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Author's notes:

 

Once upon a time - October 31, 1999 to be exact - I started posting 
what was intended to be a little Halloween fic for the Darlins. The 
story was outlined to its conclusion and *should* have been a simple 
hurt/comfort fic but, as was often the case with my writing, the 
muse took over and the story started to grow. 

For the purposes of self-flagellation and self-mockery, I thought 
I'd include part of my author's notes for "Tricks of the Trade, Part 
1" here, now. Behold the fateful words I will *never* use again in 
an author's note. . . 

"This little Halloween piece was my attempt at desperately trying to 
get myself out of a writer's slump. I had hoped to successfully 
complete this story by today's end, but alas, RL and lack of 
imagination are still not cooperating. I'm really hoping to have 
this completed by next weekend. This is Buck-JD focused, as usual 
<g>, but with substantial emphasis on Chris, as well. This is a 
small part, but I wanted to get at least some of this story posted 
for Halloween. Thanks in advance for your patience. Hopefully you 
won't need it, and I'll get this thing done very soon!"

Ahem. . . famous last words? The story *did* keep rolling fairly 
happily for a while, until coming to a screeching halt after posting 
Part 14 in June of 2000. Despite its outline and knowing the story's 
conclusion, any attempts to finish it only brought on anxiety and 
misery and I soon learned the true meaning of writer's block. Still, 
I had always intended to come back to the story eventually. I even 
said so in a June, 2003 post here. Ultimately though, my pen ran dry 
and I stopped writing completely for over 2 years until grief over 
my mother's passing and my discovery of another fandom collided and 
I found myself writing again, but sadly not for Mag7. 

Still, "Tricks of the Trade" being out there and incomplete has 
always felt like an albatross though and, despite knowing (and 
finally accepting) after this many years that I would never complete 
it, I still have always felt guilty as hell about that fact. 

But that's where the awesome Sue M comes in! When Sue contacted me 
about my ATF fic, "The Third Sunday in June" and asked if she could 
write an extension of it, I was not only incredibly flattered, but 
also extremely delighted. And after she did such a wonderful job 
with "A Disastrous Turn of Events", an idea began to brew in my 
mind, one that would ultimately solve that pesky albatross problem 
that continued to haunt me ;). I never thought in a million years 
that I'd ever offer up a fic to another writer to finish for me but 
a little over a year ago I offered "Tricks" up to Sue and I'm 
thrilled to say she graciously agreed to take it over. My gratitude 
toward Sue, my delight in knowing this story is finally complete 
and, that Sue is ready to start posting it today, makes me downright 
giddy *g*.

Thank-you ever so much, Sue!!! 

 

I'd be remiss though if I didn't send a shout out to Penny, my good 
friend, beta and some time co-writer, who betaed this story the first 
time around. Her insights into Buck and JD always amazed me and there 
is no doubt her input added to the quality of this story. 

And finally - see how my words always seem to go on and on! - I 
truly hope you enjoy this story and, for the few of you who might 
remember it, that you'll find its concluding chapters as satisfying 
as I do. 

Cheers!
Marla,
aka May Robinson

 

 

My thanks to Marla for trusting me with her baby. I had a blast both writing

with her and working on this. Thanks Marla

 

Sue

xx

 

~ 

Special Thanks to Penny for the original beta and numerous 
insights and suggestions

 

And huge thanks to Mari for the wonderful wall.

 

And to Blackraptor for giving our story a home.
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~

Chris Larabee was not a happy man. He hated office politics. He 
hated playing games. And popularity contests. And 
parties…especially Halloween parties. 

Yet, here he was, suffering all of the above.

Chris had to be here. His attendance at the Annual ATF (Denver 
Branch) Halloween Party was mandatory. At least it was mandatory 
this year. Morale in the department was at an all-time low. 

The Agency had Chris Larabee to thank for it. Not that it was really 
Chris' fault. 

It was Gene Peterson's fault. The same highly decorated and 
respected Gene Peterson, whose unit had once had the best ATF arrest 
rate in the country. 

That is until Chris Larabee's Team 7 came along. 

The same Gene Peterson who'd been lead commander on all the high 
profile weapons raids. 

Until Chris Larabee came along. 

The same Gene Peterson, 19 year law enforcement veteran, who would've 
retired in less than six months with a stellar record. 

If Chris Larabee hadn't come along. 

Instead, Gene Peterson was on suspension pending the results of a 
disciplinary hearing. 

Over the last nine months, Chris had witnessed Peterson's command 
faculties slip. To be honest, Chris had growing concerns about *all* 
of Gene's faculties. He'd seen Gene become more and more rash in his 
decision making, and he'd seen Gene take way too many chances. 
Peterson had broken the chain of command during dangerous raids, and 
the only explanation Chris could come up with for it, was that Gene 
simply wanted his glory back. In doing so, the team leader was 
risking too much. He wasn't just risking his own life, Gene was 
risking the success of operations, and more importantly, risking the 
lives of good men, whose faith in his leadership equaled Team 7's 
faith in Chris. 

For Larabee, the last straw came three weeks ago while Ezra Standish 
and Vin Tanner were undercover posing as munitions buyers. Team 7 
was lead team as usual, but Team 2, Gene Peterson's team, was set to 
be first back-up for the planned raid. While Ezra and Vin were still 
running their con, Team 2 charged in with guns blazing and all hell 
had broken loose. Peterson had ignored protocol and broken command 
and two good men - Gene's men - had been mortally wounded. 

ATF `top brass' had planned to sweep the disaster under the carpet 
and simply retire Peterson early, but Chris Larabee wouldn't accept 
that, he couldn't. No way was Gene Peterson going to be sent home 
with a retirement package and a slap on the wrist, especially not 
while Ezra Standish lay in the hospital with a bullet torn leg, and 
not while Vin Tanner was nursing a concussion and a bullet wound in 
the shoulder. Stellar record or not, Peterson would have to be shown 
the error of his ways, so Larabee filed an official report, and 
Peterson was told to turn in his badge and gun for the duration of 
the investigation.

And since Chris expected the `Brass' to play by the rules, he felt 
obligated to support them, even if it meant going to a damned 
Halloween party. With morale as low as it was, ATF Assistant 
Director Orin Travis wanted all the Team Leaders at the party. 

~

Larabee's team, dubbed `The Magnificent Seven,' were a unique group; 
enjoying each other's company, keeping much to themselves and 
generally not partaking in as many ATF social functions as they 
probably should. They had not been together long but had bonded 
instantly, preferring to keep a low profile. 

It was nothing personal, really, in truth, Chris and Vin were simply 
not party animals, Ezra was a loner by nature. Josiah Sanchez and 
Nathan Jackson were easy-going enough to attend, but if they had 
their choices, an ATF Halloween party was generally not at the top of 
their `to do' list. That left Chris' oldest friend, Buck Wilmington, 
and Buck's very young protégé and roommate, Agent In Training, JD 
Dunne. With each of them being their own generation's poster children 
for `outgoing,' at least this party would be right up their alley.

Chris was in a 'lose/lose' situation. 

If he and the team didn't show up, they would be snubbing the `Brass' 
and the other Teams. But Chris' presence would also add to the 
discord developing amongst the agents. With one of their best on 
suspension, the agents were choosing sides. The old-timers wanted 
Larabee's head for blowing the whistle on Peterson, while most of the 
younger agents wanted to give Chris a medal, after all, they were the 
ones on the front line, and they had known for some time that 
Peterson was becoming a hazard. Until Chris, however, no-one had the 
guts to do anything about it.

The Halloween Party was supposed to be a morale booster, and 
therefore help bring unity back to the department. So Chris was 
here, along with his team, simply to play nice. And here he was in a 
damn Zorro costume, courtesy of JD…or Ezra; he wasn't quite sure who 
was responsible. He'd sent the two of them shopping together, in the 
hopes that Ezra's taste would temper JD's enthusiasm. The idea had 
worked…sort of.

Larabee distinctly remembered telling JD to find him something low 
key…subtle. It was one thing to have to be here, but another thing 
altogether to draw attention to yourself. 

*Zorro!?* 

If this was JD's idea of subtle, the kid had definitely been hanging 
around with Wilmington too long. 

Larabee peered through his black mask at the perpetrators of the 
costume shopping expedition, who, along with Vin Tanner, were 
mingling with some other field agents. The kid was dressed almost 
normal…apparently as Luke Skywalker, although Chris could barely 
remember what Mark Hamill had worn in the movie. He'd had no desire 
to go see the re-release. Give him a good western, any day; despite 
JD's insistence Star Wars was simply a Western…set in space. Yeah…
right! 

According to Ezra, JD had wanted to pick-up a different Star Wars 
outfit, hoping to coax Buck into dressing as the Wookie to JD's Han 
Solo. The kid reluctantly realized his partner wouldn't go for it, 
so the kid went for the Darth Vader-Luke Skywalker pairing instead. 

*Poor kid*, Larabee smirked. *Someday Buck'll play the sidekick, and 
JD won't play the kid.* 

~

Standish looked quite dapper wearing a Bat Masterson costume. It had 
actually been the kid's idea for Ezra to dress as the legendary 
lawman and gambler, who also happened to be JD's favorite wild-west 
hero. Ezra was still favoring his leg and using a cane…just like 
Bat, so the costume was perfect. Chris couldn't help but think that 
the look suited the southerner. 

JD and Vin had arrived together. The kid had gone home with Vin 
after work to help with the trick-or-treating party Vin had organized 
for the kids of Purgatorio. JD's excitement had been infectious, as 
had been the grin on his face. You'd think the twenty-year- old had 
been going trick-or-treating himself. 

Chris laughed as he remembered Buck mumbling something about the 
kid's penchant for trouble and Vin's neighborhood being a dangerous 
combination at the best of times, let alone while everyone and their 
mother were dressed in disguise! Tanner just laughed at Buck, but 
had promised to look out for the boy. Buck knew that he would, just 
as they all would…JD was still so damned young. 

~

Vin was dressed as a fairly subtle Robin Hood…with leggings rather 
than tights, unsurprisingly. How the kid had even talked Vin *into* 
the costume was beyond Chris, but Larabee thought the outfit perfect 
for his best friend. 

Chris looked around the large banquet hall to find the other members 
of his team. Nathan was dressed as a surgeon, complete with mask and 
scrubs, and Josiah was dressed as a prophet. The team leader 
couldn't help but appreciate Ezra's and JD's ideal choice of costumes 
for each man. 

With one notable exception…*Zorro! ?*

The two agents were obviously craving the night shift for the next 
six month's worth of stakeouts.

Chris' mood suddenly improved.

All of Team 7 was there, with the exception of Buck. Chris was 
beginning to wonder about his friend…well worry, actually. It wasn't 
like Buck to be late for a party, well…maybe a little late…so that he 
could make a grand entrance, of course. Then there was the fact that 
his old friend was missing out on the opportunity to abuse Chris over 
his costume, not to mention Buck missing out on playing Darth to JD's 
Luke…that didn't sit right either, though, the thought of those 
two 'dueling' with light sabers during the evening did hold some 
trepidation for the blond. 

For now, Chris tried to set his worry aside. After all, Buck 
Wilmington could look after himself. 

************ 

Buck Wilmington stood dumbfounded in his Darth Vader costume, minus 
the mask, looking into the distressed aging face of Gene Peterson. He 
had wondered, momentarily, how Gene had gotten past Security in order 
to actually knock on his door, but with tonight being Halloween, the 
younger agent set that thought aside for the moment. Buck was already 
running late for the party, due to the time it took him to help the 
distressed damsel with a flat tire on his way home from work. But 
here stood Gene, looking about as subdued as Buck had ever seen him; 
asking if they could have a talk. Buck, being Buck, just couldn't say 
no.

Gene was a very big man, every bit as tall as Wilmington's 6'4" 
frame, but carrying the extra weight of a man more than 10 years 
Buck's senior. Gene still looked to be in great shape, though. He was 
still a strong, imposing figure of a man whose stature alone 
commanded respect.

"What can I do for ya, Gene?" Buck asked quietly. Wilmington felt 
uncomfortable speaking with the man. He had always admired Peterson 
for sticking with law enforcement for over twenty years, and Buck 
admired the record the agent had accumulated. From all accounts, Gene 
Peterson had been a good leader, and his men would follow him to hell 
and back, just like Buck and the rest of Team 7 would follow Chris. 

Tragically though, Gene had taken advantage of that loyalty and sent 
two of his men to their untimely deaths. And was responsible for Ezra 
and Vin being hurt, too. Buck had been mighty angry with the older 
agent and had said some fairly nasty things to him after Ezra and Vin 
were loaded into ambulances following their disastrous raid. It was 
no secret that Buck had a temper, and seeing his friends being 
needlessly hurt had certainly set it off. Hell, he'd even lined up to 
take a swing at Peterson, but JD had held him back, pleading with 
his 'big brother' to let it go. Buck never could say no to JD. 

So Wilmington couldn't hazard a guess as to why Gene would now be 
standing in his doorway. But the weary look in the older agent's face 
compelled Buck to wave him in. The man simply looked defeated.

~

"We need to talk about Larabee." 

Buck couldn't help but notice Gene's eyes grow cold and hard upon 
mentioning Chris' name. The look of defeat was being overtaken, 
although Buck couldn't yet identify the emotion. Or maybe he just 
didn't want to recognize it in a fellow agent. 

"Ain't got nothin' to say about this, Gene."

"Come on, Buck! You've known him the longest. You can talk some sense 
into him. Just get Larabee to withdraw his statement." Peterson's 
demeanor had indeed changed. The man looked wild.

~

Buck couldn't believe what Peterson was asking of him. He actually 
seemed convinced that Buck would talk to Chris for him. Hell, even if 
he wanted to, there was no changing Chris Larabee's mind, besides, it 
was no secret that Buck had contributed to Chris' report, he'd even 
offered to co-sign it. The matter was simple, Buck Wilmington didn't 
want this `loose cannon' anywhere near JD or any of his other friends 
while they were on duty. 

"And just why would I wanna do that?" Buck tried to keep the sarcasm 
at a minimum. His sympathy for the man had switched to irritation.

"Afraid I'm gonna have to insist, Buck." Gene's voice was sinister. 

Buck should've known better. How many times had he told JD never to 
let down his guard? You'd think in the security of his own home 
though, he wouldn't've had to wear his gun. 

He was wrong. 

He sure hadn't expected it, and it happened so damn fast. He watched 
Gene pull the gun, followed by the trigger. And in the instant that 
Buck felt the impact to his chest, he realized that the gun wasn't 
even remotely standard issue, in fact, it wasn't much of a gun at 
all. In that second, he felt momentary relief that the bullet he'd 
thought he'd just taken at point blank range wasn't even a bullet, 
but rather, a small dart. 

*Damn, though, whatever's in it is mighty poten…* Buck Wilmington 
collapsed.

************ 

As ten o'clock came and passed, Chris Larabee was no longer the only 
ATF agent worried about Wilmington's whereabouts. Vin, Josiah, Ezra 
and Nathan were all watching the clock. They tried not to let their 
concerns show, however. JD was having a great time, totally engrossed 
in listening to `war stories' being told by all the veteran agents, 
and apparently the boy hadn't noticed how time had flown so quickly. 

None of Team 7 wanted to let JD know that they thought his big 
brother was missing.

Chris had called Buck's home and his cell numerous times and had 
gotten no answer, which only succeeded in making the team leader's 
frustration and concern mount. He hated that his attendance at the 
party was still required, but Larabee did have every intention of 
sending Josiah and Nathan out searching for Buck. Vin and Ezra were 
still recovering from their injuries, so Chris would have them stay 
put…in spite of their vehement objections. 

The five agents were beginning to coordinate their search plan when 
Vin looked across the room and caught sight of a gleaming black 
costume. 

"Relax, fellas," Vin smiled as his friends turned their attention to 
the banquet hall's main doorway. 

Just as Larabee would've expected, his old friend's entrance was 
grand, all bravado…and pure Buck. The big man, made bigger by his 
imposing costume, glided into the room, his black cape swirling, and 
promptly dipped Connie Leeson, one of the ATF receptionists, 
literally sweeping her off of her feet. 

Heads were turning everywhere and laughter echoed all about the room. 
*Good ole Buck.* Chris shook his head at Buck's antics, but he 
couldn't deny the immense feeling of relief that swept over him. 

All was fine. The Seven were together again.

*********

Buck's less than subtle entrance actually succeeded in prying JD's 
attention away from Orin Travis and the other senior officials he had 
been listening to. The ATF's youngest agent found their stories about 
the `good old days' totally fascinating, but Ms. Leeson's squeals and 
the ensuing laughter were also hard for him to resist. The kid fairly 
beamed when he saw his roommate in full costume. In truth, he still 
would've rather seen Buck dressed as…how had Buck put it…an overgrown 
dog…so that he could've dressed as Han Solo, but JD did have to admit 
that his best friend made an incredibly impressive Darth Vader. 

Despite the fact that JD called out to Buck a few times to join him 
and the older gentlemen, the ladies' man had already lost his 
attention to a group of pretty maidens dressed in Shakespearean 
wardrobe…all clerks in the records department. The boy shook his head 
in wonder, his eyes brimming with affection. *Even in disguise, he 
gets the girls.*

JD gave up trying to get his roommate's attention and excused himself 
from his group. He made his way over to Buck and the ladies where he 
was greeted with a booming "Hey there, kid." 

JD had to laugh. The mask came complete with a contraption that 
distorted the wearer's voice to sound like the actual character. The 
outfit was perfect for Buck and JD was tickled pink. He decided that 
he could live with being Luke for the night. `Course the boy couldn't 
ever recall Darth Vader saying `Hey there, kid' to Luke Skywalker, 
but JD couldn't really expect his best friend to play it serious all 
night.

~

JD jumped for an instant as he felt Buck's gloved hand firmly planted 
on his shoulder. He'd have to remember to tell the costume shop that 
one of the gloves had a sharp edge on it somewhere, or maybe a pin or 
needle was stuck in it, as he'd felt a needle-like jab in his 
shoulder that vanished as soon as Buck released his grip. 

The boy was truly relieved that Buck had finally shown up. He had 
been starting to worry about his friend's whereabouts, but since none 
of his teammates had seemed worried, JD had tried not to let his 
concern show. He didn't want to look like `the kid' once again. But 
now big brother Buck was here, so JD could completely relax and enjoy 
the party. 

At least that's what JD had hoped. The young agent immediately 
noticed however, that Buck was being much quieter than usual and 
wondered if something bad had happened that would explain it, and 
clear up why his friend had arrived so late in the first place. 
Buck's mask hid his eyes though, so JD couldn't get a take on Buck's 
state of mind. He still looked up into his best friend's face, hoping 
to send him a smile of reassurance. Instead, the kid felt a chill run 
through him. With his size, Buck really did look positively menacing 
as Darth Vader, and the easterner couldn't help but be thankful that 
Buck was one of the good guys. 

As JD continued to look up at his best friend's shielded face, the 
image began to blur. Without warning, JD began feeling queasy. He 
felt a rush of heat through his body and his head began to pound. To 
say that he was suddenly feeling like shit would have been an 
understatement. The boy wasn't sure if he was going to pass out or 
throw up, either way he knew he was in trouble.

~

"Oh, man!" JD moaned and he felt his knees become the consistency of 
jello. The kid began to sway, but thankfully Buck was right there to 
catch him and give him much needed support and balance. 

"Whoa, there, boy, just how much did you drink tonight?" JD's mind 
was reeling. He desperately wanted to respond to Buck's wise-crack, 
but he couldn't figure out how to get his tongue to work, let alone 
come up with a snappy comeback. He could vaguely hear Buck making 
excuses for him, joking and laughing about him not being able to hold 
his liquor. 

JD wanted to interrupt his friend, tell Buck no…that something else 
was wrong, very wrong. 

He couldn't be drunk because he hadn't been drinking. 

But JD could no longer put words together to speak. His head and 
heart were pounding and all JD could really focus on was his sudden 
fear and his pain and an overwhelming impulse to escape. The sights 
and sounds of the party were now pounding into his mind and then 
disappearing altogether into a blackness, only to repeat the cycle 
again, like waves crashing against the shore. Suddenly 
claustrophobic, JD felt like he was burning up and he couldn't check 
the panic building within him. He clung desperately to the older man, 
wanting more than anything for Buck to help him…get him out of here 
because he was totally helpless to do it on his own.

Thankfully, JD became aware of Buck beginning to half drag, half 
carry him outside. And as he felt the rush of the cold night air hit 
him, his panic began to subside. Although Buck was still quiet, not 
spouting the usual litany of comforting `big brother's gonna look 
after you' phrases, JD felt immense relief. 

The boy gripped the strong arm that wrapped around him, and to the 
distorted sound of Buck telling him to 'just relax', he finally 
allowed his mind to let go and let the darkness take hold…safe in the 
knowledge that no matter what, Buck would take care of him.

Like always. 

 

*******

 

Buck Wilmington woke up in the dark. Just like the other times, he'd 
awaken with a jolt. *Is this the third time?* Hell, he couldn't 
remember. He couldn't think and his head felt thick and heavy, and 
even if he weren't immersed in total darkness, he knew he wouldn't be 
able to focus his eyes at all. He tried not to think on that. Well, 
actually he tried not to think on anything, because each time he 
allowed himself to become more aware…he'd become afraid, too…no…
terrified. The darkness, the silence, the haze…his pain. So much 
pain. It would all overwhelm his senses and his heart would thump 
wildly, like a child waking up after a horrifying nightmare, a 
nightmare he could scarcely remember, but this time, he was still in 
that nightmare and he couldn't run away. 

Buck knew he was in trouble…serious trouble…and still he couldn't 
remember what had happened to him or how he wound up here…in the 
pitch dark except, this time, brief flashes of memory assaulted his 
brain. His hands tied over his head. A monstrous form. Fists 
pounding into him. Intense pain. He wanted to run away from those 
images, but he couldn't get away. Any movement at all sent scalding 
streams of hot lava down his arm and fiery tremors through his body. 
His only means of escape was ultimately what frightened him most…the 
darkness. 

And so he curled his body into a ball and pressed against the wall, 
making himself as small as possible and allowing the darkness to 
claim him once more.

********

Chris Larabee glimpsed across the dance-floor, to where Buck and JD 
had joined up, but couldn't see them any longer. The team leader 
thought he had caught sight of Buck leading the kid out of the room 
and into the conference center hallway, and he wondered if something 
was up. That could explain why Buck had been so late. But then 
again, if something `had' been up, why would Buck've shown up in his 
costume? Larabee shook his head, mentally pushing away the 
groundless uneasiness he felt. With the intention of leaving well 
enough alone, Chris turned his attention back to the party. *Damn.* 
Well, he would leave well enough alone, if only he could get that 
nagging sensation of unease to leave `him' alone. The leader of Team 
7 made his decision, he'd give Buck and JD five more minutes and then 
go find them. Chris tried once more to relax. 

Besides, he `had' to give the kid hell again about the costume. It 
wouldn't be right not to do it in front of Buck. 

~

Five minutes felt like five hours, and still no sign of Darth and 
Luke, and now Chris was no longer alone with his concerns. The 
remaining four of the Seven had all begun to wonder about their 
partners. Apparently, Buck hadn't spoken to any of them since his 
arrival, only JD, and despite Buck's predilection towards shadowing 
JD, that just wasn't like Buck. Kid brother or not, Buck Wilmington 
was still the life of the party and would've made his way over to at 
least some of his other friends by now. 

Chris looked to his partners and admonished Vin and Ezra to rest. 
Despite their protests to the contrary, it was clear to both Chris 
and Nathan, that the party had taken its toll on their still 
recovering bodies. Nathan, Josiah and Chris would track down the 
missing pair themselves.

********

When Buck next awoke, he again felt that paralyzing fear, but this 
time he was able to fight it. His mind, though cloudy, wasn't nearly 
as thick as it had been. No, this time he could tell himself that he 
was a grown man `and' a cop *damnit* and damn well shouldn't be 
afraid of the dark. Problem was, once his mind started working its 
way into some semblance of clarity, his body on the other hand, began 
to really rebel. He hurt just about everywhere and still couldn't 
really remember what had happened to him, or for that matter…why it 
had happened. He was literally and figuratively in the dark. His 
head and stomach both were reeling now and when his head told his 
stomach to empty its contents, he tried to shift so that he wouldn't 
heave all over himself, and almost passed out from the pain. When he 
tried to move, his right shoulder and arm screamed out to him, so 
much so that he couldn't control the matching scream released from 
his throat. With much distaste, Buck forced himself to swallow the 
bile in his throat and tried to concentrate. 

He had to figure out this mess he was in, and to forget about his 
earlier fears and the pain in his arm. With a renewed conviction, 
the ATF agent within Buck was struggling to break through the 
residual fog in his brain. *Assess. Assess the situation.* The 
cop was back on duty…or at least getting there. 

As Buck tried to regain control of his motor functions, he brought 
his left hand up to his right, and there he felt them. *Handcuffs.* 
He was cuffed to something…metal… maybe a pipe? *Geesus*. Why 
couldn't he remember what happened? The more Buck tried to think, to 
focus, the more his body began to wake itself, and with that 
awakening came more pain. A good time to assess his injuries, he 
thought wryly. His jaw and cheekbones ached, and as he grimaced he 
felt his bottom lip split and the ensuing coppery taste of his warm 
blood. His ribs ached along with his head and his arm continued to 
spear him with pain. Both of his wrists were sore and bloody and his 
left shoulder ached almost as badly as his right. He'd been beaten, 
obviously, and yet he still couldn't remember anymore about it 
happening, just those crazy nightmarish flashes of a dark `creature' 
and being pummeled by it, and not being able to get away. 

Buck felt as though somebody had used him as a punching bag, and as 
he chewed on that particular thought some more, taking into 
consideration the condition of his wrists and shoulders and once 
again reflecting on his overactive imagination, it suddenly occurred 
to him that somebody `had' strung him up and used him as a punching 
bag. And with that thought, Buck Wilmington was becoming thoroughly 
pissed off. 

Buck pushed himself to remember further…to remember who did this to 
him…but failed. However, he did come to the conclusion that someone 
must have drugged him. It explained the crazy flashbacks, and that 
awful paranoid fear he'd suffered earlier. He hadn't been shot, or 
hit on the head, so there was no other logical reason to be slipping 
into and out of consciousness that he could think of, and certainly 
he would've remembered more of the beating he took, if he hadn't been 
drugged. 

Yeah, somebody'd drugged him all right, but that drug was wearing 
off. Each time he woke up, he was in better shape mentally, and Buck 
had to count on that pattern to continue. And so the agent shifted 
his battered body until he could rest his head against the wall, and 
closed his eyes to become one with the darkness again. 

But this time Buck Wilmington wasn't afraid of the dark.

**********

After checking everywhere conceivably possible within the large 
conference center, Nathan, Josiah and Chris regrouped with Vin and 
Ezra in front of the rest rooms just outside of the ATF banquet 
room. They'd checked out all of the men's rooms, the other banquet 
rooms, and even the grounds. Buck and JD were nowhere to be found 
and Buck's old Chevy wasn't in the parking lot. Cellular phones were 
immediately drawn and in seconds, calls were placed to the condo, and 
both Buck's and JD's cells. No answer…and no word.

Time to talk with the partygoers. 

The Shakespearean clerks were all on the dance floor, but Ezra 
successfully charmed them off of the floor and escorted them to a 
quieter corner of the room, where four of Team 7 were waiting for 
them. The ladies laughingly related their encounter with Buck and 
the kid. If they hadn't be enamored with Buck before, watching how 
he immediately looked after the kid definitely had them smitten. The 
ladies agreed that JD had apparently become wobbly from too much 
partying and that Buck had simply taken the kid out for air. That 
was the last they saw of the duo.

Chris' jaw clenched, and his partners' did the same. They'd all been 
present at the office when Chris had informed the kid in no uncertain 
terms, that he was not allowed to drink any alcohol at the party. 
The 'Brass' knew JD was underage, and despite the kid's outstanding 
record, many of the higher-ups were still none-too-happy with his 
presence in the department. And with this many ATF execs at the 
party, some would undoubtedly be watching to see if JD would slip 
up. 

If JD had been disappointed, he hadn't shown it. Hell, he was used 
to playing by those rules, after all, the `A' in ATF did stand for 
alcohol, a fact Buck constantly teased his roommate about. Of 
course, like any twenty year-old, the kid did drink, but when he did 
imbibe, it was usually only beer, and done so in the privacy of his 
partners' homes, under their supervision. Besides, there was no way 
the boy would've gone against Chris Larabee's wishes, let alone his 
orders. No way had the kid gotten himself drunk, or stoned for that 
matter. Something had to have been wrong with him. But if JD were 
sick, Buck would've alerted the guys. For that matter, if Buck was 
truly worried about JD, the big man would've grabbed the MC's mike 
and yelled for Nathan or a doctor in the house. 

No, Chris wasn't buying the theory that JD had gotten drunk. There 
was something else going on, and whatever it was, it wasn't good.

The remaining five of the Seven immediately left the banquet room 
once again and headed for the quiet of the parking lot. Home and cell 
phones were again called, along with the office, Mercy General, DPD 
and ATF dispatches. 

Nothing. 

Where were they?

With nowhere else to start, the five agents would head to Buck's 
place, to coordinate their efforts, or if they found them there, to 
thoroughly pound Buck and JD into the ground for worrying them. 
Chris had a spare key. He wished to hell he could believe he was 
still overreacting, but if that was the case, all five of them were 
overreacting and that was none too likely. Chris could feel it now, a 
sense of dread that told him in all certainty that Buck and JD were 
in trouble and he didn't have a clue how to help them. 

Yet.

************ 

Buck again woke to the all-too-familiar darkness. But this time he 
expected it and was no longer frightened by it. His head was much 
clearer, just as he had hoped, and he could cope with the fact that 
he was still handcuffed and that every ounce of his upper body was in 
varying degrees of pain. He could cope, because now he understood.

With the last remnants of fog clearing his brain, Buck began to 
assimilate information and he began to remember and he remembered 
with horror, the identity of his abductor and abuser – Gene Peterson. 

*Dear God!* Chris was right; Gene truly had taken leave of his 
faculties. The man had plumb flipped! Buck recalled his brief 
conversation with the agent prior to being shot with the dart-gun. 
The nut-bar had wanted him to get Chris to rescind his statement. 
And that had to be reason behind all of this. *He must be going 
after Chris for the statement, or getting even for it…had to be.* And 
ole Buck, Chris' long-time friend, got the beating of a lifetime, 
because of their friendship and undoubtedly because of his 
involvement with the statement.

Buck continued to work through his ordeal in his mind. As the agent 
began to assess his injuries, his own rage began to boil. He knew 
now that his suspicions were right and he had been strung up and 
beaten. His bloodied wrists and throbbing shoulders were testimony 
to this. Thankfully, he didn't think anything was broken, though. 
His ribs were bruised, maybe even cracked, and the ligaments in his 
right shoulder were sprung. He may have even wrenched it himself 
while he was still drugged, trying to escape the cuffs. Truthfully, 
he didn't know. 

Whatever drug Gene had shot him with was definitely what had caused 
his fogginess earlier, and Buck felt confident and relieved that he 
had no head injury. But he was still very weak, and whether that was 
due to the pounding he'd taken or some left-over drug in his system, 
he couldn't be sure. Buck had to accept the fact that his present 
condition might be as good as he got, at least until he got out of 
this Godforsaken place. So he'd just have to deal with it, whether he 
liked it or not. 

Having assessed his injuries and determining that he should live, 
Buck turned his attention to his surroundings once more. He 
genuinely couldn't believe how dark it was. No light creeping in 
from anywhere. He'd have to rely on his other senses to figure the 
place out. The air and wall felt slightly damp and musty, as did the 
floor. His nose confirmed those thoughts. He knew he was on a 
concrete floor and the wall behind him felt like a block foundation. 
He was in a basement. *But where?* and where was the nutcase? 
Surely he wasn't leaving Buck here to rot? 

Buck was sure that Peterson was up to something else and that 
something would have to do with Chris. Gene had stripped him out of 
the Darth Vader costume and had worn it while he was trying to 
rearrange Buck's face. *What was that all about?* A sudden sickening 
thought sprung into his mind. *Shit, what if he went to the party? 
The guys'll never know the difference!* Buck's heart began to 
race. Dear God, Chris was in danger…now. 

Buck's thoughts turned to his oldest friend and his rage against 
Peterson grew. Chris had suffered so much and was only now beginning 
to rebuild his life. He didn't need a fucking lunatic bent on 
revenge screwing everything up. Buck would have to somehow get out 
of this mess and help Chris…he owed Chris that much. 

And Buck Wilmington didn't plan on dying for his efforts, either. If 
that happened, Chris would feel responsible and there was no way in 
hell that Buck would be responsible for any more Chris Larabee grief.

No way in hell! 

*******

"Easy, pard, we'll get `em back…we can figure this out." Vin 
Tanner's quiet, soothing drawl, along with Josiah's steady presence 
and Ezra's best attempts at reason, did succeed in quelling Chris 
Larabee's mounting rage. The seasoned cop knew as well as his 
partners did, that they had to remain calm. Giving in to their anger 
wouldn't get Buck and JD out of this mess…whatever *this* mess was. 
With a reluctant sigh, Chris wrapped both his arms around JD's 
basketball, the same one he'd planned on drilling into the wall just 
seconds earlier, and sank dejectedly onto the couch. He swallowed 
his rage, but the familiar aftertaste of guilt and grief still 
remained. 

"Josiah, let me see the note, again." Chris' voice was now tight and 
quiet, clearly showing the strain. Sanchez passed him the 
handwritten piece of paper, now safely preserved for examination, in 
an evidence bag, discovered by the team upon their arrival at the 
condo just minutes earlier. 

`Discovered' was hardly the appropriate word. The note, written in 
bold red lettering, had been propped up on Buck and JD's coffee table 
clearly intended to be seen. Its positioning and the boldness of the 
words in style and content, mocked Chris, and he had to consciously 
keep himself from crumpling it in his hands as he read the message 
once more.

'Trick or Treat!

Want them back? Withdraw your statement.
Stick around. I'll be in touch.

Peterson
P.S. Nice party.'

~

While Chris' intense gaze burned into the ransom note, the other 
agents in the room tried to rein in their own turmoil and mounting 
guilt. 

~

"I can't believe we let him walk outta there with JD." 

Nathan's words were quiet, but the self-accusation echoed through the 
room. Nathan was scared. He knew too well that Buck had to have been 
severely incapacitated in order for Peterson to best him, and to get 
his costume. The team's surrogate doctor was thankful he had found 
no evidence of blood in the apartment, but that still didn't tell him 
anything about Buck's condition. Buck was hurt, Nathan felt it. And 
he knew instinctively … that to disable Buck and to have JD appear 
drunk at the party…drugs had to be involved. Jackson tried to 
convince himself that these drugs could ultimately be harmless, with 
no long lasting ill effects. Like chloral hydrate, something all 
cops and therefore certainly Gene Peterson, would be familiar with. 
But with no evidence to indicate what types of drug or drugs were 
used on Buck and JD, Nathan couldn't curb his fear. His friends were 
hurt, and they needed him and he needed to help them.

"Nathan, my friend…we had no indication prior to this incident to 
presume that any of us were in jeopardy of retaliation from Agent 
Peterson." Ezra's words were purely logical, but even he knew his 
heart wasn't behind them. Standish was condemning himself over JD's 
abduction too, and, as ridiculous as it may have sounded, for 
allowing the boy to outfit Buck with a full mask costume, the only 
one among the Seven. To feel culpable was truly irrational, but 
where the boy's welfare was concerned, rationale played little part. 
One lead with one's heart, an example set daily by the boy, and by 
his mentor. 

JD had successfully toppled even Ezra's well-constructed walls, and 
Standish took his position as elder brother as seriously as did his 
partners. And there was no forgiving any of them for letting a 
madman bent on revenge abduct the boy while under their guardianship, 
a guardianship they had happily and without coercion, sworn to 
undertake when JD had joined them. Under age and desperately in need 
of guidance, this young man had awoken in the six agents feelings 
long buried and daily reminders of the men they had always aspired to 
be and the southerner was convinced, it was this bond that had made 
this team so strong. 

He sighed and shook his head…no…no forgiveness at all.

Despite Standish's reply, Jackson's words sliced through Chris like a 
knife, threatening to expose the rage he was now turning inward. 
Someone had grabbed the kid right out from under them, and Chris 
Larabee had personally let it happen. 

Larabee thought back to when JD had first joined the team, Chris had 
made a silent vow to keep him safe. He would not lose another boy…so 
young and still so innocent, despite his obvious intelligence and 
expertise. To ensure JD's safety, he'd given the ATF's youngest 
agent the most faithful and fierce protector Chris had ever known. 
By choosing the kid's teacher, he had given JD his oldest friend…Buck…
and yet, somehow Chris had managed to lose both of them. Lost to a 
frighteningly dangerous man…a man whose training and knowledge of ATF 
methods, equipment and protocol rivaled his own. One whose sanity 
Chris had already questioned. 

*Dear God,* what could Peterson do to them? And what had he already 
done? Recent images of Peterson crossing the police brutality line 
known as "use of excessive force" flashed like a strobe, and 
assaulted his memory. The leader couldn't prevent the moan from 
escaping his lips as he envisioned Peterson's huge frame and huge 
fists beating on Buck, and even worse, little JD, in the same way he 
had witnessed Peterson `deal with' perps. Like Nathan, Chris sensed 
too that Buck was hurt. And his gut told him that JD desperately 
needed his protector. He prayed that Buck could be there for the boy 
and with a new resolve, Larabee vowed that he would be there for them 
both.

~

Vin intended to place a comforting hand on his best friend's tense 
shoulder. Instead, he let his palm hover for a moment before limply 
dropping his arm to his side and curling that same palm into a tight 
white-knuckled fist. Vin too wanted to explode, but settled for 
driving his fist into his other palm. *Fuck!* How could he have just 
assumed that Buck was wearing that damn costume? Hell, everybody 
knows the hazards in making assumptions. And why hadn't he seen it 
coming? In truth, none of them had, but that fact didn't matter to 
Vin. He'd grown to rely on his sixth sense…something that had kept 
him and his friends away from impending danger on countless 
occasions. 

And yet, even after he swore to Buck that he'd keep the kid out of 
trouble, that sixth sense had failed him this time and, in turn, he'd 
failed Buck and the kid. He'd get his friends back, though, that was 
a promise Vin wouldn't break. Whatever it took he'd get them home. 
And that sonofabitch who hurt them – Peterson – well, the ATF's best 
sharpshooter had plans for him. It had been awhile, but Vin knew he 
still had what it took to be a sniper. *Oh yeah,* he'd terminate 
Peterson alright…and enjoy doing it.

~

Josiah was doing his meditative best to remain calm. As much as he 
himself loved the boy and cared for Buck, he had to concentrate now 
on his partners here in the apartment. Sanchez knew that Vin would 
need help in keeping Chris focused and in control and therefore, he 
had to help Vin…to cope with Chris, and to cope with his own guilt. 
Josiah was a student of human nature and erudite when it came to his 
partners. 

He knew that Vin too, would be beating himself up over JD's 
kidnapping. Their sharp-shooter had promised Buck he would take care 
of the boy in Purgatorio, and get him to the party safe and sound. 
Sanchez knew in his heart that upon realizing that JD was grabbed in 
Buck's absence and under most of the ATF's and their own team's very 
noses, Vin would hold himself solely responsible. That responsibility 
combined with trying to keep Chris from doing something suicidal to 
retrieve his lost men, was far too much for Vin to bear on his own. 
And so Josiah would be there for Vin…for all of them. 

The profiler sent a silent prayer for his partners…those missing and 
in definite peril…and those standing here with him in this once warm 
and friendly home, now reduced to coldness and hostility. His prayer 
completed, the big man pledged a silent oath. Come hell or high 
water, they'd find their lost sheep. And for the wolf that had taken 
them…and undoubtedly had harmed them…Josiah would show no mercy. 

 

******* 

 

Still darkness…still nothing. Buck had tried to concentrate on any 
sounds above him, but there was simply nothing. Peterson must have 
abandoned him here in this godforsaken black hole.

Not quite willing to resign himself to that thought, Buck had finally 
decided he should give his mind a rest and give in to the darkness 
for just a little while. He was still much too weak. With one 
shoulder mangled and still handcuffed by one wrist as he was, his 
chances of overpowering Gene the next time he saw him would be slim 
to non-existent. But he'd be damned before he would let himself rot 
in this hellhole.

He didn't want to think about losing. Not when he knew what it would 
do to Chris. He didn't envy Vin. . .dealing with Chris' guilt. Buck 
had been there done that. And even though he knew that Vin could 
sense what Chris had put him through after the bombing, Tanner still 
understood only a fraction of the living hell Chris had put Buck 
through. No, he didn't envy Vin at all, but maybe if Buck lost, Chris 
would keep it together this time, for the remaining five, and 
especially for JD. 

*Dear God JD.* 

"Oh, kid," he sighed. The boy had lost enough. This just wouldn't be 
fair.

His eyes filled as thoughts of his surrogate 'little brother' ran 
through his mind. Buck had always enjoyed his life, but JD had 
brought a quality to it he could never have imagined in his wildest 
dreams. They'd ridden out all the references…'The Odd Couple'…Bert 
and Ernie'. He laughed softly at the latter reference, despite his 
pain. Someone had pointed out that Bert and Ernie were likely gay. JD 
had been mortified at the suggestion, having been brought up on a 
diet of Sesame Street as a kid. For weeks, he sported a t-shirt 
emblazoned with the two Muppets' faces and the slogan 'Only 
Rubberducky shares a bath with me!' until one day, much to JD's 
dismay, the Team wrestled him to the ground to remove it, burying it 
somewhere in Chris' back yard. 

God, he loved that kid!

Buck whispered a silent prayer, *If I don't get outta this, Chris, 
I'm still gonna need you. Be there for him, ole pard. You owe me, 
friend, you owe me this.*

With his thoughts turning to despair, giving in to sleep once more 
was sounding more and more like a good idea. But as Buck's eyelids 
began to flutter closed, he heard the distinct sound of the opening 
and closing of a door above him. 

~

Someone was walking on the floor above him and it sounded like he was 
getting closer. The sound was now coming from Buck's right. Another 
door opened and for an instant Buck was blinded by light and then 
just as quickly it grew black again, as the door was shut. A penlight 
shone a tiny beam as the steps were descended with heavy footfalls. 
With so little light, Buck could only glimpse a hint of his captor, 
but to his horror, he had already seen more than enough.

Rather than the image of Gene Peterson, Buck instead saw a reflection 
of himself earlier, wearing his shiny black Darth Vader suit. 

*Dear God, he `is' wearing the costume* 

The agent's muddled mind hadn't even considered that he was wearing 
only the t-shirt and light sweats he'd had on under the outfit. 
Buck's heart began to beat wildly. The reason why Peterson was 
wearing the costume struck Buck like another blow. His worst fears 
were founded. Gene `had' gone to the party, he had to have. *But 
what had he done? Lord, what had he done?*

Taking calming breaths to slow his thumping heart, Buck stayed quiet 
and waited. In this blackness, it was likely that Peterson didn't 
know he was awake. Although he'd been startled by the light 
momentarily flooding the basement, Buck had the wherewithal to play 
possum. Despite the odds against him, Buck would strike on Gene's 
approach. At least he'd have the element of surprise.

~

But Peterson didn't approach. Buck watched the thin beam of light 
descend the wooden steps, and then walk past him and he heard the 
click of boots against the concrete floor. Peterson's penlight 
provided frustratingly little information for Buck, so he forced 
himself to concentrate on his hearing to try to figure out what Gene 
was up to. He listened as Peterson grunted a few times and seemed to 
shift his weight. Or perhaps shift something against his weight. The 
footfalls stopped and Buck noticed that the light beam fell against 
what appeared to be wood rather than concrete. A wall or maybe, a 
door? Buck stilled his breathing, and again wondered what in the hell 
Gene was doing. He then heard the opening and closing of what he now 
knew to be the door in front of him…and then the flip of another 
light switch. A trace of light seeped through the bottom of the door 
and Buck guessed that this other room was about fifteen feet away 
from him. He quickly tried to take in his surroundings with the 
little bit of light provided. It was useless. The light only showed 
him what he already knew…a concrete floor and the very bottom of a 
doorframe.

Wilmington could hear more movement coming from the room, shifting 
footsteps and minor grunts. And then he heard an oddly familiar 
sound, metal scraping against metal, almost like a wire hanger across 
a metal bar. Buck's wrists throbbed as the unwanted memory of being 
handcuffed over a pipe above his head began to emerge and he began to 
feel an overwhelming sense of dread. His heart resumed its race.

And then it dropped.

Good ole boy Buck had been on the giving and receiving end of more 
brawls and beatings than he cared to remember. Hell, he was pretty 
much an authority on the subject. That being the case, he could damn 
well recognize the distinct sound of fist striking flesh in a heart 
beat. And as the sickening sound repeated itself over and over, 
Buck's realization unveiled itself as a nightmare. The guys all knew 
what Buck would be wearing and Gene was the same size as he was. In 
that costume, caught off guard, Chris wouldn't have been any the 
wiser. 

*Geesus, Gene must've grabbed Chris at the party.*

All thoughts of escape or defeat were now abandoned, replaced with 
the horrific sounds and images of his oldest friend, trussed 
helplessly, being brutally beaten as Buck had been earlier. Buck 
roared with fury. 

"LEAVE HIM ALONE!!!"

The response was laughter. The sick laughter of a powerful man, 
highly trained in hand-to-hand combat…who had gone over the edge, to 
his own hell.

Well, Buck would meet him there; he'd pull his damn arm off if he had 
to, to get to Chris.

As the barbaric assault on Chris continued, Buck struggled 
desperately against his bonds. The effort was futile and he pounded 
his fist on the floor, screaming "NO!!" in defeat. 

And then he froze. *Oh, dear God, no!*

He'd heard a desperate, anguished cry.

He'd been wrong. It wasn't Chris…it wasn't Chris at all.

It was JD.

*******

Chris Larabee hated the feeling of helplessness enveloping him, 
twisting in his gut and tying it in knots. His oldest friend and his 
most innocent friend were in danger, undoubtedly hurt and paying 
dearly because of his actions - his decisions…always because of him.

Chris' jaw clenched tight, as did his fists. He would find his 
friends and take out Gene Peterson in the process. That was a 
certainty.

Chris also hated waiting, but here he was…waiting to hear from 
Peterson once again. The note had said 'stick around…I'll be in 
touch.' And so Larabee waited, furiously aware of just how much Gene 
Peterson would love to see the torture he was putting Chris through. 
Waiting in Buck and JD's home, suffocating from all the reminders of 
what they meant to each other, and what they meant to him. Gene held 
all the cards right now, and Chris hated that more than anything. 
Being out of control, especially when it involved the safety of his 
men, no, his friends, infuriated him.

The leader looked up and saw Tanner watching him and immediately felt 
grateful that he was there. His calming influence would keep Chris 
levelheaded. Ever calm, ever rational, ever present…Vin.

~

Tanner had kept Chris from reaching through Buck's speaker phone and 
strangling Orin Travis over the news that that the ATF brass had 
suspected that Gene was losing control. And still they had tried to 
sweep their suspicions under the carpet.

*Damn them!*

And Vin kept Chris from shouting out his resignation when Travis told 
him he couldn't help coordinate the kidnapping case because his 
involvement was 'too personal'.

*Too personal…Christ! *

'Course when the retired judge said that Team 7 would have to stay 
out of the investigation entirely and let another team handle it, 
Tanner's tone changed considerably. When the sharpshooter eloquently 
told Travis just where he could shove that idea, it was Chris' turn 
to intervene. The ever calm, ever rational Vin Tanner did have his 
limits.

~

Orin W. Travis was no fool. He instantly realized that there was no 
way in hell Chris and the rest of Team 7 were going to back out of 
this case. Two of their own were in serious danger and more than 
likely already hurt and Team 7 hadn't gained the best reputation in 
the country for lack of brotherhood. Travis couldn't imagine a more 
disparate group of men, and yet together they worked better than a 
well-oiled machine, maybe not in harmony always, but still somehow 
they worked as one. With Buck Wilmington and JD Dunne separated from 
them and in peril, it was almost an instinctual need for the rest of 
the team to work together to reunite the whole. They all needed each 
other and therefore Travis realized he had to allow Chris some 
control. Otherwise Larabee would simply run his own rescue operation.

And so Orin Travis gave in.

~

Ignoring Nathan Jackson's protests concerning Ezra's still-recovering 
injury, Standish decided that he and Josiah would head to the ATF 
offices to deal with the judge and the other officials in order to 
help coordinate the investigation from that end.

And despite Vin's concerns for Chris, the sharpshooter couldn't sit 
around and wait any longer. Chris had to stay, Tanner didn't. He 
would head to Peterson's home to hopefully find some clues as to his 
friends' whereabouts. Nathan would accompany Vin…to make sure he 
didn't overdo it and to see if he could find anything that would help 
him identify what kind of drugs Buck and JD had been exposed to.

They needed to talk to Peterson's wife also -- to try to make some 
sense out of how a respected decorated officer of the law could have 
slipped so far as to now be holding two good men, fellow agents, 
hostage.

******** 

"Stop -- Unnnnh -- P…please!"

"LEAVE HIM ALONE, YOU BASTARD!" 

Buck was frantic. He could barely make out the boy's words, but their 
force shot through his veins and exploded in his heart. He had seen a 
lot of terrible things during his life as a cop; been in situations 
he would never thought he could possibly have gotten out of, but 
never had he felt the kind of terror he was experiencing now.

It was bad enough thinking that your oldest friend was in the next 
room, suffering the beating of a lifetime at the hands of a nut-case, 
and that you were powerless to stop it, but then to suddenly realize 
that it was JD and not Chris. . .well that shook Wilmington to his 
very core. Chris was a man, damnit, a strong, stubborn man, and like 
Buck, he could take anything Gene Peterson could dish out.

But JD. . .

Buck knew JD was physically a pretty tough kid, tougher than big 
brother would usually admit to and gutsy as hell…too damned gutsy for 
his own good, sometimes. But, he 'was' just a kid, and a little one 
at that. Peterson was literally twice JD's size, and that fact 
infuriated Wilmington as much as it terrified him.

It wasn't as if the boy'd never been roughed up before. Hell, they 
all had, so this kind of ordeal wasn't entirely new to the young 
agent. And with JD being courageous to a fault, he had a mouth that, 
much to his roommate's dismay, usually managed to goad any assailant 
into taking a few extra swings at him.

~

This time was different, though. The fact that JD was crying out like 
he was, just tore at Buck's soul, but it also told him that something 
else was terribly wrong. And when he remembered the horrendous fear 
he'd felt when he first woke up in this place, Buck realized exactly 
what was wrong. The kid had been drugged too. As much as the 
punishment JD was receiving was hurting him, a drug was undoubtedly 
making his ordeal all that much worse. JD was terrified, and so was 
Buck.

"JD, kid. It's all right! You're gonna be all right!!" Buck hoped his 
voice didn't sound as desperate as he felt. He couldn't be there for 
him, but he would at least let the boy know he wasn't alone.

Buck quaked when he heard Peterson's sick laughter once again. And 
still the punishment continued.

"Nooo -- Unnnnh -- stop! Plea--why? Aaahunnnnh!! "

*Oh God, no!* Had he heard a bone break? *Oh, please God, no!* 

"NOOOO!! YOU COWARD. LEAVE HIM ALONE!! Come out here and beat up on 
someone your own size, you fucking lunatic!!! Goddamn you! Get out 
here!! GET OUT HERE, FACE ME YOU FUCKING COWARD!!" 

Nothing could hold back Wilmington's wrath now. Dear God, Gene was 
killing JD. This had to stop.

THIS HAD TO STOP!

~

With the dreaded thought of JD possibly being broken reverberating in 
his mind, Buck Wilmington broke as well. He closed his eyes and began 
to fight back, with every ounce of his strength. He pulled and 
strained and he continued to roar and curse, but Peterson wouldn't 
stop. As his panic soared, Buck tried anything, including shouting 
out scathing attacks on Peterson's manhood and his career, to drive 
Gene away from JD.

But nothing Buck could say would halt Gene's relentless assault on 
the kid…'his' kid, damnit! Wild with grief, he felt his own sanity 
slipping away and, in one final act of desperation, Buck screamed and 
crossed over the line.

Buck Wilmington felt his shoulder pop and separate, but still he was 
bound.

The ruthless punches continued.

And no more of JD's cries followed them. The boy couldn't survive it 
and Buck couldn't help him. Feeling utter anguish, he let go. And 
this time, he only had the strength to weep.

********

"Oh God, Nathan. This is bad." 

Nathan Jackson couldn't remember ever hearing Vin Tanner sound so 
shaken and so afraid. The hopelessness in Vin's voice caused Jackson 
to shudder. If only he didn't feel the same way. But he did.

This was bad.

The two agents had arrived at the home of Gene and Claire Peterson 
just ten minutes earlier. No one had answered when they rang or 
knocked. Knowing they had only about 45 minutes to spare before the 
ATF, in all its glory, red tape and protocol, would arrive with 
warrants in hand to search the bungalow, Vin and Nathan decided to 
take matters into their own hands. They weren't waiting for a 
warrant.

~

Tanner had easily obtained entry, and Jackson followed him through 
the side entrance. Both had their guns in hand and cautiously 
entered through the kitchen. They split up, Nathan taking the 
basement stairs and Vin remaining on the ground level of the house. 

Each agent found their own nightmare.

For Nathan it was the lab. Perhaps in the past it had been safely 
hidden away, locked behind two doorways furthest from the family 
room, but now the doors had been carelessly left ajar and the room 
left exposed for anyone to enter – seemingly abandoned. But the 
evidence remained, and it lay open for Nathan to examine…taunting 
him, just as Peterson's note had taunted their team earlier. 

Drug paraphernalia, ingredients and laboratory equipment lay on the 
tables and counters. Nathan had barely had time to inspect anything, 
when he heard Vin Tanner's curse and his urgent call for his partner 
to join him in the master-bedroom.

And that's when the nightmare got worse.

Vin Tanner had found Gene's wife. Claire Peterson lay on her bedroom 
floor – dead. Asphyxiated. Murdered. By her husband…a certainty. 
The suspended agent had gone completely over the edge and was rapidly 
free falling. 

He had nothing left to lose. Vin now knew the truth, and as soon as 
Nathan arrived on the scene, he instinctively knew it as well.

~

Gene Peterson had lost or given up everything, and the lives of two 
fellow agents clearly meant absolutely nothing to him. Buck and JD 
were simply pawns to get Chris to him, so that Gene could kill them 
all and then go out with a bang himself. Jackson and Tanner had seen 
this horrifying scenario before…they had both seen men like Gene 
before. 

`Suicide by Cop' was a glory-seeking coward's way of getting someone 
else to do their dirty-work – to pull the trigger for them. But Gene 
Peterson's plan was even more elaborate. He would try to take out 
Chris first, and murder Buck and the kid too, before the ATF could 
finish him off.

That would be his plan. Vin knew it and Nathan knew it. 

But Tanner had his own version of this plan. If Peterson wanted to 
die by a cop's bullet, well then Vin Tanner wouldn't stand in his way…
he'd even oblige him...but Buck and JD had to be found first.

Hell yeah…once they were safe, the sharpshooter would be more than 
willing to do the deed.

 

*******

 

Silence.

Finally. . .mercifully. . .the punishment stopped. Despite his ragged 
breaths, Buck tried to quiet his heart and settle his breathing. He 
had to listen. He had to know what was happening to JD.

Suddenly he could hear movement in that awful room. The grating sound 
of JD's handcuffs scraping against the metal pipe supporting him and 
then, Peterson's plodding footsteps. Gene was carrying JD - JD, who 
still hadn't made a sound. *Please God. . .*

Buck Wilmington would kill this man.

As the door re-opened, the light was shut off. Peterson, JD and Buck 
were now immersed together in total darkness. God, how Buck needed to 
see the boy's face, to see how hurt he was.

Yet, in this darkness, the agent could only rely on the sounds before 
him. And as heavy footfalls approached him, Buck felt his heart 
thunder within his chest. Gene was dragging JD towards him. *Oh, dear 
Lord.* He couldn't take the not seeing…and the not knowing. This was 
killing him and still not a word from Peterson -- and more 
terrifying -- not a sound from the kid.

Buck felt the damp air move as JD's body was heartlessly dumped on 
the cold hard floor before him. JD's body. *Oh God, kid.* Buck was 
dying inside.

~

But as the body crumpled before him, Buck heard a miraculous sound. 
It was a weak, pained and muffled groan, but by God, it came from the 
kid. JD was alive! 

Alive.

Buck would have to control his grief and rage. The kid was alive and 
he needed him. Buck turned furious eyes to his captor, still 
invisible in the darkness. Rage filled his heart, but he remained 
quiet. He sensed that his words could hurt JD further. And the boy 
might barely be holding on now. Buck Wilmington would wait to get his 
revenge.

JD needed him now.

~

Peterson said nothing…but Buck could hear and, worse yet feel, his 
heavy breathing. The man was panting from exertion - from ruthlessly 
exerting his lunacy on JD's helpless form. Buck tried to will him 
away. He needed to be alone with JD - NOW! Buck needed to get to the 
boy…to help him. He hadn't been there for JD before, so he needed to 
be there for him now. He prayed for Gene to leave -- to just go away, 
damnit!

But Gene wouldn't go and in fact the casual shift of the man's 
position made it perfectly clear somehow to Buck that Gene had no 
intention of leaving just yet. Peterson's gasps were subsiding, his 
strength returning and there wasn't a goddamned thing Buck could do 
about it. Fear, grief and pain had drained him of nearly any reserves 
he might have had left…and what did remain, he was saving for JD.

Somehow in the hours-days-years that Buck had seemingly spent in this 
black basement, he'd rapidly become accustomed to it, and although he 
could no longer see, his ability to feel and sense had become almost 
profound. Like a knife piercing his skin, he could feel Peterson 
projecting his intense hatred, rage and insanity into him.

Or maybe it wasn't that he'd adapted to the darkness that enabled him 
to suddenly be so aware of Gene, but rather, because at this moment 
he was mirroring Gene's emotions. Buck couldn't remember when he'd 
ever felt such hatred or rage…and his sanity? He was sure he'd lost 
that after JD's last cry. Like a wounded and trapped animal still 
desperate to protect its young, Buck was crazed.

As crazy as Gene. He wondered if Peterson could sense it, too. 
Despite the blackness enveloping them, Buck turned his gaze upward 
and bored straight into his captor's eyes, white hot rage meeting ice-
cold fury.

~

Peterson's breath hitched and he stepped back. And Buck Wilmington 
allowed himself some satisfaction and a little triumph.

'If looks could kill.' Gene Peterson couldn't understand how he knew 
that Wilmington had just delivered him a lethal glare, but he knew it 
just the same and it definitely unnerved him. His mission had been to 
torture Buck by using the boy and to torture Larabee by using them 
both, and he knew he was succeeding. But he hadn't expected 
Wilmington to still possess so much strength after all he and the boy 
had been through. It maddened the suspended agent and he was angry 
with himself too, for being momentarily cowed by his enemy, who he 
knew was clearly disabled in front of him.

He stepped forward once more. "You think you got anything left, Buck? 
You think you can take me?" Gene's voice was menacing. "I'm more of a 
man and cop than you'll ever be, you 'and' Larabee." 

Chris' name was spat from Peterson's lips. His tone became 
caustic. "Where's your friend, now? Hmm, Buck? Where's your boss…
super-agent Chris Larabee…" Gene scoffed moving toward him in the 
darkness, "…now?"

"Lookin' for you, Gene…lookin' for you." Buck's voice was whisper 
quiet, but his tone was deadly. "And you know what? Chris'll find 
you, Gene…..because he's just better 'n you are…he's *that* good." 
God, how Buck loathed this man.

~

Gene quaked. He'd break the man, before this was over, he'd break 
Buck Wilmington. He hated Buck…always had. For his incessant 
exuberance, especially after too many goddamn years in law 
enforcement. What right did Buck have not to be bitter after all this 
time? And Peterson hated the agent for the charm that enabled him to 
get along with everybody and for the good looks that had women 
falling for him constantly. He hated Buck for the way that he could 
nurture young agents like JD Dunne and for the way that boy so 
obviously looked up to him, adored him even…and - most of all - he 
hated Wilmington for his unyielding loyalty to Larabee…the only 
person he hated more.

Gene straightened. He'd break Buck Wilmington all right. And with 
that confidence regenerating thought, Gene Peterson viciously kicked 
JD, turned and walked away.

With the impact of Peterson's boot to JD's already battered body, the 
boy barely uttered a moan. Buck felt such shame. He had tried to hold 
his tongue, fearing that Gene would further his wrath on the boy, but 
he couldn't help himself. And, God help him, he was right. Buck was 
mortified to know that that last blow was entirely his fault. 

"Oh, kid," he whispered. "I'm so sorry, son."

To his overwhelming relief, Buck heard the fall of Gene's boots 
heading back up the stairs. Thank God, he would finally be able to 
look after JD.

~

As Peterson opened the door, Buck was set awash in bright light and 
this time, when the door closed, the light remained. Buck had to 
shield his eyes for a moment. He'd been in the dark too long.

Flashing colored spots began to fade from his vision, and as the red 
haze of anxiety was blinked away, Buck focused his attention on the 
too-still boy lying in front of him. Buck's heart clenched as JD 
gasped…and then he moaned.

"Oh God, kid."

He now understood why Gene had allowed him to finally see, to hurt 
him further. The damage looked even worse than it had sounded, if 
that was possible. The kid lay unconscious, curled up on his side…a 
battered, bloody mess. And unlike Buck, he was no longer cuffed, or 
bound in any way - testament to being hurt much worse than his best 
friend. JD lay unmoving on the cold damp floor. 

Ignoring his own injuries, Buck shifted so that he could reach him.

He couldn't.

Another act of cruelty.

Buck frantically tried, but just as he couldn't escape his bonds to 
save JD earlier, he now couldn't free himself to help or comfort him.

"You bastard!!" Buck's cry was anguished, and not at all from his own 
injuries - he could no longer feel them. Buck's only suffering was 
that of JD's, and his only purpose was to somehow find a way to help 
the boy.

But until JD awoke, all he had to offer the boy was his voice. And, 
when it came to the kid, Buck Wilmington understood the power of his 
voice. He'd always been able to soothe JD with it - settle him, calm 
him. JD would trust his big brother's voice.

Buck could still comfort him.

Thank God he could at least do that.

*******

JD was in pain…such terrifying, excruciating pain. His head throbbed 
in time with his heartbeat, as it pounded against his already 
pummeled ribs. Oh, God. He now had an intimate understanding of what 
being run over by a train must feel like.

Agony.

Even though bolts of pain shot through his arms, from his shoulders 
to his wrists, the young agent sensed that if he allowed himself to 
be fully awake, his right hand would surely redefine the meaning of 
that word for him. Agony seemed to fit, though. Or hell. That would 
do. Hell might even explain why he was feeling so desperately afraid, 
too. JD squeezed his eyes shut, trying to keep the overwhelming pain 
and terror in his heart from breaking through, waking him and pushing 
him to the brink of panic. Why was he so afraid? And why, in the 
midst of all of this physical torture, did his heart ache even more?

He wanted nothing more than to keep his eyes closed and sleep it all 
away. But the pain was too intense and it simply wouldn't allow him 
sleep. And even though a part of him -- the kid in him -- was too 
terrified to face this hell, the ATF agent in JD was already fighting 
his fear. And so he let that part of him try to reach through his 
unconsciousness and remember what had happened.

He remembered being at the Halloween party with all of his friends. 
No. Buck was missing and JD had been worried about him because Buck 
would never be that late. But no, wait a minute -- Buck did come. 
Relief. Yeah, that's right. Buck finally came. But soon after Buck 
had arrived, JD remembered feeling sick. Not sick, really -- strange 
and…groggy…spaced out, even and really claustrophobic. 

God, and *very* afraid. But Buck was there for him right away, like 
always, and he helped get JD away from there. And then…and then…what? 
And then…nothing.

Despite the relentless throbbing in his brain, JD kept trying – 
forcing himself to remember. But the memories were coming in only 
flashes now. He'd been carried. By…Buck? Yes, Buck. 

But then, no, wait. His hands were tied -- no, handcuffed. How could 
that be? God, JD was confused. Where was Buck then? Buck was still 
there…with him. 

Wasn't he? 

Why did these memories frighten him so? JD had to keep fighting the 
fear enveloping him and dig deeper to uncover what else had happened. 
And even though his breathing was becoming so rapid that it felt like 
his ribs were splitting apart, he *had* to let himself remember, 
damnit - he needed to understand.

JD kept trying. He'd become so dizzy later on that he couldn't even 
hold his head up, let alone stand. But big hands had grabbed him and 
supported him. Buck? No. Those hands raised JD's own up above his 
head and…hung him by them. Lord how that hurt. JD hadn't been tall 
enough to stand there even if he could have supported his weight, and 
the handcuffs squeezed and sliced into his hands, and…

*Oh!*

JD's breath hitched in his throat.

And then the pain got worse. . .

But where was Buck? *Oh, God!* JD gagged as the memory struck like a 
blow. Buck *was* there. JD remembered looking up at him. But it 
wasn't really Buck's face. God, JD was as confused now as he was 
then. It *was* Buck, but it wasn't.

But it was.

*And…he…hurt…me. *

JD had looked right at Buck, and then Buck…hit…him. Over and over and 
over. He wouldn't stop, even when JD begged him to, he just kept on 
hitting. And it hurt so bad, JD had cried.

*Buck…hurt…me. Oh, God! Why?! I asked him why and he wouldn't even 
tell me!*

JD could barely breathe, now. He was so horribly confused. Buck would 
never hurt him, but God…he…HAD…hurt him, and that terrified JD more 
than anything. Dear God, this *was* hell. How could he have been so 
wrong? How had his world turned upside down like this? And how could 
Buck break his heart like that?

The young agent now vividly understood the reason for his fear -- he 
remembered -- all of it. And with that dreadful remembrance, his 
building panic soared. He couldn't let on that he was awake…couldn' t 
open his eyes. Because whenever JD was hurt, he'd always wake to 
Buck, Buck was always there, JD could count on it.

A shudder ran through the boy's battered frame and he couldn't 
suppress a whimper.

Oh, God! Buck was there now.

JD knew it. He could feel it.

And that terrified him.

********

Relief pumped through Buck's heart as he saw JD stiffen and then 
begin to stir ever so slightly. The boy's whimper tore at his soul, 
but Buck couldn't prevent a small smile from forming on his own 
bruised face, nor could he deny the glimmer of hope filling him, just 
knowing that the kid was finally coming around.

As JD's body began to slowly twitch and uncoil, Buck cringed at the 
moans parting the boy's lips. God, the kid was in so much pain. His 
mind flashed back to the sound of breaking bones, and his heart 
clenched. The boy had to be careful to not hurt himself further, if 
that were even possible. Buck had to help, even if he couldn't 
actually reach JD. He swallowed his own fear and spoke softly. "Easy, 
kid. Buck's here. You're gonna be. . ."

"Oh, kid." 

Buck thought he was going to die. JD was shaking. At the sound of his 
voice the kid froze, and then his whole body began to tremble. JD 
didn't understand - didn't know he wasn't with Peterson. *That 
bastard.* Buck had to keep trying, he'd make sure JD knew his best 
friend was with him and that he was safe. 

"C'mon, kid. It's okay. Look at me, son. It's Buck."

The more Buck tried to soothe JD, the more frightened the boy became. 
As Buck had said his own name, JD's eyes jolted open, but the boy now 
lay staring at him, paralyzed with fear. His heart breaking at the 
sight, Buck found no trust in JD's wounded eyes, but only pain and 
absolute terror.

The big man continued his litany of soothing words for JD, words that 
JD knew by heart, words that had always comforted the kid. Words that 
instead, were making the boy cringe and cower and continue to moan 
and whimper. Words that were failing Buck Wilmington and destroying 
him in a way he never thought possible. His soul was dying, but still 
he kept trying, he had to reach JD.

Despite his own anguish and building desperation, Buck squeezed his 
eyes shut and forced all of his fear and pain down into the recesses 
of his soul, bringing only his love for the kid and faith in their 
trust, forward. Upon reopening, his eyes were glistening with unshed 
tears and he locked his gaze with the boy before him.

And all at once Buck understood, and yet, felt immeasurable 
devastation.

Relief alternated with grief, in Buck's discovery of something he'd 
forgotten in the horror of the moment. JD's pupils weren't right, 
they weren't right at all. Certainly, the beating could have caused 
it…Lord knows JD was hit often and hard enough. But Buck knew better, 
after all, he'd been drugged too. JD was stoned, and in his haze the 
boy was experiencing the terror Buck had suffered through upon waking 
that first time.

But what utterly devastated Buck, was seeing something else in the 
boy's eyes, something that he hadn't seen earlier…or hadn't wanted to 
see. 

*Oh dear God, no.* 

Recognition. JD 'knew' Buck was with him and still he was pulling 
away. Wilmington understood this boy and could read him better than 
anyone, and JD's anguished eyes were telling him that he was 
terrified of his best friend. But for the tears escaping from those 
wounded eyes, JD was now frozen, and Buck was overcome with sorrow 
and grief. Watching the kid brother he loved more than anything shy 
away from him in terror and tremble at the sound of his voice, was a 
living hell. He wanted nothing more in life at that instant than to 
wrap his protective arms around JD and tell him that everything was 
going to be all right. The knowledge that doing this would simply 
petrify the boy even further, shook the man to his core.

Another reason to kill Peterson, as if he'd needed one more reason.

To think that JD's addled mind could possibly imagine his big brother 
hurting him, sickened Buck, but it also made sense. Somehow the boy 
had gotten confused about the costume, and who was wearing it. And 
that bastard Peterson had counted on it. This explained why Gene had 
worn it during JD's beating. And they'd have likely been given a 
hallucinogen. No wonder the kid was so messed up. But knowing this 
didn't make the agony of the situation any easier for Buck. It 
couldn't take the pain away.

Fighting against all of his paternal instincts, Buck forced himself 
to look away from the boy. Right now, their eye contact was hurting 
JD and although that fact tore at his heart, he had to put the kid's 
state of mind ahead of his own. Clenching his jaw against his own 
discomfort, Buck slowly attempted to shift his bloodied body lower to 
the ground so that he could hopefully make himself a less imposing 
figure to JD. In doing so though, he had to move his legs. This too, 
he did slowly and carefully - to minimize his own pain and, more 
importantly, to not scare the kid.

~

Sorrow overwhelmed Buck once more, and his own eyes welled, as he 
watched the boy cringe and jerk away from his legs -- undoubtedly 
afraid that Buck was getting closer.

Still worried about the kid hurting himself further, Buck couldn't 
prevent watching as JD, still mute with fear, tried to shift even 
farther away, using his hands to propel him. But as soon as JD threw 
his weight into the effort, he cried out and clutched his right hand 
to his chest. The kid lay panting from the minor exertion and tears 
streamed down his cheeks and Buck wanted so desperately to go to him.

Buck's heart plummeted in his chest as he realized the boy's right 
hand was swollen, almost misshapen. The kid's hand or wrist was 
likely broken and Buck had to squeeze his eyes closed and quickly 
swallow the lump of dread growing within him as his imagination was 
overwhelmed with visions of 'what else could be broken?'

When he reopened his eyes, Buck looked away from the injured hand JD 
cradled against his own chest, and stole a glance at the boy's face. 
JD's eyes were closed now, and mercifully no more tears were falling. 
The boy had undoubtedly passed out and Buck shamefully felt gratitude 
for the kid's much-needed respite. With rest came clarity of mind, or 
at least that's how it had been earlier for Buck. He had to believe 
JD would follow the same pattern.

And so until the drug began to wear off…and it *would* wear off…all 
he could do was watch over the boy…and pray.

Buck had seen JD through many a trauma and he'd be damned if he 
couldn't help pull the kid through this one. Buck would break through 
the haze and reach JD. He had to. No matter what Peterson had done to 
the boy, Buck would ensure that JD knew just how much he meant to 
him, and that he *never* would have hurt him.

Never.

*******

 

"You realize that this is a waste of time don't you, Ezra?" It was 
Chris Larabee's tone, rather than his words that halted Standish's 
efforts at hooking up the ATF's automated tracing/tracking system to 
Buck's phone line. Larabee sounded so unlike himself, almost 
defeated. The team leader was a walking emotional Pandora's box. No 
one knew what to expect from the man at any given moment. He was 
maintaining his cool, but his fuse was exceptionally short, which was 
why Ezra was in the process of hooking up the system now, rather than 
Bill Davies, who had just been ejected from the apartment. 

~

Bill was a good man and a good agent, but much too anal and simply 
too annoying to be in the same room as Team 7 when two of their team 
members' lives were in danger. As soon as Davies had started 
spouting off procedure and `instructing' Chris on how to retain the 
hostage-taker on the line for as long as possible…well, it was a good 
thing Josiah had been there. Sanchez had stepped in immediately and 
with a grip on Davies' shoulder that could have rivaled a Vulcan's, 
the big man had escorted Davies from the apartment all the way down 
to the surveillance van stationed in the neighboring park across the 
road. 

Standish could only assume what had happened next. Josiah 
undoubtedly advised the agent as to Larabee's significantly more than 
fleeting knowledge of ATF procedure and most assuredly cautioned the 
agent against stepping on Chris' or any of the Seven's toes during 
the balance of the operation. Since Josiah hadn't returned 
immediately, Ezra presumed that he was not only reading the remainder 
of the surveillance team the `riot act,' but also conferring with the 
agents about the situation.

~

Vin and Nathan also had not yet returned from Peterson's home, which 
left Larabee and Standish alone in Buck and JD's apartment. Ezra 
felt such empathy for Chris. As he watched his leader pace around 
the home belonging to his oldest friend, Standish prayed that the 
man, who had finally ascended from the deepest depths of despair, 
would not be struck down yet again by another tragedy. Standish knew 
that at this time in life, Vin Tanner was closer to Chris than 
Wilmington. Josiah had once expressed in all sincerity that the 
quiet sharpshooter and the leader were kindred spirits. But there 
was no doubt in anyone's mind that the bond between Buck and Chris, 
though often tested, was infinitely deeper. 

Buck had been there with and for Chris during the highest, most 
joyous moments of his life. And he had also borne witness to, and in 
fact shared in, Chris' lowest, most excruciating moments. So despite 
that oft-times precarious relationship, the emotional history they 
shared unified them for all eternity. If the Seven lost Buck, not 
only would the team lose a dear friend, but Chris would lose his last 
link to his precious past, something Standish feared the man could 
not endure. 

And then there was JD. Chris had taken a chance with the boy…*gut 
instinct* Buck had called it. Every day they may be risking their 
lives, it was a given, but to lose JD like this, in a revenge attack…
Chris would not recover, of that, the southerner was sure. 

~

Of course Ezra too was concerned for both Buck and JD, even more so 
than he cared to acknowledge. Buck and he had always gotten along 
extremely well. Buck's good cheer was simply too hard to resist and 
his open nature had welcomed Ezra into the fold long before the 
southern agent was even willing to admit he wanted the welcome. 
Although he'd deny it emphatically, Standish was truly grateful for 
that welcome and for Buck's continuing and unconditional friendship. 

And like his mentor, JD Dunne's enthusiasm for everything in life 
provided the repeatedly displaced agent with a sense of hope – for 
the future, and even for himself. JD's much clichéd and unwavering 
faith in truth, justice and mankind in general, was at times 
exasperating to his fellow agents, but also refreshingly appealing to 
a certain jaded undercover agent. A Ph.D. was hardly necessary to 
analyze just why JD meant so much to all of the men comprising Team 
7. His innocence was in a sense exactly what they were all fighting 
for…and what they would all be more than willing to sacrifice their 
own lives for, without a moment's hesitation. 

Although not one for prayer, Ezra found himself praying again, that 
Buck, whose love for the boy went beyond any devotion Standish 
himself had ever witnessed let alone experienced in his life, had not 
already made that ultimate sacrifice. 

Losing JD would be a tragedy and would devastate the team, especially 
their leader, who would once again be consumed by a life-sapping 
guilt. For Ezra Standish, who had found true family for the first 
time in his life that simply couldn't happen. So despite Chris' 
admonishment, and Ezra's own feelings of futility towards his 
efforts, he would continue to hook up the recording and tracing 
devices in preparation for Gene Peterson's anticipated, but 
undoubtedly not lengthy enough, phone call, though JD's intricate 
little additions to their equipment gave Ezra hope.

Standish's searching eyes met Larabee's icy scowl. He hesitated to 
say anything at all, completely aware that logic dictated that he 
continue where Davies had left off. Not only was he following ATF 
standard operating procedure, but there was also a possibility that, 
even though Peterson did know just how long to stay on the line 
without being traced, unaware JD's efforts may best him yet, 
monitoring the calls could still give them a clue as to their 
friends' whereabouts. 

~

The silence between the two agents was deafening, and Ezra found 
himself stealing glimpses at the door, hoping that Josiah, or better 
yet Vin, would make a perfectly timed entrance and succeed in 
breaking the tension between them. With no reinforcements coming, 
the younger agent swallowed his apprehensions, resumed his work and 
reluctantly, and not to mention redundantly, proceeded to explain 
himself. 

"Mr. Larabee, I concur that the expatriated agent Peterson is 
entirely aware of ATF SOP, such that the probability of tracing his 
location through our methods is remote to non-existent, 
however. . ." Ezra swallowed again and looked into his superior's 
unfaltering gaze. "However, recording your anticipated conversation 
with said agent and Agents Wilmington and Dunne in kind, could 
furnish us with sufficient information to determine their location." 

Ezra wasn't just speaking the truth, he was sharing his hopes with 
his leader as well. Never one to be an optimist, in Buck and JD's 
absence, Standish found himself stepping into this uncomfortable and 
unfamiliar territory. He truly did believe that his friends were 
still alive and, in holding this belief, he felt compelled to offer 
Chris Larabee any assurances he could share. 

~

The team leader looked away from Standish for a moment but when he 
refocused his eyes once more, much to Ezra's astonishment and relief, 
Larabee's gaze had softened. Maybe he had gotten through. Standish 
smiled, and his usually impassive face expressed a world of hope 
along with a hint of fear. 

~

"Chris, if there `is' a chance, shouldn't we be taking it?"

~

Larabee's posture relaxed and his eyes softened further. He'd never 
seen his undercover agent look so hopeful, nor had he seen him look 
this vulnerable, unless of course he was in a hospital bed doped up 
on painkillers. Chris shrugged and sighed, allowing himself to form 
a slight smile for the younger man. He'd no doubt that the kid 
would've gotten to Ezra long ago, but to look at that normally 
indifferent face now, Chris was truly amazed to see not only Ezra's 
desperate need for Buck and JD to make it through this, but also a 
totally unselfish desire to help the team, and to help Chris through 
this. And that made him proud. *How about that.* Chris approached 
his agent – his friend – and firmly gripped his forearm. 

"Yeah, Ezra, we should. You're right and I know it. I'm just 
blowin' off steam." Chris shifted his hand to Ezra's shoulder and 
turned his attention to the tracing equipment. 

"Now -- what can I do to help?"

*******

The first sign that things had somehow gotten worse was the look on 
Vin Tanner's face as he, Nathan and Josiah entered Buck and JD's 
apartment. Chris couldn't prevent his body from shuddering when he 
saw the despair projected from his best friend's blue eyes. The next 
sign of course was the matching haunted gazes worn by Jackson and 
Sanchez, who had met the returning pair on his way back from the 
surveillance vehicle.

Chris' three men looked severely shaken, and when Ezra turned away 
from the tracing equipment to greet his partners and saw Vin's near-
welling eyes, he too saw the obvious and couldn't stifle his gasp. 

"Oh, dear Lord, no."

~

It was Josiah who recovered the quickest, realizing that the grief 
written on his, Vin and Nathan's faces had been mistaken by Chris and 
Ezra as some indication that Buck and JD were dead. He recognized 
the reaction having felt exactly the same way just moments earlier 
upon seeing his friends' distraught appearances as he met them in the 
lobby downstairs. Although Vin and Nathan's news was still very 
ominous, thankfully it wasn't as devastating for the team as it could 
have been. 

Still reeling from what Nathan and Vin had told him in the elevator, 
Josiah pulled himself together and relaxed his own features, hoping 
to ease Chris and Ezra's worries, as well. Unfortunately what had to 
be said wouldn't give them much comfort. 

"Now don't overreact. The news is not good by any means, but by the 
grace of God, it's thankfully not what you're fearing." 

Both Ezra and Chris visibly relaxed – slightly. Josiah had said the 
news was not good, and Nathan and Vin still looked mighty upset. 
Things weren't getting any better.

~

The five partners assembled in the living room, either seating 
themselves on the sectional couch or in the other surrounding 
chairs. Buck's lazy-boy however remained conspicuously empty. The 
old recliner was ragged and an eyesore, and like Buck's truck, 
suffered a continual barrage of verbal slings from JD. But to the 
men gathered around the coffee table in a home fraught with memories, 
it somehow became a painful and too obvious symbol of just who they 
were missing. Like its owner, the relic was oversized, rugged, open, 
warm, comforting and inviting, and none of the men could actually 
bring themselves to sit in it. It was Buck's favorite chair and no 
one was ever *allowed* to sit in it. With one exception of course, 
despite the fact that the couch had damn near enough room to seat the 
Broncos, if JD was laid up for any reason, but not confined to his 
bedroom, Buck would always wrap the kid up in his chair. The boy 
would gripe about it of course, but in truth JD appreciated and 
understood the deeper meaning behind the gesture, it was just another 
way for Buck to show the boy just how much he meant to him.

And there was their despair …one chair…two men, a team incomplete. 

*******

Buck wanted nothing more than to wake JD up, wrap him in his arms and 
tell him just how much he meant to him. Watching the boy shy away 
from him had just about killed Wilmington. He couldn't shake the 
image of the terrified kid from his mind, and he knew he'd never 
shake it entirely. 

The second time JD had begun to stir, Buck stayed as quiet as 
possible, desperately hoping that his mere presence wouldn't frighten 
the boy again, and silently praying that JD would recover his senses 
well enough for his best friend to reach him.

He didn't even get the chance to try. 

The kid had come to with a mournful groan and promptly rolled onto 
his injured hand. The boy's scream echoed off the empty walls and 
reverberated through Buck's soul. JD's whole body had jerked in 
concert with his painful wail and Buck watched heartbroken as the 
boy's head lolled to the side, facing him but unconscious again, the 
remnant of a tear still staining JD's bruised and bloody face.

Fear for JD was consuming Buck's entire being and he found himself 
tugging yet again at the handcuffs immobilizing him. It was a wasted 
futile effort and only succeeded in reminding Buck of exactly what 
his limitations were and just how badly he was injured, as well. His 
shoulder was shot, even he knew he'd be facing surgery, if they – no –
when they got outta there. Damnit. 

Seeing that JD was resting about as comfortably as could be expected 
under the circumstances, Buck decided to take the time to reassess 
the situation, in particular their surroundings. His concern for JD 
had been so overwhelming, the agent had almost forgotten that he 
could now actually see where he was and therefore could hopefully 
figure out where they might be.

His right hand was grasped in a standard ATF issue hand-cuff which 
was in turn cuffed to an immobile metal pipe running down and along 
the wall he was leaning against. The pipe itself had no joints but 
for the elbow along the ceiling and even then, Buck was only making 
an educated guess about that joint, since the piping disappeared 
beneath a tiled drop ceiling. 

They were definitely in an unfinished basement in what appeared to be 
a typical residential home. Admittedly the basement ceiling appeared 
significantly higher than usual, but there was nothing too out of the 
ordinary about that. The agent wondered if it was Peterson's own 
residence, but dismissed the idea, figuring that even Gene 
wasn't `that' crazy to hold hostages in his own home in the middle of 
suburbia. 

The reason behind the absolute darkness he'd been immersed in earlier 
became clear as Buck noted that all the windows in his view had been 
boarded up from the inside, covered with plywood. That explained how 
no light could seep in from the outdoors. The room was empty, with 
no furniture at all but for a large table pushed against the far wall 
and a few folding chairs leaning against the same wall. There was no 
carpeting anywhere, just the cold concrete floor Buck's butt had 
become all too familiar with. The same concrete floor that the much-
too-still JD Dunne was laying on. 

~

Focusing on the boy's battered form was rekindling Buck's fury and he 
had to force himself to look away in order to return to the mission 
at hand. The floor appeared to have some chalk marks on it towards 
the far end of the long room, however Buck couldn't make out if they 
held any significance. Maybe if he stood up, he could identify them 
better, but his own weakness combined with a genuine fear of scaring 
the kid into hurting himself again prevented Buck from checking them 
out any further – for now.

The luxury of light had proven fruitless and Buck felt frustratingly 
helpless. Assuming that he and JD were hostages in some warped plan 
Gene had cooked up, Wilmington had hoped that his surroundings could 
provide him with some information to pass on to Chris about their 
location. Confident that Chris would insist on speaking with his 
injured men, Buck needed something, anything to help guide Chris to 
them. . . but so far, Buck couldn't find anything even remotely 
significant about this basement. 

Looking once more at the unconscious boy lying just out of his reach, 
imprisoned with him in this hell-hole, Buck's eyes filled yet again. 
He wanted Chris to get JD out of here, damnit! Not that he didn't 
want out too, of course, but the most important thing as always, was 
saving JD. He smiled briefly…the kid would crack his jaw for saying 
that. 

The kid looked so broken laying there on the concrete. . .broken, so 
small and so very young. *He shouldn't be here, Goddamnit.* 

There were simply too many times like these when Buck regretted 
Chris' decision to hire the kid. Without a doubt, JD being a part of 
his life was the best thing that had ever happened to Buck 
Wilmington, and he was eternally grateful to his old friend for 
bringing the boy into his life. But was the cost too high? Looking 
at JD at this moment, the answer was a resounding `yes.' It didn't 
matter how many times JD beamed at his big brother and told him that 
he was having the time of his life, those times couldn't make up for 
how badly the boy was hurting right now. Not to Buck, anyway. 

The kid didn't deserve the punishment he'd gotten. Hell, no one 
deserved punishment like that, well except the lunatic upstairs. 
Somehow the thought of exacting retribution on Gene Peterson brought 
comfort and a grim smile to Buck's face. Maybe he was losing it, 
too, he wondered. It didn't matter. All that mattered was getting 
JD out of there and into a hospital. If he could just get JD out, he 
knew the kid would make it. JD was a fighter. 

~

Buck's thoughts were interrupted as JD began to stir for the third 
time. With his free hand, Buck quickly wiped away the tears he 
hadn't even realized were falling, and positioned himself as far away 
as possible from the kid once again. He promised himself that this 
time he'd be able to reach JD's mind, if not his body, and break 
through to the boy. If it was the last thing he did, he was gonna 
get JD out of this mess, but he needed the kid on his side in order 
to do it. 

He sent another silent prayer above, asking that JD not hurt himself 
waking up this time and pleading that the boy be lucid. And he even 
prayed a little for some of Ezra's good luck. *Third time lucky, 
Ezra. Please let me reach the kid.* 

******* 

God, he hurt. JD could feel himself slowly coming back to reality 
once again. There was no doubt in his mind that he was waking up. 
After all, no one could hurt this bad and not be conscious. His head 
wasn't pounding as badly as it had been, but lord his face hurt. 
Hell, even breathing hurt, come to think of it. *Busted face, busted 
ribs -- God, what hit me?*

The shocking answer to that question caught the kid completely off 
guard, hitting him harder than any of the physical blows he'd 
suffered. And with that unimaginable realization, came an involuntary 
gasp, which in turn started an agonizing bout of coughing. Lord, and 
did that hurt, too.

"Oh, God," JD moaned as he struggled for air. Buck. It had been Buck 
who'd done this to him. 

But that just couldn't be. It couldn't…but it was. Wasn't it? Geesus, 
he was still so confused. And all that thinking was bringing back the 
relentless throbbing that JD had hoped had left his brain for good 
after the last time he'd passed out. Maybe he had a concussion, he 
wondered. Was his head bleeding?

The kid was just about to check out the current condition of his 
skull when suddenly he realized he wasn't alone. He froze, cradling 
his throbbing hand against his chest, once again. Shit! He'd heard a 
voice…Buck's voice. 

*Oh, fuck he's still here! Why can't he leave me alone? What else 
does he want from me?* JD felt his body begin to involuntarily 
shake -- again. *No more…please.*

~

"That's it, JD. Don't move that hand now, son. I think it's broke, 
kid." Despite his runaway heart, Buck kept his voice gentle, melodic 
even. He hadn't wanted to scare JD again, or speak to him yet, but 
when the boy started moving around so much, Wilmington was left with 
no choice. He couldn't let the boy pass out again, and that meant 
preventing JD from moving his hand. 

But God, watching JD start to tremble again. . .

Buck felt his hatred for Peterson soar to new heights. But, he knew 
he had to keep himself calm, for JD. He couldn't let the kid feel his 
fury. It would only frighten him further, and the poor kid was 
terrified now as it was.

Though it shamed him to feel this way, Buck still couldn't help from 
being just a little thankful that JD's head was once again, turned 
away from him and that he couldn't see the boy's eyes just yet. 
Although he knew he'd always remember the look the first time JD woke 
up, he couldn't bear to see it again. Those battered eyes, wide with 
fear -- Buck would never forget that image. It had been scorched deep 
into his soul and imprinted on his heart.

For JD's sake though, he had to keep a tight lid on his own emotions, 
the bad ones, anyway. He didn't want the kid to sense his tremendous 
rage or fear for JD's safety. If he had any chance at all of breaking 
through to JD this time, he had to handle him with TLC. 

And when it came to JD, Buck Wilmington was an expert in that 
department.

His gaze drifted to the trembling boy, whose swollen hand looked 
grossly misshapen in the protective grasp of his much smaller, 
uninjured hand. Buck swallowed the dread creeping into his soul. He 
had to stay hopeful. The big man spoke softly, using his most 
soothing tones. "Thata boy, you gotta be careful with that hand, JD."

~

The kid was bewildered. Why was Buck talking so nicely to him? When 
he'd first heard his voice, he'd felt terrified all over again. But 
Buck had been right about not moving around. JD would've really hurt 
his hand if he'd moved it any further. He was pretty certain Buck 
was right about it being broken, too. 

Why would Buck care about JD's hand if he was the one who broke it in 
the first place?

God, JD felt so messed up. When he closed his eyes, all he could 
picture was Buck beating him. None of this made any sense. Why had 
Buck hurt him? And why was he acting like…well. . .like Buck. . .now?

JD couldn't trust him. He could never trust him again.

Could he?

Well, he knew one thing for damn sure. He sure as hell wasn't going 
to listen to Buck Wilmington any more. His 'best friend' had broken 
his hand, his ribs and especially his heart. Everything hurt so bad 
and he still couldn't think straight. Why had this happened to 
them? He'd thought they were happy. `He' was happy, damnit. *Oh, 
God* Had he done something wrong? Why did Buck hate him so? Could 
all this be his fault? The kid was still so confused and heart-sick. 
as his lower lip began to tremble and his heart filled with grief. 

"Oh, shit," he whimpered. No matter how hard he tried, for some 
unknown reason, he just couldn't get hold of his emotions. JD cursed 
himself again for starting to cry. No matter what his friend had 
told him in the past, ATF agents just didn't cry.

But once he started, he couldn't stop, so JD just let go.

~

*Aw, shit.* Buck wiped the heel of his hand across his own pooling 
eyes. As if his heart wasn't breaking enough already, watching the 
boy weep like that was just about gonna tear him in two. He knew the 
kid's body-language like the back of his hand, and even before he saw 
JD's form shift from quaking shivers to hitching sobs, Buck knew the 
boy was letting go and, to know it, and not be able to do anything 
about it. . .well, that was pure agony. 

God, how he knew how much JD hated to cry. No matter how he tried to 
make it easier on JD, the kid would always feel diminished by his 
tears – like he was failing somehow. It didn't matter how often Buck 
told him that crying had absolutely nothing to do with manhood, the 
stubborn prideful kid didn't want to hear it. Buck knew it had to do 
with JD always being the youngest. The youngest in class, the 
youngest at the academy, the youngest on the team…hell, the youngest 
ATF agent on record. To the cocky kid who bulldozed his way into the 
ATF's top team, JD Dunne was loathe to show any sign of weakness. 

And to the kid, crying represented weakness. To Buck, it just meant 
that JD was human, and…that JD was simply a good soul who cared.

And that soul was hurting, damnit. 

Buck steeled himself for whatever response JD was going give him. 
He `had' to break through the drugs and reach through to the *real* 
JD. He had to help him. 

His voice was as soft as silk, and almost a whisper, but his words 
carried his heart across the short distance separating the two 
roommates. 

"Hey, kid. You go ahead and cry now, nothin' wrong with that. That's 
it, let it all out. Just try 'n make sure you don't hurt yourself 
while you're at it, okay?"

~

JD cringed. How dare Buck sound so…normal. Well, not quite normal, 
more like how he always sounded whenever JD was hurt or sick and Buck 
would look after him. After beating JD up like he had, Buck had no 
right to sound like he cared. No right at all! JD felt anger fill his 
heart, the anger of having been betrayed. 

"What do you care?" 

~

*Well, all right.* Buck allowed himself a glimmer of hope. *That's a 
bit more like it.* The kid's shout was still a half-sob, but at least 
the boy was tending toward angry which meant he was getting further 
away from scared. A pissed off JD Dunne, Buck could live with. 

"Aw, how can you say that, son? You know I care about ya." Buck's 
voice cracked, even though he tried to keep it steady and calm. He 
couldn't afford to give in to his own emotions just yet. He still 
had to explain himself, or rather Gene, to the boy. He needed to 
keep it together. 

"I didn't do this to you, son. It wasn't me at all. Gene Peterson 
did it. You gotta believe me, kid. I'd never hurt you -- not for 
anything!" 

So much for keeping it together. 

Silent tears began to fall. Just saying the words and knowing that 
the boy they were meant for might not actually believe them, scared 
the hell out of Buck. JD was hurting…inside and out, and there wasn't 
anything Buck wouldn't do to help him, if given the chance. And yet, 
here he was, practically begging for that chance to win the boy's 
trust again…and win back his heart. 

"C'mon, kid. You gotta hear me out."

"No!" 

JD was beginning to shake again, but this time his tremors came from 
a mixture of anger along with his sorrow. *Damn you, Buck* JD'd had 
enough. No more lies. He didn't have to listen to Buck anymore, 
Goddamnit. Ever, not if he didn't want to, because if he did -- if he 
did listen, he might believe Buck all over again. Believe that he 
cared, that he hadn't hurt him, when in truth Buck would only hurt 
and betray him again.

~

"JD, c'mon kid. Try `n remember, son." The big man tried to keep 
the desperation out of his voice. "You never saw my face or Gene's 
for that matter. And that's `cause Gene wore the Vader mask. C'mon, 
kid – please try. . ."

"SHUT UP, Uunnhhh!" JD curled into himself. "Oh, fuck." 

His curse was only a whisper…all he had left this time. He'd screamed 
at Buck and was rewarded with agonizing coughs. JD's rib cage 
couldn't take that amount of abuse. The kid could feel himself fading 
again and didn't resist. There was nothing keeping him there, anyway.

~

Buck felt panic rise in his heart. He could tell that JD was fading 
and that possibility terrified him. He was sure that eventually the 
drug would wear off, but JD's physical condition was deteriorating 
too and he needed to get through to the kid 'now' so he could talk to 
him and find out how badly he was hurt. He was running out of time.

"Don't you pass out on me, JD! I need you to listen!" 

Buck's words were harsh, but expressed urgency, rather than anger. 
He'd gotten the desired affect. JD flinched at Buck's outburst and 
his breathing was rapid, but controlled. The kid was still awake and 
Buck knew he had his attention.

~

JD was struggling -- struggling against his anger, fear, pain and 
sorrow. Buck sounded scared, desperate almost, and as much as 
anything, JD was struggling against caring about that, too. But he 
did care, damnit. He couldn't face Buck, didn't want to look into his 
eyes, but he turned his head anyway -- slightly -- to stare at the 
ceiling if nothing else. He'd hear the man out. Didn't really have 
much of a choice, anyway – did he?

~

"Thanks, kid." 

Buck's sigh was full of gratitude, and immense relief. The kid was 
giving him his chance…thank God. He carried on, but kept his tone 
soft. 

"Aw, son. I know you're confused. Gene drugged you, boy, just like 
he did me. He messed us both up, kid." 

Buck paused, hoping to get a reaction from his revelation. The boy 
had flinched slightly, but nothing significant. JD still wouldn't 
face him. Buck swallowed hard and carried on. 

"You gotta forget about what your head's sayin' and just listen to 
your heart. Okay, kid? Give me another chance."

Buck's eyes filled as he watched a tear trace its path along the 
boy's cut and bruised cheek. 

"I'd *never* hurt you, JD. Please don't let him convince you that I 
would…I can't take that." Buck's heart-felt words caught in his 
throat as he felt the well-spring of emotion he'd been trying to 
suppress overwhelm him. He'd never spoken more from his heart in his 
life.

~

It sounded like Buck was crying. JD couldn't stand this. How could he 
trust Buck, again? And Christ…Gene? What the hell was Buck talking 
about? 

If JD listened to his heart, it would break again. He wanted to 
believe Buck, more than anything. He really did. But how could he? 
How could he belie--? He gasped. 

*What?*

"It's true, kid. I love ya more than anything, squirt, you're my 
little brother for God's sake." 

~

JD needed a minute to hit rewind. Had he just heard right? Buck 
wouldn't just say that, if he didn't mean it. 

Slowly, hesitantly, JD turned his head towards his supposed attacker, 
working his gaze along the big man's long legs, to his body and 
ultimately -- what frightened JD most -- to his face.

The image took his breath away. Buck Wilmington was sitting, 
slumping, actually, against a block wall. His right arm was bloodied 
and drooping boneless from a set of handcuffs hooked to a pipe in 
that same wall. JD felt his heart wildly beating against his ribcage. 
*This couldn't be…could it?* Buck's white t-shirt was covered in dirt 
and -- even more alarming -- covered with dried blood. *What the hell…
what's goin' on?*

~

Buck sat frozen, holding his breath. He finally had what he prayed 
for. He had the kid's attention. And all it took was exposing 
everything that was left of his heart and soul to the boy. A 
sacrifice he'd do again in a minute. But JD had yet to face him. He 
suddenly felt so desperate and he was so tired…had he said enough? 
Would JD finally believe him? 

As he watched the kid slowly work up his courage to face him, Buck 
prayed again.

~

JD sucked in a shaky breath as he tentatively shifted his gaze to the 
face of the man who'd become, almost since the moment they met, his 
big brother and protector. The kid felt his whole body begin to quake 
once more. He couldn't help himself, and even when he finally looked 
at Buck's face, he was so overcome with remembered terror, he had to 
blink repeatedly just to fight off the shroud of fear blinding him.

But when the shroud lifted…JD had never before seen so clearly. 

Buck *was* crying! Tears were streaming down his face and God he 
looked so awful. Buck's chin, hell his whole face, was raw with cuts 
and bruises and one of Buck's eyes was nearly swollen shut. The 
vision was both a nightmare and a dream come true for the boy. He 
couldn't prevent the choking sob that came from his throat, Buck was 
hurt…hurt real bad, but when JD looked into his eyes, he could easily 
see the worry and fear. And not at all fear for himself either, Buck 
was worried about JD, plain and simple, just like always. 

And there was something else in Buck's eyes, too, something that 
warmed the boy clear through to his heart. He'd seen 'that' look 
before. Hell, JD'd woken up to it more times than he cared to 
remember and even though he'd gripe about it more often than not, in 
his heart, JD loved that look. He had to. It was exactly the same as 
the one his mom gave him when he was little…the one that said how 
much she loved him.

~

*Listen to my heart.*

As JD's gaze met Buck's glistening eyes, he watched the big man begin 
to smile. It wasn't the usual blinding grin that was so utterly 
contagious to JD, but it held warmth the boy never thought he'd feel 
again. The kid might not yet understand what had happened to him, but 
he knew one thing for damn sure.

Buck Wilmington did `NOT' beat him up. 

 

*******

 

Ezra Standish was speechless. In a home that was usually filled with 
blaring music, raucous laughter and almost continual merriment, the 
agent couldn't help being struck by the desolation he felt standing 
amongst his friends in Buck and JD's apartment. 

How could four words spoken in Josiah's most hushed timbre silence 
the room and make it still as death? 

Nothing left to lose. 

*Good Lord.* 

Gene Peterson had most assuredly murdered his wife. And Buck and JD 
were in the clutches of this desperate, undoubtedly suicidal man. 
The southern agent wondered if things could get any worse.

~

Chris Larabee had tried not to allow himself the same despairing 
thoughts. Although his soul had been reeling with turmoil, he hadn't 
uttered a word while his best friend and Nathan recounted the story 
of their illicit trip to Gene Peterson's house. *Dear God!* Finding 
the drug lab and finding Claire's body – a dual nightmare. Chris had 
immediately jumped to the same devastating conclusion that Nathan and 
Vin had, that Gene didn't plan on surviving this little game of his. 
Still, the leader of Team 7 had turned his attention to Josiah, whose 
experience as a criminal profiler gave him the edge as expert in this 
case. 

~

Josiah had confirmed Larabee's and his team's suspicions. Gene's 
request for Chris to rescind his statement was irrational at best. 
The impact of the statement had already reached every possible level 
of the ATF, and therefore nullifying Chris' statement wouldn't have 
any impact on the outcome of the investigation. Josiah knew it and 
Peterson damn well knew it, too. 

It was obvious to Sanchez that Gene was only using the statement as 
his excuse to reach Chris – to get his attention and remind Chris of 
just how and why he was furious with him. He couldn't openly barter 
Chris' life for the lives of their friends, not without practically 
admitting that killing Chris was his true motivation behind the 
kidnappings. Grabbing Buck and the boy was simply another means to 
hurt Chris and ensure he'd show up – whenever they were destined to 
meet. Targeting Buck was obvious. He was Chris' oldest friend, 
plus the animosity Gene held towards Buck had always been there, but 
had escalated to become mutual during Gene's last disastrous bust. 
JD was the innocent party. Hurting him would destroy both Chris and 
Buck. Peterson might be crazy but, he was no fool. 

That Gene had killed his wife of over twenty years was most 
foreboding…a sure sign that the man had obviously hit rock-bottom. 
The suspension, the kidnappings, the murder and the irrational ransom 
demand, all lead Sanchez to the same educated opinion his friends 
had – that Gene didn't intend to live through this battle. And not 
only did he plan on going straight to hell in a blaze of manic glory, 
he planned on taking as many of Sanchez' friends as possible along 
with him. 

Well, not if Josiah had anything to say in the matter. He'd pray for 
a miracle. Team 7 hadn't run out of them yet.

********

JD believed him. 

One look into the kid's overflowing eyes and that too-young face 
which no longer projected fear or emotional hurt but rather warmth 
and faith, and Buck Wilmington realized he'd finally reached JD. 
Finally. *Thank God!* 

It was like having one of those religious epiphanies Josiah had been 
known to go on about. Buck would have to remember to describe this 
feeling to Sanchez – utter relief, joy…and exhaustion. Wilmington 
leaned his head back against the basement wall and closed his eyes 
for a brief instant, to quell the continued onslaught of tears and to 
give his thanks just one more time. 

~

"Hang on, Buck." JD's voice was very weak, but Buck immediately 
recognized the concern. "I'm coming."

Wilmington's eyes flew open at that remark as he suddenly realized 
exactly what the kid was planning on doing. The sight took away his 
breath as he watched JD struggle to roll onto his side. Jesus, beat 
up like he was, the kid could kill himself. 

"JD, stop it. What are you trying to do? Kill yourself?"

"But…you're hurt."

Buck sighed. *Damn fool kid.* 

"And you're not?!" Buck didn't even try to keep the sarcasm out of 
his voice. Without question, the kid knew which buttons to push in 
order to exasperate his roommate. "Son, I know things are still a 
bit foggy in that over-sized brain of yours, but hasn't it occurred 
to you that the reason I'm still trussed up here and you're not 
is `cause Gene hurt you a helluva lot worse than he did me?" 

"No," came the boy's whispered reply. JD closed his eyes against 
Buck's logic and the relentless pain in his ribs and gut. The act of 
rolling had damn near sent him reeling back into unconsciousness so 
he really didn't need any help from Buck in reminding him that he was 
hurt, too. He'd be damned if he was just gonna lay there while Buck 
was bleeding and handcuffed, though. "Buck, shut up. I'm coming."

"JD—" The kid could hear the warning in Buck's tone, but he knew it 
came only from concern. He ignored his friend completely and 
concentrated on the matter at hand…getting to his best friend.

~

Buck felt unbearable helplessness wash over him once again, as he 
realized there was no way in hell he was going to be able to prevent 
JD from trying to get to him. Hell, he knew nothing other than the 
godforsaken cuffs attached to his own wrist could stop him from going 
to JD. How could he expect anything less from the boy? Buck's heart 
clenched with fear and with empathetic pain as he watched JD continue 
to struggle. His voice grew soft with dread, as he cautioned the 
boy. 

"Jesus, JD, careful now. Don't go hurtin' yourself any worse, all 
right?" The agent sent another silent prayer and anxiously held his 
breath.

"I'm…fine," the boy gasped, and Buck immediately knew JD wasn't even 
remotely fine. 

JD gritted his teeth against the pain stabbing within his chest as he 
rolled on to his belly. He wanted to keep his upper body off of the 
ground and use his one arm for leverage, but simply rolling over had 
been too much for his shaky limbs and he collapsed to the floor. 

"Uunnhhh!" 

The kid lay panting, feeling the familiar draw of unconsciousness 
begin to lure him away. 

"Kid!" 

The sound of Buck's overly anxious voice kept JD connected with 
reality and he willed himself to stay awake. With another grunt, he 
stubbornly braved the razor-sharp pain spearing his ribs and the 
incessant throbbing in his broken hand and successfully propped 
himself up onto his elbow. 

"Damnit, kid. I just got you back. Be careful – okay?" Buck's 
whispered plea confirmed what JD already knew. Buck was afraid for 
him. But, the kid didn't think he'd really hurt himself any further, 
at least not yet. He'd show his friend that he was all right. 

Besides, JD needed to see how Buck was. He knew damn well Buck 
wouldn't let on if he was badly hurt. That was just Buck; at least, 
that's what JD kept telling himself, anyway. Truth be told, the 
boy's desire to reach his best friend wasn't purely selfless. After 
all, he *was* hurting like hell and still confused about what was 
happening and – well, even a little scared, too. But the boy knew 
exactly what would fix all that. Once he got to Buck, he'd make 
everything all right, again. JD could count on it, `cause that was 
just Buck, too.

~

"I'm okay…Buck…I'm really okay." He tried again. He wasn't okay. 
*Shit* God, he was working so hard. JD had only shifted from his 
back to his front and already he was exhausted. His upper lip 
beading with sweat, JD found himself actually cursing his overly long 
bangs as they pelted him with even more sweat while he strained once 
again to hold himself upright.

Sucking in a deeper breath than his busted ribs were willing to 
tolerate, JD slowly, painfully drew his knees up closer to his chest 
and began to propel himself forward, using his Nike soles for 
traction. *Just do it.* The infamous slogan flashed briefly in his 
mind and JD almost laughed at the irony. *Bet they didn't think of 
this* yet, he still found himself grasping on to its meaning and not 
letting go, its message crystal clear and giving him something to 
focus on other than the incredible pain coursing through his body. 

The effort was agonizing, intense pain darting back and forth across 
and along his ribcage, but JD desperately tried to keep that fact to 
himself. He squeezed his eyes shut, shielding him from the mixture 
of horror and concern graphically etched in Buck's beaten face and 
not wanting his own eyes to betray just how torturous this ordeal 
truly was for him. It would kill Buck to know just how much JD was 
hurting, but nothing short of his heart stopping its beat was going 
to prevent the kid from getting to Buck's side.

~

Even though the older agent knew his efforts were futile, Buck found 
himself instinctively reaching out to help. Listening to the 
strained grunts and moans parting the kid's lips and watching him 
fight and shake with the effort just to gain even an inch was sheer 
hell for Buck. Helplessness on his own part was something the man 
could never tolerate easily, but to be so utterly powerless when JD 
was hurting, well that was simply torture. He inwardly cursed 
Peterson for knowing *exactly* what it took to hurt him and for using 
the boy in this war of vengeance against Chris and him. Renewed 
tears stung the corners of his eyes and he blinked them away quickly, 
silently vowing his own revenge. Still, he could find little comfort 
in his vow, JD was hurt bad and nothing Wilmington planned to do to 
Gene could ever change that. 

~

With his legs doing most of the work, JD used the palm of his good 
hand to pull himself along and guide his path. His injured best 
friend was only a few feet away from him now, but it might as well 
have been miles. JD's body was quaking from exertion and as a 
result, his movements were becoming more erratic. Concentrating 
singularly on his mission, JD shut out another of Buck's worried 
admonishments as he thrust his hand forward once more to gain better 
purchase. Disastrously, he miscalculated the distance his body could 
handle and felt himself let go. 

No longer having the strength or reflexes to catch himself, JD 
narrowly avoided slamming his head to the floor as he collapsed to 
the cold, hard concrete surface. His broken hand bore the brunt of 
the damage and his weight, and this time the boy had neither the will 
nor the ability to stop the anguished raking scream that tore from 
his throat. His frustration and pain were simply too much to 
endure. 

~

Alarmed the instant he noticed the awkward placement of JD's hand, 
Buck had been unable to halt the kid from shifting his body-weight 
onto it in time. He knew the results would be disastrous, but before 
the words, "JD, wait," were out of his mouth, the kid was falling. 
JD's scream wrenched Buck's heart and he wasn't even aware of the 
resulting cry of JD's name erupting from his soul, as he instantly 
began to rise. 

~

Defeated, JD whispered an anguished curse. "Oh – fuck." The boy 
tucked his arm back and laid his head down upon it; his long fringe 
of bangs shielding his pooling eyes. Exhaustion and agony stealing 
his voice, JD breathed. 

"I'm…sorry, Buck – I…can't." 

Oblivious to the encumbrance of his own injuries, Buck shifted onto 
his knees and leaned sideways, parallel with the wall. Straining to 
reach out to the boy with his free hand, he called to him. 

"C'mon, JD. You're all right, kid. You're almost there. C'mon." 
His throat constricted with fear, Buck spoke softly. "Look at me, 
kid. C'mon." JD was practically within his reach and he'd be damned 
if he'd let anything keep them apart any longer. He needed the boy 
beside him, so he could take care of him, protect him, and keep him 
safe this time. Buck leaned out as far as the handcuffs would allow, 
reaching his good arm toward JD's still form. It would be an awfully 
cold day in hell before Buck Wilmington let Gene Peterson win again.

"C'mon, look at me, kid. You can make it. I'm right here." Buck 
raised the level of urgency in his voice, but tried to keep his 
coaxing words gentle. Getting no reaction from JD, he shifted his 
weight, stretching further towards him. With the additional weight 
bearing on his cuffed wrist, Buck's separated shoulder finally and 
painfully reawakened itself to Buck's senses. The agent even managed 
to startle himself with his hiss of pain, but where his pleas had 
failed in getting the boy's attention, the hiss had succeeded.

~

JD's head jerked up at the sound of Buck in pain and he immediately 
looked into his best friend's pale face. Realizing immediately that 
Buck had hurt himself trying to help him, JD got angry. 

"What…are you…trying to do…Kill yourself?!"

*Where have I heard that before?* Buck shook his head and smiled as 
his own words of just minutes earlier were thrown back at him. 
Despite the pain in his shoulder, his smile grew larger and he 
returned the boy's words in kind. 

"But…you're hurt."

JD sighed and lowered his gaze for a moment. Unconsciously mimicking 
his mentor, he shook his head as well. *Good old Buck.* He raised 
his head and a smirk appeared on his own face. 

"And you're not?!"

~

Both taking much needed comfort and pleasure in their familiar 
banter, the two best friends locked eyes, not needing any discussion 
to know what they were about to do. Without removing his gaze from 
his best friend, JD reached his good arm out and upwards straining 
against the shards of pain shooting through his ribs and grappling to 
reach toward Buck's outstretched hand.

Using the pipe he was cuffed to, to give him better leverage, Buck 
nodded his head once to signal his move. He abruptly let himself drop 
further to latch onto his best friend's hand as JD timed his lunge 
towards Buck perfectly. Their hands clasped tightly, both friends 
cried out as their wounded bodies protested each others' weights. 

Not wanting the kid to exert himself any further than necessary, Buck 
tried to take most of the weight. Firmly gripping JD's hand, he 
mustered together the strength he should no longer have possessed and 
pulled the kid into him, simultaneously rocking back against the wall 
so that JD could land safely on top of him and rest against his 
chest. 

~

The kid lay gasping against Buck's t-shirt, but soon settled as he 
felt his brother drape a strong arm across him and gently cup the 
back of his head all the while murmuring familiar words of comfort. 

"Everything' s all right. I gotcha now, kid."

Buck closed his eyes against the pain in his shoulder and against the 
rush of tears that had threatened to stream down his face from the 
moment he had JD in his grasp. As ridiculous as it would sound if he 
actually voiced his feelings, he couldn't deny the reality…JD was 
with him. . .finally, and he felt whole again. 

~

JD was exhausted and although there was so much he wanted to say, to 
tell Buck how sorry he was for thinking he'd ever hurt him, he simply 
couldn't resist just closing his eyes and giving in to the familiar 
comfort and security his best friend always provided. The boy felt 
Buck lower his chin to his head and somehow manage to tighten his 
hold without hurting his punished ribs any further. They'd manage to 
figure out a way out of this mess. . .whatever exactly this mess was. 
Come to think of it, he'd have to ask Buck what in the hell was going 
on. . .later. . .

~

Buck let out a relieved sigh when he felt the kid surrender to 
sleep. Just watching JD's effort had left him exhausted as well, but 
he knew there could be no sleep for him. Not yet. He still had to 
figure a way out of this. He knew he could count on Chris and 
his other friends to search for them, but he couldn't be sure that 
they could find them. Not when Gene knew every trick of the trade. 
No, he and JD would have to figure out how to help themselves and 
hope that Chris and the boys would be there when they made their move.

Wilmington felt the boy shudder in his sleep and instinctively drew 
him closer. He'd have to check the kid over once he awoke to see 
just how bad-off he really was. One crisis at a time. JD was with 
him now, in mind and body. And that was a damn miracle.

Miracles. Something `the Magnificent Seven' pulled off pretty 
regularly.

*C'mon, Chris. Bring us another.*

 

*******

 

Despite the combination of fear, grief and rage surging through him, 
Larabee tried to remain in control of his emotions. The realization 
that Buck and JD's captor was hell-bent on destroying everything 
Chris held dear to him, was not making that task easy, but he'd be 
damned if he'd let Peterson have the satisfaction of breaking him or 
any of his friends. Until they heard from Gene, they still had work 
to do. They still had to assess everything they were up against. 

"What about the drugs you found, Nathan? Will they tell us 
anything?" The leader was back in charge. 

Jackson turned serious eyes towards his leader. "He had his own 
personal pharmacy, Chris. `Cept most everything was illegal. I've 
already talked to the forensics team and they're gonna test the 
equipment and substances they found." 

Tapping the small cellular phone clipped to his belt, Nathan 
continued. "They'll call me here, as soon as they know anything, but 
I can tell you already…from what I saw, I don't think the lab is 
gonna tell us any more than backing up my own suspicions."

"And what might those suspicions be, Mr. Jackson?" Standish's 
strained voice betrayed his concern.

Nathan took a deep breath, honestly not knowing where to 
start. "Well, I already had my suspicions about how Gene managed to 
get his hands on Buck. I mean he's big enough to take `im, but. . ."

"But, Bucklin woulda hafta been really out of it for Gene to best `im 
and get him out of here, too." 

"Exactly, Vin. I'm still not sure precisely how he'd've administered 
a drug to Buck -- never found a drink sittin' around here, but I 
still figure that's the only way he got Buck out." Nathan paused and 
held Chris' intense gaze. "My guess is chloral hydrate and I did 
find some at Gene's place; not the pills mind you, but he could've 
given it to him in a shot somehow. Could've given it to JD too, for 
that matter."

"That is not necessarily disagreeable news then, is it? The side 
effects are minimal, are they not?" Ezra, like his partners, was 
familiar with the drug. It was unfortunately a common culprit in 
cases of date rape and most cops were familiar with the sedative's 
misuse. 

"Yeah, Ezra. Aside from a possible hangover and maybe some stomach 
upset, it ain't too dangerous. . ." 

"On its own. . ." Chris concluded Jackson's unfinished sentence and 
frowned at the confirmation written in the EMT's eyes. Larabee had 
immediately noticed that his team's resident medical expert wasn't 
nearly as heartened by his news as he should have been. The agent 
then remembered the Shakespearean maidens' account of JD's odd 
behavior at the party and immediately realized that the kid must have 
been given more than just a `Mickey.' 

"What else did you find, Nate?"

"Hell, what didn't I find?!" Jackson didn't try to suppress the 
disgust from his voice. "Everything from marijuana, amphetamines, 
meths, coke, Ecstasy. . ." The agent felt Josiah's comforting hand 
rest on his shoulder, but it did little to ease the horror that 
continued to swell in his heart, manifesting itself into his 
abnormally elevated voice.

"Barbs, LSD, Speed, DMT…"

"Good Lord." Ezra whispered, his face growing pale as the list grew 
longer.

"Jesus." Although Vin had seen Peterson's lab first-hand and had 
been able to identify many of the drugs Nate had just named, the two 
agents had not actually discussed those findings during their drive 
back to the apartment. Both men had been all consumed and 
overwhelmed with the discovery of Claire Peterson's body, to even 
consider the ramifications of all the drugs found in the Peterson 
home lab. But as Nathan rattled off his list, a pattern was becoming 
increasingly evident to Tanner. A pattern of blatant cruelty.

"Vin?" Larabee had been listening to Nathan emotionally and yet 
methodically list off the drugs he found at Peterson's place, but 
from the look on his best friend's face, Chris realized he must've 
missed something.

"The common denominator. " It was Josiah who answered. The profiler 
was a master at finding patterns. "Hallucinogens, Chris. Paranoia. 
They'll all cause one or the other."

"Or both." Although Tanner spoke quietly, both his anger and worry 
rang loud and clear. "Sure explains JD's behavior. With that lab 
set-up he's got, I'd bet Gene's been experimenting and mixing 
his `Mickeys' with harder stuff."

"That's a wager I'd dare not bet against, Mr. Tanner." Ezra's words 
were also soft-spoken, yet sat heavy in the pall he could sense 
beginning to enshroud them all.

"It gets worse, Ezra." Tanner's tight voice broke the silence, but 
only seemed to add more density to the gloom enveloping the men. He 
turned to Nathan, prompting the agent to continue. 

"He's using. Coke, for sure. Looked like he had a personal stash in 
there along with everything else. Lord knows what else he's on."

"Damn." Larabee's muttered oath was an understatement. None of the 
men crowding that room were naïve enough to miss the implications of 
Nathan's statement. They'd all dealt with `coked out' criminals 
before and it was always an ordeal. The worst part was their lack of 
rationalization. You couldn't talk sense to them, couldn't get them 
to understand reason or respond to emotion. It certainly explained 
Peterson's behavior. And if Gene was using anything worse, God help 
Buck and JD.

God help them all. 

*****

Buck smoothed his free hand through the mop of hair resting against 
his chest. The act was offering him as much comfort as it was the 
youth sleeping soundly under his protective arm. Hell, even more, no 
doubt. Just feeling the warmth of the boy's steady breaths 
penetrating the thin cotton barrier of his t-shirt, gave Wilmington 
comfort. He'd been so desperately afraid that Gene would actually 
beat the boy to death. But now he could actually feel JD breathing. 
JD was still alive. And all his big brother had to do was keep him 
that way.

In sleep, JD's breaths were fairly even, but each time he shifted in 
Buck's hold and they became unconscious moans or gasps, Buck cringed 
and died a little bit more inside. He shuddered to think about just 
how badly the kid was hurt. JD undoubtedly had cracked ribs, maybe 
even broken ones, and that fact, along with the kid's so obviously 
busted-up wrist, did nothing to alleviate his concern. 

The big man tucked his chin and gently tilted the boy's head, in 
order to get a better glimpse of the condition of JD's face. Not an 
easy thing to do with hair covering his face. If you asked him, the 
kid would actually claim that this shaggy mess was his latest 
hairstyle. The older agent chuckled at that. JD actually paid 
decent money for the haircut and still more often than not, no one 
could see the boy's eyes for the unruly bangs. Just like now.

Wilmington tenderly brushed the obscuring fringe away from JD's 
eyes. Long lashes shadowed bruised and bloodied cheeks and Buck felt 
his own face heat with anger. How could anyone, even a crazy man, 
beat up on JD?

Anger melded once more with sorrow as the big man cradled the boy's 
head in his hand and drew him again into his chest. Swearing a 
solemn vow, he turned liquid eyes to the slumbering youth and 
whispered, "I'm gonna get you outta this, son. I'm gonna get you 
home."

*******

At the hushed promise of his mentor, JD began to stir. Hazy clouds 
of consciousness began to scatter and JD's head felt clearer than it 
had in some time. He felt warm and safe somehow, sensations he'd 
sorely missed the last time he had awoken. Maybe his nightmare had 
truly been just that, and maybe he was safe and sound in his room at 
home. 

Or not. 

God, he hurt all over.

Despite the shards of agony awakening right along with his body, the 
boy suddenly realized where his sense of security came from, and why 
he felt warm. He was in Buck's embrace and could feel the soothing 
rhythm of his best friend's heart as it beat against his cheek. No 
wonder he felt safe. He quickly realized too, that he should 
probably feel embarrassed. Lying against his roommate's chest was 
not a position he'd normally be caught dead in, but right now, it 
somehow felt perfectly natural. He owed that, among so many other 
things, to Buck. Buck Wilmington was so damn easy going, he could 
make an Eskimo comfortable in an inferno. 

JD used to balk at Buck's overly demonstrative ways, but it didn't 
take too long to get used to and even willingly accept them. JD had 
learned quickly that Buck had a nurturing streak a mile wide and when 
the new kid came along, well, he was the perfect target. Buck was 
the big brother JD never knew he wanted, with a dash of doting dad 
thrown in for good measure. Buck's affection came straight from the 
heart and JD had learned to not only accept it, but thrive on it.

Besides, despite his best friend's rowdy and rambunctious 
personality, Buck was as sensitive to JD's needs as his mother always 
had been. He instinctively knew when to let go and when to hold on. 
Like now.

"Buck?"

"Right here, kid." Buck sent a silent prayer, thanking God that the 
kid didn't wake up fearful of him again. The drug was wearing off.

"Buck, what's going on?" JD's voice sounded weak and much too young.

Instinctively Buck's hand found the back of JD's neck, and he let his 
touch linger, hoping to impart his strength and some reassurance to 
the boy who was an innocent pawn in a lunatic's act of revenge. 

"Wish I knew for sure, kid. . .but in case you hadn't noticed, we're 
in a heap `a trouble."

JD was always grateful for his best friend's ability to make light of 
even the worst situations. Between Buck's ridiculous understatement 
and the comforting hand resting against him, the kid actually felt 
okay. He even felt up to a comeback or two. 

"No shit? Thanks for pointing that out." 

Buck's heart soared at JD's spirited attempt at humor, but his ease 
was short-lived. When the kid's own small chuckle turned into a 
painful bout of coughing, Buck immediately took action. Ignoring his 
own painful shoulder, Buck abruptly shifted the boy on to his back, 
but held him upright, talking him through the ordeal. 

"Easy, kid. Hang on. I gotcha." 

Much to Buck's immense dismay, the kid was a retribution magnet and 
as a result, he'd had broken ribs in the past. This was one routine 
they both were too damn familiar with. But, at least in the knowing, 
they knew too that they'd get through it – together, like always. 

"Shallow breaths, c'mon. You can do it, kid." 

"Oh, God," the boy moaned as he finally regained control of his 
breathing. The coughs had taken their toll and the boy was spent. 
He turned grateful eyes to his best friend and whispered, "thanks, 
Buck," before closing them and relaxing further into Buck's hold. 

"Any time, kid. You all right there?" Buck ran a gentle hand along 
JD's ribcage. "You didn't hurt anything in there, did ya?"

Despite his friend's feather-light touch, the kid hissed as a few 
particularly tender ribs protested Buck's actions. He knew there was 
no point in lying to Buck about how bad he hurt. As battered as he 
was, Buck would see through him, anyway. 

"Been better, but I'm no worse." The boy squeezed Buck's hand and 
then shifted it away from his burning ribs to a more comfortable 
resting place across his chest. "I'm okay, Buck, thanks."

~

At once relieved that JD hadn't injured himself further, Buck still 
took little comfort in the knowledge that JD was actually being open 
about how much he hurt. About the only times JD could ever be 
considered close-mouthed about a subject was when he was hurt or 
sick…except when he was `really' hurting, like now. *Damn.* If only 
he could offer him more than a one-armed hug and a few encouraging 
words. But they would have to do for now. 

"Yeah, you're alright, kid. Go on back to sleep now."

Much to Buck's exasperation, the kid shook his head and opened 
surprisingly intense eyes. 

"Tell me what's really going on, Buck. What's Gene Peterson got to 
do with this?" The kid stubbornly wanted to get to the bottom of why 
he and his best friend were captive and hurt. "I gotta know."

~

JD was right and Buck knew it. The kid had every right to know what 
was going on. The truth was something Buck had no business keeping 
him from, no matter how bad things looked. With a heavy sigh, he 
began to recount everything he knew, and everything he suspected had 
happened to them since Gene's arrival at their home. 

Searching hazel eyes looked up in disbelief at the conclusion of 
Buck's story. 

"But that's ridiculous, Buck. Even if Chris did retract his 
statement, there's no way Gene could get away with this, he knows 
that. This is just…crazy!"

"I think that's the point, kid. Gene's gone plumb loco on us." 

~

JD didn't know what to say or what to think. Gene Peterson was the 
kind of federal agent and cop he had always admired, hell…emulated. 
How could a man like that throw everything away out of petty 
jealousy? It was beyond the kid's comprehension. 

What wasn't beyond JD's comprehension though were the stark 
realizations beginning to pervade his getting-more- lucid-by- the-
minute mind. That it suddenly dawned on him that his captor was a 
seasoned agent who knew ATF procedure every bit as well as his would-
be rescuers, and knowing this did nothing to create a sense of 
optimism about the outcome of this particular nightmare. If Gene 
really had lost his marbles, which now seemed like a sure bet, given 
their circumstances and taking into account the condition of his own 
body and that of his best friend, well, he and Buck were in 
deep. . .trouble. Real deep. They were gonna have to figure out a 
way out of this, or at least come up with a way to lead Chris and the 
others to them. 

"So, what's the plan, Buck?" The ATF agent in JD had been re-
awakened.

As JD began to shift in his hold, Buck realized with defeat that his 
roommate was not going to give in to the rest he needed. 

"JD--."

"Forget it, Buck. We gotta do something here. You think of 
anything, yet?" JD's eyes had regained some of their familiar fire, 
but Buck took little comfort in that fact.

~

*Damn fool, stubborn kid.* 

Buck didn't know which he found more distressing -- the fact that the 
kid was in dire need of a hospital bed and instead was trying to cook 
up some hair-brained scheme to get them out of there, one which would 
inevitably get him hurt even worse, or the fact that the kid's 
unwavering faith in his big brother was about to be royally crushed 
because Buck simply had no idea how he was gonna get them out of this 
mess. 

Either way, he found it damn frustrating and he couldn't prevent that 
irritation from showing itself as he answered the kid's question. 

"Damnit, kid. I haven't come up with anything, not a goddamn thing. 
You know Chris is gonna insist on contact with us, but damned if I 
can figure out what to tell him. I've been sitting here looking at 
the same walls for God knows how long, but I've got nothin' useful to 
tell him!"

~

JD hated to hear the self-recrimination in Buck's voice. He knew his 
best friend was feeling guilty about this mess, he always felt 
responsible whenever JD got hurt, so he knew how helpless Buck would 
be feeling right about now. Maybe all they needed was a fresh 
outlook on the situation, a fresh pair of eyes. 

"Help…help me sit up more, Buck."

"JD—."

"Buck now…I mean it."

"Damnit, kid, I don't want you hurting yourself any more, all 
right." 

~

Buck continued ranting all the while helping the boy shift up higher 
against his chest. He'd lost the argument and he knew it. JD would 
hurt himself trying to sit up on his own, so he had no choice but to 
help. Didn't mean the stubborn kid wasn't gonna at least get a piece 
of his mind in the process. 

"It's a goddamn unfinished basement, JD…" 

"…Buck…"

"…concrete floor, block walls, typical suburbia…" 

"…Buck…"

"…what do you think you're gonna see that I…"

"We're on Atica, Buck…just off 29th."

"Huh?"

JD smiled inwardly, he knew exactly where they were.

 

*******

 

"Buck…I know where we are." 

Despite the stabs of pain shooting through him with every uttered 
word, the elation of realizing where they were, combined with the 
comical look of astonishment on Buck's face helped dull JD's misery.

"What in the hell are you talkin' about?" Buck sputtered.

"The safe-house…on Atica." The kid's eyes pleaded with Buck to 
understand. "We're here...the basement."

Not at all happy with JD's labored breathing while he struggled to 
talk, Buck still tried to clamp down his concern and keep his own 
tone light. 

"Okay, I figured out the basement part, sport." Buck's headache was 
beginning to return in full-force just trying to figure out the kid's 
random speech, and he couldn't help but wonder if JD's mind was clear 
of the drugs he'd been given. "ATF don't have a safe-house on Atica, 
son." Gently shifting the kid in his hold he tilted the boy's chin to 
get a better look at his pupils. "Let me take a good look at them 
eyes. You got a concussion?"

JD weakly tried to brush away his friend's probing hand. 

"'M fine…Buck." The kid wasn't new to busted ribs, but he couldn't 
ever remember a time before when talking had been this difficult and 
hurt so damn much. Buck being clueless sure didn't help him out, 
either. Keeping his breaths shallow and his words and frustration to 
a minimum, JD continued. 

"Not ours. . .Fibbies'."

"FBI?" 

The older agent was nearly convinced that the kid must still be 
hallucinating, yet, despite the weakness in the boy's voice, the 
certainty in his eyes was unshakable. 

"Okay now, let's back-up a minute, kid. Ol' Buck's tryin' to keep up 
with you here, but it just ain't happenin'. Now try to relax before 
you hurt yourself." 

Looking down at the boy, he smiled and spoke softly. "Since I ain't 
goin' nowhere, why don't you just slow down a bit and tell me why 
you're so all fired up sure this is an FBI safe-house?"

~

JD rolled his eyes in exasperation until he suddenly realized why his 
partner was still in the dark. He guessed he was likely the only 
member of Team 7 to have ever been here before. Conceding that he 
really should settle down in order to think straight and try to 
explain things to Buck more clearly, the young agent took a calming 
deep breath. Not his most brilliant move of the day JD quickly 
discovered, as his injured ribs protested loudly and he immediately 
doubled over into another brutal coughing fit. 

"Oh, shit," he wheezed.

Successfully quelling his own urge to panic, Buck swiftly shifted 
from senior agent into big brother mode as he gently talked the kid 
through the familiar torment. 

"Easy, kid. You're all right. C'mon, shallow breaths, now. . .that's 
it." Wilmington was grateful that his own body had fallen into a 
somewhat unsettling state of numbness, but each time JD's racking 
coughs shook them both, he would be reminded of just how intense the 
pain radiating from his own injuries actually could be.

With what little exhilaration and adrenaline-born strength he'd had 
briefly now completely sapped, JD slumped weakly against Buck. His 
breathing settled, tear-filled eyes squinted up into the concerned 
gaze of his best friend. Smiling meekly, he whispered his thanks. He 
swallowed another difficult breath. 

"Guess, that wasn't a good idea, huh?" he gasped.

"What, breathin'?" Buck grinned at the boy. "Everybody's gotta right 
to breathe, kid, even piss-ants like you," he dead-panned as he 
gently tousled the boy's hair. 

The look the kid flashed him followed by the small smile he was given 
in return, lifted Buck's heart and eased his mind, allowing the big 
man to settle back as comfortably as possible against the wall. He 
kept his expression neutral, not wanting to push the kid if he wasn't 
up to any further explanation, but softly asked,

"So, you think you're up to telling me how you know where we are?"

"Yeah." JD attempted to straighten up once more, but ultimately 
didn't fight Buck's restraining hold this time. Keeping his breaths 
shallow, he still sighed in resignation, but rested his head against 
his best friend's shoulder. 

"I've been here before, Buck."

"You have?"

JD nodded his head, yes. "When Chris. . .loaned me. . .to the FBI, 
just after I first joined you."

Buck's confused expression reflected the complete blank he had drawn 
in response to JD's comments. Why couldn't he remember a time when JD 
wasn't working with him?

~

JD read the puzzled look on his best friend's face and continued with 
his explanation. Resting comfortably, the boy's voice regained some 
of its strength. 

"When you 'n Josiah were laid up. We weren't workin' any 
cases. . .and Chris thought it'd give me more experience."

~

Wilmington drew his eyebrows together in concentration until the 
memory of Josiah and him sharing a hospital room after their fateful 
encounter with a guardrail and the subsequent ravine beneath it had 
resurfaced in his mind. The combination of a mild concussion and the 
pain-numbing drugs he'd been given for a badly broken leg had 
successfully dulled his recollection of that particular time-period. 
The more he thought it about it though, the more he could recall the 
image of the kid bounding into their semi-private room, all aglow 
with the news that he was going on special assignment with 
the 'other' Feds.

At the time, Buck hadn't had it in his heart to burst the kid's 
bubble and tell him just how boring baby-sitting a Mob accountant for 
a coupla days was going to be. But of course in typical fashion, the 
kid had managed to not only have a good time, but had even earned his 
first letter of commendation, from the FBI AIC, in the process.

Apparently the star witness had been a computer geek – unlucky and 
misguided – and not much older than JD. They'd hit it off and in the 
three days JD had been there, they'd worked together to successfully 
break some codes that enabled the FBI to convict a Mob boss, not only 
for tax evasion, but for a whole slew of other Federal offenses, as 
well. The kid had done good, and Chris had even told him so. 

Yeah, Larabee had been mighty proud.

Of course Buck had been unable to contain his own excitement that all 
his training and guidance, even in the short time JD had been under 
his wing, had paid off.

He looked down and into the too-young, battered face that studied him 
intently and his heart swelled with the same pride all over again.

~

"You're really sure we're in that safe-house, aren't you, kid?" Buck 
didn't want to have doubts, but the basement was so barren and, aside 
from the boarded up windows, nothing looked even remotely memorable 
about the place.

"Positive."

~

Buck looked once again into the face of his roommate. The kid's eyes 
were shining bright with conviction, his jaw set with resolute 
determination. JD 'did' know where they were. The kid's word was good 
enough for him. *Finally, a break. . .Good job, kid.*

Finally, true hope. He honestly might get JD and himself out of here; 
home safe and sound.

A shadow of his familiar smile began to form on the older man's face 
and JD responded in kind with one of relief. Buck trusted him. 

~

"Thanks, Buck," he whispered.

"Don't thank me yet, kid." The big man's expression grew serious. "We 
still ain't outta the woods. Somehow we gotta figure out how to let 
ol' Chris know where we are without Gene knowin' that we're doin' it."

"Just tell him. . .when ya talk to him. They'll get here quick."

Buck shook his head. He couldn't help but wonder where the kid's so-
called genius brain hid itself half the time. 

"JD---you honestly think Gene is gonna let me just tell Chris where 
we are without one of us gettin' ass-whupped again? In case you've 
forgotten, Gene don't fight very fair."

JD realized immediately that he'd said something really dumb, so he 
didn't bother trying to defend himself through Buck's unnecessary 
scolding.

"'Kay, Buck. . .I know."

The kid also knew that Buck was just blowing smoke. Buck wasn't 
worried about himself, hell, he never worried about himself. JD knew 
exactly who the big man was worried about, and although the knowledge 
warmed his heart, it also frustrated him to no end.

Here he was, free of any bonds, and yet weak as a day-old kitten and 
physically unable to make any attempt at an escape or even free his 
best friend. He hated this feeling of helplessness and was determined 
to figure out something that could be said to Chris to let him and 
the others know where they were. It didn't matter to JD that he'd 
been drugged and beaten up, if he couldn't come up with an idea, then 
his IQ wasn't even worth the piece of paper his MENSA card was 
printed on.

Shifting deeper into Buck's hold, he closed his eyes, determined to 
come up with the solution to their dilemma. 

"Give me a minute…Buck. I'll come up with somethin'," he whispered.

~

As the minutes passed, Buck was certain that the stubborn kid in his 
grasp had finally succumbed to his pain and exhaustion again and had 
merely fallen asleep. So he couldn't prevent the startled gasp that 
leapt from his throat as JD suddenly jerked in his grasp and 
practically shouted,

"Got it!"

"Geesus, kid, you tryin' to give me a heart attack?"

~

His own heart-rate returning to normal, Buck watched with concern as 
the kid fought against the next bout of coughs his near-shout had 
tried to elicit. Thankfully, the kid remained in control and his 
rapid short breaths didn't turn into anything more serious this time. 
Relief flooded Buck's veins and he sighed and relaxed as JD finally 
did the same within his hold.

The kid looked up sheepishly at his friend, knowing full well he was 
due for another lecture on looking after himself, or at least another 
round of Buck Wilmington sarcasm. 

"I got. . .an idea," he wheezed.

"No shit, Einstein."

~

Buck had obviously chosen sarcasm. JD actually enjoyed his best 
friend's wry sense of humor, even if he was the intended target this 
time, especially if the alternative was one of Buck's 'what am I 
gonna do with you, boy' lectures. Consequently, he couldn't really 
help the small smirk of satisfaction that formed on his lips.

The brief smile and hopeful look on the kid's face had Buck truly 
wondering what his protégé was cooking up in his mind. 

"Whatcha got, kid?" Buck was hopeful too, but kept his tone easy, not 
wanting to put too much pressure on the injured kid. Truth be told 
though, the big man had come up completely empty with any ideas of 
his own, so he sure as hell hoped JD had something.

~

The boy, on the other hand, could no longer keep his trepidation at 
bay. He knew he had a really good idea, but he also knew that whether 
it worked or not was totally dependent on Buck's answer to his next 
question. He looked searchingly into Buck's eyes, and spoke haltingly.

"Buck? You think Chris would remember the…the girl you got caught…
fooling round with in the safe-house?"

JD's intense hazel gaze was riveted on Buck's face and he watched as 
his best friend's dark eyes sparked with light. The boy was certain 
he saw recognition and understanding in their depths. He watched as 
the older agent nodded his head slowly and then busted out into not 
only one of his patented Buck Wilmington blinding grins, but 
laughter, too.

The kid had done it. Not only would Chris remember Kate Mayfield's 
name, but he'd damn well remember the incident that had mortified the 
hell out of Sarah Larabee and her former college roommate. Buck and 
Chris were both on the receiving end of Sarah's formidable wrath that 
time -- Buck for having embarrassed Kate and Chris for having fixed 
them up in the first place.

Yeah, Chris would remember. It was a favorite story of Buck's – one 
of those memories that Sarah, Buck and Chris had shared often, even 
years later, and it had always brought laughter to their hearts.

Despite Buck's own aching ribs, he simply couldn't contain his 
laughter. He'd been in this damn basement too long, obviously, and 
was feeling practically giddy. The memory was just too good not to 
latch on to though, and to know that this particular memory was 
likely going to be their saving grace was simply hilarious.

That it was the boy he was so worried for, who'd managed to come up 
with their salvation by actually remembering this particular tale out 
of the countless stories of conquests Buck had told him over time was 
pretty remarkable, too. Knowing that he was pushing the kid's limits 
of tolerance, he still couldn't prevent himself from vigorously 
ruffling the kid's mass of black hair -- just one more time. Pulling 
back, he smiled gleefully at JD.

~

"What?" The kid laughed, too -- softly. Looking into his best 
friend's face, JD could tell that Buck thought his idea was a really 
good one. The respect he read shining in Buck's eyes had the boy 
feeling mighty proud of himself. He didn't even mind all that much 
that Buck had just tousled his hair -- again. 

"Think this is gonna work, Buck?"

Feeling as though a huge weight had been lifted off of his chest, 
Buck returned his one good hand to the boy's head and smoothed his 
hair almost reverently. He locked eyes with the boy and smiled 
softly, but reassuringly. 

"You bet, kid. You just bet."

**********

The shrill ring of Buck's telephone startled Team 7 out of their 
collective and morose reveries. Limping only slightly, Ezra 
immediately stationed himself in front of the recording equipment, 
adorned a head-set and with an abrupt nod, signaled his readiness to 
Chris.

The tension pervading the room was beyond palpable. It was 
suffocating.

At that moment, Vin Tanner's uncanny sixth sense was shared by his 
partners. They all knew without any doubt that the caller was Gene 
Peterson.

The block of dread that had settled deep in Larabee's gut 
disintegrated as anticipation and anxiety rivaled each other for its 
position. Taking a deep calming breath, Chris answered the phone on 
its third ring. 

"Larabee."

<<"Let's keep this quick and no bullshit, Larabee. I know you're 
recording."> >

Chris wasn't even remotely surprised that Gene was watching the 
clock. After all, so was Josiah. The leader had already mentally 
prepared himself in anticipation of this very conversation. He 
swallowed his own fury, allowing only the veteran law enforcement 
officer to reveal himself. 

"Yeah, we are. You know S.O.P. as well as I do. What do you want, 
Gene? And how are my men?" Chris no longer tried to suppress the 
venom in his voice as he demanded the answer about his missing 
friends.

<<"They're still alive, Larabee…for now. And you already know exactly 
what I want, I want you and I want that retraction." >>

~

The leader of Team 7 bristled at the threat to Buck and JD's safety, 
as well as the intense hatred exuding from Gene Peterson's ominous 
words. It rivaled his own. Peterson also wasn't trying to hold his 
emotions in check in any way, a clear indication of how much he was 
enjoying this power-trip.

Chris had to cut Peterson down; make him a little unsure of himself. 
Larabee knew the direction he was about to take would be tempting 
fate – he was about to begin playing with fire, and with the lives of 
two people he cared deeply for. Still, he couldn't allow Gene 
complete control of the situation. No matter how screwed up his head 
might be, Gene was still a skilled professional and keeping him off-
balance might be the only way of drawing the man out from cover. 

"You don't get a goddamn thing until I know my men are all right. Now 
let me talk to them."

Larabee's voice oozed both confidence and control and his words 
succeeded in eliciting the desired response. Peterson was livid. 

<<"I'm in fuckin' charge here, you piece 'a shit! You ain't callin' 
the shots this ti-">>

Peterson's enraged rant was interrupted by Chris' matter-of-fact 
demand. "If I don't talk to Buck - I got nothing else to say to you, 
Gene."

His casual tone continued to increase the crazed agent's blood 
pressure and wrath. 

<<"Goddamn you, Larabee.">>

Chris couldn't help but flinch at the degree of malevolence Gene was 
displaying, not to mention the magnitude of volume blaring into his 
ear. He noted absently that Standish had partially pulled away his 
ear-piece at Gene's continued outburst. 

<<I told you I'm the leader, here, Larabee. Not you. I'll decide if 
or when you get to talk to anyone. I'm the one giving orders. . .>>

Chris shifted his gaze to Josiah, who flashed his open palm at him 
twice. *Ten seconds.* His time was running out. Certain Gene was also 
still watching the time, Larabee knew the ex-agent would break the 
connection within ten seconds. Despite Gene's furor, Larabee was 
confident the man would not risk revealing his location. They'd never 
be able to trace the call, but by forcing Gene's hand and making him 
call back, with any luck at all, something in the background or 
something Gene would say would be picked up in the recording and give 
them some kind of lead. Chris simply couldn't let JD and Buck's 
precious lives ride on only this phone call, he'd have to force 
Gene's hand and hope his friends wouldn't suffer the repercussions of 
his decision.

Chris felt the block of anxiety and apprehension reassemble within 
his gut and twist and wind its way up into his tightening throat. His 
soul churned with dread and he prayed he was about to do the right 
thing. Abruptly he turned his attention to each of his men, his 
usually impenetrable gaze clearly expressing the turmoil in his 
heart. 

*Forgive me, Buck. I'm sorry, kid. Dear God. . .if this goes 
wrong. . .forgive me.*

As Gene Peterson continued his tirade, Chris was forced to tune him 
out. He couldn't listen to Gene's threats and still maintain the 
strength to do what he had yet to do. Finally gathering his courage, 
Chris Larabee cut off his only link - his lifeline - to the boy and 
his protector, and dared to interrupt the maniac once again.

"Then I guess I got nothing to say to you, Gene," he snarled and 
abruptly hung up the phone.

~

Gene Peterson was livid. How dare Larabee hang up on him? How dare 
he order him around as though `he' was in charge? Peterson resisted 
the urge to drill the phone still clutched in his quaking hand into 
the wall. He knew he still needed to use it -- damnit. 

His shoulders heaving with seething rage, the ex-agent wildly looked 
around the barren kitchen he was standing in to see what he could use 
to exert his mounting wrath onto. After opening one - two - three 
empty cupboards, the crazed man let out a primal roar as he settled 
with ripping off one of the cupboard doors at its hinges and flinging 
it across the room, where it crashed into the wall and fell, landing 
in a satisfying clattering heap upon the floor.

Not only infuriated with Chris Larabee, Gene was also infuriated with 
himself for allowing the pompous sonofabitch to get to him like he 
had. He knew better than that, damnit. He knew what Chris was up 
to. 

Hell, he knew exactly what Larabee was doing. Chris was using every 
trick in the book to throw Gene off, unsettle him and force him to 
slip up. Well, Gene new every goddamn trick too. Hell, he helped 
write the fucking book…yet he had still allowed Larabee to push his 
buttons and virtually give him the upper hand. 

*Goddamn him. Damn him to hell!*

Peterson smiled maniacally at that thought. Well, that was exactly 
his intention after all. He'd show Larabee who was smarter, he'd 
show him who was stronger. Gene knew he was the better agent and 
more importantly the better man.

Chris Larabee was going to pay – with his life and with the lives of 
the two agents who were at Gene's mercy. 

But not until they all suffered first. 

Chris Larabee would get his precious phone call. But he `would' pay 
for it – dearly.

 

*******

 

"Buck?"

"Um Hmm?" Wilmington winced as he heard the weak and raspy call of 
his name. He had hoped that the young man in his hold would remain 
asleep a while longer. JD's shattered body needed rest badly, and 
Buck had hoped that sleep would offer the kid some kind of sanctuary –
if only temporary – safely hidden away from the brutal reality of the 
ordeal he was enduring.

He'd hoped the boy had slept through that eerie howl and accompanying 
crash he'd just heard from up above, but that obviously hadn't been 
the case. The noise had woken JD, and although the boy's call had 
lacked any strength, it hadn't lacked the emotion Buck could so 
easily and always pick up in his best-friend' s voice. JD was scared.

"Uunnhhh. Wha' . . .hell. . .was that?" 

~

*Damn scared.* The big man shifted his hand to JD's head and gently 
cupped it, drawing the boy closer. He had a pretty good idea what 
was going on upstairs, and frankly, although it offered hope, it 
worried him, too. The big man swallowed his own anxiety and somehow 
mustered together the flip comments and confidence he needed to talk 
reassuringly to the kid.

"Ain't nothin', kid. No need to fret none." He watched as JD's eyes 
locked with his before summoning another attempt at humor. 

"Sounds like old Gene's a mite upset about somethin' and I reckon you 
can guess what just might've pissed him off." Buck winked 
conspiratorially and broke into a half-way decent impression of his 
patented smart-ass grin. Relief flooded him when he saw 
understanding and a hint of a smile light the boy's weary hazel eyes. 

Buck's relief faltered some as he watched JD's slight grin fade. It 
was undoubtedly a product of exhaustion and everything he'd been 
through. But it was more than that, too. The kid was obviously 
coherent enough to figure out that Gene's latest temper tantrum could 
promise both good and bad repercussions. Buck had hoped the boy 
would only look to the positive, though. That was JD's nature, after 
all. Still, he was far from being an idiot, so it was no surprise to 
his best-friend that JD was seeing both sides of the coin about to be 
tossed at them. Wanting to ease the boy's worry, he smiled once more 
and gave JD an approving nod, encouraging him to speak. 

His reward was a hesitant whisper. 

"Chris?"

******

JD had been beyond startled when he awoke to the animal-like roar 
coming from somewhere above his head. It had frightened him – a 
lot. He'd thought for one terrifying instant that he was back in 
that horrible nightmare he'd awoken to earlier -- before his mind and 
body had literally crawled out of that suffocating haze into the 
warmth and safety of his best friend's care. 

Needless to say, he'd been more than a little relieved to discover 
that he actually had awoken to the security of Buck's big arm wrapped 
protectively around him as he lay against him. 

Still that awful noise had echoed in his mind and, despite his usual 
bravado, the boy had found himself unashamedly seeking Buck's 
reassurance. He'd go back to being his old cocky self when this 
whole mess was over -- when Buck and he were mended and back home 
safe and sound. Right now, he was tired and weak and hurting…and 
scared. . .and he really needed his big brother to tell him 
everything was okay.

Buck never did let him down. 

As soon as Wilmington had spoken, using that soft velvety lilt JD 
knew so well, the kid had felt his mind and his heart begin to ease. 
He knew they were still in serious trouble, but somehow Buck could at 
least ease his rising panic and offer him hope.

It had still amazed JD though, that even in the midst of such danger –
such dire circumstances, Buck could not only calm his fears, but 
actually make him smile, too. Once he'd thought about it though, 
JD'd known Buck was right. The only thing that could've possibly 
happened to piss Peterson off so royally at this stage of the game 
would've been some kind of contact with Chris. Chris would have had 
to try to shake Peterson up, to keep him more off balance. And it 
sure as hell had sounded like he'd accomplished it. 

*Way to go, Chris…I think.* 

And if Chris and Peterson really `had' made contact, JD knew every 
bit as well as Buck did, that Chris' next move would be to demand 
proof that Buck and he were alive. JD also knew that Chris Larabee 
wouldn't settle for anything less than a phone call, either. Yeah, 
one of them would be talking to Chris real soon, and that's when 
they'd finally be able to pass on their whereabouts to their leader, 
and Chris and the others would come, take down Peterson, and get them 
the hell out of there. God, this whole nightmare would be ending 
soon. Despite the shadow of Gene's rage still echoing in JD's mind, 
the thought of JD's partners coming to the rescue `and' taking out 
Gene just had to make him smile.

At least that's what JD hoped Buck meant by guessing what had just 
pissed Gene off. JD was so damn tired he wasn't really sure if he 
was thinking straight anymore. Besides, a pissed off Gene Peterson 
wasn't exactly good news for either one of them `before' Chris and 
the team got here. Both their bodies were battered enough, thank you 
very much. 

*Shit, I wish this was over.* 

He allowed his smile to fade and gazed searchingly once more into his 
best friend's eyes, seeking that glimmer of hope and confidence he 
could always find in their depths. The kid watched as his mentor 
gave him another smile and an encouraging nod, prompting the boy to 
whisper his own hopes – and the name they were riding on -- Chris.

~

"You betcha, kid. Ol' Chris is callin' the shots now, `n you know 
he's gonna get us outta here real soon."

Buck and JD both could sense it. The tide was about to turn… 
things were about to heat up. 

Real soon.

******** 

The abrupt sound of the basement door scraping open broke Buck away 
from his silent reverie with a sudden start. 

"Easy, kid," Buck soothed, as he felt the rapid acceleration of JD's 
warm breaths against his neck. "You just keep quiet and play possum, 
son. Let ol' Buck do the talkin'."

~

All JD could manage was a hard swallow and a nod. His throat was 
suddenly parched by fear as flashes of having been strung up and 
relentlessly beaten by the raving lunatic -- the really *big* raving 
lunatic -- about to come down those stairs, assaulted his mind just 
as mercilessly as those huge fists had slammed into his body. Playing 
possum wouldn't be too hard. Aside from his uncontrollable trembling, 
JD was already paralyzed with remembered fear. 

Wilmington took a few calming breaths of his own, trying to will his 
heart to stop pounding so damn hard against his chest. He didn't want 
the kid to know just how worried he was too and he was sure JD would 
be able to feel the thumping each time his heart reverberated against 
one of his aching ribs.

At the hint of Peterson's first footfall, as he began his ominous 
descent down the wooden steps all-too-near them, JD's trembling 
increased dramatically. 

"Hey, hey. . .easy, son. Easy. It's all right," Buck whispered in the 
boy's ear and tightened his hold, heartsick that the kid was so 
utterly afraid. Pound-for-pound, JD had more courage than anyone Buck 
knew, but he knew damn well that the kid was hurting and 
defenseless and he also had no doubt that the drugs JD had been given 
earlier were still messing him up enough to make him react this 
intensely to the threat heading their way.

The 'very' real threat heading their way.

*****

Peterson marched down the basement steps with purposeful force. He 
wanted his prey to anticipate his arrival, wanted them filled with 
dread so he could watch the fear play on their faces as he came into 
their view. Between the savage beatings and the drugs he'd pumped 
into them, he was certain they'd be basket cases by now. Gene laughed 
to himself, his power and his purpose surging. 

*Fuck you, Larabee.* 

Team Seven's leader might have thought he'd won that last round, but 
it would be his last. This was Gene's show.

He had, after all bested Larabee's old partner, a formidable foe in 
his own right. Buck Wilmington, with that goddamn laid back attitude 
of his, who could charm women every bit as easily with it as his 
looks could turn their heads, was now at Gene's mercy.

Yup, the same highly decorated cop, who after fifteen years in law 
enforcement, still had the stomach to face every fucking miserable 
day with a smile on his face, had been taken out by an older, more 
experienced, so-called burn-out. No, Gene wasn't going to deny Buck 
Wilmington's abilities. Because, to do that, would be to deny Gene 
his own supremacy.

Hell, Peterson knew Buck's history - homicide, vice, narcotics and 
now ATF. Christ, how could anyone who'd faced all that Wilmington 
had faced throughout his career, be able to even drag his ass out of 
bed in the morning, let alone look forward to the day? At least 
ninety percent of the time, even Chris Larabee looked as miserable as 
Gene always felt.

But Wilmington…no, nothing could shake up Buck - or wipe that stupid 
grin off his face. Well, nothing except seeing that kid in trouble. 
Any of that pathetic team, for that matter, but especially the kid. 
Gene could still vividly remember the way Wilmington took to training 
Dunne, right from the very beginning. The way those two hit it off, 
acting like two long-lost brothers or something. It was fucking 
ridiculous.

Hell, they even lived together for Godsakes, and yet nobody seemed to 
think 'that' was strange. Well, Gene thought it was stupid. No two 
people should live and work together like that and yet still get 
along as well as they did. It just didn't seem possible. and yet 
Wilmington had somehow managed to get himself a kid brother, best 
friend and a protégé out of the deal, a protégé who was thriving 
under Buck's wing, damn him. 

Damn them both.

It had been bad enough having Wilmington around grating on Gene's 
nerves, but when the exuberant 'wonder kid' came along to emulate him 
and Larabee. . .well, Gene had been damn near ready to shoot the pair 
back then. Larabee hadn't been sure he wanted the student trainee on 
his team in the first place. He'd said he was too young. Well, who 
gave a shit about that? If he was old enough to enter the program; he 
was old enough to get shot at…simple.

Truth be told though, what Gene wouldn't've given for the opportunity 
to train a bright, impressionable hero-worshipping kid like that. 
He'd have molded him into his own image if he'd had the chance. Gene 
surprised himself with that thought…he actually found himself 
bemoaning his missed opportunity and recalled how at the time of 
Dunne's enlisting with Team Seven he had silently fumed that he 
himself was overlooked. Damnit…rookies had always been his…damn 
Larabee…that bastard had taken away every control Gene had ever had.

But then Dunne only had eyes for Team 7, and the little bastard 
pushed and pushed until he'd managed to get his way. Stupid little 
fuck, what the hell did he know, anyway? He'd've learned a helluva 
lot from Gene. Gene Peterson had more to offer than Wilmington and 
Larabee combined.

Well now the kid *was* getting a lesson - one in life and in death -- 
courtesy of Gene. And there wasn't a goddamn thing big brother Buck 
Wilmington could do about it, or the mighty Chris Larabee.

~

As Gene's boots finally touched down on concrete, the big man set his 
sights on Wilmington and Dunne. His breath hitched in reverence of 
his own brilliant handiwork and he smiled in sheer triumph. Like an 
artist stepping back to admire his grandest masterpiece, having 
determined the perfect distance to fully appreciate his own prized 
creation in its entirety and utter splendor. Peterson halted his 
movements and reveled in his glory.

There they were, his captives, huddled together in helpless misery 
and totally at his mercy, both having become personifications of 
defeat at the hands of a true master. Conquered, reduced and amassed 
in cuts, bruises and welts, their shattered bodies and shredded 
clothing providing Gene with a living, breathing canvas on which to 
leave his legacy.

Wilmington's arm hung lax and lifeless from the handcuff binding him –
his shoulder drooping unnaturally, its dislocation obvious to Gene, 
despite the blood-stained t-shirt still covering it. Streaks of blood 
trailed down the agent's arm, originating from his wrist where it had 
been mangled within its cuff. 

*God, that's gotta hurt,* Peterson smirked. Realizing with almost 
euphoric delight that this damage to Buck's arm was entirely self-
inflicted, undoubtedly while Gene had been using young Dunne as a 
punching bag, fueled Peterson's veins with power and supremacy. Buck 
Wilmington had acted *exactly* as Gene had anticipated - his reason 
alone for not inflicting nearly as much damage on the older of the 
two agents as he would've truly liked to.

Gene had wanted Buck incapacitated but still strong enough and 
coherent enough to fight against his bonds. That way Peterson could 
ensure that Wilmington would suffer the loss of that struggle just as 
he would suffer the cries of his little brother.

Mission accomplished.

With that thought, Peterson turned his attention to the younger of 
his two captives. So far it seemed that Wilmington had been blatantly 
ignoring Gene's presence, but Gene's growing irritation quickly 
turned to smug gratification once his interest focused on Dunne. 
Huddled against the bigger man's chest and wrapped protectively in 
his single-armed embrace, Gene could easily tell the boy was 
terrified. His breaths were coming too quickly, particularly in light 
of the condition of his ribs. Short and shallow breaths were one 
thing, but rapid as they were, no wonder his 'protector' was trying 
to calm him down. The kid was liable to hurt himself if he didn't 
settle down. 

*Now, wouldn't that be a shame?* 

Peterson didn't bother to contain the light chuckle escaping from his 
throat.

~

Try as he might, in the eerie silence of this basement, Wilmington 
could not keep his almost inaudible whispers from Gene, nor did their 
captor miss the slight actions of Buck's hand as he alternately 
smoothed the boy's arm or squeezed it reassuringly.

Gene had already won.

The dishonored agent squared his shoulders and puffed up his chest 
with pride. He knew he'd already achieved the impossible. He'd shown 
JD Dunne just which ATF team leader commanded and deserved the most 
respect and he sure as hell had wiped that stupid grin off of Buck 
Wilmington's face. And he'd done it all right under Chris Larabee's 
nose.

And still, the lesson for them all had only just begun.

~

"Aww, now isn't that sweet?" Peterson's voice exuded oily sarcasm as 
he finally continued his approach, and Buck willed himself to stay in 
quiet control. He knew any reaction on his part would only result in 
one of them -- more than likely, JD -- getting hurt further. He had 
to continually remind himself of that fact while he fought down the 
overwhelming impulse to wipe that self-satisfied smirk off of Gene's 
face. *Later.* Gene would pay -- later. He and Chris would make 
sure of it.

Deciding it was time to try to get a rise out of the perpetually wise-
cracking Wilmington, Gene continued with his verbal assault. 

"Shucks, where's a camera when you need one? If this isn't a Kodak 
moment, I don't know what is," he laughed, leering down at the boy in 
Buck's protective embrace.

~

Buck kept trying to ignore the former agent. He'd felt JD stiffen at 
Gene's last barb and gently squeezed the kid's arm again in an effort 
to keep him settled and let him know that he would handle everything. 
When he felt the kid's shoulders and breathing finally relax, 
probably more from exhaustion than ease, Buck reluctantly shifted his 
focus to Peterson. He knew he had to, if they were going to get out 
of this any time soon, so he abruptly switched from concerned big 
brother into veteran agent, and began to re-assess and survey the 
situation.

Tentative relief flowed through him as he'd realized Gene wasn't 
packing anything. What Gene *was* carrying though, was a cellular 
phone and a small black case that Wilmington couldn't yet identify. 
Something about the way Peterson clung protectively to the case 
unnerved Buck, but knowing he'd soon be talking with Chris more than 
made up for its mystery. The fact that Gene wasn't wearing a gun 
obviously implied that he hadn't planned on killing them -- at least 
not yet. 

*Please, let me be right about that.*

~

Buck looked up into Gene's eyes and his blood ran cold. Something was 
very odd, aside from the fact he was looking into the face of a 
certified maniac.

*Shit. He's stoned.*

That sudden realization certainly didn't ease the dread in his heart, 
but Wilmington swallowed the new flavor of alarm that had taken up 
residency in his throat and consciously chose to deal only with the 
positive aspects of this revelation. Sure it meant the lunatic was 
even more unpredictable than imaginable, but it also meant he 
wouldn't be on top of his game. He simply couldn't be. Chris would be 
able to gain the upper hand and take Gene out the minute the man 
slipped up, and Gene *would* slip up. All Buck needed was the chance 
to tell Chris where he and JD were and, when Team 7 arrived, they'd 
make their move and this whole nightmare would be over. 

~

As he eyed the phone still resting in Peterson's grip, he realized 
that finally that chance was close. So damn close, he could taste it.

*****

Thanks to the coke-based cocktail Gene had snorted just moments 
before descending the stairs to confront his captives, Gene could 
feel a resurgence of energy flowing within him. He knew he was 
thinking more clearly now, in a hell of a lot better shape than he 
had been when he'd ripped off the cupboard door upstairs, at least.

His heart was racing and he knew that, despite the thrill of seeing 
Dunne and Wilmington in such devastating shape, at his masterful 
hands no less, the euphoria building within him was as much due to 
the effects of the drugs coursing through him as it was due to his 
triumph, his sense of supremacy and of conquest.

After months of experimenting, Gene had concocted the ideal drug for 
his use. Once he'd received his suspension from the ATF and had 
decided to accept his fate but still take some semblance of control 
of this destiny, he'd had the wherewithal to recognize that for his 
elaborate scheme to work, he'd have to be in reasonable control of 
his faculties. 

And so he'd created his own little cocktail and had become an expert 
on its use. Which meant, within twenty minutes or so, he knew he'd 
start to feel like shit again and be in need of another hit, and that 
meant he couldn't waste anymore time gloating. He had to get this 
show on the road. 

~

Taking a deep, cleansing breath, he gathered his swirling thoughts 
together and focused his vengeful gaze on Wilmington. 

"Got a phone call for you to make, Agent Wilmington."

The voice was taunting and Buck wanted nothing more than to wipe that 
fucking smirk off of Gene's face, preferably using the soles of his 
boots while he did so. Buck sighed. Once again he had to rein in his 
emotions, think first of the kid in his hold and maintain his 
control. With any luck, once that fateful phone call was placed, 
Chris and the boys would figure out his message and get here within 
twenty - thirty - minutes tops. If all went according to Buck's plan, 
in less than a half-hour JD would be safe and on his way to the 
hospital while Gene was on his way to a Federal lock-up. Or better 
yet. . .

Dead.

 

*******

 

Despite his better judgment, Buck met Peterson's gaze with his own, 
blue eyes intense and defiant, and he simply couldn't hold his 
tongue. 

"Chris's callin' the shots, I see…asked for me, huh?"

~

Peterson's eyes flashed and his smug features slipped into a scowl, 
but he held his composure. Buck would pay dearly for that. Hell, Buck 
Wilmington was going to pay. . .no matter what.

Gene turned his back on his prisoners, completely confident in their 
helplessness, and casually walked over to the table pushed up against 
the furthest wall. Setting the cell-phone and black case upon it, he 
dragged it to within a few feet of Buck's outstretched legs. 

"Believe what you want to believe, now, Buck, in the end, you'll know 
who the better man is."

~

Talk about delusions of grandeur, but Buck didn't take the time to 
retaliate, he had something more important to deal with than a war of 
words. 

JD had been so quiet until then that Buck was sure the poor kid had 
passed out again, but as the horrible scraping sound of the heavy 
table being dragged along the rough concrete surface of the floor 
echoed throughout the barren basement, the kid cringed and shuddered 
in his hold and Buck felt his hatred for Gene Peterson leap another 
level. 

'Goddamn bastard's enjoying this *way* too much.' 

Buck had watched as the satisfied smirk had returned to Gene's face 
when he'd managed to awaken the kid with that clamor. 

"Easy kid, there's gonna be more where that came from. Just hang on, 
son," he whispered to the boy. 

Buck had no doubt that Gene was getting off on torturing JD, so it 
didn't surprise him in the slightest when Gene returned to the wall 
and chose to open up one of the folded metal chairs and drag it 
across the floor too, rather than carry it – something a man his size 
could've done with just his little finger.

Despite Buck's warning, JD had not only shuddered at the renewed 
racket, but this time the kid even brought his hurt wrist up to cup 
that hand against his ear. Trying to split his attention between JD 
and Gene, Buck was momentarily caught off guard by JD's reaction, but 
immediately intercepted that potentially painful move with his own 
hand and shifted his hold on the boy so that his ears were covered. 

*No wonder he was in such bad shape when Gene came stomping down 
those stairs.* 

Once again JD's actions reaffirmed for Buck that the kid was still 
suffering the affects of whatever drug or – God forbid – drugs Gene 
had given him. 

JD's senses or at least his hearing anyway, seemed heightened. The 
only other option was that the poor kid was suffering the grand-daddy 
of all hangovers, and that certainly might've been a part of what was 
going on here, but Buck knew there had to be more to it than that. 

In all the time he'd known the boy, he'd simply never seen the 
defiant, cocky kid so fearful – not to the point of cowering. Buck 
fervently hoped that JD's fear was chemically induced only, and 
prayed that once they got whatever godforsaken drugs that were in the 
boy out…JD would recover completely and Buck would never have to look 
into those expressive eyes again and see the terror, pain and utter 
confusion that he saw reflected there now. 

******

Gene felt another rush of power surge through him as he watched the 
youthful agent cringe and cower in his mentor's grip. Deftly swinging 
the chair around next to the table, and taking added pleasure in 
allowing the metal legs to screech against the concrete floor once 
again as he did so, Gene casually took his seat at the table as 
though he was simply sitting down to a meal. 

As he unzipped the case upon the table, Gene began absently giving 
his instructions to Buck while he carefully withdrew the prized 
contents from the case and began assembling the pieces.

". . .no tricks, I'll be watching. . ." Buck tried to concentrate on 
Gene's words, 

". . .no stalling, you know I'll be timing you…not that it'll help 
them, only your young protégé there could unscramble the signal I'm 
about to send them…" but his attention wasn't focused at all on 
Peterson's instructions, but rather on his mysterious and even more 
ominous movements.

From his intensely uncomfortable position on the floor, Buck couldn't 
see the tabletop, but he could tell from Gene's actions that he was 
putting something together, something fairly small. 

Gene's actions were fluid, yet methodical, betraying definite 
experience and, because of these observations, Buck felt the return 
of that foreboding lump swelling in his throat, threatening to choke 
him this time. Gene *had* brought a gun, likely with a silencer, and 
it was that which he was putting together. 

After all, if JD was right – and Buck was counting on it that he was –
they *were* in the middle of suburbia and the sound of gun shots out 
here would definitely attract the cops, a fact Gene knew every bit as 
well as Buck did. 

The question then became, why had Gene waited until now to get it 
ready? 

Which lead to another question…what were Gene's plans for it now? 

One answer was obvious to Wilmington. Gene would use it as a mighty 
convincing threat against JD. To keep Buck in line and ensure 
against any messages being conveyed to Chris when they spoke. A 
guarantee against Buck doing exactly what he intended to do. 

But the unknown plans Gene had for that gun were what really worried 
the agent. Try as he wanted to deny it, once he spoke with Chris, 
Buck knew that he and JD were relatively expendable. He knew Chris 
would try to guarantee their safety, but realistically speaking he 
also knew Gene only needed one of them still breathing to maintain 
Chris' cooperation from that point forward. And if it came down to 
that, he prayed that JD would be spared.

But Gene wanted Buck to suffer, too. No matter how hard he tried, 
Buck couldn't push away that soul-churning truth. No doubt about it, 
JD was here in the first place because of Gene's hatred towards 
Buck. Sure, JD being hurt like this, in his name, would devastate 
Chris, but this nightmare wasn't only about punishing Chris Larabee, 
it was about punishing Buck, too. 

Looking down at the tousled black hair resting against his chest, 
Buck couldn't deny how right Gene was about that. Nothing hurt Buck 
Wilmington more than seeing this kid hurt, so this, well…this was 
downright torture. 

~

Buck swallowed once again, instinctively tightened his hold on JD, 
and desperately tried to blink away the potential ramifications of 
those thoughts. 

No use. 

The ominous image of the madman before him aiming his gun at JD and 
pulling the trigger again and again without Buck having any means at 
all to stop him was engulfing his mind. 

*Jesus Chris,* he prayed in silence. *You better clue in to me right 
away, pard. We may not even have that half-hour. You're gonna hafta 
get here fast, Chris. Damn fast.* 

~

". . .I mean it, Wilmington." When he heard his name, Buck finally 
snapped out of his nightmarish reverie, his eyes shooting to Gene's 
face and immediately catching the maniacal gleam in his eyes. He'd 
been waiting to hear the tell-tale snap of Gene loading a clip in his 
pistol, but the sound hadn't yet come. And now he understood why. 

Dear God. 

"You try to get sneaky on me, Buck, and that kid you've got there 
dies." Seeing the horror reflected in Wilmington's eyes brought 
malevolent laughter to Gene's voice, but he checked it. He knew his 
next words had to be delivered with just the right amount of venom. 
Damn this was fun. 

"You know you can't protect him, Buck." 

~

Buck couldn't prevent the hitching breath he'd taken as he looked at 
the man staring down at them. You can't protect him. . .can't 
protect him. . .can't protect him. The words still echoed in Buck's 
mind, a deafening mantra threatening to send him over the edge, where 
Gene was presently holding court. 

You can't protect him. 

It was the truth. . .desperately and heartbreakingly true. And with 
that revelation, the choking lump residing in Buck's throat let go 
and plummeted to his gut, shredding pieces of his heart and soul in 
its wake.

You can't protect him and Lord, did JD need his protection. 

Gene hadn't been readying his gun, nor was he threatening to shoot JD 
if Buck defied his instructions. 

Gene planned on overdosing him instead. 

~

And there Peterson stood, like some mad professor out of any given 
1950's Hollywood thriller, holding up a shimmering hypodermic needle 
like it was the Holy Grail itself, and grinning like the maniac Buck 
knew he'd become.

You can't protect him. 

But Buck had to.

~

"Hey, now. C'mon, Gene. You know there ain't no need for that." Buck 
knew he'd failed miserably at keeping the anxiety out of his voice, 
but the thought of JD getting injected with God knows what deadly 
toxin terrified him far more than the threat of bullets could. 

Recognizing a good thing when he saw it and knowing when to 
capitalize on it, even if `it' was the revoltingly obvious delight 
still forming on Peterson's face as a result of his faltering words, 
Wilmington decided that this was the road he'd have to travel now, no 
matter how much it turned his stomach to even consider the option. 

"C'mon, Gene… You know me," he pleaded.

Buck had to dramatically switch gears now in dealing with Gene, play 
on his vanity, his ego, no matter how much that concept disgusted 
him. He simply had to do what it took to keep JD from further harm, 
and still make that fateful phone call. So, if doing 'anything' 
meant kissing up to someone he loathed more than anyone else he'd 
ever encountered in a long list of loathsome characters, he would do 
it. 

"You got me all figured out, Gene. I ain't gonna do anything stupid 
and risk this boy's life, you know that."

~

JD stiffened in Buck's hold, weak, scared and barely conscious, but 
still stubborn and clear-headed enough to recognize that Buck would 
do just about anything to prevent him from becoming a pawn in Gene's 
attempts to keep Buck in line for this phone call. 

JD wanted to speak up, to tell Buck not to do anything stupid to get 
himself hurt either, and not to cow down to the lunatic's ego for 
that matter, either. A firm squeeze on his arm told the kid to keep 
quiet though, that Buck had a plan and was still in some measure of 
control of the situation. 

At least the kid hoped so.

And so did Buck.

~

At the mention of JD, Gene turned predatory eyes toward the young 
agent, causing Buck to protectively tighten his hold on the kid. He 
did not like the look in that man's eyes at all and was grateful that 
JD couldn't see the personification of evil that Buck was now witness 
to. The kid had enough nightmares to look forward to over this 
ordeal. 

"You are so very right, Wilmington," Gene chuckled his response, but 
there was little humor in his tone and even Buck couldn't suppress 
the shiver that ran along his spine. 

"I do know you, Buck, and I know you aren't a fool. The only way I 
can be sure you won't pull anything with Larabee is to keep the deck 
stacked in my favor."

The instant those ominous words were spoken, Buck recognized the 
threat, and in that moment felt more helpless than he'd ever felt in 
his lifetime. He realized with a deepening horror just how truly 
powerless he was to protect JD and powerless to prevent their 
nightmare from continuing to unfold.

And with Chris not yet there to help them and awaken them from the 
dream, nothing else could prevent its progression.

Gene lunged toward the captive pair with surprising speed, grabbing 
hold of JD with one huge arm and began ruthlessly pulling him from 
Buck's weakened grasp. 

"Nooo!" 

Buck's frantic cry echoed JD's but he held on -- exhausted and weak --
with just his arm, while battered and bruised ribs screamed against 
the strain as did his raw handcuffed and bleeding wrist and useless 
arm. And yet, in the end he let go -- he had no choice.

~

JD shrieked again in Gene's grasp and the boy begged Buck to let him 
go, his captor once again wrenching his broken wrist and pulling him 
further from Buck's grip and JD felt any minute he was going to be 
ripped in two. 

Still JD knew, as much as his wails shredded Buck's soul, it hadn't 
been his cries of pain that made Buck release him, but rather his 
silence and his fear. 

JD breathed in gulping breaths of the stagnant basement air and his 
fear overrode his pain as he felt the tiniest prick of the hypodermic 
against his chest. 

~

Buck's eyes were nearly as wide as JD's, as he held his hand out 
towards the helpless boy, a silent 'no' still frozen on his lips as 
he watched the wounded kid gulp in air, quaking in Gene's clutches as 
a needle pressed against his heart and an arm tightened across his 
throat.

Content with his new position, Peterson released his grip on JD's 
throat and picked up the cell from the table, then, once more 
tightening his hold on his captive, looked menacingly at Wilmington. 
Ignoring the soft noises and shaking body in his grasp he flipped 
open his cell and thumbed a number on the keypad, extending his hand 
toward Buck.

"Talk…and I'm warning you again," he pressed the needle contained in 
the hand gripping JD's upper torso, deeper into the skin and tissue 
covering JD's heart, causing a tiny yelp from the youth. 

"Just remember, I know all the tricks of the trade, Wilmington…fuck 
with me and I will have great pleasure in driving this home."

Buck and JD locked gazes, the older man desperately trying to 
reassure the younger that he would get this right. Despite being 
terrified, JD trusted his big brother with his life and tried to 
convey that to him.

A voice drew Buck's attention to the phone.

"Chris?"

*********

Larabee was worrying if he had gambled badly. Ten minutes had dragged 
by and still no second call. He looked to the others nervously, but 
all he saw there was utter faith. The phone ringing shouldn't have 
startled them, but it did. With a nod from Ezra and Josiah, Chris 
swallowed and picked up.

"Larabee."

The blond closed his eyes as his tense shoulders relaxed slightly, 
his eyes opening to glance around his four friends.

"Buck…thank God. How are you both?"

Buck looked to JD as Chris' voice drifted through. "We're just 
peachy, stud…got me a cold beer and…" 

JD's audible gulp reminded Buck of their immediate dilemma, he stared 
at Gene.

"Alright Peterson…I get the message, okay? Just stay calm and ease up 
on the kid." He turned back to the cell.

"You know the drill, wants you to meet him alone someplace and he'll 
consider a straight swap, and he also says he's got this cell signal 
bouncing all over the country…only JD could pick it up and seeing 
he's in front of me with the business end of a hypodermic at his 
chest I figured the kid won't be offerin' that service anytime soon. 
He'll call back to give you a time and place. ." Darting his eyes 
toward JD and his captor, Buck steeled himself toward delivering the 
line he hoped would save his and the kid's lives. "Chris do somethin' 
for me, would ya? Tell Katie May I'm real sorry I'll miss our date 
tonight and that I had fun the last time we met. Thanks stud." 

~

Peterson snatched up the cell.

"I'll be in touch." His words growled out menacingly and he smiled in 
triumph as Larabee's words of `Wait…I want to speak to JD…' could be 
heard just as he snapped the phone shut.

JD closed his eyes, this was it…Peterson no longer needed him, he was 
a dead man. He desperately wanted to straighten himself, to stand 
proud as he met his end, but he couldn't. His body was severely 
weakened and it was all he could do to simply breathe regularly. 

Suddenly though, he found himself hurtling forward and in seconds 
Buck had him and pulled him in close. Both agents watched Gene 
replace the full hypodermic on the table.

"I'll be back soon."

Buck and JD both knew he had every intention of keeping his word.

As the deranged man slammed out of the basement, JD shuddered and 
buried his face in Buck's chest.

"Oh God…I thought I was dead."

Buck placed his large hand on JD's head as he closed his eyes in 
relief, finally admitting his fears aloud to JD.

"So did I kid…so did I." 

***********

Four members of Team Seven looked to their leader in despair as he 
called out to speak to JD, only to be cut off. Larabee fumed.

"DAMNIT…FUCKING DAMNIT! I'm gonna dissect that bastard inch by inch, 
starting from the bottom and let him watch me feed his body to the 
birds…GAAAAAH! "

Chris was pounding the couch, punctuating every word. Vin called to 
him.

"Hey…HEY! Cowboy."

His chest heaving with the exertion, Chris finally stopped and looked 
up. Long several moments later he spoke.

"Buck sounds terrible and that crazy bastard was holding a needle to 
the kid's chest, I'm guessing by Buck's tone, it wasn't empty."

Nathan instantly thought back to the lab and shuddered.

Ezra sighed. "Surveillance tell me the cell signal was jumping 
wildly, I fear all we may have to garner any leads is whatever 
noises…"

"I know where they are."

All four men stared.

"Chris," Josiah stepped forward, "Chris…how can that be possible?"

Larabee smirked, "Something Buck said. Ezra, I need the locations of 
every safe house there is in Denver…*every* one the alphabet agencies 
use."

With renewed vigor, the team jumped to attention. Ezra gave a small 
salute and picked up the phone. Within half an hour, the six safe 
houses had been identified, all they needed now was one more clue.

The phone rang and Chris snatched at it listening for a moment. It 
was Peterson.

"I'll be there."

The blond went back to the map and smiled, circling two houses.

"He wants to meet at a location somewhere between these three but 
this one," he tapped the map, "is in use, so I'm gonna play a hunch. 
Josiah, Ezra…you take this one, Vin, you and Nathan are with me…we're 
going here, 402 Atica." He pointed.

"Peterson wants to meet in an hour…that's all the window we have. 
Keep in touch and be careful."

~

"Chris?" Ezra limped forward, a mixture of hope and doubt coloring 
his tired features. "Chris, as you well know, I've been monitoring 
these calls and haven't a clue as to what Buck could have possibly 
said to give his location away." 

Anticipating the question, Chris felt pride in knowing their resident 
gambler was the one to step up and ask it. Clearly unwilling to 
gamble with the lives of his friends on what may well have been a 
hunch. Chris inhaled then released a calming breath. Ezra didn't know 
that Chris had a winning hand. A sure thing. He allowed a small smirk 
to quirk his lips as the thought of Buck's successful subterfuge 
strengthened his resolve to rescue his men. "He mentioned the name…
nickname, actually…of a friend of Sarah's he got caught fooling 
around with in a safe house."

Nodding his understanding along with the rest of the team, Ezra 
stepped toward Josiah in readiness to leave, looking to Chris.

"I have set this phone to forward any incoming calls to your cell 
Chris, just in case he calls before he sets off, thinking you are 
still here, we wouldn't want to tip our hand of our early departure, 
would we?"

Larabee looked at his men, his optimism high. "Good thinking. Okay, I 
think that's everything. Let's do it."

*******

Peterson had made his penultimate call. He had let his two captives 
stew nicely for a good half hour…time to make the two men he hated 
more than mere words could express, suffer…time to show them who was 
in charge. 

Time for someone to die.

 

*******

 

JD was quiet but Buck knew he was awake. He desperately wanted to 
talk to him, but thought it best that the boy rest, even if it was 
just lying still. The brunet sighed and closed his eyes. JD's soft 
words broke into his tired thoughts.

"Hurts, huh?"

"Hmm?"

"Your wrist…it's still bleeding."

Buck looked at his wrist and nodded. "Yeah…it hurts, but don't you 
worry none, you got enough hurts for both of us, try and rest." There 
was a brief pause.

"Buck?"

Wilmington couldn't help but chuckle softly. "Mm hmm?"

"D'ya *really* think Chris'll find us?"

Buck looked down into cloudy hazel eyes. God it was killing him to 
see the kid like this.

"Well, let me ask you a question, are you sure this is a safe house?"

JD nodded, "Yeah, I'm sure."

The older man smiled. "Then yeah…Chris'll find us."

"Peterson's flipped, hasn't he?"

"Yeah kid…totally Loony Toons, guess it's been comin' for quite a 
while now."

JD sighed and couldn't help burrowing further, "Sorry."

Buck pulled back his head to look down, "For what?"

JD tried to meet his gaze but winced as it hurt. "For…this…being so 
damned weak. All those others are right, Buck…I shouldn't be a 
Federal Agent…I'm too small…too young…I shouldn't be looking to you 
for comfort…hell you're hurting too."

Buck listened until the weakening voice stopped.

"Now boy…you just listen up here, you've been drugged, kidnapped, had 
the crap beaten outta ya and been threatened…and all because of 
something Chris did and I supported. No one should have to put up 
with shit like that, 'specially a twenty year-old AIT, I figure 
you're due some comfort, an' if it's all the same to you, this old 
man is steppin' up to give it. You got a problem with that, squirt?"

JD huffed…it would have been a laugh but it hurt too damned much.

"Guess I can live with it."

Buck drew the smaller body in closer as he smiled. 'Little shit's in 
a world of pain and he's still full of it.' 

"Good to know, kid…good to know."

~

The brunet was in hell. When JD had joined the team he had been dead 
against it from the outset, yet in days had connected with the kid in 
a way akin to brotherhood. He couldn't explain it…didn't really want 
to, he just knew that in the short time they had known each other it 
was as if they had never been apart. Each member of Team Seven 
watched out for JD, even though only Larabee and himself had vowed to 
do so, but no one could help themselves, he was such a sweet kid, 
exasperating at times, yet missed when not around. Clever, willing 
and diligent, always trying to prove his worth and never quite 
realizing that if Chris didn't want him there, he'd be gone. And Buck 
had jumped in with both feet, never regretting it for a moment…until 
now. Because now, no matter how much Buck wanted to keep him from 
harm…he couldn't.

~

A slam of a door and footsteps coming their way tensed both agents, 
despite their pain.

"Oh God," JD breathed, stiffening with fear.

"Easy there boy, he's probably coming to gloat that he's off to meet 
Chris." Buck wished he believed that.

~

Peterson thundered down into the room and was next to them far 
quicker than ever before. Despite Buck tightening his hold on JD, the 
crazed man retrieved the syringe from the table, ripped the boy from 
the safety of Buck's hold and in a heartbeat, plunged the needle into 
JD's arm, pushing the liquid within, deep into the youth's muscle.

JD screamed in pain at the same moment Buck screamed in protest. 
Peterson threw JD back to Buck who pulled him in close.

"You fucking maniac…I…I..."

"Don't be wasting time, Wilmington, say your goodbyes…that was a 
*big* dose for such a small body."

Laughing as he went to leave, Peterson turned back one last time. 

"Next…Larabee' s gonna watch *you* die." And he was gone.

~

Buck was panicking as he hauled JD up onto his chest, looking down at 
the kid's face as he stroked the soaked hair.

"JD…JD…kid, c'mon boy…look at ol' Bucklin' here."

Unfocused hazel eyes tried to latch onto blue. 

"B…Bu…uck…sh…shit… "

Wilmington's eyes brimmed with tears as he rested his cheek on his 
partner's head. "Shh…shh…son…it' s gonna be just fine…y'hear?"

JD clutched at the stained t-shirt he rested against and tried to 
make his eyes focus as he looked up at Buck, desperate to convey one 
last message, his body shaking with the strain and the drug coursing 
through him.

"Buck…love you…always…wanted… big…broth…"

~

JD's body went limp, his hand releasing the t-shirt as his head 
lolled back and his eyes closed. Buck panicked, pulling the pliant 
body up and resting JD's head on his chest.

"Kid…kid…please… don't do this…JD…JD...NOOOOO! "

Tears streamed down Buck's face, his own overtaxed body quaking with 
grief as he rocked his young partner in his hold.

"No kid…please…not like this…hang in there son…Chris is coming…he's 
gonna bring Nathan…please little brother…please hang on." 

Buck wept, deep and heartfelt, as he held the unconscious youth 
tightly, then, in anger, he looked up toward the ceiling, screaming 
with rage...

"I'M GONNA KILL YOU, YOU BASTARD…I'M GONNA KILL YOU!!!"

For the first time since his and JD's ordeal had begun, Buck felt…
defeated.

************ 

Chris stood, looking at the building. The schematics showed there to 
be a basement as well as two upper stories. Vin was positioned in a 
large oak in a neighboring garden, looking through the sight on his 
rifle as he scanned each window. Suddenly he froze, clearly focusing 
on a lower casement.

"Got the bastard," Vin breathed into his mic. "I can take him right 
now, Chris."

Larabee straightened at the information. "No, hold your position for 
now. We can't be sure Buck and JD are actually here, we're only 
speculating, although I'd bet my life they are. Plus, I want to kick 
six shades of shit out of him, rip out his heart and squeeze his 
balls dry…then I'll get really rough."

"Understood. " Vin remained stock still as he kept his target in his 
sight. "Aw fuck."

"What?" Nathan, just joining them, immediately felt nervous as Vin 
spoke.

"He's snortin' somethin'."

Nathan and Chris nodded to each other; it was starting to make sense.

"Nathan…talk to me." Chris ordered.

The medic had been undertaking an inspection of the area.

"There are two doors, front and rear, windows that lead to the 
basement but they're boarded up, however, one of the windows is 
broken and I found some of the boards on the inside to be loose so 
I'm gonna head back with a flashlight and see if there's anything 
down there. The window you see is the kitchen; I reckon one of us 
could get in through the back door unnoticed. It's a short distance 
from where Peterson is right now."

"He sure won't be expectin' anyone," Vin stated.

Larabee paused for thought, his lips pursed in concentration. He 
nodded.

"Okay, Vin…hold your position. Nathan, call Josiah and Ezra…then go 
check the basement and report. I'm going in the back door." He heard 
the acknowledgement from Vin as Nathan took off. 

"I need him alive, Vin…if they're not in there…" he sighed. "But…if 
you need to take the shot…do it. We'll figure it out."

Vin got settled as he watched Chris check his vest and headset and 
make his way to the back of the house.

************ 

Nathan began pulling carefully at the loose boards covering the 
inside of the basement window, eventually able to make enough space 
to peer inside after confirmation from Vin that Peterson hadn't 
moved. He ran the beam from the flashlight for a few seconds, 
surprised it was well lit in there as his heart pounded with fear and 
anticipation. An audible gasp caused Chris to speak.

"Report."

"I see them," Nathan whispered, elated, yet terrified for his 
friends' wellbeing at the same time. "They're together. I can't see 
too much due to the angle, but it's them…no doubt."

Chris nodded, despite being alone. "I'm going in…stand by."

~

Vin rolled his healing shoulder and raised the sight of the rifle to 
his eye. Following Chris' movements, his finger curled around the 
trigger of the primed weapon, ready for any eventuality.

***********

Chris carefully turned the door handle and as the door swung open, he 
stepped inside. Cautiously making his way down the hall toward the 
kitchen, his mind raced with thoughts as to the welfare of his 
friends. This asshole was about to pay…big time. He had no idea how 
true those words would be until the moment he entered the kitchen…and 
his phone rang.

~

Peterson remained bent over the table as the effects of the drugs 
took hold. Raising his head, he checked his watch and pressed redial 
on his cell, his right hand holding onto his gun before placing it on 
the table. The trill of a phone ringing came from behind him. Despite 
the drug invading his body, his reflexes were fast, built from years 
of honed professionalism and he cocked his weapon as he swung round 
at the surprised form now in front of him, a finger curling around 
the trigger instantly.

~

Vin's scope was fully trained on the back of Peterson's head. He 
watched as the former agent reacted to something and turned to aim 
his gun at a startled Larabee. A millisecond later, Vin fired and 
Peterson's head exploded.

~

In seconds, Chris Larabee had gone from impending death to watching a 
man's head spew its gory contents within a radius far exceeding 
anything he thought possible. Despite it being obvious Peterson was 
dead, Chris checked anyway. He keyed his mic. "Call it in, Tanner."

"Already have."

"Get down here, I'm heading for the basement." He knew Vin would need 
support over his actions, but for now, Chris needed to find Buck and 
JD. "Nathan?"

~

Jackson heard the gunshot and kicked open the front door, where he 
had positioned himself, earlier, racing through, fully armed, to the 
back of the house. Just as Chris called his name, he reached him. The 
two men made eye contact Nathan dropping his gaze to look at the 
prone form of Peterson.

"He's gone," Chris confirmed, "Let's go."

************

Buck's heart clenched on hearing gunfire then footsteps on the 
stairs. He pulled JD as close as he could; part of him hoping for 
help, anticipation rising as natural light leaked in from an exposed 
window somewhere above them, the other part convinced their time was 
up. He visibly relaxed a little as Chris ducked his head from the top 
of the basement stairs, to look down and across at the huddled pair.

~

"Thank God." He watched Chris approach, followed by Nathan. "Get an 
ambulance," he begged.

~

Not normally demonstrative, Chris squatted next to the pair, one hand 
on JD's head, the other on Buck's knee, visibly moved by his friends' 
appearances. Closing his cell, Nathan joined them. Buck looked at the 
pair through his tears.

"Peterson stuck the kid…pumped some God-awful shit into him…I…I can't 
wake him…Nathan." Despite the desperation and true terror 
punctuating his words, Buck was still reluctant to let JD go, finally 
relaxing his hold as Nathan took control while Chris' softly spoken 
words penetrated his exhausted mind.

"Come on, big guy…let's get you out of these cuffs." Producing his 
own key, Chris winced as he unlocked the steel bracelet, gently 
dropping the damaged limb down, onto Buck's lap.

~

"Oh fuck!"

Vin stood on the stairs, staring at the four men. Seconds later he 
was with them, distraught at their friends' condition. Buck seemed 
oblivious to everyone, his eyes firmly fixed on Nathan and JD.

"Save him, Nathan…" Buck's words were whispered but cut through the 
tension like a sonic boom. 

~

Suddenly, Nathan rolled JD to his side, the youth vomiting violently 
as his body began to convulse. They were all so focused, they 
completely missed the arrival of the paramedics, closely followed by 
the very anxious Josiah and Ezra, not surprisingly the first 
reinforcements to arrive. Nathan stepped back, retrieving and bagging 
the discarded hypodermic for analysis and evidence as the EMTs took 
over Buck and JD's care. 

~

Team Seven were rooted to the spot as the basement echoed with shouts 
of medical jargon while the paramedics, now four in total, worked 
feverishly on the injured pair. But through that din and the 
pandemonium of the local cops and additional ATF securing the 
upstairs floors, the one sound that penetrated all others was the 
despondent weeping of an exhausted Buck Wilmington, watching as the 
young man he'd willingly die for, was stripped and attached to a 
multitude of wires and IVs, while a stranger bagged him to assist his 
breathing. Valiantly trying to ensure JD stayed alive.

~

As soon as JD's gurney was moving, Buck became agitated, the 
paramedics urging him to calm down while attempting to get Buck onto 
his own gurney. They simply made things worse. Chris touched a 
medic's arm.

"Let him go."

"But he…"

"Let him go."

The Team supportively surrounded the beaten ladies' man, astonished 
the agent could stand, let alone walk, but walk he did…proudly but 
slowly, his eyes still fixed on JD. He faltered on the stairs, 
looking at Chris as the blond held his arm to assist. 

Buck finally collapsed when he was forced to travel in a separate 
ambulance to JD, clinging to his oldest friend through his heartbreak 
before succumbing to the ministering of the paramedics as they 
traveled to the hospital.

 

*******

 

Despite five determined men and several medical staff, Buck remained 
pressed against the glass window of the trauma room while a large 
medical team worked on an unconscious JD. Chris tried again.

"Buck…let them take a look at you…your shoulder needs surgery and 
your wounds need attention…Buck… "

The big man moaned softly at what he was seeing, then felt a hand on 
his arm attempting to turn him away from the vision.

"NO, Goddamnit!" 

He turned wild eyes toward them momentarily, then resumed his vigil. 
Larabee held up his hand to ease the concerns of the medical staff, 
their friends watching anxiously, while Chris spoke softly to his 
oldest friend.

"Okay, big guy…okay, just take it easy, no one's gonna make you do 
anything you don't want to do, but, how about we sit down, huh?"

Buck's voice was thick with emotion. "I need to see him, Chris…you 
weren't there…you don't know…" Suddenly he pounded on the glass with 
his good hand when a curtain was drawn around the bed. Chris tugged 
him away.

"Okay, enough. Sit, Buck…you know this isn't pretty…come on, let them 
do their work."

~

No one knew how Buck remained upright in the chair, but he did. The 
doctor came out of the trauma room and addressed them all.

"We're currently waiting on a liver function test, but all blood and 
urine tests confirm JD's received a mix of barbiturates and an 
opioid. We've given him Nalaxone to block the opioid and he's had a 
gastric lavage…"

"A what?" Vin asked.

"It's a stomach pump using activated charcoal." The doctor answered, 
noting the Texan's expression of revulsion, then continued.

"We're holding off on hemodialysis for now." He paused, focusing on 
the beaten man before him. "He's in a coma I'm afraid and we've 
placed him on a ventilator temporarily until his breathing returns to 
normal…the Nalaxone should assist there reasonably quickly. He's on a 
detox programme as of now. If he's not lucid in twenty-four hours, or 
the liver function test shows the presence of a specific chemical, 
we'll review our options again." 

He approached Buck. "And now I must insist you get some attention." 

Chris barely caught Buck as he collapsed, unconscious, the blond 
easing his friend to the floor as a medical team moved in.

"He's been running on pure adrenaline," Nathan explained.

The concerned doctor nodded as he crouched to examine the injured 
agent. "I'm sure he has."

********

Twenty-four hours had never seemed so long. Buck was told he needed 
surgery on his shoulder urgently, but stubbornly declined, telling 
the doctor he would have the surgery when he knew how his young 
friend was going to be and not a moment earlier. Sitting in a 
wheelchair in ICU, Buck dozed in and out of sleep, his friends 
alternating to sit with him. Hopes rose when the doctor determined 
they could remove the ventilator.

When JD took his first independent breaths, the team breathed deeply 
right along with him. After a thorough examination, the doctor turned 
to the men around the bed.

"The most recent blood and urine tests and the liver function test 
are all showing his body is dispelling the drugs. JD's breathing is 
almost normal…it's up to him, now."

With nods of thanks from the team, the doctor left. Buck sat upright, 
addressing his friends.

"Would you fellas give us a minute?"

Once alone with JD, Buck leaned in and took up the slack IV-free 
hand. "I know you're probably thinking it's kinda nice where you are 
right now…safe, warm…pain-free. But, I need you to wake up, okay? 
Please. These guys want me to have surgery…but I won't leave you 
until I know you're gonna be okay. Please son…please come back to us…
don't let that bastard win."

Seeing Buck had stopped talking, the others returned to stand by him…
and wait.

*********

Something in the darkness scared him, something…big. He didn't want 
to move…it might find him. JD was just about to run as far as he 
could when a sound drew his attention…words, but they were jumbled in 
his head. One thing he did know…the voice was Buck's. 'Buck…I'm 
afraid…why am I afraid?' He reached out his hand…'don't let that 
bastard win'…I won't Buck…I'm here…I'm coming…'

~

Everyone noticed JD's hand twitch. Buck smiled. 

"I knew you wouldn't let me down, little brother…come on now…keep 
fighting, we can wait all day if we have to." He smiled even wider 
when his last words produced fluttering eyelids…the kid was fighting 
like hell to open them.

"Buck…help…"

JD's words were barely audible, but his friends heard them, scarcely 
containing their excitement and only doing so because of two other 
patients in the room. Buck squeezed JD's hand.

"I'm right here…come on…stay with me."

"Wh…where else would I…be?"

JD's battered features were obstructed by misty eyes which Buck 
scrubbed at to clear. "Hey there, kid."

"Buck…boy, you look awful."

They all laughed softly. 

Buck's voice hitched. "Now boy, you know that's damn near 
impossible." 

JD could hardly keep his eyes open but there was something…something 
he needed to know.

"Did…did you…get him? Did Chris get him, Buck?"

Glancing around his friends' faces, Buck's eyes locked with Vin's, 
just before he turned back to JD. "Yeah…yeah, we got him, kid."

"Good…"

Buck sighed contentedly as he watched JD slip into a healing sleep. 
Tenderly, he touched his best friend's face and hair, then shifted to 
his own damaged shoulder, resignedly nodding to Chris. Time to take 
care of business.

******** 

Three weeks later and Buck and JD were ready to move back to the CDC 
after Chris had graciously taken them in since their discharge from 
the hospital. That said, the team were almost all or partly around so 
they were never alone.

At home, it became evident things were not right. Clipped 
conversations and excuses of tiredness often separated the two men 
and Buck was at a loss as to how to put things right. JD insisted 
there was not a problem…Josiah called it denial. As a last resort to 
restore normality before the pair started their psych counseling, 
Chris arranged a cook-out at the ranch over the first weekend Buck 
and JD were at home. Neither man was able to drive. JD's wrist was in 
a cast and Buck's shoulder was still recovering from surgery and 
about to undergo an intense physical therapy regime, so Ezra offered 
to drive them there.

********

Vin was first to arrive at the Larabee homestead. Chris greeted him 
casually, doing a double-take when Vin drew nearer.

"Vin, something wrong?"

"Can we talk?"

Chris turned to give him his full attention. "Sure. Beer?"

"Naw, I'm good." He paused for a moment, watching Chris sit and doing 
the same. "'bout Peterson." Vin paused again. He rarely shared his 
innermost thoughts, but he knew this was something he had to do and 
he felt only Chris could help him on this occasion. He took a deep 
breath.

"I've killed before, Chris…and God knows I wanted this man in my 
sights more than anything I've ever wanted in my whole life…"

"…but…"

"But, now it's playin' on my mind…hauntin' my dreams and I can't help 
to wonderin'…did I do the right thing?"

Chris shifted in his seat, silently cursing himself for assuming Vin 
was handling this. He had been having a difficult time…why the hell 
should Vin be any different?

"When you saw him turn toward me, what went through your mind?"

Vin's blue eyes locked with Chris'. "That he was going to kill you."

Chris swallowed hard as that terrifying moment flashed through his 
mind. "And you were right. Whatever Peterson may have had planned, 
I'm convinced…me walking through that door changed everything. I saw 
his eyes, Vin…I was a dead man. You reacted instinctively, and for 
that I'm grateful…you saved my life…and likely Buck and JD's too…
thank you." He extended his hand and smiled as they clasped forearms.

"You realize this doesn't get you out of your psych evaluation 
though, don't you?"

Vin ducked his head, shaking it lightly. "Damn. Couldn't I get away 
with just talkin' to Josiah?"

Chris smiled. "Not a bad idea. Let me see what I can do." Clapping 
his hand on Vin's shoulder, he looked up as two vehicles 
approached. "Here we go."

*******

JD had stared out of the window of the Jag all the way over to 
Chris's. As they exited the vehicle, Buck approached Ezra. "Thanks 
for picking us up."

"My pleasure. Buck…"

"Mmm?" The brunet was watching JD walk toward the house.

"I'm a good listener, you know."

Buck wilted, glancing from JD to the southerner. "I…I feel like I'm 
losing him, Ezra. He's so full of hurt and pain…and I'm not getting 
through." 

"It would appear he's dwelling on something. Perhaps we can get him 
to open up while he's here. *You're* not losing him, Buck…but to a 
degree, he is lost. We shall endeavor to discover why."

Buck nodded. "I'd sure be obliged, Ez. Thanks."

~ 

After eating, the seven sat drinking and chatting…well, six of them 
did, the seventh kept staring across the yard. Suddenly, JD stood and 
walked across the lawn toward the outer buildings.

~

They watched JD emerge from the barn with a shovel, walk over to the 
far side of the yard and dig, moving after a minute or so to a new 
spot. 

"He's digging up my yard," Chris said to no one in particular, 
chewing the inside of his cheek after he spoke.

"He's looking for that damned shirt," Buck realized out loud. "What 
the hell is he playing at? Doc said he shouldn't be exerting himself 
for weeks, yet. Geesus…he's gonna damage his wrist…what's he…"

Chris halted the escalating tirade. Vin stood.

"Guess it'd be a whole lot easier if I show him where it is." He 
walked over to where JD was, now on his fourth hole.

~ 

JD attacked the ground like it was the enemy. These last few weeks 
had seen him restless and guarded…and he hated himself for it every 
time he saw how his behavior was hurting Buck. And now he was 
exhausted.

*Goddamnit…he didn't even have the energy to dig a small hole!*

He startled as a hand curled around his, gently taking the shovel 
from him. Minutes later, he and Vin were sitting off to one side of 
the yard, under the shade of a large tree. Vin watched JD pull the 
grimy shirt to his chest.

"Well, I know you're not anti-gay…so what is it about this shirt 
that's so all-fired important?"

JD's head snapped up. "That's not what people thought, is it? It 
wasn't meant like that…"

"…no," Vin interrupted. "No…no one thought that." He sighed. "Talk to 
me, kid. Buck and Josiah are going crazy…" Vin paused, making a 
decision. "…I'll share something with you…"

JD turned fully to look at the Texan.

Vin chewed his lower lip for a moment, then spoke. "…when I took out 
Peterson…that split second, God…it felt so good. It was all I thought 
about after we found his lab…and Claire. If that bastard wanted to 
die at the hands of a cop…*I* wanted to be that cop."

"And now?" JD asked, softly.

"Oh…I don't regret it…but…the satisfaction' s gone. Been replaced by 
guilt. I keep wondering if I should've winged him…not gone for the 
headshot."

"But…didn't you say he was about to shoot Chris?"

Vin nodded.

"Then…you had no choice," JD assured. "I can't tell you how grateful 
I am you took out that asshole…" his voice dropped, "…he hurt us, Vin…
he hurt Buck…"

Seeing JD's head drop, Vin raised his hand and squeezed the back of 
the youth's neck. "I know," he whispered. "I'm so sorry…I can't 
believe he walked you out of that party with all of us there." Vin 
sighed. "Aaah, kid…"

JD locked his gaze on Vin. "I could've done without the beating…and 
the barbs cocktail…" he offered a small grin, widening it slightly as 
Vin visibly relaxed. "But…I was there with Buck and I think…in some 
bizarre way…I helped him through his own ordeal a little, not in the 
best way, sure…but it kept him fighting Vin, until you guys arrived."

Nodding his understanding, Vin dropped his hand from JD's neck after 
one last squeeze. "So…" he pointed to the garment in JD's hands, "…
what's with the shirt?"

Dunne shrugged. "Aww…I dunno…hell, maybe they were gay…" he grinned 
at the thought of gay Muppets. "But…I kinda liked the idea of two 
guys sharing a home…platonically. "

Vin tilted his head. "Like you and Buck?" he smiled at the nod. "Buck 
don't give a shit about what others think of him, JD."

"But…what if it made him think about it? Am I so wrong to like what 
we have? I could tell Peterson hated it, you know…couldn't get his 
head around two men living and working together." His shoulders 
slumped.

Vin grinned. "Jeeze, JD…are you serious? Buck's not about to let you 
go anytime soon, kid. Chris has told me time and again…he hasn't seen 
Buck this happy in a long time. Reckons Buck has a real deep 
nurturing streak in him…and it got a little too much for Larabee 
sometimes. But you…I don't know what it is you guys have…friendship…
brotherhood…but man, if we could bottle and send it out, the world 
would be a better place."

JD smirked. "Don't let Ezra hear you say that…he'd insist on selling 
it."

Vin smiled, nodding, then grew serious for a moment. "I think if 
anythin', Buck's more worried you're the one wantin' to leave."

"What?" JD looked alarmed. "I don't wanna leave."

Tanner squeezed his shoulder and gestured toward the group trying 
hard not to look over at them, and failing. "How about we go over and 
set some minds at rest, then?" He stood and, extending his hand, 
pulled the younger man up.

~

Buck tried hard, but his eyes kept drifting to the pair under the 
large oak tree. Josiah found himself in a similar position. Try as he 
might, he had not been able to get JD to open up as much as he needed 
him to. Maybe…just maybe, Vin could find a way through the sturdy 
barricade JD had succeeded in putting up since he left the hospital.

"He still has nightmares, y'know."

All eyes turned to Buck, nodding sympathetically.

"Don't we all."

The focus shifted to Chris, the men a little surprised by the 
declaration.

"I wish I could find the words to tell you and JD how sorry I am. The 
thought of someone I care about being hurt in my name…" Chris 
stalled, words failing him.

Buck's eyes glistened as he smiled at his old friend. "You did 
nothing wrong, stud…whatever' s eating at JD…that ain't it. Knowing 
you and the guys were coming for us, kept that kid alive. His faith 
never wavered…and neither did mine."

Josiah, Nathan and Ezra smiled as the weight Chris had been carrying 
on his shoulders visibly lifted while the two men clasped hands. The 
past weeks had been excruciatingly difficult for all of them. 
Peterson's lunacy had touched each of them deeply, but for the first 
time in a long while, they no longer doubted they would get each 
other through it…eventually. 

~

The moment was broken by Buck's hissed cry as he straightened in his 
chair…"Okay, they're coming over…don't look…don't look."

Ezra grinned. "Yes Buck…your cunning indifference will fool them 
instantly." His grin widened when Buck's cool demeanor vanished as 
Vin and JD drew nearer, rising from his seat and stepping down from 
the porch to meet them. Vin broke away to join the main group as JD 
stopped in front of Buck. Buck spoke first.

"You okay? I see you found your shirt."

JD nodded, to both questions. He searched the eyes of the man he 
considered a brother. "There's a lot I want to say to you, Buck…when 
we get home. I'm sorry I've been so distant…I never meant to be." He 
sighed. "We…we're gonna be okay…me and you…aren't we?"

Buck embraced the younger man, all the tension in his body 
evaporating as he felt JD squeeze back. "You bet, li'l brother…you 
bet."

"I'm so sorry…you know it was never about you, right?"

Buck nodded against JD's head. "Yeah, I knew, I just wanted you to 
tell me what was bothering you. Are you sure you're ready to do that 
now?"

JD also nodded, speaking a few seconds later. "But…I need to do 
something first, will you come with me?"

"You bet."

~ 

Larabee nodded approvingly at Vin, the younger man returning the 
gesture. He glanced across at Buck and JD.

"I'm guessing the shirt is more symbolic than we realized," Josiah 
noted.

Tanner nodded. "Yeah…it is."

They watched the pair approach. Buck addressed them all. "JD and me 
have something we need to do. Could one of you give us a lift?"

"We'll all go," Chris said, as if expecting what was coming.

"You may want to rethink that stud…I haven't told you what it is, 
yet."

************ 

Five men stood watching their two friends from a distance. They 
hadn't exactly approved of what Buck and JD needed to do, but still, 
they supported them wholeheartedly.

"Closure, Christopher…more for our youngest than Buck, I believe. He 
was unconscious when Peterson died."

"Comatose, Josiah. Courtesy of Peterson," Chris spat sharply, meeting 
the older man's unblinking gaze. Ultimately the compassion and 
understanding playing across the profiler's features won out though 
and Chris broke eye-contact first, acquiescing. "Yeah, sure. All 
right." He swallowed the lump in his throat; this was the last place 
he ever expected to find himself.

~ 

"How are you doing?" Buck pulled JD back against him, wrapping his 
arm around the younger man's body.

JD sighed. "He really is dead."

"Yeah…he really is."

The youth stared at the simple headstone. "I thought I'd be full of 
hate, Buck. But…I just feel sorry for him. Why do I feel that way?"

"It's okay to feel that way, JD. Gene was a good man, once. He 
deserves some sympathy. Me and Chris…we hate the bastard's guts and 
would just as soon spit on his grave…you leave the hating to us, son…
it's what's kept us sane these past weeks. Who knows? Maybe one day 
we'll see it differently, but for now…hate is good."

"He made me feel so…useless, clinging to you like a five year old…"

"Is that what this is about? Kid?" He released his protégé and turned 
JD to face him. 

"I don't know how you survived that beating, much less the O.D. he 
gave you. You weren't clinging to me, squirt…I was clinging to you. 
You gave me the strength to focus on something other than my own 
pain. You gave me a reason to fight." Buck winced at the hurt in the 
youth's face. "You think he made you helpless? Nah…the drugs did 
that. He took me out too, remember? It took drugs to do what he did, 
JD…he needed to incapacitate us to get what he wanted…he played 
dirty. You're a good agent, son. What you lack in age and stature, 
you more than make up for in brains 'n heart and courage. You shine 
like a new penny, keep us on our toes, drive us crazy, make us laugh…
and by the time me and the guys are done with you…you're gonna be one 
of the best."

"You mean, I'm not already?" JD stifled a grin.

Buck chuckled, heartened to see the light back in JD's eyes. It was 
time to put this behind them, their friendship and the team had 
survived overwhelming odds, seemingly all the better and stronger for 
it. He started guiding the boy away from the grave.

"You'll do…kid…you'll do."

JD halted momentarily. "What I said…before I…passed out after Gene 
stuck me…" JD looked to the ground for a moment. "I…I…" He cursed 
inwardly, 'say it you idiot…tell him you meant it…'

Reaching out, Buck gently lifted the kid's chin. Grinning and locking 
eyes with JD, Buck nodded his understanding then slung his good arm 
across the kid's shoulders and, as the pair finally continued on 
toward the others, he declared, "Ditto, li'l bro…that goes for me, 
too."

The end
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