THE ARCHER

AB‘GML
ROUX










Published by

Dreamspinner Press

4760 Preston Road

Suite 244-149

Frisco, TX 75034
http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are
the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments,
events or locales is entirely coincidental.

The Archer Copyright © 2008 Abigail Roux
Cover Design by Mara McKennen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system
without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by
law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Dreamspinner
Press at: 4760 Preston Road, Suite 244-149, Frisco, TX 75034

http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/



ISBN: 978-0-9815084-8-1

Printed in the United States of America

First Edition

April, 2008

eBook edition available in Adobe PDF, MobiPocket and MS Reader formats.

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

eBook ISBN: 978-0-9817372-0-1

To my family, who have supported me
ever since I was writing A's

on the walls in purple crayon.

The Archer 1

Abigail Roux

OceanofPDE.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

PART ONE: BIG BANG THEORY

L.

THIAGO idly mulled over his most recent assignment as he fiddled
restlessly with his napkin. It had all the makings of a disaster waiting to
happen, and Thiago could barely keep himself from cringing when he
thought over the details.

The Organization ordered him to leave Argentina and meet with five other
operatives in America. They were to form a team in order to track down a
rogue covert called, simply, the Archer.

What kind of pelotudo name was that, anyway?

Thiago drew in a deep breath and chastised himself almost immediately for
thinking that way. If the Organization thought this was a big enough threat
to warrant a joint effort of this sort, then Thiago knew he should take it
more seriously. He and the men he was supposed to meet were trained to be
self-sufficient. They were trained to be loners; solitary warriors with no
fallback and no safety net. If their handlers thought the only road to success
was a rare joint effort between not two or three, but six highly trained
agents, then this was a serious matter indeed.

His blue eyes moved slowly over the other patrons of the café, observing
them carefully. He had no idea who he was meeting. He knew they were all
male, but he had no other information save for the names of the town and
the greasy spoon in which he was to wait. It was standard procedure, but
Thiago was far out of his comfort zone here in the heartland of America. It
was all he could do to hide his accent, much less blend in to the unfamiliar
territory. He would much rather have been on the streets of Catamarca in
the north of Argentina. Killing something, preferably. He would rather be
doing anything but counter-intelligence. Thiago despised counter-
intelligence. He preferred the action-oriented aspects of his job.



He shifted in his seat and glanced around the room for perhaps the
hundredth time. Normally he would have been sitting in the corner like a
good little spy, protecting his back and watching the room discreetly. But
today Thiago sat in the middle of the little dining area with his back to the
door, tearing his napkin into strips and sipping at a mug of coffee every so
often. Today he didn’t want to be spotted first by his fellow spooks, and
behaving like a trained agent was the surest way of making that happen.

Thiago didn’t like working with others, and he consoled himself with the
fact that he’d already spotted two of his soon-to-be associates— they had
each chosen 2 The
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to sit at tables in or near the corners— and Thiago could observe them freely.

One of them was a younger man with round spectacles and longish brown
hair, streaked with blond highlights. Even sitting down, Thiago could tell he
was short, probably a little over five and half feet. He looked harmless
enough. There was nothing particularly outstanding about him, except
perhaps for his crooked nose that had obviously been broken once upon a
time and his rather outlandish way of dressing. He wore ripped jeans and a
vintage punk rock T-shirt, complete with wristbands at his forearms and
simple silver rings on almost every finger. His fingernails, Thiago noticed,
were painted black. Thiago examined him with interest.

He didn’t look like the type to be in this business. Perhaps that was the
point.

Thiago gave the man one last discreet look and then turned his attention to
the man in the other corner. He was much larger, probably an inch or three
over six feet, and well built. His muscles were clearly defined under the
long-sleeved dress shirt he wore. He was handsome too, with short-cropped
brown hair and perhaps a day’s growth of facial hair. Even though he sat
calmly reading a newspaper, one foot resting on his knee and bouncing to



some internal tune, he looked entirely unapproachable. There was an air
about him that screamed trained killer; dangerous and capable and ice cold.

Thiago thought briefly that if he looked like that, he’d sit with his back to
the wall everywhere he went too.

He turned his attention to his own reflection and examined himself
critically.

He wondered what impressions these other men were forming about him.
Pale blue eyes stared back at him appraisingly. For a 40 year-old spook he
didn’t look so bad. A myriad of scars covered his left arm all the way up to
his neck, faded reminders of the time he’d lost a fight with a storefront
window in his youth, but his body had remained remarkably unmarred
otherwise. His hair had turned blond from all his time in the sun, and his
skin was tanned and slightly weathered. The goatee he sported was blond as
well, with hints of red and gold amidst the touches of gray. Most of his
fellow South Americans thought him a yanqui because of his light coloring.

Sometimes it helped with his missions south of the equator. Other times it
found him hanging upside down in a warehouse on a dock in Cartagena.

“Anybody know another word for ‘bellicose’?” someone asked suddenly,
breaking the silence and actually making Thiago jerk slightly. “Ten letters,”
the kid at the far wall added, looking around the café with his pen held in
the air expectantly.

“Starts with a P? No? I think this thing is in Russian or something,” he
muttered as he turned his attention back to his crossword puzzle without
receiving any aid.

Thiago stared at the man and found himself smiling slightly as he examined
him.

He was a possibility. He was younger, possibly in his early twenties, and his
hair and eyes were the same exotic brown that seemed to change from
nearly auburn when the right light hit, to raven black in the shadows. The



chameleon-like quality of it struck Thiago as something that must be useful
to an agent. His most striking The Archer 3
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feature, though, was his high cheekbones, like his face had been chiseled
from marble. They gave him an exotic quality that Thiago found hard to
pinpoint. He wore faded jeans and a plain black T-shirt with scuffed
cowboy boots and a drab green military surplus jacket that hung loosely
from his wiry shoulders.

That made a probable third man, even though this one didn’t appear to be
observing anything but his crossword, but Thiago wasn’t prepared to
approach any of them just yet.

As he returned to his cup of coffee, Thiago watched in the mirror along the
back wall as a man entered the café. He was old and stooped, and his long
gray hair fell well past his shoulders, as did his ridiculous-looking, scraggly
beard. As he hobbled up to the counter, Thiago couldn’t help but groan
inwardly.

It would appear they had a master of disguise in the group. That was all
they needed. Thiago pondered the consequences ruefully as he chalked up a
fourth man to his list. In his experience, the ones that disguised themselves
did so out of vanity.

They liked to show off their talent. Show off how clever they were. They
were usually dumb as bricks, in the long run. This one was going to be a

pain in the ass, Thiago decided. Oh well. You could choose your enemies
but not your allies, he reminded himself.

One more ally to go.

He watched the old man order a cup of coffee and point to the wall behind
the counter with a long, arthritic finger. Thiago had to give the guy credit;
he was good. He looked every bit the fragile old man, and Thiago started
trying to picture what the man beneath the disguise must look like. He was
probably of average height even though he was stooped over, but he had to



be slight of build to pull off that slightly decrepit look. That was as far as
Thiago’s guesses could go.

The blond man working behind the counter reached up to pull down a pack
of cigarettes and Thiago sighed and looked away, observing the entirety of
the café in the mirror once more.

The entryway to the café darkened yet again as Thiago pondered the scene,
and Thiago’s body tensed as he saw another man enter.

“Jesus,” Thiago breathed before he could stop himself. He could see his
own shocked expression in the mirror just as well as he could see the looks
of concern and surprise coming from the two men he’d already positively
identified as his future compatriots.

This guy was huge. He was at least six foot five with impressive
musculature and a steady, graceful way of moving that belied his size. He
reminded Thiago of a large cat, right down to his wavy black hair and full
growth of beard. The fact that he was extremely good-looking, as well as a
veritable behemoth, didn’t help him blend in very well, either. Thiago
caught himself gaping at the imposing figure and he looked down quickly,
staring at the wiry muscles in his forearms and feeling inexplicably
inadequate all of a sudden.
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The giant strode easily up to the counter and spoke to the man behind the
counter with a friendly grin that seemed out of place attached to such a
large person.

The blond nodded and went about fixing the order as the big man turned
and leaned against the counter, blatantly scanning the room before turning
his attention back to his fresh cup of coffee.



Thiago was pretty certain this guy was supposed to be their brawn. Not
much finesse, but still effective just because of his size. Thiago pondered
the big man for a moment longer before returning his attention to the back
wall.

“Anyone know what the hell a ‘nebbish’ is?” the chameleon with the
crossword asked, and Thiago found himself biting his lower lip so as not to
smile.

Aside from dreading working with the master of disguise, Thiago felt very
good about himself just then. He had all of the five other men pegged, and
now all there was to do was decide how best to approach them. Although he
was certain of his compatriots now, and apparently helping one of them
with a crossword puzzle, it went against all of his training to simply
approach another suspected agent and introduce himself.

‘Hi, I’'m Thiago; I’ll be your trained killer for the day.’ It didn’t sit right.

Finally, Thiago decided on approaching the man with the crossword since
he seemed to be trying to make contact, but even as he put his hands on the
table to push himself to his feet, the old man stood with difficulty and began
to make his way toward the side wall. Thiago eased back into his seat with
a curl of his lip and watched. He already disliked this guy and they hadn’t
even begun to work together yet.

But the old man hobbled past the man in the glasses toward the trash
receptacles. He deposited his napkins there, then made his way slowly to
the counter to place his used mug on the scratched Formica surface. Thiago
observed that everyone in the café now watched him, and he snorted aloud
at the uselessness of the ridiculous costume. They’d all pegged the guy.
What had been the point?

The big man stood to the side, still leaning on the counter and flicking a
silver cigarette lighter open and closed repeatedly as he studied the old guy.
The sound was almost deafening in the silence of the café.

“Can I get you anything else?” the blond behind the counter asked the old
man politely, his voice suddenly audible and practically echoing in the tense



silence.

Thiago was slightly shocked to hear a British accent coming from him. It fit
him somehow, he had the rough look and stubborn bearing of someone
from the north of England, but they were in Bumfuck, U.S.A., and what
Thiago thought might have been a Yorkshire accent was a little strange to
hear.

The old man shook his head and pulled out a wad of dollar bills to pay for
his coffee and cigarettes, then turned around and hobbled toward the exit on
precarious legs. Thiago frowned, unsettled by the unexpected departure of a
man he’d thought he had pegged. He turned to finally make eye contact
with each of the other The Archer 5
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men. The two in the corners and the big guy at the counter looked just as
baffled as Thiago, but the guy with the crossword seemed not to care and
the blond behind the counter strode toward the door purposefully.

He reached to lock it with a resounding clink of metal and flipped the
‘Open’

sign over to read ‘Closed.’

“There, now. Thought he’d never leave,” he said cheerfully as he turned to
look at them all with a large grin. Thiago couldn’t help but be slightly
flummoxed.

The man behind the counter was their sixth man? And the old man was
apparently nothing more than an old man after all. How had Thiago
misjudged that?

“My name is Shawn Bennett,” the blond said to them, “and I’ll be your tour
guide for the evening.” He grinned, either oblivious to their shock or
indifferent to it.



The young chameleon on the far side of the café flopped his crossword onto
the table disinterestedly and ran his hand over his face.

“I swear, Beignet, if you didn’t have your theatrics you’d turn motier foux,”
he said in a low, surprisingly deep voice that he hadn’t used when he’d
asked his questions. The accent was different as well, and Thiago couldn’t
place it. It sounded like slightly mangled French and deep American South
that went about a hundred miles a minute. “Half-crazy,” the man continued
as if translating his own words for himself with a shake of his head.

“Oh, you’re one to talk about half-crazy,” the man called Bennett retorted
with amusement.

The young man responded with a two-fingered salute and winked at Thiago
conspiratorially. He had a fluid, graceful way of moving that seemed
somehow compact, like he didn’t use any more energy in moving than what
was absolutely necessary. He reminded Thiago even more of a chameleon,
moving in a manner similar to a small lizard.

“You two obviously know each other then,” the big man said in a thick
Australian accent.

“We’ve had a few encounters,” the chameleon said as his dark eyes slid
toward the blond. “I am Remy Bergeron. Class One. And that British
salaud is Shawn Bennett, also Class One,” he said with a nod toward the
blond. Thiago finally placed the accent as being Cajun. He realized he’d
only ever heard it in movies.

“Field operatives, eh?” the big Aussie said in response. “The real deal.
Nice.

Brandt Everett,” he introduced himself, “Class Seven.”

“Explosives?” Thiago asked in surprise when the man told them his
classification. It was the first word he’d uttered to them.

“That’s right. Love to blow shit up,” Everett responded with a cheeky grin.



“And you?”

“Thiago. Class One.”
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“You got a last name, Thiago?” the Cajun asked him with a drawl that was
slightly unsettling.

“No,” Thiago answered curtly.

A short silence followed, but Thiago refused to shift under the scrutiny of
his new companions.

“Three Class Ones,” the intimidating brunette in the corner finally observed
neutrally. “They’ve loaded us down with you bastards, huh?” All eyes
turned to him as he stood and walked over to sit back down at Thiago’s
table. He spoke with an accent similar to that of an Australian, but there
were slight differences. New Zealand, if Thiago had to make a guess of it.
The way he moved was just as frightening as the way he looked, smooth
and alarmingly agile. “Must be one fuck of a snake we’re after,” he said as
he sat down and offered his hand. “Carl Travers. Class Four.”

“Ooh, munitions,” Remy Bergeron cooed with apparent relish as he also
stood up and joined them at the table in the middle of the floor. The others
drifted over and crowded around, and Bennett nodded at the shorter man
with the blond highlights encouragingly when he strolled up.

“Nikolaus Faust,” the shorter man said softly, his accent laced heavily with
German, “Class Ten.” This brought a low whistle from Thiago and the
others looked at Faust apprehensively. Class Tens, given only the most
basic of training, were relatively harmless when in the field. Physically
speaking. They were communications specialists, usually relegated to the



O.R.G. hubs scattered across the globe. His presence here with them was
slightly more frightening than he himself was.

Bergeron was the first to offer his hand to the man. “They brought you out
of one of the Cellars for this?” he asked in disbelief, referring to the
communications hubs that none of them had ever actually seen.

“That’s right,” Nikolaus responded curtly in the efficient manner all
Germans seemed to possess. “You have been given your own comm officer.
We are completely off the radar now. Not even Black Ops, yes?”

“Invisible Ops,” Brandt Everett suggested, attempting humor as Thiago’s
mind reeled at the implications of having their own communications
specialist on board. They reported to no one now and they had no one to
call in for back up or support. They were completely and utterly on their
own. Invisible Ops, indeed. As far as Thiago knew, this was unprecedented.

“How did you get behind the counter?” Carl Travers asked Bennett
curiously as Thiago stared at the tabletop morosely. Bergeron snickered and
the sound drew Thiago’s attention to him once more.

“He got the owner tied up in the back office,” the Cajun said with a laugh.

“Aye,” Bennett said gleefully. “Crabby old bugger. I've half a mind to leave
him there.”
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“He bite like a gator, than one. Shoulda shot him like I told you,” Bergeron
scolded.

“How do you two know each other?” Thiago asked. Their seemingly
friendly relationship bothered Thiago to no end. He didn’t like being out of
a loop. And he didn’t like Class One operatives who knew each other. They
weren’t supposed to have any contact with their peers.



“We’ve had a few dealings,” Bennett answered cryptically. Bergeron
responded with a ‘pffft’ noise.

“Dealings?” he echoed in a perfect imitation of Bennett’s accent, barking a
laugh at the end. “We’re all on the same side now, Shawn. No harm letting
’em know our dirty little secrets, non?” Bergeron winked at Travers and
Thiago found himself growing even more concerned. “We were given the
same assignment a few years back, during that whole purging mess, you
remember?” the younger man explained, waiting until everyone nodded
before continuing.

The purging mess Bergeron referred to had indeed been chaotic, with agents
assigned the same targets and some agents targeted by mistake. Eventually,
O.R.G,, affectionately called the Organization by its agents, discovered it
was a computer virus, but not before nine O.R.G. agents lost their lives to
friendly fire. Thiago was almost one of them. It was now referred to as the
Purge, capitalization implied with the hushed way agents murmured the
word.

“Mais, we started catching wind of each other as we tailed our mark, who it
turned out was another covert, and finally we both decide that the other, he
must be either a rival or a bodyguard.”

“In a shocking example of how our training has brainwashed us,” Bennett
said, taking up the narrative with a smile. “We both hatched the same plan
and ended up attempting to kill one another in frighteningly similar ways.
Thankfully the virus was uncovered and put right before we could follow

through, but barely.”

“I had him in my sights when I got the message.”
“Bollocks,” Bennett responded grumpily. “You were dead to rights.”

“Pfffft.”

“How many times have I told you— "



“Yeah yeah yeah,” Bergeron said with a dismissive wave. “Anyways,” he
went on pointedly, “when I came in here to feel the place out last week who
do I find but Shawn, sitting in the corner there, looking all canaille and out
of place. We had us une petite mélée. Anyway! We got the safe house all set
up already, thanks to that.

Nikolaus, you got everything you need?”
“In my car,” Faust answered readily.

“Let’s get going then, shall we?” Everett suggested as he stood and towered
over the rest of them.
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“Laissez les bons temps rouler,” Bergeron drawled with a grin.

Thiago still wasn’t very satisfied with the apparent history of two of his
new companions as they gathered their few belongings and headed for their
various modes of transportation, but he decided the information they had
offered would have to do for now.

II.

THREE days after their initial meeting, Carl Travers thought he might like
to kill each one of these blokes in their sleep while on watch and slink away
into the horizon. He’d be done with this whole disaster waiting to happen
and no one would ever be the wiser.

It was an idle thought, though, caused by the fact that they were all going a
little stir crazy. The safe house Remy Bergeron mentioned upon their first
meeting was simply a small cabin in the middle of nowhere. There were
four bedrooms, each roughly the size of a matchbox, each with submarine-
style bunks. They had drawn straws for their beds. Carl had wound up
sharing a room with Bergeron, the crazy Cajun who talked too fast.



Being cooped up with five other very active trained agents was not helping
Carl’s sanity. He was pretty sure he wasn’t the only one.

That big Australian bastard with the explosives wouldn’t stop blowing up
the tree stumps behind the cabin— or anything else he could get a hold of,
for that matter.

Carl was fairly certain it wasn’t the captivity driving Brandt Everett insane,
though.

He seemed generally unstable regardless of the circumstances.

For the past two mornings, Carl awoke to the sounds of small explosions
followed by maniacal laughter and whoops of delight. Carl would jump up,
gun at the ready, and hit his head on the top bunk without fail. It was a bit
disconcerting, to say the least. And painful.

Carl was also slightly befuddled by the general tone of the group. He’d
expected an atmosphere of reticence and suspicion, something befitting
some of the most highly trained black ops agents in the world. But this had
to be the most open, trusting, ridiculously good-natured group of spooks in
the history of covert operations. With the possible exception of Thiago, who
was still slightly suspicious of everyone and generally grouchy, they
seemed to be trying to accept that they were on the same side of this
particular fight and become chummy.

Carl had never been chummy with anyone. He hadn’t personally given a
flying pigmy fuck about any of these blokes at first, either; he hadn’t
expected this assignment to last long enough to need to care. Now it was
three days later, and he found himself not only wanting to kill each of them,
but actually enjoying their company at the same time. It was an odd mixture
of feelings and Carl wasn’t accustomed to the latter, but he didn’t really
care about that. What he did care about The Archer 9
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was the fact that not a fucking thing had been done yet, and despite his
notorious sniper’s patience, he was ready to get started. You couldn’t finish



something until you got started.

He allowed himself to grumble this particular observation as he prowled
back and forth in front of the fireplace, thinking he would simply implode if
he didn’t start to feel useful soon. The others sat in various stages of
relaxation, ranging from Everett leaning forward on the edge of his seat
looking ready to set fire to anything that moved, to Bergeron sprawled
along the sofa with his eyes closed. Carl glared at the younger man as he
made a pass by the stone fireplace and snorted like a bull preparing to
charge.

“Calm down, lad,” Bennett said in his soothingly gruff voice.

“Don’t ‘lad’ me,” Carl grumbled testily. “What are we waiting for?” he
demanded

“Weapons. Communications. Mobility. Intelligence— ”
(‘Remy. »

Bennett’s stern admonition cut off Bergeron’s droning monologue. The
younger man never even opened his eyes as he spoke, simply ticking off his
words with long, slender fingers as he reclined.

Shawn Bennett’s piercing green eyes pinned Carl with a hard stare, and Carl
stopped his pacing short as Bennett began to speak calmly. “We don’t know
one another, Mr. Travers,” he said in a low, soothing voice, the type usually
reserved for small children and irate animals. “We have no idea how we’ll
operate as a team, or even if we’ll operate as a team. We have very little
information to go on at the moment regarding our target, and even if we
knew exactly where he was or what he was doing, going after him in the
state of disarray in which we find ourselves at the moment would be
suicidal.”

Bennett looked at them each carefully as he spoke, as if he were making
sure that his words were sinking in, and Carl’s ire began to noticeably ebb.
His shoulders slumped and he sat down heavily on the hearth as Bennett
continued speaking.



“The next two weeks should be considered a crash course for us all in how
to work as a team. I know the other Classes are more accustomed to
working in groups, Mr. Travers, but I for one have never done something
even remotely similar to this mission.”

“Is that why we were told to meet way the fuck out here?” Everett asked
curiously.

“If by ‘here’ you mean in the middle of North Dakota where no one can
hear you and your explosives,” Bennett drawled with a smirk, “then yes, I
would assume so. We’re free to train out here without much chance of
showing up on anyone’s radar.”
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“How much more do you know about this situation than the rest of us do?”
Thiago asked, leaning forward and unconsciously mimicking Everett’s
stance.

Bennett looked at him blankly for several tense moments before
responding.

“Well that’s difficult to say, isn’t it?” he finally answered with infuriating
calm.

Thiago harrumphed unhappily and leaned back into his chair. Bennett
looked back up at Carl and continued as if he had never been interrupted.

“Now this Archer bloke isn’t going anywhere in two weeks, and in all
honesty, we all know whatever damage he can do has long since been put
under way.

And all that’s not to mention the fact that our mobile hub isn’t even up yet.”

“Uhhh....”



All eyes turned to settle on the German, Nikolaus Faust, who shifted
uncomfortably under their collective gaze and cleared his throat. “The hub
is up, actually,” he said in clipped, precise tones. “Prepared for a test run
whenever you are all ready.”

Bergeron sat up suddenly and looked at the smaller man with interest. Carl
watched him curiously and alarm bells began to sound in his head. Why, he
wasn’t quite sure yet. Something about the meerkat-like way the man
moved. “What sort of test?” Bergeron asked with what Carl thought was
undue enthusiasm.

Carl had always heard Class One agents were generally fucked in the head.

Whether this condition was due to the stress of their job or to a trait with
which most of them were born, Carl didn’t know, but he hoped the rumors
were exaggerated.

He’d never had to deal with any of them for any extended period of time.
Only one or two hour stints in the past, and then he’d been concentrating on
his job, not his companions. If these three turned out to be half as mad as
they were rumored to be, Carl could see himself having a hard time of it.
Not to mention that Remy Bergeron seemed to be a bit of a livewire and
Thiago the mysterious Argentinean was a sulky bastard. He had yet to find
a fault with Shawn Bennett, unless you considered the ability to intimidate
five men— all of whom were either bigger, younger, or both— a fault.

“Well, the easiest thing to do would be to take the radios out into the woods
and, you know, test them,” Faust said in response to Bergeron’s query with
apparent discomfort.

Carl snorted in amusement. Of course it was that simple. Just test them.

“That’s it? Like they’re fucking walkie talkies or some shit?” Everett asked
incredulously.

“High tech doesn’t always mean complicated,” Faust replied defensively.

“Well, it’s something,” Carl said in exasperation. “Let’s get to it.”



“Now?” Faust asked in surprise.
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“Why not? Have we got anything better to do?” Carl asked snappishly.

“Well,” the German responded uncertainly, looking at Bennett first as if for
permission to answer. “No, I suppose not.”

“Good,” Bergeron said as he unfolded himself gracefully from the couch
and stood, stretching his arms to the ceiling. “This couch is chafing my ass
end.” He winked at Carl as if to say he understood the need to get up and do
something, anything, and Carl found himself reconsidering his opinion of
the younger man. Being a livewire wasn’t always a bad thing, especially if
you could contain it well.

If the young Cajun felt half as antsy as Carl did, then he had an impressive
amount of self-control. Perhaps that was why the kid was a field operative
and Carl was a weapons specialist. In the field, they had to remain calm
under any circumstances. Carl’s duties allowed a little more temper to enter
the picture. A flash of memory involving beating on a land-to-air missile
launcher with an oversized monkey wrench accompanied Carl’s thoughts,
and he had to bite his lip to keep from grinning as the little group disbanded
to gather equipment.

After almost an hour of what Carl thought was entirely too much discussion
on the subject, they finally geared up for a little nature hike.

“We’ll go in pairs,” Bennett said as he tied a knife to his thigh. Carl listened
to his orders respectfully, thinking it did the man credit that a group of
headstrong warriors such as they were automatically accepted him as their
leader. Even Thiago, who seemed a bit reluctant to head blindly into much
of anything, hadn’t questioned Shawn Bennett’s authority.

Carl wanted to question that authority now, though, because Bennett had
just told him to partner up with Everett and head off into the wild unknown.



Carl gave the Australian a wary glance and a nod. The big man returned
Carl’s nod with a slightly snaggletoothed grin that made his eyes sparkle
mischievously, and Carl wondered if it were too late to become a religious
man.

In Carl’s experience, some people were crazy, and you weren’t aware of it
until they opened their mouths to speak or tried to kill you. But some people
were crazy and you could tell just by looking in their eyes. Brandt Everett’s
eyes fairly gleamed. Whether it was madness or something else, Carl wasn’t
yet certain. He almost hoped that it was madness, plain and simple.
Madness he thought he could deal with.

“Nikolaus, you’ll go with Remy,” Bennett said. The two young men gave
each other unreadable glances, and then Bergeron looked back at Bennett
with a look that could only be described as familiar. Carl found himself
wondering yet again about their relationship. He’d never heard of two Class
One operatives being acquaintances, much less friends.

It was obvious just from the sour look on his face that Thiago wondered the
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same thing and didn’t like the situation one bit. But Carl reckoned that it
was none of his affair until his life was on the line. Even if these two blokes
shagged each other senseless every chance they got, he didn’t see how that
really affected him.

Carl shrugged into his coat and took the earpiece Faust offered him. “We’re
on one,” the smaller man said as he turned each receiver to the correct
frequency and handed them out. “On we go then,” he said, placing his own
piece in his ear and heading for the door. Carl watched the smaller man with
interest. He seemed nervous and a little shifty most of the time, but at other
times he seemed cool and confident. It was a strange thing to observe.



Carl didn’t know much about the different Classes of agent, but he knew
each and every one of them had to pass rigorous tests, both physical and
mental, every three months. Nikolaus Faust might be a glorified computer
tech in many respects, but he was still a trained agent, Carl reminded
himself.

Their plan was simple enough; just a little hike through the woods to make
sure the comms worked. Regardless of simplicity, each of them went out
armed. Carl and Everett were ordered to go west, Bergeron and Faust were
ordered to go east, and Bennett and Thiago set out to the north.

“Go one kilometer,” Bennett ordered as they stood in what Carl had come
to think of as the courtyard, the area in front of the porch trampled to mere
dirt. “Don’t shut off unless you give us some forewarning.” They all
acknowledged the order and set off walking in their various directions.

“If you see dinner, don’t be afraid to bring it back with you,” Thiago added
quietly, speaking through the comm unit.

“Dinner?” Carl heard Faust murmur questioningly.

“This should be interesting,” Carl muttered to Everett as he tapped his
earpiece and they headed west together.

“I think he means small, innocent, fuzzy creatures,” Bergeron’s voice
supplied gleefully in Carl’s ear. “Leave dem bunnies alone, couyon.” the
Cajun chastised, his accent deepening as he allowed himself to grow
comfortable in the outdoors. It was apparently his natural habitat. “Go for
them mean critters,” Bergeron advised. “My maw maw used to walk into
the bayou, whack a caimon with a wooden spoon, and make us skin him for
dinner.”

“Caimon?” Faust echoed questioningly, his voice tinged with dread as if he
thought he didn’t want to know the answer.

“Alligator,” Bennett voice supplied with amusement. Carl idly wondered
why Bennett would know that so readily.



“Gator’s mighty tasty, couyon,” Bergeron crooned.

“Stick with the bunny, lad, they don’t bite as hard. You like bunny, young
Nikolaus?” Bennett’s gruff voice questioned teasingly.
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Carl and Everett shared a look and kept walking, trying to drown out the
other two conversations and concentrate on getting to know one another as
they walked. They spoke idly about their own specialties for roughly half a
kilometer, and Carl began to genuinely worry about Brandt Everett’s sanity
as the man joyously recounted many of the various things he’d blown up in
the past.

At least he enjoyed his work.

As a Class Four operative, Carl Travers’s job was to provide and operate the
various armaments available, either for a group operation or working on his
own.

While all operatives were entirely capable of handling weapons of any sort,
Carl was more than merely competent. He knew almost everything there
was to know about almost every weapon ever created. He could just as
easily work a medieval catapult as he could Darth Vader’s Death Ray if the
occasion called for it.

As a Class Seven operative, Brandt Everett served much the same purpose.

But instead of wielding guns or knives or whatnot, Everett blew shit up.
Carl knew the basics about explosives. He had limited experience with
substances like C4 and nitroglycerine and dynamite, but Everett could
probably blow up their cabin with a coffee mug and a pinch of salt if he felt
so inclined.

Just the thought of what Everett might or might not be inclined to blow up
made Carl shiver as they walked. They came to a stop as the path they



followed forked, and they stood in the middle of the path listening to the
chatter of the other four men. Bergeron and Faust were arguing over
whether the tree they were walking past was an oak, and Thiago seemed to
be trying to coax Bennett into telling him more about how he’d met the
young Cajun. Carl blinked at the two paths and looked at Everett as the man
began to hum slightly.

“Iwo roads diverged in a yellow wood,” Everett murmured to himself. Carl
cocked his head at him in concern, and Everett glanced over at him. Carl
had to force himself not to retreat under the gleam in the large man’s black
eyes. He watched Everett’s gaze slowly return to the fork in the road with
growing concern. “And I,” the Australian continued in a theatrical voice. “I
took the one less traveled by... and I blew the other one all to Hell.”

Carl heard the other two conversations grind to a halt, and the silence in his
ears was tense and expectant as Everett looked at him again. He could just
imagine the other four men standing frozen in the middle of the woods,
listening intently for an explosion.

“Robert Frost,” Everett offered before setting out once more and veering off
toward the tree line. He stooped to pick up a pinecone as Carl took a
cautious step forward.

“I’m not sure that’s exactly how it goes,” Carl offered carefully. Everett
responded with a joyous laugh.

“It’s how it goes in my world,” he called over his shoulder. He tossed the
pinecone in the air and caught it again. Carl followed him slowly,
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far gone this bloke really was. Everett turned suddenly, and Carl tensed,
expecting a blow. “Did you know that pinecones are explosive?”



“What?” Carl asked warily, not sure he’d heard correctly and almost hoping
he hadn’t.

“Yep,” Everett went on, oblivious to the discomfort he was causing his
companion. “You have to get them before they seed, of course,” he said,
holding up the sticky cone as an example. Carl could see that it had yet to
open up and was covered in goo. “The pitch is flammable, you see. Add a
little flame and bam!” Everett informed him with a delighted flurry of hand
movements.

Carl knew he was gaping at the other man, but he simply couldn’t help it. In
his ear he heard Thiago asking Bennett if he was hearing correctly, as well
as an amusing dialogue between Faust and Bergeron.

“Did he say pinecones?” Faust asked.
“I think so,” Bergeron answered. “Seems like I heard about that before.

Never had need of using it, though. Thank God. Fucking pyromaniac.
Crazier’n a male crab, that one.”

Carl wondered briefly how long the young man had been in the business
and what the hell a male crab had to do with anything, but he didn’t have
long to ponder the questions before Everett withdrew a silver cigarette
lighter from his pocket and flicked it open. Carl’s eyes widened and he took
a step forward, then retreated again indecisively.

“Uhh....”

Before Carl could get another sound out of his mouth Everett put flame to
pinecone and tossed it into the path on the right of the fork where a
smattering of other pinecones littered the way. Carl watched the flaming
projectile in morbid fascination as it arced gracefully through the air. Surely
it couldn’t make that big of an explosion. Could it?

“Cover!” Everett shouted gleefully, and he tackled Carl to the ground. They
landed with a pair of grunts and a cloud of dirt and pine needles. Carl was a
little surprised to discover that Everett covered his body protectively with



his own. His big hands shielded his own head as well as Carl’s as he
pressed his body down and his face into Carl’s neck. Carl squeezed his eyes
closed and tensed, waiting for the inevitable ‘bam.’

III.

THE explosion was by no means earth shattering, but the sound of it both
coming through the earpiece and echoing distantly through the forest
caused adrenaline to rush through Shawn Bennett’s body at warp speed all
the same.

“Mierda! What the fuck did he blow up this time?” Thiago questioned in
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exasperation, not sounding all too concerned but obviously ruffled enough
to slip back into his native accent.

“Hope it wasn’t Carl,” Shawn responded flatly as he unconsciously lifted
his chin and sniffed at the air. It smelled like snow. He could hear Remy and
Nikolaus Faust jibbering in his ear, and Thiago was saying something about
Brandt Everett being mentally unstable. But Shawn was watching the birds
fly over the trees and trying to figure out where the explosion had
originated. He turned to look in the direction from which the birds flew and
pressed the earpiece further into his ear.

“Travers? Everett?”

There was an uneasy silence as they waited for an answer, and finally there
was a cough and a muffled curse.

“Carl? Lads?”

More curses and sounds of a scuffle ensued. Shawn exhaled in relief and let
his tense muscles relax.

“Hope Travers kicks his ass,” Thiago muttered as he shielded his eyes
against the setting sun. “Boludo loco.” Shawn gave Thiago a worried



glance, telling himself he probably didn’t want to know what that meant,
but from the tone he had to admit he was probably thinking close to the
same thing. That big bastard was going to blow them all to Hell before this
assignment was over.

The sounds of struggle died out and Shawn could imagine the two men
lying on the ground, staring blankly at the sky and breathing heavily. He
could hear them breathing, anyway, and it was enough to feed the visual.

“If these things will stand up to a blast and a tussle in the dirt then they’re
okay with me,” Shawn said happily, tapping his ear to let Thiago know he
was talking about the earpieces and not their two companions. Thiago
nodded solemnly and watched the squawking flock of birds soar overhead.
Shawn thought about reminding him to close his mouth, but then decided
the serious Argentinean wouldn’t think it was funny. “What do we think
then, lads?” he finally asked of the rest of them.

“Continue walking or trust that these gadgets work and go home before
Brandt sets the whole of North Dakota on fire?”

Shawn expected a chorus of responses, but all he got was silence. He turned
to look curiously at Thiago, who simply shrugged in answer.

“You’re the boss, right?” the man asked, pulling at his ear in apparent
agitation and almost dislodging his earpiece in the process.

“What?” Shawn asked, hoping he’d misunderstood the tone Thiago had
used.

Thiago simply raised his eyebrows as if to say ‘you heard me.’
“Shawn?”
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Shawn pressed the piece closer to his ear in order to better hear Remy’s
voice. It seemed that the things weren’t working so well after all. He could
barely hear the younger man say his name, and now there was nothing.

“Copy,” Shawn said after a long silence. He waited for Remy to say more,
but when nothing came he looked at Thiago in concern. “Can you hear
anything?”

“Nothing,” Thiago said in a low voice.
“Problem?” asked Everett’s voice nonchalantly.

“Damn, we were hoping Travers had put you out of our misery, Everett,”
Shawn said with a grin.

“Just cause I’m here doesn’t mean he didn’t try,” came Everett’s voice
again.

“I did try. He threatened to stick a pinecone up my— "
“SHAWN!”

Shawn barely restrained himself from jumping out of his skin when Remy
shouted at him through his earpiece.

“Christ, lad! I copy!”

“Oh. Sorry.” There was a short silence during which Shawn swore Remy
was groaning and he began to grow a bit more concerned. “Ouch. Dammit.
I think Nikki and I have stumbled into a valley. We aren’t receiving a
fucking thing down here.”

Nikki? Shawn smiled wryly to himself. He loved to watch his young
associate win others over so quickly. It made him feel like less of a sap for
being befriended so easily by the same man who’d repeatedly tried to kill
him on their first meeting.

“I think... triangulate... then it’ll... oh, for fuck’s sake,” came Nikolaus
Faust’s garbled voice, sounding much farther away than Remy’s had



moments ago.
“Have you two separated?” Shawn demanded almost angrily.

“No. I climbed a tree for high ground,” Remy said testily. Thiago snorted
before he could stop himself, and Shawn rolled his eyes.

“Watch out for the pinecones,” Travers deadpanned.

“It’s an evergreen. No pinecones,” Remy responded with a little more heat
than was strictly necessary, in Shawn’s opinion. The attitude was explained
though, when Faust’s voice filtered through to them all.

“It’s... fucking... pine... blodes arschloch!”

“It’s an evergreen!” Remy shot back, seemingly unfazed by the use of a
language Shawn knew he didn’t understand.

“Evergreens have pinecones,” Travers supplied, though he didn’t sound
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“No, they bloody well don’t,” Everett responded as Shawn watched Thiago
close his eyes and shake his head tiredly. “That’s why they’re called bloody
pine cones. Cause they come from bloody pines!”

“Isn’t a pine a type of evergreen?” Shawn asked, unable to keep himself out
of the discussion regardless of how much he hated to encourage it.

“Evergreen! Maudit!” came Remy’s irritated voice in response to a
comment that apparently only he had heard. Shawn loved to hear him get
riled; it accentuated his unusual accent and made him sound like he’d just
crawled out of the bayou.

Shawn watched Thiago carefully during the exchange of insults between
Travers and Everett that followed the pinecone comments. The man didn’t



seem overjoyed about the prospect of working with them all for an
extended period of time, but then who would after listening to this insanity?
Shawn sure as fuck hadn’t liked the idea at first. But when he’d seen that
Remy would be with him to keep him sane, he’d warmed to the idea,
actually looked forward to it, and now that he was getting to know the
others, he felt even more comfortable. If anything, Shawn appreciated a
good sense of invincibility, which was precisely what they all displayed.
Thiago, on the other hand, seemed just as uptight and unyielding as he had
the first day. Shawn wondered if it was a cultural thing or Thiago’s
personality.

Either way, he had to loosen Thiago up, and fast. If you couldn’t smile
while in the middle of the wilderness as you listened to two rather large,
frightening men threaten one another with sticking various bits of shrubbery
up one another’s orifices, then you hadn’t been in this business long
enough. Shawn idly wondered how long Thiago had been at it. That had to
be a question they were all asking themselves, in fact, and Shawn thought it
would be a good idea to see to it that they all sat down, tonight preferably,
and gathered a little background on each other.

They had to trust each other with their lives. That would start with learning
something about each other.

Shawn was rather amused to hear Remy repeatedly insult the heredity of the
unfortunate tree he’d chosen to climb as he attempted his descent. His
young friend was a unique individual to be sure. Not many people were as
secure with their position in life as Remy. Remy bordered on being
oblivious to his own mortality.

Perhaps that had something to do with Thiago’s discomfort. Perhaps the
easygoing attitude of the rest of them made him more uptight rather than
less so.

Perhaps he read it as unprofessional or even incapable.

“Thiago,” Shawn said quietly, getting Thiago’s attention and nodding
toward the way they’d come. “What do you think? Keep going or head



back?” Thiago stood stock still for a moment, returning Shawn’s gaze
unerringly.

Shawn wondered once more what the Argentinean agent was thinking and
why he always seemed to view the situation as a threat.
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“Let’s head back,” Thiago decided finally. “Sounds like the others are
getting their fill of the wilderness, and we’re losing the light.”

“Good man,” Shawn said approvingly. “Me feet are killing me,” he joked,
offering a friendly smile as they turned around and headed back in the
direction of the cabin.

Thiago simply nodded and marched along in silence. Shawn eyed him
suspiciously. Surely they would have run strenuous screenings on this
group. They were a highly specialized, highly covert team formed for a
very specific purpose.

They were to track down a dangerous operative who’d been recruiting and
turning agents for almost six months now. It certainly wouldn’t do to have a
turncoat in their midst on such a mission. Could that be the cause of
Thiago’s reticence? Could he be working for the Archer, simply unable to
hide his discomfort with the cover 24/7?

Shawn pressed his earpiece closer and listened in on the other two
conversations as he and Thiago walked on in silence. Perhaps he’d watch
Thiago closer than he’d at first planned.

Shawn shook his head in immediate disagreement with himself. He
wouldn’t have to watch Thiago. The man was already tense enough as it
was, if Shawn went about observing him closely it would cause him even



more discomfort and possibly turn him dangerous. Perhaps it was a job
more suited to his talented young friend.

If anyone could smoke Thiago out, it would be Remy.

‘Yes,” Shawn thought to himself contentedly. Remy would be quite useful in
that respect. And knowing the young Cajun as Shawn did, Remy would
thoroughly enjoy the psychological warfare.

One potential problem solved, Shawn turned his thoughts to the other most
obvious problem they faced. Brandt Everett was certifiably crazy so far as
Shawn was concerned, and to keep him under control they had to find
something the man liked more than blowing shit up.

Shawn’s senses zeroed in on the soft crunching of dry leaves beneath their
feet and the vague chatter from the other two groups as he mulled over the
problems.

It was a pleasant feeling, he realized suddenly, one that was all too
unfamiliar. He felt almost at ease here in the middle of nowhere.

Thiago cleared his throat restlessly, and Shawn glanced at him curiously.

The Argentinean walked with his head down and his eyes darting from side
to side.

He positively looked about to spring.

“Remy? Carl?” Shawn queried suddenly, making a decision he hoped he
wouldn’t regret. “We’re going silent,” he continued before either man he’d
spoken to could respond. Thiago stopped walking and looked at him warily.
Shawn could see the beginnings of alarm spreading over the man’s face as
he turned his own earpiece off. He nodded for Thiago to do the same.

“What are you doing?” Thiago asked suspiciously.
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“I want to speak with you privately. Turn your unit off.” Thiago stared at
him, obviously weighing his options. Shawn could hear the small voices
asking what the hell was going on coming through Thiago’s earpiece, and
he prayed that Thiago would trust him. After what seemed like an eternity
of waiting, Thiago raised his hand slowly and clicked the earpiece off.
Shawn released a relieved breath and gave his companion a wry smile.

“Well?” Thiago asked impatiently.

“You don’t trust us,” Shawn said bluntly. The only sign of surprise from
Thiago was a quick succession of blinks. “I don’t much blame you. I can’t
say that I trust you entirely, either. And God knows we aren’t the most
stable bunch of blokes I've ever had dealings with. But we have to start
somewhere, Mr. Thiago. We’re on the same side of this.”

Shawn watched Thiago’s reaction closely for any sign that he was getting
through, but the man was a rock. His expression never changed, and he
didn’t even shift his weight. Finally Thiago’s piercing blue eyes flicked to
the horizon before settling back on Shawn with determination.

“How do you know Bergeron?” he asked challengingly.

It was Shawn’s turn to blink in surprise, and he had to force himself not to
lose eye contact with the other man. The slightest move could be
misconstrued as guilt, and that would ruin any chance of building trust with
the suspicious agent. Was that what was causing the problems, the manner
of his relationship with Remy?

Shawn had thought it was the bigger group issue.

“We’ve told you,” he responded evenly. “We tried to kill one another.
Several times, actually.”

“What else?” Thiago demanded.

“There’s nothing else.”



“Bullshit,” Thiago spat out angrily. “You talk about trust while you stand
there lying to me. What— "

“I’m not lying to you,” Shawn interrupted calmly.

“Omitting the truth is the same as lying when my life depends on it,”
Thiago stated in a low voice. Shawn had to concede that point, but Thiago
went on before Shawn could respond. “What is there about any of you to
trust? I don’t know you.

I’ve never worked with any of you. For all I fucking know you’re all
working together and—"

“I understand being cautious,” Shawn interrupted in a soothing voice. “But
I think you’re being a bit—"

“Cautious? Ha! What the fuck do you know about caution? I haven’t seen
an ounce of caution from you! What the fuck kind of a shoddy covert are

you anyway?
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You blindly trust anyone you’re thrust into close quarters with just because
we’re supposedly on the same side?”

“Just a minute,” Shawn warned in a low voice. He didn’t mind the other
man being pissy, but he drew the line at being insulted needlessly.

“Well? Can you honestly tell me that you don’t lie awake at night
wondering if Everett is going to blow us all to Hell just to see if he can?
Travers is a little too eager to get the show on the road, if you ask me, and
Faust is a shifty little German bastard. Not to mention how fucking
suspicious it is to find two Class One agents who not only know each other,
but actually have some sort of... I don’t even know what you call it,
relationship? But I’ve never met another agent I would trust my life with so



easily. There has to be something more to you two and I want to know what
it is.”

“You’re right,” Shawn said quietly before Thiago could go on with his rant.

Thiago’s mouth snapped shut and he stared at Shawn, waiting for him to
elaborate.

“You’re right,” Shawn repeated, more to himself than to Thiago. Shawn
took a deep breath and wondered how much to tell the man. “I trust Remy
for many reasons, some of which are professional, and some are personal.”
He looked at Thiago carefully and saw the man returning the look intensely.
“What say we save this conversation so everyone can hear?” he asked.

“Okay,” Thiago said with a nod after a few moments of consideration.
“Right, then.”

“You can call me Thio,” Thiago said abruptly, “not Mr. Thiago or
whatever.” Shawn looked at him curiously and simply nodded. He knew
what a concession that must be for the other man.

“In all honesty, Thio, techs are almost always shifty, as are Germans.

Travers has got every right to be antsy. And I’m terrified of Everett,” Shawn
mumbled as he lifted his hand to his ear to switch his earpiece back on.
Thiago watched him suspiciously. “We’ll have to deal with him. Soon,”
Shawn added.

Thiago nodded and frowned slightly. “Lads,” Shawn said as he switched his
earpiece back on and began to walk again. “Double time it. I want everyone
in before the sun sets.”

“What’s the problem?” Remy asked as soon as the last word had left
Shawn’s mouth. Shawn knew him well enough to be able to hear the
concern underneath the casual query. He smiled suddenly, overjoyed at the
mere thought of working so closely with the man once again after months
of going solo.



“No problem here,” he responded with a grin. “Not yet, anyway.”

“Ah, the promises you make, my little crouton,” Remy sighed into all their
ears, causing outright laughter from several of them. Shawn looked over at
Thiago again to see the man smiling slightly. Feeling eyes on him, Thiago
turned to look questioningly at Shawn, the smile fading.
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“You speak French, Thiago?” Shawn asked in amusement. Thiago shook
his head in answer. “Don’t worry. Neither does Remy,” Shawn snickered.
Thiago actually fully smiled at him then, and Shawn marveled at how much
the wide grin changed the man’s appearance. He looked almost relaxed.

“I heard that, couyon!” came Remy’s voice one last time.
“That was the point, dear.”
IV.

NIKOLAUS Faust hadn’t been too keen on getting involved in this mission
when he’d first been given his orders. But, he hadn’t really had much of a
say in the matter.

When the higher ups said ‘jump,’ Nikolaus didn’t even stop to ask how
high.

As a Class Ten operative, Nikolaus didn’t often put his actual life on the
line.

Only in missions like this that required a mobile communications unit did
he actually leave the sterile gray room full of expensive equipment that
field operatives affectionately referred to as ‘the Cellar.” This was only
Nikolaus’s second mobile mission with the Organization, but true mobile
operations were few and far between, and there weren’t many Class Ten
agents who had more field experience than Nikolaus. He also knew just as
well as his handlers that he was the best at what he did.



Still. He didn’t like the idea of Invisible Ops, as Brandt Everett called it.
The mere thought made him nervous.

Nikolaus didn’t mind putting his life in danger; that’s what they’d all signed
up for. What scared him to no end was that these other five men also
appeared to be the best at what they did, and that meant the Archer was a
serious threat. A very serious threat. What could the man possibly be up to
that would warrant a crack team like this? Nikolaus was almost afraid to
find out. He was even more afraid of their mission failing. God only knew
what would happen if they weren’t able to stop him.

Despite these worries, or perhaps because of them, Nikolaus found himself
walking through the forests of North Dakota with five of the most peculiar,
unstable men he’d ever encountered. And enjoying himself to no end. He
could get used to the mobile life. As long as he didn’t get himself killed.

“So, Nikki,” Remy Bergeron said as they wove their way uphill through the
dense undergrowth of the forest. “Do you mind my calling you that?”

“It’s, uh, not a problem,” Nikolaus replied as he stumbled over a log and
reached out to steady himself. He was a little surprised to find Bergeron
beside him and holding his elbow to keep him from falling. Nikolaus had
never seen anyone move so quickly over such treacherous ground. He was
impressed.

“It’s just easier to say than Nikolaus,” Bergeron went on almost
apologetically, seemingly unaware that he’d ever moved. “That’s a lovely
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though. You’d be surprised how many Joe’s and Bob’s you come across in
this business.”

“My friends call me Niko sometimes,” Nikolaus offered as he looked
upward at the fading light and then down at Bergeron’s hand still on his



dri.

“I even worked with a Joe Bob last year. In Hawaii. Niko, you say? I like
that too. D’you mind my using that?”

“Uhh, that’s... yeah, no,” Nikolaus responded uncertainly as Bergeron
released him and pulled ahead once more, seemingly oblivious to just how
unusual his thought processes were. Bergeron seemed genuinely pleased at
the concession, though, and Nikolaus wondered how effective a covert the
Cajun actually was. He appeared to wear his emotions on his sleeve, and he
wasn’t half as solemn or reticent as the other field agents seemed to be.
Nikolaus wondered how long the man had been doing this. He seemed so
open and ingenuous, he couldn’t have been in the business for long,
Nikolaus decided.

“I’ve been called so many names during missions I’ve lost track of them
all,” Bergeron continued in the same rambling tone. “Lots of ‘hey yous’ and
‘dammits’

mostly. Shawn’s always called me Remy, though, when he’s not calling me
an idiot or... anyway, you’re welcome to do the same if you like. Call me
Remy, that is.” Despite the cavalier way in which the invitation was
extended, with Bergeron losing his train of thought periodically and not
even paying attention to what he was saying, Nikolaus found himself
touched by the offer. In his world of cold technology and shady colleagues,
what Remy said felt like an offer of camaraderie and trust. Nikolaus was
more than happy to accept. He also accepted the opportunity Remy’s
statement gave him to broach a subject he was extremely curious about.

“So what, um, what is the situation with the two of you?” he asked, hoping
he sounded nonchalant and glancing at Remy out of the corner of his eye.
He heard the other two conversations come to a halt and was comforted by
the fact that he wasn’t the only one curious about the association between
the two men.

“Hmm? Oh. Shawn, you mean? He tried to kill me,” Remy answered
matter-of-factly. “Several times. In the most unimaginative ways, I might
add.”



“Yeah, you said,” Nikolaus murmured after hearing an irritated snort that he
assumed came from Shawn Bennett.

“I mean, using a gun to kill someone. How very unoriginal,” Remy said
with a little smirk and a wink at Nikolaus.

“Your problem is that you think you’re bullet proof,” Bennett’s voice said
caustically in response to Remy’s jab. “It was no mere gun, lad. That rifle
was a work of art. A classic. A beautiful— "

“Mm hmm,” Remy said in a bored voice. “Hey, Brandt. You work much
with plastique?”
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Nikolaus heard what sounded suspiciously like an affirmative purr coming
through his earpiece and he shivered involuntarily.

“I had his rifle rigged. One pull of the trigger and....”
“Bam,” Brandt’s voice finished in a frighteningly pleasure-laden tone.
“That’s right. Heureusement, fortunately, it did not come to that.”

“That’s when you received the message, then?” Nikolaus asked, trying to
get Remy to continue. Remy simply nodded and squinted into the distance.
Nikolaus let the offer to continue hang in the air for a few moments, but
Remy walked on, oblivious to all but his immediate surroundings as they
picked their way through the thick undergrowth. After a while, the other
two conversations quietly resumed, and Nikolaus thought they could try to
whittle more information from the two cagey men later.

“Do you remember the way being this rough on the way down?” Remy
finally asked in concern as he pulled up short and looked around. Nikolaus
surveyed his surroundings in alarm as the steady droning in his ear ceased
once more.



“You two have a problem?” asked Shawn Bennett’s gruff voice.
“Not yet, my little onion,” Remy responded in a voice close to irritation.

Nikolaus lifted an eyebrow to express his doubt in the other man’s
assessment of their situation, but he remained silent. Being in the middle of
a dense forest with sketchy communications and unstable companions was
bad enough, but not having a clear idea of where you were going in said
forest, that was really high on Nikolaus’s Oh Shit List. What was even
higher, though, was pissing off one of those aforementioned unstable
companions by questioning his judgment. So Nikolaus stayed silent.

“Yet?” Bennett asked without much concern.
“God, I hate being lost,” Bergeron murmured.

“Lost? I thought you said we didn’t have a problem,” Nikolaus blurted
worriedly.

“Au contraire,” Remy said sagely. “Being lost is not always a problem. We
have at least a week before we starve.” He stopped and sniffed at the air.
“Smells like snow, though. That may be a problem. I don’t do cold well.”

“Believe me, young Nikolaus,” Bennett said with amusement. “When
Remy gets well and truly lost, you will certainly know it. Watch your back
though, he’d just as soon cook and eat you as he would some furry little
woodland creature.”

“Mind your own business, Beignet,” Remy said in what appeared to be an
automatic response to Shawn’s teasing as he searched the trees for their
location.

“Don’t go forewarning the prey.”
“Did he just call you Beignet?” Thiago’s voice inquired incredulously.
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“It’s a type of doughnut,” Shawn muttered in answer. “It’s a long story,” he
added. After a brief silence he blurted, “Remy really enjoys food, okay?”
Nikolaus tried not to snort in amusement as he watched Remy warily. He
wondered about the man’s competency once more and hoped his supposed
super-spy skills would kick in or something and turn the homing beacon
back on. He chastised himself for not having paid more attention to where
they were going and mused about how long it would take Everett and his
exploding pinecones to clear the area of all the trees in order to find them.

“Ah! Got it!” Remy exclaimed suddenly, pointing at the trunk of a tree
some ten meters away. Nikolaus squinted in the half-light and could just
barely see a pale, thin gash across the bark. He sighed in relief. “Just veered
off course a bit is all,” Remy continued as they walked toward the marker.
Nikolaus hadn’t even noticed Remy making the marks as they walked, and
for the fourth time in ten minutes he found himself re-evaluating his
opinion of Remy’s abilities.

By the time Nikolaus and Remy made it back to the cabin the sun was
beyond setting, and Nikolaus cringed at the thought that Bennett might be
angry with them for being late. He really needn’t have worried. It seemed
that Shawn Bennett wasn’t so much the bastard that Nikolaus pictured him
to be, and he genuinely liked the man whenever he was around him. It was
just when they were separate that the unwarranted image of the ill-
tempered, nasty veteran spook haunted Nikolaus’s imagination. Nikolaus
knew that it was a stereotype; a preconceived notion of what their leader
would be like. But he was having difficulty shaking it.

He thought it rather ironic that as he had these thoughts Thiago came out
onto the porch to light a cigarette. Now there was the cranky covert
Nikolaus had imagined.

“You’re late,” Thiago said in a flat voice. Nikolaus opened his mouth to
apologize, but Remy smiled cheekily and shocked Nikolaus by wrapping
his arm around him and pulling him closer as if they’d been friends all of
their lives.



»

“I was teaching Niko the proper technique for getting lost in the woods,
Remy claimed seriously. “He took to the lesson real well.” Nikolaus saw
Thiago shake his head in the low light coming from within the cabin. He
wondered whether the man was smiling. He followed Remy past Thiago
and into the cabin to find the other three men sitting around the fire and
talking quietly.

“Ah,” Carl Travers said as he lifted his head and glanced at them with a
grin.

“The trailblazers are back.”

“We didn’t have smoke signals to work with like you did,” Remy responded
with a smirk. Carl’s lips twitched in amusement and he resumed his job of
stoking the fire. “Throw a pinecone on that if you’re having trouble. I hear
they’re flammable,” Remy offered as he headed for the kitchen.
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“Only the pitch,” Everett said knowingly as he leant back on the sofa and
stretched his arms behind his head. Thiago returned from the porch and
pulled the door shut behind him as Nikolaus perched on the arm of the sofa.

“It’ll snow tonight,” the Argentinean announced. The others nodded in
agreement and Travers poked at the fire absently.

“All right, lads,” Bennett finally said as Remy returned with two cups of
steaming coffee. To Nikolaus’s surprise, Remy handed one cup to him and
sipped from the other carefully. Nikolaus thanked him quietly and sniffed at
the coffee. The Cajun made his coffee the consistency of tar. He sipped at it
carefully and shifted to get comfortable as Bennett tried to settle them all
down.

“We may as well do this now, lest it become an even bigger problem,” the
blond said, looking as if he were gearing up for battle.



“What problem is this?” Everett asked distractedly. Nikolaus was slightly
worried to see that the man stared at the fire with something akin to lust and
had trouble concentrating on what they were saying. Nikolaus wasn’t the
only one to notice, apparently, because Thiago and Remy moved almost
simultaneously to sit with Travers on the hearth of the fireplace, effectively
blocking Everett’s view.

As soon as the flames disappeared behind their bodies it was as if a spell
broke, and Everett snapped to attention. Nikolaus glanced warily over at his
equipment set up in the corner. He knew in his heart Everett was going to
try to blow his shit up. He just knew it.

Nikolaus returned his attention to the group as Bennett gave Everett one last
worried sidelong glance and then began to speak.

“I know you all have a problem with the nature of our relationship,”
Bennett started bluntly, indicating Remy Bergeron with a tilt of his head. “I
can understand why you do. If I were on the other side of it, I would have a
problem too. So if you have questions, ask them now,” Bennett went on in
an even voice.

“Was the story you told us before true?” Travers asked immediately.

“Yes,” Bennett responded readily. Nikolaus decided right then that he was
going to have to take what they said as the truth. He had no hope of
deciphering whether a trained agent was lying.

“That’s all I need then,” Travers shrugged negligently. Nikolaus was fairly
shocked at the Kiwi’s easy acceptance, but then he realized he didn’t really
give a damn, either. Yes, he was curious. But not to the extent that he
absolutely had to know.

“Same here,” Everett added quietly.

“Yeah,” Nikolaus agreed as he looked back at Bennett. “Unless it’s
something that may come back and bite one of us on the ass,” he added,
“then I see no reason to get into it. Unless you just feel like sharing,” he
offered cheekily, risking 26 The
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Bennett’s ire to lighten the mood. To his relief, Bennett smiled a little and
nodded.

All eyes turned to Thiago, and the man looked back at them unflinchingly.

“I’d like to know,” he said steadily. “But like Nikolaus said,” he continued
with a small sigh, “if it’s not life-threatening I don’t suppose it’s necessary.
And as much as I hate to admit it, if it doesn’t pertain to this mission then,
then it’s none of our business.”

They were all silent for a moment, and Nikolaus watched Remy and
Bennett share an indecipherable look. The connection they shared was
unmistakable, and Nikolaus found himself slightly envious of it.

“It’s been roughly five years since we met,” Bergeron told them suddenly,
startling even Bennett. “Since then we’ve worked together off and on.
Whenever two or more agents are needed, and we’re available, they send us
in. We’re the closest thing to a permanent team in the Organization, I
suppose, and I believe that’s the reason they’ve put us on this.” Nikolaus
saw a small smile play over the Cajun’s lips as he paused for what was
apparently dramatic effect. Bennett shook his head but Remy spoke
anyway. “And yes, during our very limited down time we tend to have quite
a lot of sex.”

This last statement shocked the hell out of Nikolaus. Thiago too, it seemed,
was left dumbfounded. His mouth hung open as he stared at Remy, much as
Nikolaus reckoned his own was doing. Neither Travers nor Everett seemed
to be shocked or to care overly much. Nikolaus briefly wondered if Remy
was poking fun at them for being so nosy. But then he decided that the
Cajun probably told the truth. It explained their easy manner with one
another anyway.

It wasn’t so much the fact that they were two men that surprised Nikolaus.
In fact, he didn’t know many agents who weren’t at least bisexual. It had



something to do with the recruiting standards of coverts; you had to be
willing and able to seduce any mark, no matter their gender. It wasn’t the
sexual aspect at all. It was the fact that these two agents would completely
trust not only their operations, but also their lives to one another repeatedly.
It boggled Nikolaus’s mind. Not to mention the fact that they were
apparently rather accustomed to working as a team. That was unheard of in
the Organization. O.R.G. field agents were solo operators. Period.

“Well,” Bennett finally said with a huff. “That’s not exactly how I would
have put it, but you’ve always been succinct, if nothing else, lad.”

“Thank you.”
“That wasn’t exactly a compliment.”

Remy made a face that clearly said “‘who gives a shit’ and stood up
gracefully. “Who else has a problem I can solve?” he asked happily as he
stretched his hands over his head. “Anyone?” Everyone shook his head.
Remy nodded in acknowledgement and winked cheekily at Nikolaus.

Nikolaus couldn’t help but smile in return. But then Remy was all The
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seriousness again, and he turned around and knelt in front of Thiago,
placing his hands on the other man’s knees. Nikolaus wondered briefly if he
did it to make Thiago uncomfortable and gain the upper hand. Surely he
wouldn’t be that calculating, even if he were an operative. Would he?

“What about you, papere?” Bergeron asked. The word was obviously one
Remy was accustomed to using when speaking to someone with respect.
Nikolaus was pretty certain he used it on purpose.

“Don’t call me that,” Thiago said in a flat voice, apparently getting the
same impression. “And I have no problem,” he said almost as an
afterthought. “You two fucking is much more innocent than anything I was
imagining.”



“Excellent!” Remy exclaimed, and he stood and strolled into the kitchen
once more, leaving behind a slightly befuddled group of spooks.

Surely it wouldn’t be that painless. Thiago had been too bothered by it to
accept that explanation so readily.

Nikolaus watched in interest as Bennett and Thiago shared a nod of
acknowledgement. Perhaps it was that easy. Perhaps it wasn’t, but Nikolaus
wouldn’t have to deal with any future fallout. Either way, Nikolaus hoped
their little session would end the tension he’d sensed between the two
senior members of the group and they would be able to get on with it.

“Remy!” Bennett called suddenly, almost causing Nikolaus to fall off his
precarious perch on the arm of the sofa. “Get back in here. We have some
research to do.”

“Research?” Travers repeated hopefully, leaning forward and practically
bouncing in place. Nikolaus knew the man was spoiling for something to
do, and he smiled at him sympathetically. Bennett nodded as Remy returned
to the room with a quizzical look on his face and a bag of chocolate
covered-pretzels in his hand.

“Carl,” Bennett said as he shifted to look at Travers. “Tell us about
yourself.”

“What?” Travers responded stupidly.

“Tell us about yourself,” Bennett repeated patiently. “You’re a Class Four,
yes? I doubt any of us know much about the other designators except the
basics, so tell us about yourself. How long have you been in the business?
How old are you?

Where are you from? What are your duties?”

“Uhh....” Travers looked around at the others in confusion. Nikolaus
thought that it was a safe bet to say that Carl Travers had never been asked
a personal question during a mission before, and he could relate to the
man’s reticence.



“Okay, I’ll start then,” Bennett continued amiably. “We’ll make this simple.

I was born in 1969 in Sheffield, South Yorkshire. Recruited into the
Organization in October *87.”
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“You’ve been in the Business for almost twenty years?” Nikolaus asked
before he could stop himself. That was one hell of a record. People in this
line of work didn’t usually live that long, much less stay in it for that long.

“That’s right.”

“Jesus,” Thiago said softly. “That makes you one of the most senior field
operatives in the Organization, doesn’t it?”

“Other than Mac? I suppose it does.”

“Mac?” Nikolaus questioned.

“Sir John McTiernan,” Bennett supplied.

“The Grey Ghost?” Everett asked keenly. “You know him?”
“He was my recruiter,” Bennett answered softly.

“Wow,” Nikolaus said almost to himself. He had never met Sir John
McTiernan, the man they referred to as Mac or the Grey Ghost or
sometimes merely Sir. But he had heard the stories about him. He’d earned
the appellation the Grey Ghost in his early days. Nikolaus had never heard
why, and now it was used to put the fear of God into the new recruits. Like
folklore used to frighten small children into going to bed. For Shawn
Bennett to actually know him was incredible.



“I’m based in North America for the most part,” Bennett continued with a
wry smile. “America and a little of Canada. They tend to think I’'m Irish,”
he added with a private, disgruntled sneer.

There was a short silence in which each man was surely thinking about the
Grey Ghost and being even more intimidated by Shawn Bennett, but
Nikolaus finally took a deep breath and offered his own information.

“Born in Berlin, Germany. 1980,” he said with a nod at Remy Bergeron.

They were the babies, so to speak, and Nikolaus felt a certain kinship with
the other young man. Remy smiled and nodded back in acknowledgement.
“Recruited in 2003.

Based in Germany. Should I go into my duties?”

“Nah,” Travers answered with a wave of his hand. “You do all the shit the
rest of us don’t understand. That’s all we need to know.” The others
murmured in agreement, and Nikolaus smiled. At least they seemed to
respect his abilities. Most operatives didn’t appreciate the intricacies of
communications and the gadgets he worked with.

“I was born in Auckland, New Zealand. 1975,” Travers offered as he looked
around. “Recruited in ’97. My home turf is Russia mostly. I get sent into
Europe and the Pacific regularly. I’m the man you call when you can’t kill
someone easily.”

“You’re the Specialist, yeah?” Remy said in a low voice. “The assassin?”

“That’s right,” Travers responded with a hint of pride. Remy gave him a
nod and Nikolaus looked at Carl Travers carefully. He looked more
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he had five minutes ago. Knowing that a man could kill you without batting
an eye or breaking a sweat was a bit unnerving.



“I was born in Buenos Aires in 1967,” Thiago offered after a moment of
silence. “Recruited in 1992. I suppose that makes me the old man of the
group,” he added with a smile. Nikolaus thought perhaps he could like the
man after all, now that he seemed to be growing more comfortable with
them. He really did have quite an endearing manner about him when he
relaxed.

“Nothing wrong with being old,” Bennett practically growled. Nikolaus
caught a glare shot toward Remy and saw the younger man snap his mouth
shut and look at Bennett innocently.

“Most of my territory is in South America. Spain, sometimes. Argentina
mostly, though,” Thiago added. Nikolaus allowed himself to admire the
almost complete lack of Thiago’s accent. He supposed a Class One field
operative had to lose their accent at times. Even Remy Bergeron’s less
noticeable Cajun accent, Nikolaus had noticed, would disappear here and
there.

“I was born in Sydney, 1970,” Brandt Everett offered after another moment
of silence. “Recruited in ’94. Territory is Asia mostly, out of Australia. You
all know what Class Seven does?”

“You blow shit up,” Travers supplied in a long-suffering voice that drew
snickers from the rest of the group.

“All kinds of shit,” Everett growled with relish, the gleam returning to his
eyes in full force.

There was an uncomfortable silence in which it seemed even the fire was
afraid to crackle. Then Remy cleared his throat, and Nikolaus was of the
opinion that the as-of-yet unflappable young man was perhaps
uncomfortable for the first time.

“Is Brandt your real name?” he asked the Australian, and Everett looked up
at him and nodded with a smile. “It means firebrand, non?” Everett nodded
again and Remy smirked. “Was it the chicken or the egg, then?” he asked,
producing a bark of a laugh from the big man but no answer.



“Mais, jamais d’la vie,” Remy muttered in amusement. “I was born in
Bayou Lafourche, Louisiana. 1981,” he went on curtly, suddenly all
business once more.

Nikolaus was a little surprised to learn his age. Remy was less than a year
younger than he was. His accent changed suddenly, and his voice softened
until he sounded like the perfectly stoned surfer dude. “Working in North
America, mostly the lower 48. Recruited...,” he hesitated, and his voice
was once again the drawling, easy Cajun accent when he spoke. “Recruited
in the summer of ’97.”

“You were sixteen?” Travers exclaimed after a moment’s calculation.
“Oui.”

“Remy has special talents,” Bennett informed them with a small grin.
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“Meaning?” Thiago asked curiously.

“I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough,” Bennett said with an enigmatic
grin.

V.

SHAWN’S words echoed through Brandt Everett’s head like a pebble
tumbling down a never-ending chasm.

Special talents, eh? That could be fun.

With Remy’s spot on the hearth vacated, Brandt’s gaze was drawn back to
the flames, and the rest of the conversation that consisted mostly of
Nikolaus asking about Class One duties faded into background noise as the
hissing and spitting of the flames called to him like a siren’s sweet song.



Brandt enjoyed demolition. He enjoyed having the power to control the fate
of anything within the blast radius. He enjoyed putting his special talents to
work and creating chaos and destruction.

He knew what the others thought of him. They thought him mad.
Well, perhaps they were right.

Brandt was mad. Well and truly mad. Gleefully, joyously, certifiably,
insanely mad.

But he wasn’t stupid. Only rarely did he well and truly lose himself to the
madness. Being thought mad had the advantage of making people wary of
you, while at the same time causing them to underestimate you. Brandt’s
madness was controllable, and it had always served him well in the past.

He shook his head and blinked away the image of the flames as he realized
that he was zoning out once more.

He returned his attention to Nikolaus and focused his still slightly glazed
eyes on the other man. Nikolaus’s eyes met Brandt’s, and his words ground
to a halt.

“What were you saying?” Brandt asked him, and the man snapped his
gaping jaw closed and cleared his throat.

“I was asking about the other Classes,” he answered as Remy moved
discreetly to sit once more on the hearth in front of the fire. “I don’t really
know much about them.”

“Ah. Well, Sevens blow shit up,” Brandt offered with a wink.
“As previously established,” Carl muttered.
“Do you sleep with a stick of dynamite?” Remy asked in amusement.

“Dynamite would tend to confuse me in bed,” Brandt answered seriously.



The others shared puzzled looks, but Remy lifted an eyebrow in interest and
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his chin challengingly.
Yes. The young man was definitely driving on the wrong side of the road.

“Class Ten is a glorified computer tech. Communications, gadgets and what
have you,” Nikolaus provided self-deprecatingly, though Brandt could hear
the pride beneath the words.

Could poke fun at himself while still having pride in what he did. Brandt
liked Nikolaus.

“Has anyone ever met a nine?” Nikolaus asked curiously after several
moments.

“There’s no such thing,” replied Shawn.
“Huh?J’

“Nine is a decoy for field ops. If you’re not certain about your contact you
class yourself as a Nine. If they don’t question it, then....” Shawn trailed off
and looked at Remy and Thiago cautiously.

“Then what?” Nikolaus asked.
“You kill them and abort the mission as blown,” Remy answered bluntly.

Nikolaus’s eyes widened, but Remy winked at him and twirled the ring on
his finger absently.

Straightforward and almost nonchalant about death and destruction. Brandt
liked Remy. A lot.

Shawn and Thiago continued to explain the different classes to Nikolaus,
and Brandt listened with interest. He’d never paid much attention to the



other designators.

They didn’t get to blow shit up and therefore were of little consequence in
Brandt’s world.

“Eight is strategy,” Shawn went on.

“Non-mobile operatives who like to tell the rest of us how to do our jobs,”
Thiago clarified.

Blunt with a little bitty chip on his shoulder. Brandt hadn’t made up his
mind about Thiago yet. He had potential, though.

“Seven is... obviously....” Shawn trailed off again and looked at Brandt,
who still gazed at Thiago thoughtfully.

“We blow shit up,” Brandt provided without removing his gaze from
Thiago’s handsome face. Thiago gave him a small, amused twitch of his
lips.

“Right,” Shawn said uneasily as he watched Brandt. Finally he shook his
head and continued the lecture. “The Six designator provides field
intelligence when the agent in the field can’t obtain it himself.” 32 The

Archer
Abigail Roux

“That’s usually where the women in skimpy red dresses come in,” Carl
added with a smirk, “sent to seduce the bigwigs when they won’t go for a
bloke.” Brandt couldn’t quite get a read on this one. He liked Carl
regardless, and even the fact he was a Kiwi and quite possibly straight
didn’t dampen the growing fondness.

Carl raised an inquiring eyebrow as Brandt’s gaze transferred to him.

“Have a lot of experience with Sixes, do you, Trigger?” Brandt asked the
man.



“Not as such, no,” Carl responded with a grin. Brandt smiled back at him
and winked. Maybe not straight. Even better.

“Five,” Shawn said loudly, trying to inject some semblance of order back
into the discussion. “Provides transportation. Planes, trains, and the like.”
All eyes turned to Remy as he began to snicker. Brandt saw Shawn glare at
the younger man, but Remy was oblivious and continued to try ineffectively
not to laugh.

“And the like,” he said in a deep voice, a fair mimicry of Shawn’s delivery.

“Do you remember,” he stuttered, trying to catch his breath as his eyes
began to tear up, “that motorbike? When you were caught that one time...
and I had to come rescue you... called in transport for two... the... the
motorbike with... with the sidecar?” Brandt smiled at the vague image
Remy’s nearly incoherent laughter painted.

“Shawn... with the....” Remy put his fingers into circles and placed them
around his eyes to illustrate. “Goggles,” he snickered and finally lost it,
falling against Thiago in a fit of raucous laughter.

“Bloody sidecar,” Shawn grumbled.
“I saved ton tcheue with that sidecar,” Remy laughed.
“Aye. Destroyed me dignity though,” Shawn muttered.

Stoic, kind of grumpy, and obviously able to give as good as he got. Brandt
thought maybe he liked Shawn most of all.

“Fours,” Shawn said with a gesture toward Carl. Carl simply nodded, and
Shawn continued, “Four is the weapons specialty. They’re also used as
specialized assassins, as I think we’ve established.”

“I could kill you with a pinecone,” Carl told Nikolaus seriously. Brandt was
quite pleased to see the man’s eyes twinkle with amusement, and for the
first time in years he felt like he could fit in with a group of people. They
were all slightly mad—



Brandt reasoned that you had to be in this business— but unlike other coverts
with whom he’d worked, these blokes had a good time of it.

“The three is cleanup,” Thiago continued the lecture with a hint of
amusement as he glanced sideways at Carl. “Basically, if someone fucks up,
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they’re sent in to fix the mess.”

Nikolaus nodded and looked around at the group. When no one continued
with the lecture he asked, “What about the Two designator?” Brandt sat
back and watched the other men carefully. This was one of the moments
he’d been waiting for. This was a very telling moment.

Remy cleared his throat and Thiago examined the ground between his feet
carefully. Carl appeared to be clueless as to the cause of their discomfort,
and Shawn, well, his was the most interesting reaction of all. He simply
didn’t have one. Not a tic or flash of movement or worried sound. Nothing.
Brandt was impressed.

“Has anyone ever dealt with a Two?” Nikolaus asked again innocently.
“No,” Shawn finally responded with confidence.
“How do you know?”

“The Two designator is the one given to agents who have turned. Or are
known to be moles,” Thiago answered. Carl shot a slightly confused glance
at Brandt, and Brandt shrugged in return. Carl apparently didn’t know about
the Two designator either, but then, usually only Class One coverts did.

“So then, why would no one have dealt with one?” Nikolaus asked
persistently. “There are obviously moles around.”

“They don’t live long after they’re given the designation,” Shawn answered
quietly. The soft tone of his voice gave the conversation a grim tone Brandt
found unsettling.



Nikolaus nodded in understanding, and the conversation died away. Remy
rolled his head from side to side and his neck emitted several popping
sounds that made the hair on the back of Brandt’s neck stand up.

“So the Archer... he’s a Two then?” Nikolaus asked after a long silence.

“That’s right,” Shawn answered as Remy began to mutter and grumble in
that odd French that wasn’t quite really French.

“It is a death sentence,” the Cajun hissed, sounding as if he didn’t agree
with the Organization’s methods where Two designators were concerned.
Brandt could see that. If you were labeled a traitor there was no trial to
prove your innocence. It was indeed a death sentence.

“And we are meant to kill him?” Nikolaus asked in an oddly innocent voice
Brandt watched Shawn closely for his reaction to the query. Shawn pressed
his lips together and slapped his hands against his thighs before standing up.

“We’ll deal with that first thing in the morning,” he declared. Everyone
mumbled their agreement and began to stand and stretch. “Brandt? You’ve
got first watch,” Shawn informed him as the others began to drift toward
the bedrooms, 34 The
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muttering wishes for a good night and other, less civil things. “No playing
in the fire,” Shawn ordered with a smile.

“Right. No worries,” Brandt said as he glanced once more at the flames.

Shawn stood there looking at him for a long moment, and Brandt could tell
that he wanted to say more. These field agents were all the same. So very
predictable in the way they handled an apparent roadblock like Brandt. The
older man looked back at the bedrooms and the retreating forms of their
comrades briefly before turning and opening his mouth to speak. “Hey,



Beignet?” Brandt said quietly before he could do so. “I’ll be here when you
need me,” he said simply.

Shawn snorted in amusement, not at all bothered by the use of the nickname
Remy had used earlier. “0400,” he informed Brandt softly. “Just the two of
us. I have a proposition.”

Brandt nodded and watched Shawn walk away. The fire spoke to him with a
hiss that sounded like laughter in Brandt’s head, and he smiled happily at
his flickering companion.

Several quiet and uneventful hours later Brandt looked at his watch and
stretched. He stood up slowly and cracked his back and neck, and then
squinted to look down the dark hallway.

He’d been instructed to let the fire die down— to make them look like a
group of hunters with no concern for keeping watch— and he’d let it though
it had pained him not to play in it. Now it simply smoldered as he made his
way on the creaking floorboards to the first room on the left.

He scratched lightly at the heavy wooden door, and it opened almost
immediately. Shawn stood there in a worn pair of gray sweatpants and
nothing else.

His hair told of the few hours of sleep he had managed.

Before Shawn could open his mouth in greeting, Brandt pinned him neatly
against the wall beside the doorway and nudged the door gently closed with
his foot.

Shawn hadn’t made a sound, even though his striking green eyes registered
alarm, and Brandt grinned at him. This bloke was a real pro.

“You have an offer to make me?” Brandt asked in a barely audible voice.
“I do,” Shawn said softly.

“You seem fairly certain that I’1l accept it,” Brandt observed in amusement.



“Call it hope,” Shawn answered easily, not attempting to free himself from
Brandt’s grasp.

“And just what exactly are you hoping to get?” Brandt asked as he held
Shawn pinned against the wall.

“Some peace of mind,” Shawn whispered in answer.

“And what piece is mine?” Brandt inquired with a slowly spreading grin.
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“You tell me what it’ll take,” Shawn murmured as his eyes took in Brandt’s
features in the low light.

“Oh?” said Brandt absentmindedly, becoming distracted by the way
Shawn’s accent deepened when he was in a slightly heightened state of
awareness.

Shawn nodded then said, “I was actually going to offer you Remy.”
Brandt’s eyes flashed in interest, but he pressed his body closer to Shawn’s
to let him know that what he had here might just be better. “Why does
Remy call you Beignet?” Brandt asked instead of responding to the
statement.

Shawn snorted in consternation and amusement. “I think it started because
it sounded like my name and he knew it annoyed me,” he answered with a
shrug of one shoulder. Brandt’s grip tightened. “He would tell you it’s
because I remind him of a doughnut. Whatever the hell that means,” Shawn
grumbled as he rested his head against the wall.

“Well, you don’t look like a doughnut,” Brandt murmured with a tilt of his
head as he examined Shawn critically. “You don’t feel like one either,” he
added as his fingers dug into the hard muscles of Shawn’s arms. “I think
you’ll do, just the same,” he decided as he tilted his head and slowly ran his



tongue along the line of Shawn’s jaw. “I could see the resemblance,” he
purred low in his throat, “if we had some powdered sugar.”

“Well, then,” Shawn whispered distractedly, at a loss for the first time that
Brandt had seen. Brandt smiled and tightened his grip on Shawn’s biceps.
“How did you know what I planned to offer?” Shawn asked curiously as he
shifted and slowly tried to twist away from Brandt’s grasp.

“I always get bribes from you field people if I’ll leave the fire alone,”
Brandt answered as he raised his head again. “Sexual bribe, though, that’s a
new one. Do I look that desperate?” he asked curiously.

“It’s not for your benefit that I’m bribing,” Shawn said as his eyes came
back into focus. “If we can keep you centered long enough to keep you
from blowing us all to Hell then I’ll be happy.”

“Ah, so you’re a distraction. A replacement for my other interests.”

“I am,” Shawn answered in a low voice. “Every day you go without
blowing something up— something that doesn’t deserve it anyway— you’ll
get a treat,” Shawn propositioned, and Brandt found himself loosening his
grip and staring as if mesmerized by the prospect.

Brandt had never encountered someone so commanding as this man, and it
fascinated him. Even standing there pinned against the wall by a larger man
and offering his body as a bribe for good behavior, Shawn’s manner
demanded both respect and obedience.

Brandt was simply fascinated.
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“Treat,” he repeated quietly.



“That’s right,” Shawn nodded. Brandt licked his lips. “Now you’ve not
been behaving yourself, but I’'m going to show you what you’ll get if you
do, understand?”

“Yes,” Brandt breathed. Before he could try to capture Shawn’s mouth in
the brutal kiss he wanted so badly to take, he found himself hitting the floor
with a muffled thud.

Shawn hovered over him and held him down quite easily, and Brandt
wondered if he could have even gotten free if he really tried.

He didn’t want to get free, though.

“What do you want?” Shawn asked in barely a whisper.

“You,” Brandt responded readily. “Right now.”

“You want to take me?” Shawn asked with what could have been wariness.

Brandt’s cock twitched at the thought, but that wasn’t what he wanted
tonight. He enjoyed being in charge and having power. Power to destroy.
Power to create. Power to make another man scream in pleasure or pain.

But right now he wanted to be overpowered, and this was just the man to do
it.

“No,” he said.

Before Brandt really registered what was happening, Shawn had him on his
feet once more and simultaneously pushed him toward the bed and patted
him down skillfully.

“I’ve never had to strip search someone for explosives before fucking
them,” Shawn whispered in irritation. “You’re not packing any C4 or some
shit, are you?”

“Not tonight,” Brandt responded distractedly as Shawn deftly pushed his
briefs to the ground and shoved him at the bed.



“Stay quiet, understood? Get on your knees,” Shawn ordered gruffly, and
Brandt hurried to obey.

He buried his face in Shawn’s pillow to keep from crying out as Shawn
prepared him roughly. How the man knew he liked it hard and fast Brandt
didn’t know, but he was grateful all the same.

Brandt liked the burn.

He enjoyed experiencing the pain along with the pleasure. It was like
braving the heat of the flames in order to witness the beauty of the
destruction. Although Brandt expected a lot of pain, he was sadly
disappointed. Shawn was very good at what he did in all aspects of his life,
and the brief flash of pain Brandt craved was soon replaced with immense
pleasure.
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Brandt found he didn’t mind the loss of the burn so much.
VL

THE Archer was restless tonight. He itched to make a move. To strike
before they had the chance to do so.

That was the last thing he should do, though. To start being impulsive now
would be the death of him. He’d known they put a team together to sniff
him out, but he hadn’t expected it to be so skilled or varied a group. And he
hadn’t expected them to mobilize so quickly. He’d barely had time to
reposition himself before they were meant to rendezvous.

They had the best agents in the Business after him, and he had to admit he
was a little scared. He was walking a tight rope without a net, so to speak,
and he was completely off the map now. No real allies in sight.

He did have one advantage. More than one, really. He knew who they were,
while they grasped at straws as to his identity. He knew where they were,



while they were having their ‘getting to know you’ sessions. And he knew
how they would go about finding him, because the same people who had
trained him had trained all of them.

He had time to plan.

He would leave them just enough of a trail to make them overconfident. To
make them feel as if they were on the right track and that he wasn’t quite as
crafty as they thought. He would lull them into a sense of false security and
success and then he would strike hard and fast. He would leave such a mess
that the Organization would never know what hit them

His biggest advantage? These men were accustomed to working alone. All
he had to do was stir them up a bit and make them suspect one another. Pit
them against each other.

With any luck, they would take care of each other before he even had to lift
a finger.

VII.

THE early morning proved to be unusual in that Remy Bergeron wasn’t
awakened by an explosion. He wasn’t particularly alarmed by this. He also
wasn’t unduly concerned when he padded into the main room at first light
to find nothing but embers in the fireplace and Brandt nowhere in sight.

Despite Shawn’s hopes for stealth, Remy had heard almost every move the
two men had made in the early hours of the morning from the top bunk of

the room he shared with Carl. As soon as the noises coming from Shawn’s
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had climbed down and checked that Carl really was asleep. Making certain
of that, he had then shuffled sleepily to the door and cracked it open, sitting
with his back against the wall to hear better.



It wasn’t that Remy was a voyeur— not in many senses of the word anyway—

it simply helped his peace of mind to know that if Shawn called out for help
he could be there before too much blood spilled. The last thing he wanted
was for Brandt to try to kill the man before they even got under way.

Despite his nonchalance over the whole matter so far, there was only one
person in the world Remy trusted, and that was Shawn Bennett. He couldn’t
have anything happening to him and he would intervene if he heard the
slightest hint of trouble.

Thankfully, nothing of the sort was necessary. He remained awake long
after the noises from Shawn’s room died, despite his exhaustion. Their
remote location notwithstanding, Remy figured it wouldn’t do to let their
guard down completely.

Did it bother him that Shawn was even now curled in a single bed with
another man? It probably would have if theirs was a normal relationship.
But theirs was not a normal relationship, and it didn’t bother Remy. Much.
They’d each had their share of partners while on the job, and they’d both
enjoyed many of the trysts.

He knew getting Brandt under control and keeping him there was a
necessity, and he agreed with Shawn that the best thing to do would be to
simply distract the man with something better than his explosives. Remy
knew from his experience with other pyromaniacs that if it didn’t blow up
or flame, it had better be fuckable. And Remy wasn’t particularly interested
in being blown up. He had to smile at the way Shawn handled it, though.
Behave yourself and get a treat. Remy snorted in amusement.

He knelt in front of the fire and poked at the ashes absently as he mulled
over the coming mission. For the first time in his career, Remy found
himself regretting the intel he’d gathered. Usually the intelligence was just
a bunch of facts you had to put in proper places, like pieces of a puzzle. But
the information Remy put together in preparation for this mission seemed to
tell its own story before Remy could even try to decipher the pieces.
Whether it was real or imagined on Remy’s part, it caused the mission itself
to have a strange feeling to it, like the end to something.



He even knew what that something was.

Remy loved what he did. He loved the adventure and the danger and the
subterfuge. He loved the mind games and loved the challenges he faced
with every mission. He couldn’t imagine living any other way. He knew
that would probably change in due time. He could see it in the older
operatives. Shawn and Thiago, while both still very capable, both looked
and acted weary at times.

A sudden wave of melancholy swept over Remy as he thought about the
day that Shawn would retire. It was coming.
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The soft creak of a floorboard alerted Remy to another’s presence, but he
remained motionless, poking idly at the ashes of the fire. It took a great deal
of effort not to be completely on guard out here. Old habits died hard. But
Remy was doing his best to remain casual and easy in the presence of the
others.

From the light, tentative tread of the steps, Remy suspected it was Thiago
standing behind him, and Thiago was the last person he wanted to seem
jumpy around.

“I see Everett refrained from playing in the fire,” Thiago’s soft voice
observed directly over Remy’s shoulder. If Thiago expected to get a startle
response of some sort, he would be disappointed this morning. Remy knew
he should play up the appearance of ineptitude he’d been cultivating, but he
just didn’t have the energy at that particular moment. He had to stop
depressing himself with thoughts of the future and try to stay in the present.

“I gave him a break around 0400,” Remy said simply, a half-truth at best.
He turned his head and looked up at Thiago. He looked tired, and Remy



wondered if he too heard the deal struck in the early hours of the morning
and decided to stand his own guard as Remy did.

“Wouldn’t do to have the fire going all night,” Thiago said approvingly as
he met Remy’s eyes. “Must keep up appearances, si? Just in case,” he added
bitterly.

Remy noted the resentful tone and raised a questioning eyebrow. Thiago
was even wearier than Remy thought, apparently.

“They did it to you too, non?” Remy asked with a note of sadness in his
voice that he couldn’t quite stamp out. Thiago looked at him sharply and
knelt beside him.

“Did what?”

“Told you this could be your last assignment if you took it,” Remy clarified
as he returned his gaze to the dark fireplace. Thiago remained silent. “They
offered Shawn the same thing,” Remy continued quietly. “Retraite.
Retirement. ‘Find the Archer,’ they told us. “We’ll set you up in a nice villa
in Italy,” they said, ‘or a little spread in the Caribbean. Just don’t come back
to haunt us, lads. Stay gone.”” Remy found himself disgusted by his own
bitter tone as he mimicked his handler, but he refused to restrain himself.
Perhaps a mutual embittered attitude would help him win Thiago’s
confidence.

“Coverts, they are a thing of the past, Thiago,” he said as he jabbed at the
remains of the fire. “Agents like Niko, they will be taking over before long.
That, or we’ll blow everyone all to Hell on our way down.” Thiago was
silent. Remy suspected he’d shocked the older man with his little outburst.
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“Did they offer you the same deal?” Thiago finally inquired curiously.
Remy nodded and stood up to retrieve the box of matches from the stone
mantle. “Did you take it?” Thiago asked as Remy knelt back down. Remy
looked down at the box of matches in his hands, then looked up and met
Thiago’s eyes steadily. For the first time he noticed the odd color of
Thiago’s eyes; somewhere between gray and blue.

They were really quite striking.

“Non,” he answered distantly, still slightly distracted by Thiago’s piercing
gaze. “They offered, but I couldn’t... couldn’t give this up yet.” Thiago
nodded and his brow wrinkled in a sympathetic gesture.

“Did you take it?” Remy asked carefully, watching Thiago closely in order
to gauge how willing the man was to share with him. There was a tense
moment in which Remy felt sure he’d trampled over every ounce of trust
Thiago might have formed. Thiago’s countenance clouded over, and he
broke their eye contact to stare at the ashes of the fire. Then he took a deep
breath and nodded slowly. Remy had the fleeting impression that perhaps
he was ashamed to admit it.

“I took it.”

Despite the answer being what he’d been expecting to hear, Remy was a
little shocked. How could anyone give up this life? And for what?
Retirement in the country where nothing ever happened?

“You’ve been in the game for quite a while,” Remy responded in a low,
soothing voice, trying to ease Thiago’s mind and gain a little more
confidence from him.

“Not as long as Shawn,” Thiago argued as he let his head hang. Remy felt
pity for the inner turmoil the man must have been experiencing and made a
decision that could very well do him in if Shawn ever found out.

“Shawn took it, too,” he told Thiago regretfully. Thiago’s head snapped up
and Remy looked away before the man could see the sadness in his face.
“We need more firewood,” Remy observed in a dazed voice, not quite



believing he’d just told Thiago a fact even he himself was not supposed to
know. He’d tipped his hand too early, but he just couldn’t stop himself.

He stood up and walked over to the row of hooks where their coats hung
and plucked his from its spot.

“I’1l go with you,” Thiago offered, coming over to take hold of his own
jacket and his hiking boots.

“Mais oui, I’1l wake one of the others,” Remy muttered as Thiago pulled
one of the heavy boots on.

The man nodded and Remy made his way to Shawn’s door. He listened
carefully but could hear nothing. He was pretty sure Shawn and Brandt
moved to Brandt’s room after their bargaining session, but Remy was still at
a loss as to why.
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He pushed the door open and peeked inside anyway. Both bunks were
empty.

He turned around and stared at Brandt’s door. The problem with waking
Shawn was in entering Brandt’s room. God only knew how many booby
traps there might be. He steeled himself and stepped up to the door, pushing
it open slightly and peering inside. The first thing he saw was the blurry
barrel of a gun, pointing directly at his nose. He crossed his eyes and the tip
of the .38 came into focus.

“Christ, lad,” Shawn whispered in exasperation. Remy cocked an eyebrow
at the gun and smirked at Shawn.

“I see that you are up,” he said cheekily. Shawn gave him a withering glare
but it didn’t really faze Remy much. “Coast will be clear in a minute,” he
whispered.



He pulled the heavy door closed before Shawn could respond with anything
other than an affirmative nod and went to the door of the room he shared
with Carl.

He tapped lightly and opened it when he heard a soft greeting from the
other side.

“Thiago and I are going for firewood,” he said softly as Carl rubbed his
tired eyes and blinked at Remy sleepily. “How did you sleep?” he asked,
even though he knew Carl had been restless and fitful.

“Not used to a soft bed,” Carl mumbled as he sat up carefully, glancing up
at the bottom of the top bunk warily and rubbing the back of his neck. “Do
you need help?”

“Mais non. Just letting someone know we’d be gone. The fortress,” Remy
sighed theatrically, “it is unguarded.”

“Where’s Everett?”

“Fais do do. Sleeping. I relieved him earlier. I think Shawn’s awake but he

is dangerous when he’s half-conscious so...,” Remy said wryly. Another
half-truth.

Shawn was dangerous all the time.

“Okay,” Carl said sleepily. He swung his legs out of the bed to land lightly
on the wooden floor. “Cold!” he hissed and drew his feet back into the
warm cocoon of his covers. Remy snickered and pulled the door closed.

He turned to find Shawn standing directly behind him, silent as a ghost.

Remy gave a theatrical little start and immediately wrapped his arms around
the other man’s neck as if he were about to faint from the shock. He inhaled
deeply and relished the comforting feel and scent of the other man for a
brief moment.

“You should know not to sneak up on a spook like that, Beignet,” Remy
whispered in a hoarse voice.



“Mm hmm,” Shawn responded as he hugged Remy tightly and then
released him slowly. “Turn your radar on, Dixie,” he admonished softly,
“you’re too distracted. How was your night?”

“Highly frustrating,” Remy whispered as he remembered spending the early
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morning listening to Shawn and Brandt’s muffled moans. “You owe me,
non? ” Shawn snorted in amusement and gave Remy’s finger a friendly nip
before mouthing a belated good morning and then disappearing into his
own bedroom.

Remy sighed heavily as he watched the door close. He heard a light scuffle
and looked down the hall to find Thiago standing there, his head lowered
slightly and his shadowed eyes on Remy.

“Sorry,” Remy offered softly as he realized Thiago had probably seen them
capering around in the hallway.

“No worries,” Thiago responded in a voice that barely carried to Remy.
“Ready?”

Remy nodded and started forward with his head down. He was a little angry
with himself for not being aware of Thiago’s location. He was certain the
man hadn’t heard their conversation, and even if he had, it wouldn’t have
really mattered, but it pissed him off nonetheless. Four days without a
threat, and he was already losing his edge? Fucking ridiculous.

“It’s a bit more than just sex, isn’t it?” Thiago asserted almost as soon as
they reached the edge of the woods. Remy looked at him intently through
the cloud of his frozen breath to try to decipher what the man thought of the
situation. There was no threat or judgment in Thiago’s eyes, and Remy was



convinced Thiago was simply curious. Perhaps still a bit suspicious, but he
had every right to be.

“Yes,” Remy answered simply.

Thiago gave a tilt of his head that made him look a little like a confused
puppy and asked, “You love him?”

Now there was a tricky question. Remy’s morals were certainly sketchy in
most respects, but he didn’t like to lie unless it was strictly necessary. And
that didn’t have much to do with his morals either, come to think of it. He
simply enjoyed the challenge of getting out of sticky situations using
nothing but the truth. He had been known to stretch the truth when needed,
to say what needed to be said and leave the rest for the listener to
erroneously fill in. Or he prevaricated until the original question was
forgotten. The truth, he had found, was a diamond of many facets.

But this was different. Shawn was Remy’s best friend— his only friend— and
Remy would die for him if the occasion called for it. He could answer
Thiago’s query truthfully and say yes, he did love Shawn, and let Thiago
assume what he liked.

But for some reason, standing there in the falling snow and looking into
those odd blue eyes, Remy wanted to explain. He wanted to use as many
words as possible to tell Thiago exactly how he felt about Shawn and what
their relationship entailed.

He wanted to tell Thiago that Shawn had saved his life too many times to
count.
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He wanted to tell Thiago that Shawn had followed him blindly into almost
certain death on at least three occasions for no other reasons than loyalty
and love, only to miraculously escape and go back to do it again.



He wanted to tell Thiago that in everything they did, he and Shawn were
partners, and that if Shawn decided he wanted to blow them all away and
attempt to take over the world with a pellet gun, Remy would have been

there at his side with a homemade slingshot.

He wanted to make Thiago understand how complex and important and
devoted the relationship between himself and Shawn was. That it went far
beyond the occasional tumble in bed and that it was far more complicated
than love.

He didn’t know why he wanted Thiago to know all these things. He just
knew he felt an overwhelming urge to confess how important Shawn was to
him. He suspected it had nothing to do with Thiago, but rather the fact that
he knew this was Shawn’s last mission. The sense of finality around the
man was palpable.

Whatever the reason, Remy wanted to clarify their relationship out loud
once and for all, if only for himself if nothing else. But Remy Bergeron was
nothing if not a creature of habit, no matter how much he wanted
something.

“Yes,” he finally answered somberly.
VIIIL.

THE six restless coverts sat around the blazing fire as Nikolaus clicked
away at his keyboard and Carl attempted to light what was apparently a
faulty burner on the stove in order to cook dinner. Brandt was forbidden to
even try. The man was okay until something sparked, and then the look in
his eyes made Thiago genuinely want to piss himself.

Thiago knew now he had underestimated every single one of these men.

He’d tried to convince himself that the threat was somehow less than it
appeared, and in so doing convinced himself that the agents assigned to the
job came from the bottom of the barrel. But they were all the very best at
what they did, and out of the three field operatives present, Thiago was
fairly certain that he himself was the weakest link. It didn’t help his



confidence much that Shawn and Remy were apparently able to read one
another’s minds and anticipate what the other was going to do before he did
it.

Despite the way Remy described them as working ‘off and on’ together
over the years, Thiago thought maybe it was more on than off. But in love?
Thiago didn’t buy it. People of their ilk didn’t fall in love.

But why would Remy lie about something that was essentially
inconsequential to their working relationship? Thiago asked himself that all
day, risking curious glances at the young Cajun every now and then and
frowning as he thought through every permutation of his various theories.
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In the end, it all came down to one truth: Remy Bergeron couldn’t be
trusted.

The only thing that felt natural about the man was his genuine loyalty to
Shawn, and in Thiago’s mind that meant that Shawn Bennett couldn’t be
trusted either.

Thiago could tell there was already something the two men were keeping
from the rest of them, and he suspected it had something to do with Brandt.
Thiago thought perhaps they’d drugged the man or something. He’d been
calm all day, much too calm for Thiago’s peace of mind, and it had been
over twenty-four hours since something had caught fire or blown up.

Whatever they did to him or threatened him with, it worked. Make no
mistake, Thiago was grateful for their efforts, he just didn’t like being left
out of the loop.

He realized he was probably looking fairly morose as he sat and stared into
the fire, and he shifted uncomfortably, hoping he wasn’t being observed. He



seemed to be the only one still suspicious of the others. They were all quite
comfortable with one another. Thiago was desperately trying to trust them,
but he simply couldn’t.

He’d lived too long without trustworthy allies to change his habits so
quickly. He wondered how Shawn managed to find it in himself to trust
Remy to the extent he did. He wondered what transpired between ‘we tried
to kill each other’ and what they were now.

As he pondered, he unconsciously took a count of the men in the room, as
he did every ten minutes or so, and was a little shocked to find Remy gone.

The little pajero was unnaturally quiet. Humans weren’t supposed to move
like that, even if they were trained to be silent. Thiago looked around the
room discreetly, turning around to check on Carl in time to see the man kick
the stove in frustration. Thiago snorted in amusement and sympathy and
returned his gaze to the rest of the room as Remy came strolling back down
the hall wrapped up in a fuzzy white blanket. It looked to be faux sheepskin
or something similar, and Thiago shivered as he looked at it. He hadn’t even
realized that he was cold.

“You better take that off,” Brandt warned casually.

“Mais oui?” Remy asked in obvious amusement as he plopped himself
down gracelessly between Brandt and Thiago on the couch.

“If you know what’s good for you. The Kiwi in there might mistake you for
a sheep and try to do unnatural things to you.” Remy snickered, and Thiago
rolled his eyes, trying to hide his amusement.

“Fuck you, Wally!” they heard from the kitchen, followed by another clang
from the abused stove.

“Any time, Trigger!”

Thiago didn’t know when or where the little feud between the two men had
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started. He assumed it was due simply to their nationalities and their various
frightening similarities, but he didn’t really care all that much. It remained
harmless enough, and at least it was amusing.

“I don’t see how Carl doing unnatural things to me would be at all bad,”
Remy mused. “I’d even ‘baaa’ for him,” he added, making a fair imitation
of a sheep’s bleating as he spoke. Thiago was once again struck by how
skilled Remy appeared to be at mimicking sounds and voices and he added
that to his list of observations. The talent probably came in handy.

“What was that?” Carl called from the kitchen. He sounded amused.

“You heard me!” Remy shouted back, adding another ‘baaa’ for good
measure and wrapping the blanket tighter around his body.

“Careful,” Brandt said in a deep, growling voice. “That’s turning me on a
little.”

Remy laughed, but Thiago noticed him leaning away from the big man as
he looked at him. “Baa means no, Wally,” he intoned with a wag of his
finger in Brandt’s face.

Before anyone could say anything else regarding sex or sheep— or, God
forbid, both— Nikolaus let out a little shout and looked at them all
triumphantly.

“I’ve made it into the main files and disabled the detection system,” he
announced with a hint of pride in his voice. Thiago felt Remy’s body stiffen
against his, but just as quickly as it happened he was loose again and
turning around to peer back at Nikolaus excitedly. Thiago watched Remy
suspiciously.

“The Organization’s main files?” Remy asked eagerly.

“Yep,” Nikolaus said proudly as he continued to click away. Thiago was
impressed by the feat, but distracted by Remy’s reaction. Why did he tense?



Was it just a tic or did it mean something more significant? Did Remy have
something to hide in those files?

As he watched Remy, a little more intently than he liked to admit, Carl
thumped into the room, wiping his hands on a dishtowel and huffed loudly.

“Fucking stove,” was all he said.

“No supper then?” Remy asked as he flopped around and tilted his head
back to look at Carl.

Carl looked down at him in disgust and shook his head.
“Mind if I take a stab at it?” Remy asked.
“Be my guest.”

Remy got up, tossed his sheep blanket haphazardly over Brandt’s face, and
strutted into the kitchen.
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Thiago watched him go and wondered how in the world the younger man
survived to this point. He seriously hoped the whole puppy-like attitude was
an act the younger man just wasn’t accustomed to dropping, but he seemed
genuinely excitable, and that was dangerous as hell.

“And I have it,” Nikolaus announced smugly, and they all snapped to
attention. “I’ve found it already!”

Thiago and Shawn scrambled to their feet, and Remy hurried back into the
room as they all crowded around Nikolaus’s chair to peer at the computer
screen.

“What do you mean you’ve got it?” Carl asked excitedly. “What’s ‘it’?”



“New Zealand grammar,” Brandt murmured wryly, earning a discreet jab in
the ribs. Brandt snickered and wrapped Carl up in his arms in retaliation.
Thiago watched distractedly as they struggled and couldn’t help but grin.

“I mean I’ve found the drop spot. The file we use to communicate.”

“Why did we have to hack in?” Thiago asked, thinking he already knew the
answer but wanting to make certain.

“Well, the Organization has completely cut us off in order to weed out any
moles, but we can still communicate. They’ll leave whatever information
they have for us in predetermined spots within the main files, and we do the
same whenever we need to report in. It just depends on my getting into the
system and finding the right file. Which I’ve just done,” Nikolaus explained
with a cheeky little smile. “Now, we’ve been following the Archer’s
communications,” Nikolaus began explaining.

“You know how he communicates?” Remy asked. Thiago tried to interpret
the tone, but all he could tell was that Remy was impressed.

“We have for weeks now. But we can’t decipher the code.”
(‘Oh.JJ

“Now, we know that the Archer communicates with his operatives through
an online chat room.”

“What?” Shawn said disbelievingly.

“Yeah. It’s very simple, and almost impossible to trace if you do it right.
Which he does.”

“What kind of chat room?” Remy asked curiously.

“Wait, wait, lemme guess,” Brandt said in amusement, releasing Carl and
holding up his hand dramatically. “An archery chat room.” Nikolaus
snorted and nodded. “Makes you think maybe he wants us to catch him,
doesn’t it?”



“How did he get the name, anyway?” Thiago asked curiously. The name
bothered the shit out of him for some reason.
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“Through the chat room, as far as I know. That’s where we first caught
wind of him. But he’s refused to change methods. The code he uses is
apparently random, so I suppose he sees no need.”

“That or he’s got other methods and we just don’t know about them,” Carl
corrected drearily. Thiago nodded his agreement.

“Well, yes,” was all Nikolaus said as he pulled up a file for them all to see.

“This is his last communication. We know they’re orders, but we don’t
know what for.”

Thiago leaned in and read the message as Remy continued to ask questions
about how they knew which messages were his and other things Thiago
knew he should care about. But the message itself was distracting him. It
was a mixture of jibberish and seemingly random numbers.

“The hell?” Shawn murmured right next to Thiago’s ear.

“Exactly,” Nikolaus said in a frustrated voice. “It appears to be a stream
cipher but—"

“Wait, a what?” Brandt asked with a confused frown.

“A stream cipher,” Nikolaus answered as he pointed at the series of
numbers and letters. “You might know it as a state cipher?” he ventured.
They all looked at him blankly, and he sighed. “Well, it’s a symmetric
cipher where plaintext is combined with keystream and converted one at a
time, and the following plaintext varies depending on—"

“Do it in English, you bloody Kraut,” Brandt demanded with a smirk.



Nikolaus huffed and looked at the computer screen, pursing his lips
thoughtfully. “Basically,” he finally sighed, “it’s a complicated form of
encoding where the key varies every time. Which makes it difficult to crack
without serious mathematical functions if you don’t know the key.”

“So each code requires a different key to read it?” Shawn ventured.
“That’s right,” Nikolaus nodded.

“And we don’t have any keys,” Remy observed in a flat voice.
“Correct,” Nikolaus confirmed.

“So we have to look at them from another angle,” Remy murmured almost
to himself. “The back door.”

“Right,” Shawn agreed. “Do we have an event to compare it with?” he
asked as he too leaned forward and read the message.

“What do you mean by back door?” Carl asked, sounding slightly lost.

“Well, if we have the event that this message produced, we can come at it in
reverse,” Remy explained.
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“Use the answer to form the question,” Shawn provided.

Nikolaus typed in a command and brought up a list of dates, locations, and
names.

“These are all the hits on our agents in the past year,” he said.

“Jesus,” Thiago breathed as he looked at the list. It was longer than he’d
imagined, and Thiago was beginning to understand the fuss over the Archer.



“Surely he’s not responsible for all these?” he asked weakly.

“Not all of them, I’m sure. But we’re not taking any chances by
underestimating him.”

They all nodded in approval of the reasoning, and Thiago scanned the list
again.

“When was that message posted? Can you take out all the events that
occurred before that?” Remy asked. Thiago marveled at the change in his
demeanor.

He was all business now. Brandt and Carl were looking on in interest, but it
was obvious they were accustomed to simply being told where to point the
gun or how long to set the timer. They just waited for their orders.

Nikolaus did as Remy requested, and only one line was left on the screen.
The only hit to occur after the last order from the Archer.

“So there we have it. We just need to figure out how the two of them match
up, right?” Brandt asked hopefully.

“If this is indeed the hit the Archer was ordering in his last transmission,”
Shawn said grimly. “It could be from a previous communication, and the
latest orders just haven’t been carried out yet.”

“Ah-”

“How many days between the message and the last hit?” Thiago asked,
squinting slightly at the screen.

“Looks like five,” Nikolaus answered after a moment.
“That’s not much time to elapse between order and hit,” Shawn murmured.

“Does anyone else think maybe we’re overreaching here?” Carl asked. “I
mean, they have their best techs on this code, am I right? I don’t think any
of us is going to have some sort of Indiana Jones epiphany and suddenly



figure it out.” Remy snorted and stood up to look at Carl over Thiago’s
back. Thiago was jostled a bit as the younger man grabbed Carl around the
shoulders and pulled him closer, saying, “We’ll just find you a nice whip,
non?”

“We’ll start somewhere else then,” Shawn said with a sigh as he watched
Carl struggle to extricate himself from Remy’s grasp.

“Where?” Nikolaus asked, his fingers poised over the keyboard.
The Archer 49

Abigail Roux

“Is that all they’ve left us in the drop?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn. Okay. Do we have a list of agents we know to’ve turned?”

“Yeah.” Nikolaus repeated as he typed in the commands to bring up the
requested list. This list, too, was longer than Thiago would have supposed.
The Archer had been a busy boy according to the Organization.

“Now, can you bring up lists of the agents these have worked with in the
past year and cross-reference them?”

“Ooh, nice,” Remy said appreciatively, and Thiago couldn’t help but to
agree.
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Nikolaus busily typed away, and when he finished he said, “It may take a
while.”

“I’1l be kicking the stove then,” Remy said almost immediately, and he
turned to head for the kitchen.

“I think I’1l help him,” Brandt said in an eager voice, but Shawn grabbed
him by the front of his shirt to stop him.

“No fireworks,” he said in a stern voice.

Brandt put his hand over Shawn’s hand at his heart and looked at Shawn
innocently. “You wound me,” he said pitifully. Shawn simply rolled his
eyes and released the bigger man. “I made a promise,” Brandt sniffed
haughtily as Shawn shoved him almost playfully toward the kitchen.

Thiago watched him creep up behind Remy and grab him, and he wondered
if the younger man was playing the same game with Brandt as he had with
Thiago that morning. Thiago knew Remy wasn’t as inept as he made out to
be, but it was damn difficult to tell which reactions were genuine and which
were affected. Remy rewarded Brandt with a little squawk, as if he hadn’t
heard him coming, and the two of them snickered and playfully shoved one
another back and forth as they jostled for space in front of the stove.

Despite his suspicions, Thiago couldn’t help but smile at their antics.
“Okay,” Shawn said quietly, and he gestured for them to gather around him.

Carl and Thiago exchanged wary glances and leaned forward to listen as
Nikolaus tore his eyes away from the computer screen.

“I’ve struck a deal with Brandt,” Shawn told them, getting right to the
point.

“I was going to keep it quiet, but there’s really no point. He doesn’t seem
the type to care one way or the other.”



“Is that why nothing’s blown up today?” Carl asked distractedly. He was
watching Brandt and Remy out of the corner of his eye, and Thiago thought
perhaps he secretly hoped they wouldn’t be able to get the stove working,
either. It was 50 The
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probably a matter of pride.

“Yes.”

“What sort of deal?” Thiago asked.

“Bribery,” Shawn answered with a slight flush.

“What are you bribing him with?” Thiago asked pointedly.

“To put it bluntly?” Shawn questioned wryly. Thiago nodded. “Myself. And
Remy. And whoever else is willing,” he said, giving them each a second’s
stare from clear green eyes before glancing back at Brandt warily. Shawn’s
eyes were truly unique, Thiago decided. The only problem was that you
couldn’t read them.

“You mean sex?” Nikolaus asked, sounding thoroughly scandalized.

“Yes. It was the only thing I knew he would give up his explosives for. And
really...,” Shawn smiled at them and shrugged. “Brandt’s quite a bit of all
right, isn’t he?” he said with a wink. Carl laughed, and Thiago smiled a
little. He couldn’t argue with that, and Thiago had used his body to ensure
the success of missions in the past.

He had no problem with this arrangement.
“Count me in then,” he offered readily enough.

“If it keeps my ass from being blown up,” Carl added with a nod, “I’m in.”
Nikolaus looked at them with wide eyes when they all turned their attention



to him. “I’m not really qualified for that sort of thing,” he protested in a
hoarse whisper.

“I think the four of us should be able to keep him happy,” Shawn responded
with a grin, giving Nikolaus a comforting pat on the back. Nikolaus looked
back at his computer screens, relieved.

“What do I have to do to be bribed with sex?” Carl asked with a huff.

“I don’t think you’ll need to bribe anyone in this group,” Thiago muttered
wryly.

IX.

SHAWN finished filling them in on the details just as there was a shout
from the kitchen and a gusty whoosh of air and heat.

“Well,” Shawn sighed in a flat voice, “he’s blown the stove,” he muttered as
they all turned toward the kitchen.

There wasn’t much smoke. The flames had simply leapt up and then
receded back into the burner, but Remy hopped around the kitchen trying to
rid his hand of a flaming oven mitt as Brandt danced around him comically,
trying to grab hold of him.

Brandt finally caught him and threw him to the ground in a move Carl was
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pretty sure came straight from wrestling on television, and he beat out the
flames with his hands as they all looked on impassively.

Carl looked around at the other three men and smiled at the fact that not one
of them had moved to help. Either they were all slightly sadistic, or they
trusted Brandt to handle the situation. Carl was pleased to realize that the
coherency they needed to work as a team was already forming. Perhaps
they’d get out of this place sooner than the allotted two weeks after all.



They gathered around in the smoky kitchen to look down at Remy and
Brandt, who were both on the floor breathing heavily, their clothing slightly
blackened and singed in places. Thiago went to the window over the sink
and fought with it, trying to open it. Nikolaus turned and headed back into
the living room after rolling his eyes.

“Tsk, tsk,” Shawn offered in disappointment as he looked down at Brandt.
Carl was briefly reminded of being scolded as a boy when he was naughty.
“Wasn’t me, mate,” Brandt responded in amusement.

“Sorry,” Remy said as he shook the now crusty mitt from his hand and sat
up slowly. “Didn’t know it would do that exactly.” Carl put out a hand to
help one of them up, and Brandt grasped it firmly and pulled himself to his
feet.

“Thanks, Trigger,” he said softly.
“Uh huh. You all right?” Carl asked automatically.

“Mmm,” Brandt practically purred. “Was a nice flare up,” he answered as
he looked at the stove wistfully. Carl gave him a wary glance and turned to
Shawn, who was helping Remy carefully to his feet.

“Your back okay?” the man asked quietly.

“Yes,” Remy answered curtly. “Like a fucking trip to the chiropractor.”
Before they could question why Remy’s back wouldn’t be okay, Nikolaus’s
voice called out uncertainly from the other room.

“Gentlemen? The list. It’s up.”

They moved quickly into the other room, curious about the reason for
Nikolaus’s strained tone of voice.

“What have we got then?” Shawn asked as he leaned over Nikolaus’s
shoulder. Nikolaus sat back and gestured to the screen.



“We’ve got eleven agents at the top of the list, each of whom has worked
with every single agent that is known to have turned in the past year,”
Nikolaus told them for the benefit of those who couldn’t see the screen
clearly. “We’re each on it.”

“What?” Remy asked in shock as he squeezed in between Carl and Thiago
to see the screen. “That can’t be a coincidence,” he mumbled as if he were
talking to 52 The
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“See those markers there?” Nikolaus asked as he pointed to a row on the
screen with three red symbols in it. “Those indicate a deceased agent. The
green ones indicate an agent on an active mission. You’ll notice none of us
have a green indicator.”

“They don’t want anyone knowing we’re out here,” Shawn murmured with
a nod.

“So that just leaves the two suspects?” Carl suggested hopefully.
“No. That leaves the eleven,” Thiago said grimly.

“Surely you don’t still suspect one of us?” Nikolaus asked him in
exasperation. Thiago’s jaw clenched and he had the good grace to look
slightly ashamed. Remy stared at him intently, and Carl watched in
fascination as the younger man squared his shoulders in front of Thiago and
stood almost nose-to-nose with him.

“If one of us was a double agent,” he said in a smooth, icy voice, “don’t you
reckon you’d be dead by now?”

“Dixie,” Shawn chastised in a soft voice. Again, Carl marveled at the
change in the young Cajun and the control Shawn exerted over him when



he seemed about to snap. Remy immediately relaxed and any hint of the
dangerous man Carl had just caught a glimpse of was gone.

Remy looked Thiago over calmly one last time before returning to his
former position, leaning over Nikolaus’s other shoulder and looking intently
at the screen.

“We can’t assume that the dead agents are out of the picture,” he said softly.

“If it were me I would have faked my death in order to throw people off.”
Carl had to agree with that logic. He didn’t like to think of the possibility
that one of these five men was the man they’d been sent to Kkill, and he
decided he would follow Remy’s logic on that matter as well. If the Archer
were among them, surely he would have tried to rid himself of their
presence by now.

“Do any of you know of these other five?” Nikolaus asked as he eliminated
their own names from the list, leaving the names and designators of the
other five agents on the screen.

“McTiernan,” Shawn breathed in disbelief. The red marker beside the name
glared back at them, and Carl’s heart hurt for the man. If Sir John
McTiernan really was dead, then Shawn had just learned of the loss of his
mentor. Carl saw Remy give Shawn a worried glance before looking closely
at the list once more.

“I have a contact who worked with Kincaid in Central America on a job,”
Thiago offered as he pointed at one of the names. “Gray Kincaid. He’s a
Class One as well. Based around the Gulf Coast, I think. Florida and the
Caribbean. Very good at what he does. One of the best in the Organization,
from what my man told me.” The Archer 53
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“Never heard of him,” Remy muttered almost sulkily, as if he were insulted
that someone else might be one of the best.



“Evan Washburn works out of Tokyo mostly,” Brandt offered after a
moment. “Worked, that is,” he added, taking note of the red marker beside
that name as well. “He was a class 10 sub something or other. Did audio
stuff.”

“Sub Five,” Nikolaus provided with a nod.
“Yeah, that,” Brandt agreed in a tone that clearly said he didn’t care.
“Always bitching about the decibel level of the explosions.”

“Fletcher Barclay is a cleaner,” Shawn told them in a slightly gruff voice as
the others studied Brandt warily for any signs of impending madness. None
came, though, and Shawn went on. “Class Three. He works in Scotland and
Ireland mostly.”

“He moonlights as a hitter too,” Carl supplied absently. Shawn looked at
him curiously and Carl smiled back abashedly. “We made a mess of it in
Glasgow last winter,” he said by way of explanation for his association with
the cleaner. “A right massacre. Needed the services of a sweeper.”

“Why would a cleaner moonlight as a hit man?” Nikolaus asked as he
tapped a pen nervously against the arm of his chair.

“I never asked,” Carl responded vaguely. “I couldn’t hardly understand
what the bloke was saying most of the time.”

“Lydia Ashton,” Remy provided absently as he pointed at the screen.

Nikolaus swatted his hand away before his finger could touch it, and Remy
looked at him with a wounded expression.

“No touching,” Nikolaus said sternly as he gestured toward the charred
remnants of the oven mitt on Remy’s hand. Remy looked down at his
blackened fingers and wiped them on his jeans absently as he refocused his
attention on the screen.

“Lydia’s a piece of work. A real bonne fille. She’s one of those,” Remy
looked back and smirked at Carl, “sexy women in the skimpy red dresses



Carl is so fond of,” he finished. “Class Six, that is. I can’t believe someone
could have gotten to her,” he added almost sadly as he gestured at the red
designator by her name.

“Where was she based?” Thiago asked.

“North America. Atlantic seaboard, for the most part, around D.C. Used her
on a political assignment once.”

“You actually met a mark you couldn’t seduce?” Shawn asked in mocking
amusement.

“Long story,” Remy mumbled.

“Hasn’t it been confirmed that the Archer is a man?” Nikolaus asked
curiously.
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“Nothing’s been confirmed until we confirm it,” Thiago said authoritatively.

They had to give him that at least, and Carl was more than willing to make
the concession. He wasn’t fond of the idea of going on information
provided by a questionable source, and there was no doubting the
Organization’s files were questionable. The Archer had already proven
himself a clever opponent; Carl had little doubt that the man could hack into
their files just as easily as Nikolaus did.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Brandt said irritably. “Who’s to say the
Archer actually worked with all the agents he’s turned? Maybe he’s
networking.”

“Networking?” Carl snorted in amusement, but he took Brandt’s point all
the same. It was entirely possible the Archer had turned only one or two



agents, then let it spread like a disease throughout the Organization. Brandt
nodded, and Carl sighed in frustration.

“So basically, we’ve got nothing to go on that’s concrete?” Carl asserted,
not really expecting an answer.

“Well,” Nikolaus said defensively, but he couldn’t come up with a response.

Carl let his shoulders sag. “Who’s got watch tonight?” he asked, giving up
the hunt, for the moment, to exhaustion.

“I do,” Remy said absently as he pointed for Nikolaus to return to the
screen with the Archer’s last message on it.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Shawn corrected commandingly. Remy straightened
and looked at the man defiantly. Carl wondered if perhaps he should back
away so as not to be caught in a spat. But Shawn’s pose wasn’t threatening,
and he smiled at the younger man rather than puffing up combatively. “You
didn’t sleep last night,” he reminded Remy. “I’ll take watch.”

“You didn’t sleep, either,” Brandt observed with amusement.

“I’ll take watch,” Thiago muttered irritably. Carl watched him stalk over to
the couch and take hold of Remy’s blanket. “I’m a little wired anyway,” he
huffed as he wrapped the blanket around his shoulders. Carl watched him
curiously as he went about stoking the fire and then made himself
comfortable on the couch.

“Who’s got Spark Duty?” Carl asked in amusement as he tore his eyes away
from Thiago to look at Brandt curiously.

“Go get your sheepskin, Trigger,” Brandt ordered with a cheeky grin.

“We’re just leaving this?” Remy asked in disbelief as he gestured at the
screen that once again displayed the message from the Archer.

“There’s nothing for it tonight,” Shawn answered with a shrug.



Nikolaus slid out of his chair and trudged over to the couch to flop down
beside Thiago and stare into the fire. Obviously computers were more
exhausting than Carl thought they were.
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Brandt shrugged and grabbed Carl’s arm, yanking him toward the hallway
and pulling him close to whisper in his ear.

“I need a word with you, Trigger,” he said softly.

Carl wondered how serious Brandt was about being treated with sex every
night for being good, as Shawn had put it, and thought how ridiculous it
was for the man to expect it. But then again, Brandt was certifiable in Carl’s
opinion, and he certainly didn’t want him upset. It wasn’t like it was all that
great a sacrifice, right?

“What, uh....”

“Shh. A word,” Brandt hissed, and he practically threw Carl into his
bedroom and slammed the door behind them. Carl didn’t mind being
roughed up a bit; it was actually quite fun if done right, and Brandt was
certainly an acceptable partner. But something wasn’t right, and it made the
hair on the back of Carl’s neck stand up.

He stood stock still in the middle of the room, watching Brandt warily and
tensing almost unnoticeably.

“Down, boy,” Brandt whispered in amusement. “I’m tired. Besides, the
stove wasn’t entirely the Ragin’ Cajun’s fault,” he added with a grin. Carl
cocked his head in confusion as Brandt sat down on the bed and rested his
head in his hands. He thought about prompting Brandt to speak with a
question, but then thought better of it.

He sat beside the man and waited impatiently. “I don’t know about you,
Trigger,” Brandt said softly after what seemed like an eternity. “But I don’t



trust him.” Carl’s brain whirred to life once more and his senses went into
overdrive. To whom was Brandt referring? Had he picked up on something
Carl missed? Was he trying to smoke Carl out and see if he had his own
suspicions about one of the others?

Carl wasn’t accustomed to mind games. He simply killed who and when he
was told.

Carl believed Brandt was the same way. He decided to trust his instincts
and have faith that Brandt wasn’t into the games, either.

“Who?” he finally asked.

Brandt looked up, his eyes registering surprise that Carl hadn’t been able to
read his mind, but then he gave him a wry grin and looked away. He was
silent for some time, staring into the distance, and Carl was afraid he’d lost
him. Finally, Brandt turned to look at him once more, and his black eyes
flashed dangerously as he spoke.

“I don’t trust him,” he claimed. “He’s too damn quick. And he’s too eager
to please everyone. He’s just too goddamned easy.”

“Who are you talking about?” Carl asked impatiently.
“Honestly, Trigger, you’re the only one I trust out here,” Brandt murmured.

Carl gaped at him. “We’re from the same mold, you and me. Those blokes,
they’re too used to playing the game,” Brandt went on, unconsciously
echoing Carl’s thoughts from just moments before. “I’ve got a bad feeling
about him. He gives off 56 The
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a... I don’t know. Vibe. Too damned perfect,” he repeated disconsolately.
“Every reaction is too fucking perfect. Like he knows what we’re thinking
before we do it, and he plays right into our expectations.”



Carl was still trying to grasp the fact that Brandt apparently trusted him and
no one else, but he was slowly beginning to realize which of their
companions Brandt was talking about.

“Do you trust me, Trigger?” Brandt asked suddenly. Carl snapped back to
the present and looked at the man intently. The gleam was nowhere to be
seen. Carl decided to go with his gut once more.

“Yes.’,

“Good,” Brandt said, genuinely pleased. “Do this for me? Take Spark Duty
every night.”

Carl opened his mouth to question the request, but Brandt stopped him. “If
Remy is the Archer, or even one of his men, then we’re in danger. I’ll watch
your back, you watch mine.”

Carl was silent for a moment, considering his options. Finally, he nodded
slowly, and a slow smile began to spread over his face. “Right then,” he
said decisively. “So they’ll just think you really enjoyed my company,
yeah?”

“What makes you think I wouldn’t?” Brandt asked with a truly frightening
grin.

“Well, I hear Australians are very stupid,” Carl answered with a sad shake
of his head, “you may not be able to comprehend just how good I am.”
Brandt grinned, and Carl found himself intrigued by the predatory way the
man moved.

“Are you a screamer, Trigger?” Brandt asked in a low voice that had Carl’s
entire body tingling with anticipation.

“Not normally,” he managed to respond with difficulty.
“You will be tonight.”

X.



SHAWN cocked his head at Remy as they stood facing one another, left
alone by the others. Neither man had so much as twitched since the others
scattered. Shawn knew the best thing was to wait Remy out. The younger
man had a bug up his ass about something, and it was obvious to Shawn
that he wanted to discuss it. But this was the game they always played, a
game in which each man challenged the patience and sanity of the other,
and so Shawn waited.

Finally, Remy rolled his eyes and his shoulders sagged as he looked back
The Archer 57

Abigail Roux

toward the computer. 'Like clockwork,” Shawn thought with what could only
be described as a shit-eating grin. Remy usually didn’t have the patience to
wait him out, especially when he had something important on his mind.

“Quit grinning like a bioque,” Remy mumbled as he tried to hide his own
smirk. Shawn reached out and pulled Remy to him, forcing them closer
together, and affectionately ran his nose along the stubble of Remy’s cheek.

“Something I can do for you, lad?” Shawn purred.

Remy shivered theatrically as Shawn’s breath gusted over his ear. Shawn
glanced over at the sofa where Thiago and Nikolaus sat talking quietly,
wondering how much privacy he and Remy could hope to find. Remy’s
hand slid under his chin and gently pulled his attention back.

“What about this message?” Remy asked almost petulantly as he held
Shawn’s chin firmly with one hand. Shawn’s gaze slid to the computer
screen briefly before returning to rest on Remy’s perturbed countenance. He
loved psychological warfare, but he almost always met his match in Remy.
Now he’d gotten himself all worked up, and Remy was going into code-
breaking mode.

Fucking great.



“Massive computing machines running on the power of a small village have
failed to break it, but if it’ll make you feel better, go right ahead and study
it,” Shawn suggested with a smirk.

Remy huffed, but he turned to copy the message onto a notepad anyway.

Shawn walked over to sit on the hearth of the fireplace, watching Remy in
exasperation. Thiago and Nikolaus stopped mid-conversation and looked at
him with blank expressions.

“We never had dinner,” Thiago observed, as if having missed dinner really
didn’t bother him all too much, but he needed something to talk about.

“No, we didn’t,” Shawn responded, a little surprised he hadn’t noticed the
lack of food. Remy had that effect on him at times. He forgot what he was
doing and why he was doing it and knew nothing but the force of nature
that was Remy’s presence. The distraction had grown to the point that he
was now more concerned with Remy’s well-being than his own. It was one
of the many reasons he’d decided to take this assignment, regardless of the
almost inevitable likelihood that most of them wouldn’t live through it, and
why he’d decided to do what he was doing.

Although he hated himself for his decision, he knew it was the only thing he
could do to save himself or Remy in the end. The lad wasn’t the type to live
until retirement. He was too unaware of his own mortality and too willing
to do the jobs others refused to do for the very reasons those less reckless
individuals refused to do them. Shawn had to get him out before his sense
of adventure killed them both.

He was brought out of his reverie as Remy thumped down beside him.
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“Is that the Archer’s message?” Nikolaus asked as he sat forward and stared
at Remy intently. Remy nodded, and Shawn watched Nikolaus curiously.

He hadn’t really paid much attention to the man, and he knew he should be
observing all of his companions a little closer than he had. He couldn’t
simply take it for granted that they were all true to the Organization, and he
also knew if he were hiding something from them like he was, no matter
how trivial or critical it may be, then they could all be doing the same.

Nikolaus seemed harmless enough, though, and very genuine at that. Of
course, that could mean very little, considering Shawn’s experience with
Remy and others like him. But still, Shawn didn’t get the psycho killer vibe
from Nikolaus.

Thiago, on the other hand, was a different matter. Out of all five men,
Thiago worried Shawn the most. The man was suspicious to start with,
which wouldn’t help Shawn’s cause all that much, but he was also very
shrewd. If one of them were going to figure out what Shawn was on about,
it would be Thiago. And there were times when Shawn watched him that
the man’s eyes glazed over and he reminded Shawn disturbingly of Brandt.
Being crazy as fuck was one thing. Being able to hide it under a normal
exterior? That was deadly.

Thiago watched Nikolaus in much the same way as Shawn watched him
and, for a brief moment, Shawn entertained the idea of pulling him aside
and asking the man what he thought about the young tech. Not only would
he get the chance to feel Thiago out, but he also might even be able to begin
to build a bit of trust with him.

But then Thiago turned to look at him, and Shawn thought he’d never seen
a more guarded expression in all his years. No. Tonight was not the night to
get Thiago to open up. Something weighed heavily on the Argentinean’s
mind, and Shawn would just as soon not get into that area just yet.

“I’m convinced that the letters have something to do with it. Like a
designator or a... uh... shit, I can’t think of the word.”

“A key?”



“Yeah!”
“Remy?”
“Huh?” Remy responded innocently in response to Nikolaus’s soft words.

Shawn got the feeling that perhaps Remy had a bit more on his mind than
just the message and he shifted uncomfortably. Remy wasn’t stupid, and
when he was acting that way it meant that trouble was coming. Something
weighed heavily on Remy’s mind too, and Shawn had to get into that area.
Soon.

“There’s not much point in worrying over that until we have the other half
to the code. I’ve got the computer running on it.”

“But—”

“Come on, Dixie,” Shawn huffed before Remy could go into a whole The
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diatribe over how important breaking the code was. “I’ve got something
you can help me with,” he added with a wink at Thiago.

A shout emitted from Brandt’s room as if on cue and Thiago grinned
crookedly.

“If he can make Carl scream like that, I'm quite worried about my turn,”
Thiago told them softly, and Shawn wondered whether he was joking. He
thought not.

Carl certainly didn’t seem the type to scream.

“Uhhh....”

Shawn looked at Remy inquiringly as he stood and stretched his sore back,
but the younger man remained sitting and looked up at him blankly.



“What’s the problem?” Shawn asked curiously.

“It’s just...,” Remy trailed off and his eyes slid from Thiago and Nikolaus
on the sofa to the message in his hand, and then back to Shawn. “Oh, fine,”
he finally conceded.

Thiago actually snorted in amusement. “Che,” he said sarcastically,
“mierda, Shawn, you must be a real treat in the bed to warrant such
enthusiasm.” Shawn shot him his most lascivious grin and winked. “You
could only be so lucky,” he claimed enigmatically before grabbing Remy
and hauling him to his feet.

He then picked him up and threw him over his shoulder like a sack of
potatoes, gave the two surprised men on the couch a cheeky bow, and
strolled out of the room.

Remy didn’t protest the high-handed treatment. The younger man didn’t
even fight him or utter so much as a squeak as Shawn carried him down the
hall and into the bedroom Remy shared with Carl, and Shawn really began
to worry that something was truly wrong. Normally, Remy at least put up a
token struggle.

As soon as the door slammed behind him, Shawn set Remy down none too
gently and shoved him. Remy wheeled backward but managed to catch
himself before he tumbled to the floor. He looked back at the bag of
ammunition and hunting knives and various and sundry other deadly
instruments that he had almost fallen onto and then looked back at Shawn
accusingly.

“What’s all this then?” Shawn demanded before Remy could say anything.

“What?” Remy asked defensively, backing away a step and nudging the bag
with his heel. He suddenly reminded Shawn of a caged animal, and Shawn
narrowed his eyes in suspicion.

“What have you done?” he demanded.

“What?” Remy repeated, a little surprised now.



“You’ve done something you know I wouldn’t like,” Shawn asserted. A
nasty thought began to creep into his mind, but he did his best to suppress
it. “And what the fuck was that act you were pulling out there?” 60 The
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“Cut the crap! The act!” Shawn clarified forcefully, struggling to keep his
voice down. He brought his hands up and let his wrists go limp and began
flailing and speaking in a high-pitched, mocking Cajun accent. “* May wee,
I don’t know what I’m talkin’ about. What’s going on? Why do we need
this? Oh, what’s the word I’m thinking of? Key, is that it?’” he said in
mimicry of Remy. “It’s bullshit, and you’re well aware that I know it,” he
finished disgustedly.

“Mon tcheue!”

“Shut up,” Shawn ordered as he began to prowl around the small room. He
saw Remy’s wide brown eyes following him, and he finally turned to face
the younger man once more. “Why are you playing games?” Shawn
demanded suspiciously.

Remy opened his mouth to speak, but snapped it closed again. Shawn’s
eyes narrowed further, and the nasty thought that had been merely creeping
before slammed into him in full force.

“What are you hiding?” he asked hesitantly, hoping Remy either wouldn’t
answer or would tell him ‘nothing.” Anything but a hesitation.

“I....” Remy’s shoulders sagged, and he looked guiltier than Shawn had
ever seen. Remy didn’t usually show what he was feeling unless it suited
his purpose, but Shawn had enough experience with him to be able to
decipher the real from the fake.

His heart sank as he realized the guilt he was seeing was real.



“What’ve you done?” Shawn whispered.
Remy’s eyes hardened and he straightened his sagging shoulders.

“Why don’t you tell me?” he demanded, his voice nothing more than a
harsh whisper. “What have you done, Shawn? Hmm? Why don’t you tell
me that!”

“Keep your voice down,” Shawn hissed.
“Why?” Remy challenged. “Hiding something?”

Shawn closed the distance between them and gripped Remy by the
shoulders. Remy started to protest, but Shawn held him firmly and threw
him at the bed. Remy stumbled and fell against the side of the mattress,
sliding down and landing on one knee to look up at Shawn in confusion.
Shawn’s heart ached as he saw the betrayed look in Remy’s eyes, but he
grabbed Remy’s shirtfront and pulled him roughly back up to his feet,
pinning him against the bunks and putting his face just inches from the
younger man’s. “Are you accusing me of something, lad?” he snarled in the
most threatening voice he could muster.

Shawn had to admit he was impressed with Remy’s reaction. He had seen
men fall to their knees and beg in the face of his most threatening personas,
but Remy simply blinked and swallowed with slight difficulty.
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“You certainly are defensive for a man who’s done nothing wrong,” Remy
observed softly. It was Shawn’s turn to blink, and he released Remy’s shirt
slowly as if he just realized what he was doing. Remy had certainly won
that round.

They remained that way for several tense moments, and finally Shawn
stepped away and knitted his brow inquiringly.

“How much do you know?” he asked sadly.



XI.

NIKOLAUS didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed by the behavior
of his comrades. If he were being honest with himself, he would have
admitted it was a little bit of both. If these first few days were any
indication, then they would never quit fucking one another long enough to
get out of this fucking cabin.

He and Thiago sat silently for some time, watching the dark hallway where
Shawn and Remy had disappeared and straining to hear snatches of their
conversation. All they could hear, however, were the sounds coming from
Brandt’s room. Finally, Nikolaus turned to look at Thiago, and he found the
man sitting and smiling oddly.

“They really are endearing, once you get past thinking they may want to kill
you,” Thiago said to him in amusement. Nikolaus smiled and nodded. But
he couldn’t honestly say he agreed. At first he’d taken comfort from Shawn
and Remy’s unusual bond, but now Nikolaus thought he sensed something
that perhaps the others were missing. The tension was obvious, but it could
be chalked up to many things. Sex, for instance. Or lack thereof. It could
also be chalked up to knowing the others were suspicious of them.

Nikolaus shook his head irritably. He didn’t want to get into the psychology
of the others. Just the thought of trying to diagnose Brandt made Nikolaus’s
head hurt. But what Nikolaus was sensing between Remy and Shawn was
not only the very obvious and understandable tension, but also a very subtle
hint of suspicion. And if Shawn and Remy were suspicious of one another,
then what hope did Nikolaus or any of the others have of trusting either of
them?

What had caused the sudden shift, anyway? They were certainly
comfortable enough with one another yesterday, and even this morning
nothing seemed out of the ordinary. But as the day progressed Remy
seemed to grow more and more tense.

Nikolaus wondered if perhaps the Archer’s message had anything to do
with it.



And if it did, then why? Nikolaus’s brain revved to life as he tried to think
through the problem.

He glanced at Thiago as the shadows from the firelight danced across the
man’s handsome face. Could he trust the cagey Argentinean? He
desperately wanted someone with whom to confer, to whom he could relay
his suspicions. In all honesty, he wanted someone to allay his fears, tell him
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their only enemy was the Archer.
He wanted someone to talk to.

Several hours ago, Nikolaus would have gone without a second thought to
Remy to voice his concerns, but now with his new suspicions in mind,
Thiago seemed the most likely candidate.

Especially considering Thiago was the only one here.

Nikolaus tried to forget that he was slightly intimidated by the older man,
and he cleared his throat. Thiago looked at him inquiringly.

“May I...,” he cleared his throat again as Thiago waited patiently, and he
started over. “May I speak with you candidly?” Thiago raised one eyebrow
in amusement, but he seemed to sense Nikolaus was a bit jumpy, and he
apparently took pity on him.

“Of course you can,” he said gently. “What would you like to speak of?”
Nikolaus looked down the hall once more, then back at Thiago. He
wondered how far he should go, how much he should confide in Thiago,
but then he decided this was an all-or-nothing situation.

Thiago followed his gaze and apparently anticipated what Nikolaus had on
his mind. He smiled crookedly and returned his eyes to the fire. “I don’t like



what’s going on in there any more than you do,” Thiago said with a nod
toward the bedroom.

“Yes, I’ve noticed something wrong between them. No, I don’t know what
it is. And God knows what they could be plotting or... but I’m trying to
come to terms with the idea of working with other people, and I’m trying to
come to terms with whatever it is Remy and Shawn have together. Remy
says it’s love, but....”

“You don’t think so?” Nikolaus prompted as Thiago trailed off, not caring
that they were getting off the subject. It felt good to have Thiago speaking
openly about anything. Thiago looked conflicted for a brief moment before
his stony exterior returned.

“Do you trust me, Nikolaus?” he asked suddenly.

Nikolaus stared at him. What to say? If he said yes, would Thiago believe
him? Should he appear to think it over before answering? Should he offer
his reasons behind what was essentially his blind trust? Nikolaus had never
been one for face-to-face tactics. He was more of a behind-the-scenes
operator, and he wasn’t sure how to handle himself with the experienced
field agent.

“Yes,” he finally answered with as much conviction in his voice as he could
muster. Thiago gave him a faint smile.

“I’d like to say that it makes me happy to hear you say that,” the
Argentinean sighed sadly. “But if you trust me so easily, what’s to say you
won'’t trust others as well? What if one of them is a mole?”
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“I do trust them,” Nikolaus insisted, wondering how Thiago turned him
around so easily. One minute he was thinking of how suspicious two of the
others were, and now he was defending his own trust in them.



“If you trust them, then why are you sitting here asking me questions about
Shawn and Remy?” Thiago asked slyly.

“I don’t know. I think you’ve talked me into a circle,” Nikolaus admitted
candidly.

Thiago chuckled, and they sat in silence for some time. Eventually the
sounds from Brandt’s room faded. Nikolaus sat waiting for something to
happen.

He looked at Thiago again and cleared his throat. Thiago smiled and looked
at him sideways.

“Yes?”
“What if the message is the reason they’re being— ”

“Weird?” Thiago supplied. Nikolaus nodded, and Thiago shook his head. “I
think it’s just a full moon or something.”

“I’m serious. I’ve been thinking it over. Since they know each other so well,
isn’t it possible that if one of them were the Archer, then the other might be
able to break the code? Maybe that’s why Shawn didn’t want Remy
working with the message.”

Thiago frowned and opened his mouth to reply, but let it shut again and
returned his gaze to the fire. “That’s entirely possible,” he murmured.

“They’re loyal to one another, that much is obvious, but the Archer has
been killing off agents. Agents just like you and Shawn and Remy. If I
found out that my best friend was really the enemy....” Nikolaus let the
assertion hang in the air for Thiago to decipher. Thiago turned to look at
him intently.

“When was the last message sent?"

A cry from the other bedroom almost made Nikolaus jump out of his skin.
It wasn’t a cry of pleasure like the ones Carl made, but a plea for mercy.



“No!” the voice called out softly.

“Jesus,” Nikolaus breathed in horror. He got to his feet and lunged forward,
but was halted by an iron grip around his elbow. He looked back at Thiago
to question him, but the man was staring intently into the darkness of the
hallway, his body taut as a bowstring.

“Leave them to it,” Thiago whispered. “If they’re fighting then they have
good reason.”

“And if one of them Kkills the other?” Nikolaus questioned incredulously.
Thiago looked at him, and his oddly colored eyes flashed in the firelight.
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“Then we hope the one who lives is on our side.” XII.

BRANDT rested his head on the pillow beside Carl’s, breathing heavily and
smirking as the tingling in his body receded once more.

After a few more moments Brandt raised his head to look down at Carl
appraisingly. The man still had his eyes closed, but his breathing had
returned to normal and his body had gone limp. Most of it, anyway. Brandt
always appreciated a lover who could keep up with him, and Carl could
certainly do that. Brandt leant down and nipped lightly at the other man’s
nose.

“Your methods worry me,” Carl mumbled as he cracked one eye open.
“I didn’t hear you complaining before.”

“That’s because I was too busy screaming. I should have figured you for a
biter, you crazy fuck,” Carl observed with a slight smile. Brandt creased his
brow in confusion. He could tell before they’d begun that the man wasn’t



accustomed to being on the receiving end of such attentions, and Brandt had
been reasonably gentle. Carl wasn’t bleeding, was he? Or on fire? What was
he complaining about? What was wrong with biting? And for that matter,
what was wrong with his methods?

“What’s wrong with my methods?” he asked in a hurt voice Carl cracked
open his other eye slowly and tried to focus his gaze on Brandt’s face.
Brandt lifted himself further so Carl could see him better without going
cross-eyed and Carl hummed warningly.

“You’ve got quite a lot of stamina, Sparkplug,” Carl observed in
amusement.

Brandt rolled and crawled back on top of Carl and looked down at him in
confusion.

“That was just the warm up,” he informed Carl unashamedly.

“Warm up?” Carl repeated incredulously as he shifted his hips, planting his
feet flat on the mattress as if preparing to be slammed into again.

Brandt grinned at him and felt Carl shiver in response. He reached down to
the area of the bed near his knees and grabbed the covers they’d pushed
aside during their earlier struggles. He pulled them up over their bodies to
help stop the shivering, and Carl moaned wantonly as the motion produced
some pleasing side effects.

“Ready for more, are you?” Brandt asked in amusement. “It reminds you of
that sheep blanket, yeah?” he asked, gesturing to the white quilt he held in
his hand before wrapping it tightly around their bodies. It felt good to press
against Carl in the warmth of the blankets. “I could go get it from Thiago,”
he offered in a growling voice, and Carl snorted in irritation. He lifted his
hips, and Brandt felt his body go momentarily weak.

There was something very gratifying about making a man like Carl call out,
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especially when it was a scream of pleasure. A plea for more.
Brandt really liked fucking Carl.

“If you make any bomb jokes I may have to kick you out of the bed,” Carl
warned him sleepily. It was a single bed, and it probably wouldn’t take
much effort to do just that. Brandt rolled to his side and took Carl into his
arms, nuzzling his neck affectionately.

“If I go, you’re coming with me, Trigger,” he whispered just before they
heard a soft cry coming from the other room.

(‘NO'?’

Brandt looked blankly up at Carl, who shot to a sitting position and stared at
the door of the bedroom like a cat stalking a mouse.

“Was that Remy?” Carl whispered after several seconds of tense listening.
“I think so,” Brandt answered nonchalantly. “I wouldn’t worry. Shawn is...

vigorous.” Carl looked at him sharply before rolling his eyes and lowering
himself slowly back onto the mattress. “If something’s wrong Thiago will
look into it,” Brandt said assuredly. “And if Shawn’s gone crazy and
attacked that damn Cajun, I rather like the odds of that fight.”

“In our favor, though?”
“Of course.”

They stayed motionless, listening for more cries or any sounds of
movement, but they could hear very little through the thick wooden doors
of the old cabin.

“No shots or screams,” Carl observed in a murmur.

“Or explosions,” Brandt added in a disappointed voice as he nuzzled into
Carl’s neck once more.



Brandt managed to suppress a yelp when he found himself being shoved to
the ground. He sat up and peered over the edge of the bed at Carl, who was
now propped on one arm and looking at him bemusedly.

“Can’t say I didn’t warn you, Wally.”
Brandt grinned and climbed back into the bed.
“My ass,” he mumbled plaintively.

“No, mate. My ass. Rug burn is no contest.” Brandt grinned again and this
time he snuggled into Carl’s arms, resting his head against Carl’s shoulder.

“Your turn next time, Trigger,” he said in amusement. Carl hummed in
response.
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“What are we going to do about him?” Carl asked abruptly, reverting back
to the discussion they’d been having before Brandt tackled him. Brandt
hated to admit it, he was terrified of the man, Archer or not, but there was
really nothing they could do.

It could be that he was just simply dangerous, no matter whose side he was
on. Brandt could feel it.

He could feel the Cajun’s madness, and it scared him.

“Wait him out, I suppose,” he said uncertainly. “Just because he acts as if he
has something to hide doesn’t mean he’s the Archer, or even that he’s
working for the Archer. He really hasn’t done anything to warrant
suspicions. He’s just been too— "

“Perfect.”



“Yes,” Brandt agreed. He held his breath, wondering if he should say what
he thought. But then he decided that either he trusted Carl or he didn’t, and
he hoped the other man would understand his meaning. “It’s just a feeling I
get when I look at him,” he explained tentatively. “Like a... a grenade that
didn’t go off after the pin was pulled.”

Brandt felt Carl nod his head, and he was relieved to have found someone
he could relate to in his own way. He supposed his life would be much
easier if he simply put a little effort into wrangling in his own madness.
Because he could do so.

And did, when necessary. He could be perfectly normal when he had to be.
But where was the fun in that?

Carl understood weapons. He even understood fire. More importantly
though, he understood Brandt and apparently understood the way Brandt’s
mind worked.

But most important of all, Carl shared Brandt’s suspicions. He understood

Remy Bergeron was a little unhinged; a ticking bomb with a broken timer.

Brandt was happy to have found an ally in this improbable group, and with
that thought in mind, he drifted off into a light sleep.

XIII.

REMY questioned his methods for the first time in years as Shawn watched
him sadly. What was so different about this situation that he needed to
resort to such drastic measures? Against Shawn, no less? He was playing a
very dangerous game with the only man he trusted, and if he lost the game,
he would not only lose his only friend, but probably his life as well.

Shawn stood looking at him, waiting for an answer. How much to tell him?

Should he tell Shawn all he knew about his activities over the past months?
Should he tell him everything or keep certain things to himself? Remy
decided the truth was the only way to go now. They’d been hiding too much
from one another for too long.



“I know that this is your last mission,” he admitted. Shawn looked slightly
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taken aback for a brief moment, but then he recovered and lowered his
gaze. “How could you not tell me?” Remy asked, hating the pleading
quality of his voice, but for once letting his own emotions take control.
“How could you just pack up and leave without a word to me? Abandon
me? We were partners, Shawn!”

“How did you find out?” Shawn asked in a hoarse voice, his green eyes
glinting a little as he looked up at Remy.

“That won’t work on me. I know you too well,” Remy said, referring to the
oldest method of diversion in the world. Classic change of subject. Remy
was almost insulted. He continued. “Answer my question. Please,” he
begged, hoping it was merely shame that kept Shawn from telling him his
plans to retire after this mission.

4

‘I....” Shawn couldn’t seem to get the words out and Remy’s heart sank a
little further. He’d hoped Shawn would confide in him without having to
prompt him, but it looked like that wasn’t going to happen. Did he have
something more to hide?

A bigger betrayal? Something more serious than simply abandoning him?

“Shawn?” Remy ventured tentatively. Shawn took a step back and looked
away from him, and Remy swallowed hard before continuing. “I never
asked you this.

I never thought I had to,” he said in the same hurt tone of voice. “Are you
the Archer, Shawn?”

Shawn’s head snapped back around and he looked at Remy as if the
younger man had just stabbed him in the heart.



“I would follow you,” Remy continued in a low voice. “You know that. I
would follow you to Hell and back. Just tell me the truth.” He looked into
Shawn’s clear green eyes and waited for the axe to fall.

Shawn didn’t answer, though. He stood staring at Remy in shock for what
seemed an eternity. Just when Remy was about to ask again Shawn lunged
at him and took him into his arms, pressing their mouths together and
holding Remy so tightly the younger man thought perhaps he was trying to
crush the breath from him.

“You’re a bloody fool, lad,” Shawn ground out as soon as their lips had
parted. Remy’s eyes widened at the tone of voice. He sounded angry, almost
desperate. Remy didn’t think he’d ever heard Shawn sound quite like that,
but he didn’t have much time to think it over before Shawn once again
kissed him and pawed desperately at his clothing.

“Shawn,” Remy finally managed to gasp as Shawn started to fumble with
his belt buckle and nip at his earlobe. Remy’s knees started to go weak, and
he cursed Shawn for knowing how to press his buttons so well.

He was quite handily rid of his jeans as Shawn thrust his tongue roughly
into his mouth and maneuvered him back to the bed. Remy moaned into the
kiss and held Shawn tighter, briefly entertaining the thought that they could
avoid the discussion they’d been having and simply curl up in bed together
for the rest of their lives.

They were both breathing heavily, and Shawn finally pinned Remy’s legs to
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the mattress behind him and pulled his T-shirt over his head. Remy twisted
to help when the shirt seemed to catch on his nose, but Shawn held him
tight and pressed their bodies together. Remy’s arms caught in the material
of the shirt, and his vision was cut off.



Remy belatedly realized his mistake. He’d let his emotions cloud his
judgment and now he was at Shawn’s mercy. The man would no doubt be
getting answers now.

Shawn shoved him backwards, and he felt himself falling, landing on the
mattress with a grunt. His arms were still trapped by the T-shirt and
Shawn’s iron grasp no matter how much he struggled to free himself, and
his eyes and nose were covered as well as Shawn took both his wrists in one
hand and held them against the bed.

Remy hated not being able to see almost as much as he hated not being able
to move.

He began to struggle to free himself, pondering the advantages and
disadvantages of kneeing Shawn in the groin, but then Shawn’s callused
hand brushed gently over his chin and soft lips grazed his own. Remy
shivered uncontrollably and groaned despite his best efforts to the contrary.

Perhaps he had been wrong?

“How did you find out?” Shawn asked, his voice a threatening whisper in
the darkness.

Nope. Not wrong then.
“Fuck,” Remy breathed in agitation.

He felt Shawn’s hand on his face, gentle and almost loving in the way it
caressed his cheek. The thumb rubbed over the fabric covering his cheek as
the other four fingers dug beneath his jaw line, and then Shawn shifted and
the fingers drifted down his cheek and rested on his lips.

“How did you find out that I had taken the deal they offered me?” Shawn
questioned again. Remy answered by biting Shawn’s finger. A pained hiss
came from the other man and then an amused chuckle. “You want it that
way then, do you?” Shawn murmured, almost to himself. Remy shivered
again and smiled around the finger he was still sinking his teeth into lightly.
He felt Shawn shift again and Shawn’s lips were moving at the shell of his



ear. “I don’t want to hurt you, lad,” Shawn murmured. “Just tell me what I
need to know and we’ll be done with it.” The finger was pulled from his
mouth as the weight of Shawn’s body lifted from his chest, and Remy tilted
his head back and forth, desperately trying to see.

Shawn’s hand still held his wrists down, but the other lightly caressed his
ribs, tickling him and sending an anticipatory shiver through his body. He
snorted lightly and then clenched his jaw stubbornly. It was going to take
more than that to get answers from him. He heard Shawn sigh sadly.
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“Am I going to have to torture you again?” he asked softly.

“Fuck,” Remy breathed again, remembering the last time Shawn had

‘tortured’ him. It always culminated in being uncomfortably sticky in hard-
to-reach places.

“Tell me, lad,” Shawn coaxed. Remy winced and squirmed and shook his
head back and forth in answer to Shawn’s plea. He wasn’t about to break
that easily.

Shawn’s knee was summarily shoved into his ribs, and Remy bit down hard
on his lip, only to have Shawn’s tongue lap at it gently and coax his teeth to
loosen their grip. Remy groaned again as Shawn’s mouth met his.

His mind spared a moment’s thought to appreciate how difficult the position
must have been for Shawn to get into, but then Shawn moved away again,
and Remy felt the man’s breath gust across his own damp lips as he spoke.
“How did you find out?” he queried again.

Remy’s jaw clenched again.

“Dixie,” Shawn murmured against his lips coaxingly, “quit being stubborn.”



“St. John told me,” Remy murmured as soon as Shawn’s voice took on the
serious note. The games were over.

“Why would Thierry tell you that?”

“I don’t know,” Remy murmured as he shifted his hips and tugged at his
wrists. “Let me go, Shawn.”

“Not yet.”
“I’m getting twitchy!” Remy protested plaintively.
“Not until you tell me the truth.”

“I told you the truth!” Remy huffed as he tried to move the T-shirt enough
to be able to see.

“I don’t believe you,” Shawn told him matter-of-factly.
“Maudit!”
“Tell me and maybe I'll fuck you, hmm?” Shawn practically cooed.

“Everyone got it,” Remy admitted finally as the blood rushed through his
body at warp speed with the offer. “Thierry was trying to convince me to
take the same deal. He thought if I knew you’d accepted it then I would,
too.” Shawn was silent, and Remy thought he was either processing the
information or trying to figure out something painful to punish him with.
“Shawn, please,” he murmured, deflating with the memory of that scene in
Thierry St. John’s office when his handler had told him about Shawn’s
retirement.

“Did you take it?” Shawn asked in an oddly strained voice.
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“Shawn,” Remy pleaded, wanting desperately to be done with this
conversation.

“Did you take the deal they offered?” Shawn asked again, more forcefully
this time.

“No!” Remy called out in frustration, not caring whether the others heard
now, but simply wanting to be done with this.

Instantly, Shawn was gone, leaving him alone on the bed and tangled up in
his own T-shirt. He began to struggle inelegantly to free himself so he could
locate Shawn and possibly kick him a few times.

“Hey,” he finally said in irritation. “Can I get some help here?” Shawn
chuckled from somewhere in the little room, and Remy finally freed
himself in time to see Shawn sliding his jeans to the ground. He stayed on
his back, his weight resting on his elbows as he watched Shawn crawl back
onto the bed.

“That was a dirty trick there, Beignet,” he admonished as Shawn straddled
him and grinned at him playfully. “You could have just asked.”

“You always did respond well to torture, though. Besides, dirty tricks are
my specialty,” Shawn said as he crawled up the bed and kissed Remy
almost tenderly.

Their kiss broke, and Shawn looked down at Remy’s stomach as he ran his
finger gently along Remy’s ribcage.

Remy knew what he was thinking. They’d certainly discussed it often
enough. Shawn was feeling the scars of three different bullet wounds,
numerous knives, and a burn made by a chain during one particularly
interesting car chase, and he was remembering the missions they’d been on
together. Even worse, he was pondering the missions they’d been on
without each other, always wondering if the other would come back. He
was trying to think of a way to convince Remy of his own mortality. Remy
knew he was doing this because he almost always did it when they were



together. Then the finger moved from Remy’s ribs to his navel and Shawn
pushed up to his hands and knees once more.

“How’s your back?” Shawn asked absently as he let his eyes roam over the
various blemishes on Remy’s otherwise perfectly tanned torso.

“You’re not trying to get out of fucking me, are you?” Remy accused with a
small smirk. Shawn rolled his eyes and flopped back onto the bed, curling
beside Remy in feigned exhaustion.

“Interrogations take so much out of me,” he complained.
“Pansy,” Remy accused in amusement.

He inhaled the scent of Shawn’s hair fondly as he dug his blunt fingertips
into Shawn’s back. Shawn responded by raising his head and kissing
Remy’s jaw and neck.
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“No more secrets,” he murmured into Remy’s ear. Remy held him tighter
and nodded.

They lay there for some time, each man entertaining his own thoughts and
trying to work up the energy to grope each other. Shawn finally rose up
onto his elbows and looked down at Remy. His green eyes seemed liquid in
the half-light. If Remy hadn’t known him better, he would have thought the
man was going to cry.

“This is a fool’s errand, lad. A suicide mission.”
“I know.”
“And yet you took it without any promise of compensation?”

“Shawn, I-”



“Why didn’t you take the deal?”

Remy remembered in vivid detail the conversation he’d had with Thierry
St.

John regarding retirement and shook his head sadly, not sure of how to
explain his decision. Especially to Shawn.

“Why?” Shawn pressed as he ran his fingers through Remy’s hair. Remy
closed his eyes and tried to think of a plausible explanation. He couldn’t

possibly use the real one. Not with Shawn. “Remy, you could come with
me,” Shawn said hopefully. “We can leave all this behind,” he continued,
his hand coming to gently rest on one of Remy’s many battle wounds.

Remy blinked at him in surprise. “Come with you?”

“Yeah,” Shawn said excitedly, as if he hoped that he was finally getting
through to the younger man. “We can go back home to England. Or you
could take me into the bayou and we could disappear if... if it would be
enough to get you out.”

“Shawn,” Remy murmured uncertainly. He’d never dreamt that Shawn
would think along those lines. If he’d known Shawn would be willing to put
up with him indefinitely, he would have taken retirement in a heartbeat. The
knowledge that he couldn’t possibly do it now made his stomach clench
uncomfortably and he squeezed his eyes closed. “I... I signed another
contract. I’m theirs for five more years... at least.”

Remy felt as if his heart were being compressed in a vice as he watched
Shawn blanch in the half-light of the moon. The contracts agents signed
weren’t really contracts in the legal sense of the word. They basically
outlined the rules of engagement, and promised that if the agent fell out of
contact for any length of time, went AWOL, or went rogue, he would be
hunted down by the Organization and

‘discharged.’



That word was the most feared word in Remy’s or any other agent’s
vocabulary. He couldn’t even think it without shuddering uncontrollably.
Shawn held him closer and buried his head in the waves of Remy’s dark
hair, inhaling deeply and exhaling a slow, measured breath.
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“You won’t make it five more years,” he mumbled sadly.
Remy knew he was right.

XIV.

NIKOLAUS got up and retired to his room shortly after they’d heard
Remy’s shout, and Thiago figured he’d been gone for roughly thirty
minutes before he came staggering back out.

“I cannot sleep,” he mumbled disconsolately, his German accent heavier
with his exhaustion as he plopped back down beside Thiago on the couch.

Thiago smiled and nodded understandingly. He didn’t know that he would
be able to sleep either, considering the various things running through his
mind. Aside from his brief walks around the perimeter of the cabin to keep
him awake, Thiago’s mind had been free to wander.

Nikolaus sat up with Thiago, ostensibly to keep him company, and they
conversed sporadically as they waited to see if any of the others would
emerge again.

The young tech was curious and seemed eager to learn a new skill set.
Thiago approved.

“Do you suppose you could show me some moves?” Nikolaus asked
hopefully.



“I’m sure out of the five of us we can teach you some things,” Thiago
responded with a laugh. “Carl would probably be the one to ask about
fighting, though, considering he’s the expert in all things lethal.”

“Are you really going to fuck Brandt?” Nikolaus asked abruptly. His eyes
were as wide as saucers and Thiago found himself trying to decide what
color they were. That was something that people didn’t normally notice
unless it was a particularly outstanding feature. Like the green of Shawn’s
eyes.

“If he wants me to,” Thiago answered distractedly. “And like Carl said, if
it’ll keep mi asno from being blown up, I’ll do anything. Besides, Shawn
was right, was he not? Brandt is quite— "

“Crazy.”

“‘Attractive’ was what I was going for.”
“He made Carl scream.”

“I heard.”

“Carl. The very large assassin who could kill me with a button and a
teapot.”

“Yes.”

“Made him scream like a little girl.”
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“Si, eso—"

“Repeatedly.”

“Nikolaus!”



“Sorry. It’s just... he is very— "
“Large?” Thiago supplied with a smile.
“I was going for ‘insane.’”

“That too. But mental stability has never impeded ability in bed, so far as
my experience goes, so I’m not going to worry about it.”

“You’ve bedded many mentally unstable people, have you?”

“I was married once,” Thiago deadpanned.

“Really?”

“That was sort of a joke, Nikolaus. You know agents don’t have families.”

“Oh. Right. Well, maybe Brandt’s taken a liking to Carl, and you won’t
have to worry about it,” Nikolaus ventured hopefully.

“One can only hope.”

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to stare into a fire when you’re on watch?”
Remy asked softly from the darkness of the hallway. Thiago barely
restrained himself from jumping.

“Mierda,” he hissed, a little more harshly than he’d intended. “No
sneaking!” he admonished as he sat forward and looked around the room as
if there could be more people hiding in the flickering shadows.

“Sorry. Old habits die hard, I s’pose,” Remy responded in a tired voice as
he walked noiselessly over to sit on the hearth in front of the dying fire. “So
used to skulking in the shadows I hardly ever notice when I’'m doing it
anymore,” he added as he sat gingerly, leaning forward to take the pressure
off his lower back. Thiago watched him in the firelight, and even as the
shadows and flame danced across his features, Thiago could see that Remy
was drawn and weary. His accent was heavier as well, and Thiago took a
moment to be amused.



“Are you okay?” Nikolaus asked him quietly, leaning forward to peer at
him.

Remy looked at him and smiled weakly. “I’m tired,” he answered. His voice
was hoarse.

Thiago looked inquiringly at Remy and pursed his lips. “Shouldn’t you get
some rest? You were up most of the night last night.”

“Can’t. Beds are too fucking soft,” he responded grumpily.
“Did he hurt you?” Thiago asked seriously.
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“Shawn? No,” Remy answered in surprise. “Shawn would not hurt me. Not
on purpose anyways,” he added with a smirk.

“Ein geiler Schuft,” Nikolaus mumbled in apparent amusement.

“Don’t know what that means, Peeshwank, but I’m sure it hurt my feelings
if I did,” Remy whispered playfully.

“Complains the trained killer about his hurt feelings,” Nikolaus scoffed.

Thiago gave him a hard look, but he realized both Nikolaus and Remy were
smirking at each other.

“I got feelings,” Remy challenged in a hurt voice. “They right here,” he
explained as he pointed to his shoulder and patted himself gently. “That’s
where I like to shoot people,” he added as if it were an afterthought. “Hurt
them on their feelings first give them a chance to say sorry.”

“A chance to say they’re sorry?” Nikolaus laughed softly.



“Even trained killers have their moral quirks,” Remy responded in a
haughty tone. Thiago’s lips twitched in amusement.

Nikolaus nodded. “So what was the...,” he mumbled, gesturing toward the
bedroom and giving Remy a confused look.

“The scream for mercy?” Remy provided with a wry grin. “Shawn was
torturing me for information.”

Nikolaus’s eyes widened comically. “Torturing you?”

“Not wholeheartedly. A mere tiff,” Remy told them dramatically. “It’s okay

»

now.
Thiago boggled at him. “Tiff?” he echoed hollowly.

Remy looked up at him and Thiago saw him sigh and close his eyes as he
looked away again.

“Look,” he said quietly, serious once more, “I don’t expect you to
understand how we work. Just know that Shawn, he my podna. My partner,
my friend, comprenez? I trust him with my life. I trust him with your lives,”
he said with an emphatic point at them in the firelight.

Thiago met Remy’s dark eyes and held his gaze by sheer force of will for
several moments, but he could read nothing in them in the darkness and so
he turned to look at Nikolaus for guidance.

“As long as you two don’t go crazy on us, whatever you do in your bed is
fine with me,” Nikolaus said offhandedly as he stifled a yawn.

“Why don’t you get some sleep, Niko,” Remy suggested softly.

Nikolaus looked thoughtful for a moment before nodding. “Yes, I think I
may. You two should think about sleep too, yes? Especially you,” he said
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teasing finger wagged at Remy.
“We have to have a guard,” Thiago muttered.

“Do we? Really?” Nikolaus asked innocently as he stood up. “Do we really
need someone to keep watch out here in the middle of nowhere? Not a soul
at the Organization knows we’re here, much less anyone outside of it. Just
the six of us know the location, and we’ve already discussed that issue,
no?” Remy and Thiago shared a look, and Remy gave a little shrug.

“He’s probably right,” Remy said to Thiago in a low voice, as if maybe
Nikolaus couldn’t hear him. “The only threat right now is from Brandt and
that broken stove,” he grinned.

Nikolaus headed for the hallway, muttering in German.

Thiago sat examining Remy for a moment as the fire hissed and popped in
the silence.

“If you want to get some sleep,” Remy said to him in a low voice,
unmoving as he spoke, “I will take your watch.” Outlined by the fire and
masked in shadow, Remy seemed to transform into something more
menacing as the words emitted from the darkness.

The effect gave Thiago chills. “Is there a reason you want to take the watch
night after night?” he asked evenly. “It would worry a more suspicious man,
no?”

“Non, is just insomnia,” Remy answered. He sniffed and shook his head.
The movement broke the eerie effect given to him by the fire and Thiago
licked his lips and frowned. Remy stood slowly, stretching his back and
twisting from side to side before heading toward the hall. Thiago lunged to
his feet and grabbed his arm. He stepped in front of him and glared at the
younger man menacingly.

“I know you enjoy playing games,” he snarled in a barely audible tone, “but
playing games with me is a dangerous way to die. Understand?” Thiago
was slightly surprised he didn’t get more of a reaction from Remy.



He knew he was frightening when he needed to be, and he knew his tone of
voice brooked no argument. But Remy didn’t seem at all fazed. The
younger man was actually grinning.

“I’m not playing games with you, che. I been honest with you at every turn.

Even when I was trying to deceive you I was being honest.” Remy cocked
his head and narrowed his eyes. “Can you say the same thing?”

“Of course,” Thiago said defensively as his mind tried to evaluate the truth
of his own statement. He was pretty certain he hadn’t misled any of the
others in any way, aside from... well, the obvious.

He knew Remy wasn’t as inept as he made out to be. And he knew Brandt
wasn’t as crazy as he made out to be. They all had their protective coatings,
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though Thiago hadn’t yet deciphered what the other three men were using
as their shields, Thiago readily admitted that his was his suspicion. Some of
his questions had been warranted, like wanting to know about Shawn and
Remy, but the truth was that Thiago did trust these men. He trusted them
with his life at this point. He had to.

Their knowledge and acceptance of his suspicion simply gave him some
much needed leeway to work with.

Remy made an odd hissing sound, like one used to shoo away a cat, and he
looked pointedly at Thiago’s hand still on his elbow.

“Shall I take you to bed with me, then? Or are you going to let go of my
arm now?”

Thiago looked down at his hand but didn’t remove it. When he looked back
up Remy was smiling at him, one eyebrow raised questioningly. “When you
said you did not take the Organization’s offer,” Thiago murmured, his



fingers digging into Remy’s wiry muscles as he met his dark eyes, “what
did you take instead?” he inquired curiously.

“Why?” Remy asked in confusion. Thiago could see a wariness creeping
into the Cajun’s eyes that he had yet to see.

“Humor my curiosity,” Thiago murmured.

Remy gave his head a jerk to the side as his eyes searched Thiago’s
countenance. “I took five more years of service,” he answered finally.

“cCual era ése?” Thiago questioned in a stunned voice as he let his hand
drop from Remy’s arm.

“I signed on for five more years,” Remy repeated slowly.

“Gilun,” Thiago breathed in something akin to horror. “You fool.” The kid
was either crazier than Brandt or suicidal. All of Thiago’s contracts had
been six-month contracts in case of the very real possibility of burning out.
A commitment that long was simply loco.

Something clicked as he looked into Remy’s eyes, and Thiago finally
understood.

Remy didn’t expect to live through this mission. He hadn’t expected to live
through it before he had even accepted it.

Thiago studied Remy’s face intently in the flickering firelight.
“Why are you here, Remy?” he asked softly.

“Where Shawn goes, I follow,” Remy whispered in answer, not even
hesitating to answer.

“Bullshit,” Thiago responded, though it came out uncertain and
questioning.

“Truth,” Remy corrected. “This is not a mission we will all live through if
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we do not work together. I will not see him die. And so, I will say nothing
but the truth. And I ask for it in return.”

“Truth.”
“Trust, Thiago. We must trust.”
“Trust,” Thiago repeated doubtfully.

“Are you the Archer, Thiago?” Remy asked suddenly, with a glint of
mischief in his eyes.

Thiago creased his brow in confusion and found himself smiling at the
straightforward query. “No,” he answered in slight bewilderment. “No, I am
not.”

“Good,” Remy said happily. “I asked Shawn the same thing. Now you can
ask me, if you like.”

Thiago didn’t quite know what to say. “Are you?” he asked.

“Am I what, Thiago?” Remy asked, sounding like a teacher speaking to a
child. “Leave no room for prevarication, now, I am very good at it.” Thiago
snorted in amusement. “Are you the Archer, Remy?” he asked with a grin.

“No,” Remy responded with something akin to glee. “See how easy that
was? Any more questions?”

“Does Shawn have any idea that you’re completely insane?” Thiago asked
in amusement.

“Probably. He is wicked quick like that,” Remy answered with a grin.

Thiago huffed and shook his head in exasperation. Remy looked at him
sympathetically and reached out to grasp his forearm. He squeezed it and
then let his hand slid up Thiago’s arm until their hands were joined. Thiago
stared down at their joined fingers, wondering just how long it had been



since someone had touched him in order to comfort or console, and not just
to fuck. He honestly couldn’t remember.

“You will see,” Remy told him quietly. “Life is a whole lot easier when
you’re not all alone, Thiago. All you have to do is trust us. And we’ll earn
it. I promise you, we’ll earn it.”

Thiago looked up to see Remy’s sincere brown eyes watching him closely.
He nodded and Remy let his hand go and moved away.

“Get some sleep, Thi,” Remy said as he moved the ashes of the fire around
just enough to douse the flames. “Can I call you that? You mind?