the sentiment, but he shook his
head. "We're not really going to forget it, are we?"

She tilted her head ruefully. "No, probably
not."

He sighed. "I didn't think so." He offered her the
glass of wine and led her out onto the covered balcony. The rain
fell with a dull rushing sound on the roof and sides of the
building. The air had a damp taste to it.

She was quiet, waiting for him to speak.

"I always love this city in the rain," he said.
"Isn't that strange? I love the sound of it falling, the smell of
wet pavement. It's at its best in the rain. The sky is dark and
threatening, but the city's still full of light and warmth, beneath
all that concrete, shining out through the glass."

"It can be really beautiful," Heather agreed.

"Comforting, maybe," Troy said. "I remember ...
well, I wasn't always on this side of it, looking out. I remember
what it was like to be wet and cold, on a night like this. It's not
something you forget."

"When was that?"

"I was homeless. Very briefly - just a few months -
when I was sixteen."

"What?" Heather seemed astonished.

It was satisfying, in a way. Sometimes the truth
felt so close - close enough to breathe down his neck - that it was
easy to forget the world around him still bought the myths he had
woven around himself.

"My parents threw me out. Well, my father did. My
mother fought him at first. He'd been threatening to do it for so
long that it probably just took her a moment to realize he was
serious. She argued for me for about five minutes, and then I had
half an hour to throw clothes into a backpack."

Heather's face look stunned. "But why?"

Troy shrugged. "I'm sure there were a thousand
reasons. My parents were poor and hated being poor. To people like
them, all they could think about when anything went wrong was how
much easier it would be to pay the bills if they didn't have extra
mouths to feed. I didn't exactly endear myself, either. I was
always getting into trouble, when I was a kid. We lived in a little
podunk town in southern Ohio, and there wasn't a whole lot to do
other than get into trouble - to my way of thinking, anyways.
Sometimes it was just little disciplinary stuff, and sometimes it
was enough for the police to get involved." He smiled ruefully. "I
got a job part-time at the gas station in town when I was 14 - even
managed to show up for work most of the time. Looking back I have
no idea how I kept that job for as long as I did. It was almost two
years. But one day at the end of my shift I got caught stealing one
of those soft pretzels, you know? The old woman who ran the place
fired me, and that night I was told to pack my bag and get out of
the house."

Heather was quiet for a minute.

"What is it?"

"I just ... I never knew you came from a place like
... " She shook her head.

"It's alright. It's just something I remember on
nights like this."

"I can understand why. I never knew."

"Are you hungry? There's dinner waiting to come up,
if you'd like."

She shrugged. "Maybe in a bit. You're right about
how nice it is out here. Most people hate to be outside when it
rains, but I've always kind of liked it."

Troy nodded, letting out a long, slow breath. He'd
stalled long enough, he supposed. "The truth is, Heather, I'm not
really the kind of man most of the world thinks I am."

She smiled. "Well I already knew that," she said.
"The people I talk to have no idea. They believe all the stories in
the newspapers."

"I'm serious, Heather. I've lied about a lot of
things to get where I am. The way I got started in this ... well,
the places I came from to have money, I mean ... I barely sleep
some nights, thinking about it."

She looked up into his eyes, her gaze bright despite
the dimness of the balcony. "So for God's sakes, tell me," she
said. "All I want to know is who you are. I don't care if it's bad.
I don't. I just ... want to know who I'm in love with."

The brutal, naked vulnerability in her voice - and
that word, the first time he'd heard her say it - swelled a sea of
guilt inside him. "It's just habit," he said, trying in his own way
to apologize and being utterly powerless to do so. "It's not you. I
don't try to ..."

"It's alright. I don't need to know everything. Just
tell me a little. It doesn't have to be everything. Just tell me
something." She smirked. "I want to hear more about you getting
into trouble as a kid."

Troy laughed. "I'm not short on those stories, but
they get less fun in a hurry after that."

"Less fun than your parents kicking you out of the
house?"

He nodded. "I was a real piece of work in those
days. That's more or less how I ended up with that medal you found,
I guess."

"What do you mean?"

"It's a long story."

"Aren't they all?"

"I suppose they can be."

"Come on, Troy. Try me. Just tell me a little."

He flicked a droplet of water off the balcony
railing. "It's just a lot of dirty money. A lot of people hurt to
make a dollar, back when I thought one thing was worth more than
the other."

He could hear Heather's stillness. He could hear her
silence.

"It all just sort of happened. It all flowed
together. One mistake made the next mistake seem the obvious
choice. After getting kicked out of my parent's house, I wound up
in Cincinnati, living on the streets, stealing or whatever it took.
If you've never been homeless there's no way to describe the wall
it puts between you and the rest of society. Everyone looks down on
you. Nobody sees you as human. They don't want to hear about it.
They don't want to see you."

He thought about how to express himself. "When you
have nothing to lose, the law barely applies to you. It's hard to
think about consequences. You feel invincible and powerless at the
same time. Do you know what I mean?"

She thought about it. "Maybe. I guess in my own
way."

"Well, I made a lot of little mistakes back then,
and one really big one. It was a colossally dumb thing to do. I
stole - " he suddenly found himself laughing at the memory of it "
- I stole a car. Just because I was in a bad mood and it was a nice
BMW in a shitty neighborhood. It pissed me off, thinking some rich
asshole was showing off their wealth in a poor area like that,
where people are just trying to get by. I didn't even notice the
government plates when I took it, I just ... felt like taking it. I
made it about six blocks before I looked around and saw squad cars
on all sides. I started realizing in a hurry that I'd made a bigger
mistake than usual this time. It was - I'd stolen a congressman's
town car. How's that for luck? Registered to his office. The Ohio
2nd, I think it was. I'd just turned eighteen. In the span of two
weeks I'd gone from a kid dodging juvie to an adult with priors and
stolen federal property. Wouldn't that have been a funny way to
spend a decade in prison?"

Heather looked horrified. "But you didn't?"

"No, I dodged the reckoning. Things probably would
have turned out very different, but there was an agent in the local
DEA office named Mitchell Atkins. We'd had a couple run-ins before,
just informal little things. Cincinnati's a small enough place that
people sort of know each other. He'd grown up a town over from
where I was from. One of the back home boys. That's what boondocks
people like us called each other in the city. When most people
looked at me, they saw a waste of space. Mitchell didn't. He saw a
smart, ambitious kid who hadn't caught a lot of breaks in life and
didn't mind getting his hands dirty. It was something he could
respect."

"So he got you off?"

"Well, it came with strings. He was headed down to
Louisiana to run the New Orleans office, and he needed people.
Calling what I did undercover police work makes it all sound
legitimate and formal. I was just an expendable body they could
send out to get information or do a deal for a sting. I handled
money, sometimes cocaine or heroin, took it from one place to
another or delivered it to someone. It wasn't exactly a clean
operation, and I fit right in.

"It was easy to see how to use the situation to my
advantage. They played both sides of the street and so could I. It
wasn't hard to skim a little off the top and turn it around into my
own thing. Make a friend here, hook them up with a friend there,
before you know it you're making good money. Eventually my bosses
got wind of my extracurriculars, but as far as they were concerned,
the more people I knew the more useful I was to them. They just
miscalculated, I guess. Federal police of any stripe have a certain
arrogance that makes them blind, sometimes."

"Why was it a miscalculation?"

"Because they lost control of the situation. By the
time they realized they needed to reign me in, it was too late. I
had more dirt on their field office than they had on me. I was
moving anything I wanted through the port. I still did them favors,
dropped them crumbs of information when I needed to. It's always
better to have friends than enemies. But by and large I was running
the thing they had sent us all down there to fight, and there
wasn't anything they could do about it."

"But it didn't take me long to feel like a big fish
in a little puddle. There really wasn't all that much to do for
someone like me in a city like New Orleans, outside of drugs and
handguns, and I hated both of those. So I started wandering farther
afield. Eventually my name turned up on some kind of intelligence
report out of Caracas - Venezuela wasn't quite the disaster then
that it is now, but it was still a mess. That's when they finally
got spooked. After that, my phone calls started getting forwarded
to the CIA.

"Mitchell came with me. They thought of me as his
creature, in a way, or maybe just as his problem. The CIA didn't
have any illusions about controlling me, by that point, but they
weren't stupid, and they knew that pretending I was working for
them and getting bits of information out of me here or there was
better than cutting me loose and trying to stop me the old
fashioned way.

Troy looked down and saw his knuckles were white,
clutching the railing. "It was an unbelievable power-trip. I was
cashing checks from the CIA while I set about breaking every
federal and international trafficking law I could find. I had been
powerless and desperate for so long. It becomes ingrained in you,
in a way I can't describe. You have to be ruthless when you're
desperate. They're one and the same. That instinct stays with you -
stayed with me - for too long. I was so used to fighting with
everything I had, never taking a moment to think about whether I
should be doing what I was doing. And then ... suddenly, I had
power. I had the power to make terrible things happen and I had
forgotten how to second-guess whether I should."

Heather was staring out at the rain, listening, her
face in shadows. She looked around as Troy faltered. He could read
in her face that there were a thousand questions unanswered, but
she couldn't bring herself to ask them. He couldn't blame her, and
he couldn't bring himself to volunteer the answer.

For a long time, they were both quiet. The rain was
falling harder now. It stung like waves against the side of the
building. Every once in a while the wind would blow hard enough
that a few drops would angle in beneath the overhang and onto the
balcony where they stood, but neither moved.

Troy hadn't expected to remember it all as vividly
as he had. He'd avoided thinking about it for so long that he was
sure he'd forgotten - hoped he'd forgotten. But all of it was still
there. It had all come in a rush. He hadn't meant to tell as much
as he had, but once he had started it had been impossible to stop.
Heather was unreadable, looking out into the rain. He could only
guess what she thought of him.

He understood the shift that must be going on in her
head. She had probably admired his success. Many did. They thought
he must be hard-working, sharp, motivated. Now a more appropriate
reaction would set in: horror, anger. The wealth all around them,
blood money, built on a foundation of misdeeds. It didn't matter
what he had done with it since then, increased it honestly and
industriously. It was built on a foundation that reeked. It was a
littermate of corruption and exploitation and waste, pieced
together by some cheap imposter from an Ohio backwater.

How he hated it. How he hated what he was. He had
thought he could escape these thoughts, do enough good deeds, but
here he was all these years later still gripped by remorse. The
passage of the years did nothing.

He found a woman he might care about, a person he
might trust, and now he had to tell her this. He had to bare the
most humiliating and grotesque secret anyone in his position could
be forced to bare.

He watched her quietly in the night, waiting for her
to turn to look at him with that expected look of fear and
discomfort, perhaps even revulsion. He didn't dread it; he expected
it. Perhaps he even hoped for it. He wanted these feelings of
turmoil and anguish vindicated. He wanted to see another face hear
his secret and acknowledge it and react to it, because even the
most disgusted of reactions would still normalize and make real
what had for so long loomed in the back of his head as
unspeakable.

At last he shook his head. "There's dinner, if
you're hungry," he said. "I had it made for when you'd get here.
They might need to warm it back up at this point."

"That sounds good," she said, turning back. She
still seemed only partially to have processed what he'd told
her.

Troy opened the balcony door and ushered her
through. He followed her inside and called for the food to be sent
up from the kitchen two floors below.

 


 


 


 


She was still there. There was that, at least. It
felt good to hold her that night, just ignoring the thoughts and
concentrating on the feeling of her skin, the warmth of her body,
the softness of her breasts and the smell of her hair. She pressed
against him in the darkness, confused - he was sure - but not
pulling away. How he loved her for that.

It was clear she could tell how unhappy everything
he had told her had made him. He couldn't tell whether her
somberness was a reaction to his mood or to what he had said.

He still didn't know what would come as she
processed what he had told her, but she was still there. He stroked
her, and she made a soft sound of contentment. It wouldn't last,
but for that lingering moment they could both take refuge in the
simple, physical pleasure of contact. It was uncomplicated, just
for the moment, to hold someone close, their eyes shut to the
world.

And in the light of day, business came to distract
him. He could bury himself in it and savor how different everything
was now than it had been then, all those years ago, when every
decision felt like life and death. Now it was more like a game, a
fun game, an easy game. For a man like him every hand was a winning
one, these days.

He had been meaning to skip the charity dinner
planned for him that evening. He usually begged out of those sorts
of things. But after the previous evening, the last thing he needed
was to go home to an empty suite and stew in solitude. The bright
lights and toasts would be tiresome and embarrassing, but they
would be a distraction. They would be meaningless. He needed
something meaningless right now.

"And now, if we could all have a round of applause
for our guest of honor this evening, Mr. Troy Baldwin."

Troy rose slightly out of his chair on the side of
the stage at the Blaire Evoria Convention Hall and waved politely
out at the well-dressed multitude clustered about the round,
brightly colored tables. His smile of acknowledgement for the woman
at the podium was a little strained, but at such a distance it
passed for genuine.

"With his incredibly generous donation of two
million dollars, Mr. Baldwin has helped us realize our fundraising
goal for the fiscal year five full months ahead of schedule!"

Another round of applause. Aliandra Gowdey was
laying it on a bit thick, up there at the microphone, but then that
had always been her style. It was funny how people in her line of
work spanned such a broad spectrum of personalities from
no-nonsense crusader to glitzy socialite. It made sense, he
supposed, that an organization as big as the Inner City Project
would need a CEO who was better at mingling among rich potential
donors than with the roughed up teenage demographic the
organization was founded to help, but it was still a little surreal
at times like this.

"I've known Troy for a good long while now,"
Aliandra went on. Troy could recognize that she was settling in for
a good long toast, and he groaned inwardly. "He hides it well.
Believe me, he does. But inside that scary, ruthless persona he has
a heart of genuine gold. Most of you out there are familiar enough
with our organization to know that his name is always at the top of
our donor list at the end of the year." There was another round of
applause. If this woman didn't shut up soon, people would start
booing just to save their hands.

"I once asked him: Troy, I said, why do you care so
much about people so different from yourself? You didn't come from
a place like this. You're a good suburban boy from Rochester. Why
is it you're always someone we can depend on to help? So many
people turn a blind eye to the poorest and most vulnerable among
us, struggling to escape the cycle of poverty in our inner cities,
but you never have. So many people just see the violence and the
drugs and the crime and they don't see the people. They don't see
the people. And do you know what he said to me? He said those of us
who can do more, must do more."

It wasn't much of a line – indeed, Troy had no
recollection of uttering it – but it drew yet another round of
applause from the crowd, and Troy was starting to get deeply
uncomfortable.

"We need more people like Mr. Baldwin in our
communities. People willing to say 'It's not my problem, but I'm
sure as heck going to be part of the solution.' People willing to
roll up their sleeves and look honestly at what it will really take
to solve the issues all around us. That's what we need. And he's
not the only one. Many, many of you out there might not have quite
the means of Mr. Baldwin, but you all did what you could. And
tonight, we can celebrate all the lives that this money will turn
around. The after school programs. The drug education. The
vocational training centers and the low income medical facilities
and so much more."

Troy cast a quick glance around for a graceful exit.
This had been a mistake. He had never felt so utterly like an
imposter. He must be wearing someone else's mask. There was a
rushing sound somewhere near both eardrums.

He felt his phone buzz and he slipped it discreetly
out of his pocket. Heather.

Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

The sudden flush of anxiety that passed through him
was so unusual, so unlike everything he aspired to be: cool,
collected, unflappable, that a flare of anger flashed in
response.

It was so profoundly unlike him that he found
himself resenting her for it. He'd become comfortable in his own
personal strain of muted self-loathing. Having to answer to someone
else felt so redundant and tiresome. Having to put on the act of
contrition and guilt and regret for this woman made all the wounds
raw again, and for what? For what, exactly? What was she here for,
anyways?

It was comforting to just resent the force she'd
become in his life, resent that there was someone whose opinion of
him he valued so intensely that it could make him forget to eat. He
hadn't eaten anything since the previous night. What was happening
to him?

In another five minutes he had managed to beg his
way off-stage, weathering a final round of applause with gritted
teeth.

 


 


 


 


"Heather, you called?" he asked out in the
hallway.

She stammered something on the other end, had
probably picked up the phone without seeing who it was. He had
never understood that habit of hers. Why enter a conversation with
anything less than all the information?

And was the sound of his voice so shocking? When had
they become such strangers?

"I was just ... sort of wondering whether I might
get to see you tonight."

That surprised him. "I just thought you might need
some time to digest."

"Oh, I guess I ... well, I was just thinking that
you left a lot out," she said. "I mean, that's your right," she
hurried to add. "I just mean I think you were trying to paint
yourself in a bad light. That's what I've worked out in my head,
anyways. I didn't get much work done today."

Troy held up a finger to a handler coming to tell
him the car was ready. "Why do you think that?"

"Well, you didn't tell me why you stopped, for one.
What ended it. I get the sense that you're not still involved in
that stuff, are you?"

"I'm not," Troy cut in at once.

"Right, I mean it's clear how much you regret that
time in your life. But I just - what does the medal mean, if not
that some good came of everything you did, too? That's what I was
trying to figure out. And all I could think was that you must have
done good things or they wouldn't have given you that medal that I
wasn't supposed to find out about. I mean, I get the feeling that
you want me to be ... I don't know, horrified or something by
everything you told me, and all I can think about is that it
doesn't add up."

Troy took the phone away from his ear and looked at
the small time display in the corner of the screen. "Alright, are
you at home?"

"Yeah. Sort of sitting by the phone, I guess," she
admitted.

He pursed his lips at the blank wall. Sometimes you
just tried to put a little space in things - needed a little space,
even - but Heather was relentless. Maybe that was what he had liked
so much about her in the first place. He had only himself to
blame.

"I'm at a thing. You're on my way back to the suite.
I can swing by. Probably fifteen minutes."

He heard a sort of breathless sound. Relief?
Gratitude? Trepidation? "That sounds great."

"Have you eaten?" he asked her as she slipped into
the limo beside him.

She shook her head.

"It's almost ten o'clock. Don't you eat when I'm not
around?"

She cast him an apologetic glance. "I was just ..."
she didn't finish the thought.

There was a quiet little bistro on Fairmont. It was
dimly lit, almost empty. There was a table at the back against the
wall, a splash of welcome privacy.

"I don't know if you think I'm going to run for the
hills just because you made some mistakes in your past," Heather
said quietly. "But that's not what's going to happen."

"Maybe that would be the smart thing."

"Is that what this is about? Trying to scare me
off?"

"No."

"Then let's stop talking about it like that, then. I
want to know what you did to deserve that medal."

"I didn't deserve it. It was a slap in the face.
It's ... not the easiest thing to explain."

Heather smiled up at the waiter as he approached
with a bottle of wine and two glasses. The silence was broken only
by the soft, tinkling splash as blood-red liquid filled the
crystal.

Troy took a long drink as the man returned to
the kitchen. "Alright, to answer your question, yes, I did try to
do some good. Especially at the end. I ... " he searched for words.
"All along I had justified to it myself, saying I was just a guy on
the inside, that I was really working for the government and I was
just making myself a little money on the side ... but it was
self-deception for a long time. It was just a way of thinking about
it that didn't feel wrong. I knew I didn't need to be doing it anymore: I wasn't desperate,
I had money by then. I had real money, I mean. Money that would let
me do anything. So I told myself these little lies, just to keep
things the way they were. It was like I said: every decision
mattered, it was life or death a lot of the time. I felt alive. I
felt in my element, like it took everything I had and like I was
perfect for it. I chased that feeling, I guess. That power. It was
selfish. It wasn't that I was greedy: I couldn't have cared less
about the money by that point, really. But I was certainly
selfish.

"But it was ... you can't deceive yourself forever.
Reality comes back." His voice had slowed, and he was staring down
at his place, knowing where this wash of emotions would lead him,
refusing to let it carry him there. "Well, anyways, it was just a
matter of time. Something needed to happen to open my eyes, and it
did. And I'll - I'll never be able to make up for that."

Heather had noticed the change in him, and she
reached out a hand to lay it on his arm. "What happened?"

But he shook his head. "It doesn't - it's not worth
repeating. It was exactly what you would think would happen. People
got hurt. People I cared about." He looked up, not seeing what was
in front of him. In a different time. A different place. "Anyways.
That's what it took, I guess."

"And so you stopped?"

"No. Well, I went sort of crazy, going back and
trying to make all those self-deceptions true. I had been telling
myself I was helping the government put an end to all of this
stuff, so that's what I did. I flew to Washington. They were
skeptical at first, but after they realized how valuable everything
I was telling them was, they gave me a team. Mitchell was still my
guy. It couldn't last forever, but I was determined to use
everything I'd learned to make a difference, before the well got
poisoned. It was only a matter of time.

He took another long drink. "And for about a year
and a half, it really felt we were making a difference. Maybe it
wasn't enough to wash the blood off my hands, but it was a start.
It got significantly harder to move weapons and energy across UN
Sanctions. Iran. Myanmar. That was a big one back then. North
Korea. Gun prices skyrocketed in places like Sudan and Uganda. If
it could have continued, we really could have made some permanent
changes, I sometimes think."

"What happened? Why didn't you?"

Troy shrugged. "A sting operation went wrong. I
blamed Mitchell, but it wasn't really his fault. It was just ..."
He sighed. "It felt like such a waste. People got hurt. They wanted
to cover it up, but I wanted it exposed. I guess I burned a lot of
bridges in the aftermath, and what had felt like ... I don't know,
some way of making up for what I'd done ... well, it became a dead
end. There was nothing to do but get out."

"And that was what the note was about."

"More or less. We cut a deal. They'd pretend the
mission was a success – it only took a couple omissions here and
there on the report. They awarded a few medals. They even gave me
one, specifically to spite me I suspect. But they awarded it
anonymously. That was part of the compromise. It was a get out of
jail free card. They could have attached the report to my record,
but they didn't. They left me an out. I stripped down any
infrastructure in my operations I couldn't use for legitimate
business, and slipped into civilian life. I had to accept that some
things can't be undone, and stop trying to tear the world apart. I
had to move on."

"And that was it?"

"That was it."

"And now nobody knows that's ... I mean, I've maybe
read a little bit about you," Heather admitted. "It never says
anything about that."

"Nobody knows. I'd done business under an assumed
name, and it was easy as becoming Troy Baldwin again. My early
convictions had been expunged in the deal when I went to work for
Mitchell. I wove myself a bit of background: painted my parents as
upper middle-class, gave myself an MBA from Columbia, a resume with
a few lower management positions early on, that sort of thing. I
made friends willing to back up pieces of the story and
manufactured something of a paper trail. There isn't a lot that
leads people to go digging that far back. But even so, some days it
feels like just a matter of time before someone notices that the
hard evidence peters out about nine years ago, when I started as a
VP at a company called Dockson-Crick. I waited until I had made a
bit of salary, and then I bought out my old shell company. I
renamed it the Baldwin Group."

Their food came and he looked down, eating without
entirely tasting. After a moment, he glanced up to see Heather
chewing thoughtfully, her eyes bright and steady on him.

"And so now I'm not supposed to like you anymore,"
she said thoughtfully.

He returned her gaze, unsure of what she meant.

"Was what you were doing wrong?" she asked.

"Yes."

She took another bite, pulling it slowly from the
fork. "Well, I think so, too. From what you've told me, it sounds
like you were involved in some really bad things. What do I know
about it really, but that's my take. What do you think?"

"What?" he asked. This was not the reaction he'd
been expecting.

"You want me to agree with you. You want me to tell
you you're a horrible person, and that I don't want to be with you
anymore. I don't know why that's what you want, but it is,
right?"

"That's not what I want."

"You wanted to make something of yourself. You
wanted to do something with your life. And because you'd always
been kicked around and never given the time of day, you went off in
exactly the wrong direction. I honestly have no idea what would've
happened to me if I was in the same situation. I'm glad I have no
idea. I think most people have no idea."

"That doesn't excuse what I did."

"No, I guess not. And it sounds like if we had met a
decade ago, I wouldn't have liked you very much."

"No. Neither did I, to be honest."

"Well, but we didn't meet a decade ago. We met here
and now. I know what remorse looks like. I can tell you'd undo it
all if you could. You're not that person anymore. I didn't meet the
man you just described. I met you."

"Lucky you."

"I still think so, yeah. Incredibly, incredibly
lucky."

He paused, turning his eyes to meet hers.

"I'm not going to let some mistakes in your past
make me forget who you are," she said. "I'm here. I'm just ... I'm
here. Okay?"

Troy took her hand in his, turning it softly and
running his thumb down her fingers in turn, studying it.

"Okay?" she repeated.

"Okay."

 


 


 


 


That night, after Heather had fallen softly asleep
in his arms, he got up and went to the long glass doors that led
out onto the balcony. He couldn't sleep just yet.

He was still a little taken aback by Heather's words
at dinner. A well of relief and gratitude had engulfed him, that
she could recognize his shame and guilt and understand it. She
wouldn't lie and say it was alright that he had done bad things in
his life, but she was still here. She said it didn't mean he
couldn't be a good person now, today. That she thought he was. That
she could still love him. That maybe she did.

It was such a pure and simple and comforting thought
that he wanted to just live in it forever, letting himself believe
it. What a perfect idea, that he was different, that he had
changed. Was it true? Was he no longer that man?

A thought had crossed his mind, and the more he
thought about it, the more the seed of it grew.

There was an old server. He had left it running,
overseen in a government data center, as a sole line of contact to
the people he had worked with. It held only a single email account,
a primitive, simple thing more than a decade out of date, but still
capable of receiving messages, presumably.

Through all the years, he had left it there, never
quite able to face it and never quite able to shut it down. He was
terrified that his old life would one day reach out to claim him,
pull him back into everything he had hated.

But just the same, he had never been able to shake
the idea that that world was the only one in which he truly
belonged. It had forged him an identity. It had taught him to trust
himself. It had been that world of intrigue and double-dealing and
chaos in which he had learned what he was truly capable of.

One day this stuffy, circumscribed world of
financial elite would recognize him for what he was, an imposter in
their midst. Something base and ugly, next to their much more
refined and deniable methods of extorting more than their share of
the world's wealth. And when that happened, he would be banished
back to where he'd come from.

But tonight, tonight for the first time he could
remember, he didn't feel like an imposter. He didn't feel like some
ugly, cruel thing masquerading as normal person. It seemed ...
possible to be human. Possible to forgive himself.

He didn't. He couldn't now. But maybe someday. Maybe
it was possible.

And if he was ever going to do it, he couldn't do
that with that lifeline. He couldn't do it with that last,
primitive string of communication twining back ten years. It was
time to cut it.

Heather was right. He'd never quite allowed himself
to believe it, but he had changed. He had grown. He could shut it
down, this very night, and never look back. He could do it from
here. It would be a single command.

He paced in the starlight for half an hour as the
idea grew more and more real. It felt like an utter and final
escape, and he could do it. In fact, he would do it, now, before he
had a chance to change his mind.

He had his laptop out in a moment. He still
remembered all the old usernames and passwords: in over the vpn,
the convoluted ssh ports, his old login.

The screen illuminated briefly. A few old messages
still scattered through, trailing off in their dates, most of them
were 8 or 9 years old.

He had almost put in the command to close down the
server when his eyes alighted on the top line, and he felt his
heart still in his chest. The date was only a few weeks ago.
Eighteen days. He saw the subject before he saw the sender: "We
Need to Talk."

 


It was from Mitchell. Reaching forward ten years out
of the past. His cursor moved to open it reflexively before he
paused. What good would come of this? If he was really done with
that world, why read it? Didn't he remember how good he had felt
only a moment ago, at the thought that it might all be over? He
needed to go back to that.

He clicked away, and in an instant it was done. The
mail server died a final, sputtering death, and it was gone.
Seventeen years it had been running, but now it was off. It would
take physical access to the hardware to turn it back on. Troy
didn't even remember which datacenter it was housed at. For all
intents and purposes, this was as final as final got.

He stood at the windows for long while after that,
looking out at the city. A weight felt like it had been lifted from
his shoulders, all the sins and wrongs of a past life. He could
begin to forgive himself.

At last he turned and felt back through the darkness
into the bedroom. Heather stirred slightly as he slipped in beside
her, never quite coming awake as she rolled over to lay her head on
his chest. He lay beside her, his hand stroking gently through her
hair. It wasn't until the first rays of pre-dawn began to glint in
through the shades that he finally slipped off into sleep, but he
didn't mind. It was going to be a beautiful day.




Part Three









It was early when Troy woke up: the light was still
coming from low in the sky. He had only slept a couple hours,
maybe, but he felt like a new man. In another moment, he realized
what had roused him. Heather was already up, sitting at the edge of
the bed as she fussed with a silk robe he kept around for her, just
out of reach. He looked around sleepily for a clock. 5:30.

"You're a go-getter this morning," he said
sleepily.

She turned back at the sound of his voice. "Just
didn't want to wake you up," she said, breaking into a smile. "How
am I doing?"

Troy rolled over and looped his arm around her
waist, holding her in place. "Is that really what you wanted?"

She giggled. "Well, maybe not deep down. I just
thought it would be a nice thing to do. But, since you're up ..."
she bent down and kissed him.

He took advantage of her precarious posture to pull
her down on top of him. She shrieked a little as she lost her
balance, but quickly went quiet as he rolled over to pin her down
and put his lips to hers. She hadn't tied the robe very well, and
he had it open with just a nudge of his wrist. His hand encircled
her slender waist, only a thin chemise between her hot skin and
his.

At last he relented, and she lay, her breathing
heavy. "That was a good kiss," she managed to say.

"I have the ears of an eagle," he said. "No woman
sneaks away from me."

She laughed. "I don't think eagles hear that
well."

He thought about it. "We'll ask one sometime. What's
something else that is both majestic and has excellent hearing?" He
shifted on top of her. He loved the feeling of her body, how soft
and yielding it was beneath him. He could feel his cock getting
hard for her, pressing against her thigh.

"And horny?" she suggested.

"Well," he said, "only in certain situations. It
takes something pretty special to catch my eye." He slipped his
hand beneath the hem of her chemise, drawing his hand up her
side.

"I thought it was your - ears I caught," she said,
her voice growing tight as his hand cupped her breast beneath the
thin gown.

"You've got my undivided attention," he said. "Ears,
eyes," he put his face against her neck and inhaled deeply.
"Nose."

"Ohh," she moaned softly as he stroked a thumb
against her nipple. "Anything - anything else?"

He grinned and pushed her robe back over her
shoulders and off of her, freeing her chemise to be pushed up to
bunch at her throat. "Mouth," he said. He ran his tongue in a wet
circle around her nipple, before taking it into his mouth. Her body
arched slightly underneath him, paralyzed by the feeling of his
tongue and lips. He felt her hands press against his back,
scratching slightly against his skin as she fought to hold back
another intense moan. Good. He kind of liked it when she tried to
keep quiet. She was so bad at it. He didn't know why she did it,
maybe to pretend he couldn't play her body like an instrument. But
even when her mouth was quiet, the rest of her told a different
story.

He reached down and ran a hand up her thigh, palming
over her groin. She wore only a thin thong; it was so easily pushed
aside. She shivered as he ran his fingers across her lips and
soaking hole.

"And there you were," he breathed softly, "trying to
sneak away. Trying to be good and get an early start." He moved up
directly on top of her, holding her down by the tit and pussy. "You
just forgot how much I love making you late for things."

She moaned softly and closed her eyes. "No," she
breathed. "This isn't - the sort of thing - I forget."

His cock was getting uncomfortably hard: thick and
rigid, pressing into the softness of her stomach. He could feel the
way her body quivered at his touch, the heat and wetness in her
groin, all for him, ready to be taken. His thumb hooked around her
panties and slid them down her thighs.

He nudged her legs open with a knee and slid between
them, pushing off his own underwear in the process. His cock slid
across her lips, between them, parting them. He could feel how much
she wanted him inside her with every movement. When he pushed his
hips forward to rub the shaft of his cock against her clit, he felt
her tighten beneath him, letting out a low, soft, helpless
moan.

She put her hands up to his chest, running them over
his torso with light, appreciative touches, begging for him to pull
closer, shove his cock into her and take her. "Fuck me," she
pleaded breathlessly.

"Making demands?" he asked. Maybe she did forget. He
took her wrists in one hand. They were thin, slender, and fit in
his grip easily. He thrust them up against the headboard, pulling
her arms over her head, leaving her helpless beneath him. She
struggled weakly against him, just to feel the tension there as he
held her down. He loved having her like this, ready to be fucked,
the moment before she got more than she'd bargained for.

His cock was aching for her. It was already slick
with her juices.

They both breathed out explosively as he shoved his
cock into her. God she was tight. Her hole constricted around him,
squeezing at his cock. How was it possible for anything to feel so
good?

He drove in, feeling the contours of her body slide
and squeeze over his shaft. She gasped a little as he pushed the
last inch or so. One of the benefits of a big cock, he knew. She
was never quite ready for it, even when she thought she was. There
was nothing sexier in the world than that little shocked look on
her face as he pushed into her with that first thrust. She still
got it every time.

He braced himself against the bed, one hand pinning
her arms up and the other against her ribs, just below the breast.
He didn't give her everything at first. It felt too good to rush
it, at least for the moment. Her soft, helpless little moans drove
him crazy. They made him want to just pound her until she couldn't
take it, fuck her until she couldn't stand up.

He felt her body tighten around him and that amazed
little gasp as she came. It was even faster than usual. She must
have been more turned on than he'd thought.

Or maybe he was. His cock was huge for her,
throbbing with every thrust.

He pounded into her mercilessly, driving her to come
a second time before she had so much as opened her eyes after the
first. "Jesus Christ," she managed to gasp.

This wasn't enough. He wanted to take her harder. He
pulled out, and her eyes opened with a lost look that only lasted a
moment. He helped her up and took her to the side of the bed. He
turned her and put her against the side, pulling her arms behind
her back and grabbing her breasts as he bent over her and pushed in
from behind.

She was even tighter from this angle, and he had to
thrust slowly, right at first, realizing that he might hurt her.
But it didn't last long. Soon he had her coming again, and he could
really fuck her. Over and over again, his cock slamming impossibly
deep into her.

And then he erupted, pumping spasm after spasm of
come into her body, as if he'd been holding it back all his life.
God it felt good to come inside her. She shuddered, coming yet
again in response. Her pussy clenched around him and squeezed at
him, milking the last drops of come out of his cock.

He stood gasping over her, his body on fire,
electric with conquest of her ripe form. God she was sexy like
this: disheveled, flushed with perspiration.

She managed to lever weakly onto one elbow and
clutched a hand to her breast, squeezing at it. "Wow," she managed
to breathe. "I ... wow."

He rolled her onto her back and bent over her to
kiss her. Her body was still heaving beneath him, shuddering
slightly.

"No one sneaks away from me," he told her
simply.

"Yes, sir," she said.

 


 


 


 


It was a bright afternoon two days later that Troy's
limo pulled up along the front entrance of James Hill Elementary in
Bilverton. It was an old building, not huge, and he could see where
they had already expanded it once: the wing to his right was
younger brick, with all its corners still intact. It had the sweet,
quiet air of a suburban elementary school, complete with pastel
murals and cheerful, encouraging slogans about honesty, kindness,
and cooperation.

Inside the door, he found the office. He stuck his
head in and found a woman in her forties typing at a desk.

"Excuse me, I'm here for a meeting with the
afterschool program. I'm with Mary Baldwin - ah, Samson."

The woman pointed down the hallway. "Room 214, past
the gym."

"Thanks."

He found the door and peeked in the small vertical
glass pane to see a familiar face.

"Sorry I'm late," he apologized, sliding into the
seat beside Mary.

It was a stuffy little space, clearly more of a
supplies closet than a classroom. Mary was seated with a pad and
pen in her lap, going over questions with a middle-aged woman with
thick glasses.

"You're the husband?" the woman across the desk
asked.

"Brother," Troy corrected.

The woman nodded with a bit of an expression on her
face, but quickly brought it into a smile. "Well, it's good you
made it."

"What did I miss?"

"Melinda was just talking about the kinds of
activities they have the kids doing," Mary said. "They give them
some free time to run around outside, but they also do arts and
crafts, organized games, and have some quiet homework time for the
fourth and fifth graders."

"Excellent," Troy said, nodding, trying to think of
something intelligent to say. "Got to keep things busy. You know
these kids. If you just give them run of the place it'll be burned
down in a day."

The woman gave him a tired look and went back to her
clipboard as Mary returned to her notepad.

"And then schedule ... we mentioned that briefly,"
the woman said. "We start at the end of school and run until 6.
Pick-up is between 5:40 and 5:50. If you're not here by 6 and one
of our teachers has to stay late, you pay the overtime plus a
fee."

"That makes sense," Mary agreed, a little taken
aback by the sternness of the woman's tone.

"Fridays are the exceptions. We don't run past 4:30
on Fridays."

"You don't - you said 4:30?"

"That's right."

"Something wrong?" Troy asked, seeing Mary's look of
consternation.

"Ah, I don't know. I'll - well, we'll see. I can - "
she shook her head. "Ah, okay. Schedule. Got it."

"That should wrap it up," the woman said. "Did we
cover everything you wanted to?"

Mary tapped her pen down a bullet-point list on her
notebook. "Ah, let's see. We covered ... yes, and that, too. We
talked about Katie's allergy. And did you say how big a group you
have?"

"It's about fifty children," the woman said. "For
three part-time staff members and a teacher, on a rotating
basis."

Mary nodded. "That's a good ratio. There was a
website I was reading that was talking all about how important a
good ratio is." She stuck her pen between her lips and flipped the
page. "Okay, I think that was everything ... yep, it looks like
it." She stood up. "Thanks so much for taking that time to talk
with us."

"Of course," the woman said a little distantly.
"You've got the number for our office if you think of anything
else. Sign-ups are open through the first week of each quarter, but
obviously for new students we can fit them in mid-term. Just talk
to Cindy in our office about the payment, and we'll be all set and
running."

"Right. Great. Thanks. Great."

Troy stood up and backed towards the door ahead of
his sister. Out in the hall, Mary seemed to deflate a little. Her
shoulders slumped, and her head rolled back.

"You doing okay?" Troy asked.

"I just need a minute." She shook her head. "Let's
go."

Back out in front, Troy waved to the limo to follow
and then joined his sister in the front seat of her old Camry. They
drove in silence for a little bit. Troy couldn't help noticing how
tightly she gripped the wheel.

"I'm sorry I'm so quiet," she said after a few
minutes. "I appreciate you coming out."

"Of course. I'm sorry I didn't catch the start of
the meeting."

"It just ..."

They had pulled up in front of the house on Carlisle
Road. She wasn't moving.

"You said you had boxes in the back to come in?"

She seemed to hear him from a long way off. "Oh, the
new toaster and the ... "

"That sounds right. Want to pop the trunk for
me?"

She reached beneath her seat and pulled the lever
with a clunk. The trunk swung open and Troy got out. By the time he
had lugged the two boxes to the top of the steps, Mary had come
around with the keys to unlock the door.

Troy circled back to talk to his driver. "Shouldn't
be more than an hour," he told the man. "If a truck comes by with a
delivery, flag him down and have him put the two packages under the
steps around back, alright?" He gave the man a pair of twenties.
"One for his trouble, and one if he doesn't step in the flower bed,
alright?"

"What flowers?" the driver asked.

"It's out of season," Troy said defensively. "They
just moved in."

He returned to find Mary tugging in frustration at
one of the flaps of the first box. "God damnit!" she swore. "This
goddamn box."

"No, it's taped here," he offered, pointing. "Let me
get some scissors."

She saw what he was pointing at and threw up her
arms. "I'm a certified genius, Troy." She slumped on couch and put
her head in her hands.

"You doing alright?" he asked again, prepared to
pepper the question in until she actually answered.

"Katie says she doesn't like the kids in her
class."

"Sorry to hear that. I'm sure if she gives them a
chance -"

"What's she going to do if she can't make any
friends?"

"Kids always say that when they get to a new school.
Once she gets to know them you'll be up to your armpits in play
dates and birthday parties."

"I can't do this, Troy."

"Can't do what?"

"This. Everything. Any of it." She kicked at the
unoffending box. "I picked us all up and stuck us in a strange town
and I don't know what the hell I'm doing. Maybe I should have just
... maybe it was a mistake."

Troy took in a long breath, evaluating the slumped
form of his sister. "It wasn't a mistake. Just because it's hard
doesn't mean it's not worth doing."

"I mean you heard, right? You heard? They don't keep
the kids past 4:30 on Fridays. I can't get off by then. No way. I
don't know what I'm going to do. " She spread her arms in
self-mocking helplessness, tears starting to run down her cheeks.
"Next plan, I guess, right? Ol' Mary's always got something in her
back pocket."

"It'll be alright."

"Oh, and did you see that look she gave when you
said you weren't my husband?" She stuck a pillow in her lap, trying
not to burst into full-blown tears. "I don't ... Troy, how am I
gonna face those looks for the next 10 years? I took my girls away
from their father, all for ..."

"Mary!" Troy said sharply. His voice was harsh
enough that she stopped and looked at him, her eyes big. "You did
what had to be done. Chris was going to ruin your life and he was
going to ruin your children's lives. You getting out of there was
the best decision you've ever made. You weren't being selfish, you
were being a good mother. Now look at me. This is going to be hard,
but you're not here alone. Problems get solved one thing at a time,
alright? Just one at a time. That's all anyone can ever do."

"You're right, I guess."

"Of course I'm right. Who knows more about having
problems than I do?"

Mary cracked into a tearful smile and shoved him in
fond annoyance. "Don't you go and try to make me laugh. I'm in the
middle of having a breakdown over here."

"Of course," Troy apologized. "I didn't mean to
interrupt."

Mary looked around, finding a tissue box on a table
over by the kitchen. She blew her nose. "So what am I going to do
about Fridays? I had to bend over backwards just to find an
assistant's job at a realty office. I'm already stumped on how I'm
going to fit the classes for my license in. I mean, at least they
have night classes, but still ... Maybe now's just not the right
time."

"Sure it is," Troy encouraged her, dismayed at the
defeated tone in her voice. "You've come this far. Now's no time to
start making compromises. How about ... how about they come into
the city on Fridays? It's not ideal, but ... just for a little
while, a few weeks. Long enough that you can bump it down your list
of problems. I can send out a driver to pick them up and have them
back here for dinner, if you want."

Mary looked up, amazed. "You'd do that?"

"Why not? I'd like to be in their lives a little
bit, seeing as you came all this way. What's a brother for? That
doesn't violate any agreements, does it?"

She looked at him, her face grateful, still a little
disbelieving or skeptical. Well, that was fair. Surely Troy had
earned a little skepticism.

But before she could respond, a clatter and a hubbub
of young voices burst in from outside. There were small footsteps
on the stairs, and then the door swung open. Mary's two daughters
seemed to explode into the room, busily debating something about a
TV show. They froze on the threshold, catching sight of Troy.

Mary sniffed and hurried to wipe her cheeks. "Girls,
you remember Uncle Troy, don't you?"

They dropped their bags by the door and approached,
the younger one, Katie, hanging back a little behind. "Heya, Uncle
Tee," Samantha said. "Mom said to say thank you when we saw
you."

"Is that how I asked you two to say it?" Mary asked,
fully recovered in the blink of an eye. "How about actually
thanking him for everything he's done for us?"

The two sighed. "Thank youuu, Uncle Troyyy."

Katie had stooped to take off her shoes, but when
she popped back up, she seemed to have gotten over her shyness.
"Mom says you've got tons of money," she said. "How'd you get so
rich, anyways?"

Troy gave her an artfully shrewd look. "Maybe I
found a leprechaun and took all his gold."

"How come we never see you, Uncle Troy?" Samantha
butted in. "Mom used to say its 'cause you hate Grandma and
Grandpa."

"Girls!" Mary snapped, looking supremely
embarrassed. "They just get a garbled version of things," she
apologized to Troy.

"It's alright," he said, trying not to laugh. "I
like your version better than mine."

Mary gave her daughters a stern look, and they slunk
around the two adults into the kitchen.

"Will you stay for dinner?" Mary asked.

"No, but thank you. That's a lovely offer. Maybe I
can take you up on it sometime soon, but tonight I'm due back in
the city. I've got a couple meetings and then I fly out for Miami
overnight."

Mary shook her head. "My brother," she said in
wonder. "Zipping all over the country in his private jet, meeting
governors and who knows who. The same Troy who couldn't walk to the
corner store for milk without 'getting lost' for two hours and
coming back smelling like cigarettes."

Troy shrugged. "That was a long time ago."

She blew out a breath. "I'll say. Well, at least let
me get you something before you go."

She shooed her daughters out of the way with her
knee and fetched Troy a glass of ice water.

"If you've got so much money, how come you don't
give us some, Uncle Troy?" Katie asked, slipping back around the
counter clutching a Disney Princess cup.

"Girls!" Mary barked. "That's incredibly rude!
You're uncle has been more than gen - "

"Well because you're mother asks me not to, of
course," Troy answered, grinning.

Mary stopped berating her daughters long enough to
shoot Troy an exasperated look. "Thanks for that one."

He winked. "I'm sure it won't come up after I
leave."

"Of course it won't ..."

He looked at his nieces, his face becoming serious.
"You two are incredibly lucky to have a mother like you do. She
wants to make a life for the three of you, and she wants to do it
her way. I have tremendous admiration for her for that, and I think
as you get older, you'll start to understand it yourselves, and how
fortunate you've been."

"Yes, Uncle Troy," they said a little glumly.

"But that doesn't mean I can't occasionally turn up
with, say, a pair of new bikes, I think."

"What!?" they yelped, almost in unison.

"Well, your mother just happened to mention that
your old ones didn't fit in the truck to come down here. I just
kept thinking what a shame it was to live in such a beautiful
little town with no way to get around or enjoy a nice afternoon."
He scratched his head. "Now I must have put them someplace when I
got here. Where was it? It wasn't under the sink ..."

"Where? Where? Where?"

Troy snapped his fingers. "It must have been under
the stairs. That was it."

He dodged out of the way as two small blurs shot
past him for the door.

Mary was left staring at him. "When exactly did you
pull that off?"

Troy winked mysteriously, but his sister crossed her
arms and looked at him until he relented. "Delivery truck. I heard
it get here a couple minutes ago. Didn't seem like the time to
bring it up."

She shook her head. "Trying to keep track of you is
like trying to hold onto an eel."

"Don't. You'll make me blush."

 


 


 


 


As long as he could remember, Troy had wanted to see
new places. He had never grown tired of it. If he looked at a map
and saw a name he didn't recognize, he wanted to go there. He
wanted to see it. He wanted to hear its noises and breathe its
air.

The day after he returned from his business trip was
a Saturday, and he was meeting Heather in a little town called
Penobscott about an hour out of the city. It was a rural town of
maybe six thousand, big enough to support a few blocks of
businesses, but probably not much of note. There was nothing
outwardly special about it, except for its distinction as one of
the few towns in the state to which Troy had never been.

Heather was wearing a red dress, both discrete and
sensual, much like the woman herself. It had the air of holding a
secret, something meant only for him, and Troy found it incredibly
attractive. Distracting, even: it made it hard to think about other
things.

Her hair was tied up in an artful little layer at
the back, and the look on her face was happier than he'd glimpsed
it in weeks. He loved seeing her this way. It was impossible not to
notice how good things had been between them.

It seemed that keeping the secret really was worse
than the ugly truth behind it. Maybe that was all it was, a little
bit of trust, a bit of precarious, fragile trust, sneaking its way
into the unlikeliest of romances. Troy wasn't used to the word
trust. It wasn't one that passed his lips very often. But looking
at Heather's face, feeling the own lightness in his step after more
than a week of torturous doubt, he could begin to understand.

She made it simple to understand.

He felt lighter, less afraid of himself than he had
been in a decade. The sky overhead was a deep, azure blue, and the
world seemed fresh and green and vibrant.

"I've always wondered what it would be like to grow
up in a place like this," Heather was saying. "It's such a
different world.

"What, a logging town?"

"Just a small town at all. You grow up knowing
everybody; your friends don't really move away. Everyone's got
their little place in things."

"It gets a lot smaller than this. Where I come from
people would call this a city. Believe me, it's not as glamorous as
it sounds."

Heather shrugged. "Maybe I'm a romantic. I grew up
in a big suburban sprawl of a town, went to college in a city, and
I've been living in a city ever since. It just feels like I've
lived my life surrounded by strangers."

"You don't like the anonymity of it? Being able to
choose who you see and when? Being able to come and go?"

Heather thought about it. "I guess it's just
different. Maybe it's a grass is greener sort of thing. Everybody
has their own ideas about where they wish they were from."

"You always struck me as someone who had a happy
childhood. You're too well-balanced."

"Me? Well-balanced?"

Troy laughed. "Maybe it's just a very good act."

She thought about it, putting her hand out idly
against the bough of a tree overhanging the sidewalk. "No, I came
from a good home. Good people. My parents, that is. They were good
people."

Troy noticed something in her voice. "You say that
... like you're not happy about it."

"No, I am. I mean, they're wonderful." He caught her
making a face down at the sidewalk. "I don't talk to them as much
as I should. They're both teachers. Well, they were. They're both
retired now, but all growing up they were public school teachers.
First grade for my mother, high school physics for my father. He
was that no-bullshit kind of teacher that everyone was scared to
get, but at the end of the year they all kind of were glad he
pushed them." She smiled. "He wasn't very good at turning it off.
He was still the same hard-ass at home, but I could sometimes see
he didn't want to be. He'd have moments when he'd come and ask me
about, like, boys in class I liked or something, and it was the
most unnatural thing in the world. But I kind of appreciated it
anyways, because most of the time he was just ... a little hard to
please."

"He sounds like an interesting man. What was his
name?"

"Jack. Jack Crawley. Good old Mr. Crawley. It was
weird going to high school and seeing his name scratched into the
bathroom stalls. Go fuck yourself, Mr. Crawley. Mr. Crawley sleeps
in a coffin at night. Just mean things high school kids say about
their teachers. Things like that. My mother was a bit easier to
talk to, but, not totally."

"Distant?"

"It was like I was just always under the microscope,
like I was a preacher's daughter or something. You remember how it
was in school. Hard-work and honesty and uprightness are what
matter. My parents were these really smart people who spent their
lives making almost no money, getting yanked around every time the
town cut the education budget, putting up with everything just
because it was something they believed in. It was just a very
morally structured household. I'm not saying it was a bad thing, I
just, sometimes I didn't feel like I belonged there. Like I wasn't
good enough. They were good people, always did the right thing, and
I was just ... me. You know?"

Troy was watching her as he talked: the hesitant
look that came back into her eyes, reliving a different past, a
different world, something vulnerable and honest and breathtaking
in her.

"And so you went off and got a job at big corporate
medical equipment firm," he observed.

"Right."

"And started running around with some capitalist
shark."

"Well, you're not my first bit of sacrilege, if
that's what you're asking."

"Oh yeah? Well, it wasn't what I
was asking."

She laughed. "Let's not talk about all of that. And
once my parent's get to know you they'll like you. I just think
we'd need to ease them into it. Maybe leave the limo at the end of
the block and bring a bouquet of number two pencils as an offering,
or something."

"I'll have to write that down."

"And my grandmother will adore you, of course,
because she adores everyone."

"Okay, maybe we can recruit her first."

He watched her reach out and touch another bough.
"This Sycamore isn't getting enough sun, speaking of my
grandmother."

"Gardener?"

"Arborist. Well, she liked trees, anyway. She taught
me all the different species and everything."

"All of them?"

She put her hands to her hips and puffed out her
chest. "You can test me."

He mulled her over, enjoying her pose until she
realized what he was admiring and blushed, pushing at him a little.
"Alright," he said by way of defense, pointing down the sidewalk.
"What're all these."

She counted them off in her finger, stepping out
into the quiet street to get a better vantage. "Cottonwood.
Beechwood. Locust." She rattled off. "Locust again. All of those
down there are Elms. And that one in the yard there is a Japanese
Maple."

They passed a storefront set into a repurposed
colonial home. The second floor was a dentist, but the first was a
small craft store. They paused for a moment to admire a painting
displayed in the window. In style, it was impressionist: a veil of
shifting indistinctness drawn over the scene. It was a depiction of
the street they were standing on, maybe as it had looked sixty
years ago. Several people were visible on the sidewalk in Sunday
clothes, and the leaves in the trees were crimson and orange.

"You like it?" Troy asked.

"It's so idyllic. It's everything I love about the
idea of a place like this."

"Would it look good on your wall?"

Heather looked at him. "You mean ..."

"It's much better than the usual kitschy stuff you
see in places like this. We should support that."

"I don't know what to say."

"Don't mention it. Maybe I'll swing by sometime and
seeing it on your wall will remind me what a wonderful afternoon we
had here. That alone would be worth the price."

They went inside and found a nice woman sitting
behind a counter, knitting some kind of shawl. Her eyes seemed
about to pop out of their sockets at the sight of eight hundred
dollars in bills on her wicker checkout counter. "I've got a driver
I'll send around to pick it up," Troy told her. "Tell the artist we
were walking by and fell in love."

"Thank you," Heather said sincerely when they were
outside. "I adore it."

She put her arms around him and kissed him, long and
deeply, her body just brushing against him. He put a hand around
her slender waist, feeling the way she bent eagerly at the contact.
God she felt good to touch. If they weren't in public, the things
he would do to her ...

Across the next street sat a restaurant, set a few
hundred feet back from the road on a wooded lot. "Are you hungry?"
he asked her.

She nodded. "Starving."

It was bigger than they had expected, about half
full with the late lunch crowd. The menu was standard heartland
fare, but extensive, and if the smells around them were any
indication, they had stumbled into the right place.

Heather's talk returned to the painting, and after
thanking him for it again, she seemed curious about the gesture.
"Have you bought many women's affections? I bet all that money can
get a pair of panties wet in a hurry."

"Are you prying?" he asked, laughing a little at her
intentional outrageousness.

"Well, just trying to get to know about the
competition."

She had an impudent look to her face, a little
mischievous, and Troy decided to play along. "And if I said you
weren't competing?"

"Of course I am," she said. "And I need to be sure
I'm not boring by comparison. It's unfair that I don't have any
idea what I'm up against."

"Well, that's why I have an informational advantage,
don't I? What would make you think I'd answer a question like that,
and give up all my leverage?"

"It's just that you're on such good behavior," she
said, shrugging with mock carelessness. "I figured now was the time
to try."

Troy laughed. "You're pushing, then. Out here in
this wholesome little town, out in public ... you think you can get
away with it. You think rules don't apply out here."

She bit her lip slightly, and it was clear that she
was trying to egg him on, tease him a little bit. "Well, I mean,
what is the worst you can do so far from home, even if I did start
doing all sorts of things I'm not supposed to do?"

Before Troy could answer, the waitress arrived. She
was quite attractive, in her mid-twenties with blonde hair. "What
can I get you?" she asked.

"He'll have the trout," Heather said. "And I'll have
the chicken."

"Alright, we'll have it right out."

She left, leaving Troy to stare at Heather. "I
didn't I'd decided yet," he mused aloud.

"Oh?" she asked with mock surprise. "I just thought
you liked it when I made decisions for you."

"I'd say you've seriously underestimated who you're
dealing with."

She pursed her lips. "And I'd say you're all talk,"
she said, her voice challenging and low enough to be only just
audible over the surrounding babble of voices.

Troy's answering smile was a dangerous. "You seem
pretty confident."

She shrugged. "Well, all I hear is words."

"Close your eyes."

"What?"

"If you feel so safe, close your eyes and give me
your hands. We're in public, I'm not going to do anything
inappropriate."

He almost expected her to catch the whiff of danger,
but she was too carried away. She offered out her wrists with a
great show of mock nervousness, her eyes falling closed.

Troy considered her, taking one last moment to
debate what he was about to do. But she was too perfect to not do
something. She still had that challenging little smile. She still
had that perfect, ripe body just begging to be manhandled. He could
see the slight flush in her face that meant she was turned on to
hear him speaking to her so dangerously.

He picked up her napkin and his own, tying them
together around the table leg. He took her wrists and knotted them
together with a quick, decisive tug. Her eyes flew open. "What -"
she started to say.

"Just something I need to take care of," he said.
"Don't run off."

She tugged a bit at her tied wrists, a slight look
of worry coming into her eyes as he turned and made his way to the
back of the restaurant. It only took a moment to find someone to
get the manager, and only a moment later to get the restaurant
owner on the phone. In less than five minutes, it was done.

"Clear it out," he said. "Get them boxes for the
food and tell them the meal is on me."

"Yes, sir," the manager said to his new boss. "Right
away."

Troy loitered in the kitchen for a moment, enjoying
the rush of wait staff to carry out enough takeout boxes, and then
the slow and growing clatter of chairs being pushed back and people
making their way to the door. When the noise outside had started to
die down, he gestured to the remaining kitchen staff. "Everybody
has the rest of the day off and pay for a double shift," he
said.

The answering cheer was gratifying, even if it was
the least of his intended consequences. It was always nice to
brighten someone's day.

In another minute, the kitchen, too, was empty. He
heard the door of the employee entrance bang shut and lock. There
wasn't a sound left in the building, except a slight, muffled thump
of someone tugging at a napkin restraint.

Smiling, he strolled out through the kitchen doors
to see the same room that had been filled just five minutes ago,
now emptied. Tables were bare; chairs were hurriedly pushed in. All
except one. The only remaining patron was seated at the table he
had just been sitting at himself. Wasn't that a coincidence?

He didn't look at her, at least not at first.
Instead, he strolled to the front door, found the lock, and sealed
it. The deadbolt closed with a sharp clunk that echoed through the
now-empty space.

He loved the way the sound of his footfalls echoed
as he turned and walked slowly back towards the middle of the room,
where she waited for him.

"Isn't that funny?" he asked her. "There we were in
public. And now we don't seem to be, anymore."

"What did you do?" she asked, tugging a little at
the knot holding her to the table.

"I bought the place," Troy said simply. "It's a nice
little restaurant, so why not? I need it for something at the
moment."

She looked so impossibly sexy, the way she looked at
him, a little apprehensive, as she realized that she was about to
get everything she'd been asking for and more.

"You felt so safe a moment ago," he sympathized.
"You thought you could get away with a little bad behavior. And now
here we are."

He walked around the table towards her, and she
followed him with her head until he walked fully behind her and the
restraint at her wrist stopped her turning farther.

"I don't think we'll need this," Troy mused,
tapping the chair she was sitting on. He reached down and hooked
his fingers into the waistband of Heather's underwear through the
dress. She scrambled to her feet as he jerked upwards, and he was
satisfied to feel that it was a just a string in his hand through
the cloth. A thong. So she'd had something like this in mind, had
she? Well no, probably not something like this ...

He picked up the vacated chair by its back and
tossed it across the table behind them. It landed with a satisfying
crash and slammed into a third table on the far side, splintering
one of the legs before rolling to a stop about twenty feet away. He
could feel Heather flinch at the loudness of it.

"That's right," he agreed. "This is all mine, now. I
can do whatever I want with it. Anything on this premises, isn't
that right?"

"I suppose so," she said a little tensely.

"You suppose so, sir," he corrected her.

He felt her body stiffen a little at the sound of
the word. It always had such an effect on her. He could tell she
liked saying. He could tell she liked being made to say it.

"Yes, sir," she agreed reluctantly.

"What was that?"

"Yes, sir," she repeated, louder this time.

She was standing nervously, and with her hands tied
to one of the legs of the table she was forced into a bent posture,
her perfect ass thrust out, her legs slightly spread. Force of
habit, he supposed. He certainly wasn't going to object.

He ran his hand over her ass and down her leg, to
the base of the dress. "I mentioned earlier how stunning I find
this dress, didn't I?" he asked.

"Yes, sir."

"Good. But I don't think we need it anymore,
either." He took it by the hem and lifted it up, past her waist, up
under her arms and bunched beneath her breasts, and then over her
head and down until it rested against her bound wrists.

He traced his hand back the way it had come, cupping
her full, soft breast, tracing lightly over her stomach and down
over the cloth between her legs. "That's much better," he said.

He could feel his cock getting hard. It was
impossible to look at this woman and not want to fuck her brains
out. It was simply impossible. She didn't even need to be naked and
tied up but, well, that certainly didn't hurt. He shifted a little,
savoring the scent of her body.

"So what was it you were saying again? I just
remember enjoying it tremendously. It was something about me
talking, wasn't it?"

"I said you were all talk."

"Sir."

"All talk, sir."

"Right, that was it," he agreed. "A little
lesson for you, then," he said. "Even when we're off somewhere new,
somewhere you think the rules don't apply ... it's still my
territory. I can make it my territory anytime I want to. And you,"
he said, taking her nipple between his fingers and tugging slightly
so she had to turn to face him, "you are always my territory."

"Yes, sir," she moaned, half in pain and half in
pleasure.

"How much of you is my territory?"

"All, sir."

"All?"

"All, sir," she repeated louder.

"So these tits, then."

"They're your tits, sir."

"Ass, too?"

"Yours, sir."

"And what about that nice, tight little pussy?"

"It's your - your pussy, sir."

"It's my pussy, exactly. And tell me, is my pussy
nice and wet, Heather?"

"Yes, sir."

"Tell me."

"Your pussy is very wet, sir."

He put his hand down to her ass, beneath the scrap
of cloth and around between her legs. The fabric was drenched, and
he pushed his hand further around until his fingers parted her
lips, pushing up to find her clit. It was swollen, and she
shuddered as he touched it. His fingers were soaked in her
juices.

"You didn't really think you could get away with
talking to me like that, did you?" he asked her, his fingers
tracing back between her lips.

"No, sir."

"You just sort of like being a bad girl. You like
getting caught. You like getting ... what's coming to you."

She gasped as his pushed his thumb into her hole,
squeezing in against the tight muscles. "Oh! yes - yes, sir," she
moaned.

He pulled his hand down, pushing her underwear down
her thighs and letting them fall to her ankles. Without warning, he
swung his other hand down hard, landing his palm flat to her full,
rounded ass with a sharp thwack that echoed through the deserted
restaurant.

"Oh, fuck," she gasped. "I'm sorry, sir."

"Don't tell me you're sorry. Thank me. Thank me for
giving you what you were asking for." His hand came down again,
even louder this time. He could see the flesh of her buttocks
turning a deep red.

"Thank you, sir," she moaned.

His hand landed again and again. Watching her writhe
and quiver was indescribable. She rebelled against her own pleasure
in the act, fighting her own body, trying to reconcile pain and
pleasure, humiliation and arousal. It was like he could
short-circuit her, push her past her rational limit until she was
only moaning, begging for more and begging for relief all at once.
One expression she certainly didn't have any more was that
impudent, challenging smile.

He landed a final spank on her ass and bent to
retrieve her panties. He tapped her ankles, and she stepped out
obediently. He brought the damp cloth up and held it in one hand,
as the other traced around, up her throat to brush her lips. She
took his finger into her mouth, sucking it gently and submissively
as she waited for what was to come.

He brought the panties to her mouth and pushed them
in. She spluttered for a moment before accepting them, breathing
sharply through her nose and looking down at herself and then up at
him.

She watched as he unbuttoned his shirt and laid it
on a table to the left. His hands went to his belt and he undid it
with a click. He opened his pants and freed his cock, which was now
almost uncomfortably hard: huge and hot in his hand.

"I'd make use of that nice, clean mouth of yours,"
he mused aloud, "but I guess with the way I've got you tied up,
I'll have to take that part of your later."

She moaned a muffled sound in response.

"Yes, I know," he said, pretending to understand
her. "I know how much my toy wants to taste my cock. She'll just
have to settle for tasting herself for the time being." He pushed
the panties in deeper for emphasis and gave her a little spank that
made her jerk upright with a yelp. "That's better," he said. "Ass
nice and high. You're not going anywhere, don't worry."

He walked back behind her, massaging her plump,
reddened buttocks. His cock brushed her thigh and between her legs,
and he heard her moan again. He had never seen her so wet. Her tits
hung down, just brushing the edge of the table. Troy bent and
cupped one, savoring how soft and vulnerable her body was in his
hands.

She gasped as he pushed himself into her, stretching
her relentlessly around his girth. Her pussy was so wet that there
was only slight resistance, but the feeling was indescribable. Her
body quivered around him, tight and warm and perfect.

He held her firmly by the waist as he fucked her.
She slowly collapsed forward onto the table, unable to stand up
against the force and pleasure of his pounding. He could drill
impossibly deep into her, when she was collapsed forward like that,
but he wanted her up just now. He took her hair in his fist and
pulled her back up against him. She gasped and straightened, her
back arching.

He pumped into her, pulling back on her hair, and he
felt her come. She was moaning loudly through the panties, but he
didn't stop. Harder and harder, ignoring the way her body quivered
and shook in ecstasy.

Little beads of her juices were collecting at the
base of his cock, soaking his groin with her arousal. It was
enough, he decided, to use for something a little more interesting.
She had come a second time before he pulled out, but that still
wouldn't make her ready for what was coming next.

He took his cock out of her and moved it up, finding
the tight, puckered asshole between her cheeks. She gasped in
astonishment into her panties and tried to relax, recognizing what
was to come and that he was going to take her ass, just as he had
said it had belonged to him a few long, intense moments ago.

He eased in slowly but relentlessly, pressuring
forward against her tight, virginal asshole. He stopped just before
he knew it would be too much, and drew out. But the next slow,
steady thrust went deeper. He repeated until he was sliding into
her ass all the way to his base, his balls slapping against her
pussy.

Her ass was exquisite. He had been waiting to fuck
her asshole until he knew she was ready, and this afternoon felt
like a special occasion. She was his, and he would take what was
his.

Within a minute he was fucking her ass as hard as
he'd ever fucked her pussy, every inch of him wanting more and
more. He was so close that he almost didn't notice that she came
again before he did, quivering and gasping against the table.

And then he erupted inside of her, pumping his seed
into her ass in great, copious spasms that felt like they lasted
forever.

"Oh, fuck," he breathed after a minute. He had never
felt anything so intense. He put a hand on Heather's back to steady
himself and drew his cock out of her. A slightly dribble of his
semen slipped from her ass.

He wiped himself off and pulled the panties from
Heather's mouth.

"So," he said. "Have you learned your lesson for the
afternoon?"

She shifted and winced slightly, still breathing
hard. "Yes, sir."

"Hopefully you'll make it a few hours before I need
to remind you again."

"I think I will," she agreed.

"Sir."

She flushed, a private smile coming to her lips.
"Yes, sir."

 


 


 


 


That evening, the long white limo made its way back
into the city. Heather had promised to have dinner with her mother,
and Troy dropped her off at her apartment in time to change and get
across town.

The limo felt a little empty as it turned off her
block, back towards the heart of downtown and its arching sky
scrapers. Troy drummed his fingers on the seat-leather, a drink in
his hand. He was smiling faintly: relaxed and satiated. He was
mulling over a couple calls he'd been putting off to the board of a
company called Wence and Abbott.

Having Heather in his life made these transitions
strangely surreal. He was in such a good mood that he didn't mind
these little chores he had often found insufferable only a few
months ago. His life felt full in a new, exciting way, but in
contrast, his work pursuits seemed to have taken on some strange,
two-dimensional cast, as though they weren't quite real. As though
they had never quite mattered.

He had moved permanently into his head, and he
didn't have much room for anything else as the driver pulled up to
the Williams tower, hopped out, and swung open the door that led
into the private elevator lobby for the suites on the top ten
floors.

He almost didn't notice the man standing idly to the
side, watching the numbers on the elevators tick up and down. But
Troy's eye did fall on him, maybe just a second or two before the
man turned around.

In the days that followed, Troy would try to
remember whether he had recognized him by the silhouette, or
whether it had taken until he saw the man's face. It was a face he
knew would be with him all his life.

The years hadn't been kind to the man. There was a
lot of grey in his short beard now. His eyes still had that same
sharp light to them, but it seemed to come from much farther away.
There was a scar Troy didn't remember him having, last they met. It
looked surgical, jutting in a line out from beneath his sleeve and
reaching between the knuckles of his ring finger and pinkie.

Troy felt a cool flush run through his veins, a
surge of adrenaline as the noise of the outside world seemed to
fall away. It seemed both strange and fitting, in a way, that this
man should be here on a night like this.

What a funny place the world was, wasn't it?

"Hello, Mitchell," Troy greeted the man.
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It was a funny position to be in, wasn't it? All
those years and mistakes rushing back in an instant, hitting him as
he stood there in the palace of concrete and steel he had built for
himself at the heart of the city. Guilt and anger and regret and
helplessness. Guilt upon guilt upon guilt. Loss.

The elevator up to Troy's suite dinged. Troy's eyes
remained on the man in front of him.

"You'll want to come upstairs," Troy guessed.

Mitchell smiled. "You always were the quick
one."

"What does that make you?"

The man laughed roughly. "The pain in everyone's
ass. Why don't we step inside and I can tell you why I've been
trying to get ahold of you for three months. It's not easy to catch
you away from prying eyes."

Troy led him into the elevator, pressing the button
for the top floor. "I don't deal in secrets anymore, Mitch. Well,
at least not the kind people get killed over."

Mitchell leaned back, running his hand along the
brushed metal railing and watching the city fall away beneath them
through the streaking glass pane. They rode in silence, the old
silence of recognition, of old ways, of old times perhaps best left
undisturbed. But here the man was.

They stepped out into the lavish private lobby, and
Mitchell let out a low whistle. "I take it there's a lot of money
in screwing people over honestly," he said.

Troy shrugged. "A few cents here or there."

"You've done well for yourself. You look good."

Troy poured Mitchell a drink, an old-fashioned, the
kind he used to watch the man sip on in cantinas in Escandon and
Roma Sur. After a moment's consideration, Troy poured a drink for
himself, stiff and sharp.

Mitchell indicated the balcony. "We should talk out
there."

"I'm not in that business anymore, Mitch. No one's
bugging my home."

"Don't be naive."

Troy sighed. "After you."

A thousand feet above the city streets, the night
was clear and crisp, and the wind biting across the broad balcony
carried the taste of the river. Troy watched Mitchell take it all
in with a long, deep breath.

"It's true what they say. The rich really do breathe
better air than the rest of us."

Troy took a long drink. "What're you doing here,
Mitch?"

The man laughed. "Is that any way to greet an old
friend?"

"Is that who I have in my house? I'm glad to hear
that. Sometimes I don't feel like I have any friends from that time
in my life."

Mitchell clapped him on the back. "Of course, Tee.
Always. The things we've been through together? No one else
understands it. Who'd we have without that brotherhood?"

"I don't even know if I ever understood it myself,
so that's not much comfort."

The man shrugged. "I know the feeling."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"Oh don't be all doom and gloom. We made a lot of
things happen in the old days. A lot of good things. They still
talk about you at the agency. About that day you came storming in
with a rocket up your ass, like you were going to knock the place
down. They still talk about how you tore the director a new
one."

Troy smiled ruefully. "Well, I've got more
productive things to get worked up over these days."

He downed the rest of his drink. "You got a bathroom
in this hovel?"

"Through this front room, second hallway on your
left, first door."

"Thanks."

Mitchell disappeared back inside, leaving Troy to
finish his drink in turn. It was like some cosmic joke that this
was all happening now, after the past two weeks. But no, he
realized, it wasn't a joke, and it wasn't coincidence. Mitchell had
gotten notice he shut down the server.

But it was fortune, too. It was good luck. A year
ago he might have been vulnerable to Mitchell's old persuasions.
But the past two months with Heather had opened his eyes. For the
first time in as long as he could remember, he felt real and human.
He had grown. There would come a time when he could live with
himself for what had happened. He didn't just owe it to himself
now. He owed it to Heather.

At the sound of Mitchell returning, Troy turned
around.

"Find it alright?"

"I did, thanks. It felt good pissing in a toilet
bowl worth more than my car."

"Don't exaggerate."

Mitchell raised an eyebrow. "You're out of touch,
Tee. I hate to see it. You've got nothing keeping you sharp."

Troy sighed. "You don't have to go through all that,
Mitch. I know the script. You tell me I should get back into it,
that I miss it, all of it. It won't work. I'm not part of that
world. It almost destroyed me once. It's only a miracle that it
didn't. I've got the life I wanted here, right here and now. It's
not the money or the toys, it's just ... I'm happy, Mitch. It's a
funny thing."

Mitchell spat off the balcony and leaned over to
watch the drop of liquid fall until it became too small to see.
"Well, I just need a favor. An introduction. That's all. That makes
it easy enough to get me out of your hair, doesn't it?"

"I don't have anyone to introduce you to."

"It's an old friend of yours. He'd remember you in a
second."

"That's what I'd be worried about."

Mitchell took a long drink. "Look, Tee, I've been
trying to get to you without raising any eyebrows for three months.
You shut down the old line we had set up. You've got day sheets at
all your businesses and security cameras on all your buildings. I'm
finally here, right? The least you can do is hear what I need and
why I need it."

Troy turned to consider him in the dim, ambient glow
of the city night.

"We been through a lot of shit, you and I. Remember
where we came from? Where you came from? Who was the one who got
you out of that shithole, eh Tee?"

"What did you mean about the security cameras? Did
you -"

Mitchell waved his hand. "It's just a clipped wire.
You can have your fancy surveillance up and working again the
moment I'm gone for about five bucks in repairs." He glanced behind
him at the lavish suite. "That's one of the denominations below a
hundred. It's got a picture of Abraham Lincoln on it. Well, never
mind."

Troy let out a long breath. "Alright, tell me. I'll
listen, and then you can go."

"You remember the people in Tajikistan you used to
use when you needed to get something into western China?"

"Farhad Nabiyev."

"That's the one. I need a meet."

"You think I have that much pull with him? I always
stayed at arm's length with people like that."

"But you've done business before. Good business. All
I need is you to tell him you're moving your operation back into
the area. He's still smuggling that same route into Western China.
Just tell him you're going to be -"

"Tell him I'm moving my operation back in?" Troy cut
him off. "No. No, I'm not doing that. I don't have an operation.
I'm not telling anyone I do. I don't need anything that could rope
me back into that bullshit. I'm done with it. Stop giving me your
old bait and switch. That's a hell of a lot more than a simple
introduction."

"But you haven't heard the best part," Mitchell
objected.

Troy blew out a breath of frustration. "Tell me what
you came here to tell me, then."

"It's him, Troy. It's Caldera. Miguel Caldera. The
last of them. The last of yours."

The name was ice in Troy's veins, and suddenly he
knew why Mitchell had been bold enough to show up. He took a moment
before answering. "You're manipulating me."

"I'm not. It's him."

"You're off by a hemisphere."

"No, we're not. Things got so hot for him in
Venezuela that he booked it for central Asia. We finally managed to
put together the phony visa trail. We know where he is. We can get
him, Troy. After all these fucking years."

"If you know where he is, you can get him without my
help."

"You think I would have wasted all this time trying
to get to you if that were true?" Mitch shook his head. "This needs
to happen. You need to make it happen. You owe it, after
everything. You owe it to her to -"

"No."

"No?"

"No."

Mitch stared at him, a look of disbelief growing
across his face. "And to think I double-checked the address," he
muttered. "You must not be the man I'm here to see. Last time I saw
you, you were a crusader, Troy. You were a goddamn warrior. You
lived for that shit. I guess things really do change. Now you've
got a few toys, a few employees to run around telling you yes, sir,
of course, sir. Who'd want to mess that up, right? You've even got
a new woman to replace the old -"

"You don't know what the hell you're talking
about."

"Yeah? I can count toothbrushes as good as
anyone."

Troy's fist was clenched so tight around the railing
it started to burn. He looked down at it and forced it to open.
"You always were a goddamn snoop, Mitch. A petty goddamn
snoop."

"Well, no sense pretending to be something you're
not, eh Tee?"

The two men stood still for a long minute in the
darkness,

Mitchell spat again off the balcony and shook his
head. "I know who you are, Troy. You haven't changed. You just
found yourself a million dollar disguise."

"You're wrong, Mitch."

He laughed, but there wasn't a lot of humor in the
sound. "I don't make a habit of being that."

"But it wouldn't be the first time, either."

There was a slow, cool silence.

"Ah," Mitchell acknowledged. "You've got a good
memory for that one, I know. Yeah, sometimes people get scraped up
a bit. That's the game."

"It wasn't a scrape; it was a betrayal. Your boss
took everything I'd worked for, stuck it in his back pocket, and
hung me out to dry." Troy's voice was starting to get harsh, but he
made an effort to calm down. "But I'm not angry about it. I'm
really not. I learned a valuable lesson about trusting other people
that day. It's a lesson that's served me well since then and I'm
not going to forget it any time soon. That's it. Is that what you
came here to say?"

The man looked at him, a hard, piercing look in the
yellowish glow of the city. "I'll be in town for another week, over
at the Motel 6 on Clairview under the name Tom Patrick. Oh, and
Troy?"

"What?"

"He's selling to the Taliban now. That's what he's
doing with your old friend, hopping the Tajiki-Afghan border loaded
down with killing machines. AKs, RPGs. Even before the Americans
moved out, and now with them gone ... it's going to be another
decade of war. That's a lot of blood on your hands."

"Not my hands, Mitch."

"Right. You keep them nice and clean. It must have
taken years of scrubbing and manicures."

Mitchell turned and left the balcony. Troy watched
him through the glass until he had passed out of the front door
into the elevator lobby. When he was gone, Troy turned back, taking
a seat on one of the deck chairs and finishing his drink in a long
draught, managing not to spill it despite the trembling in his
hand.

He had been in such a good mood a few minutes ago.
Where had that all gone?

 


 


 


 


That Friday afternoon, Troy found himself getting a
little nervous as he checked his watch. The car he had sent out to
pick up his nieces from their after-school program was due back any
minute, and it was only just occurring to him that it had been a
long time since he had really spent much time around kids that age.
Since, well, he was that age, really. Twenty-five years ago.

"And then you've got the meeting with the Generation
Buzzkill people," Jenna was telling him, thrusting folders of paper
onto his desk.

"I what?"

"Don't you remember, sir? I put them on your
schedule last week. They're doing a licensing deal with your record
label. They're intermediaries for a few of those music streaming
services - "

Troy rubbed his eyes. "They're called Generation
Buzzkill, and I have a record label? Don't I have someone running
that for me? Why aren't they at this meeting?"

"They are, sir. They asked you to sit in."

"And when is it?"

"Tomorrow at one."

A buzzer sounded back in the reception area behind
her. "And that'll be your nieces, sir. If you could just sign this
..." She brandished another piece of paper at him.

"This is the contract our lawyers drew up for that
other thing."

"Yes sir, the - "

He scribbled a sloppy signature and pushed it back
at her. "Jenna?"

"Yes, sir."

"What do kids do these days for fun? Like, young
kids."

"They host wine and cheese parties, sir.
Fundraisers. That sort of thing. Skydiving, when they need to blow
off some steam."

"You're not as funny as you think you are. I'm in
real trouble here."

"I'm sure you'll survive, sir. I think it's
sweet."

Troy tossed his pen down on the desk and grabbed his
suit jacket as he made his way to the elevator. "Wish me luck."

"Good luck, Mr. Baldwin. Knock 'em dead."

He paused at her choice of phrase. "Remind me to cut
your pay."

"Of course, sir."

And then he was plunging down in the elevator,
trying to remind himself that he'd faced much scarier things than
two young girls. He found them in the back of the limo playing with
the car phone.

"Hey Uncle Tee!" they greeted him as he opened the
door and peered inside.

"Uncle Tee," Katie said. "How come your phone's so
big and fat and doesn't have a screen on it?"

"That's a car phone," he explained. "Once upon a
time they were very useful. They just build them in out of force of
habit at this point, I guess. Did I interrupt you making any
important calls?"

Katie giggled and put the phone back in the
receiver. "Really important. I was calling the president."

"The president? And how's he doing?"

"He says you need to pay your taxes."

Troy slapped a hand to his head. "Oh no, now I'm in
trouble. You don't have any money I could borrow, do you?"

She laughed and scooted over in the seat to let him
get in.

"I take that is a no," he said ruefully. "And you
neither?" he asked of Samantha.

She giggled and shook her head.

"So," said Troy, rubbing his hands together. "Here
you are in the big city, huh? Your mother hasn't brought you in
yet, has she?"

They shook their heads a little shyly.

"So tell me," he asked them. "What's the biggest
city you two have ever been to?"

"Well," Samantha said thoughtfully. "We've been to
Hamilton a bunch."

"Oh yeah? That's a great town. Your mother and I
used to go in for the public library there when we were
little."

"You've been to Ohio?" Katie asked in amazement that
anyone who seemed so important had so much as heard of Ohio.

"Of course, stupid. He grew up with Mom, remember?"
Samantha said.

"Oh, right."

Troy wondered whether the correct adult thing to do
here was tell them not to call each other stupid. It felt strange,
a little too parent-like.

"How would you girls feel about seeing a little bit
of the city?" he asked.

They nodded enthusiastically. "Mom says a billion
people live here," Katie told him.

"I haven't counted recently," Troy admitted. "But
that sounds a little high. Why don't we take a drive?" He leaned
forward towards the open partition behind the driver. "You want to
take us on a bit of a loop down by Montgomery and back up along the
river?"

The man nodded wearily. "I guess if we're not trying
to really get anywhere," he said. "Who knows, maybe they'll find
getting stuck in traffic for three hours exciting."

Troy sat back and closed the partition, trusting
that the man was exaggerating. People who spent their whole workday
worrying about traffic patterns tended to overreact to the idea of
mistiming a route. In the end, how much of a difference could it
make?

The answer, it turned out, was a big difference.
Troy tried to point out particularly tall buildings or interesting
or historic places every chance he had, but the limo never got
above a crawl as they worked their way south. He could see the
girls getting a little bored.

"And that's the Edinburgh Lariat," he said, pointing
up through the sunroof. "Who wants to guess how many floors it
has."

"Sixty," Samantha said wearily.

"A hundred," Katie guessed.

"Samantha wins again," Troy declared. "Fifty-five."
He looked about in the passenger compartment for something to award
as a prize. It was like he could feel the physical sensation of
them losing interest. They were just now getting to the river.

"You girls ever fed seagulls?" he asked, the idea
popping into his head.

They shook their heads.

"Look in the snack bar up there for anything we can
crumble up."

Five minutes later, armed with a sleeve of graham
crackers, the three of them were trooping out along the public
jetty into the river. It was a cool, breezy afternoon. The air had
the crisp flavor of the river and, farther away beyond the
sheltering headlands, the ocean. It was perfect bird weather, but
there were only a couple birds in the sky, high above and
disinterested.

The three of them stood, looking around them. "Where
do the seagulls live, Uncle Tee?" Katie asked.

"Ah, I think ... they have nests somewhere," Troy
said. "Big groups of them make homes together, I think. I suppose
they've got important things to be doing. Toss some bits of graham
cracker in the water and see if they can smell it or ... see it, or
however they find things."

The dark waters lapped rhythmically against the
pilings, sounding uncomfortably like the ticking of a very slow
clock. Troy was starting to feel a little foolish.

"Well, it was worth a try, wasn't it?" he said after
a few more minutes. "They must all be full today."

They walked along the water for a little while. Troy
asked them about how they were liking their new school and what the
town was like. He was trying his best, but he wasn't very good at
this.

After a little while dared to check his watch. Six.
"Do you girls remember when your mother wanted you home?"

They looked at each other.

"No? Well what time do you usually have dinner?"

They looked at each other again. "Six-thirty,"
Samantha said confidently - almost exactly as Katie said,
"Seven-thirty."

"Alright," Troy said. "Maybe we should start working
back. I promised your mother I'd have you home in time to eat." He
pointed back to the limo. "Jason's going to drop me back at the
office and take you home, alright?"

"Okay."

In the slightly awkward silence of the car, the
sound of his phone buzzing was resounding. "Yeah," he said,
answering in a heartbeat without even checking who it was.

"You've been kicking walls down in my head all day,"
Heather's voice answered. "It's been really destructive, actually.
I might be going crazy."

"Hmm, maybe we need to take you to a doctor."

"I was thinking maybe if I asked really nicely you'd
let me come over and give me a check-up. I thought about trying to
coax you into something exciting out on the town, but it'd be a lie
to say I want you anywhere except somewhere private, maybe lose our
clothes for the evening and -"

"Hey, Heath, I'm just dropping off my nieces."

"Oh." She stopped. "You're in the car with
them?"

"Yeah."

"Oops. Sorry. I'm not on speaker am I?"

"No, I'm not that stupid. Are you downtown?"

"I can be in about fifteen minutes."

"Make that thirty, and I'll let you tell me the rest
of what you had in mind then."

He sent the girls on their way in time for them to
be home for dinner, making them promise that that they wouldn't go
and spoil their appetites now that they knew where the snack bar
was in the limo. Before Heather had even come into view
half-leaning against a street bench near the entrance to the
Williams tower, Troy's stomach was starting to feel tight. His
heart was pounding a rapid beat in his chest.

What was this woman doing to him?

"Sorry I didn't have time to change," she
apologized, indicating her work clothes. "Maybe you'll close your
eyes when we get upstairs and I can ... slip into something more
fun."

He put a hand at her waist and kissed her, pulling
her against him. The rush that poured through his body at that
first contact, that first kiss, was unreal. He didn't understand
how after all these weeks it could still feel so electric to take
her body against his. The taste of her mouth and the scent of her
hair were still like drugs to him. He ran his hand up her leg,
feeling everything he wanted in the world here in his arms.

"So this is what happens when I leave you alone for
a couple days," he said.

"More like a few hours. I haven't been able to stop
thinking about what you did to me in that restaurant."

He slipped his hand down her back, found the outline
of her underwear, and twined it once around his finger with just a
slight pressure. He felt her breath get a little tight. "Is that
so? Well, tell me, have you been good since then?"

A little shiver passed through her body. "Tried to
be, sir."

"That's good. We can start with that, then."

She seemed unusually perfect that evening, her body
ripe and inviting as he explored it with slow, deliberate kisses.
His tongue and lips and fingers alternated between rewarding and
torturous, holding her to that sweet, final edge. His simple
nearness seemed to charge her, and she felt every bit as hungry for
him as he was for her.

Sex had always been good with her, even
exquisite, but had it really been this intense? Or was this new?

His cock ached to be inside her, and she didn't help
matters by snaking her hand down and grasping him in a trembling,
appreciative hand. His only recourse, naturally, was to take a
nipple between his lips, circling her with his tongue until she
moaned and brought her hands to her sides or between her legs,
helpless to the onslaught of pleasure.

It was a familiar game, savoring his power over her
naked body, knowing he could take her when and only when he was
ready. Her only avenue of disobedience was to make him crazy with
desire, try to provoke him until he couldn't stand it anymore. What
was good sex without a little conflict?

But today it felt like an uphill battle. Her eyes
were fierce, passionate, telling him she was his. Her breathing
seemed his own, an extension of him and his. Every moment he felt
his hard cock throbbing against her stomach, felt the wetness
between her legs or felt her breasts rising and falling with those
gasps of desire made him want to roar and bury himself in her,
reward and punish her for her daring to be irresistible.

Before he knew it he had pressed her against the
rear wall, his hands on her breasts as he trapped her hips and
leveraged himself impossibly deep inside her with every thrust. He
felt her orgasm just as he did, the tight little muscles of her
hole constricting around his cock as it exploded.

He held her against him for a long time, caressing
her body on the bed, listening only to the alternating rhythms of
her heartbeat and his, wondering how he had fallen like this. He
was supposed to be the one in control.

Maybe there were worse things than getting lost in
something like this.

 


 


 


 


"So," he said. "Tell me."

She stretched against him, a soft smile on her face,
her eyes closed as she rolled slightly over and rested her chin on
his chest. "Tell you what?"

"I don't know. Something. Something about you I
don't know."

She considered him with one eye, her mouth pursed.
"An old woman at the mall in my home town read my palm when I was a
kid," she decided. "She was outside one of those tarot card places,
trying people to come in. And she said that one day I was going to
learn how to figure skate and be really spectacular at it."

"Really? You know the exact same thought passed
through my mind the first time I laid eyes on you."

She laughed and shoved at him a little. "Yeah, well,
you're both wrong, then."

"Too early to tell."

"No, not really."

He twined his fingers in her hair. "Well, I suspect
you could be really spectacular at just about anything you wanted
to be."

She shifted closer against him. "Well, but what did
you really, though?"

"What did I really what?"

"Think. Of me. The first time you saw me. How come
you recognized me that night, when there were like a million people
in the room at the office when you came in."

"Oh, that." Troy ran an idle thumb down her arm,
tracing the softness of her skin. "I don't know. I couldn't put it
into words. Maybe if I could have described it then you wouldn't
have stuck with me the way you did. You just looked at me as if ...
as if you had no fear. Like you weren't afraid of me. It had been a
long time since someone looked at me like that. It just - I wanted
to see someone look at me that way again."

"You? You want everyone doing things your way."

He shrugged. "And they do. Maybe that's why I find
it a little bit boring."

"You were wrong, though."

"I was wrong?"

"Yeah. About me. I was kind of afraid of you."

"What, because everyone thought I was showing up to
fire everybody?"

She shook her head. "Not like that. I just ... I
looked at you and I thought, 'Yeah, there's another one.' Which is
the most absurd thing in the world that my mind went there, but it
did anyways."

"Another one?"

"Well, I've got these two sides of my brain. One of
the sides is kind of rational and reasonable, and the other seems
to just love everything bad for me. Like every time I get hurt, it
stores it away and thinks 'next time I see something like that, I'm
going to make sure she grabs it all over again.'"

"So what category are we putting me in, here?
Another one what? Another roguishly handsome Adonis? Suave and
charismatic and charming?"

She smiled. "No. I've only dated one guy like that
so far, and he's actually been pretty amazing for me. It's more
like the career guys. I don't know. They just haven't been very
good to me in the past. It's like a moth and a flame, with me. I
want someone who's ambitious; I get sucked in by all the plans to
really go places, do things, and then I act surprised when I find
out I'm one of the things he's willing to sacrifice to get
ahead."

"It sounds like you've dated some quality
shitheads."

She laughed. "One shithead in particular, I guess.
Maybe that's a good word for him."

"What happened?"

"I kind of fell in love in college. Isn't that a
stupid thing to do? You're never supposed to fall in love in
college."

"I'll keep that in mind if I ever go."

"You didn't go to college?" she sounded amazed. "Oh,
right. Forgeries. I keep forgetting."

"Well, the first ones were forgeries. I think I have
a couple honorary degrees at this point, and they're more or less
legitimate. Do those count?"

She considered it. "Alright. The next time you get
invited somewhere to get an honorary degree, you're not allowed to
fall in love on the way there or back."

"I guess I'll have to be careful about who I share a
ride with, then," he mused. "You got some good walking shoes?"

She pushed at him playfully. "You - I - oh." She
softened. "Maybe."

His face became serious again. "But you did."

"Yeah. I did. His name was Jake. He was a year older
than me. Really smart, funny, likeable. His dad owned a property
development company he wanted him to take over, but honestly Jake
could have done anything. He got told that about three times a day.
And I was some silly girl he promised the world to. Isn't that so
cliché? I hate that. I feel like some punch line, the way it all
turned out."

"You're very far from a punch line."

She made a face. "Well, I was just this girl from an
austere home. My parents always just assumed I'd go into something
noble like them, never make much money, maybe make a little bit of
a difference, I don't even know. And then this guy swoops in right
when I'm starting to realize the world's a bigger place, and he had
this perfect smile and wanted to give me everything, take me
everywhere. It felt too good to be true. I got in this big fight
with my parents, telling them it wasn't wrong to actually want to
make a little money in your life, and that I wasn't going to be
some martyr for their causes like they were."

Troy could feel her cringing as she remembered it,
and pulled her in against him, resting his face against the top of
her head.

"Anyways, it wasn't even six months after graduation
that he met this nice blonde girl from a political family who
opened a lot more doors for him, and suddenly it was 'we all say
things we don't mean' and 'did you really think it would be
forever?' That kind of doubletalk, as if he never said he wanted to
spend his life with me. And that was that."

He could hear the conflict in her voice, as though
she were daring herself to get upset over this. The woman was so
strong, gave herself no breaks at all, Troy often thought.

"I just ... I just drifted. For a year or so. I was
supposed to be figuring out what I wanted to do with my life, and
suddenly I was told that this whole big plan was half gone. I kind
of just went through the motions, found some job at a corporate job
fair and told myself it still meant something and I didn't need him
to make it all come true. But ... I guess it didn't really make as
much sense after I woke up and realized that his half of it all had
just been a lie."

They were quiet for a long minute, Troy holding her,
running his hand over her shoulder. "I'm sorry."

"No." She sniffed. "No, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to
bring it up. It's just old stuff. It doesn't matter. I forget who
I'm talking to, sometimes. The man who has everything. You don't
need to hear about this stuff."

"You think I can't understand?"

"Do you?"

"What it's like to have something and then lose it?
Just see it wrenched away from you in a moment? Build a world
around something and then get stuck picking up the pieces when the
foundation gets stolen away? That's something I understand very
much. That's something I'll always understand." He blew out a long,
slow breath. "I ... well, but maybe you're right. It's better not
to revisit that sort of thing."

 


 


 


 


William Von Humboldt IV was – unsurprisingly to
anyone who knew so much about him as his name – from old money. He
could spend hours lecturing you on things that people whose
families hadn't rubbed shoulders with the Rockefeller's neither
knew about nor cared about. He could list for you from memory the
great American boom generations by sector: the Fords and the
Durants from early automobiles, the Doitchens and Caspers with the
Texas and gulf oil rushes respectively, the Astors and the
Vanderbilts everyone knew. And then of course there were the
unwashed masses who made their first billion in the helter skelter
years of 1980s finance or 90s telecom. William knew them, too, but
they were better left unmentioned.

He was on speaking terms with most of the surviving
members of any given family, would tell you how each of their
mothers were doing, and then make sure to say exactly how many
times he had beaten them in a polo tournament or a yachting
regatta.

It was all insufferably stuffy, but in spite of it
all, Troy had always liked the man immensely. Eight years ago,
while Troy and Jake had still been VPs at Dockson-Crick, they had
been assigned to woo the Humboldt favor during a major public
offering.

Humboldt was about nine years their senior, and
ignored their terribly crass sales pitch with all its numbers and
percentages, and instead took the two men under his wing. They
would never truly be blue bloods, of course, but that couldn't be
helped. It took three or four generations to really cleanse the
middle class out of a bloodline, but that didn't mean that they
couldn't be made into somewhat respectable men of society.

In the ensuing years, the three had stayed in touch
rather closely, being respectively good and bad influences on each
other, and developing an unlikely but very close friendship.

"Now," Will had finally said, with slight
trepidation at what he was about to hear, "Jake tells me about your
little scheme. He's enlisted my help in talking you out of it."

The three men were sitting on the rear balcony of
the Humboldt family brownstone on Old First St, watching the
sailboats passing by as twilight fell on the river beyond.

"And I told Jake if he's just going to nag at me, he
might as well mind his own business."

"We are
minding our business, Troy old boy. If you get yourself
carted off to the poorhouse, I'll have to go back to golfing with
Branson Girard and his pack of Continentals. He imports them. The
man thinks the sun revolves around Philadelphia. I mean,
Pennsylvania, for God's sakes, Troy. Have some
compassion."

"Will, I think that's the sweetest thing you've ever
said to me. I'm touched."

"Don't be touched. Be sensible."

"He's right," Jake said. "Why this? Why now?"

"Why not?"

Jake shook his head. "I like you, Troy. I don't want
to see you get burned. And you're not the first to think he's the
one the rules don't apply to and that you can fix the unfixable.
It's hubris, or ... I don't know. It's an easy path to wander down,
for a man like you."

"It's not hubris. I just want a challenge. It's too
easy just making money these days. I want something that fires my
imagination."

"Then go get a hobby," Will butted in. "For Christ's
sakes, Troy, men with your advantages don't -"

"That's not what I mean. I just miss the days when I
could live and die by these things, don't you get it? Now it's all
so ..."

"Civilized," Humboldt finished for him. "You need
something in your life other than work. I've told you before."

"I have that. Well, maybe I have something like
that. That's not my point, either. Maybe that's exactly my point.
I'm starting to remember what something meaningful actually feels
like."

Will cast Jake a curious glance, but Jake
shrugged.

"I just feel useless," Troy finished.

Will considered this, rolling a lowball of scotch
and water loosely in his hand.

Even Jake seemed momentarily subdued, but he pressed
on. "You're in a bad place, Troy. I just hate to see you hurt
yourself all to make a statement. We couldn't call ourselves your
friends if we didn't try to stop you."

But he fell silent as well at the sound of a phone
buzzing in Troy's coat pocket. Troy checked the ID. "My secretary,"
he said in apology. "What is it, Jenna?"

"I thought you'd want to know a message came in from
Mr. Atkins," she said.

"Alright."

"He wanted to let you know that after doing a little
math himself, he's skeptical that you can gain control of VSP
without his help and isn't inclined to ... well, what he called
'deviate from a long and positive relationship with current
management.'"

Troy's smile had faded. "Was that everything?"

"Also, he says that his door is always open."

"That was very kind of him."

"He seemed like a nice man."

Troy set his teeth. Jenna didn't always have the
best-timed sense of humor. "I can send him your resume if you'd
like."

"Ah, no, that's alright, Mr. Baldwin."

"Alright, thanks for letting me know." He hung
up.

"All well?" Will asked.

"You two might be able to save your breath," Troy
conceded. "The ownership's decided to be stubborn."

The two men considered this turn of events.

"That's it, then?" Jake asked.

Troy had a moment of introspection that slowly
lapsed into disappointment. "And I can't really bring myself to
care," he said at last. "What a useless exercise." A tide of
undirected disgust welled in his chest, surprising him in its
intensity. Had he so quickly forgotten how to laugh at these little
setbacks? But it stung in a way he hadn't expected. "Well, I'll
need to swing back by the office to stop the gears turning on this
thing."

"Stay and have another drink, Troy. The world will
be there in an hour."

"I appreciate it, Will, but I'll have to take a rain
check. Sometime next week."

Will recognized his friend's suddenly curt,
business-like tone and shook his head sadly. "We still have so far
to go with you. What's the point of a staff if you're going to go
running off to work at all hours of the night?"

"It's five-thirty."

"Ah! Is it already? And I have to get all the way up
to Clarkton for dinner. I've been trying to seduce Bjorn Magnus's
widow for all I'm worth. Do you think she still counts as Norwegian
royal family if it was only by marriage?"

 


 


 


 


An hour later Troy was pacing back and forth across
the carpet of his borrowed office, far from the slow, unconcerned
good mood of his friends. His feet traced a ruffled path across the
oriental design. His computer was open on his desk, but he was done
looking at it for a while. He needed to think. The screen still
displayed the halted orders, an intricate array of red and green
numbers that never slept, even long after the markets had
closed.

He kicked at a throw pillow in frustration. It was
this room. This room was closing in on him, with all its soft edges
and its unnecessary furniture. He stepped to the door of the office
and swung it open.

"When is the goddamn remodel going to be finished
upstairs?"

Marie, one of the after-hours assistants, looked up
in surprise at the anger in his voice. "The timeline they gave us
was to be done by the end of the month."

"Tell them to make it by the end of the week if they
give a shit about ever getting another contract with us again." He
turned back into the room and slammed the door behind him.

What was it about this week? Everything that had
seemed to be going well for him turned to ash as he touched it.
This business deal, trying to be more involved with his family
...

He probably wouldn't still be sane if it weren't for
Heather. Thinking about her was enough to bring a momentary smile
to his face, almost enough to slow his racing pulse, calm him
...

But he didn't rely on people. He didn't believe in
escapism. That's all a good relationship was - a way to forget your
real problems, intoxicate yourself with the touch of another body.
At the end of the day, your life was about your life. The people
around you should be a source of happiness, not a crutch. He wasn't
that weak.

Was he?

By any reasonable metric, Troy was as successful as
any man could hope to be in a short lifetime. Why was it that
failure seemed to haunt him like a specter? Why was he still so
terrified of it, so convinced that deep down it was where all his
roads led? Why did he feel the dead weight of the world on his
shoulders, when any sane person would be kicking back and enjoying
such a blessed life?

And what the hell was Mitchell Attenburg doing back
here?

But no, Troy wasn't going to think about that. He
wasn't going to think about what the man was offering. It wasn't
redemption. It was a trap. It was a snare, back into the old ways.
Troy was smarter than that. He was smarter than that. He was
...

Living a lie.

He was over-extending. Chasing. Restless.

He couldn't blame it on Mitchell. The man would mean
nothing to him, if it wasn't for all the rest of the memories that
old familiar face brought flooding back. It was Caldera, the last
of them.

It was the loose end. The man was a rope, coiling
out and back through the years of Troy's life. It was like a scar.
Sometimes you had to open up an old wound that had never healed
properly.

Troy paused at the window, looking at his reflection
in the glass. His face was visibly frustrated, his body tense and
drawn up like a spring. But there he was, standing there in a room
with soft egg-shell walls and deep-cushioned sofas, with his feet
sunk half an inch into the carpet.

For the first time, he admitted to himself that he
was considering Mitchell's request. It would such a simple thing,
just put the agency in touch with his old smuggling partner. Get
in, get out, and when they had Caldera in handcuffs on a plane,
getting extradited to whichever Central American country managed to
lay claim to him first, Troy would be whole.

This would be the last time. This would be the last
taste of that old life. It would make it easier, in a way, to move
on forever if he could get that one last taste and know it for what
it was.

He looked at his phone. His hands were shaking. Was
he making a mistake? Or was he fixing a mistake?

It was so, so hard to tell.

"Mitch, it's Troy. I'm ready to talk. Name the
place." He scribbled down an address. "Alright, give me ten
minutes. I'll be there."

 


 


 


 


The address Mitchell had given him was a little dive
a couple exits down the interstate. Mitch was waiting for him when
he walked in, but it took a moment for Troy to spot him in the dim
light. He wouldn't have found him at all if he didn't remember so
well his old colleague's penchant for nooks and crannies.

He bought a beer at the bar and pulled a chair in
next to him.

"So, tell me what you need," he said as he sat
down.

"You're willing to help?"

"I didn't say that."

Mitchell considered him. "It's like I explained
three days ago. I need an in with your smuggler. He's been doing
business where he shouldn't be doing business."

"So you're trying to blow up his operation,
too?"

"No, probably not; we're looking to make friends in
the region. It's Caldera who's the target, and we think he's
exposed. He's new in the area, doesn't know that many people. Not
like it used to be in Colombia and Venezuela. You remember, it was
like he had a friend in every goddamn rat hole from Caracas to
Medellin. If we can get to him, we don't think he'll have many
places to run this time."

"What put him back on the CIA's radar?"

Mitchell laughed. "No faster way to get the US
government on your ass than to be selling weapons into Syria. We
don't think he's directly involved, more likely connections through
connections. His main customers are the Taliban, but it's results
that matter, anyways. We tagged some munitions and let them loose
where they'd wind up in his hands. A few months later they surface
in Mosul. That's when I got the go ahead to go after him."

Troy whistled. "He's gotten brash. So far from home,
getting mixed up in something like that."

"Well, that's how this all came together."

Drunken laughter erupted somewhere on the other side
of the bar. There was a crash and the sound of breaking glass.

"You know I'd have to make a trip over there."

"We assumed."

Troy closed his eyes, thinking. "You can give me
people?"

"Plane, flight crew to the little airstrip they use
near Ishkoshim, and a couple bodyguards. We've got a guy who'd go
with you, you introduce him as your arm in the region. After that,
you pass it to us and we can do the rest."

"And it doesn't come back on me?"

"Once we know where he is, we'll get him out
cleanly."

"I heard that before."

Mitchell sighed. "I can't undo past wrongs,
Troy."

"No, I suppose you can't." Troy took a long drink.
"Alright."

"Alright alright?"

"Alright."

They shook hands. "The United States thanks you for
your service," Mitchell intoned.

"Very funny."

Ten minutes later Troy was gone, back out into the
night with a strange sense that there had been no right choice,
that he had been put in a corner with all bad options. It would be
up to him, ultimately, whether he let this undo his work to escape
those awful years, or whether it would just be final closure to a
dark period in his life. Only time would tell.

His phone buzzed. He looked down to see it was
Heather. He stopped. Heather. How did she fit in?

She was an unforeseen complication, wasn't she?
After everything they had said to each other, after seeing how
happy she was to know what he'd been and how far he'd come from it.
Did they not know each other? Was this truly the wrong thing to do?
Was he changing? Was he going back on a change?

He hit the silence on the ringer and put it back in
his pocket. He needed a minute.

He shook his head. It was suffocating to think this
way, being true to this or that. He had been confronted with a
decision, and he had made a decision. It didn't do to complicate
the issue. Heather would ... well, he knew how to keep one part of
his life separate from another. He was capable of that, at least,
surely.




Part Five







It had been a Saturday morning breakfast that had
gotten Heather into trouble again. Troy was sometimes amazed at the
woman's inability to stay out of trouble. That was, of course, why
she was so much fun, but it was amazing nevertheless.

He had left her sleeping an extra couple minutes as
he stepped into the hallway to call up some breakfast, and when she
emerged to the smell of eggs and bacon twenty minutes later, she
had been wearing nothing but one of his discarded t-shirts: thin
white cotton that obscured nothing in the morning light. God she
had looked sexy, with that tousled hair and bare legs and the way
her nipples pushed up softly through the fabric. Troy could feel
his mouth watering, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the
sumptuous breakfast just delivered to the table.

"Sometimes I don't know how I ever keep my hands off
of you," he had breathed as she approached him for a kiss.

And she had laughed. "You don't, really," she'd
reminded him, kissing him softly. "But don't worry, your complete
inability to keep it in your pants is one of the reasons I'm so
crazy about you."

He'd grabbed a nice handful of her ass as he
pulled her down into his lap, but that didn't mean he'd missed what
she'd said. "My inability?
Isn't that the pot calling the kettle a little
something?"

At that point it still hadn't been too late
for her. Troy would have let her off with a stern little ass
squeeze, probably, or at most a reasonable spank or two sometime
later. But Heather never knew when she was walking into trouble.
"Well, it's apples to oranges, isn't it?" she'd breathed
seductively. "I mean, it wouldn't be fair to compare you to me. I'm a woman. We
steadfastly maintain our greater self-control in that area. You'll
never hear any of us admit otherwise." And she'd straightened
imperiously, thrusting her chest inadvertently into his face, at
which point, there was really no other reasonable response than
what he'd done.

Well, yes, he'd promptly fucked her brains out on
the table, barely pushing the steaming plate of fried eggs out of
the way in time, but that wasn't it. The only way to wipe that
impertinent little smirk off her face was to pose a challenge to
her.

He'd given her a day to stew on the idea, during
which he'd managed to slip in ten minutes in the bathroom to stroke
himself to climax. He wasn't worried, but it never hurt to run up
the score a little.

And now here it was, Sunday morning. The rules
were simple: Heather would lower herself onto Troy's cock and if
she could make him come, she won. If she came before he did, she
would receive a punishment of his choice. Well, a punishment of his
choice for each time she
came.

After begging a few minutes to get ready, she
returned to the bedroom. Troy looked up to see her in the doorway.
He was in a good mood. Confidant. Heather was looking sexy as hell
in a wispy black chemise and matching panties, but Troy felt in
control.

She paused for a moment and then approached the bed,
teasing at the chemise across her front in a way that she knew
drove him crazy. Slowly, she peeled away the layer, swaying
slightly and casting glances at him to gauge the effect of her
little display. She seemed a little too sure of herself. A little
arrogance seemed in order, and the way she had her lips parted as
she stood at the foot of the bed made them almost impossibly ripe
and inviting. He beckoned her to draw closer, and she slid up onto
the bed, moving to straddle him. He took her chin in his hand,
bringing her face down to him. He was momentarily distracted by the
soft ear-lobe, and gave it a little nibble. "I think this might be
a little lopsided," Troy breathed softly. "Why don't I let you take
a head start with that perfect little mouth of yours."

He read the look of surprise on her face like it was
a delicious meal. A shocked smile spread across her lips as she
decided whether to be annoyed by his confidence or take the
advantage. She answered with action, tracing down his stomach with
a hand, finding the waistband of his loosened pants, biting softly
at the fabric with her teeth and sliding them down with her
mouth.

He could feel her warm breath on his cock, and felt
it stir in the first tight pulses of an erection. She took the
hardening shaft into her mouth, warm, wet. He closed his eyes,
savoring the incredible sensation of her lips enveloping his
manhood. Jesus, but this woman knew how to suck a cock.

She gripped his thighs as she moved her lips on him.
Her hair fell in gentle, tantalizing cascade across the skin of his
stomach. He gathered up the stray locks in a hand and pushed them
back, away from where she was working.

Her breasts hung lightly against his legs as she
moved, her nipples brushing against him. Troy's muscles clenched in
exquisite pleasure as she licked once down and back up the
underside of his shaft, stopping to tongue playfully around the
head.

It had already been several minutes. She was going
to make him come if he didn't make her move on to the main
attraction. Although parts of his body could not understand why he
would ever do such a thing, his fingers tapped her at the back of
the neck, and she looked up.

"Quit stalling," he said. "You owe me that tight
little pussy."

She straightened, pushing her hair back, a slightly
satisfied smile on her lips. Maybe she knew how close she'd been
getting him. "I guess I do," she agreed.

"You guess you do, sir."

He could feel the word send a little shiver through
her body. "Sir," she agreed with slightly less confidence.

She moved up onto her knees and then back off the
bed, turning slightly and bending with a teasing smile as she
slipped the delicate panties down her thighs. She had an incredible
ass, and she knew it.

But she was also incredibly wet. Troy saw the
slightly worried look flash across her face when she noticed the
damp spot in the crotch as she discarded the panties on the floor.
The taste of his cock had always had that effect on her. What had
she expected?

She moved back onto the bed, straddling him. Troy's
hand ran up her side, brushing lightly against the side of her
breast, and he felt her shudder slightly. In a smooth, slow motion
she positioned her body on top of his and guided his cock into her
hole. Good lord was she wet. And tight. Her body squeezed at him
perfectly, ushering his thick cock deep inside.

He smiled to himself as she started moved slowly up
and down on his shaft. She felt incredible, moving like that. He
could feel every contour of her body sliding around him. But this
slow, sensual grinding wasn't going to make him come. She probably
thought she could last longer going slow, but it was playing right
into his hands. He could do this all day.

He slid a hand up her side and cupped a breast,
brushing his thumb over her nipple, and was greeted with a soft
moan. Her eyes closed with a look of intense concentration as she
moved on him, clenching her wet pussy tight around him.

He might be able to do this all day, but it was
clear she couldn't.

Her breaths were becoming tighter, faster. She
forced herself to move even slower, breathing heavily. She pushed
her hair out of her face and glanced into his eyes, her expression
defiant but concerned. Her lip was between her teeth as she focused
intently, concentrating on not letting herself ...

As she pushed down onto his cock in tighter and
tighter movements, he could feel her body taking over. She slowed
again, but even that wasn't enough. He shifted slightly beneath
her, pushing his hips up and his cock deeper into her, so he was
pushing against that spot far inside her that always pushed her
over the edge.

This time was no different. With an explosive gasp,
she came. Her body arched. Her hands clenched around fistfuls of
bed sheet. Her voice was tight and high-pitched as the orgasm
poured through her. She was helpless to fight it. She was stiff,
moving only slightly against him. Utterly helpless.

He waited for her to recover enough to open her
eyes. Her face was flushed and sweaty. She looked at him in
chagrin.

"That's one," he said.

She blew a lock of hair out of her face. "Yeah."

"Sir."

She gritted her teeth. "One orgasm, sir. May I have
my punishment?"

He put an arm behind his head, reposing comfortably,
and pointed towards the dresser against the far wall. "Second
drawer down, all the way on the left."

She lifted herself off of him, and made her way over
to the dresser. It gave him a much needed moment to bring himself
back under control. If only she wasn't so damn sexy when she came
...

She turned back, a leash and collar held in her
hands. "My punishment, sir?" she asked.

"Bring it here. Tie the free end to that bed-post."
He pointed.

She did as told, and then leaned forward over him so
that he could fit the collar into place against her throat. He
judged the angles and cinched the chain a little bit tighter.

"There," he said. "Don't you look good."

She smiled sardonically at him and moved to mount
him again with a determined look on her face.

It wasn't until she was on top of him again that she
understood what he'd done. He savored the look on her face as the
realization struck. The leash was measured out perfectly, so that
even when pulled fully taught the collar held her back from her
preferred position. She knew if she could lean forward, driving his
cock back into her, she might be able to get him to come. But if
she was pulled back, every time she moved on him his cock would be
driving into that spot inside of her that she absolutely couldn't
fight.

It was almost unfair. The forced position was one
thing. The tight, powerless sensation of the leather against her
throat would drive her crazy all on its own. It always did.

This time, it took her much less time to come. She
fought it even harder, straining and slowing down to almost a
complete stop, but the orgasm struck all the harder for all her
attempts to prolong it. She pulled against the leash, a hand
clutching her breast, her moans choked by the collar as her pussy
quivered around Troy's cock and her body clenched. "Oh! Oh! Oh,
fuck!" she gasped tightly. "Fuck!"

At last she opened her eyes. "I am
going to make you come."

He opened his mouth.

"Sir," she added hastily.

"That's better. And how many was that."

She sighed. "That was two orgasms, sir. May I have
my punishment?"

"The drawer all the way at the bottom on the
left-most side."

She twisted herself to let him detach the collar for
the moment, pulled herself up, and went to the dresser. When she
returned, she was holding another set of chains, these were much
more delicate than the chain attached to the collar. At the end of
each was a little rubber-padded clamp.

"The two bedposts at the head," Troy indicated
behind him. "One around each."

She crawled forward obediently and looped the chains
into place before slipping back into her collar. He took the two
small clamps in his hands and tested them on a finger. Tight, firm,
even a little bit painful, but not harmfully so.

Having been watching him carefully, Heather could
see what was coming. She resignedly arched forward, as much as the
collar would allow her, and lifted her breasts in her hands to
present her nipples. She let out a soft breath as the clamps
slipped into place, and settled back into the most natural posture
the two sets of restraints allowed her: back arched, chest out,
head back.

Slowly, she slid down onto him again. He could feel
the head of his cock press directly into that perfect spot. God she
felt good around him; he could only imagine what it must be doing
to her.

She moved against him, grinding down onto him. Her
body felt exquisite around his shaft, massaging at it within the
depths of her body, ushering it into her. Over and over, in tight
little circles. Her breath caught high in her throat.

She made no pretense of stopping this time. Maybe
she had forgotten what she was trying to do, or maybe it just felt
so good and she was so awash with the bliss of sexual ecstasy that
she couldn't muster the will. The orgasm was softer this time.
Longer. More helpless. Her muscles tightened and relaxed as she
slumped against the restraints, breathing. "Jesus Christ," she
moaned.

"How many was that."

"Three orgasms, sir," she said faintly. "May I -
have my punishment?"

Troy's cock had never been so hard. His balls felt
tight. Her pussy felt perfect around him, and this beautiful woman
had just orgasmed on top of him three times. This was getting very,
very difficult. It was time to bring out the reserves.

Heather was too nicely trussed up to make her move,
and he had what he needed right here in the bedside table. He
shifted underneath her and rolled over to reach for it. It took
only a moment of fumbling around to find it. When he turned back,
Heather's eyes were still closed.

They snapped open as he pressed the vibrator into
her hand.

"Hold that against your clit," he instructed her.
"That's punishment number three. Not gentle. Press it. Show me how
you'll do it."

She clicked the vibrator to life and held it against
her clit, jerking sharply as the buzzing device made contact. Troy
felt it with a hand, to make sure she had it firmly pressed into
her groin.

"Good," he approved. "Just like that."

It was at that point that it became genuinely
unfair. But it also started to get dangerous. Now that Heather was
having a vibrating pulse of ecstasy driven mechanically into her
with each second that passed, she gave up the slow game. Now it was
a race to fuck Troy as fast as she could before the vibrator made
her come. She didn't have long.

"Four, sir," she gasped after only a minute. "May
..." she seemed like she could barely gather her thoughts to count,
let alone construct a sentence. Troy decided to let it go.

Five was a truly beautiful thing. It felt like he
saw it rising in her even before she felt it coming. She arched a
little tighter against the collar, not quite making it down to the
base of his cock as her thighs clenched against his waist. "Fuck.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!" she gasped. Her lips were parted slightly.

He had never seen anything he wanted to fuck so
badly. That was enough games for the day.

Roughly giving in to his overpowering lust, he
unlocked the chain from the collar and freed the clamps from her
nipples. He rolled her over onto her back, pinning her beneath him,
and threw the still buzzing vibrator skittering across the floor.
He was driving his cock into her harder than he ever had in his
life. God, he wanted to fill this woman with his - but no! No, he
was going make her come one more time before he gave in. One ...
more.

She came an instant before he did, long since given
up fighting it. Her knees bent and her legs curled up against his
sides. But instead of pushing himself deep into her and letting
himself come, he pulled out.

He put his hand around his cock and stroked it once
to unleash himself. He came powerfully across her body, his seed
reaching from her throat to her groin in great spurts. He breathed
explosively, and felt shudders running through his body. He
probably shouldn't have held out that long, but he was trying to
make a point. He reached down and put his palm to her flesh,
rubbing his liquid into her skin, over her soft breasts, her throat
and stomach.

"Never," he growled, "never forget that I am the one
in control."

She put up a shaking hand to her come-soaked breasts
and drew in a long breath. She nodded.

He brought his fingers to her mouth and made her
suck them clean.

"Yes, sir," she breathed at last. "I ... yes."

 


 


 


 


Someone had dug up the flower beds of 224 Carlisle
Road since they had last been so maligned by Troy's driver. Where
there had once been a pair of weedy rectangles bordered with faded
bricks, there were now rectangles of freshly dug earth: deep, soft
loam, ready for something to come.

Troy turned to his nieces clambering out of the limo
behind him and gestured to them with a lemon cake. "Can I trust one
of you with something very fragile and important?" he asked.

"Me!" Katie yelped. "Trust me!"

Troy considered her with exaggerated seriousness.
"You are getting pretty big," he agreed.

"I'm almost eight," she informed him helpfully.
"Next month."

"That soon?" Troy glanced at her sister dubiously.
"She's really already almost eight?"

"I'm almost eleven," Samantha said dismissively,
giving him a glance that said he was clearly too easily
impressed.

"Well, I think almost eight is a big enough number,"
Troy decided, lowering the lemon cake into Katie's outstretched
hands. "Go bring this to your mother."

"And don't run with it," he called after the two
girls as they promptly raced off around the corner of the
house.

He turned back to the driver, who was leaning
against the passenger-side door of the limo. "You'll get on the
radio and make sure the other car knows how to find this
place?"

"Sure," the man grunted. "He's got the GPS."

"Well, just let him know it's the second floor and
it's not easy to see the number from the street."

"Right."

"They're en route?"

"Left the city ten minutes ago."

"Alright, and then where's the ice chest?"

The driver produced the white styrofoam box and Troy
hefted it.

"Good. Thanks. Probably won't be too late
tonight."

The man shrugged. "I'll be here."

Troy turned and followed the girls around to the
back of the house, already hearing their excited voices drifting
down from the open window above. He stashed the styrofoam on the
porch.

"They had monkeys, Mom, like a million of them."
Samantha was saying.

"Monkeys? What kinds?" Mary was saying as Troy
stepped in the front door.

"Gorillas," Katie piped up.

"Gorillas aren't monkeys," Samantha told her
exasperatedly. "They're apes. But they had howling monkeys and
spider monkeys and bonobos. And the spider monkeys were getting
fed, and they kept swinging back and forth. They had this huge
netted in area, and they put the food on the top of this really
tall pole and all they spider monkeys would race for it and you
wouldn't believe how fast they went. It was, like, faster than I
could run, and it was them swinging around on ropes and stuff."

Mary was managing to juggle six different things at
once. There were two steaming pots on the stove and something in
the oven. She was chopping what looked like celery on the cutting
board between stirring the pots and fending off her two excited
daughters with questions that more or less amounted to repeating
back the longest word of their previous sentence at them.

"What else did you see?" she asked, before looking
up. "Oh, Troy. Hey. Welcome. Sorry, I totally didn't think it'd be
such a mess when you guys got here. Can I get you something?"

He raised his hand placatingly. "It looks like
you've got your hands full. Do you need help?"

"No, everything's on schedule. Have I ever made you
my Swedish meatballs? It's - well, we'll see. I think it's going to
come out alright. Thanks for the cake. It's in the fridge."

"Of course." Troy had puzzled over that one for
longer than he had cared to admit. It had been a long time since
he'd been invited to something like this - a family meal, a family
home. Somehow the usual bottle of Bordeaux didn't seem appropriate
contribution. The cake was from a bakery on Twelfth. Hopefully it
lived up to its reputation.

"There were baby lemurs, Mom," Katie was repeating
for the second time.

"Baby lemurs?" Mary repeated, momentarily impressed.
"They must have been so cute."

"The mother kept carrying them around on her back,
like she couldn't decide where to put them down or what to do with
them."

Mary laughed. "I know the feeling. Would one of you
two like to get your Uncle Troy a beer from the fridge and pour it
into a glass for him, after he was so nice to take you to see all
these wonderful animals?"

Again Katie was the eager one, and in a moment she
emerged around the half wall that separated the kitchenette from
the little living room, a glass of amber liquid clutched proudly in
her hands. "Here, Uncle Troy," she said, hold it up to him.

"Well, thank you very much," he said, taking it from
her. A joke about offering her a sip froze on his lips as he
thought better of it.

"So when did you learn to make Swedish meatballs?"
he asked, sitting down on the floral patterned sofa.

"Ah, just something I picked up, I guess," Mary
said, a little too off-handedly to be believable.

Troy recognized the tone. Something from a former
life. Something that didn't bear mentioning in this - what had the
promise of a happy home.

"Did you girls tell your mother about the
butterflies?" he asked.

"Oh, yeah, Mom," Samantha picked up. "There was a
big greenhouse full of butterflies! They let us go in, like only a
few at a time, and the butterflies were just going around and
landing on people. One landed on Katie's head!"

"Butterflies? Were they pretty?" Mary asked,
measuring salt into the palm of her hand.

"All colors of them. Orange and red and blue. And
there was a woman working there who told us about a type of
butterfly that all go to somewhere in Mexico or somewhere like
that, in the winter, and the trees are just covered with
butterflies. Like, you can't even see the leaves, there are so
many."

"That's incredible," Mary agreed, handing her
daughter an onion to peel.

For ten minutes, Troy sat back and savored the
experience of mild, domestic chaos, sipping his drink just beyond
reach of the fray. Dinner was starting to come together, and it
smelled absolutely terrific. He was happy to have a minute to sit.
Trying to manage the two rambunctious kids around a packed zoo
after a long day at work was tiring. Even a man with Troy's pride
could admit that.

He was jolted out of his semi-meditation by Mary's
voice.

"What?" he asked.

"I said is that her? Is she here?"

Troy sat up and looked out the window. A black town
car had pulled up to the sidewalk. "Looks like it," he agreed. "She
made good time out of the city."

"What a mess," Mary lamented at the kitchenette
around her. "She'll think we're such slobs."

"She won't. I told you, she's not as uptight as you
keep assuming she is."

"That's nice of you to say, Troy, but I know the
circles you move in. Katie, go get the door when she knocks."

"It's alright, I've got it," Troy stopped her. He
got up from the couch and went out onto the porch. Heather had just
appeared at the foot of the stairs. Troy let the door swing closed
behind him and leaned against a railing, nonchalant, watching her
climb up to him.

She was a little flushed, but beautiful in the pale
yellow glow of the back security light. Her outfit was understated:
low heels, a thin sweater against the cold. She reached the top of
the stairs and he hooked her by the waist and pulled her against
him, feeling the slender sexuality of her body within the slightly
loose clothing. She smelled fantastic, and he took a moment to
breathe in her scent before he brought her lips to his. His fingers
traced through the softness of her hair, and one wayward hand snuck
in a squeeze of ass.

"Hey!" she chirped in surprise.

"Couldn't help it," he said. "You look beautiful.
And they're going to love you."

He kissed her again - long, deep, her lips soft and
eager against his - before he straightened. "You're going to enjoy
yourself," he reassured her, and pulled the door open.

Heather was stammering something, still reeling back
from the intensity of the kiss.

"She made it," Troy announced, leading her inside.
"Ladies, this is Heather."

Mary had been selling herself short, they all
concluded. Her Swedish meatballs were fantastic. Something you
developed a reputation for, if you weren't careful. After a few
politely awkward minutes, Mary had taken to Heather with gusto.

"I can't get over how normal you are," she kept
repeating with enthusiasm, to which Heather was still searching for
an appropriate response.

"No, but seriously, you should have seen -
what was her name, Troy? It was a couple years ago. The first time
I'd been able to see him in five years. And he shows up with –
Well, she was Russian, I think. Like, Russian. What was the magazine she was here on a
photo shoot for, Troy?"

The girls had been excused from the table, and Mary
had settled in happily to dig up the real dirt.

"I honestly couldn't tell you," Troy said mildly.
"That wasn't anything. It was just some fun on a weekend. You
called up out of the blue. Was I going to tell her to get
lost?"

"Well, and then there was -"

"That's really enough, Mary, don't you think?"

She waved at him. "Boo, old Troy, not having any
fun, not letting me embarrass him in front of his nice
girlfriend."

"I'm sure there are other ways you can do that."

She seemed to understand what Troy was saying at
last, and looked at Heather. "Don't listen to all that. I'm just
... what am I saying? My brother's just always here and there -
getting himself in trouble, even when he thinks he isn't. You
should have seen the walking disaster he was when you was younger.
I'm just - I'm just glad to see he's finally starting to settle
down, is my point," Mary was saying. "He's not an easy one to get
to sit still."

Heather cast him a fond look. "That's certainly the
truth."

"So I drink to you, Heather," Mary said, holding up
her cup of decaf in toast. "You must be some kind of
something."

Troy snapped his fingers, glad to have remembered
something to change the topic. "I almost forgot. We have a real
toast to drink."

"What do you mean?" Mary asked.

Troy paused and cast her a sly glance. "Are you
going to play innocent?"

"What do you mean play innocent?"

"Let's just say I have a friend of a friend down at
the Bureau of Licensing."

Mary's mouth fell open. "You rat!" she accused him
with a giddy amazement she was trying to pass off as outrage. "I
told you to keep your nose out of it!"

"Of course. I didn't interfere. I just wanted to
know what was going on."

Heather was looking from one to another in
confusion. Mary turned to her. "Is he this intrusive with you,
too?"

"I honestly have no idea what's going on."

"Heather's much more open-minded about my constant
need to be pulling strings," Troy said. "Well, and she probably
couldn't get away if she wanted to. Who knows if she's tried. I own
about two-thirds of her industry."

"Would someone please give me the background I need
to enjoy this little family squabble?" Heather pleaded.

Troy smirked and disappeared out the front door.
When he returned a moment later, he was brandishing a bottle of
champagne. "We have had the honor tonight, Heather, of being fed
Swedish meatballs by the state's newest licensed real estate
agent."

Mary had sat back, her hand to her mouth.

"I take your silence to mean they haven't mailed you
the paperwork yet?" Troy asked.

"No, actually, they hadn't."

"Well, you're approved. As of yesterday. Where can I
find something to pour this into?"

"Over the sink," Mary said faintly, still staring at
her plate.

"That's so exciting!" Heather said. "Troy told me
you've been wearing yourself thin with all those night
classes."

"I just worry it's been hard on the ... on the
girls," Mary said faintly. "I haven't been home as much as I
should. But ... " There was something wet in the corners of Mary's
eyes. "I just ... ," she said softly. "It's all becoming real. It's
really happening. I mean, it might be actually happening."

"What an exciting time," Heather agreed
enthusiastically.

"I just assumed ... I mean, all those years ..."

"All those years?" Heather repeated.

"I got told so many times what I needed, what
I wouldn't be able to live without. That I couldn't take care of
myself or the girls if I left. I never really ... it just got
repeated at me so many times, by my parents, by him. I forgot how not to believe it."

Tears were running down Mary's cheeks, and Heather
slid forward to put her arms around the woman. It lasted only a
moment. A moment of vulnerability from a woman who had along ago
concluded she couldn't afford to show weakness.

"Never mind all that," Mary said wiping her eyes and
straightening, with only a momentary, grateful hand against
Heather's side. "Let's have that toast. I'm licensed, for God's
sakes. What am I doing crying over a license."

It was good champagne, cool and not over-sweet. It
went down easily, and they drank it with relish in a private,
humble little celebration that stood out against all the million
dollar galas and restricted plate soirees of Troy's life these
days. Sometimes it was easy to forget what mattered.

"Here's to question thirty-four," Mary said. "You
thought you could sink me. I looked you up at least ten times after
I got out of that exam." They all drank to question thirty-four.
"And here's to you two. Thank you for being here. It means so much
to share this with people. Thank you for - well, just thank
you."

More and more as the night wore on, Troy found
himself watching the two women, letting himself slip out of the
conversation. They seemed to take to each other more than he had
could remember either of them doing with other people. There was a
level of recognition, almost of relief, in the way ... well, maybe
he was just imagining it. It was just two women who hadn't always
cut themselves a lot of slack, taking a moment to enjoy Mary's
license: one uncomplicated little victory in the long, mixed-up
tumble of life.

By the time the bottle was gone, Troy's sister was
noticeably tipsy. Heather had insisted on washing a couple dishes,
and there really wasn't room in the little kitchenette for more
than one cleaning up.

Mary put an arm around her brother and cast him a
meaningful eye. "She seems like a good one, Tee," she said.

"I think so, too."

"I hope you think so."

He laughed. "You think I'm lying?"

"Well, you know you've screwed up a lot. I mean good
things you've had. Screwed them up, when they didn't need to get
screwed up. I think it might be worth not doing that with this one,
huh?" She laughed in embarrassment and set down her wine glass.
"Sorry, there I go talking. I'm not used to this expensive stuff.
I'm sorry. I didn't mean it like that. Of all people to say
something like that, I deserve to say it the least, huh? It runs in
the family. I just like her, is all."

"No, it's alright," Troy said. "You're not wrong. I
don't always want the things that are good for me. I really don't.
But I think maybe I do this time."

She eyed him openly for a moment. "Good."

A clatter of dishes brought her attention back to
the kitchen. "Heather, honey, please, that's enough. I'll get the
rest later. It'll make me happy. Just set the sponge down and come
back. Please?"

 


 


 


 


Troy was staring out the narrow, oval window at the
ground passing ten thousand feet below. The single engine of the
prop plane roared deafeningly and incessantly through the fuselage.
The bare metal plating rattled and shuddered.

In the days since the chat with Mitchell in the bar,
here is how Troy had justified this all to himself :

 


It was the right thing to do. Miguel Caldera needed
to be brought to justice.

Troy needed to be a part of it, or it wouldn't
happen. They needed Troy's
help.

Locking this man away would bring closure to half a
decade of Troy's work that had always felt unfinished.

He could do it safely. He had grown. He wasn't a kid
anymore, and he didn't make immature mistakes. He knew how to
manage risk. He knew how to be smart and how to do this clean.

He also knew how to compartmentalize his life. If he
did this successfully and cleanly, he could banish the fear forever
that something would appear to drag him back into a world he didn't
want to be a part of. Nothing else was in danger. No one else was
in danger.

 


And yet in spite of that carefully numbered list,
which he had written down and modified several times on a scrap of
napkin that was even now tucked into his breast pocket, he couldn't
escape the nagging suspicion that what he was really here for
something else. That feeling. That rush of danger as he watched the
world far below transition from rolling steppe into the harsh,
broken landscape that characterized so much of northern Afghanistan
and Pakistan: depopulated cities, refugee camps, the unmistakable
hallmarks of a war-zone. It was a world of chaos. It was, in the
simplest sense of the phrase, a world without laws. It felt so
horribly, terrifyingly ... right.

He glanced back inside the plane, at the three
heavily armed men strapped into the jump seats across from him in
the bare-bones cargo compartment. He recited their names to
himself. They had met only a couple hours ago, at the airport in
Tashkent, but it was critical to him that he know their names from
very first contact. They were all very important in each other's
lives now. He had been in these situations enough times before to
know that when things went wrong, you wanted to have teammates with
you, not employees.

He scratched idly at the beard glued to his face,
short and dark in the style he had worn it in the old days. It was
a far cry from some cheap Halloween gag. Even his own mother would
have thought it was natural. With the public exposure that Troy
Baldwin had received over the past five years, he couldn't risk
someone noticing the perfect resemblance to the newspaper cover
stories. This would do enough, but the added precaution was an
uncomfortable reminder that his face didn't have the anonymity it
once had. His life didn't have the anonymity it once had. There
were things at stake. There were things to lose.

The engine whine changed pitch as the plane angled
into a descent. Troy's eyes turned to the fifth passenger in the
small plane: the CIA operative he was supposed to be passing off as
his lieutenant after initial contact was made. The man didn't
inspire confidence. He seemed, honestly, like a bit of a desk
jockey: inexperienced and bookish. The Agency assured people they
didn't let chumps get as far as the field, but you never really
knew. Troy had met more than a few government IDed incompetents,
and when all of their lives depended on this man playing his role
believably, there was plenty of room for second guessing.

The plane shuddered as its wheels touched down onto
cracked tarmac. Troy closed his eyes, listening to the sound as the
tarmac transitioned into gravel and the plane rolled to a stop.
This had been his life: small airstrips in aging cargo planes, a
satellite radio in a backpack, catastrophe seeming to cling to the
horizon like oncoming dusk.

A group of four trucks waited in a semi-circle just
beyond the dilapidated, single-room terminal building. The intercom
from the cockpit crackled to life. "This is as close as I'm
getting."

"Remember," the CIA op said, "we're just here for a
meet and greet. Nothing fancy needs to happen. Nothing about
Caldera." He seemed to be saying it to reassure himself as much as
remind Troy.

It was another hour on broken roads to Farhad
Nabiyev's compound. Roiling air whipped constantly through the
valleys and howled in the passes, and yet here on the roof of the
world, more than two miles above sea-level, there was still never
quite enough of it to breathe.

The narrow road was dusty, harsh under the sun, and
scarred with deep cracks and gulleys where water flooded after
rainstorms. It wasn't often that anyone mustered the hubris of
trying to tame such a brutal landscape with anything as civilized
as a paved road. Only a pair of them connected Murghab to the
outside world so far below, one to the east and one to the west.
The trucks had that old Soviet-made quality of transmitting the
jolt of every rock and pothole up through their steel frame and
directly into the hard rubberized passenger seats.

But bit by bit they penetrated the landscape,
crawling up into the mountains and deeper away from the prying eyes
of international law. It was almost evening as the convoy reached a
crude stone perimeter that marked the familiar compound. In the
decade since Troy last set foot here, little had changed. The
buildings were simple structures of wood and stone and naked,
corrugated steel that seemed somehow both ageless and on the verge
of collapse. Old, weather-bleached satellite dishes were arrayed on
the roof of a small shack to the east. Smoke trickled out of
several chimneys, and the guttural rev of a diesel generator
provided a steady, beating rhythm.

It wasn't an immense encampment, but bigger than
most in the area. Maybe twenty families called it home. Enough to
support a life, but never enough for any sort of anonymity. The
people here would have heard the approaching vehicles long before
they had pulled into sight, but the area was deserted. A few
scrawny goats looked on from a pen, but all else was still. They
had been ordered away.

And then sure enough, there he was: older, greyer,
sun-beaten but unmistakable. He was coming out to meet the trucks
with six or seven men flanking behind him.

"Ha," Farhad Nabiyev called out as he caught sight
of Troy. "You really are alive, then." His heavy Kyrgyz accent
didn't disguise the quality of his English. Troy had always liked
the man. His infectious good-nature made his flaws easier to
forgive.

Troy couldn't help but smile, waving his hands in
front of his face. "Reborn," he said. "Eight years locked away, but
even the German government can't get in the way of good business
forever."

Nabiyev stroked his cheeks. "Well, that's a long
time. In prison all these years. Life is short. Maybe you'll be
smarter, not get in trouble so quick again. You're old enough to be
smart, now. You listen to me."

"Always, Farhad. When have I not listened to
you?"

"I told you to have children and grandchildren.
Instead you went to prison. Going to prison before you even have a
single wife. This was not listening to me. I would never have told
you to go to prison."

Troy bowed his head. "I suppose it was a little
short-sighted of me."

Farhad nodded solemnly. "Come. We talk." He gestured
at a woman standing by the door of the nearest building and said
something to her in Kyrgyz. "We will have a drink," he said.

For an hour, over a wineskin and a meal of flatbread
and rice and meat soups, Troy sketched in a proposal. He needed
access to the old overland routes, up through the Kulma pass and
into Western China. The precious metal market in the People's
Republic was high again; the currency pressure was ready to make
them all a killing. The cargo would be manageable: half a ton a
month. Brought here to Murghab, and picked back up by Troy's
customers in the Kashgar Prefecture fifty miles beyond the border
crossing.

It was that same old rush, adrenaline pumping in
Troy's ears every time he heard the soft clink of automatic rifles
shifting on the shoulders of Farhad's guards. However friendly his
demeanor, Farhad Nabiyev was the most dangerous man in this part of
the world. If he knew who Troy was working with, he wouldn't miss a
heartbeat before killing Troy and his four companions. He'd
probably do it with his own two hands, just to be sure.

There was a metallic taste in Troy's mouth. Fear?
No, who even recognized that emotion these days? Adrenaline. That
was it. This was what Troy had lived for. It was so easy to
remember why he loved it.

"Farhad, there's something else I want to know,"
Troy said at last.

The man took a drink. "Of course."

"You've gotten mixed up in the arms business."

Farhad blew out a long, low sound, resting his hand
on his chin. His face as unreadable, but his body seemed to age
before Troy's eyes, slumping slightly. It seemed, for the first
time, the body of an old man. "You hear this?" the man asked.

At that, the CIA agent standing in the corner,
silent for the past hour, butted in. "Boss, did you really want to
get into that? You said you were just here for the one thing, this
time." He left the sentence hanging, but the meaning was clear.
Don't get off-script. They were just here to set up the initial
contact and get out.

But Troy waved him off. "We're talking, Farhad and
I. We've come all this way." He turned back. "You're working with
an old friend of mine."

Farhad nodded slowly. "Yes. I suppose. You and him
have a bad way, I know. I thought - when I thought you were dead -
I thought he killed you."

"He tried, Nabiyev. Over a decommissioned submarine.
A single one. Six of my people died because he didn't want to pay
his side of the deal."

"He says the submarine did not exist. He says you
were trying to take his money."

"That's a lie."

Farhad stroked his chin and sighed. "The truth is I
do not like this man. But it is a long time ago you and I were in
business."

"I'm still the same man."

Farhad nodded. "Yes, this I believe. But it is not
the same world. There are not so many good people these days. The
good ones, I don't know where they went. Or maybe I am just - maybe
I have just become an old man. There is not money like there
was."

"You're doing a very stupid thing, Farhad. You used
to know how to keep your nose clean. You used to know how to stay
out of trouble."

Farhad nodded thoughtfully. "It is an easy thing to
say. It is easy to run around, say mistake, mistake. But do you
know?"

He held out a hand for quiet.

"Thirty years they have been fighting in these
countries ... Thirty years. That is a generation. There are
children born in the war, growing up in the war, and then dying in
the war. Ugly war. Even when it started, it was ugly." He shook his
head. "Ugly, ugly, ugly. Every name they call it by, it's ugly. So.
So what does it give? There used to be business. There used to be a
way to make a living. But after thirty years, the only thing that
survives is war. The people have no money. The only money comes in.
It comes from Iran. It comes from the Saudis. Pakistan. America.
They send it for guns. That's all it is for. That is the only
money, you understand? But there are still mouths to feed. There
are still people. What do you want me to do? I smuggle what is
being bought."

"Well, if you're going to make a mistake, just make
one of them. Don't get in bed with Caldera. You know how high
profile he is."

Farhad looked deeply unhappy, lost a long time in
thought, but at last he shook his head. "There is no one else. Not
like him. No one else brings what he brings. It doesn't matter that
I don't like him. Very little matters these days."

Troy considered him silently, sensing he was on the
edge.

He watched Farhad take up his cup and look at it,
tilting it until a few drops spilled out onto the floor. His eyes
followed them as they fell, seeping into the dirt floor.

"But if," the old man allowed at last, "if if."

"If someone else could help you supply those
buyers."

"Yes. Yes. Then we could talk."

 


 


 


 


Three hours later they were back on the tarmac,
waiting in the cargo bay as the pilot ran his final inspections.
Taking off at such a high-altitude didn't leave much room for
error.

Troy had the handset of the satellite phone pressed
into his ear so hard it was almost painful, but he could still
barely make out the voice on the other end cutting through the
static. Maybe it was just as well. Most of the words seemed to be
some form of profanity.

"With all due respect, John, there's a reason you
guys had to come to me to get this done," Troy cut the voice off.
"I have to talk to these people. Your cute little lieutenant isn't
going to get shit out of a one-off introduction. It had to be
me."

A couple sentences about operative protocols made it
through the satellite connection, interspersed with several
recommendations of sex acts Troy might soon have performed upon
him. " ... Months of work and preparation to approach it from the
right angle ... bull in a china shop ... "

"Look," Troy cut off the static-accompanied vocalist
again. "Can you get the guns Nabiyev needs or not?"

"Supplying weapons to ... is out of the question
..."

"That didn't seem to bother you guys with the
Contras. Maybe that was before your time."

By the time the plane was ready for take-off and the
satellite phone had been slammed shut and shoved across the floor
of the fuselage, Troy had deduced two pieces of information. One:
the people back in the agency offices were mildly displeased with
how he had conducted the visit, and two: they weren't willing to
work with Farhad on his terms.

Troy could see it from their point of view. There
had been an air of reform at the agency since its most recent
leadership shakeup, and the age-old 'ends justify the means' mantra
of was under attack anywhere it surfaced. That was one issue. And
secondly, it simply wasn't that easy getting what Caldera was
supplying. Replacing him in the supply chain – apart from feeling
like it defeated the purpose of taking Caldera out in the first
place – was hard. He could hear it in John's voice that the man had
absolutely no idea where to go about getting the types of guns that
these Afghan groups had trained with.

He was so deep in thought as he wrestled with the
problem that he missed the gorgeous sunset over the mountains as
they turned west, climbing into the sky. He unbuckled his seatbelt
and retrieved the satellite phone. Up at cruising altitude, the
reception would be better.

 


 


 


 


Within twenty-four hours, he was back deep within
the civilized world, looking across a table in the mezzanine bar of
the Lenublet Theatre, half an hour before curtain. Heather was
slipping into the chair opposite, a helpless grin on her face.

"My conquering hero returns," she said.

"That's a kind way to describe it," he said,
smiling. "Very little conquering went on."

"No? How was Japan?"

"As it always is, for the most part. And business is
business anywhere in the world. Did you find time to miss me?"

She laughed and held a finger and thumb up, an inch
apart. "I managed to sneak some of that in. It's good to have you
back. Really, really good."

"Well, it's good to be back. It feels like I was
gone a lot longer than two and a half days."

"That's what leaving the country does to you. Maybe
you shouldn't do it so much."

He shrugged. "Some things still have to be done in
person, unfortunately."

"Well, maybe you could take me with you next time,
then."

He raised an eyebrow. "You'd want to come? It's
fourteen hours on a plane each way, a couple awful night's sleep at
a hotel and a day of rushed meetings. You could have the same
amount of excitement by sitting in a closet for an evening and
downing a cup of coffee before trying to go to bed."

Her smile slipped a little. "I suppose." In a moment
her mouth had faded into a frown. "I just didn't like it this time,
I guess. I didn't like you being gone."

"I know."

"Do you? Maybe it's stupid that some business trip
to Japan is what gives me time to think about it all."

"Time to think about what?"

"Well, everything. Everything you told me.
Everything you didn't tell me. All the bad, dangerous, stupid
things you used to do, that you won't really tell me about and that
I'm kind of terrified to ask about. What woman wouldn't think about
that? Even ten years later, how am I not supposed to be terrified
by everything that could have
happened? You know how much you mean to me, right?"

Troy started to say something, but she rushed on. "I
mean, I know all of that is a long time ago. I know it's been years
and I know you're not that person anymore or doing those things.
And I know if I needed to know more about what happened all those
years ago, you'd tell me. I trust you. And if you need to talk
about it I'm here and that's as far as it needs to go. I know it. I
really know it. I'm not saying I don't. I just ... hate you being
so far away."

Troy shifted in his seat. "I know," he agreed. It
was a surprise how easy it was to say. "I hate it, too."

But she seemed to sag, instead of pushing on. She
shook her head. "Sorry. I'm just being stupid. Forget everything I
just said. You know how much I care about you. That's what matters.
I'm just being complicated. Ignore me."

"That's not what I'm going to do."

"Oh yeah? Then what?"

"We can talk about it. You can ask. Maybe not now,
if you don't want to. But if it's important that you know about
that part of my life, I'll talk about it. And if you don't want to
know, that's okay, too."

She sunk her elbows onto the table and poured a
glass of wine from the open bottle by Troy's arm. "Or we could just
... have a nice evening. Could we do that?"

"Of course."

She took a drink and put her napkin to her mouth, a
shy smile starting to show on her lips. "I guess I'm just so
nervous. I didn't think I'd ever be with a man who'd surprise me
with theatre tickets. And then ... the Lanublet on opening night!?
I really don't know what to make of all this. Am I allowed to admit
that? Am I allowed to be nervous?"

"They're not going to pluck you from the balcony, if
that's what you're worried about."

She laughed. "Yeah, I know."

"That's not to say I won't."

She blushed a little. "Do I look alright?"

"You look absolutely radiant."

Her blushed deepened. "I guess this just feels
too good to be true. What does it matter what happened a decade
ago, if this is what's here and now? You are my here and now. That's what
matters."

Troy raised his glass, a strange sense of déjà vu
overcoming him. "And you mine."

And they drank to that same here and now, each
other's. There was the strangest sense of déjà vu at the back of
Troy's mind, souring the taste of wine, but it didn't matter now.
Never mind what was beyond that soft candlelight. All the other
sounds and faces of the room were so incredibly far away, and years
passed so very, very slowly. Even a single day, a single evening,
was long enough to treasure.
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"What is it?"

Heather had looked up from the sofa to see Tim in
the doorway to the kitchen, eyeing her with a broad grin on his
face. He looked unusually good tonight. His light brown hair was a
little longer these days, pushed just off his face. His shirt was
open a couple buttons after their evening out, and fit him well
enough to complement the fullness of his shoulders and muscled
chest. The color brought out his eyes. She always forgot what a
perfect hazel they were.

He shrugged with a mischievous expression and made
his way into the room. "I was just noticing how elegant you look
when you hold a glass of wine like that."

"Oh yeah?"

He slid onto the cushion beside her and placed a
long, soft kiss on her throat. "Yeah."

She considered him playfully for a moment before
downing the contents of the glass in question and setting it aside.
"How about that?"

He laughed. "Less elegant. More fun. Still
gorgeous."

She leaned back and pulled him on top of her.
"What're you going to do about it?"

His lips met hers. "I'll have to think of
something."

He reached a hand down to her thigh and slid it
under her dress.

She shivered in anticipation. It could be hard work
to get to this point with him. It took a nice dinner and a fun
destination for the evening which she always had to come up with
herself, but it was usually worth it. For moments like these, it
was worth it ten times over.

She mimicked his motion and cupped a growing bulge
in the crotch of his pants. Something deep inside her trembled
again. The sensation of getting wet was something she'd never get
tired of. "I want you," she breathed. "Now. Here."

He pushed her dress the rest of the way up, brushing
his hands over her breasts with a soft, appreciative touch and
working the cloth over her head. He laid it aside and returned his
attention to her naked chest. His lips were soft as he kissed her
nipple, first with playful lightness and then with more serious
intentions.

A soft moan escaped from her mouth as she lay back,
savoring every piece of the pleasurable feeling. Her body felt
empty. She wanted him inside her, hot and hard.

She managed to get her arms around in front of her
and work open the buttons of his shirt. Her hands ran over his
chest, up to feel the heavy muscles of his shoulders and down over
his lithe stomach. She took his belt in her fingers and tugged at
it a little before starting to open it.

He leaned back to help her, and she squirmed a
little as she felt the hard, hot shape of his cock press against
her thigh. She shifted a little and got an appreciative hand on his
ass before he shifted again to slide her panties down her legs and
toss them lightly across the room.

She tried to keep her sounds quiet as he entered
her, but it was hard. It just felt so good. Her body stretched and
tightened around him, her soft muscles massaging at the contours of
his cock and ushering him deep into her. She wrapped her legs
around his back and felt his taught ass against her calves and
feet. "Fuck me," she whispered.

He drove into her harder, deeper, and faster. He
could penetrate her to her very center with just a thrust of his
hips. She held him against her with one hand and knotted the other
in the fabric of the sofa beneath her. Even when it started slow it
grew intense, impossibly intense, as she felt the animal need
overtake him. She could feel how he wanted her in every inch of his
body and she reciprocated the feeling back, her toes curled, her
eyes closed. God, it was good to feel like this.

She started to come just as he did. He drove in
harder and harder, on the cusp, and then exploded inside her. His
hot liquid pumped inside her as she heard his harsh groan of
climax. She closed in on herself, tightening around him and around
the feeling of ecstatic pleasure burning out from her center.

For a long minute she lay gasping and savoring. She
loved the weight of his body on top of her.

Sex was tremendous. Sometimes she wondered why
anybody ever did anything else. Why didn't she herself do this more
often? "That was incredible," she breathed.

Tim rolled over to her side and kissed her cheek.
"With you, it always is," he replied.

She smiled and nestled against him. His body was
warm and comforting, and she fit in perfectly, just under his arm,
her cheek on his chest. She listened to the sound of his heart and
his breathing as they savored the moment and the connection
together. It was bliss, this afterglow. It was perfect. She wanted
it to last forever. "You want to spend the night?" she asked,
giving voice to her thoughts.

He brushed hair from her cheek with a finger and
made a pained expression. "We've talked about this," he said.

Her good mood weakened a bit. "Yeah, I guess.
Okay."

The cushion sagged for a moment beneath her as he
lifted himself up. She watched him collect his clothes one by one
and start to get dressed. She looked at the clock and contemplated
another glass of wine and a book after he was gone.

 


 


 


 


"It wasn't even ten," Heather was protesting to
Nicole the following day.

The two sales reps were taking a morning break over
the office coffee pot, sipping at the steaming liquid and cheering
up quickly as they complained about their week.

"Dinner, a show, and sex," she went on, "And it's
all over early enough that I still have to come up with a way to
occupy myself for the rest of the evening."

"Why do you even keep this guy around?" Nicole asked
her for what felt like the tenth time.

Heather shrugged a little self-consciously. "I mean,
it's not that the good parts aren't good - you know? It's just I
wish they came around more often. Sure, he can be a bit flaky and
he's terrified of anything that even rhymes with commitment ... but
that's just how men are."

Nicole shook her head. "You know what your problem
is? You just get too hung up on what you know. You know Tim's not
the worst thing in the world and you think the universe will punish
you if you try to go out and get someone who will actually treat
you well."

"You're so melodramatic," Heather dismissed.

"Am I? What we need to do is get you out there and
broaden your horizons. It'll take you about ten minutes to see how
much better you could be doing than hanging around waiting for Tim
to decide he wants a real relationship."

The two women were having their favorite argument,
and so they barely noticed as the door to the break room opened and
Katie the intern came in.

"Any coffee left?" she asked.

"Just got one started," Nicole told her. "I thought
you were off this morning."

Katie shrugged. "John wanted all hands on deck for
the big visit this morning."

Heather gave her a quizzical look. "The big
visit?"

"You didn't hear? Troy Baldwin is visiting the
branch today. This morning. Sammy's waiting any minute to get the
call from downstairs that he's on his way up."

Both women tensed.

"The new CEO is coming here today?" Nicole
asked.

It had only been three days earlier when they
had heard the news that Mitchell Medical Associates had been bought
out. The shock that they were under new ownership quickly faded
into the background as word spread of just what kind of new ownership. The man's name was Troy
Baldwin, via some sort of holding company called the Baldwin Group,
and he'd promptly named himself the new acting CEO.

Over the twenty-four hours following the
announcement, increasingly shrill emails had circulated around the
office as more information was dug up. Articles were unearthed from
local papers. Photos were discovered. The picture they painted was
pretty clear.

Handsome, intense, growing richer and more powerful
every day by unwholesome amounts, merciless to his employees and
competitors alike: beyond that, Troy Baldwin wasn't the kind of
mystery anybody could get close enough to solve. But what little
information there was all pointed to the same thing: nothing should
put more fear into a sleepy little company than the prospect of
coming under his hand.

"Apparently he prefers to show up unannounced, but
John can't keep a secret to save his life." Katie reached between
them, poured a cup of coffee, and hurried back out onto the floor
with a nervous little skip to her step.

Nicole gave Heather a significant look. "You think
he's really as gorgeous in person as they say he is?" She
asked.

Heather shook her head. "How can you think about
that at a time like this? Don't you get why he's coming? To clean
house."

That seemed to sober Nicole up, and they returned to
their desks and started hurriedly spreading papers around in
patterns that made them look busy. The air in the office felt
electric. Apparently Heather and Nicole had been the last to find
out, because absolutely everyone was already on the edge of their
seat, shooting nervous glances towards the door whenever they
thought they could risk it.

Before anyone started to come down with serious neck
strain, there was a sound from the hallway. Two men and a woman in
expensive business suits came in through the door, followed by a
fourth. You didn't have to recognize his face from the newspaper to
know which one was the man in charge.

Troy Baldwin had dark hair, exquisitely cut and
pushed up off his face. He was every bit as handsome as she had
heard - she doubted a photo could have really captured it - but she
had never expected him to be so young. At most he was in his
mid-thirties. His suit was an impeccable grey three-piece and his
smile was easy and confident. If she hadn't known who he was, she
might have even described the smile as warm, even becoming, but she
knew better.

John Malcolm, manager of the department, hurried
forward to welcome him, and Troy shook his hand before dismissing
him to the side with a simple gesture.

"Good morning," he said broadly.

The office had never been so quiet. The three
individuals who had preceded him through the door had taken posts
along the wall behind him.

"I'm sorry I don't have more time to meet all of
you, but it's just as well I don't disrupt your work for long. What
you do here is much more important than anything I get up to. I
just wanted to welcome you all to the Baldwin Group and say a few
quick words about how we do things."

People inched forwards. They weren't even
breathing.

He sensed the tension in the room and smiled a
little in good-humored recognition. "I'm not deaf to the types of
rumors that go around. Most of the stories you hear are just
stories. I don't bite off people's heads. I don't pay anyone to do
it for me." He considered his words. "Of course, I'm also not going
to tell you all of your jobs are safe or that nothing's going to
change around here. Those aren't the kind of lies I have time for.
But if you work hard, work smart, and understand how to help the
company move in the right direction, the new way of doing business
is going to reward you very, very well."

By coincidence, his eyes happened to fall on Heather
just as he spoke his last words. She found herself returning his
cool, confident gaze, and managed to hold his eyes for an
unexpected, breathless moment.

"I make an effort to say that in every office that
works for me," he said, moving on. "I want you all to hear it from
my mouth. If you want to do well here, help the company. We don't
use people. We don't manipulate people. We reward them for the
value they provide. It doesn't need to be more complicated than
that." He looked around the room, and again his eyes came to rest
on Heather.

She felt heat in her cheeks. He gave a little smile
that in the subsequent hours she would convince herself had been
just for her, as though this stranger was in on some little secret
they shared. But again the look lasted for only a fraction of a
second, flickering away before she could even be sure it was
there.

He exchanged a few quiet words with John before
turning and leaving. With a motion, his assistants followed him
out, back and down to the waiting limo. The appearance had lasted
three minutes.

Heather sat back, adrenaline running through her
veins. It took a long time for her heart to remember it didn't have
to beat two hundred times a minute. Her face was flushed and she
felt strangely euphoric. It was as though with that single look he
had reminded her how much more there was in life and how much more
there was to want.

It was impossible to explain, but she had a feeling
that his idea of being rewarded "very, very well" was something she
wanted to know more about.

The strange mood lasted for the rest of the day, a
sort of fearlessness and sense of change. The company's new owner
just exuded this sense of matter-of-factness, like distractions
melted away around him. It was an exhilarating freshness. It made
any excuse seem pale and lifeless.

Later that day, Nicole brought out her most
outrageous suggestion yet for a girl's night out. It probably had
something to do with this new mood that Heather said yes. Sometimes
Heather's friend just said things for the shock value, but this
time it was Nicole whose mouth was hanging open.

"You're serious?" she asked again.

"Yeah, if you know a place. You were right. I need
to expand my horizons. Maybe those people know something I
don't."

"I mean, you heard what I said? It's what I just
said - that's what you're agreeing to?"

"Yeah. An alternative club." Heather shrugged.
"Let's do it."

"I mean, I was thinking of Dye. It's ...
risqué."

"Why did you suggest it if you didn't want to do it
yourself?"

Nicole held up her hands. "No, no, I'm game. I've
always been curious. I just thought you'd shoot me down."

Heather made a little face and forced herself for
the hundredth time in the past hour to stop reliving that momentary
glimpse of something, looking into those dark eyes, seeing that
cool, easy confidence of a man who owned the world and wanted ...
She shook herself. "I think you were right, okay? I need to meet
new people. We need to meet new people. Sitting around in this
stuffy office waiting for things to change is starting to get
old."

Nicole turned with a still-skeptical shrug and
pulled up the webpage for the club. "An inclusive, alternative
lifestyles nightclub," she read. "Guests are welcome on the public
floor."

"What does that mean?" Heather asked.

Nicole shrugged. "We'll find out, I guess. What are
you going to wear?"

The two women scanned the website for clues of
appropriate formality, but it was like a locked box. Everything
they clicked was hidden behind a member wall, save for the several
lines of introduction they had already read over three times.

 


 


 


 


That night, Heather had a dream. It was a fluid,
shifting sensation: images and sensations breathing in and out.
Everything felt good against her skin. She was somewhere she
vaguely recognized. It was at work ... yes, that was it. It was at
the office. She was sitting in the office, in her chair, but
everyone else had gone off somewhere. She was there alone, working
late.

She heard footsteps in the hallway and worked
faster. It felt like something was about to happen - something
frightening and intense and real. She looked up and realized who
she had been expecting. It was Troy Baldwin. It really was Baldwin,
his shirt open to show the rippling muscles of his chest, a rope
dangling from his hand. Those same dark eyes were unblinking,
intense, always on her. They could make her feel naked and fragile
with just a flickering glance.

"Tell me, Heather," he said.

"Tell you what, Mr. Baldwin," Heather heard herself
say.

"You call me sir. Tell me why I'm here. Tell me what
you've done."

Heather felt dread, somewhere deep in her stomach.
Her body was tense and ready. "I don't know what you mean,
sir."

"Tell me how you've been bad."

Heather didn't know what to say. She looked down at
herself and realized her clothes were falling off, like all the
seams had fallen apart at once. They crumbled to the floor.

"Why are you covering yourself?" Baldwin asked her,
stepping forward.

"I - "

The man reached out and pulled away the tatters of
clothing. He stood Heather up and pressed her down over the
desk.

Heather was naked, trembling and bent over and
vulnerable. Troy's hand was pressed to the back of her neck,
pushing her face into the cold metal of the desk.

He ran his hand up the inside of her thigh. "You've
been very, very bad. I don't want you to lie to me. Your body tells
me the truth, even if your mouth won't." His fingers were between
her legs, tracing the outline of her swollen lips. He circled her
hole, and she could feel the wetness seeping out of her and onto
his fingers. "Your body wouldn't ever lie to me. Do you know what I
mean?"

"Y - yes, sir," Heather managed to gasp. This all
felt strangely right. This felt like what she deserved.

She saw the rope Troy had been holding in his hand
land on the desk in front of her, inches from her face.

"You're even easier to control than I thought,"
Baldwin said. "I won't need that. Not yet, at least. I've got you
right where I need you already. We'll save that for later."

Heather heard a zip. Her eyes were closed. "Open
your eyes, Heather," Troy said.

She opened her eyes.

"This is the cock I'm going to fuck you with,
Heather. I'm going to put it right in that tight little pussy. And
if your pussy doesn't feel as good as I want it to, I'm going to
punish you for not being a good plaything. And if it does feel
good, I'm going to punish you anyways. That's what you deserve,
isn't it?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Now open your mouth, Heather. I can see you
salivating for it. Open your mouth and lick me good and hard before
I put it inside you."

Heather wanted to protest that she wasn't - but she
realized her mouth was wet, flooded, as she looked at the thick
cock only an inch from her face.

She woke with a start, taking a moment to realize
she was in her own bed, her mouth filled with saliva, her heart
pounding and her body aching. Her pussy was wetter than her mouth,
and she slipped her hand into her panties she could feel her clit,
full and swollen and intensely sensitive. With just a brush of her
fingers she orgasmed, gasping helplessly in the darkness.

She lay panting for a long minute, amazed at what
had just happened, at the way her body had felt taken over and
controlled. Finally she got up to turn on a light and splash some
cold water on her face. For a long while afterwards she lay in bed,
guilt and pleasure mingling somewhere deep and forbidden inside of
her.
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